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          ANANI

        

      

    

    
      I’d never given much thought to how I would die.

      There had been plenty of times where I had wanted to die, but I think I’d always assumed it would be either at my father’s hand or during a mission with my flight. Preferably the latter—at least then it would be with a band of brothers who cared about me. Who would mourn my loss if any of us survived the dangerous tasks we’d been assigned.

      This, though? I would’ve never expected to die like this.

      My vision began to flicker around the edges as I stared into the anguish and pain-filled gaze of my mate. This was pure hell.

      I wanted to be strong for my peanut. I wanted to remove the fear from her eyes.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t—I couldn’t do anything but reach for her as a horrible tar-like burning sensation ran through every nerve ending of my body, causing me to want to roar out in pain. But I couldn’t even do that because my dragon and I were paralyzed by the assault on us, the magic swarming our senses in an onslaught as the chaos of the room became a distant buzzing. Easily ignorable—the entirety of my world narrowed on Maya.

      Nothing else mattered. Only her.

      I thought I heard someone roar out my name—maybe my twin—but it didn’t matter because the flicker at the center of my chest, the one that kept me alive, blew out. Every single ounce of my life force extinguished at once.

      I didn’t know how else to describe what happened next other than transcendence.

      One moment I was in my body, and the next I was being blasted through space and time, a cold energy—nearly invigorating—washing over me. I felt stunned, a prisoner to the vacuum-like pull, both my dragon and I watching in horror as we left our mate and our flight completely unprotected and at the mercy of the vicious shifter called a ‘dragon god’ by some of the prisoners.

      A monster who was possibly killing the people I loved.

      I bellowed out in pain, my dragon rattling the cage inside of my head as the noise echoed there—but nothing came out of my mouth. The vacuum that we were traveling in was completely silent.

      Then realization slammed into me, panic seizing up my chest as I recognized that the space around me was like a warped tunnel, pushing me towards a pinpoint of light at the very end. Holy fuck—I was dying. This was the ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ bullshit.

      Almost as if summoned at the thought itself, a wall of blue flames appeared in front of me, bringing everything to a complete and utter halt.

      I hung suspended in the air as the tunnel reacted aggressively against the magic trying to block the path, growing constrictive around me, a wheezing sound leaving my throat from the pressure on my ribs. It felt like my eardrums themselves were going to burst, and I closed my eyes, expecting the worst.

      Then I was dropped.

      I groaned in pain as my body fell through space, my back hitting against a solid surface. That was going to leave a fucking bruise.

      Unless I was dead.

      I refused to believe I was dead, though. I couldn’t be dead—I wasn’t ready to leave Maya. We had immortality to live out together, and I didn’t want to leave my flight, the only true safe haven my brother and I had ever found.

      My head spun in a toxic twist, my brow furrowing at the idea of Ledger thinking he’d lost me. I couldn’t imagine losing my twin. The moment would gut him, and I fucking hated that.

      No, I absolutely refused to accept that I was dead. Something had stopped me from truly dying. I wasn’t dead. I would hang onto that thought as long as necessary.

      “Good, because you’re not.”

      My eyes snapped open. I found myself looking skyward, except it wasn’t a normal sky—no, this was painted in a watercolor palette of red, orange, and pink. It wasn’t a sunset, but it almost felt like one outside of the blazing midday ball of fire I could see out of the corner of my eye. My skin wasn’t overly hot, though, and as I sat up, feeling more than just a twinge of pain from the hard fall, I looked around, realizing that I was in a large grassy plain surrounded by hills. There was nothing else as far as the eye could see.

      Where the hell was I?

      “Anani.”

      The woman’s voice had me turning my head, everything coming to a full stop. Well, obviously I was dead and she had no idea what she was talking about.

      “You’re not dead,” she repeated, staring back at me from where she sat a few feet away.

      Seeing her nearly fucking broke me, as a pain-filled sound came from my throat. “Mom?”

      I hadn’t seen many photos of my mother. In fact, I had only seen one singular picture from a trip she and my father had taken to the Earth realm. The rest of the photographs and paintings had been destroyed following her death…and I was starting to understand why. The photo I’d found had featured this exact woman—what it hadn’t featured was just how fucking similar we looked in person, so much so that I kind of understood why my father hated looking at us, especially me. Kind of.

      A pair of icy blue eyes exactly like mine held my gaze as the breeze ruffled her dark curly hair that was pulled back away from her face, bringing to my attention how young she looked. Far too young to be our mother.

      Because she was dead.

      “I’m dead,” she confirmed softly, making my fists clench. “But you’re not, and I was sent here to tell you to not be afraid. I promise this will be over soon. Your mate and you share a bond that has intertwined her magic with yours—you will live, Anani.”

      My mate. Maya. Where the fuck was Maya?

      I immediately looked around, fear instantaneously permeating every part of my being at her possible loss. It was easier to focus on solving the problem of closing the distance between Maya and me than to deal with this—meeting the woman that our father had punished us for losing, time and time again.

      “Close but unreachable,” my mom said quietly. “The fire she was hit with would’ve killed any other phoenix—Ry’s fire not only burns, but drains—but because of who your mate is, she will live. She has to be the one to figure out how to pull on that strength of hers though.”

      “I need to see her,” I insisted, standing up as she did the same, watching me with interest and concern. I could barely meet her gaze, feeling a sudden misplaced wave of hurt—she had left us. Obviously she hadn’t meant to die, but she’d left us.

      It was irrational to think that way, and even more so to put that on her, which was why my brain was still searching for anything to focus on other than how much I wished things could have been different. That the woman in front of me wasn’t a stranger but someone who had been with me my entire life—a parent who’d loved me and showed me that every day. Someone who would have protected us from our father.

      Yeah, I wasn’t doing a good job at distracting myself.

      “You will soon,” she promised and offered a watery smile. “You and your brother found your mate.” She said it as a statement, but her eyes were filled with soft curiosity.

      I considered not answering, running a hand through my hair and looking around in frustration, hoping to somehow spot Maya. But when I once again found nothing but rolling hills in the distance, I exhaled, closing my eyes.

      “Yeah. Yeah we have,” I whispered.

      “I’ve tried to watch you when I could.” Her voice was filled with a note of sadness, and when I opened my eyes, there were tears welling against her lashes. “I even tried to reach out to your father, to tell him to stop—”

      Her voice was choked on the end, and she crossed her arms over her small frame as if trying to hug herself. “But he was so clouded by grief and hatred, so much anger, that no matter what I did, I couldn’t reach him.”

      “You shouldn’t have had to,” I said, feeling angry that she was blaming herself for this. But more than anything, I was furious at my father.

      “I should’ve been there to protect you two. I should’ve found a way to come back—”

      “From the dead?”

      Her chin tilted up as tears trekked down her face. “We have a phoenix in our line, a few generations back…I should’ve found a way. I should’ve tried to tap into that before—”

      In a second flat, I was across the space and pulling my mom into a hug. Emotion clogged my throat as she hugged me back, making me realize how far I’d come since meeting Maya. I wasn’t positive how I would’ve handled it before, but I knew it wouldn’t have been like this. For sure not like this.

      While it was hard to see her, to imagine the mother she could’ve been, the relief that this was giving me—the closure—was something I would’ve never expected. It was so damn clear that she had never wanted to leave us, and while I had never assumed that had been her intention, there had always been a part of me that had felt abandoned.

      “This is not your fault. He’s fucking crazy,” I said as I finally pulled back.

      She looked up at me with so much warmth it hurt. “I love you, Anani. I loved you and your brother so much, from the time I found out I was carrying you to when I looked down at both of you, holding you in my arms before I…” Her voice teetered off, and she inhaled sharply. “I have always loved you, and I’ll continue to do my best to watch out for both of you from here.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered, wishing that Ledger and Maya could’ve been here. There was no damn way to adequately describe this experience.

      “Your mate.” My mom stepped back and reached for the ring on her finger, pulling it off and placing it in my hand. I immediately recognized the piece of jewelry because my father had a matching pin with the family sigil on it—one that he’d always worn proudly but never allowed us to. “Give this to her. I want your brother and you to have a part of me to pass on…if you’re okay with that.”

      “I’ll give it to her,” I promised, not bothering to bring up how much it was going to piss off my father if I could bring this into the real world—or maybe it would fucking scare him. I think I would take either one, and it sure as hell would prove to Ledger that I’d spoken to her. Not that he wouldn’t believe me, but shit—this was insane.

      “She’s good to both of you?” she asked, her eyes shading with concern.

      “Maya?”

      My mom nodded, and I smiled authentically for the first time. “Maya is amazing, and I wish you could meet her.”

      “I do too.” Her eyes watered again before she seemed to shake herself and took a step back. “I can already feel the magic of these planes shifting. Your mate won’t stay caged for long.”

      I completely believed that.

      “I love you,” I whispered as she blinked out of existence with another soft smile.

      I dropped to my knees, and a breath whooshed out of me. I lifted the ring up, the small gold sigil delicate in nature, and I put it in my pocket, hoping like hell it would stay there. I felt a tear stream down my cheek, my breathing a bit uneven as I tried to rationalize what had just happened—Had I really just spoken to my mom? That was impossible, right?

      The ground underneath me shook. I looked around in confusion, noticing a barrier in the distance. It was gold and seemed to shoot all the way up into the sky—far past anything I could see. When the hell had that gotten there? I made my way towards it, the soft winds brushing against me. My eyes widened as the land dipped into a valley—but not one I could go into, as I was completely warded from it.

      In the center of it all? Maya.

      Her delicate form was curled up in a bed of grass, and she appeared to be sleeping peacefully. I raised my hand to the barrier, wanting to touch it or try to pass through it, to go to her—

      “Don’t.”

      This time it was a familiar voice—the man from the prison, the one who had unsuccessfully, if I was to believe my mom on not being dead, sacrificed his life for us to escape from. I turned to look at him, finding that he looked vastly different than he had in the prison. The bands on his wrists were gone, and his wings, instead of being smoky in nature, were now full angel wings with silver and black feathers.

      Holy shit—was he an angel? Like an actual angel? During the last Cosmos War, the angels had fallen, their realm destroyed by the gods…so to see one in person was a bit disorienting.

      “Don’t what?” I demanded, my jaw clenching as I tried to not show how surprised I was to see him.

      “If you value your luck in surviving so far, don’t touch the barrier. It’s not a magic I recognize, which means it’s either hers or it’s something different. I tried to touch it and it nearly caused me to black out.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, looking back at Maya.

      “She has to overcome his fucking magic herself before we can go to her,” he hissed in frustration, obviously upset over the concept.

      “The Master? Or is it Ry?” I asked, remembering what my mom had called him.

      “You know his name?” the man asked with a curious tilt of his head, looking alarmed.

      “My mother called him that. She appeared to me.”

      He nodded in understanding, as if unsurprised. “Yes, Ry is his modern name.”

      Something occurred to me then. “Why are you here? Aren’t you immortal?” At least I had assumed he was, considering how damn long he had been alive for. If Maya was being reborn, it made sense why I was here with her, but what the hell did he have to do with this?

      A shadow passed his gaze. “I don’t know. I’m immortal, but not with those bands on. They negate my magic, and if I used them to go against Ry, it would cause my true death.”

      “Which is why you were hesitant to destroy the stone,” I noted, remembering that he hadn’t originally brought up the option. “You knew you would die.”

      “Something that didn’t bother me if it wasn’t for the fact that I feared Maya still wouldn’t escape, which was unfortunately true,” he bit out. “I thought I would be able to find a different way, even after he arrived.”

      “So you should be actually dead.” I didn’t comment on the way he spoke about Maya, feeling defensive over the way he was looking at her before his gaze moved back to me. I knew now wasn’t the time for violence, but I didn’t like the idea of him being close to her—I didn’t fully trust him, even if he had sacrificed his life for us to escape.

      His eyes darkened. “I should be, but instead I’m here… I don’t understand why.” The last was an admission I could tell he didn’t like to make.

      Letting my magic out, I realized I couldn’t feel my full connection with Maya—not that it had been severed, but almost as if there was a wall separating us. I started to understand why he was here as I appraised him curiously, nearly letting out a defensive rumble.

      Apparently it didn’t matter if I trusted him or not. I had a feeling he would be around from now on…if we ever left this weird fucking limbo.

      “The two of you have a bond.” I had no idea how he didn’t realize it, but I couldn’t leave it unstated.

      His brow dipped. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Yeah, he didn’t know. Wonderful.

      “Focus on her. You’ll see,” I said, unsure how to feel about that. My initial reaction was distaste and possessiveness, only to remember that he hadn’t predicted this. Not only had he wanted Maya to escape, but he had assumed he was going to actually die.

      My brow furrowed, not fully sure how to handle this situation. Honestly, it was the least of my worries considering everything else.

      “Fuck.”

      The man sat down in the grass, looking dazed. I offered him a cautious look but decided to leave him to his thoughts as my gaze moved back to Maya. My chest squeezed as she began to move, her eyes slowly blinking open.

      Even from here, I could see their golden warmth, relief exploding across her face as she caught sight of me. I knew she couldn’t see the man on the ground next to me, but she immediately stood, walking up the valley towards us.

      I felt everything still inside of me because…my peanut was glowing. Literally.

      Her golden skin appeared to be sparkling, and her hair, which had been long before, reached nearly below her hips and wrapped around her like a protective veil. No marks or scars covered her skin except for the mating marks on her neck—outside of that, absolutely nothing. It made me want to pull down my own shirt to check my scars. Her lips parted into a smile as she moved closer, her mouth moving but no noise sounding.

      I couldn’t hear her.

      I spoke her name out loud as the man next to me looked up in realization, but Maya came to a stop, her mouth dipping into a slight frown as she realized she couldn’t hear me either. My mate approached the wall of magic, more cautiously this time, her gaze moving down to the man that had just gotten to his feet, surprise still stark across his face. His baffled expression turned only more confused as Maya offered him a beautiful smile that caused even my heart to beat double-time.

      “Don’t touch it,” I warned her, pointing towards the barrier and shaking my head. I knew it wasn’t her magic. I didn’t know how I was so sure about that, but I could tell.

      She nodded, and her eyes grew watery as she mouthed ‘I love you.’ I immediately returned the phrase, making her smile before her eyes moved to the man staring at her in shock. She opened her mouth to say something—but suddenly thunder cracked overhead.

      I snapped my head up, looking at the clear skies in confusion, and when the man next to me cursed, I looked back down to see the barrier growing foggy, Maya’s concerned gaze the last thing I saw before the space turned completely dark, like an onyx wall had been erected in the golden barrier’s place.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I demanded. The sky and the area Maya was in seemed to be merging, obscuring my view of her.

      “I don’t know.”

      I could tell that upset the angel—he sounded nearly as panicked as myself. My mom had said she would be alright. I had to trust her—I did trust her—but that didn’t stop the frustration. I began to pace, willing to wait as long as I needed for Maya.

      My fingers tugged the collar of my torn shirt. I breathed out a sigh of relief to see Maya’s mark still there…but the scar from my father was gone.
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          MAYA

        

      

    

    
      From the moment I was pulled into consciousness, I knew something was missing.

      Pain.

      Pain was missing, and a euphoric sense of relief slammed into me all at once. The physical agony I had been suffering dissolved into a distant memory, any heartache lost in the sounds of wind rustling the grass around me. Even more relieving—my memories, ghosts of everything that had happened, seemingly slipped away. They were within reach, but not pulling at me angrily, not demanding my attention.

      Around me was the scent of damp earth, and I could feel soft strands of grass brushing over my legs and hands as I laid stretched out on the ground. It almost seemed to cradle me, and I let out a quiet sigh, shifting only slightly to get more comfortable. The sound of the wind brushing over my ears and the taste of the sweet air against my lips, almost seemed unnatural—surely this odd utopia of sensations was crafted by magic, because never in my life had I experienced something like this.

      Then again, that wasn’t saying a lot considering I hadn’t exactly experienced a lot—at least not compared to most people.

      There was something I was missing, though, something about this place, and it forced me to open my eyes and to look up into the painted sky above me.

      Immediately I felt confusion hit me. This wasn’t where I’d been when I closed my eyes…

      A weird chill ran over me as the truth began to seep in, drop by drop.

      This wasn’t where I’d been when I died. That’s what I meant.

      When the agony from that fire, the one inflicted on me by the ‘dragon god,’ became too much and everything had burned and burned until I’d been incinerated… At least that was what it had felt like.

      I’d died. Or I was dead. One of those.

      Was this where we went after? Was I in some heaven-like place? I thought I wasn’t able to die because I was a phoenix? Then again, it was clear that the fire I’d been hit with was something far different than I’d come across before, something god-like in strength..

      One positive, I suppose, was that Tina, my fake mother, had been wrong—I hadn’t ended up in Hell. At least this didn’t seem like Hell.

      Seriously though—where the heck was I? When I’d died at the hands of Tina and Jed, I couldn’t remember the experience, but this time it appeared I’d ended up somewhere. Was that because I’d truly died? Or did this have to do with my magic being released since I was bonded to my mates now? Last time I hadn’t been bonded to any of them.

      Struggling to sit up, I looked around and confirmed that I was very much somewhere I’d never been before. I didn’t think I was dead, though. No, I could still feel the bonds with my mates strumming with intensity, and there was something new there as well… But before I could focus on it, I found a very familiar gaze.

      Anani.

      That was when the pain hit me. I nearly let out a gasp, a choked sound leaving my throat. I thought he’d died. I’d been positive he had.

      I stumbled to standing and walked forward, trekking up the valley to the gold shimmering wall that Anani was standing on the other side of. His icy vibrant eyes ate up every inch of me, and I hated that despite growing close to him, I couldn’t feel his dragon like normal or smell his electric scent—instead I stood there facing him, taking stock of every inch of him.

      His shirt was torn—in fact, his clothes looked in nearly as rough of shape as my own. Anani’s skin was no longer covered in blood or ash, though—there were no injuries on him. His tattoos stood out to me, and I craved to see my mark on his chest. I craved to press my head there and feel the rumble of his dragon. His eyebrow piercing glinted under the bright sun as I noticed his hair looked messy but clean, like he had showered but put back on the same clothes… I think I was in a very similar state, although I’d yet to take full stock of myself.

      “Anani.” I breathed out, his eyes darting down to my lips.

      When he spoke my name in return, my eyes tracking the movement, I realized with great disappointment that we couldn’t hear one another—but before I could try again, a shifting in the corner of my eye caught my attention. Relief flooded my system as I found Azrael standing from the ground, a smile slipping onto my face.

      Unfortunately though, he didn’t seem nearly as happy to see me. His face was one of shock—but despite him being Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger, I was thrilled he had survived. At least I hoped that was what this was. It meant that my efforts hadn’t been in vain.

      I swallowed, my eyes running over him and taking in how much he had changed in such a short amount of time.

      First of all, I hadn’t realized how large he was—it was almost like the shackles that dampened his power had also shrunk him physically—considering how large I’d thought he was before, that was sort of crazy. But that was no longer the case, and his tanned, almond skin stood in contrast to his pale hair and silver coin-like eyes. His clothes were seared and ripped, but out of his back sprung massive wings, black and silver feathers glinting in the sun and truly making him look like an avenging angel.

      I couldn’t smell his natural scent or get any feel for his magic, and I wasn’t even positive what he was thinking because the way he was staring at me was like he’d never seen me before—which was obviously not the case. I swallowed nervously, looking back to Anani, not knowing how to handle the onslaught of emotions I felt towards Azrael being alive.

      My hand went up to touch the barrier, but Anani emphatically shook his head and mouthed the words “Don’t touch it.”

      But I wanted to touch it, and more importantly, I wanted to touch him. To take sanctuary in his arms.

      My eyes grew watery as I let out a shaky breath, saying “I love you” out loud even though he couldn’t hear me. I did love Anani—I loved all my men. All my men. My mates. I felt breathless at the reality of how much danger I had left them in.

      My eyes snapped over to Azrael, somehow knowing he would understand what was going on, or at least have an idea. Despite everything going on, I trusted him to an extent. It didn’t make a ton of sense, but I didn’t think he would lie to me about the situation we were in.

      Before he could answer, though, a loud crack of thunder sounded overhead, causing me to jump as I snapped my gaze up at the clear skies.

      Except they weren’t clear. Not anymore.

      The sky turned dark, and fog saturated the air, clouding everything around me. The force of the wind pushed me back down the hill before I could warn the others, crowding me into the valley’s center. I hissed as I tripped over my own feet and fell forward, catching myself as a pained whimper came from my lips.

      Looking around, I felt a new magic fill the air, and I stood, trying to keep calm as the energy ebbed, leaving me in a state of complete silence. I looked around and eventually found myself kneeling back down in the grass, wanting to avoid being taken off guard. When the silence stretched on for more than a few minutes, the adrenaline drained out of my body and I slumped in confusion, my thoughts going back to my men. My mates. I hadn’t imagined Anani, right? And Azrael?

      No, there was no way.

      My eyes widened—Bella. I had left her there! And the other phoenix and young dragons that The Master had kept.

      This was so wrong. I shouldn’t be here! I needed to get back to them.

      Fury, sadness, fear, and protectiveness all raged within me as my heart beat double-time, causing me to feel overwhelmed. The worst part was that I didn’t know where I stood. I didn’t know what was true, and I really didn’t know what was false. Instead, I felt like I was in some odd limbo. I didn’t even know if I was truly alive.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I considered the very stark reality that my mates were in harm’s way because of me, that I would never see them again. That Bella could be hurt, that those younglings could never escape. A sob caught in my throat as I felt an engulfing wave of emotions, including guilt, suffocate me. I put my head down, trying to breathe through it and failing horribly.

      “Don’t cry, young phoenix.”

      An older male voice had me snapping my head up. I stumbled to standing, adrenaline spiking again as I realized that the man stood only feet from me. How had I not heard him approach? Sure I was still getting used to being a shifter, but that type of noise, the sound of someone approaching, wasn’t one I ever took lightly considering my past.

      Tears covered my cheeks despite his words as I looked over him, the creature inside of me attempting to determine if he was a threat or not.

      My phoenix settled after a moment, both of us coming to the conclusion that he wasn’t a threat. Of course, it no doubt helped that he looked grandfatherly. Not that it meant anything—I could tell he had magic, and powerful magic…he just wasn’t trying to use it.

      “I have every reason to cry,” I responded hoarsely.

      His completely blue eyes, almost cosmic in nature with silver stars, were understanding as he nodded. His long white hair, which contrasted his dark skin, was pulled back in a braid, and his beard shifted in the wind that brushed through the foggy space—though the breeze didn’t move the clouds, masking us in a cloak of gray.

      “Of course.” He nodded again and then snapped his fingers, two large leather chairs appearing. He moved his dark robes and sat, motioning to the other. “Please, sit. We have to talk before you make your return, and we don’t have much time.”

      Hope surged through me at the mention of returning, and as I sat down, the fog suddenly cleared in one direction, giving us a scenic view of the valley. I just wish it had cleared in the direction of Anani and Azrael.

      “I promise they are perfectly fine,” he said with a knowing smile.

      “Why are we separated then?” I demanded. I wouldn’t lie, I was getting very frustrated with constantly feeling separated from my mates. If I got back to them—no, when I got back to them—I would make sure that never happened again.

      “I needed to talk to you alone,” he explained, meeting my gaze. “There are some things meant only for your ears—at least for the moment, until you decide what you want to do.”

      “What I want to do?”

      “The realms connected to Earth are going to face danger, not once, but several times in the next century.” He sighed. “Unfortunately unavoidable, despite my best efforts to design it differently.”

      “You designed Earth?” I asked in confusion.

      “We can discuss that later,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But yes, the realms will face danger, and many individuals—some you know well—have parts to play in helping the realms survive what is to come.”

      I kept quiet as he looked over me and nodded, seemingly happy that I was content to listen.

      “You play a part as well, Maya,” he explained. “We need phoenixes and dragons to become one unit again. In order to survive what is to come in the next century, there cannot be a divide.”

      “Most of the phoenixes are dead,” I whispered in pain.

      “Many are dead,” he agreed, “but many are not. Many are in hiding. You can stop the damage Ry has done and eliminate him. You have been destined to rule from a very young time, but it won’t be the Dreki realm. It will be the intersection of the two species—dragon and phoenix. You’re the key to bringing the two together so that when danger does come, you can lead them into battle.”

      My eyes went wide. “Battle? I…I understand what you’re saying about leading, but there are so many problems with it. First of all, who is Ry?”

      If I was going to have to ‘eliminate’ someone, I should probably know who they are first.

      His eyes darkened. “The god who killed you. The god who has attempted to amass enough power that he poses an immense threat to the realm—many are guilty of doing so, but he is not only hoarding magic to fight the coming danger, but also eliminating a source of power after he steals it. It’s why he’s been after you.”

      I exhaled in realization of the god he was referring to. “The other dragon? I can’t eliminate him, he’s—”

      “You can.” The man smiled. “When you’re reborn, you will be very powerful, Maya. More than you’ll know what to do with. You will need to train with it, but to defeat Ry, the raw magic you have will be enough.”

      His confidence in me was completely misplaced.

      I ran a hand through my hair and shook my head. “And then you want me to rule? I…I just want to be with my mates. I’m not a ruler. I wasn’t raised by my mom, I have no idea how to rule—”

      “You’re a natural leader, Maya. You may not be a battle-worn one, but you lead people with compassion. I’ve watched it from afar again and again—you will fall right into it.”

      Frustration bubbled up, feeling like I was being backed into a corner. “And what if I don’t want to do this?”

      “Everyone has a choice,” the man admitted, his eyes shading with sadness, “but the danger is coming no matter what. Your family will be threatened no matter what, and in a few decades or so, maybe sooner, your children will face a threat as well. It’s unavoidable. So you can either sit idly by or decide to help.”

      I inhaled and looked down at the ground, processing his words. My children? Our family? I had no idea if I was even alive, and this man was asking me to think about a threat to my future family. Of course I would do anything to keep them safe, but how did I know I could even trust this complete, obviously very powerful, stranger?

      Somehow I didn’t think he was lying, though. I didn’t know him, and I had no reason to believe him, but my instincts were telling me he was being truthful. I just felt unsure, and for the first time since meeting them, I didn’t have my mates to turn to. I couldn’t ask their opinion or have them aid in me deciding. I was all on my own.

      “How do I even defeat someone like Ry?”

      “Ry has removed part of his heart so that even if he dies in battle, he can come back. You have to destroy that part of his heart, and then your phoenix fire will be able to destroy him.”

      “He’s not immortal?”

      The man’s eyes lit up. “Oh, he is. Blue phoenix fire can kill immortal beings. It can also heal the worst deaths—you simply have to learn how to use both aspects.”

      That was a lot to unpack at once.

      “I don’t know if I have the ability to kill him,” I whispered, trying to focus on the task at hand. “I have never killed anyone.”

      The man nodded in understanding. “I know.”

      My eyes suddenly widened, realizing that he probably had the answer to a question that was ringing in my brain. “My other mates—are they okay?!”

      “For the moment,” he assured, his gaze going distant momentarily before refocusing on me. “I can’t get involved, but I have temporarily delayed Ry.”

      “I need to get back!” I jumped to my feet, panic fluttering in my chest. “How do I do that?”

      “You have to find the strength to leave this place and go to your mates—to be reborn again.”

      Then he stood and he motioned to the realm around him that was hidden from me. “Go to the highest peak and fly, Maya. You will find your way back to Earth.”

      I could tell he was telling the truth, but somehow it felt more complicated than that. I examined his face as he waited patiently for an answer from me regarding the other element.

      “I’ll do it. I’ll kill him.”

      His eyes warmed, and he squeezed my shoulder while standing. “Your help in this is invaluable.”

      “Wait!” I called out as he began to walk away. “Why are you doing this?”

      His eyes darkened with a soft sadness as he turned towards me. “Because I don’t want to see another creation of mine destroyed by the universe’s darkness.”

      Then he was gone, leaving me with my mouth hanging open. Did that mean he was the…creator? The Maker?

      I fell to my knees in awe, wondering how I had gotten through an entire conversation with him without even knowing who he was. My eyes snapped shut as the world started to rumble underneath me. I felt weak, the magic from his presence being sucked out of the space violently.

      Something cracked around me.

      I distinctly heard my name being called, but all too soon the fog wrapped around me. I let out a gasp as my body went limp, completely blacking out once again. This time, though, I knew I would wake up.
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      “Mon lapin, wake up.”

      I let out a soft hum as the accented voice tickled my ears, nuzzling into the rough, warm hand against my cheek, loving the texture and comfort it brought. I knew who was trying to wake me up, especially because of the nickname—despite having only heard it once or twice now—but I couldn’t for the life of me conjure a name to the front of my mind. Instead I simply enjoyed being wrapped up in his electric magic that ran against my skin in small bolts of energy.

      “Wake up, Maya.”

      “I can’t,” I sighed, squeezing my eyes shut further. “I’m too tired.”

      I really was. In fact, my whole body felt sore and achy, like I’d run several miles, and I was seriously hoping that wasn’t the case. I was finding that traditional exercise wasn’t something that appealed to me… Well, unless Croy wanted to go on a run and he was shirtless—it was possible I would enjoy that.

      Although he usually went in the morning…so never mind.

      A soft worried noise left the individual’s throat as I raised my hand to wrap around his, running my thumb against his wrist in what I hoped was a comforting move. I could feel this odd bond running between us, nearly luminescent in nature and wrapping around my other bonds protectively. It wasn’t a natural bond, but it felt natural to us, and it was as powerful as my mating bonds. This was something special between us…between Azrael and me.

      Azrael.

      “I’m right here,” he promised, his voice sounding pained as my fingers slid up his forearm, only stopping as I felt smooth skin. Something was missing…something I had noticed before.

      His scars. My eyes slowly opened and I met his gaze, eyes wide with so many emotions.

      “They’re gone,” I whispered.

      His throat worked nervously. “You noticed them.”

      I blushed in embarrassment, wondering if I shouldn’t have said anything. “I did.”

      “They are gone,” he murmured, brushing a piece of my hair away from my face. I let out a soft, pleased sound at him touching me—something that had him pausing, a confused expression filling his face. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be—”

      “Don’t be sorry.” My tongue darted out on my lips as I interrupted him, his eyes following the action. “I should be sorry—I got you killed.”

      He blinked before chuckling, his tone tainted with tension and a bit of distress. “Yes, well, I’m not exactly positive that’s the case—I don’t know where we are.”

      I knew, though. I knew exactly what was going on, and I remembered everything I had been told despite feeling more than slightly disoriented.

      Turning my head from where I was laid out in the grass, I looked around and realized we were in a different landscape than before. Now we were in a forested region with massive trees that appeared to stretch towards the sky infinitely. “Are we near the barrier from before?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, sounding thoroughly upset at the concept, his wings ruffling softly behind him. “When you disappeared, we waited for you, and when your magic blasted out”—it hadn’t been my magic, but I didn’t correct him—“we got separated, and the space around us changed.”

      I looked around, confirming that my dragon mate was nowhere in sight. “We have to find Anani.”

      “I don’t know when we got separated,” Azrael grunted. “Before you get up, let me make sure you’re okay first. You’ve been unconscious twice today already.”

      I nodded, and he gently helped me sit up from where I was laying. Instead of moving away from him, I leaned into him. I probably should’ve been angry with Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger, but it was difficult to feel that way when he had literally sacrificed his life for us. Even if we were both somehow still alive.

      “How are you going to make sure I’m okay? With healing magic, like before?” I asked curiously, remembering the way he had sheltered me in his wings after being injured so badly. Was it too much to hope that he would wrap me up in them again?

      He nodded, and I inhaled as I felt his magic run over me, loving the sensation against my skin. I couldn’t hold his gaze, though, feeling flushed and a little awkward at this level of intimacy. My fingers itched to reach out and touch his feathers. I wish I could tell you I had the control to keep myself from doing it, but my fingers went forward and brushed against the feathers. They seemed so delicate—at least the onyx ones. The silver were slightly thicker and more dangerous with their sharp edges.

      I found myself envious, wishing I could have my wings out constantly like he did. I bet that felt amazing. My back twitched as I wondered if that was even possible.

      A feral growl came from Azrael’s throat, and I moved my gaze up to find him looking at me with so much intensity that it had my entire body freezing up. A flash of heat ran over my skin as I swallowed nervously. His eyes tracked the movement, and I almost leaned back, but I couldn’t find it in me to leave the aura of his energy—he had a gravitational force that was nearly impossible to ignore.

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “They’re just so beautiful.”

      His eyes flashed black as he moved forward, causing me to lean back until I was lying flat and he was over me, his eyes running over my face before moving to my shoulders. “I bet your feathers are equally as beautiful, mon lapin.”

      There was something distinctly different about Azrael when he was like this—it almost reminded me of when my mates’ dragons took over. It was still him, but there was a predatory energy to him that lit up every inch of me with an intoxicating measure of sensations.

      “Do you want to see me shift sometime?” I asked nervously, my teeth biting down on my bottom lip.

      “Yes,” he immediately answered before exhaling, as if not having meant to respond so quickly. “Fuck, this is a mess.”

      “What’s a mess?” I asked seriously, my fingers coming up again to brush across his jawline. Now that those shackles were off, Azrael seemed so much more alive. Everything about him radiated with energy and life. It was addicting to be around.

      “This situation, the fact that you…you marked me.”

      I froze. “What did I do?”

      His eyes filled with a strong and dark emotion that I didn’t fully understand. “You didn’t do it on purpose?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know what I did,” I whispered. The idea of marking Azrael was far from unappealing, but I wanted to understand what he was talking about.

      “Fuck,” he hissed out. “That’s even worse. I didn’t understand why you would’ve marked me, hell, how you even marked me… But you didn’t mean to. You didn’t want this.”

      That wasn’t true. I wanted this—whatever this was. I could see he was hurt at the concept of me not wanting this, and that had me panicking.

      He went to sit back, and I immediately followed him, reaching out to touch his arm exactly as I had before when he went to destroy the stone in the prison. Before I could ask him to explain, our magic collided in an electric burst and we were shown exactly what happened between us, our magic very obviously not wanting any misunderstandings.

      In that mere second, it was extremely easy to understand how we had become connected. I had reached out to touch him when he said he would break the stone because I’d felt something was wrong, and my phoenix recognized it—not only recognized it, but connected to his magic, circling it completely in a protective gold coating. It wasn’t a bond that should’ve existed. It was purely unique, but apparently my magic had taken the matter into its own hands, refusing to let Azrael die for us. Recognizing that his sacrifice made him worthy of being saved.

      I pulled back, breathing unevenly as he stared at me with shock as he exhaled. “Your magic… It marked me. It formed a immolatio bond—a sacrificial bond. You somehow knew what I was going to do and what it would result in. I don’t know how you knew, but you did.”

      My eyes moved down to where I was holding him, and I realized there was a handprint there, one that wrapped around his wrist in gold. It began to fade as I released my hold on him, but a faint outline remained.

      “A sacrificial bond? I've never heard of anything like that,” I said in soft surprise, feeling thrilled that we had formed some type of connection. It was selfish, but I wasn’t one to ignore how I felt about things, and Azrael made me feel something.

      I was distracted enough by that thought that I didn’t realize how much he was freaking out. His face was pale, and he was tracking every expression that crossed my own.

      “It’s a type of bond that is extremely rare,” he murmured, but I could tell he was holding something back from me.

      “And one you don’t like.”

      “I didn’t say that.” He let out a slow exhale, his eyes darting away from mine. “I don’t want you to feel forced into something, Maya—especially something this serious.”

      “I know there’s a lot we don’t know about each other,” I murmured, drawing his attention back, “but I don’t mind being connected to you, Azrael.”

      In a fast movement, he caught my jaw gently but firmly and spoke in a hard whisper. “Don’t say my name out loud, mon lapin.”

      “Why?” I asked in surprise, feeling nervous. “Is it a secret?” I didn’t mind having a secret between the two of us. Instead of being intimidated by his movement, I melted into it.

      “Names have a lot of power, more so with mine,” he bit out, though I could tell his anger wasn’t directed at me. He examined the area around us before refocusing on me.

      “Can I call you something else then? What about Az?”

      “Like a nickname?” he asked, tilting his head, a flash of soft vulnerability crossing his face. Also caution—there seemed like a lot of caution in his expression in relation to me.

      “Exactly like that. It doesn’t have to be Az—”

      “I love Az,” he admitted. “I’ve never had a nickname before.”

      “I’ve never met an angel before,” I pointed out before frowning slightly. “I haven’t asked you…actually, I’m not positive I can ask…but is that what you are? An angel?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like Azrael… the Angel of Death?”

      His eyes darkened at me saying his name again, and I mentally cursed myself for messing up already. At the same time, I was curious if I was correct, remembering everything I’d been forced to read by Pastor Malcolm.

      You know, in retrospect, I found it odd that Pastor Malcolm had chosen Christianity to force upon me, especially with him being a witch—then again, I suppose the most material was available for it since the humans assumed my previous home was a church.

      “Yes, I’m the physical embodiment of the Angel of Death—the namesake of the ability to separate the soul from the physical form,” he explained softly.

      “That’s crazy,” I whispered before smiling knowingly. “So since you’re an angel, you wouldn’t have let Bella get hurt, right?”

      His eyes warmed. “The tiny feline you love? No. I made sure she was spared any mistreatment. Animals are sacred creatures, ones that most of humanity don’t deserve.”

      Oh my. This man was an animal lover.

      I couldn’t help but melt into his touch further. The Angel of Death loved animals. My eyes started to tear up with emotion.

      “What?” he asked in alarm.

      “I love that,” I whispered.

      “I…I’m confused on why you’re crying then.”

      I brushed a tear away and shrugged. “I’ve sort of been extra emotional lately… I just find it sweet that you love animals. I love them also.”

      “Of course you do.” He chuckled, his eyes warming with affection. “That doesn’t surprise me, mon lapin. I’m not sweet, though—far from it.”

      Oh, I disagreed with that completely.

      Suddenly a crack of thunder sounded ahead and drew my attention from Azrael to the sky. He gently helped me up to standing, and I noticed briefly that he kept close to me, his hands hesitating over my skin.

      Didn’t he realize how much I wanted him to touch me? Did he realize that my skin lit up under it?

      The thought made me feel a weird surge of guilt, wondering if the way he was touching me would bother my other mates. I didn’t like the idea of that at all. Nervous energy slammed into me as I clutched my chest, finding it suddenly hard to breathe.

      After a moment, I realized that Azrael was speaking to me, gently touching my shoulder and trying to get my attention.

      “Maya—breathe.”

      I let out a sharp exhale as I looked up at him, tears welling in my eyes. “I don’t understand what’s going on with my emotions right now—I feel like my skin is burning up and so reactive.”

      His eyes shaded with some knowledge, and he nodded in understanding. “Let’s find your mate and figure out how to get out of here,” he suggested. Despite the harsh and somewhat cold mannerisms Azrael had first exhibited, he was far softer and sweeter than I could’ve imagined.

      “I know how to get out of here,” I said. “Well…I think I do. The man who visited me told me I needed to find the highest peak and soar off of it.”

      “What man?” he demanded, looking panicked.

      I nibbled my lip. “I’m not sure how to explain that fully without going into everything… Do we want to find Anani first?”

      Azrael blinked and then nodded in agreement, looking around us. “The barrier is gone, so we have no point of reference.”

      I didn’t think the best way to find Anani was wandering around this odd realm anyway. Instead, I closed my eyes and channeled what I was searching for, pulling on my bonds. I felt a surge of relief that there wasn’t a separation between me and Anani anymore—I could completely feel his dragon and magic.

      Opening my eyes, I intertwined my fingers with Azrael’s and led him through the trees in front of us, not wanting us to get separated. When I looked back at him, he was staring at me with wide eyes. I considered pulling back my hand, but as if he knew, he tightened his grip on me.

      I would happily hold his hand.

      A soft rain began to drizzle over us, the trees blocking most of it, and as we went through thick foliage, I realized that while we were getting closer, everything looked the same around us. I was glad I had my connection to Anani because without it, it would be near impossible to find him. This place was like a maze we could easily get lost in.

      I couldn’t afford to get lost. I had to get back to my mates.

      “They’ll be fine.”

      I turned sharply into Azrael, nearly slamming into his chest. “Did I say that out loud?”

      His ears heated as he examined my face. “No, I can sometimes pick up on your thoughts. I…I didn’t mean to intrude, but your concern is loud, and I can tell how worried you are.”

      I deflated. “I don’t mind you in my thoughts—I’m worried, you’re right. I don’t fully understand what’s going on, and I’m worried we left everyone in terrible danger. Especially the little ones. What if they—”

      “Despite being young, they are powerful, and they know how to keep hidden.” Azrael tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Half the time the guards would forget about them, and the other half I would force them to.”

      My throat tightened. “You protected them?”

      “I did what I could get away with. Ry sees everything I do, but sometimes I managed to turn the guards’ attention. None of those children deserved to be there. It was the least I could do.”

      I examined his words and saw only truth there. “You were a prisoner also.”

      “Yes,” he hissed, looking down at his wrists, his gaze darkening but almost seeming to spark with lightning. “But not anymore. He has no control over me.”

      I smiled at his clear happiness as the pieces to who Azrael was started to fit together. He protected the innocent. Even when he was a prisoner, he had put those who couldn’t fend for themselves first. He wouldn’t have hurt Bella, and it was obvious he hadn’t wanted me to end up in Ry’s grasp. I could feel the good radiating off the man, but I didn’t say that. Instead I just wrapped my arms around him and gave him a hug.

      I instinctively knew he would reject the label of being ‘good,’ but that was okay—I knew his secret. He didn’t hug me back right away, but after a few seconds his hands slid around me and he tucked me under his chin so I was wrapped up in his muscular arms. The sound of rain coming down around us was peaceful and I let out an exhale, knowing we needed to keep moving but loving that he was giving into this moment.

      Finally, I pulled back and offered him a small smile, intertwining our hands once more and leading him forward. Though we walked in companionable silence, I could practically hear his thoughts, worries, and concerns.

      I would show him he didn’t need to feel that way though. There was something important between Az and me, even if it scared him.

      When we finally broke through the last tree at the edge of the clearing, I dropped Az’s hand and sprinted forward, falling to my knees in front of Anani. He was knocked out, his handsome face completely relaxed as if he were simply sleeping.

      I brought a hand up to cradle his face, needing him to wake up. “Anani.”

      My simple call of his name had his blue eyes snapping open, and I couldn’t help but smile, moving forward and searing my lips to his hard enough that he let out a growl that vibrated through every part of me. I pulled back and felt tears well in my eyes, so happy to see him okay…and alive.

      Holy shit. He was alive. Anani was alive.

      Az cleared his throat. “I’m going to fly up and see if I can find that peak.”

      Anani offered him a nod, sharing a look with him, as I heard the flap of his wings. My head tilted up to watch him fly away before looking back down at Anani. I would’ve taken the time to appreciate the moment and how beautiful Azrael looked flying, but there were a lot of emotions overwhelming the awe I felt.

      “I thought you were dead.” My voice was wobbly and uneven, filled with the pain I felt at the idea of him being hurt, let alone dead.

      “Peanut,” he breathed, his voice rough. “My beautiful, beautiful mate—you jumped right in front of his fucking fire. You sacrificed your life for me—”

      “And I would do it again.” Tears spilled out of my eyes and streaked down my cheeks. “I would do it again, because I love you. I love you so much, Anani. I’m so sorry I put you in danger.”

      “I’ll always follow you into danger, always, and when you went to save him, I knew what I was doing. I understood what I was risking, and I absolutely do not regret it.”

      Pressing my forehead against his, I relaxed into his frame, feeling his magic wrap around me as he let out a low rumble in his throat that lit up every element of my being all at once. I could feel his dragon reconnecting with my phoenix, and the relief I felt because of that was like nothing else in this world.

      When I suddenly felt him slide something onto my finger, I looked down to find that on my right index finger he’d placed a delicate gold sigil ring that had me swallowing, feeling an overwhelming sense of meaning. I didn’t know what it represented, exactly, but I could tell it was important to him.

      “What is this?” I asked in quiet curiosity.

      “It was my mom’s ring. She wants you to have it.”

      His words took a moment to process before my mouth popped open, my gaze widening in realization. “Your mom? She’s alive? You saw her?”

      “She appeared to me, but she’s not alive,” he explained, his eyes filled with heavy sadness and happiness, an odd mix to be sure. “She said a lot to me, most of which I want to explain to you and Ledger together, but she wanted you to have it and I would love for you to wear it.”

      I couldn’t help but bring my hand to my chest, cradling the sentimental piece. “Then I’ll wear it. As long as that’s what you and Ledger want.”

      “I’ll need to tell Ledger,” he said, looking concerned over the prospect of relaying what happened to his twin. “I’m not sure how he will possibly believe me. I can barely believe that it happened myself.”

      “He’ll believe you. He will one hundred percent believe you.” Ledger was one of the most understanding people I knew. I had no doubt he would take the word of his own brother.

      Suddenly, a loud thump caused both of us to turn to find Az standing in the middle of the clearing and offering us a sharp nod. “I think I found what we’re looking for—it’s only a short distance away. It’s not very high, but considering everything else is so flat, it has to be what your stranger was talking about.”

      “Who is your stranger?” There was a possessive energy to Anani’s words that made me feel a warmth of happiness and familiarity. Also desire—there was definitely desire at his heated tone.

      Both of us stood up, Anani’s hands never leaving me, and I tried to keep the information concise to not waste time. My other mates were in trouble, and I needed to get back to them.

      “There was a man who appeared to me; I don’t know his name, but he told me a lot of stuff, namely how to kill Ry. More importantly, we have to kill him. I can tell you the other stuff later, but right now I want to get back to the others…. I can’t imagine how they’re feeling right now.”

      Pain. I knew how I would feel if I had lost one of my mates. The agony would be unbearable.

      Anani made a sound in his throat. “You may not need to worry about killing him, peanut.”

      “Why?” I asked in confusion.

      “Because if our flight thinks you’re dead, they are going to slaughter him.”
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      I had never expected to find mon lapin.

      I had never fucking expected any of what had occurred in the past week. I’d assumed these past few weeks would’ve passed much like others, a monotonous stream of time that blended with the centuries I’d existed in this plane of reality.

      Instead it seemed the Cosmos God had a much different plan in store for me, and I wasn’t positive how I felt about it.

      Well…that wasn’t completely true. I knew how I felt about it, how strongly I felt about it…but I wasn’t positive I’d come to terms with it, if that made sense.

      When Malcolm came to us two weeks ago requesting access to the rumored power that Ry had, wanting to fuel his line of magic for his coven, I nearly laughed. That would’ve been a feat on its own because I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d actually laughed before today. Even Ry had seemed amused…until Malcolm said that he would provide us with a powerful phoenix in return.

      Unfortunately, that had caught Ry’s attention, which had meant work for me.

      It had seemed like a fairly simple job. Anna, the Dragon Council member who was working with Malcolm, would portal the targets in question back to a location where the phoenix could be easily captured. All I had to do was oversee the process.

      Well, until everything went to hell and I realized several things at once. First, our phoenix wasn’t a normal phoenix but a Blue Phoenix, which was a level of power Ry instantly caught onto because of his ability to see my actions and keep track of me. Secondly, she was surrounded by a group of vicious predators that slaughtered the witch coven to keep her protected. And third, that Maya was…something I had never experienced before, and it had nothing to do with her magic.

      From the singular moment I had first experienced her, I knew something was remarkably different about Maya. There was such a strength and intensity to her features paired with a glowing light of softness that seemed to cradle those around her. I wanted to be in that light, but I’d been in the dark for so long I hadn’t thought it was possible.

      Suddenly my simple mission to hand her over to Ry was nothing compared to the assaulting need to protect her. The way my chest imploded, nearly knocking me to my knees from where I stood in the forest, made it clear that something had fundamentally changed inside of me—Maya had broken something inside of me.

      I nearly let Malcolm die at one of her mates’ hands because I suddenly hated the threat he posed to her. At the last minute, I had remembered that Ry was there watching from the background, so I saved the bastard, transporting him right away to ‘The Master.’ What a stupid fucking nickname. Every time I had to say it, I felt like clenching my jaw until it shattered. But it had been so long I’d started to feel apathetic towards it.

      Apathetic towards my entire situation.

      Following the incident, I’d been ordered to stay, to watch over Maya until we came up with a plan. I’d done so willingly, watching from the background as she left her somewhat safe home and went to do something as simple as Halloween costume shopping. I wished I’d never experienced that though, because immediately Ry, whose fixation on her had grown to the extreme, was suddenly hellbent on going to the event and finding a way to scare her into leaving their safe haven in Seattle.

      I had never expected his people, a group of mindless idiots who followed me around, to work directly with that bastard Lorn. A growl nearly escaped my throat at the thought, absolutely furious that I hadn’t been able to stop him sooner. But the minute I’d realized his intention…well, I figured the situation was best handled on my own. I had slaughtered the piece of shit, peeled his skin from his body, and ensured that he felt every moment of it.

      It had appeased none of my guilt.

      I nearly growled at that, feeling such a strong sense of pain and guilt that she’d ever been put in that situation. There weren’t enough punishments I could put myself through to fix my momentary lapse of judgment when I’d been focused on the chaos Ry’s men had caused at the party rather than Lorn’s side of the mission. There was nothing I could ever do to atone for it.

      “So should we fly? How far would it be to walk?” Maya asked, pulling me from my thoughts as I met her golden gaze. I wasn’t positive if it had to do with being reborn or not, but the woman was luminescent right now. Her skin was a golden hue, and the way she moved around was ethereal in nature.

      “The mountaintop isn’t far,” I pointed out, nodding to my left. “Maybe a mile or less that way.”

      “Oh, that’s not bad.” Maya flashed me a smile and moved in the direction I’d pointed. Before I could stop her, not knowing what possible threats we faced in these woods, Anani took the lead, and I offered him a nod of understanding. The hostility that had existed between the two of us—understandable, considering the situation before—seemed lessened. It was possible that it was simply for Maya’s sake, but either way I was thankful for it.

      I didn’t want to make an enemy of her mates, especially considering the bond Maya had formed with me.

      The bond… I didn’t even know what to think of the bond. Well, that wasn’t completely true.

      I’d already made a lie of omission to mon lapin. I hadn’t told her what type of connection our sacrificial bond was, exactly. I hadn’t told her how we had bonded on the soul level—a mate bond of the purest kind.

      How did I explain that? It wasn’t a bond that should even exist, a bond between a creature of life and a creature of death. How did the Angel of Death gain a creature of light in its life? Apparently by sacrificing his immortality. I knew she’d gotten flashes of my past because I’d gotten ones of hers, and the fury I felt at her mistreatment had made me see red. It nearly made me want to resurrect those fuckers that had hurt her so I could kill them again.

      There was still one left, though, one that I could make pay—Malcolm.

      Guilt slammed into me once again as I considered that I had hand-delivered her to Ry because of the bastard. Then again, when Lorn had scared her and she’d gone right to France, I’d been given no choice in the matter. She’d completed her mating bonds, and that type of power couldn’t be ignored. It was either that or he would send a team in, and I was positive those sadistic fuckheads would’ve hurt her.

      None of that excused what I had done, and no apology would be able to fix it…but she had been alive and unharmed upon arrival.

      Well, until now. I didn’t know if we were alive right now—I had no idea what the fuck we were.

      My gaze ran over Maya’s curved waist as I fought the urge to draw her back into me. The most frustrating part was that I knew she would melt against me. Maya wasn’t shy about what she felt and how she expressed it, and I fucking loved that.

      For someone that had been treated harshly, only exposed to the most depraved shit for years, forced to stand by as phoenixes and dragons alike were used, her openness soothed a deep anxiety inside of me, one that told me I didn’t understand anyone in this world, let alone her.

      Fuck. All of this was so fucked. I was so fucked.

      Even worse, I was well aware that I didn’t deserve Maya’s attention in the least. I may not have actively played a role in any of Ry’s games, but I had still played my part. I had stood by, clinging to my life, because I knew anything else would result in my true death.

      Without those stupid bands on, I would’ve had the power to defeat him. But with them on…I had been nothing. My eyes closed as I was suddenly thrown back to a time when I’d thought those bands had been my best option.

      

      “For those that have surrendered, you have been marked by a god. You will serve them as repayment for the part you played in the cosmos wars—for your traitorous actions.”

      Annoyance crept out, and I refused to meet Ry’s gaze. We may have spent eons being friends, but this war had put us on opposite sides, and now things weren’t the same. A not-so-small part of that being the fact that I was now tied to him as a servant. It was fucking bullshit.

      Still, I hadn’t been executed. I was alive, unlike so many of my comrades who had been slaughtered, their immortality nothing with these damn bands on.

      I hadn’t understood the need for this war from the start—who needed a war between gods and angelic beings? There was room for all. Apparently not though, because most angels had been extinguished—absolutely butchered. There were the fallen—at least I’d heard rumors of them—and then there was us. The ones who were indebted.

      My head dropped as I wondered what the future would bring for me.

      

      Nothing good, it turned out.

      In fact, it had been years of pain, and when I was finally relieved from it, I’d been far too caught up on saving Maya to even care. When she had asked me to help break the stone, I realized that the best thing I could do for Maya was to sacrifice my own immortality. I’d been fully prepared to die.

      And now I was possibly going to be reborn.

      Did I want that? I wasn’t positive… No, I was positive. I was positive I wanted to be brought back if it meant staying with her. I had to explain to her what this bond meant, though. I didn’t expect her to embrace the bond, but she had to at least know. I could never hope she would love me like her other mates, let alone want to spend eternity with me, but I also wouldn’t push for true death because severing that bond would hurt her so damn much.

      I wouldn’t be able to leave her alone as it was—there was an obsessive pull this woman held for me, and it wasn’t one that would disappear anytime soon. I had no doubt about that.

      “Az?”

      I loved that Maya had nicknamed me—it felt like a claiming mark.

      “His name is Az?” Anani asked curiously.

      We now stood at the bottom of the hill, and I looked down at the beautiful woman next to me. She was watching me with interest, with a soft trust and affection, and I had to fight the urge to push her away. Not because I wanted her to leave me behind, but because I knew it would be for the better. I realized, after staring at her for a moment, that I’d never responded to her.

      “We need to go up the mountain.” I nodded forward. Anani turned and walked ahead, but Maya didn’t move, her teeth biting down on her bottom lip.

      “That isn’t why I stopped,” she said, opening up her soft, elegant hands. “One of your feathers came off.”

      A choked sound nearly left my throat at the sight of her holding one of my black feathers in her golden hands, cupped together like it was precious to her.

      The significance wasn’t one she understood. I hadn’t lost a feather since shedding my adolescent wings—it wasn’t a common occurrence. No, this had happened for Maya. Only for her. Holy fuck.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have picked it up,” she said in a panic, thrusting it towards me. I hated that. I reached forward and wrapped my hand around hers, cradling it, not wanting the feather back.

      “Please keep it,” I whispered, emotion clogging my throat.

      She examined my face and nodded in understanding. “I’ll keep it safe,” she promised, tucking it against her chest. I tried to not think about my feathers against her bare skin, my cock hardening again.

      It was a sensation I wasn’t used to, and I was fighting the urge to pin her down and fuck her into the ground, hard enough that her cries of my name echoed through the entire space again and again.

      One of my feathers was in her possession…that was insane. The idea had my pulse beating hard and fast, pushing a heated electric feeling through my entire body.

      “You guys coming?”

      Oh, I wanted Maya to come alright. Maker.

      I inhaled and followed Maya as she nearly floated towards her dragon mate, her determined attitude damn near intoxicating. When we got to the top of the hill, though, I was confused, wondering why he wanted her to climb all the way up here instead of taking off from the ground—what an odd request. He being the stranger who appeared out of nowhere to talk to my mate. I didn’t like that shit at all.

      “So we’re supposed to fly up?” She tilted her head back and I followed her gaze, all three of us going absolutely silent.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      Anani’s question was more than valid.

      “That is the way out of here,” I murmured, the sky gathering into a portal right above us. The clouds swirled around a circle of stones, the silvery texture in the center warping like a ripple of water, like an upside-down pond. But with each wave, it looked like there were scenes being played out.

      “Is that…”

      Then I realized what I was seeing.

      Absolute mayhem.

      I would’ve recognized Ry’s compound in the French Alps anywhere—it was where I had spent so many goddamn years imprisoned—and it was under attack. Dragons faced off against Ry, who had gone into his full dragon form, wiping out entire acres of forest with a singular breath of fire. For a moment, flashes of my life in battle and the wars I’d participated in crawled across my vision, raising a bloodlust in me that I never expected after all this time.

      Maya was standing next to me, nearly paralyzed as her eyes darted back and forth, watching the scene with horror.

      “Maya?” I asked in concern.

      “My mates.” Maya’s fingers went to her throat in anxiety, her eyes welling with tears. Anani reached out to comfort her, but then everything changed.

      An explosion of gold, purple, and blue flames rose around Maya, whipping the air into a fury. I leaned back, searing heat flashing across my face. An avian cry erupted from her throat, and then she was airborne.

      Anani immediately shifted, and my wings pushed me into the air, both of us following her flame of pure energy. I couldn’t stop the rush of adrenaline I felt from moving my wings like this, from feeling so completely liberated.

      It felt fucking fantastic.

      How long had I been earth-bound? Since the shackles had been placed on me? Now I was free, and with that freedom came the realization that I was angry. I was fucking furious at Ry, not only for what I’d been put through, but the pain he had inflicted on so many others. I wanted him to suffer.

      Luckily, I think Maya had that exact plan in mind.

      When we neared the portal, finally catching up to her, I expected to find Maya in her phoenix form. And she was…sort of.

      Maya’s hair was flashing with blue and purple licks of flame, and she had gorgeous feathers coming out of her back, her body covered in a scaled pattern that fit to her like a suit. Her eyes were lit with a dangerous light that was full of determination.

      There was no doubt what inspired it.

      Maya was going to be reborn for those she loved.
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      My phoenix had taken over completely.

      I was channeling a part of my magic that had never been used before as I soared to the portal, seeing the magnitude of the battle taking place on the other side. I had no idea how I was doing it, but the obvious danger my mates and everyone else at the compound were in was what pushed me forward through the cosmic landscape of red, gold, and pink as Anani and Azrael followed me.

      I knew the way to fix this—I knew the way to truly eliminate Ry. I just had to do it.

      As we grew closer, the stronger my power became, to the point that all I could see was the circle of flames surrounding me and the portal beckoning me into the land of the living—urging me to break through it, to shatter into the dimension I’d come from. Being conscious while dying and coming back to life was no doubt going to be one of those things I needed to talk about later—there was no way this wouldn’t stay with me—but all I could focus on right now was getting to my mates.

      I burst through the portal with Anani and Az by my side, the three of us surrounded by a burning inferno as I was rocketed back into life.

      The sound of battle permeated everything.

      Not only that, but suddenly my whole body jolted, every nerve ending lighting up with an electric, burning energy. The wind whipped as my wings beat the air violently, and I could feel myself pulling on the magic around me. Royal blue scales covered my arms, and my hands were surrounded by a purple and blue aura of flames that was absolutely lethal. A sound of victory left my throat at having broken free from my imprisonment.

      Had I really just made that noise? I hadn’t known that was even possible.

      Then again, I had literally just been reborn while conscious…so who was I to say what was or wasn’t possible at this point? The sensation was nothing like I had ever felt before, and it was such an intense burst of magic that it drew the attention of everyone in the vicinity as shock seemed to freeze the skies themselves, just for a momentary second…one that allowed me to experience everything at once.

      My bonds burst open with an assault of emotions that nearly blinded me.

      Marco’s power slammed into me as his dragon surrounded me in magic, completely cocooning me, my eyes tracking his lethal black-scaled form in the sky as he raced towards me. There was obviously a threat he should’ve been addressing, but I knew he wasn’t able to focus on that—his shock and momentary lapse in focus was all because of me. It both worried and consumed me.

      Relief of the purest kind pushed out of the bond, and I nearly let out a sob of relief, wanting to go to him, wanting to reunite with all of my men.

      A massive roar vibrated the air, and I snapped my head over towards Ry, his serpent-like dragon form an onyx stain in the sky as he recoiled, having been hit by Henry. Henry bellowed in victory as his pure white dragon circled towards me, a sensation of possessiveness and fury coating his emotions.

      “Henry!” I cried out, my voice catching as Ry tried to strike back, but Ledger darted in front of him, slashing a massive claw right into his scaly skin. I tried to go forward, but Az caught me around the waist as Ledger escaped Ry’s counterattack, some of the other dragons—ones that had clearly been released from Ry’s imprisonment—distracting the dragon god enough for my mate to zoom past Marco to reach us.

      Anani let out a roar in greeting, Ledger butting his head against Anani’s before brushing his nose against me, his dark eyes running over me. My fire ran over his skin in return, though it didn’t hurt him, much to my relief.

      “We need to end this,” I said, moving out of Az’s grip and flying forward. I kept my gaze on Ry as Marco circled over me and dipped so we were flying next to one another. I didn’t even have a chance to enjoy the sensation of flying next to my mates in this form, everything inside of me focused on tackling the problem at hand.

      I dove suddenly, realizing that Sai and Atlas were guarding the hole in the compound that Ry had first broken through. They were protecting the children from the air, as Croy, who was shifted, stood in front of them like a sentinel.

      The little ones had to get out of here.

      Atlas’s bellow of relief paired with Sai’s shock had me feeling proud that I’d survived, that I was still here for my mates. I would never leave them; they had to know that. They had to know that we would never be apart again.

      “Az?” I turned around to find that the man had followed behind me, his expression determined as he assessed the situation.

      “There’s no way to get them out of here—they would have to fly, and it’s too dangerous. We have to handle Ry first.”

      My head snapped back to the dragon god in question, the danger and risk to everyone who I loved—the creature I was supposed to eliminate.

      I was finding that I somehow didn’t have nearly as much of an issue with that as I’d imagined.

      Ry in his dragon form was gigantic, and his fire, which lashed out at that exact moment, moved like a whip, scaring off the other dragons. I snarled as the flame hit one of the dragons, the edge of their wing searing. I watched in wonder as other dragons moved in closer to protect them, having no idea how they had the energy to fight after being held captive for so long… But then I remembered my own experience.

      Freedom was the purest motivator on the planet.

      The crack of sudden gunfire had me snapping my head down, the compound’s guards obviously fighting against forces of a group I couldn’t see. We didn’t have a lot of time, and I wouldn’t stand for that type of threat of violence so nearby, looming over the younglings. Just in that minute, though, a massive roar echoed through the air, and I turned to find Ry’s black eyes narrowed on me, clearly having reached a point of impatience with this fighting.

      “Keep him distracted,” I said to Marco. His head was level with mine, watching me intently and radiating the message through our group bond.

      “Az, do you have any idea where Ry would have hidden the heart? Can you show me where I need to go?” Through the bond to my mates, I indicated there was something I needed to do before we could truly end him, hoping they would understand the message.

      None of them could respond, but Marco nudged me with his large head in encouragement. My eyes nearly welled at that because I knew how protective my mates were, but they believed in me to handle this. I couldn’t properly express the confidence that gave me.

      “I have an idea,” Az said and tugged gently on my arm. We soared up and through a throng of dragons, getting lost in the crowd as we flew around the structure.

      When he suddenly dove down towards the windows, I followed easily, as if I had been doing this my entire life. We flew right through the giant stone arches, the ease in which we’d been able to do so putting me on edge—how confident did Ry need to be to not have the windows of his personal quarters closed?

      My eyes were scouring the room before I even touched down on the stone flooring, Az eyeing the space cautiously as if Ry was going to appear out of nowhere. I didn’t think that was going to be much of an issue considering I could still hear the roar of the serpentine creature outside.

      “Where would it be?” I murmured, looking around, trying to find anything that stood out.

      “I have no idea, I just know that he would’ve kept it close,” Az grunted, running a hand through his hair. Then he looked towards a stately wardrobe, something seeming to occur to him. He strode forward and opened up the doors to reveal a mirror…whose silver surface reflected nothing. It was just blank and shiny, hanging on the wall.

      “Thank fuck.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling more and more on edge as time passed with the sounds of battle continuing full-force outside.

      “He can’t see anything. Before, this would be how he saw everything I did. It was why he didn’t realize I was helping you until he came back from his travels,” he explained.

      “I’m so glad you aren’t tied to him anymore,” I whispered, approaching him and sliding my fingers into his. “I’m so glad that you’re free, that you aren’t tied to anyone…and that you’re alive. That part is important.”

      Az smirked, his eyes filled with a warmth. “Well, that’s not completely true.”

      My cheeks heated. “Our bond?” One that he didn’t seem nearly as upset about anymore.

      “Yes, mon lapin, our bond. Now, let’s find you this damn heart.”

      Yeah, that was a good idea.

      We began to tear apart the room, but after pulling out every single item and going through the closet, I began to feel despair at the idea of not being able to find it. Maybe it wasn’t in here? Where else would it be, then? I suppose it could be anywhere—I mean, he was a freakin’ dragon god. Then again, if I had a section of my heart in storage, I would probably want to keep it nearby.

      I spun in a circle, taking in the room again. Where the heck would it be? Then it hit me. My head snapped over to the mirror, and I stepped past Az, who was going through a dark chest, and grabbed a metal poker from the fireplace. I lunged forward and stabbed the mirror, and it instantly cracked, a smile breaking onto my face at the sound of the shattering glass.

      I’d been right.

      There was a small, dark chest hidden in the wall.

      I grabbed it as Az appeared behind my shoulder, both of us putting it down onto the desk. I went to tug on the lock and hissed as electricity went through my fingertips. Crap, that hurt.

      Az cursed as a roar sounded, vibrating the air and making me wonder if Ry had realized what we were doing.

      “We have to work fast,” Az said. “I have no idea how to open this—”

      “My fire,” I offered, and when I touched the lock, I held onto it this time, ignoring the shock of electricity and Az’s sound of concern. Another roar sounded, this one loud enough to shake the entire building, as I used the full force of my new power and lit the metal contraption on fire.

      The strange man hadn’t been wrong—my magic felt intense and so different than before, almost wild and untamed.

      The metal turned blue within my flames right as the wall to our left crumbled with a hard hit from Ry, exposing us to the open air. I grabbed the chest as the lock broke open and ran towards the back of the room, Az shouting something about finishing the job. I didn’t argue, and when his angelic power filled the space, I realized two things—one, he had put up a shield, but secondly… Holy crap was he powerful. Like, so insanely powerful.

      Throwing open the box, I breathed out in relief to find half of a black onyx heart inside.

      I grabbed the heart in my hands, my eyes widening at how hard and cold it was. There was no way this was a living organ; it felt more like a precious stone. I looked up in concern for Az’s safety, glad to see that he was behind his own faint silver shield of power, as Ry suddenly shifted into his human form.

      It was odd, because he was honestly kind of handsome…in a way that was only appealing on the outside. You couldn’t ignore the toxic darkness that seeped off of him, which ruined the whole effect. He stood completely naked in front of the shield, his eyes on me and his face completely devoid of emotion. Az didn’t take his eyes off him, but I knew he probably didn’t understand what my hesitation was, why I hadn’t destroyed the heart yet.

      “Maya,” Ry said, infusing that one word with a plea.

      I squeezed the organ in my hand, and he hissed, my breathing uneven as I considered everything this dragon god had done. How many people he’d imprisoned and how much that infuriated me. He deserved this. This wasn’t like when I thought I’d killed Lorn—I’d been unprepared for that. No, I was going to look Ry in the eye as I destroyed a part of him that he wouldn’t be able to get back.

      “Don’t do this,” he urged, his pleading tone somehow now mixed with fury. “It doesn’t have to be like this. I can give you things that your mates don’t have access to, the type of protection that ensures you’ll live through everything to come. I can make you a queen.”

      I didn’t want to be a queen, though.

      That was what no one seemed to understand—I didn’t want power. I just wanted to be with my mates.

      “You’ve hurt the people I love. I don’t want anything from you.”

      “Don’t,” he begged as I raised the heart higher above my head.

      The heart shattered on the floor, my magic lighting the shards in blue flames. Ry let out an inhuman roar, shifting and throwing Az across the floor in the process. Crap!

      On pure instinct, I threw up a shield to protect my angel. An onslaught of fire surged through the room as my mates began attacking Ry from the outside, drawing him out to fight so we wouldn’t be cornered. My hands were on Az, and when I looked down, I found him staring up at me with a look that seemed shocked.

      “You did it.”

      “Of course I did,” I said in confusion. “I couldn’t stop thinking about everything I know he’s done. And worse, I can’t even imagine the things I don’t know.”

      Az sat up and nodded sharply, his gaze going distant and haunted for a minute, making me know I’d made the right choice. “Let’s kill this bastard.”

      I’d never in my life felt bloodlust, but with every direct aim Ry struck towards my mates, paired with the knowledge of everything he’d done, my blood boiled.

      Ry would die at my hands.

      Once Az was on his feet, I dropped my shield and blasted into the sky, training my gaze on where Ry was trying to get some distance from the recent attack.

      I had to be the one to kill him, to use my fire to make sure he was never around to hurt anyone ever again.

      To turn my gift of rebirth into a weapon of death.

      I would do so gladly to rid the world of him.

      Pushing through the air, I felt my energy build as blue flames licked my fingertips and magic like I’d never felt before ran over my skin. I positioned myself looking right at him, his distraction giving me the perfect opportunity for the lethal moment. I could feel centuries of power streaming through me, and a cry broke from my throat as something connected inside of me, a fundamental part of my being clicking into place.

      A matched call sounded through the air, and I snapped my head to the side to find a portal opening, a circle of blue and purple flames making me smile.

      My parents.
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        * * *

      

      There was no question that the response call had come from my mother. Only a moment later a streak of blue and gold broke out from the portal, followed by a deadly group of dragons that I recognized as my dads…and my brothers. Holy crap, they were all here.

      The center of my chest expanded at the outpouring of support, suddenly feeling supremely confident in my ability to pull this off. I could feel that my mates felt emboldened by our growing numbers, their bloodlust intensifying exponentially.

      After all, we had been put through the wringer, so none of us were functioning on the perfect level right now. I would take all the help we could get.

      My mother soared towards me as I noticed the flights behind her, my mates, my brothers, and my fathers working together in a well-practiced military formation.

      Az squeezed my hand and drew my attention. “I’ll go check on Croy and the younglings below.” I nodded as he disappeared, and my mom appeared next to me, looking like some avenging warrior angel. Her hair was lit in flames and her eyes were filled with a determination and clinical light that made me feel like she was a different person than I’d met before. She looked like a true military leader, lethal and dangerous.

      I felt a stab of awe and jealousy, wanting to be like her—wanting to have the confidence that radiated off of her.

      “What do we need to do?” she demanded, not questioning what was happening or my reason. I could feel the trust she had in me, and it emboldened me.

      “I need to use my fire to kill Ry. I’ve already destroyed his heart.”

      She nodded sharply. “I’m so proud of you, Maya.”

      “Mom—”

      “Come on, let’s defeat this bastard.”

      The confidence that she had as we flew higher very obviously came from her military training, but it was rubbing off on me. It was also obvious that Ry was being worn down, but despite that, he was fighting harder than ever before, probably because he knew he could truly die.

      “Do you want me to help?” my mom asked. I shook my head. This was something I had to do myself.

      I froze mid-air and looked down right as Ry’s head snapped up towards me. I didn’t feel a moment of regret or hesitation about what I was going to do as I connected to my fire, the part of me that was purely a phoenix. The part of me that was going to kill him. I was no longer worried that I wouldn’t be able to do it, that it wouldn’t be enough—I could feel the raw, unlimited power inside of me, waiting for my command.

      My magic exploded out of me.

      Flames shot out of my hand, barreling towards him. An inhuman roar burst out from him, vibrating the air. I celebrated in his pain as the sound washed over me, experiencing pure joy at his undoing. The creature inside of me let out a cry of victory, and as the last ounces of power left me, my vision grew spotty.

      I began to fall, my body exhausted as I gave into the moment.

      Ry was dead.

      He was completely, truly dead.

      He couldn’t hurt them anymore.
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      When a warm breeze rushed over my skin, a slow sigh left my lips, my body completely suspended in a euphoric sense of pleasure. Not the type my mates gave me, but rather a slow, honey-like heat that was wrapped around me protectively, healing in nature.

      In the distant recesses of my mind, I could hear a sprinkle of conversation, none of it making much sense to me. It felt like I was forgetting something, though, because despite how relaxed I currently was…there was another sensation, like a mental tug, urging me to think deeper.

      I didn’t want to, though. I liked this. I liked this sense of peace.

      A light poke to my nose had me blinking my eyes open. I frowned in confusion, a bright ray of sunshine coming down on my face. I squinted, trying to figure out where the poke on my nose had come from—Bella, maybe? Then a giggle sounded.

      “Mommy, wake up.”

      What? Mommy?

      A little boy, maybe six at most, peered down at me from where he knelt on the ground, his gold eyes bright and curious as he offered me a smile. My heart melted because he was so adorable, his dark wavy hair surrounding his face like a cherub. Then I felt a sense of immediate concern on why he was alone, or better yet, why he assumed I was his mom.

      He had said that, right?

      I looked around, expecting to see others or possibly his mother, but no one else was around. We were on a gorgeous prairie that led to a seaside cliff, the bright midday sun creating a golden landscape. I’d never been here before, but it was absolutely beautiful. It also didn’t give me the same feeling as the weird ‘death realm’ I’d been in before being reborn…

      Everything began to trickle back in as reality shook my already unstable foundation.

      When the boy’s finger poked my arm, I looked down at him again. This time the boy looked a bit distressed, if not sad, his expression contorted in confusion. “You look sad.”

      Was I sad? No, I was confused.

      “Not sad,” I promised. “Where are we?”

      His smile grew happy again, shrugging in an action that was lighthearted and relaxed. “I don’t know—this is your dream. I’ve never been here.”

      “And who are you? Where’s your mom? Why are you alone?” I couldn’t help the bubble of panic that came up my throat, feeling a heavy concern for this young boy.

      “I’m yours.” His eyes lit up as he shook his hair out of his face in an action that reminded me a lot of Sai, actually. “You’re my mom.”

      “I’m your mom?” I mused, finding it both endearing and a bit worrisome he thought that. Maybe I shouldn’t have been as worried as I was since he was apparently a figment of my imagination—I’d never dreamt of our future kids before, but it wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “Well, you will be…” He hesitated and frowned. “Somehow. I don’t really know.”

      “Why are you here?” I reached forward to squeeze his hand, and he squeezed mine back. I had no idea what to make of this interaction, but I had to admit, this boy did look a little bit like me.

      Okay, maybe more than a little bit.

      “To wake you up. You’ve been sleeping for almost three days…they’re worried about you,” he explained with concern.

      Three days? Holy crap. That wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all.

      “How is this happening?” I asked, confused. “How do I wake up?”

      Although part of me didn’t really want to wake up…at least not until I figured out what was going on with this boy.

      “I don’t know…magic?”

      Right, magic.

      “And to wake up, just open your eyes.”

      Could it really be that simple? I closed my eyes to test out the theory because I was almost positive they had been open…but the minute I closed them, the space shifted.

      

      “Sweetheart.” Henry’s voice ran against my ears like a soothing waterfall, my skin prickling in awareness of how close he was to me. He could always be closer, though—I wanted Henry to constantly be touching me in any way possible.

      My body felt heavy and completely relaxed, like I’d slept for the first time without worry or tension running through me in what felt like forever. It was like my bones themselves knew I could let go, because while not all our problems were solved, a massive aspect had been handled.

      Ry was gone and no longer a threat to my family—because of me. I’d saved my family.

      There was a surge of pride that accompanied that. I’d spent so much of my life feeling helpless, like I was the one who needed saving or protecting. That action had empowered me, made me feel bold and capable.

      I didn’t feel guilty over Ry’s death—I felt like a fearless warrior.

      My body didn’t feel the same though. After that push of power, it had completely given out, exhausted from dying, being reborn, and then using a surge of magic that we’d never attempted before. I had to wonder how long I’d been asleep. Something tugged at my memory, like a faint dream, that told me it had been a few days, but I was finding it hard to focus on how I knew that. Honestly, I found it hard to focus on anything other than Henry’s wonderful minty scent that was filling the room.

      A pleased sound left my throat, thrilled to be so close to him again, especially after I had…you know, died. I didn’t open my eyes though, resisting the urge to see him, because I didn’t want this peaceful moment to be shattered. I just wanted to bask in the warmth of being near him. I had missed him so incredibly much, and when his lips brushed over my forehead, I couldn’t help but shiver in pleasure.

      When he pulled back from the tender touch, I finally opened my eyes, meeting his steely gray gaze. A gaze that was filled with so much intensity, love, and relief it was overwhelming.

      At that moment it became obvious to me that Henry had been destroyed by the concept of me being dead. I could feel the emotional remnants of the situation wrapping around me violently, and even though I was alive and in bed with him, I could see he was nearly shaking with tension.

      “I’m here. I’m okay.”

      I could tell he needed to hear that because I wasn’t positive that he was okay.

      In fact, I had a feeling he was the exact opposite of okay. His blonde hair was messier than I’d ever seen it, and his glasses were bent on one side of the frame like he had left them on while sleeping. There were dark circles under his eyes, and the clothes he was wearing, while clean, were wrinkled and pulling slightly because of the bandage he had wrapped tightly around his right arm. Injured. Henry had gotten injured, and not just physically, because everything about the normally neat and put-together man was disorderly. I didn’t mind in the least; I only wished it was for the right reason—that he was relaxed—rather than the despair I could see tinting his lens on life.

      “Okay?” he choked out, his eyebrows pinching together as if he couldn’t believe what I was saying. “I thought you were fucking dead, Maya. You were fucking dead! You’re not okay—all of this is so fucking far from okay.”

      I inhaled sharply. Okay, he was very worked up. I don’t think I’d ever heard him swear that much when we weren’t…well, doing a lot more fun stuff than this.

      “I did die,” I confirmed. His eyes darkened, his pulse jumping and his breathing growing rougher at my words. “The three of us did, but we were reborn. We’re okay. I’m way more worried about you right now.”

      Henry caught my jaw and interrupted me in a harsh whisper. “I love you, sweetheart. I love you so much, but if you ever leave me again, I’ll level this realm. Understand?”

      Oh sweet lord.

      I couldn’t help but smile at his sweet yet violent words. “I love you more, Henry.”

      He exhaled roughly. “Impossible.”

      Before I could counter his claim, the door opened, and my head snapped to the side— Oh, thank the Maker.

      “Ledger,” I whispered.

      “Fuck, you’re up.” Ledger’s normal relaxed tone was strangled as I was suddenly pulled from Henry’s grasp and pressed against whatever soft surface I was currently on. I couldn’t help but smile because holy crap, Ledger was okay. I’d been so worried about all of my mates, but I was especially worried about Ledger, having lost both his mate and twin at the same moment. His deep indigo eyes were bloodshot, and I could almost see his dragon howling inside of them, trying to force him to shift. Something that wasn’t possible right now, despite my phoenix being in complete agreement.

      Instead I strung my fingers through his dark, curly orange-tipped hair and pressed my forehead against his, trying to wrap soothing energy around him. Distantly I heard Henry get up, but I stayed focused on Ledger as I reacquainted myself with his warm bonfire scent. Being in his arms was like coming home, and tears welled in my eyes as I tightened my hold on his muscular shoulders.

      After a long moment, he spoke, tension and stress underlying his words. “Firefly, I thought…I thought I lost you and my brother. I thought that was it, that I wouldn’t ever see… Fuck.”

      His emotions were suffocating him, and I nodded in understanding, my hands running over his neck and jaw in what I hoped was a soothing manner. My fingers easily followed the patterns of his tattoos, having memorized them in the time we’d been together. I knew each of my mates so well, but being back in his arms reminded me how much I still had to learn about them…

      We had eternity; I just had to remind myself of that.

      My touch seemed to relax him a tiny amount, so instead of saying anything or trying to move, I just kept him close as I let out what I hoped was a soft, comforting hum.

      “Where’s Anani?” I asked after a minute or so.

      “Sleeping,” he breathed out. “He was exhausted.”

      When he pulled back slightly and gently lifted my hand between us, we both looked over the sigil ring on my right index finger. “I didn’t think I would ever see this.”

      “He told you,” I said, stating the obvious.

      “I didn’t believe it at first, but…I mean, shit—with both of you coming back to life, I can’t doubt it. I only wish I’d been part of that—meeting her. But I’m glad that if it had to be one of us, it was him. Anani seems…he seems better, like he got a lot of closure from it. He took the worst of the abuse from our father, and I think a part of him always felt abandoned by our mother.”

      “I get that,” I murmured. And I did, because even though I’d been taken from my parents, I think a part of me, since finding out that Tina and Malcolm weren’t my parents, had felt a bit of anger. A hint of betrayal that someone had left me alone in the dark situation I’d grown up in.

      “Marco, give them a moment.” Henry’s voice rang out from the hallway, and Ledger muttered a curse but rolled off of me. My eyes ran over him, noting that he didn’t have any injuries. I relaxed marginally as I looked at Marco.

      He stood frozen in the doorway, his normally mint eyes completely black as he kept a hand on the doorframe, stabilizing himself. The pure torment on his face was enough to level me. I moved to get off the bed, wanting to be close to him, but in a second flat he was there, wrapping me up in his arms. His lips seared to mine in a hard kiss, enough so that I felt breathless for a moment, completely overwhelmed by everything that was my mate. When he pulled back from the kiss, his hand slid up the back of my neck to hold me against his chest, his heart going a million miles an hour.

      “I’ll never let that happen to you again, baby girl,” he promised, seething with a fury I’d yet to see from him. “You will never have to be reborn again; I don’t care what I have to do. That scared the shit out of me, Maya. The way you screamed… I’ll never mess this shit up again, I—”

      “This is not your fault,” I interrupted, pulling back and examining his face in shock. How could he blame himself for this? His fresh vanilla and pine scent tickled my nose as I forced myself to not bury my face against his neck where my mark was—I needed him to look him in the eye, to let him know without a doubt that I didn’t blame him.

      Marco leaned back, and I realized that despite his obvious distress,  he looked more put together than Henry or Ledger. I think it was in an attempt to maintain control, but I could see the cracks in the facade. A quake had torn open his chest, all because of his fear of losing me.

      Then again, was I any different? If I ever thought I’d lost Marco, I wouldn’t be able to breathe.

      “It is,” he snarled. “I let you die—”

      “You didn’t let me do anything.” I put my chin up, grasping his face between my hands to hold his tormented gaze. “I died because I refused to let Az give his life. I died because I jumped in front of Anani to try to save him from Ry. I died because I sacrificed my life, not because of you, Marco.”

      His jaw clenched. “Don’t remind me. Fuck, baby girl, that was so damn reckless.”

      “And I would do it a million times over,” I whispered. “Especially if it meant learning how to kill Ry. I love you. I love you, and we are going to be completely fine. I promise.”

      Marco examined my expression before deflating, pressing his lips to my forehead and mumbling, “I was so damn worried you wouldn’t wake up.”

      “I’ll always come back.” It was a promise and vow.

      “You better.” Sai appeared in the doorway, his face filled with so much vulnerability that Marco stepped back, allowing me to go to him.

      Sai wrapped me up in his arms, in a hug so tight it felt like he was squeezing the tension from my body. I let out a small sob of relief as my hands dug into his damp curls, then pulled back to look up at him. His burning ember eyes were darkened with so many unsaid things, but I knew we would have time when we were alone.

      “You put yourself in danger like that again, kitten, and I’m going to punish you,” he growled, making me nearly smile. I could tell he was all talk, but I still couldn’t help but rub my nose against his gently in what I hoped was a comforting move. My fingers smoothed over his chest as his dragon let out a low rumble in the back of his throat. He was welcoming my touch, so despite being upset, I knew he wasn’t actually mad at me.

      “I promise I won’t put myself in danger on purpose,” I said in an attempt at compromise. He grunted but didn’t argue, his grip simply tightening on me.

      “Anani is sleeping?” I clarified. He nodded, clearly not able to talk yet. “What about Az?”

      Was it wrong to hope that Azrael and my mates would get along? That was silly, right? But I also could feel an important connection between Az and me, so I wanted him to be around. I didn’t want them to fight, though… What if they ended up hating one another?

      I had no idea how to deal with this.

      “We need to talk about Az.” Marco’s voice was filled with a dangerous amount of possession. I loved it. The darkness sparked and ran over my skin, making desire blossom in my center.

      “He’s up.”

      Croy’s deep southern accent had me jolting back from Sai as I looked towards my wolf mate. The confident, normally relaxed man took a sharp inhale at seeing me, awe filling his face as he blinked, looking over me as if he couldn’t believe I was truly here. Sai released me and I walked towards him, meeting him in the doorway and reaching up to cup his jaw. His breathing increased, and a growl broke from my throat.

      His blonde hair was hanging in his face, his green eyes filled with a vibrant intensity and wonder. He gently ran a hand through my hair, studying the texture with a hyper-focus I didn’t fully understand. Then it hit me.

      Croy had never seen me reborn. He hadn’t been there the last time I’d been brought back from the dead.

      I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him fiercely, the tension running through his body not stopping him from holding me close. I felt mesmerized by the way his wolf let out a purr-like rumble from his chest, the sound making me feel relaxed and nearly dizzy with relief.

      “You’re alive,” he whispered, squeezing me tighter as if assuring himself. “You’re alive.”

      “Are you okay?” I pulled back to look up at him, his gaze already transfixed on my expression.

      “Okay? Sure. Just completely fucked up from seeing you die and then be resurrected.” Guilt hit me, and it must have been plain on my face because he shook his head, looking panicked. “I shouldn’t have said anything, I’m sorry, sugar, I just…I just can’t believe you’re here. Standing in front of me. Alive.”

      Before I could respond, he looked up at the other two in the room. “Atlas is downstairs talking to her parents. Someone should let him know she’s up.”

      My parents? Holy crap. They were here, that’s right… I would deal with that later. Right now, I could feel that Croy needed me.

      “I got it,” Sai said. “Marco, want to come with?”

      “I’m not leaving her,” Marco growled, but he did move across the room towards a large bank of windows, giving Croy and me a moment alone.

      I focused on Croy again, studying the way he was watching me. I worried that if I spoke, I would break the intense moment between us.

      “I love you.”

      My eyes widened. This was the first time Croy had said those words to me. I think we had both felt them for some time, but the impact of the words couldn’t be described. I swallowed down the wave of emotions that slammed into me as my eyes watered, my grip tightening on him. “I love you so, so much, Croy.”

      “Sugar…” He let out a soft groan, cupping my jaw and kissing me deeply before whispering, “I love those words on your lips.”

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” I murmured again and again, willing to give him those words a million times over if he loved them. “And I’m so sorry I scared everyone so much—”

      “No.” Croy let out a low rumble. “Never apologize for being brave, Maya.”

      Brave. He was right—I’d been brave.

      “Angel?”

      My head turned towards the open doorway as Atlas stepped in. His hair, which was normally brushed out and long, was tugged away from his face, his soft blue and gold eyes hard as they ran over me. It was obvious that Atlas wasn’t in his normal state, a predatory energy running under his skin.

      “Atlas,” I breathed out. I could see that he’d thrown up an emotional wall, and I knew it was to hide what he was feeling. I also knew that it meant we needed to be alone.

      “Croy, Marco, can I have a moment alone with Atlas?”

      Croy let out a rumble of agreement. “Of course, Sugar.”

      “No.”

      I looked over to Marco, who was holding Atlas’ gaze. There was a silent conversation going on between the two of them, and when a rumble left Marco’s throat, I knew I needed to step in.

      “Marco, please?” I kept my voice soft and relaxed, but also firm.

      “I’m not leaving,” he bit out as I approached him.

      “I need to be alone with him,” I explained quietly, squeezing his hand. “You can be right outside the door. I promise I’m not going anywhere.”

      Marco’s breathing was harsh as he looked down at me, holding my gaze for long enough that I thought he would ignore my plea…before grunting and striding towards the door, clearly upset. I swallowed, trying to not feel nervous about handling that and instead turning towards Atlas, who was now rounding the bed and walking towards me slowly. Once the click of the door sounded, something shifted in the room, and I felt everything inside of me freeze.

      Something had changed with Atlas, and I was nervous to find out what that was.
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      Inconceivable and uncharacteristic rage had clouded everything in my mind until this moment—until I stood in the doorway of Maya’s current room and met her beautiful gold eyes. Eyes that had the power to break me, to shatter my heart in one explosive effort, in one singular word. Eyes that were filled with concern for me, guilt for the situation we were in emotionally, and so much intense vulnerability that it nearly brought me to my knees.

      My chest felt tight as anger stirred within, and I watched Marco leave the room, his dragon reined in but only barely. I knew he didn’t want to leave me alone with her, and I could hardly blame him—I’d been a fucking wreck since Maya had died, and it only got worst when she had tumbled out of the sky towards the ground. In the chaos of Ry dying, I’d barely been able to get to her to catch her before she hit the ground. She’d been naked and covered in ash, her small, delicate form no longer lit in flames or covered in the beautiful scaled pattern that had adorned her skin. No, she had looked like my angel, and I’d panicked, everything that had happened to her hitting me unexpectedly as fury surged through me.

      Fury that we'd been put in this situation.

      Fury that she’d died.

      Fury that she’d been forced to kill Ry.

      So much anger, and it was so unlike me that I could tell it was making her cautious. She noticed it the minute we were in the room together, so I’d thrown up a wall in our bond, not wanting her to suffer because I couldn’t get my shit together. Because I couldn’t seem to work through my feelings on what had fucking happened.

      I couldn’t help but feel responsible for not keeping her safe, and the self-loathing that reared up was intense and almost overwhelming.

      The part that bothered me the most? I knew Maya felt bad about our reactions to losing her. As if it was somehow her fault that we’d gone nuclear the minute she’d died. Sure, she may have inspired the reaction, but that was impossible to avoid. She was our mate, and she had fucking died.

      I knew Maya. I knew my angel so damn well, so I tried to temper my reaction, not wanting her to feel any worse—not wanting her to feel guilt over my emotional distress. That wasn’t fair to put on her.

      As the door clicked shut with Marco’s departure, Maya’s gaze found mine as she shifted nervously. The oversized guest room we’d placed her in was filled with gold accents, all of them dull in comparison to the luminescent glow that surrounded my mate.

      Something had changed within her when she’d been reborn. Something had been released, and it had altered Maya physically.

      Her mother had attempted to clean her up a bit while she was unconscious, removing the ash from her face, but she was still covered in it, dulling the shine of her golden skin. I wanted to wash it off of her and remove any remembrance of the past few days. I wanted to touch and kiss every piece of her, running my fingers over her skin.

      Skin that appeared to be embedded with golden flecks. Her hair, which was richly colored and dark, hanging down to her hips, now had golden streaks throughout it, much like her large gold eyes. It was absolutely beautiful, and I desperately wanted to examine every inch of her, wanting to see what else had changed.

      I didn’t want to crowd her or rush her, though, so I crossed the room slowly, and when she suddenly broke towards me, slamming her delicate body against mine, I groaned at the sensation of heat pushing through me, my cock instantly hardening.

      My arms wrapped around her in a vise grip, and that dangerous rage began to blink out, my chest relaxing just enough that I could breathe again. Holy fuck, it felt so damn good to hold her. I wasn’t positive I would ever be able to let her go, honestly. I buried my nose in her hair as she trembled, a soft sob leaving her throat. Pure contentment ran throughout the bond, telling me that this type of touch was helping her as much as it was me.

      Finally, she leaned back, and I gently touched her jaw, placing a light brush of a kiss on her lips. One that she met eagerly, a soft sound coming from her throat and causing my cock to pulse. Despite everything she’d been through, I could feel how much she wanted me, and it was like a fucking high, one that would no doubt kill me.

      “Atlas,” she breathed out.

      “Angel,” I whispered, cupping her jaw and brushing another kiss against her lips. “I’m so damn glad you’re okay. I’m so damn glad that you’re awake and moving around.”

      “I know I scared everyone—”

      “Hey,” I gently smoothed my hands over her shoulders. “Don’t worry about anyone else, understand me? I want you to focus on yourself and how you’re feeling.”

      “I’m feeling okay…maybe a bit off, and still pretty tired.” Maya’s eyes darkened. “I can tell you’re holding back right now—I don’t know what, but I can tell you are.”

      I exhaled and smoothed a hand through her hair. “I don’t want to overwhelm you with how this affected me. Let me take care of you instead—it’ll go a long way to making me feel better, angel.”

      “Okay,” she whispered after a moment of consideration, and I breathed out a sigh of relief as I easily picked her up in a bridal hold and walked towards the attached bathroom.

      Setting my angel down, I turned on the water in the large tub in the center of the room, steaming water streaming into the porcelain basin. There were stairs surrounding it on all sides, similar to a luxury hot tub, and I added soap, filling the room with the scent of lavender. When I turned back to Maya, she was easing off the oversized shirt she’d been put in before pushing down her panties.

      I soaked in the sight of her naked body as she walked towards me expectantly, her eyes filled with trust as I helped her up the stairs. A soft moan of relief came from her lips, and my dragon lit up, fucking thrilled that we were bringing her pleasure even if it wasn’t the type that would relieve me.

      “I’m going to send for food and something to drink,” I said, smoothing my hands over her hair. “I’ll be right back.”

      Her fingers caught my hand as she asked earnestly, “Will you join me? I want to be able to touch you.”

      I inhaled sharply and nodded, unable to talk without telling her just how much I would love for her to fucking touch me. So I held my tongue and left the room, finding Marco on the other side of the bedroom door, leaning against the wall.

      “You good?” I asked him seriously.

      His eyes were dark. “No, and neither are you.”

      I exhaled roughly. “I’m feeling better. She’s in the tub right now, and I was thinking of sending up food and something to drink—”

      “I’ll get it.” His jaw clenched. “I know you need time alone with her, and it’ll make me feel like I’m doing fucking something.”

      “Thank you, Marco,” I said appreciatively. He grunted and walked off, leaving me to go back to my angel as I locked the door and tugged off my shirt.

      “Atlas?” Maya asked as I appeared in the door, her eyes lighting up and running over me. “You’re going to join me?”

      “Of course, angel.” Then, to myself, I mumbled, “Just need to keep my shit together.” I could feel her eyes on me as I kicked off my boots and pushed down my jeans, not even bothering to hide how hard I was.

      Maya’s face flushed as I walked towards the tub, her eyes narrowed on my boxers as if annoyed. I nearly chuckled at that as I sank into the water, letting out a grunt as the heat soothed my muscles. Immediately my hands went out and pulled Maya up against me, her body melting into mine as a pleased noise left her throat, her lips brushing over my neck teasingly. Her wet, hot frame was positioned right over my covered cock, and it took everything inside of me to not bury myself inside of her, needing to feel that connection, that intense claim between us.

      “Where did you go?” Maya pulled back, the soapy water barely covering her breasts and hard nipples, the scent of her desire filling the steamy room.

      “I’m right here, angel, I promise.” I pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “I just know what you need right now is rest more than anything else.”

      “Anything else?” she asked, rocking her hips and making me groan.

      “You know exactly what I mean.” I nipped her lip as she whimpered, and I lifted her off me slightly. She dipped underneath the water and reemerged, swimming backwards and offering me a teasing smile. My dragon rumbled at her escape, one we had instigated, as I tried to come up with a reason to touch her.

      “Let me wash you,” I commanded. She immediately turned back to me, the water coming to her waist as she stood. A growl left my throat as I watched the water droplets sliding down her body, my mouth watering, wanting to tease her nipples. Instead I reached for some soap and began to wash the ash off of her golden skin.

      I was so focused on getting each curve of her frame that I hadn’t realized my little mate was suffering until she let out a frustrated sound, shifting as she pressed her thighs together. She was turned away from me as I rinsed her back, a dark smile tilting my lips as I considered teasing her more.

      “Almost done,” I murmured, lathering my large hands with more soap before tugging her down onto my knee, her legs split to either side so she was straddling me. I slid a hand up her stomach and teased her breast, making her whimper as she leaned back into me. I knew I would find her soaked if I slid my fingers down to her center, and I let her rock against my thigh as she tried to find some level of friction.

      “Are you trying to use me to get off?” I growled softly, nipping her shoulder. She nodded immediately, rolling her hips again, my other hand coming to grip her ass. She let out a soft moan of my name, causing my cock to pulse and leak precum.

      I let out a dark hum as I allowed my other hand to slide down to pet her center. She jolted, letting out a moan as her body broke into heated shivers. I hissed as her wet heat wrapped around my fingers, and I pet her clit before rolling it again, causing her breath to go uneven and quick.

      “Atlas!” she cried as I sank a finger inside of her tight channel. She immediately came around me, her entire body jolting. I continued to roll her clit as she finally collapsed back against me, my fingers sliding out from her pussy. I popped them in my mouth, letting out a rumble at her exquisite taste.

      “I needed that,” she whispered, more to herself than me. Then she turned to me sharply, her eyes lit with a dangerous flame. I regarded her cautiously, knowing that a bold Maya, when it came to anything sexual, was like a death sentence to me. I would never tell her no.

      “I need more, though,” she continued, straddling me as her fingers played with the band of my boxers.

      “Angel, you’ve been through so much—”

      “And to feel better, I need you,” she breathed out, her eyes filled with a bright clarity and heat that had me feeling so many different things. “Please, Atlas?”

      I groaned and immediately flipped us so she was pinned against the wall of the tub, the steam rising off the water enveloping us in a cocoon. I gripped her chin lightly and spoke in a hard tone, “I can give you pleasure Maya, but nothing else.” I grabbed a towel and placed it on the solid platform as she offered me a dark, heated look, her hands running over the edge of my boxers before pushing them down.

      “What if this gives me pleasure?” she demanded softly. From where she was sitting on the tub bench, her breasts were just on the surface of the water. She was level with my cock, which was now in her hands, which weren’t able to wrap around it completely as she jacked me off, my breathing uneven and my pulse pounding in my ears.

      “Touching me gives you pleasure?”

      “So much,” she whispered. “Can I touch you more?”

      My hand came out and tangled in her hair as I let out a deep rumble. “I can never say no to you, angel. Ever—fuck.”

      Her plush lips wrapped around my cock, and her mouth felt like a fucking vacuum from heaven itself. I let out a deep groan as she slid me to the back of her throat and held me there, swallowing against my length. The base of my spine tingled, causing me to break out into a sweat. Holy fuck, this woman’s mouth was deadly. I watched in fucking awe as she began to deep throat me, her whimpers around my length and the way she rocked against the bench, sloshing water about, making it clear that this turned her on. Fuck, sucking me off turned her on and I would absolutely never tell her no.

      “Holy shit,” I groaned as my hands tightened in her hair, her light gagging filling the space. “Angel, I’m going to come if you keep going.”

      She made a sound of pleasure, and I let out a snarl, realizing that was exactly what the little minx wanted. Fuck, I wanted that too.

      I wanted something else more, though, and the deeper she took me, the more I couldn’t help but shake at how fucking bad I needed to be inside of her. I needed to feel her hot, tight pussy wrapping around me as I pushed in and out of her. The need became so intense that she made a surprised noise as I suddenly pulled her up and against me, pressing her against the towel to soften the hard tile surface. Using the bench to stand on, I brought her against me, my cock pulsing at her center.

      “I wasn’t done,” she complained, her eyes sparking with heat as she wiggled against my cock.

      “I was going to come in your pretty mouth if you didn’t stop,” I groaned, running the tip along her slit and hitting it against her clit as she cried out. “I didn’t want to come there.”

      Her thighs opened further as she gripped the towel underneath her. “Where do you want to come?”

      “Inside of you,” I growled softly. “I want to fill you up with enough cum that it drips back out of you. I want to watch it drip back out so I can push it back in.”

      She moaned at my words and tried to push against my cock, enough that it would split her, but I held back—barely—my breathing uneven. “The only thing that’s stopping me is I’m worried I’ll hurt you.”

      “This hurts more. Needing you this much with you teasing me hurts so much more,” she whimpered. “Please Atlas, I need to feel you inside me. I need to feel you filling me— Oh my god.” Her ending moan filled me with satisfaction as I pushed inside of her, unable to tell her no in the face of her wanting me inside of her.

      So I gave her my cock, watching the length push inside of her, before I pulled back, her white cream coating my cock as I pushed back in, slowly working myself inside of her. Her back arched as she spread further for me, letting me into her body as I finally slid completely in, my balls resting against her ass. I hissed in pleasure, her pussy so damn tight I was fighting to not come that damn minute. Everything inside of me told me I needed to come right now—to mark her, to claim her, before anyone else could. Before someone could take her from me.

      Pushing past the instinct and focusing on her pleasure, I pulled back and pushed back in, causing her to moan my name, the sound echoing through the room. I kept my pace deep and even as I memorized the inside of her tight cunt, loving the way she tightened around me, climaxing as I teased her clit with my thumb, my fingers tight on her hip. I didn’t want to hurt her, but eventually instinct rode me harder than rational thought, and I began to pump into her harder than before, my hands holding her against me so she didn’t slip against the marble surface.

      Maya’s face was filled with ecstasy, and I snarled as her nails bit into my forearms, her cry of my name causing my cock to pulse. “That’s it, angel, milk my cock. I’m going to come inside of you, and I want you to be nice and open for me. I want you to take all my cum—Every. Single. Fucking. Drop.”

      I growled out her name as I slammed fully into her, causing her to cry out as I spilled my seed inside of her, nearly seeing fucking stars. I could barely hold myself up as I came inside of her, nearly undone at the sound of her breathless whimpers. I let out a groan, putting my head down as I tried to catch my breath, feeling somehow more winded than if I’d railed into her hard and fast. My cock felt fucking empty and I was exhausted, but more than anything, I was filled with a pure string of love that I tried to convey as I pulled out of Maya and eased her back into the steaming water, placing her on my lap.

      “Atlas,” she said against my neck. “I know you were worried, but I feel so much better. I needed to feel…feel you, feel us. I was worried you were closing yourself off to me.”

      I pulled back in alarm and gripped her jaw lightly. “Never, angel. I’ll never close myself to you. I just didn’t want to overwhelm you with how angry I was, how furious I was that I’d let that happen to you—and I know you’re going to say it’s not my fault, but your safety is my responsibility. The honor I carry to protect it is one of the most important things in my life. So yes, I blame myself, because I love you so damn much it hurts. I don’t want a world without you in it, Maya.”

      Her eyes were filled with tears as she offered me a watery smile. “I love you too, and I’m not going anywhere. I don’t want a world without any of my mates.” Then she smiled and added, “Or Bella. Is Bella okay?”

      “Our daughter?” I mused, because that was what Bella was to us. Although I very much found the idea of putting a real baby in Maya way too fucking appealing. My dragon silently rumbled in agreement as I tried to keep the thought from showing on my face. The way she smiled, though, her cheeks flushing with excitement, didn’t make it any easier.

      “Yes, our daughter.”

      “She’s good,” I promised. “Resting up, completely fine and with the little ones.”

      Breathing out a sigh of relief, she nodded and put her head against mine as if I had answered all of her questions. I was glad she felt that way, and I wanted to keep her cocooned in this moment as long as possible—because once she left this room, she was going to realize the chaos that had been brewing while she was unconscious.
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      I was slow to get ready. Despite being eager to see my parents and brothers, I knew that it would mean a large conversation—one where I would have to tell them about what I’d learned when I’d been reborn. One where I would have to face the reality that fate had chosen me to lead not the Dreki realm, but the dragon and phoenix communities here on Earth realm.

      Somehow defeating Ry had seemed like an easier task.

      Atlas braided my freshly washed hair for me, his hands working diligently as he completely focused on his task, my gaze moving to his own braid. I’d asked if we could have matching ones, and he’d been delighted by my request. Now I was dressed in an oversized robe as Marco sat nearby, his gaze on the plate of food in front of me. Whenever I stopped eating, he tapped the plate, seemingly hyper-focused on me eating. The comfortable silence between us was only broken by my occasional giggle at his intensity about food or Atlas shifting my head slightly so he could continue his efforts.

      I didn’t know where the others were, but I figured outside of these doors was an entire mess of people—unless they’d just fled the compound—but if I knew anything from being imprisoned, it was that freedom could be equally as confusing and stressful. It propelled me to sit forward as Atlas finished my hair and I drained my third glass of water. I was feeling a tiny bit sore from Atlas’s amazing treatment of my body, but overall I felt relieved, and my body felt like melted honey. It was absolutely amazing.

      “Wear something warm, it’s drafty in this damn place,” Marco instructed, Atlas nodding towards a large chest of clothing that had been brought into the room. I knelt down in front of it as they talked quietly, deciding to go with a pair of leggings and an oversized sweater with fuzzy pink socks. Somehow I had a feeling that these types of clothes weren’t normally found in Ry’s compound. No, this seemed handpicked by my mates. The perfectly sized panties and bra were a giveaway.

      After getting dressed, I made sure to look over the large pink diamond still present on my finger and the sigil I’d now been given. Between those, the flight crest on my wrist, and all of the mating marks, it was impossible to forget who I’d given my heart to. Suddenly a slight panic hit me as I looked around for something I hadn’t wanted to lose but was now worried that I had amidst the battle.

      Azrael’s feather.

      Walking towards the bed, my breathing became tight as I searched through each piece of bedding, shifting the pillows, wishing I had been far more careful—

      The feather floated up into the air and back down onto the bed, having been tucked underneath my pillow. I let out a soft, relieved sigh, tucking it into my bra and against my chest. It felt right there, and I found myself wondering if I could find a locket for it or something.

      I wasn’t positive what Atlas and Marco’s conversation was about, but it was enough that they didn’t notice the full search I had done or that I was finished changing until I walked up to them and offered a small smile.

      “I’m ready,” I announced.

      Marco looked over at me and nodded, pressing a kiss to my temple. “Put on some boots and prepare yourself, baby girl—you’re about to be bombarded by people when we get downstairs.”

      “Way too many fucking people,” Atlas grunted.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      I drew my bottom lip in with my teeth before nodding. “Yeah, I’m good.” I turned towards Atlas with wide eyes. “Can we see Bella first?”

      “She’s in the nursery with the little ones. That may be a good first stop,” Atlas agreed.

      Nodding, I looked around at the room I’d been put in, realizing that it was somewhat elaborate—light in color, gilded gold, and sparkling in the muted mountain light. It made me wonder what the rest of the compound was like, considering my only experience in it before this had been the prison cells.

      After I slipped on the boots, we left the room and I gripped both of their hands, looking around the large stone hallways that reminded me of a medieval castle. It was gorgeous, and the large stained glass windows, while blocking the view outside, lit the walls in a cheerful array of lights that didn’t match the chaos that had happened here. Something that was showcased as we turned the next corner and found part of the wall missing, pieces of the ceiling having fallen in from the fight. I had a feeling there were many other sights like this within the compound.

      “Are we safe here?” I asked.

      “Everyone left alive has sworn allegiance,” Atlas said simply. I nodded, understanding what he was saying—anyone who had still been on Ry’s side was dead. I shivered, thinking about the cruelty of those guards and the torture they had inflicted on me…I didn’t feel bad. I should have, and I felt guilty about not feeling that way, but when it came to the safety of my mates and those I loved, I wouldn’t stand for it.

      I also didn’t want to feel imprisoned again. Being here made me realize how quickly I had become used to freedom. How much I had savored it.

      “Here we are—”

      Marco opened the door, and a ball of fur launched itself at me, a pleased, affectionate noise coming from my throat. Bella.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I held her against me and rubbed my nose against her fur. There were people talking around us, but all I could focus on was the way Bella was purring and the lick she placed on my cheek, making me giggle. When I pulled back, I noticed that her color was broken in part, and the white in her fur was covered in a bit of fresh dirt—probably from playing with the little ones I could hear in the room—but she looked okay outside of that.

      “Did you keep them safe?” I asked in a whisper, and I swear she nodded in response. “Of course you did, you’re so amazing and sweet.”

      “Maya?” Ember’s voice had me looking up and offering the young phoenix a smile. The last time I had seen Ember she had looked…well, rougher than my mates, who’d had the crap beaten out of them. Now, though, she was positively glowing.

      Her skin was a golden color, her strawberry blonde hair was freshly washed, and she was wearing clean clothes. Seeing her this way, I was even more sure about my estimate on her being twelve, and despite looking exhausted—and not the type that is fixed by a few nights of sleep—she offered me a big smile.

      “Thank you for looking after Bella,” I said softly, approaching her. “I want to get you a kitten of your own, if you’re okay with that.”

      Her large eyes filled with tears as she nodded. “I would love that.”

      “Miss Maya?”

      My gaze moved down to one of the younger girls, maybe around six, who had bruises that were still healing but otherwise looked as vibrant as Ember.

      “Hi.” I crouched down, and Bella jumped out of my arms, running to some of the other children in the room. Half were still playing, and the other half were watching my mates cautiously. I didn’t fully blame them—while I was aware they were total sweethearts, I understood how they could come across as intimidating.

      “You saved us,” the little girl whispered, her voice filled with awe. “We saw you kill the dragon god. I’ve never seen a phoenix look like that—you weren’t in your bird form. I haven’t shifted yet, none of us have, but you looked different than any other phoenix I’ve seen—”

      “Breathe,” Ember reminded her as I squeezed the little girl’s hand, feeling a wave of emotion at the way she was looking at me. I also felt a sliver of pride that I’d done something to earn this girl’s respect. Even if she was young, it meant so much to me that she had seen the person who had trapped her brought down.

      Immediately Malcolm popped into my head. What had happened to him? Did we know where he was? I felt myself pale at the idea of his escape, the man somehow scarier to me than Ry. But I didn’t say anything, instead standing on unsteady feet as Atlas wrapped an arm around me.

      “How many?” I looked over the crowded room, cots and sleeping areas laid out, all of the children looking freshly bathed. There was food as well, spread on a long table at one end of the room, and it made my heart warm to hear their laughter fill the space.

      “Nearly twenty throughout the compound,” Marco said. I shook my head, watching Ember extract Bella from two younglings that couldn’t have been older than three, who were being watched over by children around twelve or thirteen. None of them seemed to be acting their age, though, and I could practically see the weight of the world crashing over them with each moment as they tried to adjust to this normal.

      “I want to get them into a secure situation,” I told him. “Let’s go talk to everyone.”

      Before they could question it, I directed my question to Ember. “Can you keep Bella here for now?” She smiled in excitement, and after I gave another parting snuggle to Bella, my mates led me from the room. Something occurred to me as we made our way down the hallway, thinking about how I didn’t want any of them feeling alone—not for a single second.

      “Did any of them find their parents?”

      Atlas grunted. “Not that we can tell so far, but many of the older dragons fled. Most of them were young, though—early twenties—probably not old enough to have been the parents of these kids. I have to assume most of their parents were…”

      “Killed.” Marco finished. My eyes pricked with tears, but I nodded in understanding.

      “Peanut?”

      Anani’s voice had me rushing down the hallway as he stepped out, looking like he’d just woken up, his torso all bandaged but his eyes lit with pleasure at seeing me. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he lifted me by my waist, burying his nose against my throat.

      “I’m so damn glad you’re awake,” he breathed out. “Fuck, that was so damn terrifying. All of it.”

      Pulling back, I cupped his jaw and offered a smile. “But we both made it out okay. We were both reborn—and so was Az.”

      Anani let out a low rumble, but his eyes were light. “Yes, the angel.”

      “He’s not going anywhere, is he?” Atlas asked, appearing behind me. My cheeks flushed.

      “Considering she has a feather of his, probably not,” Marco said. My eyes widened—I shouldn’t have been surprised he noticed everything.

      I turned to face the three of them and tried to fight my embarrassment at the range of emotions I was feeling towards Az. “I…I don’t fully know how to explain what’s going on with him. Because he sacrificed his life for me, we formed a sacrificial bond…I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable or upset—”

      “Hey.” Anani wrapped a hand around my waist and kissed my shoulder. “If you want him around, then we will have to learn how to deal with the bastard.”

      Marco grunted. “He has my respect for what he did, but not my trust.”

      I reached and squeezed his hand as I turned to look at Atlas, who examined my face before shaking his head. “He has been helpful these past few days. More than that, actually—I don’t think he’s slept while trying to assure everyone was okay, but there is more to that bond than he’s telling you, angel. I don’t understand it either, but angel feathers aren’t given away—their magic selects who they go to. That feather was given to you for a reason.”

      But what was the reason?

      “I suppose this would be a good time to ask,” Marco rumbled as a door opened at the end of the hall, letting in voices. But that wasn’t where my attention was focused. No, it was completely on Az, who was watching me intently, his eyes filled with a soft vulnerability.

      Deciding to be bold, I approached him as the others talked quietly behind me, the door closing and muting the voices inside.

      “Hey,” I greeted timidly.

      Az’s eyes ran over me as he spoke with a quiet but intense tone. “You look different like this. You look well rested and happy—I like it.”

      I smiled. “Well, not being in prison helps.”

      He offered a tired chuckle, then stilled as I slipped my hand into his. “I thought I lost your feather when I was fighting Ry, but I found it underneath my pillow. If you’re okay with it, I would love to put it on a locket and wear it. I know it sounds silly—”

      My face was suddenly being held between two large hands as he looked at me with an intensity that left me breathless. Clearly I’d said something to make him happy. “You mean that? You would wear my feather?”

      I nodded, and he let out a low rumble that sounded pleased. “I’ll get you one, mon lapin. I’ll get you one so you can always wear it.”

      I flushed. “Okay, I would love that…but what does the feather mean? Atlas thinks it means something significant?”

      His eyes flicked over my shoulder to the other men who were giving us a small amount of space. “Later. We need to talk about a lot later, that included.”

      “Okay.” I nodded in understanding.

      Before we could say another word, the doors opened and relief spilled through me. I didn’t realize it until I saw her, but I’d been pretty sure I’d feared my mom had gotten hurt in the battle. Instead she stood there with a big smile on her face as she looked over me, evaluating my health before offering me a hand.

      “Come on in here before your fathers lose their minds. They need to see that you’re okay.”
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      The room we walked into was massive, some type of dining hall if I had to guess. Five long tables were pushed to the side to make room for the group gathered. I had assumed the group would consist at least partly of the dragons that had stayed, but if any had, they weren’t here. Every face in the room was one I recognized, even if some were surprising.

      For example, I could see Eleven near the back of the room. My chest squeezed happily, hoping that the fact she’d shown up here meant there was a possibility of us being true friends.

      “You showed up right in time,” I said to my mom, who was watching me with soft affection and curiosity.

      “We wanted to show up sooner—far sooner—especially once we received word you were traveling because of the attack.” My mom frowned, lowering her voice. “Are you okay? I know Ry’s death was violent, but the attack on Halloween…the surprise ones are sometimes the ones that leave the worst scars.”

      “I really am okay—Az saved me. I didn’t realize it at the time, but he was the one who killed Lorn—he created an illusion and made me believe that I was the one who did it.”

      My mom’s gaze moved towards the angel in question. He was standing near the edge of the room, watching me with a dark but warm gaze that had my toes curling. “Your mates were unexpected, but an angel…I’ve never heard of that before.”

      I stopped and turned towards her, examining her face for judgment and finding none. “He sacrificed his life for me. For all of us trying to escape. Ry had his immortality bound, so when he broke the stone containing the magic that kept us captive, it should’ve killed him…but my magic and I weren’t okay with that.”

      Realization filled my mom’s gaze as she looked back towards the man, nodding. “Ah, that changes things. A sacrificial bond is unbreakable; I can understand now why he’s stayed so near. The entire time you were unconscious, he sat outside of your room when he wasn’t running around helping your mates.”

      I blushed at that. “That’s sweet.”

      “That’s one word for it,” a masculine voice muttered. One of my dads, Con, had stepped away from the large group of males talking—a mix of my mates, my brothers, and my fathers. Honestly, I was trying to not pay too much attention to it because it was overwhelming to say the least.

      “What’s another?” I asked curiously.

      “Obsessive,” he growled and looked over me with a frown. “Are you okay?”

      “Tired but okay,” I promised with a smile that I hoped would appease his concern.

      “How is the tiny feline?” he asked, my mom letting out a sound of amusement as I realized the stoic man was talking about Bella.

      “Wonderful. She’s with the little ones in the nursery,” I explained. “I think she was protecting them.”

      He nodded in understanding, as if it wasn’t amusing to say a kitten was protecting dragon and phoenix shifters.

      “You fully came into your powers,” Fuji said as he approached, his calm, grounded mannerisms instantly making me relax. “How does it feel?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t love the part where I died—”

      “You died?!”

      I winced as the room came to a complete stop, the space suddenly filled with awkward silence. Ignatius stared at me like I was both crazy and about to disappear, panic infusing his expression.

      Crap. They hadn’t known. Marco immediately moved to my side, his hand running over my hip in comfort. Ignatius narrowed his eyes on him.

      I knew where this was going.

      “I stepped into the line of Ry’s fire to protect one of my mates and to make sure Az didn’t die. Don’t be mad at them,” I said firmly. Ignatius’s eyes moved back to mine, looking conflicted. “They’re already upset about it as it is, and it’s not their fault. This is completely on me, and I’m going to be really upset if you make them feel more guilty than they already do.”

      “You should listen to her,” Pele suggested, his warm brown eyes making me relax a smidge. “It makes sense, Ignatius. How else would she have come into her power?”

      “I don’t fucking like it—” one of my brothers began, but he was interrupted by a feminine whisper I had to assume was from Eleven. Though I couldn’t worry about that yet, instead far more focused on my dads’ and mom’s sad, concerned gazes as I felt my mates stand near me, not liking the tension.

      “There is a much bigger explanation,” I admitted. “I don’t mind giving it, but it’s a lot more complicated than me dying.”

      “We will listen,” Haco insisted, stepping forward and smoothing a hand over my mom’s back.

      “Everyone sit down,” Nuriel demanded, motioning to the chairs behind him. Everyone followed orders slowly, my mates dragging chairs to be closer to me.

      “Okay, now I’m nervous,” I whispered to my mom once everyone was seated and looking at me expectantly. I began to feel better as I looked at my mates and Az, all of whom were staring at me with confidence and affection that was echoed through our bond. Even Eleven, who was sitting away from my brothers, gave me an encouraging smile, and I realized that these people cared about me. Even though everything I had to explain was complicated and surreal, I instinctively knew they would believe me.

      “Let’s start from the beginning,” Henry suggested. “After we left the realm.”

      I nodded and let out a shaky breath before I began.

      “When we came back from Dreki, Pastor Malcolm was waiting for me.” I took another deep breath, steeling myself for the explanation of who he was. When we’d visited Dreki and I’d first met my parents, I hadn’t been ready for this discussion, but I couldn’t put it off any longer. “Malcolm is someone who I thought was my father until—”

      A savage growl came from one of my dads, and I offered a slight wince. “I know, it’s bad. But he was the reason for all of this. He was the one who shot me down and kidnapped me. He was the one who encouraged Tina to torture me, the one who locked me up in our church’s basement—”

      My voice hitched, and I tried to recenter myself, focusing on the far wall so I wouldn’t get caught up in their reactions. “Of course I didn’t know at the time that he was a witch—he just told me I would eventually help their church. So when Tina, the woman pretending to be my mother, told me he died, I was honestly thankful. Until I realized she was essentially abducting me again, taking me across the country to Washington with her creepy boyfriend Jed.”

      “Jed’s dead, and so is she,” Marco assured my parents.

      I let out a small breath. “That was when I met them”—I nodded to my mates—“and things got way better. Well…I guess I did die that one time, but that was the night Jed and Tina died as well.”

      “Shouldn’t have happened,” Sai rumbled.

      “I also wasn’t telling you how bad everything was,” I whispered to Sai before looking back towards the group. “Anyway, after that we realized that Pastor Malcolm hadn’t died, because he literally showed up at my job.”

      “You have a job?” one of my dads growled, and I had to keep myself from smiling.

      “Yep, at a craft store. It’s super fun.” My mom made an amused noise, but I refused to get sidetracked. “He kept telling me that he wanted to take me back, and that was when I realized he knew I was a phoenix. It wasn’t until later, when he used magic to lure me out of the house, that we realized he was a witch—it was also the first time I’d shifted that I could remember.”

      “Oh, you shifted a ton when you were little,” Pele pointed out. “In fact, you spent most of your time shifted when we let you.”

      I smiled at that, wishing I could remember those times better. “I didn’t know anything about the supernatural world. I just knew that I healed whenever I bled.”

      “Did that happen often?” My mom’s voice sounded choked.

      I nodded and intertwined my fingers, looking down at my boots before continuing. “So we realized he was a witch, and Croy helped us figure out why he would want me and how it would fuel his coven, and it was right around that time that we came to visit the Dreki realm.” I smiled at all of them. “Where I realized I had an entire family I didn’t know about.”

      “So how the hell did we end up here?” Con demanded, despite trying to keep his voice soft.

      “When we returned to Earth and came out of the portal, we realized councilwoman Anna had forced councilman Larry to redirect the portal to open on a cliffside—all with the goal of kidnapping Maya,” Atlas said. “I tried to explain it in the letter, but honestly it was a bit of a fucking mess.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Pastor Malcolm was saved, which we learned later was because of Ry,” I said, omitting Az’s involvement with it, which I had to assume was how he had disappeared so easily before Marco could kill him, “and we managed to escape and go home. The young flight you sent is still with us—which, by the way, they’re safe with a local pack of shifters.”

      My mom nodded, looking relieved.

      “We thought that it was over at that point, that Malcolm had been scared enough to stay away for at least some time…” I sighed. “We didn’t expect him to work with Ry, and his men caused a massive distraction at the event we were at, and I was nearly taken.” Again, glossing over anything to do with Az… “So we decided to leave town and went to France. When I marked Anani, my magic must have done something—”

      “It sent out a signal,” Az said, looking directly at me. “I informed them of my involvement.”

      Oh, thank the Maker.

      “Right, it sent out a signal, and that was how we got captured by Ry until Az sacrificed himself to get us out. Then Az, Anani, and I were killed.”

      My mates were tense, everyone hanging onto my every word, as I let out a shaky breath. “When we woke up, we were in this weird dream-like place… At first I could see Az and Anani, but I couldn’t talk to them—we were separated by this weird barrier.”

      “Maker,” someone muttered, most likely one of my dads, who sounded very stressed.

      “It gets even weirder,” I admitted. “After a minute, the barrier got darker and I was forced back towards the center of it…and that’s when he appeared.”

      “He?” one of my brothers asked.

      “He.” I nodded. “I don’t know his name. I don’t know anything about him…well, except that he seems to think I play a big part in our realm, as in Earth realm.”

      “What the hell?” Ledger murmured, sounding confused.

      Closing my eyes, I decided to relay to them the exact conversation I had with the strange man, word for word. It wasn’t hard for me to remember because it had left such an impact, but I tried to emphasize the main points: what I had to do to kill Ry, the upcoming danger to our universe, and finally, my personal fate.

      That I was supposed to lead the community of dragons and phoenixes on Earth realm. To serve as the in-between of this community and the Dreki realm. To be the leader that could keep them safe through whatever was to come.

      I could tell my mates were absolutely shocked by my words, and I let out a slow breath, finally finishing with, “So I’m not really sure what to do from here, but I need to figure that out.”

      “We’ll do that together,” Croy promised. I nodded, knowing they would be here with me one hundred percent. I finally looked up towards the rest of the room, everyone staring at me in surprise.

      My mom examined my face, looking a bit dazed. “That’s a lot.”

      “How about we give this a little time to settle in? Maya is probably exhausted, and that was a lot of information,” Nuriel said. “We will have dinner tonight and then speak on the plan going forward.”

      “That would be nice.” I exhaled, leaning back into Marco, who kissed my shoulder.

      “You’ve been through so much.” My mom walked towards me as everyone else broke into conversation. “Maya, I wish I could’ve been there—”

      “We’re here now.” I squeezed her hand. “We’re here, and that’s what matters.”

      “Well, that and how the hell you have died twice now in their care,” Gavriel, one of my brothers growled. “Come on Mom, this is bullshit—they clearly aren’t safe for her to be around.”

      “Don’t,” Henry snarled.

      “Please don’t start,” I said to them both.

      Gavriel’s jaw tightened, his eyes narrowed on Marco. “This isn’t okay. I don’t fucking like it.”

      “I don’t care what you do or don’t like, Gavriel,” Marco said, his voice cold and dark.

      “Let’s not,” my mom suggested and gently took my hand, leading me towards the side. I let out a surprised noise when she wrapped her arms around me. I melted into the hug and let out a sigh, feeling relieved that everything had been put out there. There were no more secrets, and now we just had to figure out what to do.

      Something occurred to me then as I pulled back and looked towards my mates. “Did Pastor Malcolm… Is he…”

      “Escaped,” Az nearly spit, Atlas letting out a frustrated grunt.

      “We already have feelers out for him,” Ledger promised.

      I nodded and noticed Eleven walking away from Rhysand and Fintan, both looking upset but trying to hide it. My mom instantly lit up as she walked over.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Eleven stated in an unsure tone, looking a bit out of sorts. Her hair was loose around her face, softening its angular nature.

      “You’re always welcome and never interrupting,” my mom insisted, and I watched Eleven’s cheeks flush as if embarrassed. I didn’t understand why—it was obvious that everyone liked and respected her.

      “I just want to say I’m glad you’re okay.” Eleven awkwardly reached forward to grab my shoulder—so I crashed into her, squeezing the heck out of her in a hug. It was beyond clear to me that she wasn’t good with this friendship stuff, and I was much the same, so it made me happy when she laughed and hugged me back.

      I pulled away, stepping back and squeezing her hand. “Thank you for coming with them.”

      “I tried to go before them,” she muttered, dropping my hand and running it through her hair.

      “How did that go?” my mom asked, looking amused.

      Eleven blushed again. “Yeah, they’re still being a bit protective.”

      “A bit?” Alois appeared next to her, his golden eyes warming on me before picking up a piece of her hair. “Did you hear that, Faolan? We’re only a bit protective.”

      His twin appeared on her other side and shook his head. “We need to do better.”

      Mom sighed, smiling as she squeezed my shoulder, saying she’d be right back. Eleven scowled at both of them. “I was trying to not make you look like a total psycho to your mom.”

      “Oh, she’s aware.” Dusan appeared, his golden hair glinting under the lights as he looked down at me, offering a cool relaxed smile. “Maya, do you think we’re psycho?”

      I looked to Eleven and then back at him, shrugging. “Psycho? Maybe. I think you’re just super into her. She may be into you or she may not be, but I know you’ll keep bugging her until she finally decides to give you a chance.”

      Eleven muttered a curse. “We’re getting to that point.”

      “We are?” I smiled happily. One of the twins made a surprised noise and Eleven froze, clearly not having meant to say that out loud.

      Before I could ask any more questions, I was lifted up and into Croy’s arms. I clung onto him, his strides taking me towards my mates. I put my head down on his shoulder, melting into him as he whispered something soft in my ear about ‘loving me.’ I murmured the same back before closing my eyes and relaxing into his frame.

      I had no intention of sleeping, but I didn’t mind pretending to be asleep if it meant not having to answer any more questions right now.
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      It wasn’t until hours later, sitting in my temporary bedroom surrounded by my mates, that something occurred to me. My hand was poised over a sketchpad as I sat in Ledger’s lap, trying to ignore the nervous energy running through me. After an afternoon nap, I was starting to feel more alert, but with that came the heavy responsibility of ‘what next.’

      I was supposed to lead dragons and phoenixes on Earth…but which ones? All of them? Or was there a specific community he was talking about? I nervously bit down on my lip as Anani made a concerned noise.

      “What’s wrong, firefly?” Ledger asked, drawing everyone’s attention except Az’s. He was currently sitting on the floor and serving as a cat tree, Bella jumping from his head down to his shoulders, then climbing up to do it again. He didn’t seem bothered by it in the least.

      “Who exactly am I supposed to lead? The people who were trapped here? A lot of them left. People like Larry and Anna? I’m just confused on what he meant.”

      “I assumed he meant offering people from the Dreki realm a permanent place here,” Marco said. “A lot of them want to—not that your parents aren’t fair and just rulers, but the culture is militaristic, and the hierarchy is pretty damn strict.”

      “So what stops them?” I asked.

      “It’s a big change, moving to Earth realm. More so, it’s never been actively encouraged, and there has been no system of support,” Henry pointed out.

      “So if they had a place to come, a kingdom or compound or something like that, it would encourage them?”

      “Absolutely,” Ledger said.

      “We would’ve left before joining our flight if that had been an option,” Anani agreed.

      Atlas’s gaze was on the family sigil ring I wore as he spoke openly. “Dreki realm technically moves faster than Earth, but because the realms are based on Earth and surround it, we biologically age at the speed of Earth despite mentally being more advanced. It’s how your brothers appear to be similar in age to you despite having lived through far more.”

      “That must get confusing.”

      “With changing realms it does,” Sai admitted, “but because of that, you get kids who are thirteen and fourteen who feel much older than that, and the adults in their lives expect them to be combat ready and to put their life on the line for their realm.”

      “That’s messed up,” I muttered.

      “Which is good motivation to change,” Croy encouraged. “You could make it a lot different, without having to upset the balance of the Dreki realm. You would just give them more options.”

      I nodded slowly, making a note to explain my thoughts to my mom. I wasn’t sure how I would convince others to follow us, and I didn’t want to make it seem like I was saying the Dreki realm was bad… Crap, this was going to be complicated.

      “Hey Az?” I looked towards the angel, who opened his eyes as Bella sat purring on his chest. “Where was Ry getting all the dragons and phoenixes?”

      His eyes sharpened as he sat up. “Your mission was the first he sent me on. The others weren’t deemed important enough—I think he had a feeling of how powerful you were after hearing Malcolm talk about you”—I shivered, hating that the dangerous man was still out there—“but he hunted them higher up in the mountains. I didn’t have an exact location. Some of the guards heard rumors of an entire community there.”

      “We should go looking for them,” I said softly. “Let them know there’s no reason to fear anymore… How did they even get there? Why was there such a mass exodus from the Dreki realm, and when?”

      Croy spoke up. “My understanding is that because there weren’t many of them, they were fought over, and eventually a group decided to leave. Once they arrived on Earth they were rumored to be killed, but obviously because of their regenerative qualities, I’m not positive how that’s possible unless all of the witches had Ry’s level of magic.”

      “Magic that he drained.” I shook my head, thinking about the strange man’s words. “He said he’s one of the worst—that he has drained so much magic.”

      Henry made a concerned noise. “Where did it go when he died?”

      I frowned. I understood his point. Magic like that didn’t simply disappear.

      Az sat up further, drawing my attention. “I would’ve assumed it would be transferred to me, but it was clear before he died that we were no longer connected. He only connected himself to those he wanted to keep an eye on, which consisted of me and a few others, though he killed all of those except me…” Az’s eyes widened. “And one other.”

      My stomach tightened uncomfortably, wondering if my brain was on the right track for what he was about to say—I really hoped it wasn’t.

      “Who?” Anani demanded.

      “Malcolm,” he hissed.

      “There’s no way,” I murmured, feeling panicked. “He couldn’t have absorbed all that power, right?”

      The idea of him being that powerful was terrifying.

      “I felt most of it surge back into the Earth,” Az said. “But now that you mention it, it wasn’t nearly on the level I would’ve expected. Fuck.”

      “He can’t have that much power,” I said in disbelief, my hand moving to my throat anxiously as my heart began to pound.

      “We will find him and handle him,” Marco promised, his voice hard. “You don’t need to worry about him, baby girl.”

      But I did need to worry. Malcolm was a problem I couldn’t seem to get rid of…and I needed to be rid of him. I couldn’t keep living in this perpetual state of worry.

      I spoke my thoughts out loud. “But I will worry about him. I won’t be able to not worry about him—he’s ruined so many things in my life, caused so much pain. I need to know he’s gone and can’t do that anymore.”

      “We will handle him the minute we have word of where he is,” Atlas said honestly. “We would go search now, but I don’t think any of us are willing to leave you.”

      I could feel that through our bond, and I understood it completely. There was no way I wanted to leave their side. Letting out a small, frustrated exhale, I thought through our options. “I think…I think we should go looking for where Ry hunted. I don’t know what to say to my parents yet—I don’t know how they see this happening and what type of leader they expect me to be. Before we go to the Dreki realm and offer their citizens a place here, we need to first make sure there is a place. More so, we need to make sure that we relieve anyone who’s already here in Earth realm, hiding in fear. Ry can’t hurt them anymore.”

      “Let’s go then. It’s early evening, barely dusk. We can fly,” Sai said.

      “I won’t shift.” I offered Marco a knowing look at the tension suddenly riding his frame. “I’ll ride one of you—I’m tired.”

      He nodded in agreement, turning to the others to discuss the details. As he did, I looked to Az, who was now lounging on the bed as Bella moved around him. She jumped on Atlas, clawing up his shoulder, and as he kissed her head, my heart nearly melted. I swear, these intimidating, large men showing affection to Bella was the sweetest thing in the world. I couldn’t even imagine what they would look like holding a baby—

      Something tugged on my memories, like a dream I couldn’t fully remember. It was gone in a flash, illusive like a silk scarf fluttering past me as I struggled to even track it with my eyes. Hopefully it would come back to me eventually.

      “Mon lapin,” Az said, motioning me forward. I came to stand between his large legs, his eyes running over me. “I want you to understand something—you don’t have to do any of this. I understood that this stranger put pressure on you to lead, but as he said, you have a choice. There may be consequences, but you have a choice, and I assume that I’m speaking for your mates as well when I say I will support whatever choice you make.”

      I nibbled my lip, knowing the others were listening even if they pretended not to be. “It’s true, I don’t want to be a leader. At least not the normal kind—not like my mom. She’s awe-inspiring and so incredibly strong, but I don’t imagine my life like that. If I’m going to lead a group of people, I want to make sure they understand that they are in charge of their own fate, their freedom, their families—I can serve as the in-between for this realm and Dreki, but I won’t sit on a throne and rule over them.”

      “And that is what’s going to make you an amazing leader,” Az said, his eyes sparkling with what appeared to be pride, something that had my stomach tightening in excitement. The idea of Az being proud of me made me incredibly happy.

      “Do we need to tell your parents?” Anani asked, appearing behind me.

      I hesitated. “We could… But I worry they’ll want to come with us, and I don’t want to scare anyone that’s in hiding by bringing a group larger than we already are. We should leave a note.”

      They seemed to agree, so I went towards the fireplace and grabbed a piece of paper, sketching out a short note and placing it on the bed. As I did that, the guys opened a set of large windows, and the soft breeze rolled through the room and ran against my skin.

      I was excited to go up in the air, but there was no way I was shifting, and I knew Anani was on the same boat because he was planning to grab a ride with Ledger. Az didn’t seem as exhausted from what had happened, at least not physically, his wings flapping easily as if they were a perfect extension of him. I craved to learn how to do that. Heck, I needed to ask my mom if my form I’d taken during battle was normal or something that arose only in times of need, because she clearly had it as well.

      I wouldn’t lie—as much as I loved shifting into a bird, it would be equally as cool to simply pop out some wings and fly into the skies with ease.

      “Bella?” I picked up the kitten from where she was snuggled in the bed. “You promise to be good?”

      She let out a soft meow, and I kissed her nose before turning towards the window, where my mates were already jumping out and shifting. When Anani hopped on Ledger and Croy grabbed a ride with Henry, I walked to the window ledge with Az and looked over their forms. It didn’t surprise me when Sai pulled up next to the window, his excitement nearly contagious.

      “Careful,” Az murmured as he helped me on, steadying me as I wrapped my legs securely around Sai.

      “Alright.” Az jumped out of the window, soaring up right as Sai took off. His voice still boomed through the air, though. “Head west up towards the higher mountain range. I saw him fly that way fairly often.”

      It didn’t surprise me that the others followed his direction without question, and as I wrapped my arms further around Sai, loving how his magic rolled across my skin, I inhaled in excitement. Something told me I was going to find way more than I expected.

      I just hoped I could help those who had been wronged so often.
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SAI

        

      

    

    
      “Sai?”

      “Yeah?” I bounded down the stairs to find my mom looking over a stack of mail, her gaze not even darting up to meet mine. That wasn’t particularly unusual—I couldn’t remember the last time she or my father had given me a hug, let alone looked at me.

      I didn’t mean glance at me either—I meant look at me or ask how I was doing. Hell, even simply asking about my day. Nope. That wasn’t a thing in our family, and because I was smaller and slightly quieter, I got overlooked compared to my siblings.

      The house was in absolute chaos right now because of those siblings, everyone getting ready to go to school today. I’d been up since five, wanting an opportunity to eat breakfast without being pushed around. I may have been large, but I still wasn’t as big as the others, something they exploited fairly often.

      “You have a letter—it’s from Eldur Academy.”

      I grabbed it out of her hand as she kept sorting the rest of the mail, tearing the envelope open and hoping for the best.

      “I got in!” I couldn’t contain the smile that broke out onto my face. “Mom, I got in—”

      “That’s wonderful honey,” she muttered, glaring down at a paper. “Arolly! What the hell is this bill for?”

      He called something back, and she stormed from the room, leaving me to stare blankly at her.

      In that singular moment, my excitement was diminished. My heart squeezed painfully, causing me to find a chair nearby to sit down on. I could hear them arguing upstairs, and I realized that my hope for gaining their attention by getting into a prestigious school had amassed to nothing. They didn’t care. They barely left their country home, let alone cared about standings within the military. Why had I thought this would work?

      Cursing under my breath, I read the letter carefully, learning where I was supposed to report to and when. As I did, my future became clear—I was going to do this. I was going to join the academy, not because my parents wanted me to or would be proud, but because I needed to get out of here.

      I needed to find myself, and it wouldn’t happen in this house, where I was forgotten about constantly. Maybe, just maybe I would be able to find a flight that actually gave a shit about who I was.

      

      As Maya’s hand tightened on my scales, my thoughts strayed to how far I’d come from the forgotten young man that was vying for some type of attention—some type of love. Now I not only had a flight that cared about me, but a mate who loved me. The way she held onto me as we soared through the skies had pleasure lighting up every nerve ending, making my dragon proud that she trusted us so much.

      There was no fear or trepidation through our bond as we flew upwards into the mountain range that Az had directed us towards. A sound of excitement left her throat as I made a few extra dips and dives to make the ride a bit more exciting for her. Marco made a sound of concern, but I ignored him for the most part. He knew I would never let anything happen to Maya.

      My kitten.

      I would never be able to properly explain how I felt when she died, the sensation of my heart being torn from my chest and devoured whole by anguish that I didn’t even know could exist. Maya was the only person outside of my flight to ever make me feel like I mattered, that I was loved simply for being me. I wasn’t positive what I had done to deserve such a perfect and accepting mate, but I would never take it for granted. Never take her for granted.

      Which was why her death would probably continue to haunt me for the many years we had to come. We may have been blessed with immortality, but if I ever had to see her die again… Well, that just wasn’t an option.

      In some ways, her brothers weren’t wrong to be concerned that she had died twice in our care—those numbers were completely unacceptable. I did notice that her fathers, while upset, seemed slightly more understanding. It made me wonder how many times Maya’s mom had gone through the same thing. I didn’t think it was possible to ask that—actually, I knew for a fact that it would be viewed as rude—but I was curious nonetheless.

      Not that it really mattered. I would make sure that it never fucking happened again.

      When my flight took a sudden sharp turn, following Az, whose wings nearly glowed like a beacon in the dark skies, I felt a weird sense of power radiating around us. My gaze narrowed on the mountains ahead, where I could see the slight shimmer of a ward—one that would’ve been barely visible if we were anyone else. It also probably would’ve been impossible to get through if we weren’t as powerful as we were.

      Maya couldn’t see ahead of me, but she must’ve sensed it too because her magic tightened around her, and I swarmed her with a protective coating of my own power. She relaxed against me, only tensing slightly as we broke through the ward, a vicious sound leaving my throat as the air sizzled around us.

      The cold night air was replaced by a blanket of humidity that had us slowing down, the air heavier overall and affecting our speed. I wouldn’t have called the atmosphere warm, but it wasn’t nearly as cold as the air outside of the protected space. If I had to guess, the barrier served not only as protection but to ensure that the environment was livable for the community inside.

      “Holy crap!” Maya’s voice was filled with awe as we spotted a warmly lit town nestled between two mountain peaks. We began descending towards it, our magic infusing the air in a spiral of intensity, warning any dragon or magical being in the area that we were nearby.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her voice getting caught in the wind so that I was probably the only one who heard it.

      She was right—it was beautiful, even if it was a bit odd. The small town consisted of longhouses scattered through the snow, like a Viking village or some shit. My dragon let out a defensive rumble as people began to stream out of the sanctuaries of their homes to see us. I could practically feel the nervousness in the air, and while I was aware we looked intimidating, my hope was that once Maya talked to them, they would be affected by her sweetness and the soft, compassionate energy that surrounded her in such a contrast to ours. She was a natural at making people comfortable.

      The minute we came to the edge of the town, I shifted back, choosing not to be naked this time despite secretly wanting to watch Maya’s reaction. If I had to guess, she would be turned on, only to get upset that others could see me naked as well—our little mate had a possessive side that I loved. This wasn’t the time for that, though. Unfortunately.

      The moment she was steady on her feet, Maya was moving out of my arms and looking over the gathering crowd with interest. I briefly noted that she was keeping all of us behind her in a protective gesture, making me nearly smile—so damn perfect.

      Maker, I fucking loved Maya.

      The strong inclination of her head and the confidence radiating off of her were new and growing. I wanted to protect that strength. I would willingly spend my life doing everything for her, but I could tell it made her feel empowered to do things for herself, and after everything she’d been through, I wanted that for her. I wanted her to feel capable and ready to face this intense world we lived in. Of course, I prayed to the Maker it wouldn’t always be this crazy…but still, I wanted her prepared for anything.

      “It’s mostly women,” Maya noted softly. “Phoenixes.”

      The surprise was shared by all of us because I don’t think I’d ever seen that many of them together. Dozens of them stood side by side, watching us with caution. Honestly, outside of our queen, phoenixes had become something of a legend, especially with how much time had passed without a word from any of them. We’d assumed they were nearly extinct.

      It wasn’t just them, though. No, there were dragons as well, a mix of little ones standing between the groupings of women and the line of men standing protectively around them. Unlike in the Dreki realm, there was no sense of aggression or combativeness coming off the group. They seemed cautious, curious, and settled within their little bubble of magic completely. I relaxed slightly, Maya seeming to come to the same conclusion as she looked over the group as a whole. If I had to guess, there were around fifty in total, maybe less.

      “Hi there!” Maya’s sweet voice rang out as she swayed slightly, looking a tad uncomfortable with everyone staring at her. She didn’t back down though, her determined gaze projecting just how important she viewed this meeting.

      “Who are you?” An older woman stepped forward, her silver hair plaited down to her knees and her face lined with age. She had to be ancient. We didn’t age, even after a few thousand years—well, not in the traditional sense according to appearance—which meant she had to be far older than that. It was hard for me to even conceive of that concept even though I knew it to be true.

      Then again, that much time with Maya sounded absolutely amazing.

      “Maya. My name is Maya, and I’m here to talk to you and hopefully share some good news.” She hesitated, her confidence faltering briefly at the critical look the woman offered her. I heard Marco rumble in frustration, but I simply rubbed a hand down Maya’s back, reminding her that we were right here, supporting her one hundred percent.

      The woman arched a curious brow. “What possible good news could you bring? You break into our home, during our dinner, to tell us…what, exactly?”

      The bite to her tone drove me fucking crazy, but Maya didn’t seem nearly offended. I followed her lead, understanding it was the best move here.

      “Ry is dead. He’s gone. It’s my understanding that he’s been targeting your community for some time, and I wanted to let you know that he won’t be an issue any longer.” Maya’s voice was soft, and I could tell that while the message she was delivering was important to her, her main focus and the curiosity in her gaze was for this community existing in the first place. I could practically see the questions on the tip of her tongue, and I wouldn’t lie, I wanted to understand what was going on as well.

      Silence followed her announcement, broken only by the woman’s hard, questioning tone. “You’ve killed the dragon god?”

      “He’s dead. Yes.” Maya promised. Hushed whispers from the crowd filled the clearing.

      Relief coated the woman’s face before she seemed to gather herself, turning to address the others. “Go back to your dinners for now. I want to speak to our guests before we get the full story. Okay?”

      No one argued, making it clear that she was their leader. The woman approached us, looking cautious but hopeful as she examined my kitten’s face before letting out a small, almost amused noise. “You must be Cyra’s daughter.”

      Well, shit, how the hell did she guess that?

      Maya spoke in a hushed whisper, echoing my thoughts. “How did you know that?”

      The woman offered a secret smile. “I was your mother’s tutor—I would know those eyes anywhere. I’ve also felt a change in our magic these past few days. It felt a lot like hers, but I now realize it was yours.”

      Her tutor? Okay, she was far older than I thought, and I already thought she was ancient. I wasn’t positive how long Queen Cyra had been around before having Maya, but it hadn’t been a short period of time.

      “It may have been partially my mom as well. She’s back at Ry’s compound—we’ve been using it as temporary lodging,” Maya explained, the woman nodding in understanding.

      “And you’re positive that he has suffered true death?”

      “We destroyed his heart,” Maya confirmed.

      The woman visibly relaxed. “Very well. Come in, young heir—I know I’m not the only one who wants to know the story, and in return, I’ll tell you how we came to live here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was absolutely fascinating to watch and listen to Maya recount the tale of what happened to the large assembly of the village community, her shyness evaporating in the face of explaining how Ry was defeated. The empathy in her voice regarding those that had been imprisoned seemed to soften everyone towards her. Maya didn’t realize it, but she was unintentionally gaining loyalty purely by the way she talked about others and how she had taken control of such a dangerous situation, ensuring that no one died. It was insane to consider that somehow we had gone up against a dragon god and walked away without any fatalities, all because my mate was able to find a way to weaken him and then bring him to true death.

      Maya may not have keyed into a combat and military mindset, but she still thought like a leader—just one that led with compassion and kindness rather than more traditional means like her mother. I had no doubt that she would end up being more strategic in her way of thinking over time, but I didn’t think she would ever fully be like that. Maya was just so damn unique.

      I did notice that she didn’t mention anything about the stranger she’d come across—the one who had predicted she would lead the dragons and phoenixes on Earth. Rather, she chose to focus on the news that affected them, the plague of losses they suffered because of Ry. I wasn’t positive I would have the patience to do the same, because I knew that their response to the possibility of her leading them had the potential to drastically change our plans. Then again, I couldn’t think of a reason they wouldn’t want that—it was an offer to bring them back into full society.

      When she finished her story and walked towards me, I captured her on my lap gently as she looked towards Nascha with a soft curiosity. “I hope that eases your mind a bit. All of your minds. He won’t be hurting you again.”

      The woman nodded and stood, taking center stage. “Thank you, Maya. The action that you took, that all of you took is…well, it’s huge. We have been hiding in fear for so long.”

      “Because of him?” Maya asked.

      “For so many reasons.” She looked around the room. “We have been in hiding for over one hundred years. Since the humans discovered phoenixes and began hunting us for our magic and blood, we have lived in fear. They were willing to extinguish us without a second thought, all for power. What they didn’t realize is that we would come back—just not to them.”

      “How?” Maya frowned, no doubt thinking about her own experience when Tina had tried to drown her when she was young. I swallowed back my rage at that, fucking thrilled that she was dead.

      “When we first gathered here out of necessity, knowing we'd be essentially unreachable, we used our ancestors’ magic to create a force in this realm that would compel a phoenix to be reborn here. It was a call on their magic. Of course, wards and other magic could interfere, but over time, more and more arrived—followed by dragons. It was how our community grew so fast in numbers. Well…until Ry began to hunt us.

      “He was able to drain magic and kill phoenixes permanently—it was why we had to place our own ward around us. It hid us from him to an extent, but it didn’t protect us from him. We were left defenseless with no one strong enough to counter him,” she admitted in defeat. “We have lost so many, not only in the skies, but others who went down the mountain for supplies and never returned. So we stopped sending people, and it has not only made life more difficult up here, but also has isolated us completely.”

      Shit.

      Maya looked distraught. “Is that something you want? To be isolated?”

      “No, of course not.” Nascha frowned, looking sad. “We never wanted to move away from the rest of humanity. We only did it as a means of self-preservation.”

      “So you would take the opportunity to rejoin if you could?” my mate asked with a soft curiosity and hope.

      “We could never return to Dreki,” Nascha admitted. “We left because we didn’t like it there. Our children were being sent on dangerous missions at young ages, coming back injured and hurt. While the crown did their best to keep tabs on it, the culture is ingrained, and it won’t change. We have come to terms with that.”

      Yeah, she wasn’t wrong about that.

      “What if there was a different option?” Maya stood and faced the room. “What if you didn’t have to go back but you could rejoin society and be safe and protected? Live life like you wanted when you first came to Earth?”

      Maya met my gaze when no one said anything, and I offered her a nod of assurance that seemed to bolster her.

      “I’m not planning to take over my mother’s throne,” Maya announced. “If I’m going to lead, I would like it to be on Earth. I would be honored to lead all of you back into society, to free you from this situation and fear. We could protect you and make sure you’re settled somewhere you can grow and thrive, to be safe and happy. I know you have no reason to trust me, and I know you’ll need to think about it, but if you’re willing to leave this mountain, I would love to be given a chance to prove that I could lead you.”

      I looked around at the crowd, feeling a surge of pride as every eye focused on Maya.

      “Nascha has led us for years!” someone called out.

      “And I would never take that away from you,” Maya replied, directing her answer towards Nascha. “This would be a willing transfer of power. Before I was reborn, I was told I was meant to lead the dragons and phoenixes on Earth. I’m not willing to do that alone, though. I would need guidance. I wasn’t raised in the Dreki realm, so it will never be like that with me, but I know there are things you probably do that I don’t understand… I would like this to be a group effort.”

      “And how do your mates feel? They were trained in Dreki,” another voice rang out.

      She looked back at us and smiled confidently. “They support me completely.”

      We did. We would do whatever she needed—be whatever she needed.

      Maya wore our marks in so many forms, but even without those, I would always be bonded to Maya in my heart and soul. I was tied to her, and I would follow her anywhere.

      She was my mate.

      My slice of perfection in such a messed-up world.

      My kitten.

      …and from what I could see on all of their faces, the future queen of this group.
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MAYA

        

      

    

    
      When I woke in the middle of the night, I could feel something pulling on my consciousness, almost like a memory…but it was fuzzy and unreachable. My eyes opened, confusion flooding my system as I tried to get my bearings. It was such a frustrating feeling, not being able to remember, and I could feel myself getting irritated with it, not liking the idea of something slipping my mind—especially when it was something that felt important.

      For a single moment, I panicked, forgetting where I was. Then my ears picked up on a familiar heartbeat. Henry. I could hear Henry, who was sleeping next to me, with Marco on my other side, his breathing relaxed and deep. They were here in bed with me back at the compound.

      A relieved sigh left me as I felt myself become centered once again.

      I had fallen asleep on the way back; I remembered that now. When we left the mountain community, giving them time to think over my proposal, I was exhausted. I was proud of myself for being so bold and explaining my thoughts without hesitation, but following it, the bravery and energy had drained out of me. Everything felt heavy.

      Despite that, there was something urging me to get up. Even though I didn’t really want to, I used the moment to relieve myself in the bathroom. Then I slipped into the hallway, the freezing breeze from the open windows making me relax.

      “You got my call.” My mom suddenly appeared, dressed in a robe that was far heavier and fancier than the oversized shirt I’d been thrown into. I blinked sleepily and realized that she had somehow woken and called me out here.

      “Is that what it was? I woke up so confused,” I mumbled.

      She offered me a slightly embarrassed look. “I keep forgetting you’re not used to all these things. I promise they come naturally, but I’ll admit, they aren’t things you normally discover on your own. You’re taught by your parents or tutor.”

      “A tutor like Nascha?” I asked, figuring my mates had filled my parents in upon our return. There was no surprise on my mom’s face as she nodded and leaned against the wall next to me, searching my face.

      “How was it? How are all of them? I look forward to seeing Nascha again—she was fundamental to so much of my early life.” I could hear the affection in her words, and there was no anger there, which I thought could be a possibility since Nascha had chosen to leave the Dreki realm.

      “Good. I mean, their situation isn’t ideal, but they seemed rather positive and happy,” I said, then nibbled my lip. “I just hope they come off the mountain. As much as I don’t find the idea of being a leader extremely appealing, I want to help them. And if that means being a leader, then I’ll do the best I can.”

      My mom’s expression warmed. “And that is why you will be such an amazing leader.”

      I didn’t fully understand her point, but I offered a polite smile and ‘thanks’ before looking back out the windows. I didn’t know how to express everything that was on my mind.

      “You look worried,” my mom noted in concern.

      “Not worried,” I hedged. “Well, maybe I am. I just have a lot on my mind. It sort of goes along with everything I don’t know.”

      “Is there anything I can answer?”

      I inhaled and tried to not feel awkward as I brought up the one topic that kept stirring around in my head. “I…I know I’m supposed to start my mating heat soon, and I’m not nervous exactly, but I don’t get why it hasn’t started, I guess?”

      Instead of being weird about it, my mom’s expression turned thoughtful as she hummed in understanding. “Our magic, our phoenixes, are sometimes smarter than us, at least when it comes to that. Normally it takes all of your mates marking you and you marking them… Has that happened?”

      “Marking, yes. I haven’t…” I teetered off as she nodded in understanding. “At least not with all of them.”

      “It may be delayed because of your two non-dragon mates,” my mom pointed out. My eyes went wide as I realized she was including Az.

      “You think Az is my mate?” I asked, wondering if he knew that. I knew there was something I had been missing between us, about our connection.

      Her eyes darkened. “A sacrificial bond is the purest form of a mating bond.”

      I frowned, feeling a flutter of panic. “Why wouldn’t he have told me that? And does that mean my magic is waiting until I mark him? I don’t want to put that on him; that’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Breathe,” my mom reminded me. “First of all, Az, from what I can tell, would have no issue with that—he seems absolutely infatuated with you. Secondly, it is possible your magic is waiting, especially since it chose to mark him.”

      “That’s…I don’t know what to make of that.”

      “You may continue to exhibit signs of early heat like nesting or fevers, but if your phoenix is waiting, you have a bit more time. Our bodies don’t go into heat before they’re ready,” my mom assured me. “After all, you could end up pregnant—your magic considers that the absolute end goal.”

      I shook my head at that, blushing. “The idea of me being pregnant is baffling.”

      “Want to know a secret?” she asked. I nodded. “It doesn’t stop being baffling.” She smiled in amusement. “Even when I was pregnant with you, it blew my mind—of course, our magic makes it slightly easier on us, even before our mating heat. It starts to prepare us for the idea of having a child.”

      “How?”

      “Dreams, visions, pictures we draw.” She shrugged. “It was how I knew I was finally having a girl—you kept appearing to me in dreams and talking to me about flying. It was adorable.”

      Something tugged on my mental strings, the situation sounding familiar, but I couldn’t quite grasp why.

      “That’s sort of cool,” I admitted.

      “I promise you, it will happen when it’s meant to,” my mom assured me, squeezing my hand. “The fates know what they’re doing, from placing you with your mates to bringing us here. While I have always imagined you taking the throne in my place, even after we lost you, I know this is where you’re meant to be, Maya. You will be an amazing leader.”

      I couldn’t help but hug her, wrapping my arms around her as she made an emotional noise and hugged me back. After a long moment, I pulled back and offered her a watery smile. “Thank you. I needed that.”

      “Anytime. I know tomorrow Nascha’s community will have an answer for you, so get some sleep.” My mom tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Besides, I can hear your mates waking because of your absence.”

      I nodded and stepped back before grabbing the door handle. “Night, Mom.”

      “Goodnight, my Sol.”

      As I stepped back into the room, a wave of emotions hit me, an immense appreciation. Henry was sitting up, a confused look on his face as I crawled back into bed between the two of them, letting out a happy sigh. Immediately they wrapped me up, and it was easy to fall back into the lull of sleep.

      

      “Mommy.”

      This time there was no confusion on my end, just realization as the piece of my previous dream connected to this moment and what my mom had told me. My eyes opened, and I saw the scene in a different light.

      A young boy with curly chocolate hair with golden streaks sat cross-legged in front of me, offering me an excited smile. I began to see little traits of my mates in his features, and if I was to believe my mom, this could be my magic creating the concept of our future child. It was a bit jarring, but I loved it.

      The idea of being a mother had always been appealing to me, not only to right the wrongs of everything I’d gone through, but because of the idea of watching a wide-eyed innocent grow up to live an entire life of their making… I mean, the possibilities were endless. I wanted to create a household and family that was filled with love so that all of our children would never go a day without questioning how much they were cared for.

      “Hi,” I offered, completely focused on him. “You’re back.”

      Technically we were both back since this was in my head.

      “I missed you.” He shrugged.

      Emotion clogged my throat. “Well, I sleep every night, so maybe this will happen more often? I’m sure we can hang out for a bit. Do you have any games you like to play?”

      I understood that he wasn’t real, at least not yet, but he seemed to feed into the idea that he was, and I didn’t mind.

      “Games? What are those?”

      A sudden rumble had me freezing as a pop sounded, causing the boy to scamper to my side. I looked around, feeling defensive of the sudden intrusion into my dream… Until I saw a familiar figure walking towards us, a smile breaking onto my lips.

      “Don’t worry, Henry is nice,” I promised. The boy peeked up from where he was hiding against my arm.

      “Sweetheart.” Henry came forward and crouched down, examining my face. “Everything okay? I didn’t want to interrupt your dreaming—”

      “I didn’t know you could do this,” I said, smiling with a slight blush. “This is really cool.”

      “You were mumbling, so I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he explained, concern painted in his features before he looked down at the young boy. His eyes widened as he undoubtedly noted the same similarities I’d seen myself. It was also when I noticed that the boy’s wavy hair, despite being a different color, was the exact same texture as Henry’s.

      “Who is this?” Henry asked curiously.

      “He doesn’t have a name yet,” I explained.

      “I will one day,” the boy said proudly.

      Henry’s gaze filled with awe, and he looked up at me. “Is he—”

      “I think so,” I whispered, my smile growing.

      Suddenly another rumble sounded, and Henry muttered a curse. “Marco is getting worried.”

      I nodded in understanding and looked down at the boy. “I promise I’ll come back.”

      His smile was warm and trusting as he hugged me. “I know, Mommy.”

      I closed my eyes, loving his hug—

      

      My eyes opened as I found myself sitting up in bed, Marco talking in concerned tones as Henry smoothed a hand over my back. Unlike before, there was no chance of me forgetting anything that had just happened. Instead I was filled with warmth as I looked at Henry, who had a goofy smile on his face that was so incredibly cute.

      “That was crazy,” he breathed out.

      “What was it?” Marco asked, impatient.

      “I had a dream, and this little boy was there,” I started to explain.

      Henry took a deep breath. “I think that was our future son.”

      Marco began to ask a million questions, but all I could think was that I had a feeling Henry was right.
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        * * *

      

      After two cups of Atlas’s coffee that he’d managed to scrounge up in the compound, as well as morning snuggles with Bella, the sleepiness of the previous night faded. In its place I felt well rested, rejuvenated, and also slightly on edge about the answer the mountain community would give me. I understood their hesitancy completely, I was just hoping they would give me a chance.

      It was shocking how fast this had become important to me, but seeing all their earnest faces and the situation they had been placed in…it had inspired something in me. I wanted to make sure they would be okay; I just had to be patient and wait for them to decide if they wanted me involved.

      For now, we sat in a library that was filled with hundreds, possibly thousands, of leatherbound books that filled shelves stretching from the polished marble floors to the ceilings. This place was legitimately beautiful, and if it wasn’t for the tragic history and deaths that took place here, I would’ve even suggested it as a possible future living space.

      That was one of the elements we were discussing today—where the heck we would manage to find the space to have a ‘kingdom’ of sorts here on Earth. It would obviously have to be somewhere we wanted to stay and live, because I didn’t think it was a job I could just step out on… So it had to also be somewhere I wanted to raise a family. I muttered a curse and ran a hand over my face, trying to not showcase my confusion.

      “Angel,” Atlas said, the sound causing his chest to rumble soothingly against my cheek. “You’re going to think yourself to death.”

      “It’s just a lot to consider,” I murmured. “I really like our house in France…like, I love it. I love being on the coast and the nest I started to build. I just thought that we would be able to start over there, I guess. Away from Seattle and everything that happened there. I guess it doesn’t work as a castle, though.”

      “Who said we need to live in a castle?” Sai asked, looking up from where he’d been staring down at a map, Atlas and the twins sitting nearby. “We just need homes for everyone and a city center. My priority is you, kitten, and where you’re going to be happy.”

      Marco, Croy, and Henry were talking in hushed tones, and while I was interested in what they were saying, I was far more comfortable on Atlas’s lap. Plus, I knew my mom and dads would probably be down here at some point, so I would rather be curled up with my mate for now before everything got more serious again.

      Talking about serious things, Az was sitting on a couch nearby, buried in a book. The man always seemed to have his eyes on me. Even when I was looking away, I could still feel it. Unlike before, there was a comfortable ease between the men and him. I didn’t think they were best friends or anything, but there was a level of respect.

      “I would love to be able to live there,” I admitted and closed my eyes. “I just feel like it can’t be both, and it’s exhausting to try to figure out the right thing to do.”

      “Well ,that’s why you have the eight of us.” Anani winked. “We can help you, peanut.”

      “Seriously, though—if you want to stay there, we will make it happen,” Ledger said. “Let’s look at towns around there. Marco, we need to call the real estate guy.”

      “What?” Marco looked towards us, his eyes filling with a lightness and even a bit of excitement. I was almost positive that Marco loved buying real estate more than he let on.

      “Maya wants to live in the coastal home in France but doesn’t think it’s possible since it’s not a castle, so they want to find a possible solution. I have to assume they are thinking of buying out a section of real estate, commercial property, or maybe even a town?” Az translated, his eyes on me. I nodded because he was right…well, except for one part.

      “Not if people are already living there!” I squeaked.

      “I think we can make that happen.” Henry hummed, his gaze filled with interest. “I actually think there are a few abandoned villages near there. They aren’t on super solid land, so they haven’t been developed—somewhat rocky, not good for tourists, growing, or building. But we would be able to afford the fix for that.”

      “They have abandoned villages?”

      “Italy and France are especially known for having abandoned villages,” Croy said. “They’re on the small side—not more than ten or so houses—but the farmland that surrounds most of them would allow room for us to build.”

      I perked up at that. I was already trying to imagine what they would look like and if we could use the original buildings for maybe the town center. I swallowed, wondering how we had gotten to this point—planning out a village.

      “We would need to get it officially registered by the country,” Henry murmured.

      “Can we really do this?” I asked, looking around at all of them. “That would be freakin’ amazing.”

      “We can do whatever you want,” Atlas promised.

      Suddenly I was feeling excited about the prospect of this really happening. I stood up and intertwined my fingers, walking towards Henry and Marco, who were in conversation about my idea. Immediately I was pulled into Marco’s side as he brushed his lips against my head.

      “Maya, never doubt that we can make anything you want happen,” Marco murmured against my ear.

      “I know,” I whispered. “All of this feels just a bit overwhelming.”

      “We are with you every step of the way,” he said seriously.

      “What…what will happen to the Dragon Council?” I asked, frowning.

      “I think Lucas will agree with me, and most likely Larry after what Anna did, that the Council no longer serves its purpose,” Marco stated. “The dragons and phoenixes here don’t need a Council—they need a Queen.”

      “Whether they realize it yet or not,” Henry agreed.

      Suddenly, the main door opened, and my mom stood there in a dark dress, her eyes immediately finding mine. She smiled and thrust out a letter. “They sent correspondence just now.”

      I felt a thrill run through me as I opened the letter, my mates surrounding me as I read the short yet beautifully scrawled letter, my heart starting to beat faster. My spirit surged with pride as I looked up at my mom.

      “They want to leave the mountain,” I said, looking back down at the letter to make sure it was real. “They want me as their leader.”
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MAYA

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t positive I’d fully believed Henry when he said there were abandoned villages scattered across Europe—but I did now.

      The one thing that never ceased to amaze me was how quickly my mates could make things happen. It had been exactly forty-eight hours, and in that span of time, so many things had changed. So much so that as I stood at the edge of our newly purchased property—although to call it a simple property didn’t exactly ring true—I felt a sense of awe and confusion.

      How the heck had they done this so quickly? Two days and they had found nearly fifty acres of land that already had a village infrastructure, and it was only a few miles down the road from our own property. The land in between? Purchased by my mates as well. We now owned everything from the coastline that bordered our home to the far-reaching rocky lands that would soon be inhabited by the dragons and phoenixes who were trusting me to lead.

      A concept that still boggled my mind.

      I didn’t know how to describe the village except that it looked like something out of a fairytale. It had stone-paved roads that looked a bit worse for wear, and nearly two dozen smaller properties that all centered around a square with a large fountain that was currently in disrepair. There was something beautiful about the antique scene, especially with the way the Mediterranean sun cast everything in a clean, pure light—but I also knew that this place would have to come a long way before it’d be ready for anyone to move in.

      Then again, considering Marco was only feet away from me, talking to four different contractors he’d hired for such a large task, maybe it wouldn’t take that long. I was just glad that the community from the mountains as well as those from Ry’s compound had been safely placed in a series of rental properties in a nearby city for the time being. It made me feel more secure knowing they were safe and well taken care of. My brothers and Eleven were helping with any transitional situations going on and making sure the people—my people—had what they needed while we were here, trying to figure out how we were supposed to create a modern-day kingdom.

      It was odd because the notion of having all your ‘people’ living in the same area wasn’t new—like pack lands for wolf shifters—but the idea of having one that I protected with my mates felt so surreal.

      It was becoming clear to me that most dragons and phoenixes were more comfortable with a system of hierarchy. Would I be expected to act like a true queen, like my mother? I didn’t think I could sit on a throne all day, or wear a crown… Scratch that, I definitely didn’t want a throne. Maybe a super soft chair with some books stacked nearby and a bed for Bella. I could manage that.

      I leaned back against Az, who stood behind me, examining the property with a bit of surprise and a fair amount of curiosity.

      “It’s a beautiful location,” he observed. “I’m surprised it hasn’t been developed.”

      “Something about the land?” I shrugged, repeating what Henry had mentioned back at the compound. Deciding I wanted a better look at it, I took Az’s hand, walking past my mates as they began to plan out things. While there were a lot of important elements we needed to consider, my main focus was on living conditions.

      “I think the houses should be facing the coast, so they have a view, and it would make it easier for them to go flying.” I looked up at Az, who nodded in agreement. I looked towards one of the shops, the wooden door hanging open and revealing several shelves inside, along with a small counter. While the shops were tiny, if they were fixed up and equipped, they would be the perfect size for our little kingdom.

      “Peanut,” Anani said as he appeared next to us, “Settle something for Ledger and me.”

      “Okay.” I smiled in amusement.

      Ledger offered me a cute grin. “Modern or traditional? Do you want the new housing to match all of this or be super modern?”

      I blinked and looked around. “I think this is really cool. I wouldn’t want to destroy that.”

      “Told you,” Ledger gloated as Anani huffed, warmth surging through me at their easy banter. My gaze went towards the far end of the plaza, past the fountain, towards one of the larger buildings. Behind it was a vast amount of land that would allow for expansion.

      “We should make that housing for the children from Ry’s compound. Of course we would have to renovate it and make it safe, but it’s huge and would allow them to be near everyone else so that they still feel part of the community. I imagine we’ll have to handle schooling too.”

      “It would sort of be like a boarding school,” Anani said.

      “I just hope they don’t feel alone. I don’t like the idea of them not having family…but Ry made sure that wasn’t possible,” I ground out in frustration.

      “I think the entire village will become their family,” Ledger gently assured me. “And we’ll only be a mile away at most, so we could have an open invitation for them to come to the main residence whenever they wanted, even if it’s just for dinner.”

      “I love that,” I said, wishing that they could all live in the house with us, wanting to keep them under my wing. I also understood they needed space to grow and spread their own wings—to experience this newfound freedom. We would just have to make sure to have a lot of people watching over them, tending to whatever they needed.

      As the twins began discussing options for the school, I looked up at Az, who seemed, like me, to be envisioning what the land could be. In the past two days, he and I had grown far more comfortable with one another. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about the feather, but one night he fell asleep on the couch with me, and when I woke up, he had pulled me onto his lap, my head tucked against his neck. The man was an absolute sweetheart.

      But like I said, it had been hard to get a minute alone, especially since my parents had only left an hour ago for the Dreki realm.

      Not that they would be gone for long. We expected them back by early evening, portalling right back to where they had left our property. Especially since they were only grabbing a crown and a few other things for the coronation ceremony.

      My throat tightened at the thought. It of course made sense that I would have to go through a coronation…I just hadn’t expected it to be so soon. More so, it wasn’t going to be an inconsequential event. I wasn’t positive what my mom said to Marco, but he immediately had the entire space in the back of our house cordoned off as vendors showed up within the hour to begin work. There were seats and tables being brought in, along with a ton of other elements for hosting a large-scale event.

      I was curious if they would bring anyone back from the Dreki realm for it. I didn’t think it was fully necessary, but I couldn’t help but wonder if they would try to include my mates’ families. That was the part I was worried about. I was worried that my parents weren’t aware of any possible tension there, so they would ask them to come… And, well, that would upset my mates. Which would obviously upset me.

      I squeezed my hands together in thought as Az shifted a piece of hair behind my ear, drawing my attention.

      “Where did you go, mon lapin?”

      “I was worried if my parents were going to bring anyone back with them from the Dreki realm, you know, for the coronation later.”

      Az hummed in understanding. “I know I don’t know the dynamics of the group very well, but that bothers you?”

      I turned into him, tilting my head back, trying to find the words to explain how I felt about it without revealing too much about my mates’ own stories. I didn’t want them to feel a betrayal of trust, especially since I hoped they would eventually open up to him. “Not everyone has a great connection to their families, and I don’t want that pressure brought here.”

      “Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen,” Az rumbled. “But if someone needs to be the bad guy and kick some asshole out, I’ll take the blame.”

      I smiled at his words and laid my hand against his chest, loving that he would do that. I was finding I was loving a lot of things about Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger.

      “Angel!” Atlas called out. “We need to get back—you have to get ready for tonight.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion as I looked down at myself. I was sporting a light pink sundress with sandals, but I was guessing that wasn’t appropriate for a coronation ceremony?

      I had a feeling this was going to be way more elaborate than anything I would’ve planned for myself.
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        * * *

      

      The early evening sunset lit the property in a golden hue as I watched out the bedroom window, my gaze on the sparkling sea. The back yard was in absolute chaos, and while that was somewhat distracting, I was trying to not focus on the upcoming event. I had found myself growing more anxious throughout the day, so much so that I’d retreated to my bedroom where my nest was, something I’d started adding to throughout the day, not even trying to stop the impulse.

      Bella seemed thrilled with my creation, as she was curled up right in the center of it, clearly exhausted from keeping watch on so many little ones. The same little ones I could see playing in the back yard, giggling and running around. Most of the people from the mountain village and Ry’s compound were here, but my parents hadn’t returned yet, so we were waiting to start.

      The wait wasn’t helping the nerves that had started to intensify. I hadn’t even bothered to get dressed yet, wrapped up in a robe and sitting on a large comfortable chair near the window. I could hear the twins’ voices from where they stood in the hallway, laughing about something, but my other mates were spread throughout the complex, even Az helping out.

      I wanted to be helpful, but apparently there wasn’t much for me to do. I totally didn’t believe them since they were so busy—I think it was their attempt to get me to relax. Something I would normally be a huge fan of…but the prospect of leading felt very heavy. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone, and this type of situation left a lot of risk for me to do exactly that.

      “Maya.” Anani’s voice had me sitting upright as he offered me a concerned look. “What’s wrong?”

      “All this waiting around is making me nervous,” I admitted. It totally didn’t help that Anani looked so dang handsome in his dark suit. I hadn’t originally expected it to be such a formal event, but considering the gown hanging in my closet, I wasn’t completely opposed to it. It was freakin’ beautiful.

      “We got word that your parents are expected shortly,” he explained, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’ll be here to walk you down, I promise.”

      Inhaling, I nodded and put on a brave face as I walked into the bathroom and examined my face and hair, both of which had already been styled by a professional. I didn’t speak a word of French, but the woman didn’t seem to care, talking to me for nearly an hour as she worked. She seemed super sweet; I just wished there hadn’t been as much of a language barrier.

      I really needed to learn a few other languages.

      Slipping out of my robe, I freshened up my lipstick and then pulled on the undergarments that had been left for me—a pair of panties and a sleek tan bra that was strapless. I smiled as Anani walked in, holding the gown before hooking it on the bathroom door, his eyes running over my frame as he let out a low rumble. I shivered as he approached and kissed my shoulder gently.

      Without a word, he helped me into my dress—one that seemed hand-tailored to me, and not only because of the fit. The A-line ball gown had a top that was tight like a corset, and it had these short, fluttering sleeves that capped my shoulders and emphasized the heart-shaped neckline. The material of the bodice was soft pink with a chiffon overlay that was nearly transparent except for the crystals that were hand-sewn onto every inch of it. That gorgeous technique was continued down into the skirt, the color shifting from a light pink to an ombre effect of lavender near the hem.

      It created a stunning effect, and my face lit up as Anani gently zipped it up the back before smoothing a hand over my waist, his voice a bit rough. “Peanut, you look absolutely gorgeous.”

      I turned into him and offered my lips, Anani brushing a kiss over them. I let out a hum of pleasure, attempting to deepen the touch, but the clearing of a throat had me pausing. We both looked to the door where Ledger stood, a cocky grin on his face.

      “As much as I hate to interrupt…” he teased.

      “Bullshit.” Anani barked out a laugh. “You’re just jealous.”

      Ledger shrugged. “Accurate. I always want to kiss Maya.”

      “I’m never opposed to you kissing me,” I pointed out, my heart beating rapidly as I thought about being between the two of them—especially knowing how dominant Ledger could be after what happened on Halloween.

      “We can do all the kissing later,” Anani mused, pressing his lips to my temple as I tried to not pout. Was it obvious I was looking for a bit of a distraction? “Are they good to go?”

      “They just arrived a second ago, and they brought a fair amount of people.” Ledger’s jaw clenched.

      “Is he here?”

      Anani was obviously referring to his father.

      “Not that I’ve seen, but I haven’t fully checked,” Ledger admitted. “I would normally say it wouldn’t be an option, that they wouldn’t think to invite him, but even when we got the restraining order it was mostly kept under wraps. He was at the other event in the Dreki realm.”

      “Fuck, I hope he’s not,” Anani grumbled. I nodded in agreement, leaning into him.

      “Let’s do this. I promise it will be alright,” I said confidently, though inside I felt anxiety over the concept of the twins being uncomfortable.

      As we walked down the steps of the Mediterranean house, I realized briefly that I hadn’t put on shoes…and found I didn’t care. As nervous as I was, this was my happy place, and if that meant walking around barefoot because that’s how I was most comfortable, then I wanted to keep doing that.

      My anxiety grew as I looked through the window, finally getting a full-scale view of how many people were outside. Faces both familiar and unfamiliar drew my attention to the center aisle that had been created in the yard, the setup almost like an outdoor wedding. At the focal point along the coastline stood my mother and fathers, all of them seemingly caught in conversation. I breathed out a sigh of relief as I realized my mates were lined up along the aisle so I would have to pass each one, instantly making me feel a world better.

      Ledger squeezed my hand as we finally reached the archway to walk outside, Az leaning against the surface as he looked over me with an appreciative rumble.

      “Are you ready?” he asked. I nodded and looked towards Marco, who was a few feet away, his eyes heated.

      “You’ve got this, baby girl.”

      I felt emboldened by his words and gave him a small smile. When dignified music suddenly started, the crowd stood to face me—and that was when I heard Ledger curse and felt Anani go stock still. My gaze followed their line of sight, frustration hitting me hard.

      Their father was here.
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LEDGER

        

      

    

    
      Piece of shit.

      I think a part of me knew damn well that he would find a way to show up. Despite having a restraining order of sorts set up to deter him while in the Dreki realm, he’d never fully followed it. It’s why we had left for the Earth realm, in part. I also knew that while Maya’s parents wouldn’t have purposefully invited him, they may not even be aware of the situation—after all, they were the monarchs of an entire realm. I didn’t expect them to be aware of him being an abusive piece of shit.

      As we stepped into the main archway leading out into the back yard, our father’s gaze immediately fell on us, a sneer taking over his face. A sound must have escaped my throat because Maya tensed and inhaled sharply, clearly cluing in to what was going on. Anani was absolutely silent, but I could feel the pain through our bond that seeing my father caused him.

      I kept my expression completely neutral, holding my father’s gaze while I tightened my hand on Maya’s, the warm texture of my mother’s sigil ring on her giving me a type of bravery I’d never had before. Not only because it was clear she was watching out for us, but because I wanted to be strong for Maya.

      For the woman who had absolutely changed the game for my brother and me.

      We may have found a family within our flight, but we’d never truly felt completely at home—I think there was always a part of us that was expecting the other shoe to drop. For us to realize that we weren’t actually wanted. It was stupid because I knew the others cared about us, but that wasn’t how abuse worked—it made you view life through a distorted lens that was colored by pain. I knew it was something Maya understood, and I think it was why she was so protective over all of us. Even now I could feel her practically boiling with anger at the sight of my father.

      He shouldn’t have fucking come. This was a moment for Maya, not for him.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Maya said softly. She didn’t care that the music had started, her attention completely on us. “We can do this a different time or with a smaller crowd.”

      “No,” Anani said, looking away from our father and down at her. “We aren’t letting this bastard ruin this.”

      “Okay.” Maya nodded, and I did my best to give her an encouraging smile.

      Her parents were waiting expectantly up front, her mom watching her with a look of affection and adoration that I don’t think Maya saw—I didn’t think she realized just how much her parents loved her. We could all see it, though, and the fact that Maya still chose to stay with us was absolutely fucking mind-blowing.

      Because her brothers weren’t wrong—we were dangerous, and we didn’t deserve her. We were going to keep her, though. We were going to love and cherish her forever.

      After taking a moment to collect herself, Maya stepped forward down the aisle, the music picking up in intensity. Az, who had stayed near the back, stepped out of the way for us, the traditional procession of us following after her in pairs of two, beginning with my brother and me. I nodded for Az to go ahead, though, as Anani motioned for Croy to do the same.

      Maya may not have fully realized it yet, but my brother had explained what he suspected was going on between Az and her. I didn’t know how to feel about it, exactly, but I also wasn’t going to fight something that Maya wanted. If that included an immortal angel from forever-fucking-ago, then so be it. His expression was surprised for a moment before he managed to school it, stepping in front of me, next to Croy.

      Dreki realm music filled the air as we followed after Croy and Az, Sai and Atlas stepping behind us in line, followed by Marco and Henry. I may have been far too young to have experienced a coronation ceremony, but I knew that this was a smaller version than normal. Yet, despite that and the alternative nature of it, I could feel an excited and hopeful energy to the space as the groups that lined each side of the aisle stared at Maya.

      There were important figures from the Dreki realm, including Marco’s and Henry’s fathers as well as Sai’s parents. The members of the mountain village were all standing together to one side, and the rest of the space was filled by those who had been from the compound. We had a long way to go to form the type of kingdom that Maya was meant to lead, but I could tell her family was invested in making it happen. I also knew that Maya wouldn’t have followed the advice of the stranger from her rebirth if he hadn’t made a compelling case of why it was necessary for her to do this.

      When Maya finally reached the front of the aisle, she moved to stand across from her mother, who stood behind a crown placed on a cushion that was held by one of her husbands. I couldn’t help but smile because while her crown was the same size and as luxurious as her mother’s, it was made of gold and stones of rose and amethyst. It was so completely Maya that I had to wonder when they had decided to have it made—if I had to guess, they’d made it after we visited last, in hopes that she would one day need it.

      The music lulled and Queen Crya began speaking, her smile authentic for Maya. “Dragons and phoenixes alike! We are gathered here today to crown the Dreki realm’s true heir. Not to lead our home realm, but to be a pioneer in furthering the expansion of our species. To bring together those that have left the realm and those that still wish to live within it.

      “Maya, our lost Sol, has undergone things that no individual should have to, but I think it’s clear that the strength, compassion, and honor that radiates off her is something that we all look for in a leader. It is for those reasons and so many more that I’m honored today to crown Maya as a queen of her new land, of the bright future all of you will be part of.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as strong emotion passed over Maya’s face. Everything Queen Cyra said was true though. In fact, it was one of the best summaries I had ever heard of why Maya would excel at being a leader. Not because she would lead with a sword, but because she would lead with her heart. Sometimes that was what a leader needed to do. Sometimes the right approach was the softer one.

      And if she needed a harder approach? We were here to defend her new land.

      “Maya, if you will?”

      Without any hesitation, Maya placed her hand in her mother’s, Queen Cyra squeezing it in a comforting move. “Maya, will you solemnly vow to lead our kind in this new kingdom, according to the laws and statutes not of the Dreki realm but of your own making?”

      I knew that Queen Cyra would’ve normally had her vow to follow the laws of the Dreki realm, so I think it said a lot about her trust in Maya that she wasn’t holding her to that. No, instead she was giving Maya complete reign on how she believed her land needed to be led.

      “I do.”

      “Will you, to the best of your ability and within the law, execute justice and mercy in all your judgements?”

      “I will.”

      “Will you honor and maintain the desires of the Maker that blessed the realms within this universe?”

      Maya inhaled sharply at that, no doubt remembering the odd conversation with the man in her rebirth state. I knew the theory that everyone was thinking without saying it—that the cosmos god himself had appeared to her. I had long ago realized there were things in this universe I would never understand—like how I ended up with such an amazing mate—so the idea of him appearing to her wasn’t that shocking.

      “I promise to do so.”

      Queen Cyra broke into a large smile as she took the crown from the pillow, placing it on Maya’s head with a delicate touch. As it settled, power surged through the space as a golden glow surrounded our mate. Maya let out a high-pitched sound as her skin began to crackle with gold lighting, the bolts darting off her skin and hitting the floor at her feet. My eyes went wide in surprise as power slammed into my chest, an echo of what was going through Maya, and the entire crowd around us broke into a roar of applause.

      Maya nearly sagged, but she held herself upright as her eyes finally opened to look at all of us, her gaze darting between us as a beautiful smile lit her face. Her joy and contentment grew as she looked at the crowd around her, pride shimmering off of her.

      I nearly shook my head in shock.

      Maya had come so far since we had met her. She had grown so much in not only power but in confidence in herself. As much as I wanted to believe we were part of that, I knew it had always been inside of her. She showed it to us in those first days, when she stood up to Becky Ash and Lorn.

      The connection through the eight of us swelled with emotion and pride as her body glowed pure gold—an absolute vision.

      It had never been more clear to me that Maya was meant to be Queen, and we would do anything we could to be right by her side, aiding her.
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        * * *

      

      Maya leaned back into me as the procession of congratulations stretched on and on. I knew for a fact that she was barefoot, and I was starting to thank the Maker that she hadn’t worn the ridiculous heels that had been laid out for her in the closet. I mean, I would’ve loved the excuse to pick her up, but considering the circumstances, she probably wanted to stand on her own.

      Or maybe she didn’t.

      My brother let out a chuckle as Maya offered a strained laugh at something an older dragon was saying to her, the story having gone on for nearly five minutes.

      The tension we had been holding had faded slightly, mostly because we hadn’t seen my father since the start. We were hoping that he’d realized he wasn’t welcome and left, but either way, this extremely long procession was stopping us from focusing on it for too long.

      “I would love to hear more stories later,” Maya said. The wrinkled older gentleman flashed a massive smile, thrilled at her request. I had no doubt he would fucking love to talk to our mate for hours. Too bad Marco, on her other side, was facilitating the movement of the line.

      Although when I saw who was next, I wondered if he regretted the move—the next two in line were Marco’s father and Henry’s father, who’d apparently decided to take the trip together.

      Marco and his father never seemed to have a particular resemblance to me outside of their eye color. He wasn’t nearly as tall as Marco and was far leaner, but he was a fairly prominent member of the community and was said to be skilled with a sword. I didn’t know him very well, only having met him in passing, but from my understanding he wasn’t a bad man—just distant, like most Dreki fathers.

      When we had a kid, I would do everything in my power to combat that bullshit.

      Henry’s father, on the other hand, looked exactly like his son, with the exception of the glasses. Guilt darkened his expression as his gaze moved to his son. I had a feeling he blamed himself for Henry’s eye injury, although I’d never confirmed that.

      “Father,” Marco greeted, Maya’s eyes widening.

      “Son.” He nodded in greeting before looking towards Maya and bowing. “Queen Maya, it’s an honor to meet you. Not only as the queen of this new land, but as my son’s mate.”

      Maya nodded as she offered her hand, a gesture her mom had instructed her on, as he met it and continued, “My name is Commander Moretti, but you’re welcome to call me Amatheon.”

      “Amatheon it is,” Maya said sweetly. “I didn’t realize you would be here, but it’s good to meet you.”

      “When we realized that you had come to the realm recently and we’d missed it,” Henry’s father said, stepping up to greet her, “we knew we had to take the opportunity to meet you. I’m Velho O’Connor, and it’s wonderful to finally know who my son’s mate is.”

      Henry made a sound in the back of his throat as Maya met Velho’s hand. She retracted it fairly quickly, her entire body tense, probably not knowing how Henry felt. I didn’t think he disliked his father, per se, but I also didn’t think he liked him touching our mate.

      I didn’t disagree—far too many people were here interacting with her.

      “I hope we have a chance to talk more later,” Amatheon said, taking a step back. “Marco, I would love the chance to catch up. We’re staying the night in town.”

      “Maybe,” Marco conceded.

      Henry’s father walked past his son and said something about his mother, but Henry didn’t react more than a nod. Then the two of them left us, Maya’s fathers talking to the group next in line and giving us a moment to gather ourselves. Maya instantly turned towards the two of them and spoke softly. “I didn’t expect them to be here. Were you okay with talking to them? I would’ve been comfortable ignoring them if not—”

      “No.” Henry shook his head and offered her a smile. “You were perfect, sweetheart.”

      “Sai!” a feminine voice exclaimed.

      Anani and Atlas chuckled as Sai made a surprised noise in the back of his throat, all of our attention drawn to the two individuals that skipped the line and walked proudly towards the front. No one stopped them, though they did receive some dirty looks, and I felt a pang of sympathy for Sai, who looked both embarrassed and frustrated. I knew he had always felt forgotten by his family, and with his parents striding boldly towards him as if they were thrilled to see him, most likely because of his current placement next to Maya… That had to fucking sting.

      “Mom, Dad.” Sai swallowed as he stepped forward, my beautiful mate joining him. I noticed the way she shifted on her feet, which despite being barefoot was no doubt a sign of them being sore. She wouldn’t complain, though. My gaze moved over the line, counting at least twenty more people left. We would have to make this quick.

      “We are so happy to see you! You never visit!” Sai’s mother pulled him into a hug before pulling back and looking at Maya. “We didn’t even know you had a mate, and such a beautiful one at that! Queen Maya, we are absolutely honored to be part of your family. Please call me Brienne.”

      “You’re Sai’s mother,” Maya clarified. Brienne nodded and motioned to the man next to her, his expression a bit more reserved as he and Sai exchanged a look. “This is Arolly. The minute we heard you were being crowned, we had to come see the moment for ourselves.”

      “I’m glad to finally meet you,” Maya said formally, but Sai wrapped an arm around her, causing her to relax.

      “How about we talk later?” Sai suggested. “Maya has at least two dozen more people to greet, but maybe during the celebration?”

      I couldn’t hear their answer, because suddenly my gaze was on the group of individuals that Maya’s fathers were talking to. The man following them, with a woman and child, had my full attention.

      “Anani…” I hesitated.

      “I see it.”

      Maya stepped back next to us as the family came towards us. The woman with him was small like my own mate, and the little girl she was holding was even smaller—but that wasn’t the part that caught me. No, it was that the man in question looked exactly like my brother and me.

      “Queen Maya,” the man said, giving a small bow of his head before looking towards us. “Brothers.”

      Fuck.
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      What had he just said? Brothers?

      I blinked in confusion, before realizing that the man in front of us was calling the twins his brothers… How was that possible? Wait, hadn’t the twins said that on their sixth birthday, their brother had disappeared? Was this him? Holy crap!

      “Burton?” Anani’s voice was choked as Ledger’s hand tightened on my waist.

      Burton? Was that this man’s name? I had to admit he looked very similar to the twins, favoring Ledger’s eye color more than Anani’s but having the same dark curly hair as both of them, which instead of being trimmed, fell far past his shoulders. His clothing was a bit worn-looking and suited more towards a brisk atmosphere, making me realize he was most likely from the mountain village. Next to him stood who I assumed to be his mate…and holy crap, she was absolutely gorgeous.

      Her red hair was pulled back in intricate braids, and she wore a simple blue dress that matched her daughter’s. She offered me a nervous smile as her little one, who couldn’t be more than one, offered me a big grin and tried to reach for me. I happily offered my arms, the woman not hesitating to hand over the baby, trust shining in her gaze.

      I wasn’t positive what I’d done to deserve that trust, but I made sure to hold her daughter securely as she squealed in delight at being passed to me.

      “Yes,” Burton responded, though everyone was still focused on me and the little girl in my arms. I tried to not blush, realizing that my action probably wasn’t very queenly. She tugged on my hair lightly as she snuggled against my chest, causing me to rock slightly as I let out a happy hum. Oh well.

      Burton continued. “Queen Maya, we are honored to have you as our new leader—my mate and I—”

      “Katherine,” she spoke up, her voice soft, sweet, but holding a note of confidence. “My name is Katherine, and that’s our daughter Laura.”

      “Laura,” I smiled down at the girl. “Beautiful name.”

      Ledger finally spoke up, his voice rough. “I don’t understand. You’ve been here the entire time?”

      Both twins were still nearly frozen in shock at Burton’s appearance.

      “Yes.” Burton’s gaze was filled with sadness and so many unspoken things. “I’ll explain more later if you want, but I was putting both of you in danger—Father had started to threaten you when I disobeyed, so I left to come to Earth and found this community.”

      It didn’t surprise me that this had to do with their father, to be honest.

      “It didn’t help.” Ledger muttered and looked down to Laura. “This is so crazy, so this is our niece?”

      “Yes.” Katherine beamed.

      “This is so cool,” I whispered to myself. I looked to see Anani’s reaction. He still hadn’t fully spoken, his entire body tense. “You guys should catch up after this,” I suggested. Unless they didn’t want to. I sort of hoped they did, though, especially if it would give them more of an answer on why he left—especially since I knew they felt guilty about it. Not that they should’ve.

      “For sure.” Anani nodded stiffly. “Sorry, Burton, this is slightly overwhelming. I don’t really know what to say.”

      “I understand. We saw you at the meeting the other day,” Burton explained, looking sympathetic. “We wanted to wait to say anything until after the excitement slowed down, but then I saw that he was here.”

      “He’s a bastard,” Anani spit in annoyance. I covered little Laura’s ears.

      “What happened when I left?” Burton asked, looking between the two of them, fury filling his gaze in realization that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

      “I think it may be better to talk about this later—” Atlas’ words were cut off.

      “No. Let’s talk, boys.”

      The voice had my skin breaking out in chills, a defensive noise leaving my throat as the twins’ father approached, his gaze narrowed on Burton in distaste. Then he looked at the twins, his eyes sparkling with malice.

      Despite Laura happily playing with the jewels on my dress as I tried to bounce her in a comforting manner, I decided it was probably best to have my hands free. I turned to Katherine and gently handed her daughter off before turning my serious gaze back on the man who was tinting this entire day with so much darkness.

      “What are you doing here, Jacob?” Ledger asked, looking furious. Was that his name? I’m glad he didn’t call him ‘father’ or his ‘dad’ because he didn’t deserve that title. He didn’t deserve the right to be connected to them.

      “I had to see this bullshit myself,” he sneered. “I knew you had found your mate, but for the crown to have dishonored itself, starting a new kingdom on this piece of shit excuse of a realm—”

      “Stop.” My voice was harsher than ever before. Jacob jolted and stared at me as if he hadn’t expected me to speak.

      “You may be Queen, but—”

      “I wouldn’t finish that,” Marco snarled. I placed my hand on his chest in comfort, Jacob’s gaze narrowed on the sigil ring. I wasn’t positive if he was supposed to see it or if the twins wanted him to know, but I guess it was too late for that now.

      “Where the fuck did you get that ring, girl?”

      “Mom gave it to her,” Anani said bravely, and I felt a tiny relieved breath escape me. I knew he was furious and upset, but it was good to hear him keep talking. His father didn’t deserve that much power over Anani—no one did.

      I also understood it, though. When you’d gone through that type of pain, no rational thought could fully erase the fear.

      “Your mother is dead,” his father spit out, looking alarmed but also furious. “She’s dead because of you.”

      Burton let out a deep growl, and Katherine tensed. “No, she died because of you. Because you wouldn’t take her to the medical center because you’re a greedy fuck and it was expensive. She died because she gave birth at home when she had a high-risk pregnancy. You’re the reason she died, and because of your fucking guilt, you punished us all.”

      Oh wow.

      “Are you serious?” Ledger barked out a slightly crazed laugh. Apparently this was new information for him. “You piece of shit.”

      I noticed briefly that my fathers were keeping people back from the line, and I knew we couldn’t keep this up forever without it breaking into violence. Suddenly, I stepped forward into Jacob’s space and examined his face, seeing how angry he was and how much Burton’s words hit home. He knew Burton was right, and the twins had suffered because of it.

      It had been an odd experience meeting the other parents, but this wasn’t odd—this was just wrong, and I didn’t want my mates to have to deal with this anymore.

      “I want you to leave,” I said softly but firmly.

      “What?” he growled.

      “I want you out of our home, now,” I demanded. “You can leave on your own or I can have you removed, but I don’t want you around my family.”

      His face turned red, and I saw him consider moving towards me, his anger very blatant, but when Henry released a violent, vicious sound, he reconsidered. After another furious look at his sons, he stalked away.

      This wasn’t done—not fully. Jacob would come back.

      I deflated slightly as Anani wrapped his arms around me, Ledger intertwining our fingers. I could feel the intensity of their emotions, and I suddenly wanted to be alone with them, to make sure they were okay.

      “We should’ve asked him to leave from the start. I’m so sorry he’s here,” I whispered.

      “Not on you, firefly,” Ledger breathed out, brushing his lips against my temple. “Burton, do you have a moment to talk?”

      “Absolutely.” His brother nodded, and the two of them stepped to the side. Anani turned me into him and tucked me under his chin as my mom approached, looking over us with concern.

      “Anani, I couldn’t help but overhear the conversation with your father. We would’ve never informed him of what was going on if we’d known,” my mom expressed, looking heartbroken.

      “Thank you,” Anani said, “but this falls on him. He knows he shouldn’t be here.”

      “And he won’t be. Not in the Dreki realm either,” my mom murmured, the threat not veiled in the least. I nodded, glad that she was set on handling it. I didn’t want the twins to have to live with the threat of their father constantly showing up.

      “I need a moment alone with my mate. We’ll be back,” I explained clearly, not feeling bad in the least as I took Anani’s hand and walked towards the house.

      Despite the tension of the moment, I felt a connection and strength from those we passed, especially from those who lived here in the Earth realm. I had no idea how large our kingdom would grow, especially since my mom said she would offer the new option to those in Dreki once we were fully established, but I was starting to understand why leading a group of people became fundamental to who you were.

      These people were now my responsibility. It was both terrifying and wonderful.

      Once we were in the house, Anani lifted me into his arms and sped upstairs, his breathing a bit uneven from emotional strain. I whimpered as I was suddenly pinned to the large comfortable surface of his bed, the sheets smelling like his amazing electric scent.

      “I’m so sorry he was there—”

      “I’m glad he was. I’m fucking glad I heard the truth from Burton,” Anani hissed. “We always blamed ourselves for her loss, but no more. If Burton was able to forget our father and move on, have a beautiful family, find happiness in the face of being raised by him, then I’m not going to let this damn shit haunt me anymore.”

      “Anani,” I whispered, hearing not pain but strength in his words. I pressed my forehead to his and he let out a low rumble, brushing his lips against mine.

      “I’m ready to move on. I’m ready to focus on our future—” he explained, sitting back and unbuttoning his shirt, my gaze moving to my bite mark as he revealed his chest. “When I was reborn with you, the marks my father left on me disappeared. I’m not going to let him hold me back anymore when even the physical proof of his actions is gone.”

      My fingers ran over his pectoral as I realized with pure shock that he was correct—his scars were gone.

      “Then we will move on together,” I promised as he left out a low rumble and caught my jaw, searing his lips to mine. One that caused my skin to prickle with awareness as heat flashed across it, the dress’s soft material against my body feeling both restrictive and intensifying the moment. Anani leaned forward further as my legs parted to allow for his large body between mine, his mouth never breaking from my own.

      A moan left me as his tongue slid between my lips and I moved against him, bathing in the sensation of his very visceral need for me.

      “Open for me. Now,” he demanded softly, his voice filled with so much need it had every bit of me lighting up. I did, opening my mouth as he deepened the kiss. I met it full force, wanting him to feel how much I needed this—how connected I felt to him in the moment. My fingers slid up his chest and dug into his skin, and he let out a snarl that vibrated the air around us.

      Our magic was colliding in random, chaotic sparks, and despite only kissing, I could feel my body keying up for him, the inferno flashing across my skin causing me to rock against him. Even through his dark clothes, I could feel how hard he was, his length causing a primal reaction in me. I grew even wetter, my body preparing to take him completely.

      The idea of him sliding into me had me trying to reach for his pants, but he stilled me, sitting back taking my waist in a tight hold. Then he flipped me over, and I let out a sound of surprise as he tugged down the zipper of my dress, Anani’s deep growl filling the space. My phoenix immediately reacted, letting out a high-pitched trill of need as I spread my legs further, bending down to press my cheek to the mattress.

      “Fuck, Maya,” Anani rumbled, pushing my dress off from my arms and allowing it to pool underneath me. “You’re a vision. You’re fucking beautiful, peanut—and so damn wet.”

      I whimpered as he ran his fingers along the apex of my thighs, my body clenching in anticipation.

      “Is this for me?” he asked in near awe, his voice hot with lust. My nipples pebbled as I nodded, pushing back against him as his large, tattooed hands slid over my waist, gripping my skin before one hand moved up to unstrap my bra.

      The garment dropped and he was instantly over me, cupping my breasts and toying with them, causing me to let out a hiss of relief and simultaneous need.

      “Anani, please,” I whispered, pressing back into him.

      “I’m always going to give you what you need, peanut—no matter where or when. If you need me, I’ll give you what you need.” He nipped my ear. “You just have to spread those pretty thighs for me and bend over, and I’ll slide my cock inside of you.”

      “Please,” I whimpered again. “There is never a time I don’t want you.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he growled, leaning back. I shivered at the sound of his belt and zipper, filling me with anticipation. “I always need you, Maya, so be careful what you wish for, or I’ll be sliding into you whenever I have the chance—whenever I have a moment alone with you. Whenever you wear one of those damn dresses that I imagine pushing up before burying my face in this perfect pussy.”

      I let out a frustrated sound, wanting that now, as he slowly tugged my panties down. Then he captured my thighs, and I suddenly felt the tip of his diamond-hard cock. I wanted to spread my legs more, but I couldn’t, and as he slid his head across my slit, he realized just how wet his dirty words had made me. The vicious sound that left him called to a part of me that wasn’t human—a part of me that was solely focused on connecting with my mate.

      “I can’t wait to claim you, fuck,” he hissed, pushing in just slightly, my body clenching around his width as I felt his cock leak precum. The idea of him already marking me with cum had my body lighting up with pure, disastrous need. I felt blind to everything else, and as he pulled back I nearly let out a sob of frustration, his tip sliding over my clit.

      “Impatient,” Anani growled in approval, “I won’t make you wait, Maya. I should—I should make sure you’re nice and stretched out to take me—but I need to be inside of you. I need to feel the way you tighten around my cock and ride it. Maker, I fucking need you so damn—fuck.”

      The last part was groaned by both of us as he slid into me, stopping after three inches, his girth causing me to moan as I shifted my hips to adjust. I could barely move as sweat dotted my body and my center pulsed around him, trying to take more of my mate, wanting to fit all of him within. Wanting to feel the way he could hit every single pleasure point.

      “Holy shit you’re tight,” he groaned out as he pushed in and then slid back out, working himself into me. I welcomed him into my body, loving the way his tattooed hands gripped my waist as he pressed me into the bed, his large body completely dominating my own. It was something that should’ve probably intimidated me, considering I was nearly on my stomach, but all I felt was pure satisfaction because this was Anani. I trusted him with my literal life, and I could feel through our bond the euphoric bliss he wanted to give me. The pure radiating sense of love he felt between us as he finally slid completely home.

      I breathed out in relief as I moaned his name, loving the way he pulsed inside of me, like he was already coming—maybe he had—but his cock only grew harder, not softening as he began to pull back and punch forward in a hard, deep pace that had me nearly seeing stars. I gripped onto the bedding, my breathing uneven and heart loud in my ears. The primal sounds coming from his throat only served to push me closer to the edge, to make me feel like I was on the precipice of bringing him as much pleasure as he was bringing me.

      Then an orgasm slammed into me out of nowhere, making me cry his name into the mattress as he let out a satisfactory hiss, my climax drenching his cock as he really began to go hard. I cried out as I met each thrust, his fingers biting into my skin as he swelled larger inside of me. I could tell he was close, and I tightened around him as he slid one hand around to brush against my clit, my intense arousal almost painful as I whimpered at the lightest of touches.

      The sound of us echoing in the large room only turned me on more, and as he circled my clit, I felt my body hit a point of no return as I screamed out.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck—” Anani’s pained chant turned into a moan as he finally slammed into me, lodging himself deep inside of me as I felt his cock pulse, the feeling of his seed flooding me making me tremble with pure pleasure.

      I melted into the mattress as he said something softly against my ear, but I could barely focus on that. Instead I was singularly focused on the way he pulled out of me, turning me and enveloping me in his arms. I looked up at the man I had been reborn with—the man I was absolutely in love with.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      Anani’s gaze darkened with emotion as he spoke to me in what sounded like a vow. “Maya, I’ll love you for the rest of our lives.”

      Considering we were immortal, that made me incredibly happy.
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      “We found him.”

      Those whispered, hushed words instantly had my attention. I looked away from the ocean’s darkening horizon. It was late into the night, the coastline lit by the warm twinkling lights of the houses, and the sound of the waves crashing against the cliffside filled the air. The celebration following my coronation had started to slow about an hour ago, and even my parents had departed, needing to attend to something in the Dreki realm.

      Honestly, as much as I liked having them here, I wasn’t exactly sad to see them leave. It felt like a lot of pressure having them constantly watching us, and I felt far more relaxed when it was just my mates and me, like right now. We were sitting in a stone patio that was near the cliffside, away from the guests, but behind me I could still hear them celebrating.The majority, though, had taken the rides offered back into town by my brothers and Eleven, leaving our house in a state of lulled peace.

      One that was now being fractured by the excitement in Atlas’s voice. He attempted to hide it, but his dragon’s energy surged to such an extent that it felt like the air itself was sparking. I turned in Henry’s lap as he ran his fingers through my hair in a soothing motion. All of my mates were gathered around the patio, and even Az, who was leaning against a tree nearby, was right within reach. I wished he was closer. I was starting to feel on edge, not having talked to him about the feather, but the soft vulnerability and affection he regarded me with every time I caught his gaze reassured me to an extent.

      “Where?” Marco demanded, intensely focused.

      “Near a small coastal village about twenty miles from here. He’s been hiding in one of the cliffside caves that’s only reachable by flight. My sources say there have been odd weather surges, like electrical storms that have been catching things on fire,” Atlas said, his voice tense.

      “So he did absorb some of Ry’s power,” Henry muttered.

      I nibbled my lip, not knowing exactly what to say in the moment. What did we do now that we knew where he was? Did we try to imprison him again? That hadn’t worked previously for us. I just wasn’t positive how to handle this besides with violence, and while I hated Malcolm, I wasn’t positive I could decide to simply kill him in cold blood.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t be a problem. I nibbled my lip, feeling a tug on my consciousness as my phoenix brushed off my worry, flashing images through our head in a snapshot slideshow of everything he’d done to us—everything he’d instructed Tina to do to us. He was truly a vile man.

      “There is another element we need to consider.” Atlas hesitated, meeting my gaze. “It’s possible that since he knows we’ll be searching for him, that he took hostages with him.”

      Oh no.

      “Crap.” I stood up, feeling a surge of stress. “Is there any way we can find out for sure? I need Malcolm taken care of. I’m not sure what that means, but I can’t…I can’t have him just walking around. If he has people imprisoned, we have to handle this tonight, though. It’s not an option.”

      “Peanut, it’s been a long day,” Anani said, looking at me with concern. “Why don’t we get more information?”

      “What if he moves?” Ledger countered.

      “Atlas has sources looking into the hostage aspect,” Sai said as he tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “If we find out he does, we will go immediately, but we don’t want to walk into this situation blind.”

      Except now that I was aware of the potential captive situation, I wouldn’t be able to not think about it. I knew well what happened to people placed under Malcolm’s thumb, and I would never wish that on anyone.

      “Can we try to get an answer tonight?” I nibbled my lip as Az made a troubled noise, my gaze moving to his. I could feel frustration on his end, and I realized with surprise that he didn’t agree with the other men either—both of us knew how important time was when you were being held against your will.

      “Yes.” Atlas nodded and stood. “I need to make a few calls if we are going to expedite this. Can a few of you help me?”

      Most of them nodded and stood to follow Atlas, a few of them walking a bit more slowly as they made plans for the off-chance that we did need to go tonight. I could tell Henry wanted to be part of the planning process, so I slid off his lap and melted into the lounge cushion.

      Henry pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Do you want to come?”

      “I’m actually going to take a bit to relax after today,” I admitted. “I just need to sit out here and come down from all the excitement.”

      “We will make sure the guests that are left head out. Don’t leave this area,” Marco warned, looking at me with a hard expression. I nearly smiled. I wouldn’t go anywhere without them, but he could probably also tell I didn’t agree with waiting.

      I could wait for now, and if I really wanted to go, I would tell them that. But I did want confirmation on the hostage element—that would tell me the urgency of the situation at hand.

      “I won’t ever leave without telling you, Marco,” I promised. He let out a low rumble and nodded as he followed my other dragon mates towards the house, leaving me to have a moment to myself. I knew they only felt comfortable with it because of how well guarded this place was, but it was still thoughtful, especially since today had been so overwhelming. Not in a bad way, just in the type of way that a little peace and quiet was a nice thing.

      “You okay? I can leave as well if you want alone time.” I wasn’t surprised to hear Az’s voice as he came to sit next to me, his handsome face filled with concern.

      “No, I don’t want you to leave… I’m just worried,” I breathed out. “I didn’t think about Malcolm taking hostages, but I should’ve known. If it means keeping himself safe, there isn’t much he wouldn’t do.”

      “I know they want to wait,” Az stated softly, his eyes filled with so much heat and softness for me, “but whenever you want to go, I’ll go with you. This witch isn’t a threat to me, even with Ry’s magic.”

      “You would just drop everything and go with me?”

      The night air ruffled through his pale hair, his gaze running over my mouth before flashing back up to my eyes. “Yes. Yes I would, Maya.”

      “Why?” I whispered.

      When his hand came up to cup my jaw in a gentle caress, I leaned into it and felt my face warm. I noticed his wings were wrapping closer around us, and I had to fight the urge to touch them again, my fingertips tingling with the remembrance of how soft they were. I didn’t realize how far I’d leaned into him until he tipped my jaw back and examined my expression.

      “Maya, I have very little control when it comes to you, and when you offer me your lips so sweetly, it very much tests it,” he rumbled, his eyes flashing with that dangerous, predatory light.

      “I test your control?” I asked nervously, my toes curling in anticipation.

      “Without a question.” Az tightened his hand on my jaw before leaning down, offering me a clear sign that he planned on kissing me—an action that I eagerly matched. The brush of our lips sent currents of electricity bolting through me, and a pleased sound came from my throat at the way he dominated the kiss, savoring the intimate touch.

      My entire body in that singular moment felt like it was being dipped in honey, something in my magic stirring and encouraging me to…push. But to what end? My teeth hurt, urging me to mark Az…as my mate?

      I tensed, wondering how he would feel about that, and he immediately pulled back, looking worried.

      “What happened? Where did you go?” he asked softly.

      I swallowed, feeling overwhelmed as I let out an unsteady breath. “I’m worried I keep pushing for things you don’t want. I know our bond was made by accident, but I feel so confused because I just felt the urge to bite you, to put a mating mark—Az!”

      I was flat on my back in the grass as he met my lips again, caging me and using a hand to roughly tug at my hair, a high-pitched needy sound nearly leaving my throat. My breathing became uneven as he explored my mouth, and I opened my legs, his massive body positioned between them as I felt his cock harden against my center, making me feel overheated in the best way possible.

      Then he pulled back, looking down at me with an extreme intensity that caused me to shiver. “Never, mon lapin, never think I don’t want you. Or want this. I want our bond. I want you, and if you wanted to mark me, if you chose to honor me with that, I would accept it in a heartbeat.”

      Oh.

      I exhaled in relief. “You would? But you know that would make us mates, right? I mean, I would…” I flushed, feeling like I was on the edge of stuttering because of my nerves. “I wouldn’t mind that—I would love it, actually, not that I would expect you to feel the same… But yeah, I wouldn’t want to put that on you if you don’t want it. You finally got your freedom back, and while I want you here, I don’t want you to feel tied down.”

      Realization crossed his face. “Maya, you marking me would free me, not trap me—don’t ever think that.”

      “So you would be okay with being my mate?” I offered nervously, really not wanting to interpret his words incorrectly.

      His eyes flashed with a dark, possessive humor. “I’m okay with being your mate. More than fucking okay.”

      “Wait, what?” It sounded like he was talking about it in the present tense, as if we were already mates.

      Sitting us up, he pulled me into his arms, his wings sheltering us as he cupped my jaw lightly. “The immolatio bond—it’s a mate bond, Maya. I was shocked when I first realized we’d formed one, but then one of my feathers fell for you, and when you said you wanted to wear it, I knew for sure. That’s a sign for angels that someone is their fated mate.”

      “I’m your fated mate?” I whispered in awe.

      “Fate brought you to me,” Az murmured, clarity and surety in his gaze. “I had no idea it would, but it did, and I’m so fucking thankful for it. If you’ll have me, I want to spend every single day making you the happiest woman in the realms.”

      Tears filled my eyes as I nodded, bringing my hand up to his and squeezing it. “Yes, I would love that.”

      The pure joy that filled his face made my heart beat double-time with excitement, elated that we’d made him so happy.

      “I have a locket for you upstairs, if you’ll wear it,” he murmured after a long moment, pressing his forehead against my own as I breathed in his scent.

      “Of course.”

      Az pressed a soft kiss to my lips before he lifted me up, probably to take me to the house. But before he started walking, he looked me over once again, his nose brushing against mine in an intimate gesture. “When I first saw you, I didn’t even know it was possible for someone so perfect to exist. After all the darkness I’d witnessed, especially with Ry…”

      “How did you end up with Ry?” I asked, hoping it wouldn’t make him uncomfortable. I hated not knowing if it was off-topic or not, but I felt the need to understand everything about this man, about my angel who had come off as so grumpy at first but was in fact super sweet. I didn’t look at anything we passed, completely wrapped up his arms as he made his way to his bedroom.

      His gaze went distant. “Thousands of years ago, the gods and angelic beings fought. Humans were worshiping us equally, and it caused tension and competition for their affection, so war broke out.

      “Ry and I had been friends for years. There was a time I even considered him a brother to me,” Az said, his expression pained. “But the propaganda from the God realm turned rational thought and Ry into enemies. He no longer saw the truth—only hate.”

      “I’m sorry you lost someone so important to you,” I whispered.

      “The Ry I knew was different from the man we had to kill,” Az admitted. “It’s like he died all those years ago when I surrendered and he took me as a prisoner. I never saw him as the same person again. War does that, though. It turns everything into a hell, ruled completely by hatred and anger.”

      “I hope I never have to witness a war in the realms,” I said. “I know what the stranger said about trouble coming, but I want to believe that’s not true. I want to believe that we can find and maintain some level of peace.”

      Az’s gaze darkened as we moved up the stairs, my mates’ voices distant from the office below. “There are many moving parts in this universe. I’ve felt something stirring for years now, and once those bands broke off me, I realized it was closer than I thought. I don’t know what’s coming, Maya, but we need to make sure we’re ready.”

      It was clear he wasn’t saying it to freak me out or make me sad, but chills broke out on my skin as an eerie sense of premonition washed over me.

      “And we will be,” I whispered. “I won’t risk my family, no matter what we have to do.”

      As we entered the guest bedroom, Az gently sent me down on the bed and went towards a small chest he must have had at Ry’s compound. Coming towards me and kneeling in front of me, his face filled with a serious expression, his thoughts now millions of miles away from our talk of war. I didn’t wait for him to ask. As he looked up at me, I pulled the feather out of where I had it pressed against my heart, the delicate piece almost weightless between my fingers.

      Somehow I knew it wouldn’t destroy easily—no, it was far more durable than it looked.

      “I have had this for a very long time,” he said in reference to the object in his hands. “We’re given it when coming of age to eventually give to our mates—I never thought I would give it to anyone, but now I know it was always meant for you.”

      When he opened his hands to reveal the locket, my heart squeezed. Holy crap, that was beautiful. The white gold frame and chain supported the diamond-like surface that covered the front and back of the pendant, which was almost see through.

      “Az, this is absolutely gorgeous.”

      He opened it up, and I gently placed the feather inside. “Turn around,” Az commanded softly.

      I did so without question, and when I felt him slide the thin chain over my neck, a sense of rightness filled me. I still wanted to mark him, but the weight of the necklace served as a reminder of Az and everything he was coming to mean to me. I turned back into his arms and offered my lips again, Az sealing them with a deep, rough kiss that had my toes curling. When he finally pulled back, I was out of breath and staring at him with pure affection.

      Before I could say anything, or even try to relay how intensely I felt about the moment, there was a knock on the door.

      I felt slightly nervous as Marco looked at the two of us before his gaze darted down to the necklace, a rumble breaking from his throat. “So Atlas was right?”

      Atlas had predicted this? I knew he had thought it was important, but he hadn’t mentioned that he knew it was about mating…or maybe that had been what he was insinuating. I was glad I’d found out from Az directly, though, even if it took a little time.

      “The bond is a mating bond,” Az confirmed. Marco’s gaze darted down to me, softness coating his features. I knew he wasn’t mad, but I could also see the hesitancy there, as if he wasn’t completely positive on how to handle the situation.

      “Come here,” he said, motioning for me. I gave Az’s hand a squeeze and then walked towards Marco, his arms wrapping around me. His mint eyes examined my face before he inhaled sharply and looked up at my angel mate.

      “You better be fucking serious about this. If you hurt her, or fuck with her feelings—”

      “I won’t.” Az’s voice was serious and hard, the two of them holding each other’s gaze before Marco finally let out a rumble and nodded sharply.

      “We’ll talk more later,” Marco said before looking down at me and smiling. “Don’t look at me like that, baby girl. I just always want to protect you.”

      “I know. I promise this is what’s supposed to happen,” I assured him, unable to smile at the near pout in his town.

      “Well,” Marco drew out with a sigh. “Az, you’re about to really become part of this flight—we have a mission.”

      “What mission?” he asked, appearing behind me.

      “We’ve confirmed that Malcolm has captives—two young dragons—and I’m guessing my baby girl is going to want to leave tonight to end this.”

      Panic exploded in my chest. “Yes. We’re leaving now.”
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MARCO

        

      

    

    
      I knew what Maya would want to do following the information we were given, so I hadn’t even asked her. My beautiful mate was one of the most compassionate and loving individuals I’d ever met, so I was aware the minute we found out that Malcolm did in fact have two captives we could either lie to her about it, which I would never be able to fucking do, or we would go and prepare to keep her safe the best we could.

      Honestly, I wasn’t very concerned about the threat Malcolm posed, but did I like the idea of Maya being around him? Absolutely not.

      Ever since our one argument, though, I’d learned that because Maya trusted me to take the reins so often, when she felt strongly about doing something herself, it was usually for a good reason. This time it wasn’t even a point I could argue.

      I only hoped that she understood Malcolm would die tonight. I don’t think the concept would bother her in theory, but I also knew she would never directly ask us to do it.

      She didn’t need to ask, though—I would take great pleasure in slitting his fucking throat for her. Or better yet, ripping it out with my dragon’s teeth.

      I blinked away from that violent thought as I watched her get dressed and move around the room, the delicate ‘tink’ of her new necklace making me tilt my head in thought. I nearly shook my head at the scene I’d walked in on moments ago, not out of anger, but out of…frustration? No, I wasn’t frustrated—especially not at Maya. Maybe worried was the best word. The idea of bringing someone else into our family caused me stress, even if it was someone that seemed to do fairly well on his own without any aid and was extremely helpful.

      It still stressed me out. Despite any bravado we put on, my dragon would automatically consider Az someone who was part of our flight now, someone we needed to protect. I had no idea how I felt about that, so I was trying to go with the flow, hoping that this would work out how it was supposed to.

      I may have been a possessive motherfucker, but I wasn’t blind, and it was clear to me how much Maya cared for Az. It was obvious that they shared a special connection, and while my instinct was to initially be defensive, something had held me back following his rebirth, and not only because he’d sacrificed his life for my mate.

      I’d known somehow, on a subconscious level, that he would be sticking around.

      Running a hand over my face, I tried to not let my thoughts draw to Maya dying—or how much had changed in such a short amount of time. My gaze darted to the place where Maya’s crown sat, and I smiled at the thought of how beautiful and nervous she had looked up there. She hadn’t faltered once, and while she was still getting used to the concept, I could tell she believed in herself to an extent. I just hoped I could convince her to believe in herself completely—I didn’t think the world was ready for Queen Maya, but I couldn’t wait.

      “You’re quiet right now,” she noted softly, drawing my attention as she slid on a dark hoodie with her leggings and sneakers. I know she didn’t plan on shifting, so I was glad she was dressed warm. I also noticed she had packed a bag of clothing and supplies for our rescue mission. I was hoping it would distract her enough that she wouldn’t see the brutal revenge I planned to enact on Malcolm.

      “Thinking about everything that happened today,” I admitted.

      Maya approached and slid a hand up my chest. “Your father—”

      “Was exactly as he always is.” I covered her hand in mine, not wanting her to think that was where my thoughts were. That moment had been relatively inconsequential. “He asked to be invited to our wedding, but that was it—nothing else. The man isn’t bad, he’s just obsessed with his own work and his own life. Same as my mother. It was why it was so easy for me to leave. They weren’t cruel, they were just nothing.”

      “Maybe it’ll get better,” Maya said. “Maybe if they spend more time with family… Well, unless you don’t want that.”

      “Let’s take it slow,” I hedged. Even though she hadn’t said it directly, I knew Maya wanted a large family. I could tell it made her happy to be surrounded by those she loved, and I was damn well willing to give her anything she wanted.

      “We will, of course, have to invite them over more once they have grandbabies to see,” I added.

      Maya’s eyes shaded with a soft heat as she blushed. “Yeah? Well, if this freakin’ mating heat ever started—”

      I lifted her and pinned her to the wall, brushing her lips against mine as I tightened my hands underneath her legs, unable to help my reaction to her talking about her damn mating heat. She wasn’t the only one impatient for it, especially now that the largest threat had been taken care of and the secondary would be finished by the end of the night. “Eager?”

      “I’m slightly nervous,” she murmured. “But mostly eager. I just don’t like waiting—that’s the part that’s making me nervous. How will I know when it starts?”

      Oh, she would fucking know.

      “And then there is everything to consider that comes with the mating heat, like the entire pregnancy situation. I mean, that is a huge aspect to consider.”

      “How do you feel about the idea of getting pregnant, baby girl? How does that possibility make you feel now that we’re drawing closer to it?” As much as the primal part of me demanded we make it happen right the fuck now, I also wanted Maya to be comfortable with that. She had spent so much of life locked away, and now that she was finally experiencing freedom and starting on a new journey, I wanted to support her in any way I could.

      Even if every base instinct wanted to overflow her pussy with cum until there was no fucking way she wouldn’t get pregnant. The idea of starting a flight of our own fledglings was so damn appealing, it made my cock pulse with eagerness, wanting to take her on this damn bed in hopes of instigating her heat

      Maya’s eyes filled with a warmth as her cheeks flushed. “I think I want that. I know we will be busy with so many other things going on, but I want to grow our family, Marco. I want to start living life and stop living in fear.”

      I pressed my forehead to hers. “Then that’s what we'll do, Maya. I’ll always try to give you exactly what you want.”

      A knock on the door had both of us looking to Henry, who offered me a low rumble but focused on Maya. “You ready to go?”

      Maya shimmied down, her hot body rubbing against mine and causing me to grunt as she waltzed across the room, zipped up her bag, and pulled it over her shoulders. “Yes, totally good—let’s finish this.”

      Violence flashed through my vision at her words, courtesy of my dragon, feeling like they were permission to truly finish this.

      Henry and I followed her downstairs as she asked him questions about which way we were flying. I was caught up in watching her, though, noticing the subtle things that had changed in her since being reborn.

      Maya had always been drop-dead gorgeous, but since being reborn, she seemed to have an ethereal glow surrounding her like a vibrant sun that you couldn’t help but be pulled to, the gravitational force of who she was and the power she held absolutely addicting.

      I kept waiting for the calm to shatter, for her to have a breakdown about everything that had happened, but in some ways, this situation—the suffering she’d undergone—was something she was unfortunately accustomed to, coming from the background she had. It was something I fucking hated, but I couldn’t deny that truth. The way she had moved on and faced the overwhelming amount of things that had happened in the past few days was mind-boggling, motivating me to match that level of dedication.

      Which is why I had finally found a use for all this damn money. I’d been given a guarantee that Maya’s new kingdom would be ready within two months, and considering the contractors I hired were shifters, the best in the business, and had connections to the import and export industry, I trusted in their ability to get it done. I would make sure that Maya spent her first Christmas with us here in her new home with the people that already were gaining a steadfast loyalty to her.

      I may not have loved the idea of sharing Maya because I was a selfish bastard, but I couldn’t deny that she was already changing lives, already giving hope to those that had felt trapped for so long. It was clear as day that this is what Maya was meant to do, and I would do anything I could to help and encourage her.

      “So who am I riding?” Maya asked curiously. My lips twitched as she cast me a small teasing smile, amusement in her gaze. She absolutely knew what she was doing, and the groan that Henry let out had her eyes flashing with heat and victory.

      “Me, baby girl. I need you close to me if we’re going close to this bastard again,” I said, not liking that we only had a limited scope on what we were walking into. I had no doubt we could defeat him, but he had an element of surprise that I didn’t like in the least.

      “Okay,” she murmured in thought as we walked towards the cliffside on the right side of the pool. Atlas hit a button to open the safety railing, revealing the perfect place to jump off. While we could see the entire coastline, our house was somewhat hidden in the shadows, so shifting into a massive dragon wouldn’t be an issue. This particular spot had been created for just this—to have the ability to shift whenever we needed to.

      There was an excited edge to my flight tonight, everyone fired up that we were finally getting the chance to get rid of Malcolm. I didn’t think it would be difficult to do so, but it was fucking frustrating to go for months without killing the bastard that had caused your mate so much goddamn pain.

      Eager to get over there, I jogged towards the ledge and threw myself off, airborne and falling towards the water for a singular moment before heat flashed across my skin and I shifted. I heard Maya offer a pleased noise that emanated from her phoenix as I swung back around and came up to the edge.

      Much to the concern of her other mates, there was no hesitancy as she bounded forward and threw herself onto me. My dragon let out a sound of amusement at the way she tightened her grip on us and sat up confidently, no longer intimidated by the massive heights we would soar to or the way we seemed to almost float effortlessly through the air.

      Flight was becoming second nature to her, and I couldn’t wait for the lazy afternoons where we could fly the Mediterranean coastline for the simple pleasure of it. We were so damn close to having that.

      I flew away from the cliffside and soared towards our destination, the rest of my flight shifting and following behind. As Maya gripped me harder, burying her head against my neck and melting against me, my thoughts trailed to everything I wanted to change about our life now that we were so close to having peace.

      I wasn’t positive what I’d expected when we first met Maya or realized she was our mate, but it was clear now more than ever that I needed to step away from work even more. Of course I would retain holding interests in the company, but the idea of collecting human assets didn’t appeal to me as much as staying at home with Maya and helping her with our soon to be growing family.

      Not only our own children, but those that I could see Maya taking under her wing.

      I knew that despite creating an academy for them, Maya would never let the little ones from Ry’s compound feel alone. In fact, I expected them to be at our house most nights for dinner, and I was completely okay with that. Hell, I would be happy with them staying at our house full-time if that’s what she wanted.

      Like I’d told Maya, my relationship with my parents and experience with family was absolutely lacking, so if she wanted to bring more into our family, then that was what we would do—I loved the idea of having a house full of people at the holidays, filled with laughter and happiness. It was what our flight had been missing.

      Maya was what our flight had been missing.

      As we neared the series of caveside cliffs, I looped back around, keeping out of sight but scoping out the dark gaping hole that showed no light or signs of life…at first. The longer I stared, though, the more I began to see the faint trace of light further inside the cave, almost as if it were bouncing around a bend.

      No wonder we had so little info, even from Atlas’s sources, who were objectively the best—Malcolm had made sure they were truly fucking hidden.

      Upon realizing the same thing, the flight began to land at the entrance of the cave. I shifted with Maya in my arms, Az and Croy coming to stand next to us. I nodded at both of them, and as we walked silently into the large cave, a chill of apprehension came over me. I had figured we would face problems with Malcolm, but the silence was more disconcerting than a straightforward attack would’ve been.

      “Careful,” I said in a barely audible whisper, but I knew they all heard it.

      When we finally turned the corner, we came to a dead stop. We’d reached a dead end, but there was a fire in the center of the room. It highlighted two young, small frames laying on the ground, unconscious and bleeding, locked together with their hands behind their backs. Fuck. I looked around and up towards the ceiling, searching for threats but seeing nothing.

      Maya suppressed a pained gasp and walked forward to the boys, Croy and Az following her, keeping her within arm’s reach.

      “Something is wrong,” Atlas muttered. I nodded, not feeling Malcom’s presence here.

      “It’s possible he left.” Henry hesitated, looking confused. “Especially if he got word—”

      “No, he’s here,” I hissed, snapping around towards the entrance as a massive surge of power suddenly filled the space, black electric fire that smelled like both witch and shifter magic bouncing off the walls.

      I shifted without hesitation, keeping my flight behind me. Maya’s magic counteracted his, throwing up a gold barrier around the space as the man in question, the problem from the fucking beginning, appeared in front of us.

      “I knew you would fucking come.” Malcolm sneered as I let out a threatening growl at his mere presence, one that shook the entire cave. Stones and dust rained from the ceiling, causing Malcolm to pale.

      My dragon braced us defensively, ready for a battle. I almost felt bad for my animal side, not wanting to disappoint the bastard…but this would hardly be a fucking battle. In fact, I could kill this motherfucker with a swipe of my claw. I could scent the sickness and weakness that surrounded him like a toxic cloud.

      Honestly, the man looked like shit. His skin was a pale, chalky color, and his magic was jumping over his skin in uncontrollable electrical currents that seemed to cause him pain. He was a perfect fucking example of someone who had too much magic for their own damn good.

      Suddenly, Maya was standing next to me looking furious, not a single ounce of fear showing on her face. She didn’t even offer him a response, instead matching his question with her own. “What did you do to them? They won’t wake up.”

      Motherfucker. I nearly turned around, but I could hear the other men trying to wake the boys, and I didn’t want to turn my back to him. I couldn’t kill this bastard yet—not until he told us how to fix this. I wouldn’t let the guilt of these boys being hurt fall on my mate, and I knew she would blame herself. I fucking knew it.

      Malcolm offered her a sadistic smile. “I knew you were coming, so I poisoned them.”

      Maya went stock still as a furious noise came from her throat, a tremble of rage shaking her body. Before she could say anything, Az appeared out of thin air behind him and gripped his neck, silver energy wrapping around him as Malcolm wheezed in surprise.

      “Tell her how to fix it.” His voice was completely empty, and I was glad he was doing this because I wanted the kids to live, and the minute I had a clear shot I was incinerating this piece of shit. Maya had been given a massive responsibility in having to kill Ry, and now I planned on handling this for her. I wanted her to go to bed with the knowledge that she never had to look over her shoulder in concern, never again worry about him showing up and trying to take her.

      “You can’t—” Malcolm screamed as Az twisted his shoulder back, a loud pop resounding off the cave walls.

      “Now,” he growled, looking momentarily in pain as the electric currents seemed to singe his feathers—fuck, that had to hurt. “Or I’ll peel your skin inch by inch from your body until I extract every bit of information from you.”

      I wouldn’t lie, I was starting to like Az.

      Maya muttered under her breath in surprise, but she didn’t seem upset—sort of the opposite, actually. Malcolm shook and nearly went limp, his body wrecked with tremors from the overload of magic paired with how Az was containing him with his own magic. He was going to fucking overdose on power; I could see it happening right in front of us.

      I let out a dangerous warning roar as he jolted, any bravado fading as he began stumbling over his words, spitting them out furiously. “Your blood. Use your fucking blood, you dumb—”

      Az popped out of existence, disappearing from his side, and I immediately let out a stream of black fire that engulfed Malcolm. A blood-curdling scream filled the air, followed by a gurgle as I surged forward, using my talon to slice his head off in one sweep. Relief filled me as a victorious sound left my dragon.

      Malcolm was finally fucking dead.

      The power that had been within him sizzled out, and the cave around us shook as the magic sank into the rock, not attempting to find a home in any of us—a surefire sign that Malcolm had found a way to forcibly take it instead of it being transferred to him naturally. I would question how, but I didn’t particularly care at the moment. I was more worried about my flight and my mate—my family.

      I joined Maya in kneeling by the young boys, her open palm dripping blood onto their open wounds, the liquid instantly turning gold on their skin. I hated that she had to bleed for this, but she didn’t even seem fazed. I watched in near disbelief as the boys’ injuries began to seal up, their breathing relaxing. After another minute or so of careful attention, Maya sagged against me, offering me a look that was filled with relieved tears.

      “We need to get them back,” Maya whispered, not realizing that most of us were staring at her in awe. “The poison is gone, I can tell—but they’re in bad shape.”

      Of course, she was absolutely right.

      Immediately I was issuing orders on how to get them back, Maya fussing over the two boys as we stood and made our way to the entrance of the cave. The one Az was holding couldn’t be more than five. Fuck that was so screwed up.

      “They will live,” Az assured her, and I nodded in agreement. “They will be okay.”

      My gaze moved to his seared wings, my jaw clenching in concern.

      I had no doubt they would be okay…but would he?
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MAYA

        

      

    

    
      Despite the shifter doctor Marco called in insisting that the boys were fine, I found myself having a midnight vigil situated between their beds. The guilt was eating me alive—I felt like I was completely to blame for them being injured.

      They couldn’t have been more than five or six, yet they’d fallen victim to Malcolm because of me. While it wasn’t directly so, I couldn’t help but take the blame, and it didn’t surprise me that he had been willing to target someone so vulnerable. That was what he did.

      Not anymore, though.

      No, because of Az and ultimately Marco, Malcolm was dead.

      I couldn’t fully appreciate the sense of relief I felt at finally being free, at no longer having to look over my shoulder in fear of Malcolm being there. He was dead and never coming back. I knew it would hit me eventually, but right now, curled up in an armchair with a blanket, I found myself only able to focus on the boys to either side of me.

      Tears of frustration welled in my eyes, hoping that what my magic was telling me was right. That they were okay and just exhausted, using sleep as a method for their bodies to mend any damage that my magic hadn’t. While Malcolm had told me to use my blood, he hadn’t said how, so I’d been relying on pure instinct when I had dripped my blood into their wounds, praying to the Maker it would work. The relief I felt when they started to heal was absolutely unparalleled.

      I hadn’t even realized I was capable of something like that.

      “You need sleep, sugar,” Croy said, walking towards me and crouching down in front of my chair. Outside of Az, who had yet to visit, each of my mates had taken turns coming in and out of the room to check on me. I knew that they were trying to not crowd the room in case the boys woke up, and despite wanting them in here, I totally understood it. Having all of them in a room could be objectively overwhelming and would probably intimidate our two guests.

      “I will, I just need them to wake up,” I murmured, hoping he understood why I couldn’t sleep. Not right now. What if they needed me? I felt extremely protective over the two of them, and I didn’t even know their names.

      Croy’s face turned soft. “How about I sit and watch them? I have to work on a few things, and this will make sure I get caught up on work without falling asleep. If they move or wake up at all, I promise I’ll have someone come grab you. It’s making everyone nervous that you haven’t slept after using your magic like you did in the cave, let alone eat. Please, Sugar?”

      His eyes implored me to agree, and I found myself torn. The idea of resting or maybe just getting some fresh air did sound appealing, especially because I didn’t want to worry my mates. I hadn’t even had a chance to shower after the cave incident—I’d cleaned up and changed after what Anani and I had done earlier, but a long soak in a bathtub sounded absolutely wonderful. I didn’t think I would sleep, like I said, but maybe a little stretch and walk would help clear my mind.

      “You promise you'll come wake me up?” I asked, panic lodging in my throat at the idea of the boys waking up scared, confused, and alone.

      “I promise,” he assured me. I finally sighed and deflated, getting up and letting him take my place. I kissed him lightly, a rumble escaping his throat, then I looked over both boys before leaving through the door.

      I fought the urge to go to my mates, who were gathered in Marco’s office, talking in low tones. As much as I wanted to see them and as much as I knew I needed rest, something was bothering me, and I had a feeling it had to do with not having seen Az since coming back. He’d been oddly quiet when we left the cave and even more so once we arrived back at the estate, but I’d been so caught up in my concern for the boys I hadn’t realized it until now.

      Peeking in his room and not seeing him, I walked down the stairs and towards the back of the house. I wrapped my hand around my necklace and tried to sense where he was, finding myself turning down a side path of the house that led down to where we had taken off to leave for the caves. The safety rail was still retracted, and sitting on the rocky edge was Az, his shadowed form covered by his massive wings that were extended to each side.

      Something was for sure was off. I didn’t know what, but I could feel it.

      “Az?” I called out, my voice carrying on the warm ocean wind.

      He stiffened, only increasing my concern. What the heck was going on? Deciding to be bold, I walked near him and stood slightly to the side, trying to see his expression, which was shrouded in darkness.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, mon lapin,” he managed to get out, his voice strained. “Just tired.”

      I believed that, but that wasn’t what the issue was right now.

      I took a deep breath, catching the scent of seared feathers and blood. I made a panicked noise and approached him, sliding onto his lap. He grunted, leaning back so I wasn’t hanging over the edge. Now that I was close, I could see that his face was extremely pale and filled with an excruciating amount of pain. His wings were damaged in the front, the scent of blood coming from where the limb met the skin.

      “How did this happen?” I demanded. When did this happen? In the cave? After? Was there a threat I wasn’t seeing? My breathing went rough as I considered all the possibilities.

      “His magic was uncontrollable and lashed out while I was holding him,” Az explained, his gaze moving over my expression.

      Oh Maker, he’d been in pain that long?

      “Let me fix it,” I begged softly. “Please?”

      “I’ll be fine, I just need to heal—”

      “Let me heal you,” I said, cupping his jaw. “I can’t sit here, knowing you’re in pain, and not fix it. I know you would do the same for me—you have done the same for me.”

      His eyes flashed with a shaded light. “Of course I would.”

      “Then let me help,” I whispered. “I can use my blood again. Please let me fix this, Az. You have been out here for hours in pain, and I had no idea. I can’t ignore that.”

      “Your attention was exactly where it should’ve been,” he argued, his gaze darting behind us. “The boys, are they okay?”

      “They haven’t woken up. Croy is taking a turn to watch them, and I hadn’t seen you so I came to find you.” I ducked my head, wondering if that sounded stupid.

      “I’ll always be happy to see you,” he admitted, brushing his fingers at the blush that invaded my cheeks. “But you’re not obligated to heal me. Phoenix blood is precious, and I don’t want you wasting it.”

      “It wouldn’t be a waste,” I argued vehemently. “I want—no, I need—to make sure you’re okay.”

      After a moment of examining my face, he nodded slowly with a long exhale. “Okay, but we shouldn’t do this here. We need to be somewhere safer. I have no idea how my magic is going to interact so directly with your blood. It could end up being a bit…nuclear.”

      “The cliffs that follow the shoreline are mostly empty,” Atlas said. I snapped my head to find him slowly approaching out of the shadows. “Croy said you were getting sleep, but when I couldn’t find you, I figured you were out here.”

      “Did you guys know he was hurt?” Why the hell hadn’t anyone told me?

      “We suspected, but he’s stubborn as fuck and wouldn’t come inside or let anyone look at him,” Atlas said in a matter-of-fact tone, shooting Az a narrowed look.

      My angel rumbled defensively. “I’m right here.”

      I looked back at Az, not understanding why he was being so freaking stubborn—did he like being in pain? I literally had the ability to heal him.

      “I’ll tell the others you went on a short flight, but I’m entrusting you to bring her back, Az—we understand what’s going on, and now that the larger threat is gone, I don’t feel as worried about her leaving the property, but…”

      “I would give my life for Maya,” Az stated simply.

      “You’ve already given your life for me,” I pointed out.

      “Right,” Atlas grunted, his eyes filled with trust. “I would highly suggest you get that healed, then. Please be careful, both of you.”

      I nodded, and without a word, Az had us up and airborne as I clung onto him like a koala. I let out a pleasantly surprised noise at the way he cut through the air so flawlessly, and when he finally came to rest on an upper cliff edge, I realized we could still see the house in the distance. I had no idea how he had managed to fly with his wings damaged, but if anything, he seemed in more pain when he wasn’t using them. His wince while landing made me extremely nervous.

      He’d picked a perfect place, though, isolated but still in safe range of the land. Above us was the actual top of the cliff, our ledge jetting out from the side more than large enough to fit all of my men if needed.

      When he set me down, I immediately got to work, looking for something to cut my hand with when Az caught my wrist up against him and brought his lips to my pulse. I shuddered as he broke the skin easily with his teeth, the sharp sting of his canines causing me to nearly tremble in pleasure.

      I was so distracted by his actions that I hadn’t even realized he’d done it to release a fresh stream of blood. My brain was clearly turning a bit hazy at the connection between us.

      “Where?” I breathed out. He extended his wings out fully, the moon hitting them and showing me the several massive sears in his feathers.

      I didn’t hesitate to bring my wrist over it and sprinkle blood onto the damaged surface, the crimson coating turning gold as it touched his skin. At first I worried it was hurting him with the way he hissed, but then I realized it was something else, his body vibrating with a dangerous tension that told me that my blood was not only healing him but releasing a part of him I’d yet to fully experience. I didn’t fully understand it, but I wanted to, especially with the way his hands were gripping my body as if worried I would try to get away from him.

      “Fuck, thank you,” he groaned while continuing to extend his wings out, the previously damaged places looking good as new. Thank the Maker. I leaned forward to brush the soft, repaired feathers, and it landed me flat on my back as he watched me with that predatorial intensity. The one that told me I was out of my element with this man, with this immortal, angelic creature—one that had been alive for eons but was somehow mine.

      “Azrael?”

      He groaned as his name left my lips, pressing his body against mine. I rocked my hips, letting out a small hiss at the way his hard cock pressed right against where I was the most needy.

      “If you keep saying my name like that, I’m going to have you bent over and screaming it out,” he growled softly, his breath against my neck causing me to tremble.

      I didn’t find his words to be a threat, rather a promise as I felt something dangerous light up within me, like a spark igniting a burning flame of need on the edge of a grassy plane, the potential for it to explode into a raging wildfire right at the tips of my fingers.

      I just needed to know that he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      “I wouldn’t mind that,” I breathed out in excitement before pulling back to look at where my wrist was pressed between us, the wound slowly healing but leaving a bite mark. “But…I want to bite you first. You bit me, and you marked me with your feather. I want to feel like you’re mine as much as I’m yours.”

      “That’s not even in question,” he said, looking distressed that I could think differently. He rolled us so that I was on top, smoothing his hands over my butt. I rocked against him, loving his touch and the way he stared up at me with that possessive, awe-filled expression.

      “Where do you want me to bite you?” I asked softly, my fingers running over his chest and neck, my body starting to turn into a tremendous storm of need, building in intensity second by second.

      “On my neck. I want everyone to see it—fuck.”

      My phoenix pushed forward, and I buried my teeth in his neck. Instantly I felt his cock jerk underneath me as I ground against him, the taste of his blood sweet on my tongue as a low groan left his throat. I let out a hum of pleasure as our bond solidified into a hard gold line, one that could never be cut or damaged. We were mates, and whether the fates had planned it or not didn’t matter.

      Azrael was mine, and I was his.

      Then something hit me like a freight train, causing all my senses to go haywire. I pulled back, inhaling sharply and gripping his chest as a burning heat broke out in my abdomen. Everything turned black for a moment as I struggled to breathe—

      Before that wildfire exploded throughout my entire body.

      Molten lava flooded each limb, and my center clenched as I suddenly felt pain associated with a level of hunger and need I hadn’t known was possible. I closed my eyes, trying to breathe through it, my body becoming hyper-aware as my nipples tightened painfully and my skin broke out into a flush. I could hear Az talking to me, but I couldn’t focus on his words.

      Instead, I felt myself digging my nails into his skin as I shifted against him, letting out a whimper at how hard he was underneath me and how his pants were blocking him from being inside of me. I knew without a doubt that it would fix this burning sense of need running through me.

      “Fuck, Maya, we can’t, not here—”

      “Can’t what?” My voice was raspy and came out in a tone I’d never heard before as I slid my hands up into his hair and melded my lips to his. He let out a snarl and rolled us, pinning me back to the ground. I watched him through hooded eyes as he finally pulled back.

      “Please?” I whispered, not fully understanding what was going on with me. “I feel like I’m on fire. I need you.” I needed all my mates, but right now I needed him, and with the way he was looking at me, I knew he felt the draw. I knew he needed me too.

      “Fuck, I don’t think I could say no if I wanted,” he hissed under his breath, his eyes flashing with knowledge. “I didn’t realize it would be like this; I feel like I’m in a goddamn frenzy for you. Dammit, I know I won’t be able to go slow or take my time. Shit.”

      The last part was directed at me tightening my legs around him and rocking my hips against his cock as he let out a low hiss. I didn’t completely understand what he was talking about, but I think I was successfully distracting him because suddenly my shirt was ripped down the center, the soft material nothing compared to his rough hands. I was glad he’d already been shirtless, but my greedy hands were already moving to his belt. Az caught them and pulled them above my head.

      “Patience,” he commanded as I whimpered in frustration. “If we’re going to do this, you’re going to be patient.”

      A pout slipped onto my lips, suddenly eclipsed by a moan as he worked his way down my body with open-mouthed kisses, tugging aside my silk bra to tease my nipple, torturing it with his attention. My hips jerked against his as he ground down on me, his tongue dancing across my skin as he continued to make his way down my body.

      When he finally began pulling down my leggings, I moaned in relief, leaving me in only a pair of panties and my bra. Then my panties were being torn on the side, snapped and tossed aside so I lay bare in front of him. I maybe should’ve felt nervous about what he thought, but instead I felt flushed and overwhelmed, craving to touch him, craving to feel him on top of and inside of me.

      “I want you naked also,” I begged. He let out a deep primal rumble as he met my gaze and tugged off my bra, sliding the straps down my shoulders before snapping the soft bralette material in the center.

      “You will have all of me very soon, mon lapin, but not yet. I’ve been dying to taste you since I first laid eyes on you, dying to bury my mouth between your legs. Open them up and let me see all of you.”

      I didn’t hesitate, doing exactly that. A feral noise left his lips, his large hands capturing each thigh as he brought his face down, his chest rumbling like an animal scenting its mate—which was exactly what we were.

      “Maker, you’re so fucking beautiful.”

      “Az!” I cried out as his mouth met my center with a dangerous, intense flick of his tongue before he dove in, devouring me. I whimpered as he slid two thick fingers inside of me, curling them until I exploded on his hand almost immediately, knocking the wind from my chest and causing me to tremble with the force of the orgasm that hit me. I gasped out his name as he groaned and continued to lick up my release.

      It should’ve helped the burning need inside of me, but instead I felt myself grow more slick as he sat back and looked over me with rough, uneven breath. I squirmed, needing more, needing all of him. I felt like I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe without him inside of me.

      “Fuck, Maya, I need to get you back to the house,” he whispered in a hard breath.

      “I need you inside of me,” I whispered, gripping onto his shoulders and digging my nails in. “Please, Az? I can’t explain it, but I need you so bad.”

      “Then you’ll have me,” he growled, his control snapping. I inhaled sharply as he undid his pants, realizing that his thick, long cock had a piercing on the end of it. I squirmed as he used a hand to hold me down and gripped his length with the other, sliding the head against my clit, the piercing a cold relief against my heated center. Holy hell that felt amazing.

      And that was before he started to slide into me.

      “You’re huge!” I hissed as he groaned and pushed into me completely, causing me to gasp out, feeling breathless at the intrusion.

      “I’m sorry,” he groaned, and at first I didn’t realize what he meant.

      Then he began to pull back and pound into me, roughing me up against the rocky ground. I only spread my legs further for him, loving the way he was taking me. It was uncontrollable, wild, like he couldn’t wait another minute. With every stroke, he both sent vibrations of pleasure through me and stoked that burning inferno, causing my skin to break into a damp sweat as I arched my back, letting out a cry as a small orgasm rolled through me, only making it easier for him to push further into me.

      “I need to get deeper,” he demanded roughly, nipping my bottom lip. I was suddenly pressed up against the cliff wall, and I slid down completely on his length, my nails drawing blood on his shoulders as I let out a scream of pleasure, tightening around him.

      “You’re so deep,” I gasped as he began to drill into me, his hand behind my head to cradle it as my body pressed against the rock, the force of his movement causing small stones to tumble around us. It didn’t stop him, though, and when he seared his lips against mine, I groaned into his mouth, loving the way he was filling me so completely.

      “I’m going to come.” He cursed against my lips. “Holy shit, Maya, I’m going to come inside of you and fill up this pussy with so much of my fucking seed.”

      “I want to feel you inside of me,” I encouraged him, tightening my legs around him. I gasped as we were suddenly airborne, still against the wall as pieces of the cliff underneath us crumbled from the force of our movement and fell towards the ocean. It didn’t deter him, Az continuing to make feral noises while pummeling into me, using his wings to keep us up in the air. The sense of danger only intensified the experience.

      When he finally slammed in deep, I cried out his name, the sound echoing across the cliffs and ocean as he roared out my own against my neck.

      I felt him spill inside of me, his release momentarily relieving the intense burning in my belly, euphoria saturating every part of me. I tried to catch my breath, burying my nose against him, my body sagging against his. He groaned, breathing roughly as he pulled back and pushed up with his wings so that we landed on the top of the cliff’s surface. He gently set me down, and when he slowly slid out of me, looking down at me from where he had me pinned, I offered him a small whimper of pleasure at how he was covered in both of us. I was disappointed when he fixed his pants and covered himself up.

      “My clothes are gone,” I whispered in realization.

      He chuckled softly, cupping my jaw and leaning down to brush our lips together. “We just destroyed a cliffside, and you’re worried about being naked?”

      “Not worried, just wish you were also,” I teased.

      “Back at the house, I’d be happy to.” His eyes darkened. “I know everything is about to get very intense, mon lapin, and I just need you to know and to understand that despite the fact we’ve only had a short amount of time together, you absolutely consume me. My every thought. My every breath. Every second of my damn day. I’m falling in love with you, and I hope like hell you’re falling with me because I could’ve never hoped for a mate like you.”

      “I am,” I admitted, tears of joy welling in my eyes. “I am, Azrael.” I knew I shouldn’t have said his name, but with the way he rumbled and kissed me hard, I didn’t regret it.

      “Good,” he breathed out. “Then let’s get you back to your other mates. You’re going to need them.”

      “Why?” I asked, feeling like everything around me was fuzzy. I didn’t disagree with him, but the way he was saying it held a tinge of concern, awe, and excitement. My abdomen was starting to burn again, and I could feel myself growing slick despite having just come.

      What was going on with me?

      His eyes darkened as he pressed a kiss to my forehead.

      “Your mating heat has started.”
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      I woke up scorching, pure need blazing within me and my magic ignited.

      Thinking of anything outside of the physical desire that coursed through me was impossible, and my rapid pulse surged through my entire body until I was trembling. My skin was tight and hot, my nipples pebbled and aching to be touched, and my center was drenched, the slick heat between my thighs only growing with each second.

      I let out a frustrated sound, finally forcing myself to wake from the frustrated yet deeply unconscious state I’d fallen into following my time with Az. My pussy tightened in remembrance of him inside of me, so incredibly deep, and I inhaled sharply, feeling a wave of panic on why I was alone now. I didn’t know much about what was going on, but I did know I was going through mating heat…so where were my mates?

      “Relax, sweetheart.” Henry’s voice instantly soothed me, though I whimpered at the feel of his hand sliding up my waist as the weight of his frame made the bed dip. I shifted slightly, my limbs feeling heavy and tingly as I finally opened my eyes.

      Immediately I was consumed by the stormy shadows of his gray eyes, the room around us bathed in a candlelight that cast shadows around us, making me feel like we were completely alone. My hands darted forward to run up his neck, my nails lightly brushing against his skin as a deep rumble broke from his throat. I couldn’t even find it in me to speak; I simply tried to lean up to kiss him, only for Henry to meet me in a hard, demanding kiss that had me sighing in relief. My body was still filled with frustration, so I opened my legs for him, wanting him to press me down into the bed—for him to dominate me.

      “Fuck,” Henry rumbled. “This is overwhelming.”

      “What?” My voice was raspy, a slight hint of a whine in it as my phoenix beat restlessly inside of me, trying to meet his dragon. I let out a moan as his fingers brushed over the light shirt I was wearing, Henry’s gaze lingering on my body, which was laid out beneath him.

      “Your mating heat has triggered it in all of us, sweetheart,” he growled softly. “I’m trying to not fucking maul you.”

      “I need your touch,” I admitted breathlessly. “If there was any time to not have control, Henry, it’s right now. I feel like I’m burning alive. It’s painful.”

      His eyes flashed dark. “You’re in pain?”

      “Yes.”

      Henry’s chest released a rattling noise as he dipped his nose down to run up my neck, a pained groan leaving him as I arched my hips up to press against his hard cock. I was praying he wasn’t wearing much because if he didn’t do something, I was going to be the one mauling him.

      “Henry—” I let out a surprised moan as he rolled us sharply so I was straddling him as he sat up, locking his hands around my thighs and butt, pulling me against his hard length.

      “I can’t live knowing you’re in pain,” he said as my hands slid over his shoulders and I rolled my hips against him, causing him to let out a low groan. I whimpered, loving how good it felt to get some level of friction, though nothing would be able to replace him being inside of me. His voice was gravely and rough, as he said, “That’s it, Maya. Use me to get off, sweetheart.”

      I was totally doing that, and the way he was nibbling my neck and gripping my butt, I couldn’t help but move a bit faster, needing something to fix or help this unyielding urge.

      “Fuck, that’s right. Take the edge off before I slide into this tight pussy.”

      His dirty words had a small orgasm rolling through me. I gasped out in relief, the momentary wave of pleasure relieving me. My eyes shut, and a hum came from my throat. “I needed that so bad,” I whispered.

      “I’m not done with you,” Henry growled softly, causing my skin to break out in chills and my toes to curl as he easily pulled my shirt off, tossing it away. I wasn’t surprised to find I wasn’t wearing panties, completely bare to him as his eyes ran over every inch of me.

      “Yeah?” I teased as my center tightened, already heating up as I grew more slick in preparation for him.

      “Yeah, sweetheart, because now I’m the one in pain.” He nipped my lip, and I moaned as blood passed between us. “You going to take care of that for me?”

      “Yes, Henry,” I breathed out. He growled, sitting back as I slid off his lap so he could discard his sweats and reveal his massive cock. My tongue swiped against my lip as I saw a drop of precum leaking from the tip.

      Henry caught my chin and ran a thumb over my injured lip. “There is only one place my cum is going, Maya, and it’s not in your pretty mouth.”

      “Where then?” I asked, my pulse beating loudly from both excitement and anticipation as he tugged me forward so I was sitting on top of him again, his cock pressed between us, right within reach if I positioned myself over him.

      “Inside this tight pussy,” he snarled, his hand sliding between my legs and pushing two fingers inside of me. “You’re so slick. You’re usually wet and ready for me, but this is different. Fuck, you’re going to feel amazing.”

      I was back to burning alive, my breathing completely uneven as I raised my hips, Henry running the tip of his cock against my entrance. When I tried to slide down on him, eager and solely focused on connecting to him like that, he stilled my hips.

      “Please don’t tease me,” I begged, panicked that he would stop.

      “He’s not teasing you, sugar. He’s waiting for me to join.”

      Croy’s voice had a wave of pure need brushing over me. I gasped as his hand slid around my throat from behind, his hard cock pressing right against my butt. I’d been so completely focused on Henry that I hadn’t even heard him approach.

      “You smell so fucking sweet,” he murmured against the back of my neck, “I couldn’t hold myself back. She needs to be fucked.” The last part was aimed at Henry, who let out a sound of agreement, nearly feral—

      “Shit!” I inhaled sharply as Henry suddenly slammed me down on his cock and Croy’s deep accent ran over my ears.

      “That’s it, sugar,” he snarled. “Look at how good you are at taking cock.”

      Holy hell.

      “I won’t be able to take this slow. Move, sweetheart,” Henry commanded. I began to bounce on his cock, my ears ringing with the sound of their voices, our heartbeats, and our magic running over me. I clearly was going too slow, though, because in a snap Croy was stopping my hips and holding me there as Henry absolutely lost it.

      “Henry!” I cried out as he began to fuck up into me as I gripped Croy’s large forearms, feeling his cock leak precum against my ass from behind. His lips were on his mating mark, and I felt a wave of pure pleasure hit me right in my abdomen as Henry began to hit a spot of white-hot pressure inside of me. I moaned as Croy began to use one of his hands to rub my clit—

      And that was all it took for me to absolutely explode.

      I let out a moan as Croy let go of my hips and I dropped down onto Henry, the sound rattling from his chest feral as his cock pulsed, causing me to tighten around him further, his gaze holding mine intently as he spilled inside of me. Of course he had done it before, but something about this was so different, so purposeful—and I loved it.

      Except unlike with Azrael, my orgasm wasn’t able to eclipse my need, instead almost feeding into it. Croy chuckled against my neck at the way my body broke out into shivers, acutely aware of the man pressed up against me.

      “Croy,” I moaned as I leaned forward, my body spread out over Henry who was laying on his back, his breathing rough. Croy let out a deep groan as his cock slid against my slit, wet from a combination of my wet heat and Henry’s cum.

      It didn’t stop Croy from pressing against my entrance.

      “You sure?” he asked roughly, pausing momentarily. “I don’t want you to be sore.”

      “She’s sure.” Henry’s lips teased down my throat before laying hot kisses down my chest.  “She needs as much cum as possible. It’s the only thing that’s going to fix this need pushing through her.”

      “Please,” I whispered. Croy groaned and punched forward, causing me to cry out his name as Henry bit down on the swell of my breast.

      The wet, erotic slap of Croy pushing in and out of me had a heated flush rolling over my skin, my whimpers causing Croy to snarl as he picked up the pace. I pushed my butt back and he groaned, his hand coming across it in a hard slap that had me tightening around his length. When his hand came up to slide into my hair and tighten there, my eyes nearly rolled at how good it felt to have both of them on me, both of them touching me and tasting me, Henry’s mouth busy pleasuring me in a dangerously teasing way compared to how I was being pounded into from behind.

      I jolted forward, moaning out as he hit particularly deep. I heard a rip and looked down to see that my fingers had shifted, my nails growing longer, like talons. Henry groaned as if it was the sexiest thing in the world, bringing a hand to his chest to trap mine so that the tips of my talons scraped against his skin, drawing blood.

      “This pussy is so damn good. Look at you, taking all of me,” Croy growled against my ear. “I don’t want to come until I’m as deep as fucking possible, so let me in. Let me get to every damn bit of you. I want to make sure you get every drop of me. Do you want that, sugar? Do you want my cum?”

      “Yes!” I screamed out as I was suddenly submerged in a crashing wave of pleasure, a climax slamming into me and causing me to cry out their names, the sound echoing around us. Croy cursed behind me, squeezing my hips in a tight, bruising grip before he finally buried himself inside me, his teeth slicing into the back of my neck on his mating mark. A secondary climax pulsed through me as everything went spotty, causing my legs to feel weak and my body to tremble.

      I let out a groan of contentment as Croy pulled out of me, and I collapsed forward against Henry.

      Holy hell, these men were going to kill me.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sensation of someone’s mouth sliding against my wet heat before teasing my clit, sucking on it and causing my body to jerk as a moan filtered from my mouth. I must have fallen asleep after that bath with Henry and Croy, because I had no idea what was going on, no idea whose mouth was on me…but they were more than welcome to continue.

      “You taste so good, angel,” Atlas rumbled. I inhaled sharply, loving the way his deep voice vibrated the air around him. Before I could respond, he sucked hard on my clit and a small orgasm rolled over me, causing me to shudder as I let out a moan of his name. It was then I realized that I was on my stomach, laid out across the bed completely naked.

      “Don’t worry, baby girl,” Marco said near my ear, his lips brushing against them as if standing to the side of the bed. “We’re going to take care of you—won’t we, Atlas?”

      “Of course,” Atlas groaned, kissing up my back lightly. “Don’t open your eyes. Trust us to take care of you, to make you feel amazing, angel.”

      Considering how dark the room was, I wouldn’t complain at all. Atlas teased the delicate skin along my spine, causing me to shudder as desire swelled up through my entire body. I whimpered as Marco’s throat produced a deep rumble, his hand gripping my chin. “Good girl. You deserve to be rewarded for being such a good listener.”

      “Please,” I breathed out. I felt like I was saying that a lot, but my normal patience, which was small to begin with, was completely absent. The heat in my center grew as Atlas sat back, and I tried to move back to meet his touch, but he gripped my hips in a commanding way.

      “We aren’t rushing this, baby girl,” Marco insisted, releasing my chin. “Let us take care of you. Spread those pretty thighs for him.”

      I did immediately, and I was rewarded when I felt Atlas kneel on the bed between my legs, his hard cock sliding against my wet center, a moan of anticipation leaving my lips. When he slowly began to work himself into me, his grunt of pleasure caused something animalistic to simmer beneath the surface, calling for me to push back so he could rut into me fully.

      “Open your mouth and don’t move.” Marco’s voice was hard and demanding, and I did so automatically, keeping my eyes shut. The two of them had such a commanding dominance that I found myself wanting to listen to them, to reap the rewards of being a good girl for them.

      “Fuck.” Marco slid his cock, which was level with me because of the bed, across my lips. My tongue darted out to taste him, and I moaned as Atlas finally pushed all the way inside of me and I tightened around him, causing him to let out an animalistic groan.

      “Angel, you look perfect like this,” Atlas growled softly. “I’m going to try to go slow, but the idea of filling this cunt up with my cum is causing my control to weaken. I want to fill you up as much as possible— Fuck.”

      I tightened around him at his words, practically panting as Marco slid a hand into my hair and began to press his cock into my mouth.

      “I know you love hearing that, baby girl. You want to be stuffed with as much cum as possible, don’t you? You want to feel it dripping out of you for fucking days after. Let us do our job and give you all of us, fill that little pussy up and give you what you want—what we all want.”

      What I wanted was for Atlas to move faster. I moaned around Marco’s cock as he began to punch in and out of my mouth, a primal air to his movements. At the same time, Atlas groaned, starting to rut in and out of me. I arched my back so my butt was slightly up in the air, and he let out a savage sound as he began to drill into me, my eyes watering at the way Marco was completely dominating my throat.

      “You were made to fuck,” Marco snarled, almost angrily. “You’re so fucking perfect.”

      Atlas brought his body further down against me, his hands tightening on my waist as the pressure of him being over me caused a deep and darker part of me to rise, one that loved being trapped by him. By both of them.

      “She is so damn tight and hot—this is unreal,” Atlas groaned. “I’m going to come.”

      “Do it so I can also,” Marco rumbled. “I’m not wasting any of my cum unless it’s in her hot pussy—We have to give our girl what she wants, don’t we?”

      “And what do you want, Maya?” Atlas demanded knowingly.

      I moaned around Marco’s cock, and he chuckled darkly. “She wants to be filled with so much fucking cum that there is no chance she won’t get knocked up. No chance that she won’t carry proof of who was between her legs, whose seed she took into her body. She wants to be bred.”

      The word ‘bred’ set me off, and I detonated around Atlas. He cursed and covered my body before jerking inside of me, his hot cum filling me up. He pulled back slowly as Marco slid his cock out of my mouth, his hand coming under my chin to tilt it up. “Open your eyes.”

      I did, somehow finding his nearly black eyes through the blanket of darkness that cloaked the room, his gaze completely focused on me. “I want your eyes open as I fuck you. I want you to know who is coming inside of you.”

      I nodded, unable to speak as Atlas sat back and eased me up before pulling me back against his chest. I let out a moan as Marco suddenly tugged my hips forward, groaning as he looked over my swollen pink center that was messy from Atlas. He didn’t hesitate to push his cock against my pussy, the sight erotic with how large he was compared to me, and I whimpered as he slid in hard and fast.

      He hissed as Atlas smoothed my hair and teased my body, his fingers going to my clit as Marco held himself inside of me, the momentary pause to let me get used to his size only lasting for a second before a primal growl left him and his control snapped.

      “Marco!” I cried out.

      My back arched in pure pleasure as Marco began to absolutely destroy me, Atlas keeping me pinned against him while circling my clit and teasing my breasts, my entire body sensitive to their touches. Moans left my throat, and I clenched around Marco, feral sounds escaping him as he pummeled in and out of me until my legs were shaking. When his hands slid up to my abdomen with a possessive glint lit his eyes, I nearly climaxed on the spot.

      “Open up for me completely,” Marco demanded. “I want you to take all of us, Maya. I want you to take every single fucking inch—”

      I screamed out my release, tears welling in my eyes and my voice broke. I shuddered as Marco snarled and buried himself as deep as possible, the feel of him spurting inside of me causing my center to feel like it was glowing. I felt him overflow out of me, and when he pulled back and began to push the cum back inside of me, my eyes grew heavy with the pleasurable knowledge that my mating heat was far from over.
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        * * *

      

      “Just like that, firefly,” Anani hissed as I rolled my hips, taking his whole length inside of me. He was sitting against the headboard, his tattoos and piercings completely on display. I moaned as my thighs tightened, loving that the mixture of cum inside of me and how wet I was made it easy for him to slide in and out of my tight channel. I may have been a bit sore if not for that.

      Then again, my body didn’t seem to be operating on normal terms right now. The recovery process lasted less than a minute, which was both intoxicating and overwhelming.

      “Now I know why you need so many mates, peanut,” Ledger nipped my ear, his voice a low growl. “To keep up with this greedy little cunt.”

      Holy crap. I moaned at his words as his cock pulsed against my ass. It was already lubricated from my release, having cum on his cock only minutes ago. I had no idea how he was still freaking hard, but considering how turned on I was right now, I wouldn’t say no. Especially with how he was teasing my body.

      “I’ll always want both of you, mating heat or not,” I whispered breathlessly, loving being pressed between them.

      Ledger rumbled as Anani continued to guide my hips up and down in a slow, deep pace that had my teeth nearly chattering with need, loving how full I felt.

      “Do you want both of us right now? At the same time?” Anani demanded.

      “How?” I asked, absolutely loving the idea of taking both of them into my body, connecting to them in such a fundamental way.

      “Let me in this perfect ass,” Ledger snarled, his fingers pressing against my tight hole, causing my breath to catch.

      “Shit,” Anani groaned. “She just tightened so damn much—You like that idea?”

      “Yes.” I trembled as he stopped his movements and Ledger caught my jaw, tilting my head back, his eyes burning with a possessive heat.

      “Tell me I can take your ass, that I’ll be the first to slide into it,” Ledger snarled.

      “You will be,” I admitted instantly. “I want that.”

      “Hang tight then,” he snarled, and Anani began to move my hips again. I whimpered as Ledger suddenly pressed the head of his lubricated cock against my tight ass, the pressure there already causing my body to break out into a heated flush as my breathing went uneven. When he pressed forward, I let out a small cry of both pleasure and slight pain—

      Sai appeared out of thin air and silenced the sound with a heated kiss as Ledger pressed forward. He consumed each sound from my mouth, and when an orgasm toppled over me from the pure fullness that my body was able to handle, he let out a groan, clearly scenting my desire.

      Only hours ago, he had taken me up against the wall of the bedroom, having come in here because I’d woken up in so much pain and need—something he had been able to fix not once but three times in a row.

      My thoughts came to a halt as Ledger bottomed out inside of me. Holy crap.

      Mind-numbing pleasure rocketed through me as I trembled from the force of being filled by two large men and being dominated by another, my mouth completely possessed by Sai. Then they started moving. Time became non-existent as the two of them moved in tandem to destroy my body, peaks of pleasure hitting throughout me, my head spinning because of Sai’s kiss that demanded everything from me.

      I demanded more from him, though, undressing him as the twins pushed in and out of me, my moans filling the air. Sai let out a low groan as I finally gripped his length, his hard length already leaking precum as I tried to give him the same pleasure he’d given to me time and time again. I think I was more successful at teasing him than I realized because when I stopped being able to fully focus—the twins’ pace only becoming harder—Sai took matters into his own hands. His cock slid between my lips as he stood above me, immediately hitting the back of my throat as he began to move in tandem with them, the sensation of the four of us like the rocking of a boat. It was fucking euphoric, and before I knew it, my climax came upon me like a supernova, blasting me out into the cosmos.

      I screamed out around Sai as I came hard and my eyes nearly rolled back, completely surrendering to the moment. Suddenly, I was swallowing hot cum as both twins finished inside of me, my eyes snapping shut as I finally felt relief.

      True relief at having been filled by all of my mates.

      Relief at finally being connected as we were meant to be.
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      “Maya’s mating heat has broken.”

      Az’s words had my head snapping up as he strolled into the main lounge on the second floor, a space near all the bedrooms but relatively private. I briefly noticed that his hair was damp, most likely because he’d just taken a shower with her—lucky bastard—and he was dressed for the day. Something I had managed myself, although only barely, because the majority of my attention had been on wondering if I could go see Maya again.

      In the past four days we had been trying our best to not overwhelm our little mate, taking turns going in there and making sure she was as comfortable and as satisfied as possible. The woman was insatiable in this state, and I fucking loved it—although I did worry she would be exhausted when it ended, when the hunger for us melted back to a normal level and she remembered all the other essential parts of surviving outside of mating.

      Like food.

      Maya had all but refused to eat since the start of the mating heat, and while none of us had directly confronted her about it, it had caused a panic in the group. We’d managed to get her to drink water, but outside of that, nothing. Luckily, after some research, I learned that it was pretty normal for those basic needs to be suppressed because a phoenix’s magic was only focused on that singular goal of mating and nothing fucking else.

      And we sure as hell had mated her. I should’ve known something changed today, because in the past four days I had been not only constantly hard but unable to sleep, only able to focus on being as close to her as possible and wanting my cum inside of her. While I very much wanted that exact same thing right now, I could also think a bit more clear-headed, my focus more tailored to making sure Maya was okay following such an event.

      “How can you tell? Also, where is she?” I asked, taking a sip of my coffee and muting the news I had on in the background. Bella, who was sleeping on my lap, mewled in complaint as I shifted my weight but almost immediately went back to sleep, making me smile. The tiny feline had slowly started to accept me, no longer convinced that I was a predator she had to defend Maya from. Why a dragon didn’t bother her but a wolf would, I would never understand.

      Then again, she was carrying Atlas’s shadow dragon magic on her, a faint but noticeable signature of it, so maybe she considered herself part dragon.

      “She went to sleep in her nest instead of the bed after we took a shower,” he explained, his voice holding a soft affectionate note. “She was exhausted. I’m not sure how else I can explain it besides that, and that her magic feels different, more relaxed and subdued.”

      His answer was honest, and I nodded in understanding, motioning to one of the nearby chairs. A seat he took immediately, seeming slightly tired. I didn’t blame him—Maya had worn me out as well. I don’t think any of us had truly realized what the mating heat would be like, and I was just hoping she was happy, because that was all that mattered in the end—Maya’s happiness.

      There was also a not so small part of me that hoped this mating heat would result in something else, something other than our group and bonds growing closer. I was hoping that we’d knocked her sweet ass up. I didn’t try to analyze the urge too much or overthink it—instead, I just banked on her getting pregnant considering how much cum we had stuffed her full of.

      Fuck. My cock hardened as I tried to direct my brain elsewhere. That was the last thing Maya needed right now, especially if her mating heat was over.

      My smile grew as I considered the real possibility of her being pregnant. I would’ve never thought a family was in the cards for me. Then again, I would’ve never thought Maya was in the cards for me. Everything about this felt absolutely right, and I wanted nothing more than for Maya to wake up from a long rest and realize that everything was about to start. There no longer was anything hanging over our head—just a vast future ahead of us.

      A sudden noise at the archway into the room drew my attention as Atlas joined us.

      “How are the boys?”

      When Maya’s mating heat had hit so suddenly, we had the boys transferred to the guest house where they could have their own level of privacy as well as around-the-clock medical care. They had woken only eight hours after arriving, and in between being with Maya, we had all taken turns visiting them and hanging out with them.

      The nameless boys were as young as we had assumed, and they were scared. While I knew we were doing the best we could to comfort them, even having brought out several of the older men and women from the mountain village to try to talk to them, we weren’t the most nurturing and comforting individuals to be around. So far, no one had really gotten them to talk at all, and I had a suspicion that Maya would be more successful at it than any of us.

      “Good. They came on a walk with me in the back yard,” Atlas said. My brows raised in surprise since they hadn’t left the building until this morning. “Now they’re hanging out with the twins and Sai, eating some breakfast.”

      “Where’s Marco?” Az asked.

      I chuckled. “Henry and him are still sleeping.”

      Atlas made a concerned noise. “Are they sick or some shit?”

      “Nah, Maya wore them out.” I chuckled again, finding it funny that such a small slip of a woman could bring eight powerful men to their knees. It was amazing.

      “Ah.” Atlas smirked. “Where is she? Is she okay? Who’s with her?” I could practically see the worry emanating off of him, and I knew that he was far from the only one feeling on edge when it came to her well-being.

      “Sleeping. We think her mating heat has ended,” I explained.

      Atlas breathed out in surprise before nodding slowly. “Well that makes our plans going forward a bit easier. There was a potential we would’ve had to separate.”

      “Why?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

      “The younger flight from back in Seattle wants to join us,” Atlas explained. “I received correspondence from Alpha Creed this morning, so we have to pick them up and bring them here. They offered to fly them commercially, but I would rather not risk it.”

      Because if there were people who were unhappy with them in the Dreki realm, they would be in danger for a sizable period of time. It was probably better to be somewhere with as much support as possible.

      “Maya will be happy about that; I know she was worried,” I said, not loving that we would have to leave, but I also knew it’d give her an opportunity to grab anything from home that was needed. Plus, there was no way any of us could comfortably separate right now. The idea of leaving Maya’s side was beyond painful.

      “There is so much I need to be caught up on, I feel like,” Az finally said, looking a tad distressed. It was then that I realized he probably had no idea who we were talking about.

      “I’ve got time.” Atlas offered him a smile, carried some coffee over from the breakfast bar, and sat down to explain everything to him.

      I excused myself and made my way towards Maya’s bedroom, finding the housekeeper about to knock. She stood hesitantly and rather awkwardly at the door, as if unsure.

      “She’s sleeping,” I explained, relief filling the older woman’s face. “But I can see if she wants to be moved.”

      She nodded in understanding as I moved past her and slipped into the room, gently closing the door behind me. Almost instantly, my cock hardened, the scent of sex and Maya filling the space. I felt the sudden and possessive urge to have the entire space freshened and cleaned, not wanting anyone, let alone males, to have access to this level of perfection.

      A growl caught in my throat and my eyes darted to the far side of the room, the noise causing Maya to shift in her nest of blankets. When she blinked open her eyes, relief filled my chest that she was okay. Of course I hadn’t had reason to doubt it, but after she died and shit, I was a bit fucked up over the idea of losing her.

      “Croy.” She sighed happily, her eyes warm and filled with a soft affection. Her magic, which had been ravenous before, was glowing softly, and her cheeks were flushed as she pushed her damp hair out of her face, not sitting up but turning to look up at me.

      “Hey, sugar.” I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, crouching down next to her nest. “I know you’re sleeping, but the housekeeper wants to get in here to freshen the space up. Are you okay with that?”

      Looking around, she blushed and nodded. “Can we…can we just not have her touch my nest?”

      “Absolutely,” I confirmed, gently picking her up and walking towards the door. The housekeeper offered Maya a polite smile as I gave her instructions to not touch the nest. Then, instead of carrying her back towards the main lounge, I carried her towards my bedroom, letting out a groan of relief as we fell into the bed together.

      Maya stretched and hummed sleepily. “It’s done, I think—my mating heat. I feel different. Good, but very tired and hungry.”

      “I bet,” I rumbled, unable to hide my concern. “Do you want to eat now? Or get a bit more sleep? As much as I want you to eat, sleep may be better right now because later we have to travel to Seattle to pick up the younger flight. With that being said, if you aren’t feeling—”

      “Wait! Are they okay?” she asked wide-eyed before cursing. “Are the two little ones okay? Crap. I literally haven’t been thinking straight and I feel so bad that I haven’t asked!”

      “It’s fine.” I tilted her chin gently, hoping to soothe the panicked look on her face. “They are totally fine, I promise.”

      She let out a relieved exhale and nodded. “So where are they?”

      “Guest house. They’re having breakfast with the twins and Sai right now,” I explained. She relaxed into me, seemingly content with that response.

      “I’m going to order some food; how about you get some sleep? Then when you wake up, you can go meet them.”

      After a moment of consideration, she said, “Deal.” Then she cozied up to me  and closed her eyes. I stroked her hair, looking out at the early morning sun that was bathing the sky in a stunning orange and pink glow before I grabbed the bedside phone and called down to the kitchen.

      My grip on Maya tightened as the phone rang, loving how soft and warm she felt curled up in my arms. I buried my nose in her hair, enjoying the moment of quiet, knowing that the rest of today would be crazy. After all, Maya had an entire kingdom under construction right outside her door.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow.” Maya sighed happily, looking around her bedroom with a relaxed, bright smile. “This is beautiful. I need to tell her what an amazing job she did. Or maybe I’ll make her cupcakes or something.”

      My heart squeezed at Maya wanting to make baked goods for our housekeeper. It was the sweetest, most Maya thing I had ever heard.

      After nearly a four-hour nap, my sugar had woken up refreshed and energized. In response, the entire house seemed to be coming alive. Housing staff were moving about more openly, and there was music playing somewhere in the back yard. The smell of food being prepared filled the house, and all the windows were open, allowing the ocean breeze to circulate through the space.

      The room did look spectacular, for the record. The curtains had been replaced with a fresh white linen material instead of the darkening ones, and every surface glinted as if freshly polished.

      While the others were getting ready to head to Seattle, I had the pleasure of making sure that Maya not only ate—she had, although not nearly enough—but also got comfortable for the day. Considering the sun dress she was wearing and the glow surrounding her, I would say mission accomplished.

      “When we get back, you can fill it with all your art supplies,” I said. “Maybe make that corner for painting.” It had the perfect view of the ocean, and she stared at it for a moment before nodding eagerly, seeming to love the idea. I had a feeling that it was because it was near her nest as well—a spot that had undergone the biggest change.

      It had fresh blankets and cushions, combined with our sweatshirts and other items she had collected. It looked like a place she would love to sleep in, the actual bed now looking completely untouched. The white sheets were perfectly folded, making it almost impossible to imagine what had happened there these past four days.

      “Okay, now I’m already eager to get back.” She bounced on her toes. “I think I’m good to go. Atlas has Bella, right?”

      I nodded because the kitten had taken a permanent spot on his massive shoulder, and except for randomly sleeping on some of the others, including myself, it was clear they had a bond.

      “Yes, and the boys”—I tilted my head, hearing one of them speaking—“are waiting out in the back.”

      “Let’s go meet them,” Maya suggested with curiosity and a bit of concern. I knew she wanted to see them herself, and I was glad they had a few days to heal because their injuries had been far rougher than they appeared now. In fact, they looked far different overall since our personal shopper had purchased them everything they could possibly have needed. Not only them, either—all of the children under Maya’s new rule had been given the same.

      We would’ve done the same for the adults, but it was clear they wouldn’t have accepted it, mostly due to pride, so we had given all of them a ‘relocation stipend’ since we were the reason they were moving. It had actually been Az’s idea, and I think it had been the perfect way to soften the experience and ensure they had everything they needed.

      When we reached the back yard, I rubbed a hand on Maya’s back as she came to a full stop, examining the situation in front of us. Ledger and Anani were talking to the two little ones, both of them watching them with large serious gazes. The dark haired one replied to one of the twins, his brow furrowing, as the shorter one with red hair looked over at us.

      “This is Maya,” Anani said, gesturing to where we were standing. “She’s the lady you asked about.”

      Maya stepped forward nervously. “You asked about me?”

      “They said they could hear you and feel that you were watching over them in their heads,” Ledger explained. I followed Maya, as she crouched down so she was looking at them on their level. I had a feeling that when Maya healed them, she had connected to them through magic. I didn’t completely understand the dynamics of it, but I was almost positive that was the case.

      “I’m so glad both of you are okay,” she said softly, emotion coating her words. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up.”

      “It’s okay,” the dark-haired boy said with a smile that I hadn’t seen on his face yet. “You were injured like us?”

      Maya’s cheeks flushed, offering an awkward smile. “Sort of.”

      “Where is the bad man?” The red-haired boy asked. I realized it was the first time I had heard him speak, his voice raspy and broken as if injured. Maya’s brow dipped as she swallowed, seeming nervous on how to answer his question. There was something else there, though, something dangerous as her eyes flared with anger in response to the idea of Malcolm hurting these boys.

      “He’s gone and he will never be back. Neither of them will be.”

      Both of them nodded as Maya took a steadying breath and turned the course of the conversation. “I heard we’re going to Seattle. Do you guys want to come with us? Also what are your names?”

      I knew it was important that Maya was giving them the choice in what to do—I could tell it made them feel far less pressured.

      “We don’t have names,” the dark-haired one admitted, looking ashamed. Maya’s eyes shaded dark before he continued, “But yes, we would like to come.”

      “Do you know what names you’d like? I can help if you’re unsure.”

      The boys shook their heads in response to the question. Maya nodded, standing and offering each of them a hand. “Let’s go to the car. We can look up some names on our way to the airport, find something you like.”

      The boys nodded eagerly, and I watched them walk towards the driveway, each holding one of Maya’s hands.

      Anani let out a low rumble. “They have been through way too much for being so young.”

      “They need to be kept here, under our roof,” Ledger admitted. “They wake up every night with nightmares, screaming. Now that the mating heat is over, I think we should permanently move them into the house. We have more than enough bedrooms.”

      I nodded and then frowned. “Do they have any parents on record? Any history?”

      “Not that we found.” Anani sounded pissed about it.

      I hated that, but it would also make it easier in some ways—easier to legally adopt them into our growing family, because I had no doubt that the idea was already running through my little mate’s head.
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      “You promise to come visit?” I asked Jordan, feeling a surge of concern that this would be the last time I would see her. I knew that was ridiculous—after all, it had been a relatively quick flight to Seattle. Alright, maybe not quick, but it seemed to go by fast, and I was now standing in the driveway of her house…but I was still worried.

      “When my mates,” she drew out the word and shook her head, smiling in disbelief, “come back from their mission, we will come and visit. They will only be gone a day or two. They wanted me to go with them, but Alaska didn’t sound appealing to me.”

      I smiled because despite the sarcastic lilt to her words, it was obvious that Jordan not only missed them—evidenced by how much she talked about them—but that she was extremely happy. Her red hair was pulled up in a messy bun, and she was wearing a sweatshirt that didn’t have a familiar scent to it. Her skin was glowing, and she looked the happiest I’d seen her to date.

      The only time her expression had changed was when I told her everything that had happened—then her face had been tinged with disbelief, anger, and awe. I think the part she was still caught up on was me dying, but I didn’t really know how to normalize that for everyone since it wasn’t exactly a ‘normal’ thing to do.

      “Okay, good.” I nodded happily before looking back at the three sizeable SUVs that were already on, packed to the brim. Marco stood outside one of them talking to Alpha Creed, but everyone else was inside and ready for the drive to our old home. Between the younger flight traveling with us, the two boys, and my mates, there were a lot of large individuals, and there had been no possible way to make it with just one car. And now we needed to pack them with the stuff I wanted to personally bring to our new house.

      I knew movers were packing most of the stuff up, but I didn’t want to wait for my painting supplies, especially now that I was feeling more like myself than I had in…well, forever. The weight of not worrying about any large-scale threats was making me feel like I was floating, and I absolutely loved it. There were things we would have to figure out, of course, but overall I felt sure of what came next, and that was what was important.

      “I should go.” I looked back at Jordan, her eyes filled with emotion as she suddenly tugged me into a hug. I made a surprised happy noise, Jordan never having been a super touchy person, as I squeezed her back.

      “I love you, and I can’t wait to come visit,” she whispered before pulling back with teary eyes. “Now don’t die again or I’ll be pissed.”

      “I promise.” I grinned before squeezing her hand and stepping back. “I love you too.”

      I did love Jordan. She was my first female friendship—ever. It was an amazing thing that I didn’t want to lose, so I didn’t care what I had to do to make sure we stayed in contact. I would do whatever it took. She was like a sister to me, or at least what I imagined a sister being like.

      “Baby girl,” Marco called out. I turned and walked towards him, waving again to Jordan as her father joined her on the steps of their large house. When Marco opened the door to the car and I stepped in, I sighed happily at the light kiss he laid on my lips.

      “You okay?” he asked softly.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I just don’t want to lose my friend.”

      Marco examined my face and spoke honestly. “Whatever you need to do to stay close to Jordan, we can make it happen. As with anything, Maya, all you need to do is ask.”

      Something I was gathering was the honest-to-God truth. I just had to figure out what I wanted to ask for.

      When he buckled me in and closed the door, I turned to make sure everyone was settled. Atlas and Croy were driving the two other cars, and my mates were split within each, along with the young flight. Marco and the twins were in the car with me, along with the two young boys.

      Faxon and Kace.

      I wasn’t positive where those particular names had originated or had been inspired from, but when going through the list of names on this neat little website that gave lists of baby names, they stood out to me and the boys had taken an immediate liking to them.

      Faxon, the older dark-haired boy, already seemed a bit more lighthearted, and Kace, despite being slightly sullen and moody, was starting to offer me small smiles at the dorky jokes I’d offered throughout the flight and the car ride to the backlands. Bella of course helped, sitting between them like a little silent guardian, offering them affectionate licks and rubbing against them, trying to shower them with love.

      I could tell they were starting to trust us, but I was also being careful to be mindful of how they felt. For example, when we reached the pack lands, I noticed they got freaked out by the change in shifter energy, so instead of trying to go inside, we had just talked outside. Jordan had more than understood, and after introducing her as well as the Alpha and the younger flight, the boys seemed to relax a bit.

      That was when I broke the news to her that I wouldn’t be staying in Washington. She hadn’t been surprised in the least.

      Instead she’d gotten a huge smile on her face and said that she now had every reason in the world to travel to Europe once she was out of school for the year. Instead of it being a sad moment, her excitement for all the fun places we could travel together with our mates had turned the moment into one of anticipation. It also made me realize how much I’d missed her.

      We needed some girl time soon. Maybe we could even get dressed up and go out, just so our mates could find us and get all growly. I wasn’t sure about her, but to me that sounded like a freakin’ blast.

      “What are you thinking about that’s making you smile so much?” Marco’s fingers intertwined with mine over the console, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Traveling with Jordan this summer. I was also hoping she could maybe come visit for the holidays,” I suggested.

      “We can make that happen.” Marco smiled. “Although, we are going to have our own travel plans for wintertime. I want to make sure we go somewhere, even for a few days, where it snows.”

      Snow. I smiled, absolutely loving that idea.

      “I really want to do everything we can for the holidays,” I murmured.

      “We will,” Marco promised.

      Suddenly my attention was drawn to the property we were approaching. I let out a slow exhale, sinking back into my seat, feeling so weird to be back here even though it hadn’t been long at all. Despite it only lasting a few days, it felt like everything had changed during my mating heat. Now there was a deep sense of contentment running through me and anticipation for our future. Something big and wonderful was coming for our family, and this place represented the start of it all.

      “This is where you lived before?” Kace asked in awe as I looked over the ultra-modern home in a new light. I nodded to him and slowly got out, a sense of nostalgia brushing through me. This house…it represented so much. So many wonderful and even slightly darker elements of my life.

      More than anything, though? It represented hope.

      This home had been where I had first felt hope. Where my mates had shown me that life didn’t have to be all darkness. That they could protect, shelter, and love me, simply for being me. Because of that, this house would always hold an important place in my heart.

      It wasn’t our home, though. Not anymore.

      As I walked through the doors with Marco and Henry coming in after me, everyone else staying in the car for the short stop, I looked around the massive space, noticing that the movers were already in the process of packing up all my baking and cooking supplies. I offered a wave of greeting as Marco went to talk to them, and Henry followed me up the stairs, a comfortable silence surrounding us. It was like he knew I was somewhere else in my head.

      Then something amazing happened.

      Suddenly, my body began to hum with a warm energy, as if in response to the overwhelming sense of joy and emotion I was feeling, a heat emanating from my chest and abdomen. I inhaled sharply and came to a stop at the top of the stairs, my eyes closing. I swallowed as I felt the warmth grow more intense in my abdomen, my hand moving to it, almost feeling the heat brush over my fingers. A sense of magic sparked in the air.

      A flash of an image brushed through my mind. The boy from my dream. I closed my eyes, squeezing them tight, as the image became more cemented in my mind. Tears of happiness began to well in my eyes as I realized what, exactly, I was feeling.

      “Maya?” Henry’s voice was worried as I was put down on the soft surface of my bed, making me realize he had picked me up and placed me there. My eyes opened and went over his shoulder to the massive windows of my bedroom that showcased the beautiful Washingtonian landscape—one that I had to admit I would miss.

      In the background of my moment, I noticed one of the movers taking my art supplies. He was clearly set on bringing it downstairs to the car, probably on Marco’s orders.

      “Are you okay?” Henry’s voice was pitched in panic.

      “More than okay,” I murmured. He was crouched in front of me, his brow pinched in confusion. “Just feeling…a lot.”

      As much as I wanted to tell him our news, I needed to be sure…more so, I wanted to tell them together. I let my hand drift from my abdomen to his face as he blinked, frowning at the warm heat emanating from it. His gaze moved down to my abdomen and back up at me in confusion.

      “Sweetheart…”

      “Let’s go home,” I said, smiling softly at him. His eyes filled with emotion as he gently helped me up from the bed, tucking me underneath his arm.

      Without looking around the room, we walked back out. Despite knowing this wasn’t our home anymore, it would always be important to me.

      This was where it all started.

      Where I realized that I wasn’t alone.

      Where I met all of my mates.

      This is where I’d been truly reborn.
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MAYA

        

      

    

    
      “Sai!” I squeaked, letting out a giggle followed by a moan of surprise as he nipped my neck.

      “I don’t want you going out there looking this fucking beautiful without some type of fresh mark on you,” he rumbled before pulling back and brushing his nose against mine. “I’m going to wrap a blanket around you, or I’m going to end up killing any man—”

      I seared my lips against his, not caring if it messed up my lipstick, even if it was my wedding day. I figured it was a better option than anyone nearby hearing his threats. After all, there were a ton of shifters around, and I knew without a doubt that they could hear most anything going on in this building, if not everything. When I pulled back, he offered me a heated look before pressing his forehead against my own.

      “Have the others seen you?” he asked softly.

      “You’re the fifth one to sneak in here,” I admitted teasingly. It didn’t surprise me—my mates didn’t have amazing patience—and I loved it. It was helping ease any possible nerves I could have today…although that was virtually impossible. While a wedding and officially being married to my mates in Dreki custom was important, I had been theirs in my heart for a long time now.

      Though, I suppose one cool aspect was that we had also signed human legal documents that made me officially Maya Moretti.

      “Damn, they’re fast,’’ he muttered before stepping back and tilting his head. “Shit, your mom is coming back. I’m going to head out there, kitten. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I giggled as he slipped out of the room, finding it objectively adorable that he was a bit scared of being caught by my mom and, more likely, my dads. I think he still considered himself lucky for getting away from that one time in the bedroom when they were in the other room… He probably wasn’t completely wrong.

      “Honey?” my mom’s voice called out as she pushed the door open. I heard Jordan say something from the other room where she was getting ready. My maid of honor. I hadn’t really understood the entire concept of a wedding party, but I decided that if I was going to get to wear a beautiful gown, then my best friend would be wearing one as well.

      “Hey!” I offered her a smile as she gave me a knowing look. I grumbled and went to fix my lipstick for what seemed like the millionth time before stepping back and looking over myself.

      I had to admit, I loved the way I looked, and despite not wearing the traditional bridal dress—my ball gown a soft pink organza that fell off the shoulders in a romantic style—I had chosen to have a veil attached to my gown for the event. Mostly because I loved how it looked. While we had planned this wedding in only three weeks, I had spent a considerable amount of time on it.

      Between all of the other work, of course. Something there was a lot of.

      “You look beautiful,” my mom whispered. “Are you ready to get married?”

      “Yes.” I blushed, thinking about how many people were out there. I wasn’t nervous to marry my mates, not in the least, but having that many eyes on me was nerve-wracking. I was scared I would trip or fall or something equally as embarrassing.

      “I think Bella is as excited as you.” My mom nodded towards the kitten who was grooming her paw, dressed in a small pink cape that floated around her. I hadn’t been planning to put her in anything, but she kept playing with my veil, so I’d gotten her one of her own. It was already a step in the right direction since I planned on getting her a tiara.

      “She does seem pretty ready,” I said, walking over to her and petting under her chin. Bella had started to grow more in size than before, and I had noticed she’d become a bit more serious, her responsibility to all the other kittens in our kingdom one she took very seriously.

      That wasn’t figurative, either—I’d gotten a kitten for every single kid from Ry’s compound and the mountain village. I may have also moved them all into our estate—well, at least the ones who had lost their parents… It had been a somewhat risky move because there were a lot of them, but until construction was done in our new town, I didn’t want them living out of hotel rooms. Plus, this way they were able to spend time together and play.

      I knew many of them were excited about the prospect of the academy, especially since they hadn’t had schooling before, but I would be sad to see them move out. Especially Ember. The two of us had grown close, and while I knew it was important for her to foster her independence, I liked that she came to me for everything.

      I wasn’t the only one who felt a special connection to her, though. No, the younger flight from Seattle had gotten very protective over her and followed her around everywhere. She told me she didn’t even notice, but I wasn’t sure I believed that.

      There would be two little ones that wouldn’t be leaving our estate when the academy was completed, Faxon and Kace. While the others had been placed in holding cells together and bonded in their imprisonment, forming a community, the two of them had been freshly separated from their parents when Malcolm stole them, Ry having killed their parents only days before. While we could never replace the parents they’d lost, I had asked them if they wanted to become part of our family, to become Faxon and Kace Moretti.

      They had agreed! The adoption papers were being processed, and I could tell that all of my mates felt relieved that they’d wanted to stay with us. I think they had taken a liking to the boys in the short time we had all been together, and I couldn’t blame them—they were incredibly sweet.

      “Alright, let’s do this.” I turned to my mom, who was watching me with emotion. She walked up and squeezed my hand, then led me out the door of the bedroom on the first floor and into the hall.

      As I caught sight of the crowd outside, I felt a sense of déjà vu from when I was crowned. This time, though, the mood wasn’t as serious, lighthearted music and laughter already ringing out.

      That was exactly what I wanted for our wedding. A true celebration.

      Much like Jordan, she was wearing a sage-colored dress that had an ombre to emerald. The back yard was gorgeous, pink and purple floral arrangements covering the estate. I had first suggested something different, knowing the boys probably would want a different color, but they had refused, insisting I do exactly what I wanted, saying that it would make them happy.

      So I bargained and told them that they could decide what we did for our honeymoon.

      Of course, we were only doing a short one because of everything going on, but I had no idea where we were going. I was excited though, and I knew they were pleased that I would be able to relax a bit. To say my mates were worried about me being too stressed was an understatement. Not only because they were worried about me…but because of our little secret we had yet to tell anyone. Our little secret that would be all too obvious soon, if it wasn’t already because of shifter hearing.

      Apparently this mating heat had been a successful one…because I was pregnant!

      Honestly, it was pretty obvious before any pregnancy test or missed period that I had conceived since my freakin’ abdomen would glow gold whenever our little one was moving around. It was a bit weird at first, but mostly amazing, and I couldn’t lie, there was no part of me that was worried about being a mother. I thought there would be, but after everything I’d been through, it had settled a part of me, making me realize that I had been taking care of people along the way and that this would be no different.

      My heart was just continuously growing.

      My mates, on the other hand, were totally stressed and nearly insisted that I should be carried everywhere. Although nothing beat their reactions to them hearing the heartbeat of our little one, a rapid beat that nearly sounded like fluttering wings.

      Marco had gotten down on his knees in front of me and kissed my stomach in the sweetest gesture known to man. Henry had gone super quiet and just held me whenever he could for the rest of the day, his kisses along my neck super soft and delicate, as if he was worried he would break me.

      Atlas was the one guilty of carrying me around, while Sai teared up as he rested his head against my abdomen that night, listening to the solid heartbeat.

      The twins had been extremely vulnerable and open about their concerns of being fathers, but at the same time, they were even more possessive than normal. Ledger had his hand on my stomach whenever we were together, and Anani was always trying to tuck me under his chin. I absolutely loved it.

      Croy’s reaction had been the most surprising, because he hadn’t been surprised but instead thrilled, breaking into a massive smile and picking me up before swinging me around and melding his lips against mine. Since then, he had been nearly bursting at the seams to tell people. It was adorable.

      Then there was Azrael.

      I blushed thinking about how in awe he’d been, my mind taking me back to that moment.

      

      “Maya,” Az whispered, the room around us broken into celebratory excitement as my angel looked over me in shock. His gaze moved down to my belly, and his hand moved to rest on my waist, brushing his thumb over the spot where our little one rested.

      “Surprised?” I offered in a small smile, suddenly worried that it would be too much for him. We felt so intensely for one another, but a baby was a huge deal.

      “Thank you.” Az pressed his forehead against mine, picking me up so we were level with one another. “Thank you for giving me this gift. I don’t deserve you, but I feel honored to have your love. I love you. I love you so damn much.”

      “I love you too,” I murmured, blushing as he ran his nose against mine.

      When he pulled back, his eyes shone with tears. “I never expected to have a family.”

      “Now you’ll have more than you know what to do with.”

      

      It was an accurate statement because I knew our family would grow. Not only with the children we conceived, but the ones that came into our life like a pure blessing. I wanted the house filled with laughter and joy. I wanted there to never be a doubt how loved every single person in this house was, and considering the atmosphere of this wedding, we were on track.

      “Thanks for walking me down the aisle,” I told my mom as the music started up and Jordan walked down the aisle with one of her mates. I knew it wasn’t traditional for the mother of the bride to walk her down the aisle, but I couldn’t pick between my dads, and I wouldn’t want to. Plus, my mom had nearly cried when I asked her, so I knew I’d made the right choice.

      “I know we were separated, Maya, but I’ll always be here when you need me, every step of the way.” She offered me a smile before her eyes lit up. “Especially future steps you may have a ton of questions about.”

      I broke into a huge smile. “You figured it out.”

      “I can’t wait for our family to grow more and more,” she admitted. “Now let’s get you to your mates. They look impatient.”

      As we began walking under the arches of flowers that covered the aisle, my gaze moved over each of my mates, all of their faces reflecting a mixture of awe and pure happiness that I echoed.

      Life had changed so much in the months we had been together, and it was only going to get better.
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HENRY

        

      

    

    
      “Why is Mommy learning how to drive?” Isabella asked me, her dark brows dipped in confusion. I smiled at her question because it was one that probably baffled most of the household right now. But that didn’t faze Maya. No, instead the queen of our growing kingdom was learning how to drive around our circular driveway in a half-a-million dollar McLaren. I fucking loved it.

      I could see Croy talking to her from the passenger seat, coaching her patiently. She nodded and eased off the brake before quickly slamming it back on, looking more than a bit freaked out. I knew she would get it eventually, and I was proud of her that even after all this time she wanted to learn things that she could’ve gone her entire life without bothering with.

      “Well, Mommy didn’t get to learn how to drive when most people do,” I explained to our daughter as she played with the end of her long chocolate-colored braid. She looked so much like Maya it sometimes baffled me, but her eyes were all mine, their gray, stormy nature making her look like the most serious five-year-old in the world.

      I continued before she could ask why she hadn’t learned like normal. “So because of that, in between being Queen and your mom, she learns how to do stuff like this.”

      Meeting my gaze, Isabella seemed to process my words before nodding astutely and leaning back against my arm, refocusing on her mother. I kissed the top of her head, wondering how someone so young could be so serious. Sometimes I worried she was too serious for her age, but then other times, especially when she was baking with Maya or swimming out back with one of us, that serious nature slipped away. I knew that the older she got, the more attention she would command, especially since she was the destined heir to both the Dreki realm and this kingdom, in theory.

      Suddenly, I tilted my head, hearing distant arguing. I relaxed when I realized it was Kace and Riccardo debating something about sailing. It was an activity they had recently taken up, and not one that was shared by Faxon, whose footsteps I could hear accompanying theirs. I honestly didn’t understand the appeal of sailing, especially since it was essentially the opposite of flying, but I was nearly positive they felt the same about my interest, and now Faxon’s interest, in investing.

      It didn’t surprise me that Faxon was being quiet—he was a quiet kid overall. I had assumed Kace would be the quieter one, but once he had gotten comfortable being part of our family, he had become extremely outspoken. Although he did have a bit of a temper, something I partly blamed Sai for, because when the two of them got into a debate about something, it would often get fairly heated. It was all in good sport, but I did worry his temperament would get the better of him in the future.

      But because of that it was unsurprising that he was arguing with Riccardo about something.

      Despite the occasional disagreement and slight age difference, the three of the boys were thick as thieves and truly brothers. When Riccardo had been born ten years ago, Kace and Faxon had been six and seven, respectively. Old enough to understand there was a change, but young enough to not fully understand how it would affect them. It had been a little less than a year between them joining our family and Riccardo coming along, and they had expressed the fear that when we had our ‘own kids’ we would forget about them.

      What they hadn’t realized—but we had happily informed them of—was that they were as much our kids as any we’d conceived ourselves. While they may have looked a bit different from our younger two, their personalities had taken on so many of our own traits in the past eleven years that you would never think they were adopted.

      Luckily, by the time Maya was pregnant with Isabella, they hadn’t felt insecure at all and aided a five-year-old Riccardo in adjusting to the idea of having a little sister. A little sister who we were all surprised by, not because we hadn’t been trying to get Maya pregnant—we had been, so much so that we made sure to travel elsewhere for the week of Maya’s mating heat cycle so that we were completely alone—but because most phoenixes had several sons before they had a daughter. At least that was what had happened for Maya’s mother, the only other Blue Phoenix we knew.

      Finding out we were going to have a daughter after raising three boys was both terrifying and amazing. Add to it the fact that she was a Blue Phoenix, and Isabella’s birth had been celebrated across two realms, both in the Dreki realm and in the Incendie Kingdom. Now that Isabella was almost five, I could tell Maya was ready to possibly have another kid. She hadn’t said so specifically, but she kept going to the nursery attached to her bedroom and looking around, talking about how she wanted to decorate it next. It was something that I was completely fine with, as long as that was what she wanted.

      Obviously, we were in no rush, but I did know Maya wanted a massive family. I just wasn’t positive how our daughter would react to that since she wasn’t nearly as relaxed as our boys.

      To say that our daughter commanded attention was an understatement. Even now she was watching over everything with a critical eye, her chin tilted up like a little queen overlooking her kingdom. I had a feeling that she would have opinions on us having more kids, especially since she already took mental responsibility for every animal that lived underneath our roof.

      Which was a sizable quantity after Bella had kittens with Ollie.

      Ollie, who had walked into our estate with all the swag in the world and curled up with Bella around three years ago and never left. Apparently they’d had a one-time tryst and he had sought her out after realizing she was pregnant. Yes, I realized that I was grossly romanticizing the situation, but I was going to blame my beautiful wife for that because I’d heard her tell the story to people over fifty times now, and the way her face lit up with affection each time made me ridiculously happy.

      Then again, everything Maya did made me smile.

      I had no idea how the woman managed to balance running a small kingdom, being a mate to eight men, and being a mother of four, all while keeping a smile on her face, but she did so easily. I hoped we were of some aid, but it never felt like enough compared to everything she did.

      Although, I would say that each of us had found our spot in the Incendie Kingdom, a place to truly help it grow. Something it had done successfully, considering its economic independence and the vast development that had taken place due to its growing population of people who’d immigrated from the Dreki realm. It was still small in comparison, but growing every year.

      I had taken up what I was familiar with, and that was money. I created the financial institutions and plans for our kingdom moving forward, as well as established trade with neighboring communities. I’d also had a hand in making sure the medical institutions here were up to date.

      Croy had helped develop all of the technology for the kingdom, alongside Atlas, who was more focused on the security aspect. Sai worked with students and the population as a whole in basic combat and defensive measures, making sure everyone was well-equipped to protect themselves. He also took all of the young ones on their first flights. Marco handled most of the diplomacy duties with Maya, as well as dealing with some of the more pesky human institutions that could interfere with our kingdom’s growth.

      Anani and Ledger were mainly focused on developing the academy and making sure that the kids there felt comfortable, that none of them ever felt alone. They had developed an adoption system for young dragons that came from the Dreki realm to escape the harsh culture there, for them to be placed with a loving and caring family–if that was what they wanted. If that wasn’t something they wanted, then they stayed at the academy and had a massive supportive community there.

      The person who had surprised me the most, though, was Az.

      It had taken me a period of time to warm up to the man, but once I realized how committed he was to Maya and the kingdom—as well as our growing family—I’d made an effort to get to know him. It was then I realized just how far he’d come to get to not only having a mate but any type of family structure. I wouldn’t lie, what he’d been through had been bullshit, and every day I saw him trying to replace those memories with new ones of our family.

      The part that surprised me though was him becoming a teacher, specifically of history, at the academy. I suppose it shouldn’t have with his extensive knowledge base and years of experience, but when he had first decided to do so, I’d been curious how it would play out. Of course he ended up being one of the most loved teachers there… Although the bastard had a bit of advantage since all the kids thought his wings were cool.

      My lips pressed up as I thought about the conversation we had recently, wondering if any of our kids would end up wolves or angels—and if not fully, having some qualities of those species. Yeah, Maya had totally been the one to bring that up, which had gotten us into the discussion of kids once again.

      I would bet her next mating heat cycle was coming up. A groan nearly caught in my throat, and only the screech of brakes had me snapping my head up, forgetting where my train of thought had nearly gone.

      “Oh no!” Isabella suddenly looked panicked, lurching to her feet and running forward as Maya offered me a contrite look through the windshield. The car was slightly dented on the right side from where she had turned into the fountain. Instantly, I could hear everyone rushing to the driveway, and my wife’s cheeks turned bright pink.

      I followed Isabella as she ran around the car, bouncing on her toes anxiously as Maya got out. “Mommy, you have to be careful!”

      “I’m totally fine, honey. It’s part of the learning curve,” she promised as Isabella put her hands on either side of her mom’s face, looking over her with concern. It was exactly what Maya did when one of them got injured.

      “You okay?” I asked softly. She nodded, and I relaxed, but Isabella shook her head in frustration.

      “No, what if you got hurt?! Daddy.” She looked at me. “Tell her she can’t.”

      I smirked as Maya offered our daughter an amused look. “I can’t tell your mother what to do, Izzy.” Well, unless we were in bed, but that was a different situation.

      Isabella huffed and squirmed out of her mom’s arms before storming towards Croy on the other side of the car, undoubtedly pleading her case with him. Maya tucked herself under my arm as I brushed my lips against her temple.

      “She’s going to be a force to be reckoned with,” Maya whispered, sounding thrilled.

      “Already is,” I agreed.

      I also had a feeling she was going to light up the world around her…or set it on fire.

      One of those.
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      Love Maya and her possessive and protective mates? Check out the following series:

      

      Blitz (The Storm Dragons' Mate Book 1)

      https://geni.us/StormDragonsMate1

      

      Lost (Silver Falls University 1)

      https://geni.us/SFU-1
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