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Chapter 1


Ruya





We moved in a ragged procession through a winding path of old Detroit’s abandoned buildings, back alleys, and, mostly deserted streets. Sadavir carried Josh’s limp body in his arms, the vampire spelled unconscious to prevent Acacia from being able to use any of his senses to figure out where we were going. 

Sadavir insisted that his royal blood allowed him to sense where his people were, through some ancient ancestral magic—he said he had feared they’d be somewhere unreachable, maybe across the ocean in another country, but was surprised when he performed the ritual to connect to the magic and realized they were close by. But I was rapidly learning that “close” was a relative term when it came to magic. Especially since we on foot, and we weren’t traveling in a straight line directly to wherever we were going. 

Robin and Martina steered us around, zig-zagging us through old Detroit in an attempt to stay somewhat hidden and lose anyone who might try to follow. I think we were all still reeling from everything that had just happened. The Fox, our sanctuary, had been attacked, and from what I was able to gather, reduced to rubble. The cult was apparently still holding a grudge. And Robin’s network of safehouses and fallback plans had been compromised. 

Somehow, I had grown to think of The Fox as impenetrable. It was a powerful alpha dragon’s nest, after all, and guarded by a group of impressive paranorms. I had felt safe, only for that safety to be snatched out from under me. Now I stumbled along, following Sadavir toward some unknown destination, feeling more than a little lost. And I knew I wasn’t the only one. 

The magic casters among us were on high alert, magic pulsing through their auras in palpable waves as we moved, ready to defend at a moment’s notice. An air of desperation and tired fury hung around us and it pressed down on me like a physical weight. 

But even now, as his sorcerer’s aura flared bright with the defensive magic he held at the ready, Sanka managed to spare some of his attention for me, no doubt trying to ease my fears and worries about the future. He murmured bits of history and observation as we went, painting a picture of the city for me, since I couldn’t see it and hadn’t been free of the cult’s pocket world long enough to learn everything about the world around me. 

Old Detroit, the area where The Fox was located and the heart of the original city, was filled with beautiful architecture and historic buildings that he described with a level of detail that told me how much Sanak truly loved the place and saw it’s potential. 

The humans had mostly abandoned the area after the early 1900’s, when the paranormal world was revealed and the humans and paranorms established their governmental divides. The older parts of the city were claimed by the paranorms, who by and large tended to prefer and appreciate things with history—Sanka said so proudly, telling me he was one of those paranorms. The humans, he said, were more enamored with development, with building new modern things, rather than tending to what was already there. They had largely moved out of the older parts of the City into newly developed areas. 

Then the syndicate came along, a system that not only further shifted the divide between paranorms and humans, but created a divide amongst paranormals themselves—those loyal and valuable to the syndicate, and those who were not. Now, most of the nicer, maintained and restored historic buildings were owned by syndicate members. The rest of the area was left to the unaligned, unwanted paranorms. Buildings outside the areas claimed by the main syndicate factions were left to rot, since the unaligned were locked out of the resources they’d need to maintain or rebuild the buildings. 

It filled me with a sense of sadness to know the crumbling, abandoned buildings and near wasteland right around The Fox had once been filled with vibrance and splendor, owned by paranormal clans and families who were a true community. That there had been a time when the weak or vulnerable didn’t cower at the feet of the strong. What had that been like? What could have been, if the syndicate never came to power? What could be again, if someone dismantled the broken system and built something better in its place…

Robin put a hand on my lower back, gently urging me to the left. “Fallen bricks,” she murmured before swiftly moving away. The shift in and out of her warm alpha aura bolstered my flagging mood. She loved the city as much as Sanka did. Maybe more. If she’d just see herself in a different light—as less of a martyr—maybe she could be that “someone,” the city and its citizens needed, find something else to live for once her revenge was complete.

Eventually, we reached the outskirts of town. Cicely and Sadavir stayed with me, sheltering just inside an old factory building, while Robin and the others went to retrieve the car they kept hidden here for emergencies. I knew Robin had been planning and gathering resources for decades. But it was still surprising when I was reminded just how careful and thorough she was.

It also surprised me that she hadn’t made her move against the emperor long before now. But then again, it was hard to kill someone you couldn’t physically locate. The sound of tires crunching against the dirty cement reached my ears as Cicely’s mind speak described a large SUV—the car Robin apparently kept stashed here on the outskirts of the city, hidden in an abandoned building, under wards and spells, fully gassed up, full of weapons and supplies, and ready to drive off at a moment’s notice. 

On any other day, I’d say she was paranoid. But, here we were, desperately needing the aforementioned car and extremely glad she’d had the foresight to stash it here.

We all loaded in, the animals who had come to live with us at The Fox piling in my lap and around my feet like a warm, furry blanket of comfort. Sadavir’s strong alpha aura enveloped me as he settled in beside me on the big bench seat, shifting around to get a more comfortable hold on Josh. I knew he wouldn’t put his beta down until he was awake. He wouldn’t let Josh out of his arms until he was himself again. 

Rage bubbled up inside me again as I brushed my hand over Josh’s leg, double-checking. He was fine. Perfectly healthy and well. Just stifled under Sanka’s spell—technically a curse, according to the sorcerer. Sanka assured me that Josh wasn’t feeling any distress, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. He might not be able to speak, or move, or see. He was unable to scent the area or gather any information that could be used to recreate our trail. But who knew what Acacia was doing inside his mind through the maker’s bond? 

I felt around until I found the curse breaker’s charm necklace resting against Josh’s chest. Hopefully the combination of the amulet, Sanka’s spells, and the distance we were now putting between him and Acacia would make it harder for her to toy with the poor man while he was immobilized, all his senses stolen from him by the curse. 

We drove for hours, taking backroads and stopping occasionally to let Sadavir recalibrate the connection with the earth that allowed him to guide us. But eventually… we ran out of road. The car rolled to a stop, and I heard Sanka restlessly drumming his hands on the steering wheel for a moment before he spoke. “Are you sure this locator sense of yours is working Vir,” he said with a strange tone in his voice. 

Sadavir grunted from beside me, and I felt him shift Josh enough to sign something. Cicely’s voice spoke in my mind. Water. There’s nowhere left to go in this direction. But Sadavir says he’s certain the naga are this way.

“You’ve been leading us on a wild goose chase, snake,” Yukio muttered from the row of seats behind us. “Wasting time on this pointless fool’s errand when we could have been trying to find a safe place to regroup.”

I wasn’t sure whether anyone bothered to translate that for Sadavir.

Doors opened as everyone wordlessly started exiting the vehicle. I followed, glad for the chance to get out and stretch my legs, not to mention the animals could use a potty break. But dread coiled in my gut alongside my relief as I climbed out of the car. The fact that Robin had allowed Sadavir to lead us was a very clear reminder that she didn’t have any good alternatives. If the cult had found one of her safehouses, then there was no guarantee they hadn’t found all of her hidden assets and backup plans. It was a miracle the car had still been where she hid it. 

If Sadavir’s plan failed, where would we go? I shuddered at the thought of the cult catching up, overwhelming us with their demon-enhanced magic and taking me away to be locked up in the tower again. 

I couldn’t go back there, where I’d be forced to heal everyone they brought to me, to further the cult’s reach, no matter how vile the aura of the supplicant. Where my hair would be shaved and my nails cut, parts of me sold on the black market for spell components. Where I’d be kept in a single room, completely isolated, smacked around for talking back and tortured with magic overload if I refused to comply with The Mother’s orders. I couldn’t do it. I’d die before I ever let them imprison and use me again.

Robin’s fiery aura brushed mine as she walked past, and I wanted to lean into it, take comfort in the strength of the alpha who had offered me shelter and protection, and give her comfort in return. She was my alpha, though she refused to claim the title. However, I also still wanted to strangle her at the moment. 

So, instead of giving into my instincts where the dragon princess was concerned, I drew strength from Sadavir, my actual true mate, and used it to ground and bolster whatever innate omega calm I might be unconsciously projecting. The court could really use whatever comfort my gifts could provide right now.

As I stood by the car and drew in a few welcome breaths of open air, Sanka started asking Sadavir all kinds of questions about how his location magic worked, picking the ability apart as if he could fix it, like a mechanic working on a faulty engine. I took a few steps away from them and drew in another deep breath of lake air. Grounding. Calming. Pushing down all the worries and fear that wanted to overwhelm me. 

I couldn’t really follow all the technical stuff Sanka was saying about spellcasting. I might be part witch, but most of my magic was passive. I didn’t know much about purposeful casting and large area of effect spells... Though I promised myself one day I’d learn. If things ever calmed down. If there was ever time for anyone to teach me. 

A cool touch caressed my arm, trailing down to grasp my hand and guide me around some obstacle in my path. “We could always hide at the wild fae preserve,” Yukio joked, his rich voice edged with dry humor. “I’m sure the elder there would love to see you again. Maybe by the time we took a nap and had some dinner, a few months will have passed out here in the real world, the cult will have stopped trying to find us, and Acacia and the emperor will have killed each other and done all our work for us.”

I grimaced. “I’m sure the wild fae would be just thrilled to have us—for a price.” The reminder of my previous bargain with the wild fae made my gut twist. I wasn’t sure how long I had to fulfill my end of the bargain. Not that it mattered. I had no idea how I was supposed to personally kill the emperor of the paranormal syndicate when far more powerful people than me had been trying, and failing, for decades. 

Yukio must have sensed where my mind had wandered off to. “Are you ever going to tell us exactly what that cranky old jackass asked of you?”

I huffed. “Someday.” 

He didn’t argue with me. “Whatever it is,” he murmured, slipping an arm around my waist to hold me from behind, so he could rest his chin on my shoulder and whisper in my ear, “knowing the fae, I’m sure it’s some annoying thing that’s going to royally irritate Robin. And our princess seems to have enough on her plate at the moment. So, keep your little secret… for now.”

I relaxed back into his embrace, enjoying the lean strength of his body, the rare moment of public affection, and the excuse to keep the details of the fae bargain to myself, at least for a little while longer. “What’s Sadavir saying about the naga?” I asked instead, hating that I couldn’t see him and Robin, read their signing, take in their facial expressions and body language. All I had to go by were a couple of agitated alpha auras and the feeling of determined insistence that I could sense through my true mate bond to Sadavir.

Yukio heaved a sigh, his breath ruffling my hair. “He is insisting that the magic in his blood doesn’t fail. That the naga are that way,” he took one of my hands and flung it out with his, pointing. “And that they are not all that far away.” He paused for a moment, wrapping both our arms back around my waist with our fingers intwined. “That direction, however, would be smack-dab in the center of Lake Erie. In case you were wondering how any of us could dare doubt your dear perfect, wonderful, slithery mate.”

I huffed. “Maybe across the lake?”

“That’s what—oh, hang on, Robin’s got a map. Let’s go see what they’re up to.” He planted a soft, lingering kiss on the side of my neck that made me shiver, before stepping away to lead me by the hand. 

My skin tingled where his lips had been, and I wondered, not for the first time, how I was going to handle having lovers in one alpha’s court while true mate bonded to an entirely different alpha, when this whole thing was over. Sadavir and Robin hated each other. I doubted I could convince my naga that he should stay with the rebel court. But the thought of choosing between him and the rest of the people I loved made my gut clench with dread. 

More worries for another day. If I ever made it to that fabled “someday,” I was going to find myself drowning in all the problems I’d been ignoring. 

“...here,” Robin was saying as we joined the others. “Pee Lee is a small group of islands. And the southernmost one, Middle Island, was used by smugglers during the prohibition era.” 

How do you know all of this? Cicely asked, sharing his question with me via mind speak as he signed to Robin. 

Sanka chuckled. “Didn’t you realize yet, Cis? Our princess knows everything.”

Robin’s reply didn’t hold any of Sanka’s amusement. “I’ve been around a long time, faun. And it’s just part of the city’s history—the Detroit tunnels, the way they connect to The Fox and several other public venues, and all the convenient little hidey holes I’ve discovered over the years and used to store weapons, supplies, and other treasures… much of it was built for—or taken over and used for—smuggling. Something many people have conveniently forgotten over the years.”

I huffed. “You… were obsessed with becoming a mobster in your youth, weren’t you?” I could just see it now. Little Robin, full of hurt and fury, seeing the smugglers and gangsters that came before her as role models to look up to—examples of how to gather and use power from the shadows, to fuel her ruthless revenge.

She snorted. “Me? Never. How pedestrian.” Then she returned to the conversation at hand. “It would make sense if that’s where they went. The islands are in Canadian waters, so they’re technically out of the local syndicate’s jurisdiction. And from what I recall, the area is closed to outsiders. The Ojibwe native to the area have provided some pretty graphic examples of what lengths they are willing to go to in order to avoid letting colonizers wipe out their remaining heritage there.”

Martina hummed in agreement. “If the naga found an in with the tribe, that would certainly help them disappear.”

Sadavir’s signing, Cicely told me. He says the naga people have been revered by many native people over the centuries for their connection to the earth. They share a lot of values with indigenous people here and abroad. It would make sense to him that they had formed an alliance with this tribe. He says his instincts are telling him we’re on the right track.

There was a long pause as everyone let this sink in, and Robin weighed Sadavir’s words and her options. But when she spoke, her words were decisive and sure. “I know where we can get ferry passage to Pee Lee, as long as that contact hasn’t been compromised as well. If they don’t toss us off the island there, we can make our way to Middle Island. I have a hunch that’s where they are—it’s supposed to be completely uninhabited. It would make the best place for hiding an entire clan of snake people.”

Things were a whirlwind after that, both too crazy and too simple for the gravity of the situation. Some more driving. A brief, terse meeting between Robin and one of her contacts, during which she threatened to slowly gut man and eat his innards while he was still alive if anyone happened to figure out we were here and follow us to the island. Then we were on our way. 

Robin was convinced one of her contacts or allies along the way had told the cult about the safehouse and the Fox’s connections to the underground, and she was still feeling a bit heated about it, if her threats were any indication.

Any other time, I probably would have enjoyed the ferry ride. I had never been on a boat before, let alone in the middle of a lake the size of a sea. But I was too keyed up to fully take in the experience. We were operating on a whole lot of guesswork and instinct here. And even if we did find the naga, our enemies could follow us, bringing our problems to others, endangering people who had exiled themselves to avoid just the kind of trouble that we brought with us. 

And… we were going to meet Sadavir’s people, the family, and friends, and who-knows-what-else of the man—the prince—I recently true mate bonded. I wasn’t a princess. Or a naga. Or anybody special. Just a mixed-breed paranorm who knew very little about the world and had lived most of her life locked away in a tower. Would they accept us? Help us? Cast us out? Or... would they expect Sadavir to stay with them and pick up where he’d left off, preparing to rule the naga clan. Would they make him break our bond and send me and the others away?

I jolted when a big, warm hand touched my thigh and gave it a squeeze. Sadavir sent his alpha influence outward, letting it unfurl and encompass me, soothing that needy thing inside me I had come to identify as my omega nature. Goddess, I had nearly forgotten that he could probably sense all the flavors of emotion and worry rolling through me right now, thanks to our bond. From him, I felt only love and reassurance.

“Okay?” he voiced softly. He had finally laid Josh down, placing him across a row of seats behind us in the ferry. I wanted to take the beta’s place now, climb up into Sadavir’s lap and hide like a child. 

Instead, I squared my shoulders and reminded myself that I was more than a needy omega. I was also a witch, a banshee, and a full-grown adult who had survived more than her share of hardships. Sadavir might be projecting calm and confidence for me, but I knew he was nervous too. He didn’t need me making it worse. I did my best to sign, slow and awkward. It was taking me longer to learn than the others. But I was learning. “I know it’s silly,” I mouthed as I signed. “But I’m afraid of what your family will think of me. What if they hate me?”

He took my hands and slowly, carefully pressed signs into my palm, tapping my chin when needed. “Not silly. Love you. Mine.”

I understood. He thought I was perfect because I was his mate. I felt the same way about him. I could never find him lacking, and anyone who did must be a complete and utter imbecile. But... still, I felt ridiculously self-conscious. Even though I had much more important things to worry about than whether or not a bunch of strangers were going to like me.

“Thank you,” I said, squeezing his hand. His reassurance did help. My alpha was here with me, at my side both literally and figuratively, no matter what happened. 

Soon enough, we arrived on Pee Lee island. Canada. A year ago, I’d never even left my pocket world. Now I was in a different country. A neighboring country, sure. But still. This was a big deal for the girl who had been locked away in a tower for a couple of decades.

Taking a bracing breath, I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin, and slipped into my holy priestess role... elevated. Able to heal mortal wounds with a touch. Removed from insignificant things that didn’t relate to my purpose, things like my own thoughts and feelings. The cult had left me with a lot of habits and beliefs I wished to be rid of. But this one thing had been a gift. I could pretend with the best of them. I might be falling apart inside, but I’d never show it. 

Whatever the naga thought of me, they would not look at me and see me as shrinking and weak-willed. Everyone who met me would only see Sadavir’s perfect mate, his equal.

As if reading my thoughts—maybe feeling my determination through our mate bond—Sadavir squeezed my hand and leaned in to press a kiss to the top of my head, sending me pride and love so strong it outshined anything else I was feeling.








  
  

Chapter 2


Martina





In the end, it wasn’t nearly as difficult to get to the Naga enclave as I had assumed it would be. We were met with suspicion and a bit of implied threat when we reached Pee Lee, but Robin’s contact the ferryman was well-known to the people here. Robin’s presence and the charm and alpha command she was able to turn on so smoothly ensured that we met with the right people after landing. And once those people realized that Sadavir was a naga—and one who claimed to be related to the royal family—we were given escort to Middle Island in no time at all. 

With everything that had gone down recently with our quest to find the emperor, and Acacia, and the attack on The Fox, combined with Ruya’s strong new bond to the snake, I knew Robin’s instincts must be screaming right now. But no one outside our court would ever know it. I was an alpha myself, and I had met plenty of our designation in my life, but I’d never met an alpha who could force themselves to be so flexible, to push their instincts down and deny themselves with such iron will.

I’d been part of Robin’s court for decades, and I still wasn’t sure whether that particular skill of hers was more of a blessing or a curse. 

I narrowed my eyes, watching our princess as she walked before me, following Sadavir’s lead. The fact that she was giving over some of her authority and control to the naga alpha was not only surprising, but also vaguely concerning… One of these days, her iron will was going to fail her, and when she truly lost control, I was afraid it would make every outburst up until now seem like a toddler’s tantrum by comparison. 

Middle island looked deserted, nothing but costal wilderness to meet the eye in any direction. But there was an energy here that was palpable to my paranormal senses. That must be the naga’s doing. I wasn’t a spell crafter or magic user. My own abilities were primarily limited to my shifter nature. But even I could sense that this place was well protected. 

“The security spells on this place are fucking masterful,” Sanka breathed from beside me, in his typically elegant fashion. I huffed a quiet laugh as he confirmed my assumptions. “Large area of affect, multiple layers. I’d love to talk to whoever cast this shit. I could make The Fox invincible!”

The mention of our sanctuary made my gut clench. For all we knew, there was nothing left of The Fox for Sanka to put wards on. 

“Don’t worry, we all know you’ll pester the naga until they give you the information just to shut you up,” Yukio muttered. “Now focus, sorcerer.”

Sanka winked at him like a moron. But I knew he could multi-task with the best of them. Sanka might sound like he was sightseeing, but he had his magical senses attuned and I knew, from years of working beside him, that he could react to any threat in an instant. 

Our guide led us down what looked like a deer trail, into the heavy forest near the middle of the island, and the cynic in me was sure he was leading us to an ambush. The natives of the island could murder us and leave our corpses here and no one would ever be the wiser. But he finally stopped before a large boulder and bowed deeply to Sadavir.

“This is as far as I can go,” he said, enunciating and speaking slowly to make sure the deaf shifter could read his lips. “Only naga can pass the barrier.” He paused to glance at the rest of us. “And those you’ve claimed, of course.”

Robin snorted and I smelled smoke, but she didn’t say anything. If pretending to belong to the naga prince was what it took to get us to safety, she’d do it. But she definitely wasn’t happy about it, and that worry niggled at me again. This sort of compliance wasn’t Robin. But I couldn’t figure out if this was just more of her legendary self-sacrificing control, or… something worse. If she tried to just give us all to the naga alpha when this was over, she wouldn’t have to worry about the emperor killing her, because I was going to strangle her.

Sadavir clapped the guide on his shoulder and nodded. The naga’s energy was high, his posture one of openness and confidence, but I could see the tension in his powerful body. He wasn’t quite so certain of his welcome as he wanted us to believe. 

I moved one of my hands to rest on the knife at my belt, inserting myself between Ruya, Cicely—who was carrying Josh—and whatever danger might come at us if Sadavir’s people rejected his request for sanctuary. The betas and omega were our most vulnerable and valuable court members. No one was going to hurt them on my watch.

The big naga rolled his shoulders, took in a deep breath, and stepped forward, placing a hand on the boulder. The earthy flavor of his naga magic shimmered in the air for a brief moment, unlocking the illusion that had been placed on the rock. A few wide stone steps shimmered into view, leading down to a tall, ornately carved stone door, partially carved into the rock and partially hallowed into the ground.

Sadavir turned back to face the rest of us with a bit of relief in his expression before he caught himself and projected confidence once more. Lifting his hands, he signed, “Follow me.” Another touch of his naga magic opened the door and we descended beneath the island. 

I glanced back as the door shut behind us, leaving us in a wide earthen tunnel lit by surprisingly modern wall sconces. Unease crawled over me. The magic that hid this entrance had probably just snapped back into place behind us, meaning no one would ever know we were here beneath the earth. 

It would be a great deterrent if anyone from the cult managed to follow us to the island… but it also made me feel distinctly claustrophobic. I liked to have multiple escape routes mapped out, preferred to know we could fight and escape if it came down to it. Right now, I felt like we were going in blind, and I didn’t like it at all. 

The place pressed in on me, reminding me of my escape from the vampire den all those years ago—I had hidden in a crumbling part of the Detroit underground that was hardly more than earthen walls while I waited for my captors to find me and force me back into slavery to slake their twisted need for unwilling blood and sex… I took a slow, steadying breath and kept my eyes on Robin’s back, tracking the sweep of her long braid as it swung side to side with her confident steps. She had pulled me out of that nightmare and given me purpose. This tunnel wasn’t that one. And I had a job to do. People to protect. 

A dozen paces in, we turned a corner, and the rock and earth tunnel became more obviously manmade, reinforced with pillars of carved stone and metal supports. The increased roominess and modern touches were nothing like the hole I’d hid in all those years ago, and it helped ease some of the tension that was drawing my shoulders up around my ears. It also gave me something new to focus on, since we came face-to-face with a guard station and a sturdy metal gate laced with magic barring our way. 

The auras of the guards marked them as naga, and a few even wore their true half-snake form. It was interesting to see how different this handful of people were from the only naga I’d ever known. Every naga here was shorter and narrower than Sadavir, who towered over them. But it wasn’t just their physical forms that were different—their entire presence was… less. It made me realize all over again just how powerful Ruya’s true mate really was. 

Sadavir was usually quiet and a bit withdrawn back home in our court, respectfully tucking away his alpha side and his natural dominance, for the most part, in favor of having a safe place for him and Josh to hide out. But he was a strong alpha, and royalty among his people. The reminder ruffled my own, slightly less dominant, alpha side. We would do well to remember who this man really was. We might not have to worry about Robin handing over control of the court to him—he could probably take it, if he wanted to. Especially now that he had the benefit of being among his own people, bolstered by the innate magic of his clan. And by the powerful omega who had moved forward to stand arm in arm with him as he greeted his people. I swallowed the growl that wanted to escape my throat at the realization.

One of the guards came forward to lead the security check, all efficiency and curt wariness over the group of strangers in his territory. But when Sadavir introduced himself, the calm scene devolved into a commotion. Apparently, the guards all remembered their missing prince—though they’d thought he was dead—and they were falling all over themselves to get word to the higher-ups. 

But I didn’t miss the way they regarded the rest of us with suspicion when they thought we weren’t looking. Sadavir’s homecoming might be big news, but these weren’t people who readily welcomed outsiders. My eyes landed on Ruya again, standing regal and calm at his side, exuding the subtle, powerful omega energies that urged everyone in her vicinity to fall over themselves to treasure and protect her. What if they threw us out, but kept our omega? She was true mate bonded to their prince, after all. Coming here had been a terrible idea. I shifted my grip on my knife, every bit of alpha instinct I possessed urging me to grab Ruya and get out of here.

Robin turned her head toward me, as if she could hear every thought. She arched one perfectly-shaped red-gold brow and gave me a bored look. Then her gaze dropped to where my hand rested on the hilt of my knife and she rolled her eyes, turning away from me again to pay attention to the naga, crossing her arms over her chest and popping a hip as if she was extremely underwhelmed with the entire encounter. 

Don’t be an idiot, Martina. As if your alpha would lead you astray. The naga might have numbers on us, but if they tried anything, we had an unhinged dragon shifter, a demon-blooded sorcerer, a bubak, a fae assassin, and a chupacabra shifter on our side. No one was going to steal Ruya away from us. Message received. 

I forced myself to focus on the conversation, rather than my paranoia. Sadavir was arguing with the guards about waiting for an escort. But eventually his alpha status and overbearing noble blood won out and he got his way. He said—chin up and shoulders back with a sense of haughty command that reminded me of another alpha I knew—that he didn’t need to know the exact layout of this new enclave, because his royal blood and innate magic would lead him to his family. I swear, the man seemed to grow several inches taller, just being near his people. No one was willing to tell their prince no.

We followed Sadavir across an impressive underground waterway, tall lamps and mage lights casting warm, soft halos of light over the path. No one talked much, except Queen Cat, who occasionally yowled from her perch on Robin’s shoulder, and Vlad, who flitted ahead with a series of little chitters, apparently excited about this new cave-like place. 

Our path led us through some sort of long-forgotten access shaft reminiscent of a mine, then down a stairwell carved from slick black stone. I had to give it to the naga, this place would be a nightmare for anyone who tried to attack them—the route to the heart of the enclave was filled with odd landscape features and multiple twists and turns. The air grew cooler, damper—earth-scented. My pulse thudded at the realization of just how deep under the ground we must be. 

I could sense more people now, heartbeats and paranormal auras nearby. The path opened suddenly into an underground cavern of unimaginable heights. Bioluminescent moss lit the arches of the stone ceiling so far above us it looked like a starry sky, and delicate waterfalls trickled from rock faces into hidden pools. The naga enclave lay nestled like a secret between worlds—part temple, part dark underground forest, and part city, pulsing with life despite the gloom.

A sharp trill echoed through the chamber where we stood overlooking the domed shape of some grand building, and three figures shimmered into view—one elder and two guards, all in naga form. 

The elder moved forward, a tall woman with curved horns, and little bones braided into her silver hair. Her serpent’s tail coiled behind her, sleek and iridescent. She stared at us, taking us all in, measuring our intent. Then her eyes landed on Sadavir and her cool expression disappeared as her eyes widened. “Prince Sadavir? Is it really true, then?”

He bowed, then signed, “Yes, elder. I’ve returned.”

There was a long pause, then the woman moved forward and embraced him roughly—her strong arms flexing with muscle, scales glinting along the backs of them in the dim light.

“You vanished,” she murmured as she pulled back to hold him at arm’s length. “We tried to track your lifeforce after you went away with that horrid creature, but... she hid you from us. We feared you were dead. And the council of elders was afraid any further interference would negate our bargain and bring the syndicate down on us again.”

“You did well,” he signed. “I have survived. And I am free now. But I need help. We all do.”

She looked up again, finally taking in the rest of the court. Ruya, holding onto Yukio’s arm. Robin, stoic and watchful. Dusek, shadowed and tall. Sanka standing at the ready with his sorcerer’s magic flaring through his aura. A mismatched pack of rebels, wounded and wary. Her gaze lit on Josh, still limp in Cicely’s arms, and her expression softened for a moment with recognition before she was all business again. 

“We would welcome you and Josh with open arms,” she said slowly. “But you bring outsiders,” her voice was full of cold warning.

“I bring family,” Sadavir said. “War is coming, and with it, great change. Change that only these people can bring about.” He shot a meaningful look toward Robin. “But for now, we are hunted. We need sanctuary while we plan our next steps.”

She looked at him for a long, long moment, and we all held our breath as we waited for the inevitable rejection. Then she nodded once, making the bones in her hair rattle. “Come. Your family will weep with joy. And the other elders will want to have words.”

We followed Sadavir and the naga elder into the heart of the enclave, the beautiful domed building below where we had entered. We passed under vine-draped archways dripping plants that somehow managed to thrive here in the dim light, through halls carved from stone with sparkling veins of pink and green. Pale, glowing lilies sprouted everywhere, their scent delicate and strange. Far from the earthen tunnel entry, this place was polished and posh, marble and gold, and what I suspected were real gemstones quietly decorating every nook and cranny. 

Nagas paused their tasks to watch us as we passed—eyes wary, tails stilling in mid-motion. I caught snippets of whispered conversation. That’s him. He came back. With outsiders. And worse. Is that Josh? What have they done to him? He’s a monster. One of them.

I watched as Ruya brushed her hand against Sadavir’s arm, and a spike of discomfort rippled through me at the reminder of their bond. “Okay?” she signed to him. 

“I don’t know,” he breathed, speaking aloud for her. “But this is where I stop running. Acacia can’t reach me here. And even if she could… I won’t let her take me from my home again.”

She smiled softly, her expression showing such tender, heavy understanding that I felt like I was witnessing something private. She squeezed his fingers. “Let’s hope not.” 

But despite his confident words, I saw the way the naga alpha glanced over at Josh’s unconscious form. Acacia could still reach him here. In worse ways than a simple physical attack. 

When we entered the audience chamber, Sadavir stopped, riveted to the spot, signing to us with hasty motions. “My brother. Arif.”

The other naga prince was slightly shorter than Sadavir and not quite as broad, a younger version of him, barely out of his teens, with storm-colored scales and an aura like tempered steel. He raised an eyebrow, looking unimpressed.

“Took you long enough, brother,” he said aloud as he signed. 

Sadavir came unfrozen and grinned. “You always were impatient, snakelet.”

Arif stepped down and Sadavir met him half-way in a crushing hug. They pounded each other on the back in that annoying way males tend to do. Then the younger brother stepped back to study the rest of us. “They’re yours?” he asked aloud as he signed.

“They’re ours,” I Sadavir corrected aloud. “They are clan.”

Arif’s gaze lingered on Ruya, no doubt sensing her strong omega nature. Then he nodded, slow but respectful. “Then they are welcome—pending elder approval, of course. And I have news of my own, just so you don’t think you can steal all the attention—I’ve recently announced my own engagement.”

Ruya tilted her head, polite but unreadable. “Congratulations. And thank you for your hospitality.”

“Oh now, thank you, omega,” he said, ingrained respect for her designation obvious before his tone became more teasing once more, though still laced with an undertone of remembered hurt. “We all assumed Sadavir had perished playing the hero to save me. And I have carried the weight of that with me for years. Thank you for not letting my idiot brother get himself killed playing the martyr.”

I snorted. “Give it time,” I muttered under my breath.

Arif summoned a servant, and we were led to a suite of connected guest chambers carved from quartz-veined stone. The beds in the individual rooms of the suite were sunk into the floor and piled with thick cushions, pillows, and fur throws, like nests. Ambient light radiated from crystals set in the walls and ceiling, warm and softly glowing. 

Sadavir helped Cicely lower Josh onto one of the beds. Then the faun collapsed on the cushions beside the limp vampire with a relieved groan. Robin stalked the perimeter with Queen Cat at her heels, checking for threats. Vlad and a couple of rats curled up in a smaller nest of pillows, while Odin perched on Dusek’s shoulder, the two of them standing sentinel at the door.

Ruya stepped up to Sadavir with quiet pride in her expression. “You did it. You found them.”

“Barely,” he murmured. “And with Robin’s help.”

“Still counts.” I turned away as she leaned up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to his cheek. Ugh. Newly bonded true mates were apparently sickeningly cute. I was surprised Yukio wasn’t retching right now.

Outside the chamber, I heard the soft hum of naga voices. Of old songs. Of history echoing through stone. How could a place feel so ancient, when it had been such a short time since they went into hiding? Around nine years, from what I’d gleaned from Sadavir and Josh in their time with us. That wasn’t long enough to establish all of this. 

I took a breath and closed my eyes, letting go of a little bit of my constant tension. Curiosity could wait. For now, we were safe—or at least far safer than we had been in the last two days. Rest and food were our next priorities. We could sort everything else out later. 

I opened my eyes again and fought through my fatigue, forced myself to execute the role of security officer, checking the suite for any dangers, securing the locks, and setting up a rotation for someone to guard the main door to the suite at all times. 

Still, that stupid discomfort in my gut slowly churned, turning into full-blown anxiety. My gaze kept drifting to the two other alphas in the room. Ruya and Sadavir gravitated to each other. She was attuned to him like a flower constantly turning toward the sun. Sadavir fairly glowed, his power stronger now that he was among his people, his confidence and his alpha influence drawing the others like a magnet. 

Meanwhile, Robin’s energy only grew more subdued, suppressed, as if she was pulling away from not only Ruya, but from all of us. As if she was willing to let Sadavir take from her without a fight…

Our alpha princess was always a step ahead of the rest of us. Maybe Robin already saw what was coming, and was trying to prepare herself.

What if Sadavir wanted to stay here with his people? My chest clenched. I couldn’t lose Ruya. I couldn’t choose between her and my alpha and court. But it might come down to that. And if it did... I would lose someone no matter what choice I made. Ruya, or Robin. 

And quite possibly the others as well. I knew Cicely would go with Ruya if she chose to leave our rebel court and join up with the naga. He had always made his allegiance to our omega very clear. But I’d also noticed how Dusek hovered closer to the naga these days. How Sanka seemed to respect him and look out for him. Even Yukio wasn’t as frosty as he had been toward the snake. What if Sadavir decided to rejoin his clan and he took more than just Ruya away with him. It would tear our court apart. 

“Martina?” Sanka said, the impatience in his deep voice telling me this wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get my attention. 

“What?’ I snapped, whirling to face the sorcerer. 

He lifted a dark brow at me and made a swirling gesture with his finger. “If you’re taking first watch, I think you should let me cast a wakefulness charm on you. You’re as braindead as the rest of us right now, goat-eater.”

I huffed. “Fine.”

Right. Priorities. Our safety. Getting rid of the cult. Murdering the emperor and burning the syndicate down. Severing Acacia’s stupid fucking head from her body and tap-dancing on her ashes. Then I could worry about my loyalties, and my future, and my feelings. 
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