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			The Kings’ List is a spicy fantasy “why choose” romance (and when we say spicy, we mean extra spicy!) that will take your breath away with royal intrigue, searing passion, and four utterly irresistible princes who—each in their own way—will steal your heart. However, the story includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers, including sexually explicit scenes with one or multiple consenting partners, themes of classism, loss of family members off the page, drowning, hanging, drugging, substance use, death, torture, dismemberment, and violence. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			What do a broody bad boy, a cinnamon roll alpha, a fun-loving tattooed demigod, and an emotionally intelligent prince have in common? 

			They’ve each chosen you. 

			Now, who’s ready to get worshipped? 

		

	
		
			Previously in the Never List series . . .  

			 

			When I snuck into the palace to search for clues about my missing sister, I expected to slip in and out unnoticed, just another face in the sea of women attending the Choosing Ceremony. Joke was on me, though. Not only was I noticed, I was selected by the four princes of Lumathyst (also called the Legends of Chaos, depending on who you’re talking to) to be their mate. Me, an Ashlander, a nobody. 

			The last thing I expected was to fall for them. But I did. Hard. Enough to risk my life to become immortal so I could be with them forever. Great plan, right? Yeah . . . no. Everything went wrong. Poison. Death. More power than I could handle. And the discovery that my sister is the leader of the Faders, a rebel group trying to destroy the kingdom.

			The kings want me to fail. The princes want to protect me. My sister might be trying to kill me. And me? I’m just trying to survive so I can return to my mates, become their queen, and have my happily ever after. 

			But first, I have to escape from wherever I am . . . 
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			Chapter 1

			Jax

			“There are several critical arteries in the body . . .” My voice is low, rough, scraped raw. I spin the knife in my hand, the blade winking in the silver moonlight streaming in through the narrow window near the ceiling of the storeroom. “But the two femoral are my favorites.” I lean down, hovering the blade right over said artery. 

			No longer straining against the ropes binding him to a chair, the steward lets out a whimper. “I told you,” he says through his tears. “I didn’t touch it. I swear on the goddesses above, your highness, I didn’t touch it.”

			He’s trembling with fear. Not that it has anything to do with my power. I have none.

			That vacant spot inside me practically weeps at the loss of something I’ve possessed my entire life. It feels like one of my limbs has ceased functioning. I keep reaching for the phantom power, but more than anything, the emptiness inside me comes from grief.

			Rylee. My mate.

			I swipe down with my blade, just enough to cut through his cotton pants and nick his skin.

			“I swear!” he yelps, eyes widening as he looks down at the shallow cut. 

			

			He’s lucky that’s all it is with what I suspect. I’m desperate for answers. For someone to blame. To punish. Someone other than myself. 

			“You had access to the Choosing elixir that poisoned her,” I snap, smacking him with the back of my hand hard enough to knock the blubbering out of him. “You were charged with caring for the room it was kept in.”

			“I didn’t touch it!” he fires back, pain making him bold with his tone.

			I smile. Slow. Deadly. 

			He goes pale. 

			“Your highness,” he says, tone adjusted. “I would never touch the elixir. What need would I have to harm any potential—”

			“My mate,” I cut him off. “She’s my mate.”

			“I celebrate your mate. I want nothing but to serve the kings and princes of Lumathyst,” he says, chest heaving. “I pledged my life into service years ago, knowing the Legends would one day ascend the thrones and I would be serving you. I would never do anything to interrupt that progress.” 

			I draw away from him in an instant. I spin around, running my free hand through my hair as I try to catch my breath.

			Without my power, I can’t be certain he’s not lying, but . . . 

			I know he’s telling the truth. Call it a side effect of watching people lie all my life, but, even without my power, I know when someone is being honest.

			Fuck.

			Despair is a living, breathing thing beneath my skin.

			I crane my neck, looking down at him over my shoulder, and take one last shot. “Did you see anyone near it? Were you approached with inquiries regarding it? Were you asked to poison it?” The questions spill out of me at a rapid pace.

			Someone tampered with the elixir crafted to send Rylee to meet the goddesses. The key to her becoming immortal. 

			Someone tried to kill her before she had the chance.

			And I will fucking find out who. 

			Anger erupts inside me, hot as flames, whispering, begging me to burn everything around me to ash.

			

			“No, your highness,” the man says. “Why would anyone ask me to do that?”

			I turn around again, studying him.

			Why indeed?

			As much as I want to blame my ruthless prick of a father, King Baydel, for my mate’s death, I don’t think I can. My fellow Legends and I went around in circles about it for days. The motivation behind the attack doesn’t make sense. Sure, Baydel may sense that something’s off about Rylee—just like Pierce’s father did—and not want her as queen of Lumathyst, but he’d gain nothing from killing her. He only makes moves if he has something to gain. I haven’t eliminated the possibility that he’s somehow involved, but without our powers, it’s not like the other princes and I can interrogate him. And if he didn’t do it . . . 

			That means someone else wanted her dead.

			Everything went wrong in the Athanry, the last phase of the Choosing ceremony. Instead of Rylee gaining immortality, we lost her. I felt her death. Our bond severed like a sword shoved through my heart. A pain I can’t soothe—not when my mate lies in a bed in the palace, yet to wake up. We sacrificed our powers, giving them to her in order to bring her back, but maybe they were too much for her to handle. Maybe they’re the very thing keeping her from waking.

			Her voice echoes in the hollow pieces of my soul. I still choose you . . . 

			I rub my aching chest. I can’t go back. I can’t sit in my room in the royal palace anymore. Can’t watch Rylee sleep for one more second. Not when we need answers.

			I return my attention to the steward. “Did anyone else have access to the room?” 

			“A handful of people, your highness,” he answers. “The kings, you and the other princes, myself, your mate’s handmaiden, and the kings’ personal Occuli.” 

			The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. 

			Too many people had access to a room that should’ve been sealed. 

			Why the fuck did the kings allow for such exposure? 

			I rub my palm over my face.

			

			“Go over it again,” I say, waving my hand at him in a circular motion. “Your duties.”

			He wets his lips but nods, pride overtaking the fear in his eyes. “Daily cleanings of the room, your highness. Each morning, the enforcer on guard would allow me entry. I’d go in and clean the space, taking great care with each artifact in the room. The kings . . . they’re adamant I never disturb the treasures, merely keep them clean. One speck of dust would be an insult to the goddesses who entrusted the items to their care.” 

			I close my eyes, trying to breathe around the ache in my chest. I can see the artifact chamber as clearly as I can see him. A room in the palace under constant guard, filled with everything our goddess mothers left behind. 

			Not just the Choosing elixir for the Athanry, but other treasures—a crown with the finest jewels in Lumathyst, representing each of our cities, for our queen to commemorate achieving immortality. I blink hard, pushing away the image of Rylee unconscious in her bed, far from immortal. 

			The room also contains tonics and parchments and a few well-loved teacups. I used to visit the room often as a child, right after my mother chose to go to sleep and act as a ward to protect Lumathyst. I’d sit next to the knife she’d left behind, admiring it, feeling closer to her—as if she’d left a piece of herself in the blade. 

			Once I got old enough to wield the thing, I stole it from the room. 

			My father, Baydel, punished me for it. Demanded I cut myself with it. But no matter how many cuts he forced me to make, I never let go of that knife.

			He gave up, eventually. 

			I’ve never gone a day without the blade since.

			The same one Rylee so boldly plucked from my harness weeks ago on Axl’s boat. The same one I hold now.

			Longing streaks through me, tightening my airways.

			The steward takes a shuddering breath, head down. He’s completely defeated. And so am I. I slip my knife back into the holster at my chest.

			What I hoped would be a valid reason for leaving Rylee’s bedside has only left me with more unanswered questions. The kings were careless in their limited protection of the elixirs, but could a Fader have possibly slipped by every palace guard and magical ward? Or was it someone on the inside?

			Too many possibilities.

			And none of them help me with my greatest problem.

			My mate still sleeps and shows no signs of waking up. 

			I’m afraid of who I’ll become if she doesn’t return. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Rylee

			 “You need . . . up!” The Goddess Evaluna’s voice rings in my ears so sharply, I snap my eyes open. 

			The obsidian floor beneath me is brutally cold. I suck in lungfuls of air, scanning the area for Kal or Axl or Pierce or Jax.

			They’re not here.

			No one is.

			I take in the stillness, the way the space seems in between reality and dream. 

			Damn it.

			“You know, I don’t mean any offense,” I say as I slowly rise to my feet. My head swims from the motion, but I manage to stand. “But don’t you think having me die again is sort of . . . repetitive?” 

			There’s no angry retort. Evaluna’s temple is eerily quiet, a soft darkness hovering like a permanent shadow along her statue.

			There isn’t a sign of Evaluna or the other goddesses. 

			There isn’t a sign of my mates. 

			Fear slithers into my veins like an oily sludge. Is this some sort of torturous purgatory? A punishment for wasting the gift of a second chance at life? The memory of stepping in front of Jax’s blades to save my sister races through my mind. 

			I walk toward the staircase that leads out of the temple, prepared to walk all the way to Jax’s home in Obsidian City. I try and fail to access Kal’s power—flight would be really useful right now—but there’s nothing there. My insides feel disconnected, like my mind is floating on the Saphire Sea but my body is still in the Ashlands.

			The first few steps down are a struggle, my muscles trembling, but I push through. I keep seeing their faces—Kal and Pierce, Axl and Jax—behind my eyes like a beacon calling me home. 

			If I can get to them, everything will be all right. 

			After a few more grueling steps down the stairs, I freeze. 

			It can’t be.

			I take another step, then another, my heart pounding as I speed up, racing down the stairs. Each stair I take is replaced with a new one. A perpetually growing descent with no end. 

			No, no, no.

			I have to get back to them. They need me. Need their powers back. They need—

			“You . . . to . . . wake—!” Evaluna’s voice cracks through my mind, her words coming in short, interrupted bursts that are difficult to fully understand. 

			“I don’t know what you mean!” I fire into the ether, knowing it’s a fool who speaks to a goddess without tempering her frustrated tantrum. “I am awake. I’m trying to go home—”

			“No need to yell,” Evaluna cuts me off, materializing before me so quickly, I skid to a halt. 

			I immediately bow, the action almost involuntary.

			“Rise,” she says.

			“Did I die again?” I ask, blinking against her harsh beauty—the flowing blue-black of her hair, the iridescent skin that looks like moonlight itself. “I thought immortality would, you know, prevent that.”

			“Your immortality saves you from death by illness or old age or other natural causes. Your healing is now accelerated, but a harmful enough physical blow could end your life.” She shrugs. “But no, you’re not dead. Yet.” 

			“That’s encouraging.” I do my best to keep the sass out of my tone, but I’m not as effective as I’d like.

			“Once you return to the real world, your transition into immortality will be complete.” 

			I blow out a breath. 

			I’m about to ask her how exactly I get out of here when she says, “War is coming.” Her voice is as smooth as the slight breeze that blows through her hair.

			I glance around where we stand on the staircase, like a battle might break out right here.

			It doesn’t.

			There’s nothing here but the night sky glittering with stars, the endless stairs, and the hint of the Obsidian City far, far away.

			My mates are out there somewhere, powerless. My heart clenches in my chest.

			“You need to be ready for it,” she continues.

			I draw my focus back to her. “Me?” 

			She nods.

			I shake my head. “I’m no hero. I’m just an Ashlander. The Legends need me. They need their powers back so they can—”

			“They willingly gave them to you, did they not?” she asks, eyes blazing.

			I dip my head in submission. “Yes.” 

			“Then it is you who needs to be ready.” Her eyes trail up the staircase and behind us, toward her temple. Something so human lingers in her gaze—sadness, regret, and a hefty dose of anger. “I hate that we can’t assist you more,” she adds. 

			Yeah, me too. The goddesses evidently can’t tell me shit. As much as that pisses me off, I keep it to myself and don’t interrupt as she continues. 

			“We should be allowed to tell you everything.” She huffs, eyes falling on me. “It’s ridiculous, but even we are bound by rules.”

			“Whose rules?” 

			

			Her voice remains level, but her fingers ball into fists. “The Fates, devious celestials who happen to outrank myself and the other goddesses, created them. They’re always meddling but never allow anyone else to. I assure you, if I could spell it out without jeopardizing the world my son inhabits, I would.”

			“Thank you?” It sounds more like a question, but I don’t really know what to say.

			“War is coming,” she says again. “You will be vital to its resolution. I hope you don’t disappoint us.”

			“That’s the last thing I want to do.” I motion toward the never-ending stairs. “Can you help me get home?”

			Evaluna shakes her head. “Only you can get yourself out of this place and thereby secure your immortality.” She delivers a pointed, narrow-eyed look before she blinks out of sight.

			What does that mean? I tip my head back, eyes closed as I search for patience. I’m so damn tired. The Athanry, the battle after, my sister’s betrayal, the whole dying thing . . .  I need a nap.

			I want Jax’s arms around me. 

			I want Kal’s assurance whispering in my ear.

			I want Axl’s playful smile and positive attitude.

			I want Pierce in my mind, soothing the panic spiral winding tighter with every breath. 

			I consider giving in and crying, but I don’t really have time to crumble. If I’m the only one who can get myself away from this temple, I need to keep moving.

			I take another step down, then another, and another.

			I climb down endless stairs until my lungs burn and sweat pops from my brow. My body trembles from exertion and the cold breeze chilling my flushed skin. I lose all sense of time, sliding deeper into a hopeless drift I don’t know how to shake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jax

			I slump back into the armchair next to the bed, take Rylee’s hand in mine, and trace the outline of her ruby and emerald rings. Then I make a path to her sapphire bracelet and back. Her chest rises and falls in a slow, steady rhythm—the moon-and-stars tattoo beneath her collarbone peeks from the sheet half-covering her. Even in sleep, she wears our tokens so proudly.

			She’s alive, she’s just not here.

			“I need you to come back to us,” I say, not for the first time. I use my free hand to smooth some of her blond hair off her cheek. She doesn’t react to my touch or voice. An overwhelming sense of dread pools in my gut.

			What if she never wakes up? 

			What if—

			“Jax, you need to sleep.” Pierce’s voice cuts through my panic, focusing me. “I can take this shift.”

			None of us has slept well in the last week, all searching for ways to revive her or hunting for answers about the chaotic Athanry. 

			“I’ll sleep when she wakes up.” I shift back in the chair.

			“Killing yourself won’t help her.” He crosses the room and stops near the edge of the bed, eyes raking over Rylee. His longing matches mine, as does his anguish.

			

			I flash him a pointed look. “I’m not sleeping.”

			“At least eat,” he begs. “I can have the kitchens send up something.”

			“Has it happened again?” I ask, ignoring the worry in his voice.

			Pierce leans against the wall next to where I sit and blows out a breath. “No, my power only came back for a blink. Hit me like a hammer.” He furrows his brow. “Then it was gone just as fast.”

			“Tell me again,” I request, even though he’s told me the story a dozen times now. 

			Pierce rubs his palms over his face but indulges me. “In the brief moment my power returned, I entered Rylee’s mind. She was in your mother’s temple. Like she never left the Athanry. She was alone and scared.”

			“You experienced her having a nightmare.” I press my lips together. 

			“Perhaps,” he says. “But it felt real. I’ve been in her mind enough times to know when she’s dreaming.” He meets my eyes. “This felt . . . different. My powers were snatched from me before I could explore her mind further.” He rubs at his chest, much like I did moments ago. 

			I know what he’s feeling—like if he paws at the spot enough, he might be able to mend the invisible, gaping wound. Without our powers, each of us feels wrong. Different. Lesser. 

			But it doesn’t matter. I’ll surrender my powers a thousand times if it means Rylee gets to live. That was the deal we made with our mothers.

			I swallow hard. “Do you think our mothers played a cruel trick on us?” 

			“Why would they do such a thing?” Pierce asks.

			“I don’t know. They seemed angry or jaded when we saw them during the Athanry. Not like how I remember them.” Though my memories are painted through the gaze of an adoring, naive child.

			“Perhaps they were angry at us for wasting the Choosing elixir?” Pierce offers.

			“Maybe. Maybe it’s something else. Maybe nothing. I just don’t understand why they’d ask for the sacrifice and then not allow Rylee to wake up.”

			“Maybe she’s not waking up because our collective power combining with hers is too much for her psyche. We had years to develop and grow and learn how to control them. She wasn’t given the same luxury.”

			

			No, we took that choice from her. Made a decision to bring her back, so ensnared by our grief, we didn’t stop to think about the consequences. 

			But our mothers said it would be her choice in the end, whether to return to this life, and she had returned.

			Only for the weight of our powers and the strike of my blades to put an end to that.

			“Any word on the Fader she defended?” I ask, lowering my voice. We didn’t tell our fathers about the specifics—that Rylee had repossessed our powers soon after she’d returned them to us and then stepped in front of two of my blades to protect a Fader. 

			“No,” Pierce answers. “I was on the hunt earlier today. Kal and Axl are out there now. Searching for her—” He cuts himself off.

			Her sister.

			That’s what he doesn’t say. What he can’t say.

			Because there’s no one else in Lumathyst Rylee would protect. 

			Right? 

			She never spoke of anyone else important to her, beyond Ivy and Layce, and they’ve been here at the palace since the Athanry. They aren’t Faders. 

			But her sister? The one who’s been missing for over a year? I don’t want it to be true, but nothing else makes sense. Rylee wouldn’t put her life at risk for just anyone. Especially not with how intertwined all our lives are now. I squeeze her limp hand, willing her to respond. 

			“Has there been another attack?” I ask, gently placing her hand back on the bed by her side.

			“Thankfully, no,” Pierce says. “The people are on edge enough with the stories spreading about the Athanry. The kings, naturally, are doing their best to assure them all is right and well, but I fear once news inevitably leaks that our mate is unconscious and possesses . . .” He glances over his shoulder, ensuring no one lingers beyond the closed door. We’re alone. No one is listening. “All our powers,” he continues in a whisper. “There will be an increase in attacks. Quite possibly a play from one of our enemies across the seas.”

			I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Rylee was only ever meant to gain the ability to balance us should we be a danger to each other when our powers reached their full strength. Now that she has full control of all of them? We’re in uncharted territory. So, having Erithmore finally take a swing at us because they hear about our situation is the least of my concerns.”

			“I understand that, Jax,” Pierce says, his tone rough. “But you have to consider the possibilities. We all want Rylee back. Need her back. But we must protect the people of Lumathyst, too—”

			“I don’t give a shit about Lumathyst!” I growl, gripping my knees. “Nothing matters if she doesn’t wake up. Do you think for one second that I wouldn’t burn this entire damned royal city to the ground if I thought it would bring her back?”

			Pierce cocks an eyebrow, silently urging me to calm the fuck down.

			I try.

			It’s impossible.

			“And the people in the Obsidian City?” he challenges. “Would you throw them in the flames as well?”

			I glare at him.

			“You wouldn’t,” he answers when I cannot. “Because Rylee returning to us won’t come down to a blood sacrifice.” He rolls his eyes. “She’s the most brilliant, strong, capable woman we’ve ever met. Do you think she won’t snap out of whatever is holding her back?” 

			Tension uncoils at the hope and certainty in his voice. “She will,” I say, nodding.

			“She will,” he echoes. “And it’s up to us to ensure that this realm is at peace when she wakes. What sort of mates would we be if we allowed her to return to war and ruin?” Pierce asks, a small, broken smile on his face.

			I can’t return it, but I nod in understanding. 

			A knock on the door sounds, and Pierce crosses the room to check who’s on the other side. After a few seconds, he swings the door open, and Mirren—one of our oldest, most trusted friends and Rylee’s handmaiden—­comes in, a tray of food in her hands. 

			“You will eat, Jax Lavine,” she says in a stern, motherly tone. “Or I will drag you out of this room by your ear.”

			I press my lips together, a fleeting moment of levity dissolving in my chest as quickly as it rises.

			

			Pierce manages a true laugh. I wonder if that’s because he’s so sure Rylee will return to us, where I’m riddled with nothing but doubt. I’ve loved very few things in my life, and each of those things has been taken from me. Hope is a dangerous game I rarely play.

			Mirren places the tray on the table near the bed. “You too, Pierce.”

			“Understood,” Pierce says.

			Mirren lingers near Rylee, looking down at her with just as stern a look. “You’d better be ready for my lecture when you awaken, girl. I’m not fond of all this waiting. You’re being dramatic.” She turns back to me. “Eat,” she demands.

			“I don’t take orders well.” I arch a brow at her. “From anyone—”

			“Oh, enough with that,” she cuts me off, scooping a bread roll off the tray and holding it toward me, a look of challenge in her eyes. “Eat.”

			I take the bread, immediately biting into it to satisfy the woman. 

			“Good.” She nods toward the food. “I want that tray empty by the time I get back.”

			Pierce bows deeply as she passes him on her way out of the room, and it’s all I can do to force myself to take more bites. 

			Silence fills the space as Pierce and I eat, both of us looking to Rylee with a ridiculous hope that she’ll magically wake up and chide us for staring—

			Kal bursts into my room, panicked. “Jax.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Jax

			Immediately, I’m on my feet. Kal’s wearing our Legend jacket, his cloth mask in his hand.

			“What’s happening?” 

			“Faders,” Axl says, coming in right behind Kal. He pulls his hair back before securing his mask. 

			“Where?” I ask, anger slicing through me.

			“Yours.”

			Shit.

			I glance down at Rylee, a war tearing through me.

			“We must go,” Pierce implores, rounding out our group. “If we have a shot at finding . . .”

			Her sister.

			This is our chance to bring her in alive. 

			“I can’t leave her here,” I say, hesitation clear in my tone. 

			“You can’t leave your city unprotected, either,” Mirren chides, storming into the room as if she’s about to don a mask and join us in the fray. “I will stay with her, Jax.” 

			It’s a little comfort.

			“You left before,” she adds.

			

			“They were here,” I say, motioning to my friends. “Maybe one of you should stay behind.”

			“If things were normal, of course we would,” Kal says, silently pleading with me. “It’s going to take all of us.” 

			Without our powers.

			Fuck. We’ve all been trained in combat since we could walk. But we’ve leaned on our powers for so long, fighting without them will be a challenge.

			“It’s been a week, Jax,” Mirren challenges. “She hasn’t awoken. The odds are she won’t in the few hours you’re gone. I will stay with her. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

			“We need to go,” Axl says, urgency in his tone.

			“Your people, Jax,” Kal adds. “They need you.”

			She needs me.

			I want to say the words, but I can’t choke them out. She sleeps, safely in my room in the palace. Mirren won’t let anything happen to her, not that anyone has made an attempt in the last week, though that could be because one of us has always been with her. I can’t help but worry whoever tainted the elixir will try to kill her again. 

			“None of us wants this,” Axl presses. “Trust me. But think of how pissed she’d be if she knew we let a Fader attack go unchecked.”

			Fuck, he has a point. My little liar would be livid.

			“Go,” Mirren implores before taking my seat at Rylee’s bedside. “She’ll still be asleep when you return.”

			That doesn’t offer much hope, either.

			But she’s right. They’re all right.

			I can’t leave my people unguarded. 

			Rylee wouldn’t want that. 

			I growl and grab my jacket off the back of the chair, slipping it on in a hurry before securing my mask. “Let’s make this quick.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Rylee

			I don’t know how long I’ve been on these stairs. Could be minutes, hours. It feels like an eternity. Evaluna said I can free myself from . . . 
wherever I’m trapped. I’ve tried everything I can think of, except for one possibility.

			Jump.

			At the far left of Evaluna’s temple, there’s a steep drop-off. The fall would be enough to kill me, but I’m certain I’m asleep. That none of this is actually real. It’s all happening in my mind. Some post-Athanry effect of becoming immortal, or a result of holding all the Legends’ powers. Either way, it’s not real.

			And the best way to wake up is to fall.

			Right? I stop trying to go down the stairs and take a step toward that edge.

			My nerves twist as I peer over it. It’s just a dream. I’ll wake up if I’m scared enough. I’ll wake up. 

			I scoot my toes over the lip, my heart in my throat. 

			Please tell me I’m right. Please tell me I’m not about to fall to my death. They’ll be so angry with me.

			Evaluna said I need to wake up. This must be right.

			

			I picture my mates’ beautiful faces and step off the ledge.

			And plummet so fast, my heart stops and restarts. The ground approaches, growing larger and larger as I pick up speed. 

			Shit. I was wrong. 

			The ground is a breath away. Will it hurt when I break every bone in my body? Will it—

			I jerk awake, sucking in a sharp breath as I sit bolt upright. My head throbs, my vision blurry. Rubbing at my eyes, I do my best to slow my racing heart.

			Fuck, there’s an overwhelming weight against my bones I’ve only felt once.

			Power.

			Eons of undiluted power.

			It swarms me, fills every inch of my soul—

			She lives. She’s stronger than I thought.

			The voice slithers through my mind.

			Thank the goddesses. She’s alive. I’m going to kill her for putting us through this. Another voice.

			I cringe against the thoughts, against the onslaught of emotions storming my senses—relief and anger and pride and confusion.

			Those voices. I know them.

			I peel my eyes open, heart hammering as I try to focus. I’m in Jax’s room in the palace. In his bed . . . our bed. I blink rapidly, body trembling, eyes filling with tears. 

			A hand squeezes mine—Mirren. 

			But it’s not her I’m worried about. It’s the second voice.

			I look to my other side and jolt so hard, my head smacks the headboard.

			“Hello, little bug,” Baydel says from way too close. He’s sitting on the bed, almost touching me. Reflexively, I shift away. 

			Mirren grips my hand tighter in what I interpret as a warning.

			Or maybe I’m tapping into Jax’s gift and I can feel the warning from her emotions?

			My four mates’ unearthly powers swell inside me like ocean waves, and I can hardly breathe around them.

			

			“Jax,” I blurt. “Kal. Axl. Pierce?” It’s hard to form a coherent sentence with my mind whirling so fast.

			Why aren’t they here? 

			Why did they leave me with Baydel?

			Fear and panic swim in a rapid current swirling inside me.

			My stomach roils.

			“They just left,” Baydel answers, curiosity rippling over his features. For once, he doesn’t look at me with hatred. I don’t feel any coming off him now, either, though I could be interpreting Jax’s power incorrectly.

			Shit. I need to get a grip.

			“Where?”

			“The Obsidian City,” Mirren says.

			“A Fader attack is underway,” Baydel offers, and Mirren dares to glare at him for the briefest of seconds.

			Faders.

			Erin.

			My mates. They’re vulnerable.

			Panic has me moving before I can comprehend what I’m doing. Too quickly, I throw off the covers, slide off the bed, hurry to the wardrobe, and fling it open.

			All black, of course.

			“What are you doing?” Baydel asks, still seated. 

			“They fight, I fight,” I say, doing my best to clamp down on the power rising inside me, begging me to fly to them as fast as I can. “Mirren, my boots? Please?” I ask as I stare at the wardrobe filled with Jax’s things. 

			Mirren nods, racing out of the room as I slip a too-large black jacket over the long nightgown I wear. The jacket smells like smoke and leather and all things Jax. It fills my fragmented soul with hope and clears my mind.

			“Really?” Baydel asks, tilting his head. “You’ve been unconscious for seven days.”

			That fact brings me up short as Mirren hurries back, my boots in hand. I shove the thought away, slipping my shoes on just as fast, the connection to my mates feeling stretched by the distance between us. It’s an itch, a painful nagging that’s urging me to move faster.

			

			“I’m fine,” I say despite the dizziness threatening to lay me on my ass. 

			“Rylee,” Mirren chides me. “You should stay here. Let the healers look at you—”

			“I can’t,” I say over her, and I don’t know what she sees in my eyes, but she stumbles back a step. For the first time since I met her, she looks afraid.

			Of me? 

			I flash her an apologetic look, then remember decorum and dip my head to Baydel. He’s still king, and the last thing I need right now is for him to pull a power card and force me to stay.

			Without their powers, the Legends are weakened. The Faders could kill them. 

			I can’t let that happen.

			“I’m sorry,” I say to Mirren. “Please, can you take me to a velomage?” 

			She nods a bit too quickly, bowing to Baydel before the two of us race out of the room.

			“Pierce’s backup,” she says once she’s led me into a stable-like building on the palace grounds, filled with the princes’ conveyances—velomages and carriages alike. 

			“Thank you,” I say.

			“You owe me answers,” she says as I mount the velomage.

			“I know.” Something sharp lodges in my chest.

			She steps closer as the magic roars to life beneath my grip on the handles. “Protect them.” 

			“I will,” I say. “I promise.”

			I take off, hoping I can stay true to my word, but as the chaotic clash of power roils inside me, I’m not sure how I’ll control it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Pierce

			 “What’s our strategy?” I ask, voice lowered as we linger just outside the center square of the Obsidian City. 

			“To not die,” Axl says in that gruff way he does—half serious, half joking. 

			I arch an eyebrow at him, unamused. 

			There’s an apprehension lingering in my bones I don’t recognize. A foreboding, even if a small one.

			We’d faced the Faders without our powers at the Athanry from a place of pure, grief-fueled adrenaline.

			Now? 

			We’re fully aware of the missing powers we’ve relied on our entire lives.

			And, more than ever before, we have something to lose.

			“We use a split maneuver,” Kal says, ever the optimist, though his eyes are full of dread as he looks on the scene happening a few blocks ahead of us.

			Mayhem.

			Chaos. 

			The Faders, clad in their signature white canvas uniforms and full-face masks, are breaking into shops that line the center square, smashing anything they can, hurting anyone who gets in their way. And, being the Obsidian City, the Nightmare’s city, his people are fighting back. They’re known for their wild desires, impulsive behavior, and unflinching courage. They aren’t taking the attack lightly. 

			“Axl, you and I can flank the right side, come up from the third block over,” Kal continues, and I nod, the plan already laying a clear visual in my mind despite him not finishing. It seems I haven’t lost my ability to strategize—a small comfort.

			“Jax, Pierce, you two go to the left, take that street there, and sneak up on them from behind.”

			Jax nods, more eerily quiet than usual. There’s a twinkle in his indigo eyes that sends an icy chill over the back of my neck. He’s been dying to unleash his barely controlled anger since Rylee went down.

			I fear for any Fader he may get ahold of tonight.

			“No killing,” I say immediately. The rule never stood in the past, not when they were actively trying to blow us to bits with the blasters they use, not to mention that odd substance they possessed that nullified our power whenever it touched us. 

			But now? How could we? After what we suspect?

			“Agreed.” Kal immediately supports me.

			“I’ll do my best.” Axl shrugs.

			“I make no promises,” Jax says, low and cold.

			Shit.

			I catch his gaze, imploring. “And what if you cross that line tonight with the wrong one?” I lean forward a little on my velomage. “How are you going to tell Rylee that you killed her sister? Do you think she’ll ever forgive you? Regardless of the circumstances?”

			Jax glares at me, then the scene ahead of us. He turns to Kal. “We’ll go left.” He revs his velomage and takes the lead. 

			I spare Kal and Axl an encouraging nod, then take off after Jax. I’ll have to stick close to his side, not out of need for protection, but to ensure he doesn’t kill anyone.

			We slip off our velomages as we near the scene, not wanting to give away our position. A strange feeling, certainly. Under normal circumstances, we wouldn’t have bothered to be stealthy, let alone split up. 

			

			But we’re not in normal circumstances, and we may never be again.

			Fear slips in like a cold blade, corrupting my usual calm, calculated approach to Legend business.

			This will be a challenge.

			I feed off adrenaline as we creep closer, keeping to the shadows of the buildings, my muscles bracing for a fight.

			Booms of magic blasters and the cries of Jax’s people fill the night air. Jax and I mimic each other, falling into that rhythm we’ve practiced since we were young, ducking low as we approach a group of Faders converging on a legal enhancement shop—the place is known for its mind-altering teas and smoking herbs. Nothing that pushes the boundaries too much, but still enough to not be legal anywhere but the Obsidian City.

			I recognize the shop owner. He’s unconscious on the pavement outside his store, blood dribbling from a split lip and a gash on his head.

			Anger ripples beneath my skin, ridding me of the last lingering dregs of worry. 

			Jax must feel it, too, because one moment, we’re being quiet, careful about how we approach the five Faders currently wreaking havoc on the store, and the next, he’s racing up to the closest Fader, wrapping his arm around their neck from behind.

			Shit.

			I leap into the fray, backhanding one Fader and landing a kick to the gut of another. Forcefully, I make my way in front of the shop, pushing back the remaining two, who are doing their best to set it ablaze.

			“Fuck,” Jax groans, releasing the Fader. 

			A fine white dust coats his face, turning the skin beneath his eyes red as he paws at it.

			The Fader joins the four closing in on me as Jax stumbles forward, tears of blood streaking down his cheeks.

			I spare a glance to my right, down the block, where Axl and Kal are fighting hand to hand with three Faders.

			“Eight,” I say to Jax, chest heaving and fists raised.

			“We can take eight,” he says, flashing his teeth at the five creating a horseshoe formation in front of us.

			

			They aren’t reaching for their blasters. How curious.

			I’ll puzzle that out later. For now—

			“Took you Legends long enough,” one of the Faders, a man, says. “Are you losing care for your people now that you’ve secured a mate to fuck whenever you want?” 

			A low growl comes from Jax, but I hurry to jump in.

			“Where is your leader?” I ask, scanning the five before us. None of them have the slight build of the one Rylee stepped in front of at the Athanry. Maybe she’s off fighting Kal and Axl? Or perhaps she’s lying low after last week’s disaster. 

			“We’ll take you to her,” a masculine voice says from beneath one of the Faders’ masks. “In pieces!” 

			They converge on us as one, like fire nips at their heels.

			Jax and I go back-to-back, fighting and fending off as many as we can. Fists and boots and that damned white dust fly so quickly I can’t keep track. It’s a small relief they don’t know we’re without our powers. If they did, they wouldn’t keep hitting us with the concoction to try to nullify them, and they’d resort to using the blasters. Survival instincts take over, focusing on what I can defend against.

			Block, punch, duck, kick.

			Over and over again.

			Until my muscles feel like hot rubber and my breath comes too quick. If I had my powers, I’d use my energy bands to render each of them unconscious in seconds or dive into their minds and force them to sleep. But I don’t have my powers. And I’ve never tired this quickly before. For a split second, genuine fear snaps through me—

			The butt of a magical blaster hits me in the temple. White-hot pain bursts down the left side of my face, my ears ringing.

			I go down like a stone.

			“Pierce!” Jax hollers, but it sounds muffled. 

			I blink until the black bleeds out of my vision.

			Arms snake under my shoulders, and my boots drag against the cobblestone road as someone hauls me back. 

			

			They have Jax pinned to the ground. He looks feral, thrashing beneath the three Faders it’s taking to subdue him.

			Fuck.

			I still haven’t reconnected to my limbs, the mental lock broken as they drag Jax and me to the center square.

			“Kal,” I groan when the Fader drops me in a heap next to his unconscious body. His brown hair looks black on the back of his head, soaked in blood.

			Axl is on his stomach, his wrists and ankles bound with ropes, his skin red and puckered beneath them. He hisses when the binding cuts deeper as he struggles.

			Is this how we go? Powerless and weak against a rebel group?

			Jax snarls as the three hold him down next to me. He looks wild, like an animal ready to rip out their throats with his teeth.

			My fingers twitch, the adrenaline in my blood forcing life back into my limbs. I can’t give away my hand just yet, can’t let them know feeling has returned to me. I’m the only one not bound or unconscious.

			Strategy.

			Think.

			There are eight of them and one of me.

			Get Axl free first, since no one is on him.

			Then Jax.

			The three of us together should be able to—

			“Four Legends at once.” That same man from earlier speaks. “She’s going to promote us. We’ll get our pick of rooms in the palace.” He approaches with heavy steps, then crouches and tilts his head as he pushes a blade against my cheek. He hesitates, no doubt for dramatic effect, before slicing with quick, decisive precision. I clench my jaw, refusing to react to the hot, sharp sting. He turns to look at his comrades. “They bleed the same as we do.” With a satisfied grunt, he hovers over me, then cuts my face again—deeper this time, the bastard. 

			I hiss but hold my position. I need surprise on my side to finish this.

			“Not so fucking special without your powers, are you? Amazing what a little nullifier can do.” He brandishes the bloody blade, leveling it over my eyes this time. 

			Focusing through the pain and fear, I ready my muscles, envisioning my strike. 

			Going on three. One . . . two . . .  

			But before I can act, the Fader grunts, and the knife drops to the ground with a clatter. His eyes are wide with terror as familiar emerald bands of energy tighten around his torso, then yank him back so fast, he doesn’t even have time to scream.

			For a split second, I think my father has come to bail us out of this mess . . . 

			“Butterfly,” Jax huffs before the Fader holding him down hits him in the back of the head with the butt of a blaster.

			Rylee.

			She’s here. Looking murderous and gorgeous as ever, dressed in Jax’s black jacket and . . . Is that a nightgown fluttering around her legs? I let out a ragged breath. She’s awake—and she’s saving our asses. 

			Hope and relief slam into my chest so hard, it feels like a physical blow. And then something else drives into me, a force that strikes like a lightning bolt, shattering me from the inside out. My mind clears as my body floods with my power. Bit by bit, it snaps together like the pieces of a puzzle, settling in all those empty spaces created when I gave it to Rylee. 

			I laugh as I grip it, taking over where she started. 

			I’m on my feet, shoving the Faders back while tearing through Axl’s ropes with my energy bands. 

			The Faders holding Jax release him, whimpering and grabbing their heads as he slowly climbs to his feet. 

			The Nightmare’s power is restored, too, judging from their cries of terror.

			And Kal’s, as well, because he’s up and moving, his focus on Rylee, who is heading toward us with that glittering determination I love so much in her blue eyes. A roll of her wrist, and the last remaining Fader claws at their throat like they can’t breathe.

			

			I’ve seen her do this before—stop someone’s air supply. It’s her own special power.

			A whistle pierces the air, and the Faders scatter in all directions, their confident bravado gone.

			We should chase after them, but I can’t make myself move.

			My friends must feel the same, because they come to stand on either side of me, the four of us staring at our mate.

			Her long blond hair is wild, hanging over her shoulders as she stares back, breathing heavily. She looks terrifyingly adorable, her skin a little pallid, as she finally closes the distance between us. We stand silently as she studies each of us in turn, shaking her head.

			“Which one of you wants to explain why I woke up with Baydel sitting on my bed?” She cocks a brow at us.

			“Uh-oh,” Axl says. “We’re so fucked.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Rylee

			A laugh rips from my lips at Axl’s declaration, the levity spearing through the panic.

			Panic at waking up with Baydel right there.

			Panic when I heard they were in a battle, powerless.

			Panic when I arrived and they were . . . overrun.

			My incredible, half-god mates were overrun.

			Because of me. 

			Because they’d sacrificed their powers to bring me back.

			Guilt threatens to steal the joy of seeing them alive.

			Pierce gasps, his reflexes reaching out like he’s trying to catch something. Jax, Kal, and Axl flinch, too—

			White-hot lightning splinters my mind, stealing the breath from my lungs. The powers I’d somehow sent back to them return in a painful rush like I’ve lassoed them in and yanked them back.

			I topple forward. Pierce catches me, scooping me into his arms and holding me against his chest. “Rylee?”

			Ocean and sun, endless thoughts and energy. Emotions. So many variations. They swarm through me, slamming into my body with such force, it’s like I’ve hit a rock wall at full speed on a velomage.

			

			“Sorry.” My head is swimming. “I don’t know how to stop them from coming back to me.”

			“Yet,” Pierce says. “You don’t know how to do it yet, my darling. We’ll figure it out.”

			I reach up, gently touching his cheek where the Fader cut him. The wounds are partially healed.

			“Your healing abilities,” I say, each word difficult to get out. Damn, their power weighs a fuckton. “They’re attached to your power? Not your goddess-given immortality?”

			Kal comes into view, then Axl and Jax, creating a little protective circle around me that I want to live in forever. 

			“Not entirely,” Pierce explains. “Our powers accelerate our naturally quick healing abilities. Without them . . .” He glances at the other three before looking down at me. “We’ll still heal. It’ll just be slower.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say again. “We need to figure this out.”

			“We will,” Axl says.

			“We have time, love,” Kal adds.

			Pierce shifts me tighter against him. “The important thing is that you’re back now.” 

			Tears fill my eyes, emotion catching up to me. So much has happened. 

			“You’re alive,” Jax says, finally speaking. I meet those indigo eyes, relief uncoiling inside me. “That’s all that matters.” 

			I take a deep breath, allowing their words of assurance to soothe my sense of urgency.

			“Take me home?” I practically beg. “Not to the palace,” I hurry to add. “From the way Baydel spoke to me before, he’ll have a whole slew of questions. I’m not ready. I need . . .” I bite my lip, trying to articulate what I can feel stretching awake inside me. “I need to be with you,” I continue. “Just the five of us.” 

			“My place is closest,” Jax says, glancing around at the Faders’ destruction. 

			I shift against Pierce, silently indicating for him to put me down.

			He does, and I manage to hold myself up, despite it feeling like I have a mountain sitting between my shoulder blades. “Your powers . . .” I sigh. “Are heavy.”

			

			A small cry sounds from behind us and down the road, effectively stopping all plans to leave so quickly.

			“The people,” I say, coming back to reality. “Of course, we’ll go home after we’ve seen to their needs.”

			Jax locks gazes with me, intense emotion and pride radiating there. He steps into my space, dragging a knuckle down my cheek. “I can stay,” he says, his voice softer than the Nightmare’s ever is. “They can take you home and then—”

			“No,” I cut him off. “These are my people, too.” I do my best to hush their powers roaring inside me. It’s as if being right next to their original owners makes them struggle and tug and fight to return to them. 

			I get it.

			I just need a minute to figure this all out.

			I try to convince the powers of that, as if they’re sentient creatures roaming beneath my skin and along the four mating bonds I have with the Legends.

			“I want to help the people,” I continue. “I’m fine, I promise. If I feel like I’m going to pass out again, I’ll tell you.”

			Jax seems keen to argue, so I turn to Kal. “Let’s take the left side of the block,” I say, then glance to Axl. “You and Pierce take the right.” I look up at Jax. “You take the middle. We’ll work our way down, helping where we can. When we’re done, we’ll go home.”

			Jax dips down, kissing me quick and hard and branding. I melt at the touch. My connection with him flares to life in a way I’ve never felt before. Pride and love and undiluted passion pulse down that bond, his emotions mixing with mine until I’m not sure how to decipher which is which.

			“I missed you, butterfly,” he whispers against my lips, then pulls back and holds my gaze for a moment before stepping away. “You heard our mate,” he says to the group. “Let’s get to work.” 

			 

			Anger and exhaustion settle heavily in my bones as we reach Jax’s home after several hours of helping shopkeepers and injured citizens. The familiar smell of leather and smoke hits me the minute we step inside. It’s welcoming in a way that clogs my throat with emotion. I feel like I’ve been away for a very long time. 

			I’m the first to head down Jax’s staircase, wanting nothing more than a good soak in his massive tub. 

			She’s alive. 

			Kal’s voice flits through my mind, quick and soft as a welcoming breeze. It stops me short on the last stair. 

			Are you listening to us? Pierce’s voice is direct and clearer somehow, as if his power knows who its true wielder is.

			I take the last step, turning to face them as they follow in behind me. We linger in Jax’s living room, and I close my eyes, focusing on the connection to Pierce that sears inside me right now. 

			Yes. I visualize my voice skittering along that connection of ours, pushing that word into his mind.

			A smile stretches his full lips, his eyes lighting up as he steps closer to me. Goddess, he’s so handsome. I can’t help but reach up and touch him, sliding my fingers over the smooth brown skin of his cheek and into his curly black hair. “Well done,” he says. “Are you able to shut us out?”

			“I’ll try.” I draw my hand back, focusing. He told me once before it’s like mentally closing doors on all the voices in your mind, but since there are only four of them, I don’t have as many doors.

			My fucking beautiful kitten. I’m so glad she’s back. I don’t know what I would’ve done without her. Axl.

			My fault. Jax’s voice is jaded, cold. I should’ve checked the elixir. I should’ve known. She’s struggling with our powers, and it’s because I couldn’t live without her.

			I cringe against the emotions that storm my senses—grief and anger, relief and love. Each is stronger than the next. I stumble back, just a step, as if the physical distance will give me some breathing room.

			Oh no.

			What’s wrong?

			Please don’t break.

			Fuck. 

			

			I can no longer separate their thoughts. I hold up a hand, silently signaling I need a minute, as they each come for me.

			I concentrate on my breathing. Focusing on the rise and fall of my chest, the way the air feels cool as I inhale and warm as I exhale. In and out. Over and over. 

			I don’t know how long I do this.

			I only know that in doing so, I manage to close those heavy doors on their thoughts, shoving their emotions behind them, too. Though a small fraction of the emotion seems to slip through—a soft tingle against my skin that I’m not sure how to fully subdue. 

			Maybe I can’t.

			Pierce told me even Jax has a hard time completely shutting it out.

			I have so much to learn.

			Thankfully, Kal and Axl’s powers are different. Easier to shift and maneuver. I can feel the air around us, from my own power, and I have this sense of the sky, like a whisper begging me to come play. And then I can pinpoint every amount of water in this house—the liquid flowing through hidden pipes, the moisture beading on the roof in the cool midnight.

			It’s incredible, the vastness of their powers.

			Terrifying, for sure, but incredible.

			“I’m okay,” I say, finally opening my eyes. 

			They haven’t moved, and each of them sighs, as if they’d been doing the breath work with me.

			I smile at them, feeling clearheaded for the first time since I woke up. I know that I won’t be able to pause and do a breathing session every time I get overwhelmed. I know we need to figure out a better plan on how to manage this, but right now? I’m just happy to be with them.

			And now that the powers are coaxed to sleep, I feel.

			Their bonds—each of them is connected to me in a way that’s so much more significant than they were before. The Choosing ceremony, the Athanry, the process of becoming immortal—they strengthened the mating bonds in ways I’ve yet to understand.

			

			But they’re there, each of them, like golden beacons that flow freely between us, strengthening and connecting us in a way that feels significant. 

			And demanding.

			There’s a silent need pulsing along each of these golden bonds.

			And it grows stronger by the minute.

			“I’m okay,” I say again when none of them look convinced. Anticipation trembles down my spine as desire ramps up, overtaking all other thought.

			I’m immortal. I survived. But I was taken from them and them from me before we could fully celebrate this accomplishment. Despite everything else, I’m here. With them. And we get to spend forever together. The significance of that settles along our mating bonds, and I can’t stop the burst of excitement that makes my heart skip.

			“I’d like a bath,” I say, my voice feeling so much more my own now. It’s almost intoxicating to come back to myself in this way. Because that hasn’t changed—my need for them, my love for them.

			“Of course,” Kal answers first. “We’ll be here when you’re done.”

			I arch an eyebrow at him. “What part of that statement did you interpret as me wanting to be alone?” I smile at him suggestively, crossing the space to run my fingers over his broad chest. 

			It’s wonderful to have the powers sleeping. It gives me a sense of control I’ve been desperate for. 

			“Rylee,” Kal chides softly, stroking my hand. “You’ve been unconscious for seven days—”

			“I’m fine.”

			“We don’t want to push you too far,” Axl says, but he’s grinning down at me in challenge.

			“I won’t break,” I fire back. “You know I won’t.”

			“But you did,” Jax says, and it’s all I can do not to flinch. “You did break. Because of us. Because of our power.”

			“I know. I can’t begin to dissect everything that happened. And I don’t want to.”

			“Darling,” Pierce says. “We need to.”

			“I know we need to, but you don’t understand . . .” I touch my throat, then slide my fingertips down my sternum and outward across my breasts, lingering there as I look directly at each of them. “I need you more.” And I do. Like I need air to breathe. 

			Kal flashes a grin before leading me toward the bathing chamber. Warmth radiates in my heart as I lean against the doorframe and watch him start the water. His blue eyes meet mine, comforting and caring as ever, and my body tightens at the flash of desire in them.

			I glance over my shoulder at my other mates. Axl’s long black hair is wild over his bronze shoulders, and his muscles are on full display, his Legend jacket already shed and tossed over one of Jax’s sofas. 

			Jax’s jacket is still on, his hands shoved in his pockets, his moonlight skin making his indigo eyes more stark. He’s contemplative as he watches me as if I might crumble any second.

			“Can’t you feel it?” I ask, suddenly worried they can’t feel it. That they don’t feel the bonds like I do. That I’ll always need them more than they need me because I’m a Chosen, not a half-god prince—

			“You mean that undeniable instinct to claim you right here and now?” Axl asks, his raspy voice cutting through my thoughts. “Fuck yeah, we can feel that.”

			His words silence my doubt.

			“We just don’t want to overwhelm you,” Pierce adds.

			“You won’t.” I sound confident, but I have no way of knowing beyond this instinct driving me. “I know everything didn’t go as planned, but I’m here, and I love you. All of you. For now, can’t that be enough?”

			“That’s more than enough,” Kal says.

			“Good. I can’t hide it from you. And I won’t waste time pretending that I don’t want all of you. I do. Right now. No waiting.” I turn to enter the bathing chamber, but I stop, realizing how that sounds. I glance over my shoulder apologetically. “But only if you want me. Don’t follow me in here if you’re truly not comfortable. I’ll never force any of you to be with me.”

			Axl rolls his eyes, already hauling his shirt over his head and tossing it to the side. “That’s the most ridiculous shit you’ve ever said.” 

			

			Pierce slides his jacket off and lays it neatly over the back of one of Jax’s couches. “Honestly, it’s like you don’t know us at all,” he teases, brushing by me as he enters the bathing chamber, his passing touch sending chills over my flesh.

			Kal smiles softly at me from where he’s near the bath.

			And of course, it’s Jax I’m holding my breath over. We had so little time together before the Athanry. And his emotions before . . .  He was so angry.

			“Reckless little butterfly,” he says, stopping in front of me. He gently grips my chin, his long, lithe fingers tipping my head back. “So eager to put your life at risk again?” 

			I shiver at the intensity in his gaze. “It’s my life to risk,” I counter, giving him the same energy. “And last time I checked, I have each of your powers on top of mine. Maybe it’s you four who will be at risk from me losing control.”

			The reality of that statement catches up with me, a sliver of doubt creeping over the insatiable need to be with them. 

			Jax’s grip on my chin tightens, a slick smile shaping his lips. “Now that’s something I can’t wait to see.”

			Warmth floods beneath my skin, adding to the ache in my core. Still, I don’t look away. “You haven’t said it.”

			He tilts his head in question.

			“That you want me.” I swallow hard. He hasn’t said it. And I don’t know why, but I need to hear it from him.

			Jax’s eyes slide along my face, tracing the curve of my jaw still in his grip, before he moves that hand down and around my throat. My pulse skitters as he strokes his thumb over my skin. He holds me there, anticipation squeezing my lungs tighter with each second he doesn’t answer. 

			Push and pull. That’s me and the Nightmare. Fight and flee and fight some more. I half expect him to kiss me instead of answering, but then he parts his lips.

			“That’s one thing you’ll never have to worry about,” he says. “I want you more than I want my next breath. And that’s before the primal mating bond instincts.”

			

			I whimper at the declaration, at the kiss he seals it with. And I damn near drop to my knees when he smiles at me—my smile. Not the Nightmare’s terrifying signature, just Jax’s. 

			He passes me and enters the bathing chamber. Butterflies take flight in my stomach as I close my eyes for a moment, then follow a breath later.

			The chamber is dark, save for a few candles that I’m guessing Kal lit, the golden light flickering against the black stone that makes up the room.

			The soaking tub is laid into the floor, more a small pool than a tub, really. Axl, Pierce, and Kal are already in the water, steam wafting around them. They’ve each taken up a corner of the space, and I’m struck with the memory of the Athanry—them moving to the corners as I stepped through a liquid starlight door . . . 

			And died.

			My chest tightens, my breath quickening. I focus on the purring bonds inside me. Listen to the needy demands of connection.

			My mates.

			I need to touch, kiss, and love my mates. Strengthen and solidify those bonds to whatever end.

			Everything else will sort itself out later.

			Still, my fingers shake as I rid myself of Jax’s jacket, then the nightgown I woke up in, letting them pool in a pile at my feet as Jax gets into the tub, taking up the free corner.

			I step in, sighing with pleasure at the hot water against my skin. 

			I walk until I’m in the middle and bend my knees slightly to dip my shoulders, leaning back to soak my hair, too. When I tip my head up, I glance at each of them.

			“Why so distant?” I ask, worry creeping into the anticipation flaring in my core.

			“Your choice,” Kal says. “It’s always your choice with us.” He nods to his friends. “Whoever you want first.”

			My heart expands in my chest, bringing a smile to my lips. “And if I want all of you?”

			“Don’t tease us.” Axl groans. 

			“I’m not.”

			

			“Are you sure, darling?” 

			“Yes,” I answer without a hint of hesitation. “I told you, these connections, these new bonds inside me are almost painful with need.”

			That word—painful—has them all moving toward me, as if pulled by the very bonds I mentioned. 

			“Say it again,” Jax demands, always needing clarification before he allows himself to let go.

			“I want all of you.” The words come out on a rushed breath.

			“Who wants to make our mate come first?” Jax poses the question to the group, and I swear I melt.

			“Me,” Axl says faster than anyone else, gliding through the water until he can reach me. 

			I gasp as he draws me toward him, his powerful arms wrapping around me the same time his mouth crashes against mine. It’s a homecoming, this kiss. Filled with passion and love and his playful energy I can never get enough of. 

			“Axl,” I say against his lips as his hands roam over my body, the warm water making his touch slick. 

			“Missed you.” He dips his hand between my thighs. His fingers brush over my heat, teasing that sensitive bundle of nerves that’s desperate for attention. 

			“Yes.” I breathe the word, rocking into his dominant touch as he strokes and circles my aching center. 

			“So close already, kitten?” he asks, drawing back enough to look down at me. “Wait till you feel her,” he says to the group. “So slick and hot for us. Needy little mate.” 

			I can’t argue. Can’t respond. Not when he’s sliding two fingers inside me, stretching me in all the right ways. I rock against his hand, driven on pure need as I chase the release building inside me.

			“Stop toying with her,” Jax demands. “Let her come.”

			“Says the king of edging?” Axl fires back, a teasing grin on his lips. 

			“Play nice,” Kal adds. “She has a long night ahead of her.”

			I tremble, from their words, from the way their eyes are on me as Axl pumps his fingers, the heel of his palm teasing me. His other hand comes up to cup the back of my neck, tilting my head. “Impatient bastards,” Axl says before he slants his mouth over mine at the same time he increases the pressure between my thighs, plucking the last string that sends me right over the edge.

			“Axl!” I gasp against his kiss, waves of pleasure rippling down my spine as my orgasm rips through me. I’ve barely caught my breath before he gently pulls his hand away, grinning down at me with a prideful look in his eyes. 

			“I love watching you come like that,” Kal says from beside me. 

			“Quite riveting,” Pierce agrees.

			“My turn.” Jax draws me in close, claiming my mouth with a searing kiss. His hands are possessive as they roam down my back, dipping to cup my ass as he lifts me. 

			Immediately, I wrap my legs around his hips, trembling when his hard length strokes my oversensitive flesh. 

			This. I’ve needed this. Their touch, their support, all of it. 

			Pierce joins us, and his lips find my back, kissing across my shoulder and neck as his hands shift my hair out of the way. He plants a kiss on the cloud mark at the base of my skull, and my heart stutters. Thought empties out of my head as he positions himself behind me, rubbing himself through my wetness, then teasing my ass with his slippery, hard length. 

			Sandwiched between the two, it would be easy to lose myself entirely, especially after what Axl just did to me, but I manage to draw my lips away from Jax, reaching for Kal, who’s right there, ready to kiss me.

			I moan against the feel of him, his bond flickering to life inside me.
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