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Josh
 

The dream always started the same way—more memory than imagination. She would never let me forget that night.

Cold marble. Her delicate, simperingly sweet face... that girlish smile giving way to the monster it concealed. My own hoarse screams. Her mouth on my neck as she stole everything from me, took my life and my free will. That flash of blinding pain before the hunger roared awake and swallowed everything I was.

I jerked upright in bed, breath sawing in and out, hissing through my newly acquired fangs. I didn’t strictly need sleep anymore, but sometimes it was a nice relief from being awake. Not this time, though. Sweat glued my shirt to my spine. The sheets tangled around my legs like restraints. My heartbeat felt heavy and too slow in my chest, compressed and wrong. 

“Alone,” I panted out, pressing my hands over my chest. “You’re alone, Josh. Alone and alive.” No vampire queen chewed at my neck. No cold grave dirt was being sprinkled over me while some sorcerer muttered and cast black magic. I was alive—mostly. Safe and alone in my room. For now. 

I tried to calm my breathing and tap into what my strange new enhanced senses told me. It was late. Or early, depending on your perspective. The guest wing of The Fox was silent. No voices in the hallway. No laughter. Just the soft, invisible hum of the wards against my newly paranormal aura, and the occasional distant creak of old wood settling, the sounds of the historic building that perched above this section of the basement. 

Everyone else was likely still asleep. Someone was probably on guard duty, doing rounds or watching the cameras upstairs. But there were no traces of living creatures in my hallway. No heartbeats. No faintly rushing blood calling to me like a rare delicacy... 

A glance at my phone showed me it was three a.m.

I looked around the room once more, able to see perfectly without turning on a light. The perks of my new condition. The room was still empty. The nightmare memory was just that. A nightmare. A memory. Nothing more. And yet... I knew I wasn’t entirely alone. I probably never would be again. 

I listened harder with all my senses, waiting.

And... there it was. The whisper, curling at the back of my mind like ivy around a broken stone: “Still pretending to be human, my sweet, stubborn little slave? How quaint.”

Acacia’s voice was a passing thought, rather than a command, quieter now, but never gone. It was faint, like a bone-deep bruise that didn’t show on the surface, but never stopped aching. I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead and tried to breathe past the nausea that coiled in my stomach. She wasn’t focused on me right now. The feeling would pass.

“I’m not yours,” I whispered into the silent room.

The room didn’t argue.

Robin had ordered me to move out of the private wing of the inner sanctum deep below The Fox—and I’d agreed with her decision. My new room was in the small, out of the way hall where the rebel court occasionally entertained business associates that they didn’t fully trust. Sadavir had tried to put a positive spin on it. He said it was for my safety, so the others wouldn’t be tempted to get rid of me. Said it would help keep things calm if I wasn’t right up in their nest putting everyone on guard. But we all knew there was more to it than that.

I wasn’t being kept separate for my safety. I was being kept apart for their safety. I was untrustworthy now. Unpredictable. A liability to the entire rebel court.

My current suite—a polite name for what was essentially a nice, comfy cage—sat at the far end of the guest wing. It was a place, as I understood it, that was usually reserved for messengers, uncertain allies, and diplomatic pests. Not for me. Not for someone who used to sit around the kitchen table with the others at dinner, or sprawl on the couch during movie night, or spar in the main gym, or fall asleep gently sandwiched between Ruya and Sadavir after they made love...

For one brief moment, I thought I had found my place in the world, once more. A new home where Sadavir and I didn’t have to live in fear. A family who might grow to love and cherish us. Now, I was a threat to that very peace. An involuntary spy. A ticking bomb no one could disarm.

Acacia might be watching through my eyes right this moment. Listening through my ears. Sifting through my thoughts for some golden nugget of information she could use against the rebel court to ensure they kept going along with her god-awful plan. Sometimes I could almost feel her smile just behind my lips.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and hunched forward, hands in my hair, trying to catch my breath. My skin felt cold and clammy, like I hadn’t fed in weeks—which was a lie. I’d fed the night before last, under Sadavir’s watch, from a blood bag laced with things Yukio and Martina insisted should help somewhat suppress my hunger. 

It hadn’t helped. It never helped. The hunger was always waiting. 

It shouldn’t be this bad, according to Richard and Martina, and according to what I’d learned in my time overseeing the vampire queen’s menagerie. But something was making me into even more of a monster than expected. It was probably because of my link with Acacia and her constant check-ins and presence inside my mind. She was more prone to bloodlust and instability than the other vampires I had encountered. And I wouldn’t be surprised if that was trickling into me through our bond, poisoning me with her insanity. 

It wasn’t me. It was her influence inside me. But it was hard to remember that logic when the self-doubt crept in. There was an emptiness inside me bigger than the hunger. A gnawing in my gut that told me I wasn’t who I thought I was, and maybe I never had been. 

Maybe I was never the good person I had tired so hard to be. Maybe my beta nature, my urge to care for others, the pledge I’d made to serve Sadavir... maybe it was all just a lie hiding this darkness inside me. A darkness that the vampirism had not created, but had simply brought to light. Maybe I’d always been rotten inside, and I’d just been really good at hiding it until now. 

I fought my dark, paranoid thoughts and viciously shoved down the hunger that made my mouth dry and my fangs ache. No. This wasn’t who I was. I wasn’t secretly some awful person. 

She made me like this. And no matter how far I ran, no matter how many rituals, or counter-charms we tried, no matter how many hope-laced mantras I whispered to myself over the past few days, that truth stuck like a barbed hook in my chest.

Regardless of the reason, I was no longer me. 

I used to be kind. I used to be proud to be a beta—steady, protective, gentle. The kind of person who held others together when the cruel world was too much, who held space, who healed, who listened with patience and gentleness and anticipated every need. Now, I was the kind of person they kept at arm’s length. Someone they had to watch their words around. Somone who could betray them or attack them at a moment’s notice. Someone who wanted to taste their hot life’s blood any chance I got, simply for the pleasure of it.

I crawled out of bed and made my way to the bathroom. The silly human stories about vampires not having reflections weren’t true. The only time a vampire didn’t have a reflection was if they used a spell or potion to achieve that effect. And that wasn’t really something most people found useful, in the day-to-day. I turned on the bathroom light out of stubbornness more than need. I could see just fine without it, but the color of the bulb cast a warmer glow on the room. It made my reflection seem at least a little bit less cold and foreign

I turned the fancy taps and washed my face. Cold water. Sharp-scented soap. Mechanical motions—it gave me a flashback to all the time I’s spent cleaning blood off the floor back in Acacia’s cathedral, back when I was her assistant, her fixer of broken toys, the silent little caretaker of her involuntary blood donors. Here I was, her slave again, just when I’d thought I was free.

I glared into the mirror. My skin was too smooth. My coloring wasn’t as warm as it once was. There were dark circles under my eyes, and the eyes themselves looked bright and brittle, like shattered glass. It was the face of a stranger.

Sighing, I left the bathroom and plopped down in the chair at the far side of the suit to try meditating again, to build walls around the part of me that was still me and keep the monster who had sired me out of my head. But my defenses were weak. Instead of sturdy barriers, I only managed to erect fragile, fractured glass walls. No shelter. Just—crack after crack, and the thing on the other side pacing the perimeter, laughing at me, multiplied in every mirrored shard.

Snorting in disgust, I gave up the mental and magical exercises and picked up the nearest book in the pile Richard had dumped on me a few days ago with a muttered “for your bedtime amusement,” and a crooked grin.

The Quest for Liberation: Journal Accounts of the Blood Bonded. 

It turned out to be a compilation of dozens of old journal entries and accounts from humans who had been turned into vampires against their will and sought a way to sever the blood bond. The book was ancient, the paper yellowed and fragile. And I doubted a single one of these poor bastards had ever succeeded in breaking their blood bond to their sire. 

My newfound pessimism rose up and threatened to choke me. Very useful. In the way a paper umbrella is useful in a thunderstorm. I shoved my skepticism away and forced myself to read. It wasn’t like I had anything else to do at the moment.

I read for hours. Passages and diagrams began to blur together. I underlined a few sections I didn’t understand, and circled one name again and again—Claudius. Apparently, someone had gotten free without simply killing their maker and hoping they didn’t die along with the vampire who created them. But the mysterious Claudius’s story wasn’t actually included in the book. It was just mentioned in passing about a million times. 

Awesome. Good to know.

I shoved the book off the table with a frustrated groan and leaned back in the chair, pushing into it with my increased strength until it creaked under my weight. Anger was starting to overtake the despair. The simmering rage was definitely a more empowering and useful feeling. But it didn’t help with the hunger, or the potential for violence inside me.

Across the room, Ruya’s pet crow, Odin, sat on the curtain rod over the painted-on window, as still and dark as ever. It was odd for Ruya’s pets to glom onto anyone other than her. But Odin had been here all night. 

“You spying on me? Going to tell the others how messed up I am?” I asked. But the intended wry humor fell flat. My voice cracked halfway through.

Odin didn’t answer. Just blinked. Tilted his head like he was studying an interesting new puzzle.

He’d been sitting there since before I’d tried to lose myself in sleep. Ruya trusted him. And she trusted me not to hurt him. Which meant... maybe she still trusted me, a little.

I dragged a blanket off the bed and curled up in the armchair, knees to my chest. The urge to cry came and went like a tide. Mostly I felt hollow. Like I was wearing a Josh-shaped skin over something much uglier.

When the dreams had first started, I thought the trauma would pass, that the voice would fade. But she was a part of me now. And it seemed that connection only grew stronger as the days passed. 

I missed the others. Badly. Craved a comforting touch or a soft kiss. Something to remind me that I was still... human, I suppose, even though I really wasn’t. Oh, they still tried to interact with me like nothing had changed. But I couldn’t let myself reach out to them for comfort the way I might have in the past. 

Every conversation. Every apology. Every glance, or touch, or stolen from Sadavir or Ruya in the hallway. Every flinch when Cicely smiled too brightly. Every time I lingered near Ruya’s aura like it was a balm, and then darted away because I didn’t want Acacia to see. The monster saw it all anyway. She saw the respect, and care, and love we had for one another. And I knew she would use it against me, against us all, whenever it best suited her.

No one said the word spy. Or weapon. They didn’t have to. It was obvious. I curled tighter into the blanket.

The overhead light flickered. The wards flaring again. Sanka hadn’t been able to find a way to block the blood bond entirely. But he had been fiddling with the protections around The Fox and had managed to at least make it so Acacia had to work harder and expend more energy if she wanted to reach me. The pressure in my head grew sharp, like a needle twisting behind my eyes. Her punishment for the interference. 

I pressed my hand to my chest. Whispered the words again. Not for Acacia. Not for anyone else. Just for me. “I am not yours. I belong to me.”

Odin clacked his black beak loudly and croaked in what I hoped was agreement.
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Robin
 

The stone walls had to be in danger of melting.

They weren’t damaged visibly—not yet. But I could feel the tension in the air, like static pressed against the inside of my skull. The old bones of The Fox whispered beneath their enchantments, absorbing my aura and reverberating it back in pulses I couldn’t ignore. The training room, deep underground and double-warded for destruction, was the only place that could hold me right now. Sanka had woven so much magic in here it hummed like a living thing as it flared to life to keep me from burning the place down.

Even all that strong demon-blooded sorcerer magic was strained. Drawing in a slow, deep breath, I tried to calm my mind.

I gripped the iron practice blade tighter and threw it across the room, spinning it toward the far target. It struck the wall three inches off center and embedded itself into the stone. A spiderweb of molten light spread from the impact point, veins of red and gold running through the old warded stone like stress fractures.

Not good. But Sanka could fix it. The protections were probably due for a tune-up anyway.

I rotated my shoulders, ignoring the pop, and brushed a stray lock hair back from my aching forehead. The pounding in my head hadn’t stopped for two days straight. It pulsed in rhythm with my heartbeat, a reminder that my magic—my dragon’s magic—was no longer content to be chained in the shadows and stuffed under my ribcage. It craved wholeness. It wanted out. Wanted to hunt down the missing part of our soul. And soon, it would burst out of me whether I gave permission or not.

A dragon shifter was not meant to be separated from their magic past their coming of age. I was missing a part of me. One I needed to keep me whole.

I wasn’t sure exactly what would happen if I crossed that threshold into full maturity without my missing magic—I had been robbed of the community of other dragon shifters who might have taught me more—but I could read and research. I knew it wouldn’t be good. 

My fingers ached. My skin itched. I could taste smoke every time I opened my mouth. It was embarrassing. An alpha and a leader should have more control than this. I had lived without my birthright for nearly seventy years. I could last a little longer. Long enough to rip the fucking emperor to shreds and dismember the entire corrupt syndicate along with him. 

The first time I’d lost control in this room, I’d melted a couple practice dummies. The second, I’d blacked out for four hours and woken up on the cold stone floor in partial shift, teeth too long, eyes golden and slitted. 

There wouldn’t be a third time. My magic was unstable, but I was still in control, not my beast. I clung to that inner control with a white-knuckled grip. I just had to learn new ways let off steam, and to suppress my urges. Hone my willpower. Now was not the time to fall apart. Not when I was so close to achieving all my goals.

I drew in a slow breath. Counted to five. Exhaled.

It seemed to work for a moment. Then the pressure behind my eyes spiked like a hot nail driven between my temples.

“Fuck,” I hissed.

I staggered back, bracing myself on the low bench by the weapons rack. Literal sparks danced across my vision. They curled off my skin and drifted toward the ceiling, dancing away like fireflies.

I bit down on a scream.

I had to geta handle on this. I couldn’t lose control again. Not now. Not when the court was this fragile, when the alliance with Acacia hung like a sword over all of our necks, when Josh was breaking down one heartbeat at a time and Ruya’s eyes never quite stopped flicking toward me like she could see me. Like she knew how close I was to falling apart.

I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders. I was Dame Robin fucking Nicola, princess of the rebel court and downfall of the syndicate. I would not succumb to such ridiculous weakness. 

My body spasmed. Magic surged under my skin like molten lava. A blast of heat shot outward in all directions—no flame, not yet, but close—and the ward-stones hummed in warning from their places at the far corners of The Fox. If I didn’t get it under control—

“Robin?” Yukio’s voice, muffled through the reinforced door. “Having fun in there, Princess?”

“Yes. But it’s a private party,” I gritted out. “Get lost.”

The door burst open anyway, of course.

Yukio ducked inside, flanked by Sanka, both already glowing faintly with prepped magic. Martina was right behind them. Yukio’s icy aura chilled the air instantly. Martina’s aura, full of alpha strength, but non-threatening, bolstered mine like a steadying hand.

I hated it. But it worked.

“Get out,” I snapped, jerking the hem of my stretchy, stylish workout shirt straight, re-adjusting my high ponytail, and squaring my shoulders.

“No,” Yukio said flatly. “You’re about to melt the floor again.”

“I said—”

“You’re not fine,” Martina interrupted, stepping closer. “Don’t even say it. Your aura is unstable, and you’re too pissed off to be training right now. You should know better, alpha.”

I turned to face her, one brow raised, and a pulse of alpha power aimed her way for her blatant insubordination. She didn’t flinch.

Good. I’d hardly respect her if she cowered. But still. Everyone standing up to me all the time was getting very tiresome. 

“You want to take a swing at me?” she asked. “Maybe take some of that anger out on a single unlucky sparring partner, rather than the whole damned house?”

I bared my teeth. She was really pushing it. It was almost like she wanted to be put in her place. And oh, how we’d enjoy that. My inner dragon purred with the thought of fighting and fucking the chupacabra shifter right here on the singed workout mats.

“Go ahead,” Martina said. “Hit me. At least if you accidentally kill me with your loss of control maybe that will snap you out of it before you bring the whole house down and endanger everyone else.”

That stopped me. Just long enough for the flames at the edge of my vision to flicker and die. For my human brain to take over from the lizard. My entire purpose as an alpha was to protect my court. And yet I was a danger to them. 

And it wasn’t just them. All of my plans, all of my goals. The revenge I had worked so hard for all my life—it was more than a personal vendetta, though that was enough. I had to bring the emperor and the syndicate down so they’d stop using, abusing, and murdering anyone who didn’t fall in line. It wasn’t just my court depending on me—my omega, betas, and gammas. The fate of every outcast, unprotected, unaligned paranorm in the city also depended on my success.

I collapsed onto the bench, arms shaking, breath ragged. Magic still crackled under my skin like a warning. I could feel it pulsing in my wrists, at the base of my spine, in the space just behind my eyes. The dragon wanted out. My beast side was tired of playing games and being denied, tired of allowing injustice. 

Yukio crouched in front of me and pressed a cold hand to my knee. “I’m going to bring your body temperature down a little,” he said softly. His gentle tone of voice told me just how concerned he really was. “Don’t fight me like a stubborn ass.”

I didn’t have the heart to muster a flippant reply. I nodded once, feeling like an utter failure.

A wave of frost shuddered through the room, creeping along the stone floor and curling up the walls, putting out a few minor smolders in the process. The magic curled gently through my aura and across my overheated skin, just shy of too cold. The pressure behind my eyes eased, slightly. The headache backed off a notch as the internal fires receded. For now.

“Better?” he asked.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, flipping the long tail of my hair back over my shoulder. “But I always enjoy the touch of your ice magic on my skin, Yuki darling.” I winked.

Martina snorted. She dropped onto the bench beside me and handed me a chilled water bottle. I took it, twisted the cap off with fingers that were perfectly steady and didn’t shake or fumble at all, thank you very much, and drank.

Sanka circled the room, using his sorcery skills to reinforce the wards on the training room. He was a beta. Normally he’d be the one over here fussing and driving me mad with his concern. But this time, he kept his distance. He knew me well enough to know that there was a limit to my tolerance for coddling.

The silence that followed was heavy. They all just sat with me—not pressing, not judging, just... holding space.

And I hated—absolutely loathed—that I needed that. “I should be stronger than this,” I said quietly.

“You are strong, Alpha,” Yukio said dryly. “Stupidly strong. Do you know any other alpha who could operate in this state nearly half as well as you have?” He raised a dark brow, giving me a wry look. “But even you have limits, Princess.”

I closed my eyes.

Footsteps padded softly down the hall. A light knock.

“Go away,” I snapped immediately. The door creaked open anyway.

No one fucking listened to me anymore. What happened to my authority? The awe over the glory of my stunning presence? Was I going to have to eat one of them to remind them who and what I was?

Cicely stepped inside, barefoot and silent, golden curls tumbled and wild as always. He didn’t speak. He never needed to. He just knew what I was feeling, thanks to his fae gifts. His aura brushed mine—cool, curious, and grounding. Ruya’s beta had come to tend to her unhinged alpha, like a good little pet.

He looked at me, then down at the scorched floor, then back up again with one eyebrow raised.

“I’m fine,” I said. Again. Was everyone deaf?

He made a face that conveyed a high level of doubt. Either that or he had gas pains. I sighed. The idea of roasting and eating someone was growing more appealing by the second.

Martina, probably sensing that death was looming, stood. “I’ll go do security rounds,” she said to Yukio. “Give her space.”

Yukio hesitated then, surprisingly, followed her without complaint. The door clicked shut behind them. Cicely drifted closer. Still silent. Still patiently waiting for me to come around.

“Yes, yes. You think I’m unraveling,” I said flatly as I finished off the last of my bottled water.

He tilted his head, his beautiful green eyes seeing more than they should. Damned empathic fae.

“You’re not wrong,” I admitted. “I may, possibly, be mildly struggling at the moment. But it will pass.”

He sat cross-legged on the floor at my feet, tugged his sleeves over his hands, and waited. I looked away.

Vlad squeezed in through the ventilation shaft, fluttered over, let out a strangled screech, and dropped something into my lap.

A moth. Mostly dead, though it did twitch a few times before finally going still. What was it with Ruya’s pets all of the sudden?

“Thanks,” I said gravely as the bat flapped an awkward circle round the room then headed in an erratic path toward me again.

Vlad smacked into my chest, then clambered his way up to perch on my shoulder, chittering out a sound that I thought indicated he was quite pleased with himself. His little claws dug into my skin, the tiny prick of pain just enough to anchor me in the here and now.

It was... comforting, in a grotesque sort of way. “I think this bat might have rabies,” I muttered.

Cicely signed, “He doesn’t do that for anyone but Ruya. I think he’s trying to take care of you.”

Great. Even the pets were starting to fuss and worry over me. What a terrible day for my ego. 

I stroked a hand over Vlad’s furry back. The migraine was still lurking. The fire inside me still ached to burn through everything and everyone who got too close. But at the moment, it was manageable.

“You know what the worst part is?” I asked lightly, as if we were just chatting about the weather.

Cicely watched me, waiting. He wasn’t my beta. Not one of the original members of my court. He was, first and foremost, Ruya’s mate and devotee. But for some reason, instead of making me shut him out, that little bit of distance made it easier to tell him the truth. I suppose there was less pressure to perform for him, since I wasn’t his alpha, and technically not responsible for protecting him.

“I a break. A tiny little moment to breathe. But I can’t let go,” I whispered. “I can’t relax. Not even for a second. Because if I do, the dragon takes over. And she doesn’t give a fuck about diplomacy, or restraint, or how fragile everyone is right now. She doesn’t care about Josh, or Acacia, or any of the rest of it. She just wants to burn the world down to get to her missing magic.”

Cicely moved closer. Placed his hand over mine. For some strange and mystical reason, I allowed the unnecessary gesture.

“I hate needing help,” I growled, a little tendril of smoke escaping my lips to curl toward the ceiling.

He squeezed my hand once, then signed, “Then don’t call it help. Call it what it is. Loyalty. Care. Respect... Love.”

Vlad, who had been rooting around doing weird bat things in my hair, sneezed on my neck.

I laughed, hoarse and cracked. Then, rubbed my temples again and leaned back against the wall as the laughter took over, bursting out of me until tears streamed down my cheeks. Cicely smiled along with me, chuckling silently. 

As the tension in me eased a bit more, I recognized the calming influence of a strong, grounded beta. And my own alpha nature demanded that I enfold him under my protection. It urged me to nudge a bit of my alpha influence his way so he’d know he was valued and appreciated. As if he was mine.

“This entire court is ridiculous,” I informed him, even as I ignored the unspoken exchange between us and allowed him to bask in my energy.

We sat there for a while. Me. Cicely. Vlad. And the slowly cooling ache of my own magic, which hadn’t quite killed me today, but probably would sometime soon.

Eventually, I stood.

“Come on,” I said to Cicely. “I need to speak with Yukio and Martina. We need to talk about this cursed alliance with Acacia. Even if it kills me to utter the words out loud.”

He gave me a look.

“Figure of speech,” I added. “I’m feeling much more like myself. Crisis averted.” For now.

He studied me for a long while, his bright green gaze not directly challenging me, but skirting very close to that edge. Then he stepped closer, took my hand in his and bowed over it formally before brushing a soft kiss across my knuckles. 

A little jolt of heat and want curled through my belly and between my legs. If there was one thing that my dragon would consider as an alternative to murderous rage, it was fucking all her aggression out with a beautiful partner. And I could certainly see what Ruya saw in the handsome faun. But he wasn’t mine. And we had more important things to do. 

Pity. 

I gathered my towel from the hook by the door, shook the ash from it, and left the room—and Cicely’s whisper of silent laughter—behind me. 
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Ruya
 

The air in the lower levels of The Fox was usually light and cool. Robin’s sanctuary was immaculate. The air never felt heavy, the way you’d expect an underground hideout to feel. But right now... the air was thick with power, and frustration, and unspoken resentment. It felt oppressive. 

I lightly slid my fingertips over the smoothly paneled walls and slightly textured wallpaper as I made my way through the sanctuary and to the living room. My ever-growing magical senses pulsed faintly with agitated auras—echoes of the people currently assembled in the sprawling living room. They called to some deep, instinctive part of me. The part I was learning to recognize as my omega nature. The powerful people around me were struggling. And there was something within me that they needed. That only I could provide. 

It was hard to focus on that, though, when I was struggling so hard to regulate my own tumultuous feelings. 

So much had happened over the course of the last couple of weeks. Over the last few months, if I was being honest. Things hadn’t stopped happening to or around me since the day Sanka, Dusek, and Martina stole me from the Order of the Tripple Moon. My entire life had been blown up and re-organized, only to be shaken up again and again. Sometimes I wondered if it would ever end. 

But then, I knew exactly what I was signing up for when I chose to stay with Robin and the rebel court and help them with their plans. 

I knew it would be hard. Dangerous. Emotionally fraught. For me. I just... hadn’t thought about collateral damage. Every time I thought I was past being the naive, sheltered woman I once was, another lesson presented itself.

It wasn’t just me who was endangered by my choice to stay here and support Robin. That choice affected everyone I cared about. It was one thing to know that intellectually, but it was entirely different to know it now—viscerally. 

If I had left the court and taken Sadavir and Josh with me, maybe Acacia wouldn’t have decided to use Josh to prove a point. She wouldn’t have been able to use him to control Robin and her court. Maybe sweet, gentle, patient Josh wouldn’t be a bloodthirsty vampire with a psychotic maker whispering madness in his head. 

“There’s nothing you can do about it now,” I muttered to myself as I turned the corner and headed toward the living room, and all the powerful auras gathered there. “Chin up, shoulders back. Don’t let them see you stumble.” Sometimes, my training from my time with the cult came in useful. All I could do now was make the best of what was before me, one moment at a time. And keep up a calm front until the storm passed.

Just like I always had. 

The living room had become an informal meeting space lately. Usually, it was the place where movies were watched, books were read, and on a couple of memorable occasions, orgies sparked. But now... it was a war strategy room. The thought made my heart heavier than it already was.

I reached the threshold and paused. It was never quiet when the full court gathered in one place, but today was louder than normal. Even though we were missing someone.

Josh was absent, banned from leaving the guest wing. And even though I couldn’t see the faces of the people around me, I still felt his absence keenly. He belonged here with us. With his new family. He and Sadavir might be new to the court, and there were things to work out still before they were truly comfortable. But I had no doubt they were meant to be part of this court. Part of us. And it throbbed like a hidden wound to have one of them missing.

Taking a deep breath and letting it out, I slowly crossed the room. I took my usual spot on the big couch, just to the right of Cicely and across from Yukio, and let my aura settle into a neutral pulse—present but non-invasive. It was a practiced motion, subtle, like but powerful. I was new to the whole omega thing, but now that I knew a little more about what my role could be, things like this had started to come more naturally to me. I had the ability to ground and steady the alphas, gammas, and betas around me with my mere presence. And boy did they ever need steadying. I anchored myself and waited.

Robin stood at the far side of the room, her blurry physical form and her bright aura a flare of red and gold that moved with fluid swoops. She must be pacing. Her aura flared slightly around her, adding a layer of blurry orange and gold to my limited sight. I reached my awareness outward, letting my aura seek for hers and twine with it. Like holding hands. 

My beautiful, stubborn, fierce alpha. She was too proud to admit how much she was struggling. But I saw it. She hadn’t completely unraveled yet, but I had a feeling she was fraying at the edges with every passing day.

“We need to talk about this alliance with Acacia,” she said without preamble. “And what happens next.”

That was all she had to say. The room erupted.

Martina’s voice rose immediately. “I understand about Josh, but I can’t believe we are going to actually go along with this farce. We all know she’ll stab us in the back the second she gets the chance. She’s just using us.” Her voice got a bit growly as she added, “We should have killed the bitch when we had the chance.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Sadavir said in his halting voice. He rarely verbalized, but this was important to him. I could sense him lingering at the outskirts of the group. His strong green-and-earth aura was unsteady, flaring and receding periodically as he struggled with his emotions. His deep, blunted voice was all sandpaper and pain. 

“Oh, we have a choice,” Martina snapped from the other side of the room, her dark tone making it clear that her choice involved murder.

Yukio’s tone of voice was flat and cool, unreadable, but I felt his aura sharpen, like shards of ice. “We don’t have to cooperate fully, Marty. Just enough to buy us time. We’ll stab her in the back long before she gets the chance to try it on us—literally. I’m looking forward to shoving an ice blade between her ribs.” He sounded downright gleeful at the thought.

“Why play her games at all, even temporarily?” Dusek said, voice like rolling smoke. “Martina’s right. I say we kill the bitch and be done with it. Move quickly before she can cause Josh more suffering than she already has.” 

And that was the real reason he was in the “kill her now,” camp. Dusek might want to sound unaffected. But I knew better. He had as soft a heart as anyone. He was furious that Josh had been attacked, and the gamma in him wanted swift and decisive retribution.

I felt the others flinch around me as Dusek’s aura of terror flowed over us with his anger. I couldn’t really argue with him. I’d had the same thought, initially. As I’d crouched by Josh’s apparently lifeless body when the vampires dumped him on our front steps. As I realized that he was alive, then immediately despaired when I realized what that meant, what had been done to him. As I watched him savagely feed from Sadavir and Robin when he woke, no longer himself. As I sat by his bedside and tried my best to give him physical healing and relief even though he wouldn’t meet my eyes. 

I was a healer, a passivist by nature and by upbringing. But there was a line. And Acacia had tap-danced right over it on more than one occasion. In those moments when I’d had to bear witness to the aftermath of her senseless cruelty, I’d wanted to rip her heart from her chest myself with my bare hands. 

But there was one little problem with that approach...

I felt a flurry of movement nearby—Cicely, signing furiously by the feel of it, even as he spoke in my mind using his mind speak. Killing her might kill Josh too! And we have no idea who will step up to take her place or what failsafes she has in place. Killing her, or even attempting to, could trigger a whole chain of retaliation.

I reached out to find his hand and squeeze it lightly, grounding us both. 

Robin, for her part, didn’t play the alpha card for quite some time. She let everyone complain and mutter until they spluttered themselves out. Martina and Dusek wanted Acacia dead immediately, whatever it took. Sadavir, Sanka, and Cicely agreed but were more concerned about what might happen to Josh. 

Yukio said Josh deal with things as they were for the time being, that he could suck it up until we had a real plan in place. He pointed out that if we just got rid of Acacia, there would be another corrupt bloodsucker representative ready to swoop in and pick up the mantle of terror. He also pointed out that the court had not worked for decades quietly undermining the syndicate just to show their hand too soon and throw everything away for one little ex-human because he had suffered a minor boo-boo. 

I didn’t point out to him that kidnapping, torture, and forced vampire conversion were a bit beyond a “minor boo-boo.” He knew that. He was just being purposefully dismissive to get his point across. 

Josh would live—we couldn’t change what had been done to him, but if we kept Acacia appeased, he should theoretically be fine until the court was in a better position to make a move. 

I didn’t bother trying to offer an opinion or calm their argument. I saw the wisdom in what Robin was doing. She wasn’t letting them all argue for the fun of it. She was letting them vent. Letting them have a say, so they felt like they were at least trying to solve the problem. So they’d feel heard. I reached my aura out to hers in quiet support. Maybe if she checked the urge to go all alpha for a second, some of the pain would ebb. 

But Robin was our dragon alpha princess. So, they only got a short time to vent. Then she spoke. 

“Are you all quite done now?” she drawled, her husky voice snaking through the fading mutters and grumbles, as unconcerned as ever. Like this was the most boring conversation she’d ever had. Even though I could sense her pounding headache from across the room.

“Martina and Dusek are partially right. With one minor addition. If we look at the situation logically,” she said in that same calm, even tone, “it would make the most sense to simply kill Josh, so Acacia can’t spy on us or use him as leverage. She still might tattle on us to the emperor, though, so we should probably just get rid of them both for good measure. Although,” she said with a little pause, “Yukio is correct there—we wouldn’t be certain who would rise up to take over the syndicate vampires in Acacia’s place. That could make things more difficult since we’d be working around an unknown player and it would mean even more moving parts and what-ifs.”

There was a pause. A huff. 

“Call her that again, snake,” Yukio said coldly, “and I’ll freeze your balls off,” clearly in response to something Sadavir had just signed to Robin.

I straightened my spine and opened myself further, letting more of my own innate magical nature wash over the room. The last thing we needed was the two most powerful alphas in the city trying to murder each other in the living room, though I was really tempted to allow it just so I wouldn’t have to play peacekeeper anymore. 

I was knew Robin just baiting Sadavir with her suggestion about killing Josh, and was taking great pleasure in his reaction. And Sadavir should know that too, and not rise to the bait. They were such children sometimes. 

“That’s enough,” I said, letting just a thread of my magic slide outward. My voice wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. 

Though I was always surprised when it happened, I knew everyone would defer to me. It was an omega thing, apparently. At first I hadn’t believed it. Hadn’t been comfortable accepting that all these powerful people were so attuned to me. But here was the proof. I was starting to see why some alphas preferred to keep omegas bound to them and subservient, rather than letting them remain unattached with their freewill intact. 

“Robin,” I said evenly, feeling like a mother scolding a couple of toddlers. “Please stop trying to get a rise out of Sadavir. He’s suffered enough without you poking your fingers into the wound.”

Robin sighed as if I had just taken all her fun away. I almost smiled at her reaction. It was good to get a little glimpse of her usual personality, when I was beginning to get concerned about her losing herself. But the tension in the room was giving me a headache too. And none of this was productive. 

“Calm yourself, snake,” Robin drawled. “I only said that would be the logical thing to do.” Her husky voice was still calm, unaffected. “But clearly this court no longer functions with any sort of logic. We’re all heart, and emotions. It’s sickening, really.” 

Colors and shadows shifted as she took a seat. “As Yukio so aptly pointed out, we don’t need to actually honor the agreement with Acacia. All we have to do is play along long enough to get what we need. Acacia insists she can help us find where the emperor is currently hiding. If that’s true, it will make our hunt for him that much easier. And I’m hoping she can relay some of his weaknesses so we can face him better prepared.” She huffed. “We were already going to kill him, so the agreement with her doesn’t really change anything, it’s just one more nose in our business. But I’m well used to syndicate morons sniffing around court business. If we can use this to our advantage, we will.” 

A rattle of ice in a glass, then she continued. “Acacia will screw us over though, make no mistake. I think it’s glaringly obvious that her endgame is to insert herself as the new empress of the syndicate. Once the emperor is dead, she won’t need us anymore. If she’s smart, she’ll immediately kill us all once we’ve served our purpose. It would make her look stronger and eliminate a massive threat to her continued existence.”

I sighed. It wasn’t that I was surprised by any of this underhanded plotting. Just disappointed, I suppose. I’d had my rose-colored glasses ripped off well before now. But still, I wished the world wasn’t quite so awful and that, for once, people and situations could just be exactly what they seemed to be at first glance. 

Dusek’s dark energy curled and twisted, moving a bit closer to where I sat. I reached out a hand and dragged my fingers through the shadows, shuddering at the fear that skittered over me, but wanting to greet him, regardless. The cool kiss of his dark aura made my breath hitch, but I easily reminded myself that there was hardly any difference at all between fear and breathless exhilaration. The shiver that followed was tinged with something more than simple fear. If only Dusek wasn’t so convinced that he was a monster.... 

Sadavir hissed, startling me out of my distracted thoughts. Goddess. There were far more important things going on here. I tried to do a mental calculation to figure out if my next heat might be creeping up on me already and addling my brain. But Sanka spoke, translating Sadavir’s words aloud for my benefit, and I dropped that line of thinking.

“I want to keep Josh safe from that monster, but there is more than just Josh’s life at risk here. There are worse things than death. This alliance is the only reason Acacia hasn’t taken him back by force. If we anger her or try to kill her and fail, she can call him to her using the maker’s bond. I will not have him become a slave to that monster. Never again.”

“Josh would agree,” Martina said, her tone of voice dry. “But he wouldn’t tell us to hesitate on his behalf. I bet he’d look at things more logically. He wouldn’t want to endanger the rest of the court by trying to save his own ass.” She scoffed. “I’ve been a vampire slave. Trust me. He’d be better off executed by us, or dying from our killing Acacia, than risking life as a slave.” She snorted. “I bet if he was here, he’d tell us to end him right now and take her bargaining chip away. He may be annoyingly nice. But he’s not an idiot.”

Sadavir didn’t like that, of course. But he couldn’t exactly say for sure that she was wrong.

That was the part that gnawed at me. Here we were, talking about Josh’s future, discussing him like he was nothing more than an obstacle or a possession, and he didn’t even get a say. We could ask him what he thought we should do. But then again, I was pretty sure I knew how he’d respond. Ever since he was turned into a vampire, he had been utterly hollow. Like someone had scraped out his insides and left nothing but a shell.

The last time I saw him, he barely spoke with me. His aura had felt paper-thin, but jagged, both... worn and sharply dangerous all at once. He had shied away when I tried to touch him. As if he would cut me. I knew the others sensed it too. But none of us knew what to do for him.

Across the room, Queen Cat gave a little chirp. “Talking, talking, talking. Why are my silly human subjects so constantly churned up?” She demanded. Though I was the only one who understood her. 

There was a huff of laughter and someone snorted. 

She just jumped right up onto Robin’s lap like she owns the place, Cicely informed me via mind speak, his thoughts full of humor. Your pets are brave.

Interesting. Robin didn’t usually tolerate the cat very well. I secretly thought it was because they were too much alike—they both thought they were in charge and wanted to be the center of attention at all times. 

The entire room paused as we waited for Robin to react. But Robin didn’t toss the cat off or make a disdainful comment. That, more than anything, confirmed my worst fear. She was cracking.

Always so dramatic, Cicely informed me. Though I wasn’t sure if he meant me, Robin, or Queen Cat. Maybe all three. 
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