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  Chapter One


  


  Staring out into the night, he watched the moonlight dancing off the drops of water dripping from the trees. The storm had blown in suddenly and fiercely but had continued on eastward about ten minutes ago. Sighing softly, he moved back to the desk and got everything started up once more. He had work to do. The upcoming mission might very well depend on what he discovered.


  Rubbing away the sleep from his eyes, he cracked his neck and popped the tab on another energy drink. It was turning into a hell of a long night, not that he wasn’t used to them, but still, just once he’d like to get to bed before the sun rose. Maybe one day, who knew?


  “All right, lads,” he said and then had to pause to yawn wide. Shaking his head, he blinked. Two hours of sleep after nearly forty-eight hours wide awake just did not cut it. “Sorry ’bout that,” he muttered and rolled his head around his neck.


  Ignoring the smirks, he refocused on Beta Team. “Jean DeMarco.” He pointed to the large screen where the image of a male, early thirties and looking too suave to be real, was displayed. “He was spotted coming out of Monte Carlo three weeks ago, a quick stop in Belize and then, from what we’ve been able to determine, he is now headed to meet up with his current fling on a cruise of the Mediterranean. The ship left Venice, Italy, three days ago. He will be rendezvousing with the cruise ship in Mykonos, Greece, in just under four days. The ship comes in at approximately two in the afternoon and leaves promptly at nine. He will be on it for the next two days when it will reach Naples and he will depart it again and we lose him until an unknown date in the future.”


  “It’s a cruise. How is he getting on board at such a late date?” Scaled Wonder Number One asked.


  “He’s rich, he’s powerful, he has connections, and the captain is his fourth cousin on his mother’s side, so flat-out bribery works well,” he explained to the thick-headed ones. He liked most Dragons, Talon in particular, but the twins were a serious pain in his ass. Even more so since apparently he was going to be stuck with them for eternity. How in the world could Gaia be that mean? Like really!


  Shaking off the thought, he changed images on the large screen. “This is the captain of the cruise liner, Filip Espanito. This”—the image shifted again—“is the girlfriend, Felicity van Hemptyn. She’s from a very influential but clean-as-can-be family. Her father took his father’s small clothing alteration and repair business and turned it into a multi-billion, yes, billion, dollar empire. He owns ships, owns shops worldwide both still in clothing repair and alteration, but also design studios, malls, and many other things.”


  “Does Daddy know what his little princess is getting mixed up in?” Scaled Wonder Number Two put out there. Gods, he hated those Dragons.


  “As far as we can tell, no,” Skittles explained to them all. Alpha Team was there, too, but since they were merely acting as a secondary extraction team and not primary, they were sitting in the back talking amongst themselves and with Talon. “It appears that her father hasn’t got a clue who she’s dating, probably wouldn’t approve.”


  Another click on his computer and he brought up a schematic of the ship. “I’ve sent this to all your iPads. Study it. We’re going to have to get on during the stop in Mykonos with forged documents, travelers who missed the Venice departure. I’ve got us berths on board and we’ll have a full day at sea to ensure we have him secure. We’ll be departing before the next berthing.” He’d open a Vortex back to base from the ship. A risk to be sure but if it had to be done, it had to be done.


  “I’ve marked out where the girlfriend’s room is, his most likely path to her room, and some of the better locations to intercept him. We need to get him before he reaches her, otherwise we’ll need to bring her along.”


  “She’s not involved in his business?” Dragon Breath Number One asked.


  “Not from anything I’ve dug up.” Which had been a lot. “She’s a party girl, a wild child in every meaning of the word. She barely got through high school, only made it through college thanks to her father’s money, and lives off anything and everything he gives her. As long as she stays out of the papers for idiotic things he stays out of her life.” Skittles looked at them all. “I doubt DeMarco would trust her to park the car let alone handle his gun-running and prostitution business.”


  “All right, boys,” Talon said, finally speaking up. “You have three hours before you’re on a plane out of here. Sorry, but no Vortex for this portion. We don’t need to wipe Skittles out ahead of the game.” When they added in the fact that they had no idea just who or what might be in the way at the far end, it was just another reason not to slide in via Vortex. “Gear up, get packed for a vacation, and meet down at the pad in two and a half hours. Move out,” he ordered the Dragons who looked ready to argue. Eventually they meandered out of the room.


  Walking to Skittles, Bulldog looked down at him. “You okay with going in only with those two, Quincy?” he asked seriously, using the Mage’s real name instead of his nickname of Skittles.


  “Yeah, I’m good with it,” he said softly. “I might not like them personally or what is coming our way but they are topnotch operators. I’d have them at my back any and every time in a mess.”


  “Good.” He squeezed Quincy’s shoulder. “We’ll be close if you need us,” Bulldog promised.


  “I know.” Skittles grinned up at him. “If all else fails, I’ll fry their asses if they get too mouthy,” he teased. Getting a laugh from Talon, he relaxed more. “I’m going to go and get a couple hours of sleep.” He desperately needed it before being stuck on a plane for too many hours with the twins.


  “Go, do what you need to. I’ll have one of the others give you a wake-up call,” Bulldog assured him. “Not one of the twins.”


  “Appreciate it,” Quincy muttered, collecting his computer before heading off to find a bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Operation Day 1, Mykonos, Greece


  


  “Holy hell,” Charcoal Breath Number Two said as they all stood before the poster. “I’m thinking we should stick around. Just dump the mark through the Vortex and stay on board to enjoy a little extra treat.”


  Tilting his head, Skittles had to admit the female portrayed in the poster was a tempting little bit of beauty. Supposedly a master illusionist. Smoke and mirrors really, nothing more. Damned so-called magicians gave real magic wielders a bad rap. “If we have time after securing the package we’ll go and take in her show.”


  Both Dragons looked at him for a long moment. “Good plan. The package can stew for a while as we enjoy ourselves,” Charcoal Breath Number One said with a toothy, evil grin. “Maybe she’ll be willing to do an aftershow with us.” He chuckled.


  Rolling his eyes, Skittles headed for the elevator. For all of two seconds he’d actually liked them. Then Puff the fucking Dragon had kept on yakking, totally ruining the moment. Seriously, Gaia? These two? Gah! Like he needed them busting his balls for all of eternity, in front of his bond-mate no less. Seriously?


  Chapter Two


  


  Maya Griffon double-checked all of the rigging on the stage. Everything had to be absolutely perfect for her show. It all had to go off without a hitch. Smiling to herself, she shook her head. It was amazing how easily she was able to pull off the tricks, illusions that boggled the mind. What was even more amazing was the fact that from time to time she had critics who tried to “debunk” her magic, critics that she paid a healthy sum to for them to do just that. No, sometimes in the art of illusion hiding in plain sight was the best thing to do, in all ways.


  When she was certain that the smoke, mirrors, and lines were in place, she smiled. Stepping back, she looked at her masterpiece and knew that on this cruise she was going to gain even more notoriety, which was only a small part of why she was here. The bigger part, however, well, that was a whole different kettle of fish. The real reason why Maya was there was a rescue mission for a man that Maya had called friend, a man that her family had called friend. Maya was there to save Felicity van Hemptyn, a woman that Maya had grown up playing dolls with, a woman who was her friend and was now a lost soul.


  For a moment Maya paused to think about Felicity. The poor girl had always been someone who loved attention, from her family, friends, anyone who would give it to her. It wasn’t just the good attention that she craved either, but any type of it. Shaking her head, Maya pulled herself out of those thoughts, pulling the bill of her cap down over her forehead once again and then grabbing the old worn rucksack she carried everywhere with her.


  Reaching in, she grabbed a handful of the gummy worms she always had on hand, and as she walked along munching on one, her mind and thoughts went to the call she had received two days earlier.


  


  * * * *


  


  Two days previously


  


  “Maya, it’s Franco van Hemptyn,” came the voice on the other end of the line, a voice that Maya hadn’t heard since she had buried her parents three years earlier.


  “Uncle Franco?” she asked in shock and moved into her dressing room at the MGM Grand. “Is everything all right?” The man had been “uncle” for as long as she could recall. He was fully human, but he knew very good and well just what she and her father had been able to do. He had kept their secrets, protected her father and her, as well, for as long as she could recall.


  “Well, not really.” Franco was a man that would always cut to the chase, no matter what. “It’s Felicity.”


  “Oh God, what’s wrong?” Maya asked as she focused on not letting nervous energy go awry and leach out of her. Tonight was Copperfield’s night, the hack, and she couldn’t ruin his fake sham of a show because of her emotions.


  “She’s gotten in with some really bad men,” Franco murmured softly. “You know I try really hard to stay out of her life but this time I have to intervene. I hate to ask this of you, My, because I know what it does to you, but…” He cleared his throat and Maya knew what was coming before he asked.


  “Just tell me where she will be. I will do whatever I need to in order to bring her home. Do you think that it’s…” She hesitated and then said, “Do you think that there is some trickery going on to make her be with this seedy side?” Magic in other words.


  “Yeah, My, I really do,” Franco said with a sigh. “I wouldn’t have known what to look for if not for what happened with your momma.” Bea Griffon had been an amazing woman, but she had been only human married to a Warlock. A Warlock of the ruling family, to be more precise. She had been glamoured to do atrocious things, terrible things. Things that ultimately ended both her life and her bond-mate, her husband’s life.


  Maya couldn’t think about that though. She had to shake that off. “Do you have someone that can help? I can do a lot of things but I’m just not strong enough yet to work over someone else’s magic. If they are lesser than I, more than likely I can unravel what’s been done, but it would take time.”


  “Yes, actually I have your brother who’s willing to help,” Franco admitted.


  “Shit,” Maya grumbled. Well that was just fucking hunky-goddamn-dory now, wasn’t it? A brother she hadn’t spoken to in two years. A brother who would rather forget that she existed simply because she was next in line after him for something she didn’t want. Great. Wonderful. Fan-motherfucking-goddamn-tastic!


  “Just get her here. Michael will do the rest.”


  “You have it. Send me the information that I need, Uncle Franco.” Maya would do anything for those she considered family, and Franco and Felicity were two of those that she considered to be just that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Now


  


  Pulling on the chestnut wig over her flaming-red curls, Maya had to tuck the curls for several minutes. “Stupid hair.” She should just cut it. Really she should, but she found she couldn’t. Her hair reminded her of her grandmother, her father’s mother, the woman who had been Queen of the Mage for a very long time, a woman who was amazing in and of herself. Married to the King of them all, she had ruled at his side with wisdom and strength. “I miss you so much sometimes, Nanna,” she whispered softly after getting the wig just right.


  Next came the brown contacts, used to hide the odd silver color of her eyes. After she had that part of her costume put together she added on the padded costume that she wore that gave her far larger breasts than she truly had, ones that were far less generous than DD. It flared her hips even more and made her look bigger than she truly was. Zipping on the platform boots next she then started with her makeup.


  Finally finished with the disguise that she wore, she was completely transformed from Maya Griffon to Bella Donna, the Illusionist. No longer was she the five-foot-even redhead with silver eyes, but she was now a towering five-foot-nine-inch brunette with deep-chocolate eyes, huge tits and ass…all the better to make the idiot men in the audience to look the other way during the illusions. Ah yes, sometimes sex was exactly what was needed to make a mark look the other way.


  Adjusting the sequined dress once again so that her hoochie was covered, she stalked out of the dressing room and onto the side stage, looking out into the sea of faces with a grin and landing on her friend, Felicity. That’s when she saw it. The look of the woman was off. It was as if she were shimmering from the spell that had been cast on her. Sighing, she shook her head and knew that she was doing just the right thing.


  When the MC announced her name, Maya pasted a smile on her lips and stalked onto the stage, the place where she felt completely at home, and started her “show.”


  Chapter Three


  


  “Target acquired.”


  “Confirmed, target is moving up the hall toward the room. Too many non-combatants here. We need a distraction for a couple seconds.”


  That was his cue. “In three, two, one,” he whispered and cast a faint spell. It would dissipate quickly but it would give the large Dragons the time they needed. Keeping an eye on everyone, since spells didn’t always go as they should around him or the bloody fire snotters, he was relieved to see them tranq the man and carry on as if he were drunk.


  No ill effects anywhere to be seen, a huge relief for him at least. “Target secured,” he reported to those listening both back at HQ and out on the little craft that was their shadow. They’d decided to drop their man overboard for the craft to pick up. There was no safe enough locale for him to open a Vortex, unless he wanted countless lives lost on his conscience.


  Grabbing up his bag, Quincy put his cap on and wandered up the hall, just another of the mindless vacationers wandering about. Holding up his cell like he was on a call, he said, “Moving to drop zone with package.”


  “Ten minutes,” grunted one of the oafs ahead of him. “Make that eleven. Motherfucker went and got himself caught on something.”


  Yeah, ’cause the drugged-out drug smuggler was at fault for where the molten-lava-for-brains buffoons dragged him. Pinching the bridge of his nose, Skittles prayed for some patience. He had no idea what he’d done to deserve such punishment, but seriously? “You do realize,” he murmured, “the quicker you get him to the DZ the sooner you can go and watch the chick in the flashy dress strut around pretending to do tricks on stage while flashing you her breasts, right?”


  “He’s got a point.” Skittles wasn’t sure which of the twins said that but it was amazing just how much incentive that gave them. Of course the fact they were now not exactly inconspicuous with DeMarco draped over his shoulder as he pushed through the humans was a minor detail.


  “I swear, I’m going to have a damn aneurysm,” he muttered off comms as he followed at a more sedate pace.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bella Donna looked across the sea of faces and smiled again. Lifting her hands, she brought out a small ring of flowers, letting them dance around the stage. She laughed. She loved this part of the show. It was so easy and it tied her so much closer to nature, which only made her stronger. As the flowers danced they began to bud, blooming from simple Gerber daisies to perfect white roses.


  She let the flowers continue their dance and said, “For the next part I need a volunteer.” She looked over the floor and groaned internally at all of the men whose hands shot up without even a second thought. Mentally she cast her gaze and landed on Felicity.


  “You there.” She pointed her finger, the floodlight following until Felicity was illuminated. “Come on up here. You are just what I need,” she said with a smile. Thankfully, thank you, Gaia, Felicity had never seen Maya’s show, never knew her alter identity, so when her “friends” all but pushed her toward the stage, there was no hint of recognition in her blank gaze.


  Maya felt it then. She felt a pulse of power. No, there were no other Warlocks or Mage on the ship. She knew. She had spent every moment since she boarded meeting people and knew that there wasn’t another of her kind there, but there was! Son of a bitch! Well this was going to get very, very tricky. Damn.


  Taking a deep breath, she realized that once she ported Felicity out, the sheer volume of power that she would use would all but tap the other Magic User on the shoulder and punch them, but it had to be done. Thus far, Maya had barely used any juice at all in the show, ensuring that she didn’t alert anyone who might have a nose for true magic as to what she was doing.


  As she internalized, she spoke to Felicity and the crowd. “What’s your name, beautiful?” she teased the woman, her voice even on a modulated level during her shows so that no one could connect Bella Donna and Maya Griffon together.


  “Felicity,” the young brunette said with that same glazed look on her face.


  “Felicity. Ah, beautiful name.” Maya’s voice tinkled like music in the room as she sat her on a stool. “And now, ladies and gentlemen,” she stated and grabbed the hoop that was covered with a curtain. “For my final act, I’m going to make young Felicity here disappear.”


  “And will I reappear?” Felicity asked from the stool.


  “Absolutely. How about in your quarters?” she answered with a smile. “So close your eyes and think of your cabin,” she told the woman even though she had no intention of sending her there. No, Maya was planning on sending her to the clean room at her father’s home.


  “All right, I have it,” Felicity stammered nervously, her hands twitching in her lap.


  “And one.” Maya raised the hoop so that the curtain covered Felicity completely. Taking in a deep breath, she opened the small travel slipstream, much smaller than a Vortex and made only for one person, and poured power into it, praying as she did that whoever the Magic User was didn’t detect her. Yeah, like someone wouldn’t detect the Statue of fucking Liberty landing on their heads. “And two,” she called out, smiling all the same. “Three!” she yelled and jerked the curtain away, white doves flying from the seat where Felicity had been settled.


  “That’s all folks! See you all tomorrow.” She smiled and added, “Maybe you will be next to be sent to your room,” she teased huskily at the roar of applause and ducked behind the curtains quickly. Grabbing the ever-present gummy worms that her stage hand offered her, she began to shove three into her mouth, needing the sugar buzz that would keep her going long enough to arrange for the van Hemptyn helicopter to come get her. Then, and only then, could she crash.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stumbling, Quincy slammed a hand to the wall to keep himself upright. “What the fuck!” His head was spinning, his gut churning, and his antenna quivering hard. There was a Magic User on board, someone with a lot of oomph.


  Pressing his back to the wall, he put his hands on his knees and let his head drop as he breathed slow and deep. He hadn’t been expecting that at all. There shouldn’t have been another on the ship. Activating his comms, he kept sucking air. “Boss, we have a problem.” He breathed in and out, working through the headache, his gut clenching. “There’s a Mage or Warlock on board. Someone just pulled something huge and well, I feel like I’ve been sideswiped by a Mack truck.”


  “Who is it?” Bulldog’s voice came back calm but tight. He did not like surprises on missions, especially ones that were all but finished.


  “Not a fucking clue,” Skittles said, rubbing at his temples.


  “We might have a clue for you, oh great one.” Oh goodie, the snarky twins were still on comms. “The illusionist just pulled a disappearing act on a guest. About the right timing I’d say.”


  “Detain her,” Bulldog ordered, sounding much more relaxed again. “If it’s not her we’ll figure it out, but if it is, we need to know just what the hell she did and why.”


  “She sent a guest off to her room,” the other twin put in, or at least Skittles thought it was the other one. They seriously had to start saying their names before doing anything on comms. Mac and Sully were easy to tell apart on comms, but these two rocks-for-brains not so much. “Funny thing though, the guest was DeMarco’s girlfriend, Felicity.”


  “Grab her and use whatever means necessary.” Grim-sounding Bulldog again. “We’ll pick you up in a half hour. We’re just finished off-loading our drug dealer so we’ll be able to get back in range by then. Back deck, thirty minutes, you’ll be going off the side into the water so make sure your flippers are in place, boys.”


  Fuck me, Skittles thought. He hated getting wet. He really did. He didn’t mind swimming in appropriate attire but dunking himself in full dress…Fuck a duck on a twisted stick!


  Chapter Four


  


  Maya paced at the top of the boat. No longer was she in her Bella Donna costume but instead she was dressed as she normally was. Jeans, tennis shoes, Alabama Tide shirt, and pullover sweater. With her rugged knapsack close, she pulled out another handful of worms and looked to the skies again. Two minutes. She had to wait another two longer-than-fucking-hell minutes for her ride to get there. She prayed softly that it would go off without a hitch. She and Franco had planned everything out properly.


  Felicity would be “leaving” on the helicopter. That would be the story told to the goon that she was dating at least. As far as anyone knew, Felicity had gotten back to her room, changed her mind on the relationship she was in, phoned her father, and flew off on one of his jet helicopters. Yep, that was the story at least. Bella Donna had been only contracted for one night so come morning the Captain of the ship would think that she had gotten off at port and none would be the wiser. Yeah, it was shitty of her to cast spells on people, but it had been necessary.


  Chewing the head off another of her favorite red-and-white gummy worms, she looked to the skies and then her watch again. One minute. That’s all that she had left to wait. One stinking, lousy minute. What could go wrong in one minute?


  Watching her from the shadows, Skittles frowned. The twins both assured him that her scent was right even though the outer shell wasn’t. Her antsy activity and the fact she had a bag waiting as she stared at the skies gave credence to their logic. Moving covertly, he got close enough and then, when she was distracted once more, he took her down with a spell.


  Walking over, he stared down at her body and frowned again, definitely not the woman on the posters. Except for the nose, the jaw line, and the chin. Those all belonged to what’s-her-face on the posters. Waving in one of the twins, he let the man pick her up as he collected her bag and they went back into the shadows with seconds to spare as the helicopter landed. “Go, I’ll catch up,” he muttered to the Dragon.


  Standing there, he watched the pilot lean forward slightly and then shift around, obviously looking for someone. “Sorry, buddy, but she had other plans,” Skittles purred with an evil smirk and, with another small spell, sent the guy on his way thinking that he’d collected her. Shaking his head, he followed along the same path as the twin toward the back of the boat. Time to get wet. Yippee!


  


  * * * *


  


  “How pissed do you think she’ll be?” Mac couldn’t help asking as they all stared down into the room affectionately known as the fishbowl. Given the large dome of glass overhead, it was seriously fitting. It was also the only room that could contain a Warlock or Mage, a room that Skittles avoided like the plague. He didn’t even like being up top in the viewing room. The room gave him the heebie-jeebies.


  “I’m thinking she’ll be out for blood,” Trey commented, looking down at the female sleeping off the spell on the bed. “Particularly the one that put her down in that room.” All eyes turned on Skittles.


  “Oh shut the fuck up,” Quincy muttered from his spot as far back as he could be and still see the female.


  Quincy watched as Bulldog entered the viewing room. After a time the large Dragon nodded to the men and said, “Good work out there.” He nodded to the Dragons just inside of the door as well as his Alpha team and Skittles. “So what do we know abou—” Bulldog stopped short as he finally got a good look at the woman sleeping below. “Oh, son of a goddamn motherfucking bitch!” he roared. “Who the fuck’s idea of a goddamn joke is this!” he demanded and whirled on the men in the booth. “Do you fucking know what you just did?” Son of a goddamn bitch! The Warlocks and Mage would be up in Godsdamn arms about this. “Fucking wonderful. Just what the goddamn hell we need. The fucking Royal Family pissed off at us for stealing their daughter.” He growled and looked to Skittles. “What the fuck? Don’t you fucking know who the Royals are? Why the hell did you bring her here? That’s not some fucking illusionist! That’s the sister of the ruling Warlock, you fucking twit!”


  “So what?” he asked, shooting his boss a look. “She’s also the illusionist according to Huey’s and Dewey’s noses. She also has power which I felt on recoil when I put her down. She got Felicity out of there, so she was interfering in an active investigation,” he added pointedly. “If she’s an innocent she will tell us everything and you let her go. If not then she’s where she deserves to be. Besides, you know as well as I do, the Royal Family representative is a dick who seriously needs to be neutered and executed.”


  “Fuck.” Bulldog growled and looked to his Royal Guards. “Aiden, Allister. Is she the illusionist?” When both of them nodded, he glared. “Anything fucking else that you want to say?” He growled angrily. “Like what the fuck you were doing while you watched her whisk fucking Felicity van Hemptyn off the boat.” He shot his gaze to Skittles and added, “And I thought you fucking said no one could open a Vortex without harming others. Looks to me like she fucking did.”


  “I said, and I quote, that the likelihood of non-combatant casualties could, in theory, be too high for us to risk. But hey, whatever, it’s all on my conscience if I take out a three-year-old, right?” he asked, getting to his feet, magic starting to crackle around him. “What the hell do you care if I take out some granny celebrating her fiftieth wedding anniversary, right? I’ll be shouldering the blame if anything goes wrong after all, not you, because I was talked into it. Well I do not find that acceptable, so you can kiss my fucking ass, Bulldog, and hers, too, since you seem to be revving up for it,” he snarled out, barely holding onto the huge buildup of magic. Spinning, he stormed from the room, disintegrating the door in his anger and really not giving two shits.


  Bulldog growled and shook his head. Stopping his guard, he said, “Let him calm down.” Running his hands over his face, he sighed. “I’m getting too fucking old for this,” he muttered and stepped over the shredded door and toward the stairs. Wonderful. Just fucking great.


  Entering the room where the woman was kept, Talon, or Bulldog as he was known to his men, was surprised that she was sitting up on the corner of her bed. “You are safe,” he explained. “But I have questions,” he stated simply.


  “Who spelled me? And questions on what? I was just waiting for a helicopter and then out of nowhere boom, darkness and now I’ve woken with a headache.” She fidgeted slightly and sighed. “And where is my knapsack?” She needed some candy, any kind really, but she truly wanted her gummy worms, dammit. “Where am I?” It was somewhere that knew about magic, that much she knew. Frowning, she cocked her head to the side and swore a vicious streak. “Son of a goddamn bitch. Talon?” She had only then in that moment realized who it was that entered the room. She then got up and began to pace. “Fucking hell. Why the Godsdamn hell have you got me in one of the Council’s holding cells?” Her only thought was that her brother had done something and blamed her, again.


  “Because you have been a bad girl,” Talon told her, digging out a bag of gummy worms. “Here.” He passed them over to her as he grabbed a chair. Spinning it around, he sat down facing her, his arms crossed on the back of it. “Since it’s you, Maya, I’m guessing that the ‘sending her to her room’ illusion wasn’t what it appeared and that you actually sent the out-of-line daughter back to her daddy. Which, given who she’s been dating, now makes more sense. But you also interfered in one of our missions. Potentially you could have ruined it all,” he said to her in an understanding manner with a fine edge of steel. “You sideswiped my Warlock, thankfully after the capture and detainment, but you could have done it during the mission and that would have been severely punishable as you well know. So, tell me, why chance a Vortex with all those innocents in its path?”


  “Because.” She chewed on one of the worms and moved to sit back on the bed, her back to the wall. “It wasn’t a Vortex,” she said with a grin. “And I call bullshit on you, Talon. I’ve known you my whole life. You taught me how to defend myself when big brother blacked my eye.” She wouldn’t voice the man’s name. He just might appear and that would suck. For her. “I call bullshit because we both know that you would have had a backup plan, and a backup for that one. You don’t do anything half-assed and we both know it.” She chewed another worm. “As for your Warlock.” She shrugged. “I do feel bad if I hurt him, but I contained it as much as I could, so that means that he was far too close to me when I did what I did.” She hoped that he didn’t ask her about the “not a Vortex” thing because then she would have to admit something she didn’t admit. Ever. “And I was there to save a friend. Felicity has been charmed. Someone has cast a serious fucking spell over her, making her that idiot bastard’s puppet.” She had seen it before, the pain that it caused. No, she had to not think of that. “So I sent her home. Uncle Franco is going to get her all the help she needs. He’s going to find someone to unspell her.” She hoped.


  “Explain that ‘not a Vortex,’ please,” Talon said, ignoring the rest as he zoned in on what she was avoiding telling him. “I had a backup plan, true,” he admitted as he watched her scrambling mentally to find an explanation for him. “But it was slim at best given the number of innocents on board. My Warlock was our best shot. As it was, he’s in one hell of a pissy mood with me right now so you’d better tell me what you meant. Because he told me the risk wasn’t worth it but if you did it when he couldn’t, I might have to have him terminated.” Not that he would but she didn’t know that. He had a reputation for being ruthless and vicious. That would help him here.


  “I will explain it when all the little ears above us leave,” she told Talon. “And it’s something that I will tell you, and only you,” she gave him. “Not another breathing and living soul,” she put out there. “Because it is not something that I share. Ever. Period.” Something that even her brother, the dickhead, didn’t know she could do. “Because if it were known…” Well, hell, she might as well put the fucking slave collar on herself if it was known just what she could do. “And you can say that you would have him terminated all you want but you forget that I know you, Talon. You were there to tend my wounds after a fight with the asshat that rules my people. You wanted to champion me but didn’t because I asked you not to. Trust me, I know you and know that you wouldn’t terminate one of your people for making a mistake. For treason, abso-fucking-lutely, but not for a mistake.”


  Watching her without blinking, he tapped his comms. “Clear the room and black out the glass,” he ordered. Rolling his eyes, he looked up to the room where his men were. “She’s in a room where no magic can be performed, dickwad. I seriously doubt she can take me.” Sighing, Talon cracked his neck to disperse the anger he was feeling. “Are you trying to aggravate my last nerve?” he asked in a sugary-sweet tone. When they heard that tone of voice he used, everyone snapped into gear and seconds later the red light on the wall went out. “Spill, now,” he ordered her, feeling seriously tested and every nerve frayed to the very edge. The Dragon wasn’t happy with all her hedging and almost lies. It wanted the truth, now!


  “Well you know who I am,” she started and ate another gummy worm. “But what you don’t know,” she whispered now and moved in closer to the edge of the bed. “When Daddy died…” She decided that she should explain from the beginning. “You knew how powerful he was. He was truly blessed by Gaia, he was amazing.” She breathed softly. “And he could do things that no other Magic User could.” Which was the truth. “That was why he was King of the Mage and Warlocks. His father before him, and his father before him.” There was a pause from Maya before she continued, “Anyway. When daddy died, I was there.” She pulled out another worm and looked at it, placing it on her palm and looking to Talon. “As you know, magic is shared. It’s passed from one generation to another. Taught from one parent to child.” Hesitation and uncertainty were on her face and when she spoke it was a whisper of a sound. “But sometimes…” She stared at the worm and watched it come to life, negating the magic around her, and whispered to him. “Sometimes it’s pushed from one to another. When daddy died he knew that I would need protection. He knew who killed him.” Maya saw the look on Talon’s face as the earthworm now wiggled on her palm. “Therefore he gave me the magic that had been passed from father to son, magic that originated with Gaia.” Another long pause as if she were gathering her thoughts. “And with that magic I can do one hell of a lot more than the average Magic User can.” She turned the worm back to a gummy worm. “But no one can know.” She sighed. “If they did, well you know what would happen.” Her brother would collar her and then he would try to decimate the Council. He was a greedy, power-hungry bastard. “I opened a personal slipstream, not a Vortex so much as a fold in space that only one person can slide through.”


  Staring at her for long moments, Talon considered everything and then nodded. “Use any of that around here and you know the consequences,” he said quietly. “While I applaud you helping a friend in need, the timing could not have been any worse. This will not go over well, Maya, especially when your brother gets wind of it. For now, I need you to remain here. You’re not under arrest, but legally you are being detained until I file my report. It sucks, I know, but it has to be done properly.” Getting up, he put the chair back into place. “I’ll have dinner sent in for you.”


  “You know that he will kill me the first chance he gets, right?” Maya sent back to Talon. “And with having me ‘trapped’ here…” She shrugged. “He’s going to come for me, I just hope that you are ready when he does because I have got to tell you, I will slip away as soon as I feel him.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Several hours later


  


  Skittles paced around the courtyard and fought to rein his temper in. Fucking Talon questioning him like that. Who the fuck did he think he was! Okay, so he was the big bad Dragon King, big fucking whoop. Shit…He was the big bad Dragon King who he’d just mouthed off to and practically threatened with bodily harm. Shit on a motherfucking stick, he was dead meat!


  Quincy stopped pacing the moment that he saw Katherine. Great! Today had to be one of the rare times she was allowed to “go to the office” with her men. Quincy knew that when she was there she loved it because she got to see her friends and see what her boys did for mankind. It was really a turn on, as they all had found out, thanks to a PA system switch that they had switched on during one of her visits to the ‘office.’ His worries were still there, especially when the woman spoke.


  “You know,” Kat said with a grin, “when you pace like that and don’t even see the person sitting on the bench in front of you that means one of two things. Either issues with your boss or issues with a woman. Wanna talk about it?”


  Stopping at her voice, it took him a second to focus on her and then he blushed. “Sorry,” he muttered, moving toward her. Sitting on the end of the bench, he sighed, “It was this last mission,” he murmured quietly. “It’s messed with my head a bit I think, especially since the one we grabbed is someone of importance and likely to have my ass in a sling for the rest of time.”


  “I doubt that,” Katherine assured him. “No one would be able to be mad at you long, Quincy,” Katherine assured the man and pulled out a bag of Skittles. Offering him one, she smiled. “You got me hooked,” she admitted. “I think the boys are ready to skin you, especially when I asked for some at three a.m. the morning before they had to leave for this latest mission.” She had made Trey get up and out of bed and go to town to get her some candies. She couldn’t help it. She woke in the middle of the night with a serious craving and, darn it all, they had said they would do anything for her, so yep, she made them. “And no cussing,” she added. “You know it grates on my nerves.”


  “The ass is a part of the anatomy. It’s not a curse word,” he muttered, shaking his head at the Skittles she offered him.


  “Now I know something is wrong. Talk to me,” she demanded and put the candy to the side, watching the man intently.


  Quincy huffed out a breath. He leaned back on his hands to stare down at his boots. He needed to polish them again. He had a little something nasty on the edge of one. “It was going smooth as silk, everything falling into place, everyone working as a perfect unit. We got the target, got the target off-loaded and were just waiting it out for the boat to dock and then we’d vanish into the mists. Next thing I know I’m decked by a Mack truck at two hundred miles per hour out of nowhere. Not literally,” he said at her look. “Figuratively speaking. Another Magic User doing something big, fast, and split-second. My head is still ringing from it. Then, to top it all off, the Magic User is someone of importance that I’m apparently supposed to know because I, of course, know absolutely every bloody Mage and Warlock in the entire world. They’re all my BFFs, after all, and we text non-stop,” he said in a snarky tone. “To throw icing on that bloody cake, Talon questions my decision not to use a Vortex to transport off the target.” That’s what really pissed him off. Skittles knew magic, knew his magic down to the smallest, most intimate detail and to have a Non-Magic User question it made him pissy beyond all belief.


  “So that’s what has you so angry. That Talon questioned your judgment.” Katherine shrugged and then said, “I am the Queen of the Fae and I still don’t know all of them.” Most of them yes, and sadly they all knew her but she was their Queen and not “someone of importance.” “So who is this person? Is she the King’s mistress or something?” There were no female Royals in the Magic line, were there?


  “Likely worse than that,” he muttered. “The King’s baby sister,” he heaved out a breath. “I’m angry mostly because he questioned my knowledge of my magic. Because if he’s questioning it he doesn’t really trust me and if he doesn’t trust me, how can I keep working with the Teams?” he whispered softly, an ache developing in his chest. His family was all dead. There was no one that would miss him. Hell, not even the Teams would really. “Maybe it’s a sign from the universe that it’s time to leave. Better do it now than later when my judgment is called into question on a mission and they don’t believe me and die.”


  Katherine laid her hand on Quincy’s forearm and shook her head. “Quincy,” she spoke softly, soothingly. “It’s not that and you know it. I would wager that Talon likely knows the girl that was brought in and that’s what had him in an uproar.” She frowned and then asked bluntly, “Do you think that she’s his bond-mate? Maybe that is why he is so upset.”


  “No, I don’t think so. He’s acting more like a protective older brother than a bond-mate,” he said to her honestly. “No, if she were his bond-mate I have a feeling my head would have been decorating his wall right next to whichever of the flaming farters had been carrying her.” At her confused look, he grinned. “The Dragon twins, one of my many, many personalized nicknames for them.”


  Katherine laughed. She couldn’t help it. “Aiden and Allister?” she asked with a grin. “Oh lord, they would have fits if they knew that you called them names.” She sobered and continued her questions. “Wait, isn’t one of them supposed to be a bond-mate with you and the woman who will come into your life? How did Gaia put it? ‘When one finds their true bond-mate, they would die for them, no hesitations or questions. That love is true and it is unwavering. Even if sometimes it might feel as an illusion.’ And then went on to tell you that you wouldn’t think she had chosen right for you but she had?”


  “Yeah, I get Yippy or Skippy with me for life,” he grumbled. “It’s not that I hate them but they do and say things that aggravate me. Like I’m less than they are.” Of course that could just be his inferiority complex kicking in full steam ahead. “Not that it matters if it’s dumb or dumber because the other one will always be hanging around anyway. I honestly don’t know what Gaia was thinking pairing me up with one of them and a bond-mate.” Either way, he wasn’t going through with it. “He can have her,” he said, leaning forward. “I refuse to spend my life around someone that has no respect for me and will likely turn a bond-mate to the same way of thinking. I’m giving up my bond-mate options here and now, to hell with it.”


  “Quincy, you can’t mean that,” she whispered in utter shock. Moving closer, she put her arm around his shoulders and gave him a hug. “Listen to me Quincy,” she murmured very quietly. “There is nothing like the love of a bond-mate. It completes you in ways you never imagined.” She whispered so that only the flora and fauna could hear her. “And you.” She shook her head. “You think that they don’t respect you?” Shaking her head, she wanted to let him see what she did, but didn’t know how to. “Honey, they do respect you. They all do. I know that my guys love you like a brother, and that says something. Talon dotes on you like a kid brother and A&A even like you. Honey, you are a part of a family. Respect is a part of it. You are a Magic User.” She turned him around to face her. “Look in my mind. See it as an outsider looking in. Honey, you are loved and respected but I want you to see it for yourself.”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You see what they want you to see. I’m living it, Kat.” He looked at her. “No, if I was meant to have a mate it wouldn’t be with one of them. Hell, I could have survived a bond-mate grouping with Talon or any of the others, but not the fiery twins. I just can’t go through eternity grinding my teeth and trying to come up with reasons not to rip their heads off and spit down their throats. I can’t. I will not. I didn’t have a great home life. Not many of us did that got into this line of work. I will not have a mating for the rest of time with more of the same. No, Gaia screwed up. I’m sorry but it’s the truth. I will not have a mating with either of them. A mating is supposed to be a relief. To have someone you can share your worries with, someone that is the perfect match and calms your inner turmoil. It would be nothing but nonstop turmoil and anything but calm with either of the twins in my life, so no. I absolutely, positively, and excuse my French this time around, Katherine, I fucking refuse to have anything to do with either of those two assholes outside of work. Period.”


  Katherine wanted to cry for him. She really did. “I’m so sorry you feel that way, Quincy,” she whispered. “And I see far more than you think that I see.” She wasn’t offended so much as upset that he was blind. “I see a man with a great deal of power, a man that has been through hell and back again, twice, and yet is strong enough to survive. I see a man who is trying to hold onto the last soft part of himself, his heart, and in doing so will alienate the ones who could truly see him for who he is. When they bond,” she murmured quietly, “they will never have a full and true bond. It’s always going to be lacking and you will hurt every day of your life. Don’t do that to yourself. But”—she held out a hand—“that’s something to think of for far in the future when you find your bond-mate. Maybe with time you will realize that I’m telling you the truth.” That he was respected, loved, and cared for.


  “Thank you for caring enough to try,” Skittles said softly to her. “But they grate on my nerves. I’d never have a peaceful moment again in my life. I’ve lived without peace too long, Katherine. I cannot do it anymore. If I was to be given a bond-mate with either of them, I’d willingly live with the agony of never knowing her just to ensure he suffered for it, too. Gaia is wrong this time. I do not want a joint bonding. I can’t do that.” He’d never had anything or anyone his own, ever in his life. He had his magic but that wasn’t tangible. And even then he had to share it with the Teams and everyone they helped. He literally had nothing to call his own.


  Katherine sighed and shook her head. Her thoughts were obvious and clearly written on her face. Maybe the guys could talk to him. She could see where he would want to have a bond-mate all his own, she really could, but she prayed that he would realize just how good it would be to have a shared one. He would always know someone was there to watch over his bond-mate. He would know that there would always be someone who had his back in all things. It was a good thing, shared bonds, but maybe he was just one of the men who couldn’t accept that, and that made her ache for him. “I will always care for you, Quincy. You are like a brother to me and that’s not something that I would give lightly. You are a friend, now and always.”


  “I also know what you’re thinking, Katherine. While it would be nice knowing she’d forever be protected. I am not one that can share. I’ve never, not once had anything or anyone my own,” he said again. “I figure at least once in my life I should be given such a gift. But apparently I’m getting screwed out of that, too,” he whispered. “I can’t share on this one. I know you think it’s great. You’re obviously a far more generous and better person than I ever will be. I’m sorry but on this one I cannot give in. Whoever she is she will just have to get by with the one twin.”


  “I hope she can,” Katherine murmured quietly. “I will stand by your side on your decision,” she assured Quincy. “Because that’s what friends do. We stand by each other’s sides no matter what else is happening. We stand shoulder to shoulder and sometimes in front of each other. We protect, we love each other, and we do so because we care for each other. Know you have a champion in me, darling.” She then frowned. “What’s happening?” She saw guards moving quietly, saw her mates heading her way, fast, and the looks on their faces were not good ones.


  “Either they plan on gutting me because you’re snuggled up at my side or Talon’s finally decided it’s time to burn the witch,” he said quietly. “I know, bad joke,” he muttered. Getting to his feet he pointed at her bag. “Don’t forget your candies, sugar,” Quincy told Katherine before he faced the firing squad, basically what he saw them as, heading his way.


  “Talon has ranks closing in around Maya,” Mac stated simply as they stepped before his mate and their teammate. “We could use you, Skittles. Talon asked for you specifically,” he added as he watched Sullivan move to Katherine’s side and pick her up to hold her close. “Evidently Maya’s brother, Michael, is here and he’s a real fucking piece of work. Don’t know exactly what’s up but the fear that’s coming off of Maya is making my fucking bear seriously pissed.” The animal inside of him was roaring that an innocent was about to be hurt. “Sully and Trey are taking Katherine out of here. Her guard are on full alert but I’m staying. So, you coming?”


  Quincy shared a look with Katherine, he nodded. “The King hath summoned me. Oh, what is a wee Warlock to do,” he muttered. Pressing a kiss to Katherine’s hand, he smiled slightly for her. “Have a good one, Kat. Check ya later,” he said, heading off for the main building. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he tried to remember he wasn’t some pleb. He was a Warlock. Didn’t help he had zero confidence when his confidence was dinged or beaten on at all. Keeping his head down, standard protocol when shit hit the fan, he marched along with the others.


  Chapter Five


  


  Michael Griffon paced the floor. This was not fucking happening! When the helicopter had landed and there was no Maya, he nearly had a fucking coronary. Where the fuck was the bitch? He had clouded over the fucking toys’ memories and now he had to make sure that his baby fucking sister was kept in line, so where the Godsdamn hell was the bitch?


  “I thought that you said she was going to get onto the chopper and that was how she was going to get home?” he said to Franco van Hemptyn.


  “That was the fucking plan,” Franco shot back. “You know how she is though. Maya has never been one to play by the rules, yours, mine, or anyone’s.” He grumbled. “Did you get Felicity back to normal?” he demanded.


  “Yeah, you have your little fucking girl back, don’t worry, Franco. But if I don’t get my sister in my place soon”—he looked to the man—“I will ensure that everyone knows just why you keep your little girl on such a short leash.” Sick motherfucker had been sleeping with Felicity for the last year, raping her and holding her against her will.


  “I will get her to you,” Franco muttered. “She still considers me family so fuck you, asswipe. Don’t worry. I will get you your fucking sister.” He paused before continuing in a very low and quiet voice, “Do you really think that your father passed power to her?”


  “It’s the only fucking explanation. I didn’t get it when he died like I should have.” He growled. “And that pisses me the fuck off,” he added. When his phone beeped, he looked down and smiled. “Ahh.” He sounded like a well-fed cat purring. “Seems as if my baby sister has been detained. Poor kid. I guess that as the concerned brother that I am, I really should go and make sure that Talon, fucking dick, releases her into my custody. No Royal should ever be held in those cages that they put Magic Users in.” Even if he had one such cage ready and waiting on his sister.


  Shooting off a text to Talon, Michael opened himself up to the clean room and, feeling it empty, sent the spell to lock it down and transported himself, smiling as he watched the gardeners in the van Hemptyn gardens being turned to liquid fertilizer from the magical Vortex. “Remember, if she comes to you, call me first,” he shot to Franco before stepping through the Vortex.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Incoming Vortex,” reported one of the men up in the control room.


  Looking up, Talon cursed and shot her a look. “I think your brother knows you’re here,” he said as his phone beeped. Pulling it out, he groaned. “Oh, he knows you’re here and is demanding you be released into his custody immediately upon his arrival.” Sticking the phone back into his pocket, he looked to Maya. “What do you want to do, darling?”


  “Answering with ‘run’ wouldn’t get me anywhere, would it?” she asked Talon and sighed. “Crap. I knew that this was going to be a bad damn day.” She growled. “I’m not going with him,” she stated simply. “If I do he will kill me. You know that as well as I do.” It was why she was the “estranged Royal,” the “willful child” who did her own thing and played to her own tune. “I know that you don’t believe me. He is after all a King, a member of the Council, and above reproach, but I’m telling you, Talon, if I go with him, you will never see me again. He will collar me and then the world is screwed.” Collaring. That was such a truthful term for the leash that the Magic Users came up with for other Magic Users. The collar would wrap around one Magic User’s neck, the leash connecting to another and all the power inside of the one collared controlled by the one holding the leash. It was a way for Warlocks or Mage to do terrible things but place the blame on another because once collared, the collar disappeared and only the one collared and the one holding the leash could see it. It was a ball of fucking joy all wrapped up in a bag of happy.


  Staring at her, he nodded. “I’ll come up with something,” he told her quietly. Looking up, he waved down one of the twins. Even he wasn’t sure which one it was from that distance. Glancing to her, he tipped his head. “How are you at half-truths, darling?” he asked curiously. “Feel like lying to your asshat of a big brother and saving your bacon in the process?”


  “Are you kidding? I’ve perfected telling half-truths, especially to that bastard. Sorry, Momma,” she shot out after that. “What do you have in mind, Talon, and why is it that looking at that look on your face I have a feeling that I’m so, so not going to enjoy it?”


  “Well”—he made a face—“you’re likely not going to be happy, but it’s the only thing I can think of that overrides any familial or guardianship claims he has. We’re going to use whoever of the twins to pretend you two are mates. Just sit and make goofy faces at each other, whisper together, hold hands, and laugh at non-existent jokes, whatever. You don’t have to get all busy with it, not with an audience, but if you have a bond-mate, your brother has no hold on you.”


  “Well, hell’s bells.” She groaned. “Your guard is seriously going to be pissed.” Who wouldn’t be? Forced to playact as her bond-mate. “But you’re right. Bond-mates’ relationships have more credence than any other relationship out there.” Unless it was a child and a grown adult was trying to claim them. “Fine. You get to break it to Hickory or Dickory, whichever one comes down.”


  “They’ll play along,” he muttered, turning as the door opened. Moving to Aiden, he lowered his voice and quickly explained the plan and the whys. It was a show of absolute trust that the man just nodded and moved toward her. “Just look all lovey-dovey, you two,” he ordered and stepped out to stand waiting before the door.


  Maya looked up at the man. “What’s your name?” she asked softly while alone with him. She should at least know his name, right? “And thank you. For being willing to play along like this.” He was handsome, she would give him that. But he was freaking huge. Holy smokes, like put her on an elevator and send her to the top floor huge. He had to be six foot nine, at least, and lord, the man’s muscles had muscles. Oh yeah, she could totally see herself playing it up with him. Too bad it felt, well, wrong. It felt like she was on the wrong side of a mirror, oddly enough.


  “Aiden,” he said, shaking her hand gently. “We should sit and at least look like we’re playing the part right.” Moving the bed, he moved up against the wall to lean against it. Patting the bedding next to him, he grabbed the pillow. “Sit here and pull your knees up, holding the pillow close to you. I’ll put my arm around your shoulders and we’ll hold hands with the empty ones. If we put our heads close together then we can talk softly about anything at all and they’ll never know the difference.”


  Maya nodded and moved into place. Adjusting herself on the bed, she tucked her legs up under herself and held the pillow close. Leaning against Aiden, she tried to adjust herself more than once and sighed. “This just feels so wrong,” she whispered to him honestly. “Feels like something is off.” Which was the oddest thing ever. It felt like she was on the outside looking in. “Thank you though. I know that I forgot to tell you. Thank you for being willing to do this for me.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” he told her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. Taking her hand, he touched a finger. “This little piggy went to market,” he whispered against her ear. Touching another, he grinned at her shocked look. “This little piggy stayed home,” he teased.


  Maya smiled and shook her head, pressing herself deeper into the crook of his arm as she did so. “You are a nut,” she spoke very, very softly and then jerked when she heard her brother’s voice outside of the door.


  “What do you mean she has a bond-mate?” Michael demanded of Talon and then looked back at him again. “I don’t fucking believe you. My sister was destined to never have a bond-mate. It was told at her birth that she would forever be incomplete and we all know what that means, so what the fuck do you mean, she has a bond-mate? I want to see her. Now.”


  “Deep breath,” Aiden said to her and wiggled her other finger. “This little piggy does something and the others all go screaming in agony at the burn,” he whispered against her ear. Grinning, he teased very softly, “I once caught my brother in frilly pink underwear. Now you have to imagine me but less handsome of course, nekkid, dancing around singing some pop song in a frilly lacy thong.”


  Maya couldn’t help it. She started to giggle and then laugh. Shaking her head, she looked up at Aiden adoringly and then looked back down again, shaking her head as she did so. “Oh God, that’s just so wrong. You do know he’s going to be really pissed that you told that story, right?” she teased in a quiet whisper.


  Talon watched Michael look around him and into the room that would suppress any and all magic and wasn’t surprised to hear Michael asking, “If she has a bond-mate, then why do you have her in a room which suppresses all magic?”


  “It’s the only privacy they can have at the moment as we’re on high alert with several on-going missions,” Talon told him straight out, not budging an inch. Grinning inside at the laugh he heard, he peered down at the twit before him. “They wanted a few minutes alone before we regroup for a briefing and it was free. I don’t care what someone may or may not have told you but I’m betting they said it to tweak your tail just a smidge, especially since it’s all crap.” Looking past Michael he nodded to Skittles. “Quincy, I don’t think you’ve had the pleasure”—more sarcasm there could not be on that word—“of meeting the King of the Mage and Warlocks, have you?”


  Resisting the urge to curl his lip, Skittles shook his head. “No I haven’t.” Snapping his heels together, he tipped in a formal bow. “Your Highness,” he murmured, hopefully with enough “kiss your ass” in his tone to keep him breathing a little longer. Straightening, he looked to Talon. “You bellowed for me?” he asked curiously.


  Michael had to fight himself from reaching out and snapping the fucking necks of everyone around him. That bitch was his. He had to take her home. He just knew that she fucking had what their father was supposed to give to him! “Quincy,” he said through clenched teeth, and then to Talon he demanded more than asked, “I want a moment alone with my baby sister. I need to know that this is truly her desire, to be with a”—he looked into the room and all but snarled—“beast.” He growled the word. “If you would please ask her to meet me in the conference room?” Because no way in hell was he entering that room where his sister was now. None.


  Talon looked to Quincy and then frowned. “I didn’t bellow, I asked for you to come to me because I need your help.” To Michael he said, “Unless her bond-mate has issue with it I don’t see why not.” He then added, “But he’s a possessive bastard and I doubt seriously he will let the woman go very far. He’s old and set in his ways and now that he’s finally got a bond-mate”—Talon shrugged—“doubt that he’s letting her go anytime soon.”


  Maya felt the power. She shouldn’t but she did. Looking out into the hall she saw a tall man, attractive as well, one that made her ache. Good lord, but she became instantly horny. Weird, she knew, since she was sitting here supposedly playing kissy-face with the Dragon at her side, but while she might feel a glimmer of attraction to him, she felt intense, hot, burning need for the man outside in the hall. “Who is that?” she whispered to the man holding her close.


  “Who?” he asked with a small frown to her. Seeing who she pointed to behind the pillow he tipped his head to hers like he was kissing her cheek. “Quincy, he’s our Warlock,” he told her quietly. “A little weird but a good egg, I suppose.”


  She didn’t know why but she became offended for the man. “Weird because he’s a Warlock?” she asked as she turned to face Aiden. “Because I find that rather offensive.” She was about to blow her cover. She knew that she was but she couldn’t seem to help herself. “Just because he isn’t Dragon doesn’t mean that he’s weird. You have no idea what it is to channel the power that we have to in order to create the magic that we do.” She was still talking in a whisper, but it was getting louder as she did so. “Do you dislike him? Has he done something to you that makes you think that he’s inferior to you?” She growled.


  “Shh,” he breathed out in caution, very aware of how sound carried in the room. “No, I just meant he’s a little weird. I like the fact he’s a Warlock. He’s saved my hide more than once and I sincerely appreciate it. I don’t hate him. I don’t even know him all that well even though he’s been with the Teams forever now. He just doesn’t like most of us and stays to himself. I respect that and leave him be as well.”


  She nodded and tried to calm her blood pressure that had risen with the comment. Closing her eyes, she felt herself turning into the Dragon holding her, but the wrong feeling just intensified. “God, I hope that Michael gets his ass to the conference room soon. No offense, because you are spectacularly hot, but it just feels so wrong being held by you,” she whispered to Aiden. She let out a breath when she saw Talon leading Michael away and sighed, audibly.“Thank goodness,” she murmured. Looking out into the hall, she caught the eye of the man standing there, Quincy, and smiled at him. “I take it he was the one who put me down?” No one had ever been able to do that to her, catch her so unaware, well not for a very long time at least, but that man had and that raised her opinion of him quite a lot.


  Letting her go since she seemed less than pleased by his playacting, Aiden moved to the edge of the bed. “Yeah, he did, right quick too and with a splitting headache to boot. Apparently you knocked him sideways with that illusion you pulled,” he told her. Getting to his feet, he stretched and looked at her. “You do realize we need to keep the act up, right?”


  Maya nodded, sighing deeply and said, “I know. And again, I truly am thankful that you are willing to do this for me.” She really was. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attracted to the man, because holy cow she was, but it felt, well it felt like she was attracted to a reflection. “Will you tell him that I’m sorry? I honestly didn’t know that there was anyone there that was a Magic User until it was too late. I had to follow through because I didn’t have a backup plan to get Felicity out. I really am sorry,” she stated softly, this time looking at the man standing out in the hall with the long duster on.


  “I’ll pass the message along,” he told her. “I’d suggest you telling him yourself but he tends to be a little standoffish to new people. He’s not overly trusting.” Which he didn’t understand fully, since Quincy never discussed his past with anyone. “We’ll give it a few more minutes and then we’ll head out to meet up with them. Would you rather have my twin here for this?” he asked her suddenly. “You might feel more comfortable with him. He’s supposedly the nicer of the two of us.”


  “You mean the one who wore the pink frilly nighty?” she asked with a grin. “I think that I wouldn’t be able to look the poor man in the face. All I would see would be him singing some bad 80s song like ‘Walk Like an Egyptian’ or something like that. I understand not being overly trusting.” Far too well. “Trust me, if Talon didn’t trust you to be alone with me and play this part, I would have been gone already.” Which was the truth. “So since you know him I will ask you to tell him, please.” She turned and stretched, walking from one end of the room to the other. “Can you pass me my gummy worms please?” she asked suddenly. Sugar. She needed a sugary snack.


  Picking up the package, he made a face at the goofy-looking depictions that were on the front of the package. “I have to ask, what is it with Magic Users and candies?” Passing them over he sat on the edge of the table to watch her as she moved around. “And it was a thong just FYI. And, if I remember right, it was that Cyndi Lauper song, something about girls and fun. Can’t really recall. I’ve tried to burn as much of it out of my brain as I could over the years. Sadly there are still remnants.”


  Maya laughed and shook her head. “We burn a lot of energy with holding in the magic that we all funnel,” she explained, chewing on a worm and finding herself walking toward the door, toward the man that had been identified as Quincy and stopping halfway. Good lord, look at her. She was about to chase down a man that had looked at her with absolute hatred in his eyes. Yeah, that was so good for her self-esteem. Turning back, she looked to Aiden and added, “Sugar helps. I know that Dragons burn through a lot of calories, too, but we need the energy fast. I know that’s weird sounding, but there it is. Sugar gives us quick energy that we use to create the spells and magic that we manipulate.”


  Nodding, he grinned. “Well that makes total sense now. Q seems to mainline the Skittles, hence his nickname. I think if he managed to eat any more of them he might actually start taking on all the colors of the candy. Thankfully he has to sleep at some point,” he murmured, shaking his head. “Pretty sure he’s trying to find a way to direct inject the goodies.”


  “If only,” Maya said with a smile. “There are days that I wish that I could do that, too. I’ve tried coffee and energy drinks, but nothing works as well as candy and my candy of choice is gummy worms.” Skittles, huh. That was a candy she hadn’t tried before. She moved back to Aiden, and then walked away again, looking out at Skittles and then turning with a flush when he looked ready to kill her. “He really, really hates me doesn’t he?” she asked Aiden softly, hurt clear in her voice but unsure why she was hurting.


  “No, he’s just not in a good place today,” Aiden assured her, moving closer to her. Touching her arm lightly, he rubbed his fingers up and down. “Though he might be holding a smidge of a grudge at the pot shot you took at him, unintentionally of course.” He grinned. Sobering, he looked to where Quincy stood glaring at nothing in particular. “He’s had a really bad day and having Talon yelling at him likely just topped it off royally, no pun intended.”


  “Why would Talon have yelled at him?” she asked with a frown. “I don’t understand why he would have yelled at the poor guy.” She sighed and then, blurted out, “God, I’m so confused.” She hated to be confused as well. “Son of a bitch, I hate confusion so very much.” She growled angrily. Looking up to Aiden, she added, “All right, I guess we have to get back into the lovey-dovey bond-mate position, huh?” So that she could tell her brother no, or rather so that Aiden could tell the bastard no.


  Nodding, he took her hand in his. “We just met. We’re getting to know each other. We’ll keep it simple. I’ll hold your hand and, if things get tense just lean in toward me, a natural reaction.” Lifting his other hand, he brushed back some of her hair. “He got yelled at because of who you are, Q’s treatment of you during the extraction, and basically because Talon thought Q was lying about the bad odds of opening a Vortex on the ship. Nothing for you to concern yourself with. It will all work out and we’ll be back to our delusional and dysfunctional Teams once more. Ready?” he asked her.


  “Then Talon needs to apologize to him,” Maya murmured. “Because if it were anyone but me…” She shut up completely then. “All right.” She stopped herself short. “Let’s go and see what we can do about getting Michael out of here.” So that she could figure out how the hell to disappear without anyone being the wiser.


  Aiden nodded slightly. He watched her a moment more and then led her to the door. Opening it, he stepped out with a glance to Quincy who avoided looking at them entirely. Wondering what was up with that, Aiden guided her to the conference room. “He says anything you don’t or can’t answer, squeeze my hand twice quick like. I’ll take it as my cue to speak up. All right?” he asked under his breath as they moved through the halls.


  Looking to Aiden, Maya couldn’t help but ask, “And if I do want to say something to him? Something along the lines of, get a fucking life you asshat douchebag?” She felt it then, the crackling of the air around her, and shivered. She turned. She figured it out then. She figured out why she was drawn to the man in the hall, to Quincy.


  “What the hell?” she asked as she stopped in the middle of the hall. Turning, she left Aiden’s side and moved to Quincy. How the fucking hell? “It can’t be right. Tell me that I’m wrong,” she whispered to the man that still wouldn’t look at her. “It can’t be.” She had been foretold to never be complete, to always miss a part of her soul because of no bond-mate. “How?” He was standing right there, her bond-mate. How could he be there when she was supposed to never have a mate?


  Walking back to her, Aiden shot a look at her and then Quincy and then back once more. “Someone want to let me in on what’s going on?” he asked curiously.


  “Yo, bro, what’s the hold up?” Allister asked as he came up the hall. “Seriously, Talon is dancing a fucking jig practically, and as amusing as it is, he’s starting to look a little desperate. You don’t hurry up and put on this show, he’s likely to shift and eat the little shit.” Stopping next to his twin, he looked around at everyone. “Why is everyone just standing here staring at everyone else?”


  She looked at the other man that came up and staggered, literally. She felt a panic hitting her hard and felt ready to pass out. Two. She had not one but two bond-mates. One who didn’t have the first clue who the hell she was and another that looked at her like he was ready to kill her. Shaking her head, Maya took hold of her insides, her heart that had broken in half when the Warlock ignored her and then splintered even more when the Dragon didn’t recognize her as who she was to him. This was why and how she was destined to be alone, because she wasn’t good enough for a mate to even want or recognize.


  Turning to Aiden, she whispered, “I guess that means we should get going doesn’t it?” She moved to his side but jerked when he went to touch her, her features drawn and her pain visible. “Not yet. Please,” Maya whispered and shoved her hands down the pockets of her jeans to walk alongside the other Dragon, following the magic trail her brother left in his wake.


  Falling back, Allister walked next to Quincy. “What is going on, Skittles?” he asked in confusion. He felt like he’d walked in at the end of the joke and missed getting it.


  “What do you mean?” Quincy asked in an exhausted tone, one that clearly said that he needed to sleep.


  “What’s up with the cute little bit?” He could just eat her all up if she’d let him. Oh yeah, she’d be worthy of at least a three-day sexathon, he was sure.


  “Still not getting your meaning,” was Quincy’s mumbled reply.


  Shaking his head at the Warlock, Allister moved up next to the woman. “Allister, Aiden’s much better looking twin,” he introduced himself. “I’m extremely pleased to make your acquaintance even though we still haven’t formally been introduced.” He smiled at her. “Why are you looking so sad, sweetness?” he asked quietly, feeling the need to wrap her up in his arms.


  She continued to walk and shook her head. “Maya,” she told him simply. “And as for why”—she shrugged—“just one of those things. Sometimes you realize something so profound and it rocks you so hard that you move off your foundation. Sometimes just realizing your inadequacies makes a person re-think everything.” She took in a deep breath to try to control the tears she felt coming. Yep, one who hated her and one who didn’t know who she was to him. Life was a jolly fucking lollipop that she was more than ready to wrap back up and return. Why, why would Gaia do that to her? Why in the world would she hate her so very, very much? She felt the tears ready to fall and reached out, taking Aiden’s hand and giving him the signal, the quick two squeezes. She was done talking. She was hurting too much right now to talk.


  Lifting a brow, Aiden mentally told his brother to back off for now. She was feeling shaky. He was guessing, of course, but whatever. It worked and had his brother stepping back. Stopping just outside the conference room, he touched her chin lightly. “Happy thoughts. This is not a funeral. This is us gaining your freedom away from that doofus, all right?” he said with a slight smile. “And if that fails, remember the thong,” he smirked, throwing a look at his oblivious brother who was talking to a nearly comatose Quincy.


  Maya tried to find a smile but it didn’t work. So instead she forced it. Lied to the world just as she had every time that she took to the stage. Forcing a smile on her face, she moved in closer to him and walked into the conference room with Aiden at her side. “Hello, Michael. Were you able to free Felicity from whatever spell had been cast over her?” she asked as she accepted the seat beside Talon, Aiden taking the seat at her other side.


  Stopping just inside the door, Quincy leaned back against the wall. He knew who the woman was and knew that Allister was about twenty minutes from figuring it out, too. Allister would charm her and have her, but Q wasn’t going there. Yeah, she was gorgeous, she was perfect in every way, and she was a Magic User, someone that would understand him. But he wasn’t sharing now or ever, not with his mate. Take that, Gaia, and stomp it to dust, he thought, looking toward Michael who was glowering down the table at his sister. What a douchebag.


  Rubbing a hand over his neck, he kept his gaze off her. She wasn’t his alone. Therefore she wouldn’t be his ever. While he knew it would hurt and eat at him and eventually someone would have to put his crazed ass down, he couldn’t share. Not again. It hurt too much to even contemplate being second or third best again in anything. Gods, he just wanted out of the room, away from her and the temptation that she was.


  “Of course I did,” Michael said simply. “Did you even doubt me for a moment?” he asked, offended. “Maya, you know that I am far more powerful than any other of our people. Of course I could have helped the poor girl. She’s resting now with her family.”


  Maya nodded. “Well that’s good.” She then sighed. “Why are you here, Michael? I haven’t lived in the palace for a number of years.” Since her parents died. No, before that actually. “So I simply can’t believe that you are here out of the goodness of your heart.”


  Time blurred, wavering as the Goddess stepped from the wall opposite Quincy. “You really hate me right now, don’t you?” she asked and moved around the people at the table and then to stand at Quincy’s side. “You really and truly hate me for bonding you with a trio rather than just you and your woman.” She looked at Maya and then the brother. “She’s special,” she murmured and touched the woman’s red hair. Glittering shimmers left in her wake. “She was gifted with the power that should have gone to the King. She has the strength of the Alpha Royals but will never be able to lead.” She looked to Quincy. “Could you?” Direct and simple. “Should you have the chance, could you lead?”


  “I don’t hate you, Gaia. I just don’t like you right now or since you dropped this bomb on me,” he muttered. “I’d never want to lead. I’m not a Royal, wasn’t born to any line even close to them,” he said honestly. “To answer your question, if I had to”—he shrugged—“I suppose, but I’d not want to. It’s not who I am. I’m a techie plain and simple. I don’t like public speaking, never have, and having that kind of pressure on me, not exactly what I’d want either.” He shot a look to Allister and knew he’d just lost out. “He’d serve her better. Make it so she doesn’t hurt and make her wholly his. Especially after growing up with that for family, she deserves happiness and he’ll give it to her. Leave me out of this triangle, Gaia. I don’t care if I ever get a mate but I can’t and won’t do a triangle. I can’t.”


  “My poor Quincy,” Gaia spoke as she sat on the table beside Aiden. “Do you know that I’ve had a plan for you since you were born? Those nights that you felt pain and fear I came to you. I hated to have them happen to you but I had to allow it. You needed to know what it felt like to be the lowest of the low so that when I did gift you with your bond-mate you would understand that and you would be willing to stand at her side no matter the obstacles standing in your way.” She sighed and shook her head. “You have never been second best, Quincy. I have loved you just as I love all my children,” she told him simply and looked to the woman. “She has two paths in life.” There was a profound pause before the Goddess spoke again. “That I see should I cut you from her life.” She then looked to Skittles again. “Allister would make her happy but because of the power inside of her she would never be safe. She needs a Warlock mate, one that can accept the power that was given to her so that her brother never received it. If she doesn’t have one”—she shrugged—“others of her familial line will come for her. When Allister isn’t at her side because of being on assignment she will be killed. She will die and the power that’s inside of her forced into another.” Shrugging, she added, “The second path is worse.” She advised him, “I gave her two mates because she needed them. Not because you weren’t enough, Quincy, but because you were what she needed. She needs a Warlock mate who can rule. Someone who understands what it is to be the downtrodden. She will also need a Dragon mate to help you keep her safe because if she has but one mate, she will be left alone from time to time and she will die.”


  Standing, Gaia moved back to his side, leaning against the wall. “You wouldn’t be a third in the bonding. You would be her lifeline. From the time that you were born I knew that one day I had to gift you with greatness and that comes from her. It’s time to change the Royal Line of the Magic Users. I want that change, no I need that change to begin with you.”


  Sliding down the wall, he sat on the floor, his knees drawn up and his elbows braced on them holding his head. “I can’t,” he whispered. “I hear you, Gaia. I even understand your reasoning, but you bet on the wrong horse. I just cannot and will not be a third in anything or part of a tri-bond. I can’t.” He looked at her in anguish. “All you did to me as a child changed me. I’m not what you thought you molded. I’d rather see her with another Warlock and Allister than share her with anyone. I know I can’t protect her so find someone that can, but it’s not me. It will never be me if there is another to the bonding.”


  Wiping a hand down his face, he shoved up from the floor and stared at her. “You may mean well but in this you failed. This is not me. I’m all or nothing so break my tie to her. Strip me of ever having a mate. I don’t care. But I will not ever share my mate with another for any reason, ever.” He could hear the nails being driven into the coffin of his future but he wouldn’t flinch. He’d made up his mind at age ten what he wanted. Her prediction had only made him more positive and this, this solidified it. “Find someone else. I’m not going in for threesomes, period.”


  “My poor Quincy,” Gaia murmured and reached out to touch him. “You need to find your own self-worth. You are worth so very much more than you think. You are amazing Quincy, but you just don’t see it. You think that they don’t have respect for you but nothing could be further from the truth. You are loved. You are respected. You have family here and you don’t realize it. I have no other to turn the line to. None would be as well suited as you are.” Her words were spoken with absolute honesty. “You have a part of me inside of you, far more than you realize,” she admitted. Touching Quincy’s cheek, however, she leaned in. “I won’t let you be mateless,” she assured him. “I release you,” she whispered softly. “May the Gods help her.” She breathed out and vanished, the room returning to normal time as she did so.


  Maya was speaking when time went back into sync. “If you don’t mind, Michael, I’m going to simply spend time here with my bond-mate. I want to get to know him. You know as well as I do that there is nothing that you can do to stop me. I’m a grown woman, and I’ve found my bond-mate. You know how revered that relationship is,” Maya told her brother, an ache in the back of her head and a feeling of loss swamping her, but it was a feeling she was well used to and pushed back.


  Still staring at where Gaia had been, Quincy was barely aware of the talk going on at the table to his left. She was never mine if she had to have another in her life, he whispered to the Earth, knowing Gaia would hear. She wouldn’t answer, now that she’d done as he’d asked, even though he felt the need to do something. Looking to Allister, he moved over. “Good luck,” he murmured to the man. “You’re going to need it with your bond-mate. The Gods be with you both,” he mumbled before slipping from the room. He couldn’t stay, not if he was going to ever chance seeing her. Moving crisply to his office, he stood in the middle. He had to leave, had to go anywhere but there.


  Chapter Six


  


  After Michael left, sulking like a child, Maya asked to speak alone with Talon. When she was finally alone in the conference room with Talon, she sighed. “I can’t remain,” she told him softly. “I can’t be here. Now that Michael is gone I can open a Slip and get out of here. I’m not sure where I will go but I will find a place. Sometimes it’s absolutely best to go to ground and hide instead of hanging out in the front of the world so that I can die,” she murmured. “And you know as well as I do that he’s even now trying to figure out a way to kill me.” Or worse.


  The large dragon before her ran a hand through his hair and finally asked, “And your mate? You planning on telling him you’re ditching out?” Talon smiled at her shocked look and said, “What, thought the old Dragon wouldn’t notice the sparks between you and Allister when you came into the room or the fact you were aroused?” He snorted at her. Waving a hand, he shook his head. “It’s your life to do with as you will, Maya, but know we’ll be here if you ever need us. Right now I have a Warlock I need to go and try to keep from leaving,” he muttered.


  “Why would he want to leave?” Maya asked with a frown. “And as for him.” She sighed and shook her head. “I’m missing something,” she admitted bluntly. “Yes, I am very attracted to him but…” She paused and then whispered, “I feel as if I’m missing something so very important and can’t figure out what it is.” She never thought she would have a mate, had been told she would be forever incomplete and maybe this was why. “I don’t know what to do,” she admitted, for the first time. “In any of this. I just don’t know what to do, Talon. I’m terrified of Michael. Not just that he would kill me but if he were to collar me.” She shuddered. “No one would stand a chance,” she whispered. “Do you know what that feels like? To know that you have to die for humanity and the others to live? That just sucks.”


  “Your brother is power hungry and more than a little pissed he didn’t get what he feels he deserved when your father passed,” he said, moving toward her. Taking her hand, he gently sandwiched it between both of his. “As I said, I can’t tell you what to do, Maya, but always follow your gut. The head will always muck things up, your heart will always assume the best of everything, but if you listen to your gut, your instincts, you’ll never be led astray. As to Quincy”—Talon pulled out his phone to re-read the message—“apparently he’s been released from something and can’t remain. I have no idea what it means but I have a feeling he may have lost whatever last screw he still had holding all his marbles in.”


  “He won’t stand a chance. Allister,” she clarified. “Against Michael,” she added and then frowned. “Can I talk to him? I understand just how confusing it is to be a Magic User,” she told him honestly. “It really and truly does suck sometimes to be a Magic User. Sometimes there is so much pushing at us that it’s not even funny. If you wouldn’t mind, can I talk to him?” So far the Dragon that Talon mentioned hadn’t even so much as batted an eye her way, apart from introducing himself, that was. “Have you ever felt as if there just isn’t something fully right in life? Anyway, can I talk to him?”


  “Couldn’t hurt,” he said with a shrug and touched her arm. “Come on,” he said lightly, taking her arm in his hand. “I always feel as if most things in life are completely and totally fucked up. But I’ve learned to roll with it and wait for the sequel. There’s usually a better clue in there at some point that tells me where I should go. Not always, but on occasion.”


  “Ah, good advice,” Maya said with a smile. “Well, hopefully I can talk to this guy and he will stick around. You need a good Warlock that you can depend on, one that will always have your back.” She looked up at Talon and said, “You need to apologize to him as well. From what I understand you gave him hell about the Vortexes. Just because I can open a Slip and not have others in danger doesn’t mean that he can. No one else could do that,” she told him. “So you should apologize to him for giving him hell.”


  “I’ll apologize.” Talon rolled his eyes at her. “When did you become such a bossy little thing? Last I remember you were all terrified of the big, bad Dragon,” he teased with a grin as they walked along. Reaching Quincy’s office, he knocked and pushed open the partially open door. Staring at how empty the room appeared, Talon shifted his eyes to Q as he stood there staring right back. “Going somewhere?” he asked.


  Shifting his gaze to Bulldog, he nodded. “Anywhere but here,” he said. “I’ve put out some feelers for a replacement. There’s a couple good blokes working over in Europe at the moment with contracts that are freeing up in the next while. I sent their details to you to review so you’d have an idea about them when you were ready to interview.”


  Maya frowned and looked to the man and then to Talon. “Talon, I think there was something you needed to say?” she asked softly and moved from Talon’s side and walked to the Warlock. “Hello, I’m Maya. I can’t recall us actually meeting.” Holding out her hand to him, she waited. Something was off. What the freak was happening?


  Quincy shook her hand quickly, he was never so glad he’d pulled on the pair of gloves for dismantling all his electronics. No way she’d get a read through the leather. “Quincy,” he said before stuffing two fingers into his back pockets and looking to Talon as he prayed for her to just go away.


  “I have to apologize, Q,” Talon said, moving in closer. “Maya has given me a little more information and I realize I was wrong to question you and I apologize also for yelling at you. Your judgment has always been sound and to the betterment of the team.”


  Shrugging, Skittles shifted on his feet. “Don’t even worry about it.” He stood there for a time. “Look, I have a lot of packing to finish, so if you two don’t mind…” He waited again, hoping that Talon at least would get the fucking hint and get her out of the room. Damn it, he still wanted her. Either Gaia was losing it or she’d screwed up. He shouldn’t still want to jump her bones!


  “Can I have some alone time with him, please?” Maya asked softly. “I think that he and I need to have a chat.” Now she remembered. It wasn’t Allister who had her all hot and bothered. It had been this man. It had been this Warlock that had her hot and bothered. When Talon left the room, she closed the door with a small force of wind and looked at Quincy. “It was you,” she murmured. “The whole time, it was you. Why would anyone think that it was the Dragon when the whole time it’s been you?” She knew it for what it was. He was her bond-mate.


  Staring at her in absolute shock, he was scrambling internally. What the fuck! Gaia! he bellowed out to the Earth in a near panic. She’d told him he was released, he was free, he had no more tie to the woman. What the everloving hell had she done! He knew he likely looked like a bloody guppy, with his mouth opening and closing and the stunned expression on his face, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t have a fucking clue what to do or say.


  “I released you from your pain,” the voice said a moment before the woman appeared. “I set things right,” she said and smiled at Maya. “Hello, daughter.”


  “Gaia.” Maya bowed her head respectfully to the Goddess. “It is an honor,” she whispered softly. Looking up then, she frowned. “I’m at a loss,” she whispered.


  “You need a Warlock mate, darling. One that will be the best of the best, one that will take over the Royal Line and become the new King.” She looked to Quincy. “And that man is Quincy, because sometimes the best illusions are ones that never really were to be,” Gaia said as she smiled at Quincy. “I needed you to find that sometimes giving up your desires for one you love is truly the best path.” She knew that the man would be pissed at her, as he had the right to be, but she added, “I needed you to learn that lesson now before it was too late. She was always meant to be yours, not Allister’s.” She explained, “I just needed, wanted you to understand the gift that you were being given. She’s truly special and you will have to always be on your guard.” She shrugged. “But of anyone, you can do it. I have faith in you, Quincy. I always have. I needed you to feel the loss of your bond-mate so that you would understand it and never allow it to happen.”


  “What?” Maya whispered in shock and looked to Quincy. “You were willing to give me away?”


  Glaring at Gaia for that serious faux pas, he looked to Maya. “I was willing to ensure you were happy and had the best as you should. I also wasn’t willing to share,” he admitted quietly. “I know others can have dual or triple bond-mates but I can’t. My childhood shaped me that way.” Another glower toward the Goddess. “I don’t share well. I never have. Especially when I’ve had absolutely nothing to begin with. Everything you see here I’ve fought tooth and nail to earn. I never once had the easy ride, the luxury life, or knew what it was like to trust without question.”


  “And I could never share either,” Maya murmured. “I’ve seen others do it but I never could. I only have ever wanted one. One man that would understand me,” she whispered. “I could never, ever be in a love triangle because it would be too much. I have never understood how they could work. Yes, I know that they do but not for me.”


  “I know, child,” Gaia said with a smile. “I’ve always known who could and could not survive a multiple bond-mating. Believe it or not, I truly do have my children’s well-being in mind when I pair them with others.” She looked to Quincy. “Everything that you have now is yours, yes, but you deserve and will gain so much more.” She sighed and added, “If you both can survive the fire. Now if you will excuse me.”


  The look that Maya gave Quincy was clear. She had no idea what to say to the man that was willing to give her up. “You fought for things, but you wouldn’t for me?” she whispered softly, hurt evident in her voice. “Wouldn’t talk to me so that we could figure out what part I would want in your life?”


  “I’ve fought merely for the right to draw my next breath,” he told her honestly. “I fought to have you, just you and I forever, but she wouldn’t be swayed. As much as I wanted you I couldn’t stand the thought of sharing you and did what I thought was best.” Gods, now he’d have to figure out what to tell Allister. Fuck him and his big mouth for that parting shot. “You always have a choice. I can only tell you the truth, Maya. That’s all I have. If you’d rather not have me, then go now and don’t look back,” he told her, staring at her straight on. “But if you stay, know that it’s forever.” Gods, he’d never survive if she left. It would kill him right then and there.


  “I won’t settle for a moment less. You need to understand that. If I were to stay, its forever,” she told him and took a step in closer to him. “And I don’t share,” she put out there. “At all, I refuse to,” she said with a demanding tone, another step closer. “So you tell me. Do I stay or should I go?”


  Licking his lips slowly, he watched her, searching her face for some clue, some hint. “Stay,” he breathed out in the barest of sounds. He wanted to reach out and pull her close to him but she still had to make the final decision. He’d put in his two cents. Now it was all up to her. Tense, he waited and watched her.


  “And it’s forever?” she whispered softly and moved yet another step and stopped herself. She had been the one moving closer to him. She had been the one who had been reaching for him. Well, it was time for him to reach for her. “You know it’s not going to be easy, right?” she asked quietly. “I have a brother who wants to collar me so that he has full access to the power inside of me.” She knew that Quincy would know what a collar was and just how horrible it was. “And I have a serious addiction to gummy worms. Like I-should-have-stock-in-the-company addiction, so if you want me, if you want me to stay, then come get me.”


  “Always forever,” he breathed out, stepping into her so close that every breath had her breasts rubbing his chest. Cupping her cheek lightly, he stroked his thumb over her skin. “I have shares in Skittles.” Leaning his head in, he stopped a hairsbreadth from her lips. “I’ve never had anything easy, Maya. I’m a fighter and always will be.” Quincy’s words were spoken quietly a moment before he pressed his lips to hers.


  Maya wouldn’t let him be anything less. Wrapping her arms around him tightly, she kissed him back, the fireworks sparking behind her eyes and making her finally, for the first time, feel whole. When their mouths parted, she looked at him and smiled. “Wow,” was all she could say. He could certainly pack a punch with his kisses. “And I will always be here at your side, forever, Quincy,” she whispered to him and then smiled. “I think you should recall your resignation because we both know it’s really not what you wanted to do, was it? And then I think that you and I should find somewhere that we can be alone because I really, really need you, my bond-mate.”


  “I’ll let them sweat a little I think, but I’ll let Talon know later. There are much more important things to be done.” Kissing her again lightly, he moaned softly. Much more important things. Drawing back, he stared at her. “I think we should go now, before someone comes looking for me.” Someone he’d have to beat to death.


  “I think that sounds very good. We need to go. Now.” Before she stripped him naked and did some very, very wicked things to him here in his office. “Unless your office is soundproof we better go.” Good lord, she wanted him, needed him. “It’s not but I will make sure I get that oversight fixed,” he assured her quietly. Dropping his hands to her bottom, he pulled her in closer to him. “We need to go now before I say to hell with it and take you now.” Kissing her again hard and fast, he stepped back and grabbed his backpack. “Let’s go.” He held out a hand to her.


  Slipping her hand into his, she frowned. “I need to get my knapsack as well.” It was funny. They had weird tastes in the same things. “It has my gummies. I go nowhere without them,” she teased him with a grin. “So do you mind if we stop by that room so that I can grab it and then I will go wherever you want to take me.”


  Nodding, he led her through the halls to the room she’d been staying in and to the little storage room next door. Popping the door open, he grabbed her bag and handed it to her. Once she had it on, he laced his fingers back in hers and headed for the nearest exit. He’d rather hoof it around to the lot where his bike was than go through the building and potentially get stopped. He didn’t have the patience right then.


  She raced along at his side. She couldn’t stop the smile that was spread across her face, nor did she want to. This was what she wanted, what she had always wanted. “Where are we going, out of curiosity?” She pulled up closer to him and then added, “And you are way taller than me so you are eating up ground way faster than me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a slacker when it comes to exercise but seriously, you’re killing me here,” she teased.


  “Sorry,” he muttered, easing his pace a little so she didn’t have to run. “We’re heading to my place,” he said quietly. “I hope that’s all right. It’s close, private, and very, very quiet. It’s also fully soundproofed,” he murmured as they walked along, his eyes moving all over to ensure no one dared to stop them. “I play the occasional game late into the night and have found that soundproofing means the neighbors bitch less at the volume.”


  “I’m good with your place as long as no other woman has been there.” She knew how rude that sounded but dammit he was her bond-mate, only hers. “Because you are my one and only,” she told him. “I know that I’ve talked a big game but it’s just been talk. Quincy, you are going to be my only one.” Her only lover, for now and forever, and it was just as she wanted it.


  “Just the cleaning lady that occasionally comes in to beat back the dust bunnies,” he told her honestly. “I’m a geek with unpredictable magic on the best of days.” Damned emotions seriously screwed him up. “No female even wanted to associate with me for the longest time, let alone get near me for a sexual encounter. Plus I just bought this place about two years ago. I’ve been remodeling it for the soundproofing mainly and between the job and that, I’ve barely had time to sleep, let alone contemplate finding a woman to put up with me for a couple hours.”


  “So you and I are both virgins. This is going to be a great deal of fun,” she teased with a smile. “I think that together the two of us will figure it out though,” she assured him with a grin. “I don’t really have a home, per se. I move from one hotel suite to another. I’ve been in illusions since I left home. Bella Donna.” She smiled with a grin. “She’s so not me, but that’s all right because by donning that costume I’m able to do what I love and not have to worry about people following me and such. And now I can shed that persona because there is only one man that I want to share magic with.” She saw him look at her and smile. “Yep, it’s you, buddy. Good or bad, you got me for the rest of forever.”


  He didn’t bother correcting her slight misconception about his ‘virginity.’ Some things she just didn’t need to know. Reaching his bike, he strapped his bag on the back and dug out the helmet for her to wear. “We’ll have to get you one that fits if you’re going to ride with me often,” he said as he fit the helmet to her as best he could. Winking, he got on the bike and started it before giving her a hand to climb up behind him.


  “I think that I would love to ride with you often, so yeah, we should get me one,” she told him and climbed up on the back of the bike. Wrapping her arms around his middle, she shimmied in closer to him and smiled. “Take us home, Quincy,” she chortled happily. “So that we can figure out how we are going to work together,” she teased and felt free. Finally she felt free.


  Rubbing her hands that were wrapped around his middle, he revved the engine up and slowly backed the bike out of the slot. Slipping on his shades, he gave it some power and headed for the exit. Getting on the street, he finally relaxed a little and sped them up. Racing for his place, he kept his speed down. He wasn’t going to risk her, not now that he finally had her as his.


  Chapter Seven


  


  When they pulled up outside of Quincy’s home, it wasn’t what she expected. It wasn’t that she was expecting a pigsty or anything like that, but when she saw the quaint little house sitting off on its own nestled in the wooded lot that it lay on, she smiled. “This is not where I had expected you to live,” she admitted to him and got off with his help. “Thank you,” she said as she rubbed at the insides of her thighs. “Never knew how much the vibration affected a person.” Not in a bad way either. “I definitely think we will have to ride together far more often than not,” Maya told him with a smile. “In fact I do believe I will insist upon it.”


  Taking the helmet from her, he smiled faintly and collected his backpack. “Come on,” he told her, putting a hand at her back. Guiding her toward the little house, he unlocked the door and disarmed the extremely high-tech and complicated system. It kept all his stuff perfectly safe, always would.


  Stepping in, he shrugged out of his duster and caught her look at the weapons strapped to his body. “I’ll go and put everything away if you want to wander around,” he said, putting the helmet up on a shelf. He might be a Warlock but he’d also learned that sometimes it was just better to shoot the bad guys rather than risk burning his abilities out. Abilities that could potentially save lives. “There’s juice, milk, water, and probably some beer and wine in the fridge from the last pizza party we had here.” It had been a while so Gods only knew if the alcohol was still all right or not.


  Shutting the closet, Quincy moved closer to her. “The place is a little larger than it looks from the outside.” Major understatement of the year. Backing onto a wooded lot definitely had its advantages for hiding a bigger house. Kept people from figuring out just what he had there. Leaning in, he brushed a kiss to her cheek. “Don’t get lost,” he spoke with a small smile before he headed up the hall toward the master suite way, way in the back.


  When Quincy left Maya began to look around the place, getting her bearings as he had instructed. It was surprisingly well kept for a man that lived alone. Brushing her hand over the couch, she thought about life, and the life that it seemed was working its way toward her. She wished that she knew what was going on in Quincy’s mind. Sad but true. She wished that she knew what was going on in his mind because he seemed to really not want her to be there.


  Dropping onto the couch, she pulled her feet up and under herself after kicking off her shoes and leaned her head to the back of the couch, a soft sigh escaping her mouth as she did so. She thought to the very, very short time that she had spent with Quincy and realized that each time he had pulled from her. He might have said that he wanted the mating, but what if he really didn’t? What if it was all an illusion? After all, who would want her? She had a monster for a brother, a man that even she couldn’t stand, she could do things that no Magic User should be able to do, and she had gotten him in hot water with his boss. So why would he want her? She was nothing but trouble and she knew it. Add to it the fact that she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that Michael would come gunning for her with every single thing that he had. She was more trouble than she was worth.


  Moving and pressing her eyes against her knees, she fought the urge to cry. She had found something that everyone of the magical races craved, a bond-mate blessed by the Goddess, and yet she couldn’t fight the instincts that told her she wasn’t good enough for such a match. Yeah, she was so the one for him. Not. She was damaged goods and knew it.


  Walking back out after disarming and changing into loose pants and a printed T, he frowned at seeing her pose. Padding closer on bare feet, he moved around the sofa and, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down next to her lightly. Reaching out a hand, Quincy stroked her hair lightly. “Maya,” he whispered quietly. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” he asked gently. She sat like she was broken, like she had no reason to go on and that…Well, it shook him.


  Maya looked at him and sighed. “Are you sure that you want this?” she asked quietly. “I’m going to be so much more trouble than I’m worth. You do realize that, right? I need you to be absolutely sure because it would utterly and completely destroy me if you decided that you no longer wanted me. I can’t blame you if you don’t want me. I really can’t because I understand. I get it. I’m not worth the effort and trouble. The only thing that I ask is that you make a choice and not hate me one day because of it?”


  Staring at her damp cheeks, Quincy did the only thing he could and pulled her into his lap, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m not letting you go, Maya. I have no idea what I’m doing pretty much every moment of my life but I know I can’t continue without you. The thought of losing you shreds me inside.” When he’d thought he was giving her up he’d felt broken, his heart screaming, his soul weeping. “You are my bond-mate and I’m never letting you go.”


  Wrapping her arms around him, she held him close and nodded. “Then I’m never letting you let me go,” Maya replied softly. “I want forever. I need forever.” She looked up at him and leaned in, her forehead to his. “I have no idea what I’m doing most days. Other than the pseudo image of Bella Donna I truly had nothing else in this life. Even that was a sham. I did all the magic fully, but had to always be certain that the rigging was in place that made it look like I was a con artist of a magician.” She shrugged. “I just want a life with someone that I can love. I just need to feel happy again.” And she did with him. She felt free, lighter, whole.


  “I hope I can give you that, Maya,” he murmured, rubbing his hands up anddown her back. Pressing a light kiss to her lips, he drew back to gently dry her cheeks. “Come on, let’s get something to eat and then I’ll give you a tour, and I think we could both do with some real calories for a little while, yeah?” Quincy smiled slightly.


  “I think so, too.” Maya grinned and took in a deep breath. “If you just walk at my side, Quincy, that’s what I need,” she admitted to him and slipped her hand into his when he pulled her up and off the couch. “We also need to talk about what might happen when we seal our bonding, when we make love.” The nervous tension that Maya gave out was nearly palpable. “I have a feeling that is when…” She paused and stepped into the kitchen with him before continuing. “I have a feeling that’s when the power that my father sent to me upon his death will flow into you.” And when that happened he would be the most powerful Warlock, the one that Gaia herself had handpicked to remove the Griffon family from power and put him in power instead. It is as it should be, she thought to herself. There was no one kinder, stronger than her mate and he would rule with grace and with the knowledge of what happened to those who were hurt because he had lived it.


  Making a face, he looked at her. “I have to admit that’s the only part I’m seriously not looking forward to. I am all down with making love to you and claiming you as my bond-mate but that power bit”—he shivered—“gives me the willies.” But it would keep her safe. He’d be the only one that could transfer it. Plus, with him having the power, that instantly made Michael a fraud and interloper in the Council Chambers, should he be there.


  “I do look forward to the whole making love bit,” Maya admitted with a grin. “I just really, really hope that we are able to do it without making all kinds of mistakes.” Sure she had read about how to make love, and seen videos, but that had to be far different from the actuality of things. Actually having sex had to be far different from what one could learn from videos and books, right?


  “I’m sure we’ll manage just fine,” he told her and again wondered if he should clear up her misconception. While he wasn’t a stud like some of the others on the Teams, he’d had a couple relationships, a couple one-night stands and a few…well, yeah, he wasn’t thinking about the other hour-or-less interludes. “For now, food. Any preferences, allergies, hates, loves?” he asked, moving to his double-wide fridge.


  “No allergies but I really, really hate nuts,” she told him. “Don’t know what it is about them but I hate them. I think it all stems from the fact that I watched some DIY show one time and it showed someone using a walnut meat to erase scratches on a table.” She shuddered. “So yeah, ick. No nuts. Everything else though I’m totally game for.”


  “Right, nuts.” He made a mental note about that. Digging out some thin-sliced roast beef, he held it up, “You okay with a sandwich and some leftover soup?” he asked. He needed to go shopping again. Great, something else he hated wasting time on. “It’s creamy potato and bacon,” he added in case she cared one way or another.


  “That sounds good to me.” She licked her lips. “Now creamy potato and bacon is my favorite soup of all of them,” she admitted to him. “That and broccoli cheddar.” She made another mmm sound and rubbed her belly. “Between those two soups I could totally gorge myself for hours and hours on end.” Sad but very true.


  “Well, no broccoli cheddar, sorry,” he told her, digging out the container. “But we can get the fixings the next time I have to do a shopping trip. Which, given the state of my fridge and the fact we’ve been on mission on and off over the last month, will likely be tomorrow.” Setting the bread, meat, condiments, and other fixings on the counter, he looked at her. “This is likely the last of my fresh stuff, the rest…well”—he shrugged—“we may have to donate it to a wildlife place so that it can run free.”


  Maya laughed at that and shook her head. “You are a card,” she teased. “One that I like. I enjoy your sense of humor,” she admitted to him happily. “So never change if you wouldn’t mind, please. And I wouldn’t mind shopping. I’m sure that we will need to get a few things, actually.” And add to it that she really and truly did need to get more clothing as well. Yep, shopping it would be.


  “Well, we can go tomorrow if that’s all right. I’ll call and let Bulldog know I’m not leaving, but not until we’ve done the shopping.” She likely needed a few things, too. “Do we need to get you clothes and the like?” he asked curiously, knowing she probably didn’t have a hell of a lot accessible.


  “Yeah. I have one change of clothes that I always carry along with cash and credit cards,” she told him and toyed with the edges of her shirt. “So I need new clothes. I will need to make a call to ensure that my room in Vegas is cleared out but other than that”—she shrugged—“I don’t really have a home. I stay in suites where I work in Vegas.” Had since her parents died. “So I really have no ties to sever. They have been severed for many years.”


  Staring at her, he reached out to cup her cheek, “You have ties now, Maya, ones that matter,” he murmured softly. Drawing her in gently, he brushed a kiss to her lips and hugged her close. “Very important ties.”


  She hugged him back and breathed him in. She nodded. “The only ones that matter are the ones that you and I are forming now,” she admitted to him. “They are the only ties that I need in life. You, just you.” She needed him in her life, hadn’t realized how much she needed him until she met him.


  Smiling down at her, Quincy pressed a kiss to her lips. It was planned to be a short one, but he ended up drawing it out a little. He couldn’t seem to help it. He just had to taste her, draw her in, and hold onto her as long as he could. Enough to sustain him until he had a chance to do it again.


  Kissing him right back, Maya drank him in. He was everything that she had ever hoped for, ever dreamed of. When they parted again, she licked her lips and sighed. “Goodness, I am totally going to find myself addicted to your kisses,” she admitted. “Very, very much so.”


  “A good thing, I hope.” He breathed out, trying to get his breathing under control. She had that effect on him though, got him all distracted and off balance and threw everything out of whack. Gods, he loved that about her. She pulled him out of his headspace and made him feel so damned much. “Food, we need to eat food,” he told her suddenly, pulling back slightly and ripping his gaze away from her damp lips that would tempt even a saint.


  “Yes, we need to eat food, food that will turn to energy, energy that we will be able to expend doing other things that will hopefully be a great deal of fun.” She teased him right back. “At least I hope that we will be able to share each other more than once tonight. I don’t know though so I guess we will just have to see, now won’t we?”


  “I’m sure we can come up with a plan.” He smiled at her and brushed his thumb to her lightly swollen lips. Stepping back a little, he forced himself to make food. “Right, heating up soup,” he murmured, turning to stick the container into the microwave. Setting the time, he returned to the counter and began to put sandwiches together. “What do you want on yours? We have a couple of cheeses that haven’t become science experiments yet, some fresh vegetables thanks to a farmers market trip the other day out of sheer desperation, and we have all the condiments you could possibly want or need on the planet at our fingertips.”


  “No cheese, please. Just mustard and if you have it lettuce would be wonderful as well as a couple slices of tomato.” She liked her sandwiches very nice and plain. She was after all a pretty basic gal. She liked knowing that he wanted her just as much as she wanted him. She enjoyed knowing that they would share something so special that it was a coveted relationship, one that trumped any other relationship out there on the planet. Ah yes, it was good to be her right now because she had him!


  “You’re looking very smug,” he commented when he caught the expression on her face. “Want to share why?” His tone conveyed curiosity as he built her sandwich to specs. Slicing it in half, he set it on a plate and then constructed his much larger, more elaborate sandwich. Once completed, he put everything away, collected bowls, and split the soup between the two.


  “Because I’m just sitting here thinking that it is very good to be me right now because I’ve got you. You are my mate. I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you. I was sitting here thinking of just how lucky that I am,” she admitted. “And that is why I’m looking so nice and smug, darling, because I know that the rest of forever I get to spend with you.”


  “Well, all right then,” he said, taking the dishes to the table. Going back, he collected napkins and silverware. “What would you like to drink? Water, juice, milk, beer, and possibly a couple sips of mildly stale wine.” Does wine go stale?


  “I’ve never been an alcohol drinker, at all,” she admitted. “I think that since this is an easy and simple meal I will take water. Maybe later I will have some milk but if your fridge is as barren as you are saying I’m totally checking the expiration date first and smelling it, too, because I totally don’t want to drink cottage cheese.”


  “Probably the wise and best choice,” he told her honestly. Getting them both glasses of water with a couple ice cubes, he carried them to the table. “We’ll pick up all fresh tomorrow. I would hate to poison you the first night we’re together.”


  “I would hate that as well,” Maya agreed with a grin. Taking a seat at the table with him, she paused and reached out, taking his hand with hers. “We will make this work. We will find a balance and a life together. Right?” Insecurities rose up and bitch slapped her when she wasn’t paying attention and right now she was going for round ten with her insecurities.


  “Of course we will,” he said quietly. Lifting her hand, he pressed a kiss to her fingers. “I want this to work, Maya. I want us to work. I know I’m not always the most communicative person on the planet. I kind of tend to live off in my own world. But I want us to be everything we can be to one another and more.”


  “Don’t worry,” she promised him with a grin. “I have a feeling that I will be able to pull you to Earth with me from time to time.” She teased. Of that she was sure. “Besides, from time to time I will need for you to pull me out of my head as well, darling.”


  Smiling at her words, he kissed her fingers again. “Eat up for now. We have a tour to do so you don’t get lost around here,” he murmured, letting her hand go. He didn’t want to but he also needed her to eat. She looked like she needed a good meal and a good night’s sleep. The least he could do was give her one of the two.


  “Right, your home is a great deal larger than it looked outside.” Which was odd. It had to be because of the wooded lot that the home backed out onto. “I honestly hadn’t expected your home to be so clean, so orderly. Not trying to be mean or anything, but you are a bachelor and they are notoriously messy.” Or so she had heard.


  “I have my moments,” he assured her with a smile. “But I also have a cleaning lady who comes around every two weeks. Plus I don’t like a mess around me when I’m working so it kind of carries over into my home life. So”—he shrugged—“you happen to have one of the few bachelors in town that’s neat and tidy.”


  That had her grinning. “I like it,” she admitted. “I don’t like clutter either. Mostly because I walk in my sleep and, if there is clutter, then I trip and fall and it’s just all kinds of difficult to explain away a black eye or broken arm,” she added with a shrug. “And yeah, I’ve done both. So when I walk, don’t wake me. Just steer me back to bed.”


  “Right, steering I can do,” he assured her with a smile. “I know not to wake a sleepwalker. I’ve read all the studies on it,” he commented. At her look he made a face. “I have a lot of time on my hands when I’m doing a hack or digging up information. You’d be amazed at some of the bizarre stuff I’ve read.”


  That had her shaking her head and then another idea popping up. “Maybe I can start to help you kill time when you are hacking or digging up information?” She wiggled her eyebrows at him and smiled happily. “Just sayin, I’m more than willing to be something that you study instead of anything dull and boring and all.”


  “Now there is an idea,” he said softly with a slow grin. Nodding, he picked up half a sandwich. Taking a bite, Quincy watched her watching him. They were quite the pair. Both had no clue what the hell they were doing and both worried about it at the same time.


  “Now see, I told you that I could come up with some good ideas. I just need the proper motivation to come up with them,” she said and took a bite of her soup. She ate for a few minutes and then smiled. “We are like a nervous pair of teens on their first date. Is this awkward or is it just me?”


  Chuckling, he nodded. “A little bit, isn’t it? I’ve never been big on dates. I’m nearly useless at talking to people. They just irritate me normally and well, I’ve had a couple doozies where I just wanted to throw myself into oncoming traffic afterward. I pretty much gave up the whole ‘dating’ scene after the second one sucked fifty IQ points out of me in the first three minutes.”


  That had her snickering and she shook her head. “Oh lord, I know what you mean. I dress up as Bella Donna because men love to watch the boobs.” She cupped her far less generous than DD ones in her hands and smiled. “Then when they see me after the show they never know it’s me because I just don’t measure up.”


  “That’s because they are idiots,” he told her honestly. “The real thing is a thousand times better than your persona, but can I request you stop fondling yourself at the dinner table? I hate to be rude but I’m having serious trouble trying to concentrate on eating when all I can think about is jumping you here and now.”


  “And what if I want you to jump me here and now?” Maya’s question had come out of the blue after just a few bites of her food but it was clear on her face that she was more than ready for that, needed that, that she would feel it would all be worth it.


  “Fuck it,” he breathed out and stood up, knocking his chair over. Tugging her up from hers, he kissed her hard and fast, holding her to him as he slowly backed her down the long hall toward the bedroom. Cupping her bottom, he kept her close against his rock-hard erection, each step a near agony of pure bliss.


  Maya began to work on his shirt, tugging it up and then pulling back from his kiss to tug it off. When she looked up at him with a grin, she added, “Besides, it’s better to tour a home in broad daylight, right?” Maya then began to work at the buckle of his belt.


  “True enough,” he whispered, setting her down on her feet gently. Pulling her shirt up, he tugged it off over her head and tossed it blindly over his shoulder. Gently, he undid her bra and drew it off her arms, taking his time to soak in all he was revealing.


  “I think that we need to take our shoes and pants off because, I swear, if I can’t touch you shortly I’m going to scream.” Maya’s voice screamed her need, her desperation to touch him, to feel him. Quincy knew just by listening to her that she needed him as much as he needed her.


  Nodding since he was in total and full agreement, he dropped his pants and waited for her to get rid of hers. Watching her intently, he forced himself to stay a couple steps back or he’d just tackle her and tear her pants off. “Faster is better,” he encouraged as she seemed distracted.


  Her distraction was clear because her gaze locked in on him as soon as he dropped his pants and she couldn’t seem to stop herself from licking her lips and watching him. When he spoke, she nodded. Blindly, Maya peeled out of her jeans and panties in one push of fabric. Finally, naked and before him, she walked to him again and touched her hand to his chest. “Will we always feel this much need for each other?” she asked hopefully.


  “More from what I’ve heard,” he murmured, bringing his hands up to rub up and down her arms lightly. Dropping his head, he kissed her again, his hands sliding over her back and down to her ass. Cupping the round globes, he squeezed gently as he slowly backed her toward the bed.


  She walked along with him to the bed and when she felt it backing up against her knees, she climbed up and onto the bed. Crab walking back to the middle of the bed, she watched him and then lifted her foot to reach out to him. “Faster is better.” She gave him his words right back again.


  “In some things, darling, but not all,” he said, capturing her foot, and grinned before pressing a kiss to her ankle. Easing up on the bed, he brushed a kiss up her leg to nuzzle at the back of her knee. “But in some things one needs to go at a slow pace to properly enjoy and savor everything. Especially firsts, little one,” he whispered, moving so he was leaning over her and could press a kiss to her lips.


  “Oh.” She felt her body clench at the nuzzle that he gave the back of her knee. Who would have known that would have been a hot button for her? “God, that felt lovely.” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his thigh and waist. “I think that we should do that again. I really liked that feeling.” It was as if his nuzzling the back of her knee was wired straight to her pussy, which clenched and dampened greatly.


  “We will, on the second go if we can still both move,” he assured her softly. Nuzzling at her neck, he breathed her in and nipped gently at her neck. Stroking a hand down her throat, chest, belly, and over her pussy, he gently stroked her wetness.


  “Oh God,” she cried out when his fingers dipped into the cleft of her pussy. “Again, come on, love, give me more, please,”


  “In a moment.” He grinned, shifting to nuzzle her breasts and, pressing a finger into her sheath, he caught up a nipple and sucked hard. Rolling the tight bud around his tongue, he thrust his finger in and out of her slowly, enjoying the way her body arched, squirmed, and then fought to get away and closer all at the same time.


  Maya’s body arched against his when he teased her. “Oh God.” She moaned. “I think that in a moment you are going to kill me,” she teased. “In a moment I think that I’m going to burn up in a flame of need.” Which was the Gods’ honest truth.


  “You’ll survive,” he whispered, moving to her other breast. “Just lie back, enjoy, and soak it all in, darling.” Attaching his mouth to her other breast, he suckled at her. Pressing his thumb to her clitoris, he rubbed lightly as he continued to pump his finger in and out of her body, soon adding a second to stretch her and give her more pleasure.


  “I love how that feels.” She moaned, opening her thighs more for him, needing to pull him in closer and hold him deeper, even though it was only his fingers. “More,” she begged, demanding, needful, frustrated.


  Moving his mouth down slowly, he licked and nipped at her belly lightly. Shifting down between her legs, he pressed a kiss to her inner thigh. Moving his thumb, Quincy put his mouth over her clitoris and began to suckle and flick at the nub with his tongue.


  For a moment she couldn’t breathe. For a moment air completely escaped her and she moved against him and whimpered. “I love how that feels.” So many new emotions, so many new sensations, so much tactile input.


  Grinning, he nipped at her lightly and pressed a third finger in deeper. Stroking her lightly, he spread his fingers, stretching her. Suckling gently, he slid a hand up her body to cup her breast and massage gently, rolling her nipple.


  “Oh God, oh God, oh God” seemed to be Maya’s new mantra. He watched as she winced, once, and then a second time with the slightest of pains but found herself lifting her hips to meet his mouth.


  Watching her face, he eased up a little. He didn’t want her hurting. He wanted her swamped in pleasure. Stroking her lightly, he rubbed his tongue to her clitoris slowly. Flicking her tight nipple gently, he sucked hard once more before lifting his mouth. “More?” he asked her quietly.


  “Yes!” Maya’s screams tore through the room. “Please, Gods, yes please, more.”


  Grinning, he eased up over her and kissed her softly as he slowly withdrew his hand. “Then there will be more,” he murmured, adjusting her under him. Pressing against her, he took hold of his cock and pressed into her slowly. “Look at me, sweetheart,” he whispered.


  Maya turned and looked up at him, her gaze taking in his as she watched him carefully. “Always,” she whispered to him with a smile. “I trust you, Quincy, now and always. Trust you,” she assured him and ran her leg up and down his leg, feeling him pressing against her opening and shivering as he did so.


  “I’ve got you, sweet,” he murmured, sliding an arm around her waist. Touching her cheek with his free hand, he stroked her skin as he slowly slid ever deeper into her body. Brushing a kiss to her lips, he nibbled gently as he pressed deeper and deeper, pausing now and again to let her adjust to him.


  She moved her legs and wrapped them around his waist a little higher. “Quincy.” She whispered the word, his name as a prayer. She felt the bite of pain. She felt the fullness, but it was so good. It was just what she needed, him. Only him.


  “A little more,” he murmured softly to her, pressing up against her hymen. “This may hurt a little or not at all,” he warned before pressing forward quickly and then stopping as he settled firmly in her body.


  Maya cried out but then, as she began to adjust with him, she shivered. “Oh God,” she cried out. She was repeating herself. Lord, she knew she needed some more words, but she couldn’t think past the “oh God” and “so good” phase of things.


  Sliding out slowly, he pressed back in and smiled at the O of her lips. Nibbling on her jaw lightly, he teased her skin as he began to stroke in and out of her body. Stroking her skin, Quincy tipped her hips up more and picked a slightly rougher but still lazy pace to allow her to get used to all he was doing to and with her.


  Moving her hands over his back, she held him tightly, close to her body. “So very good,” she whispered and leaned in to do just as he did. She nibbled along his jaw, nibbled to his neck, and bit lightly before moving back to him once more. “God, you are so good.” For a first time for both of them this was the most amazingly perfect thing ever. Them being together as they were.


  Chapter Eight


  


  He felt a little guilty about the misinterpretation she still believed to be truth. But it was not the time to discuss it, so he kissed her gently, sucking her lip lightly. “Mine for all time,” he whispered quietly, moving a little faster, instinct telling him he needed to get her to the edge and hold her there.


  “And you are mine for all time,” she replied in kind and nipped his lower lip hard with her teeth and grinned. “More,” she demanded and moved right along with him, her body mimicking his and the burning need and ache hitting her hard as did something else. It almost felt as if she could feel thin threads moving from his soul to hers, getting thicker with each thrust of his body into hers and each mating movement she made.


  Lifting her bottom higher, he thrust deeper and rolled his hips now and again. He could feel the ties of the mating bond beginning to form. Nipping at her throat, Quincy breathed her in deeply. “I love you, Maya,” he whispered against her throat.


  “Quincy,” she cried out with tears in her eyes. Holding him tightly, she felt as if her heart were overflowing and cried out, “I love you, too, Quincy.” She did. It had only been a few hours since they met, but she knew it was true. She loved him. She was in complete and utter love with this man.


  Hugging her to him tightly, he buried his face to her throat as he moved faster and got her right on the edge. Slowing slightly, he let her ease and then took her to the edge again. Over and over, he let her slide down and then pushed her back up once more. Right until he felt the small snap between them. Lifting his head, he kissed her hard as he felt a push of her magic slamming up against his and he came hard. Throwing his head back, he yelled her name, which quickly began to gain in pitch until he couldn’t make a sound anymore as something tore a hole in him and took up residence. His last thought before passing out was of her and only her.


  Maya’s last gasping and desperately needful sound was one of abandonment. She had screamed his name as she climaxed, his name bleeding in with him screaming hers, and they both had shuddered in absolute surrender before she blacked out.


  Coming to, Gods only knew how long later, Quincy lifted his head. Staring down at her, he felt a moment’s panic. She was so still. “Maya,” he rasped out and let out a breath of relief at her small murmur. Pressing his cheek to hers, he closed his eyes. She hadn’t been harmed, thank the Gods. Shifting carefully, he slipped from the bed and, grabbing a warm, wet cloth, cleaned her up before joining her and covering them both.


  Maya yawned and rubbed her body against his happily. “Good morning?” she asked, because honestly she had no idea if it were morning, noon, night, and didn’t care. All that mattered was that he was there with her. “What just happened?”


  Checking the clock, he frowned. “Technically it’s morning, but really, really early. It’s only about two in the morning,” he murmured. Cuddling her close, he stroked her hair gently. “We made love and, I think, something you had climbed into me very rudely, I’d like to mention. My entire body aches right now from the force of whatever it was.”


  She winced. “I’m so sorry,” she replied. “The power that is passed from King to King of the Warlocks has just taken up residence inside of you, Quincy. If it’s any consolation, I swear a part of you climbed into me as well.”


  “Yeah?” he asked and then frowned. “Nope, all good, I still know how to hack the so-called intelligence agencies.” He grinned. “That would have been embarrassing to have to tell Talon. Sorry, dude, she knows all that stuff now but hey, she’s much prettier than I am. You’ll deal.”


  That had her laughing. “Oh God, that is too funny,” she teased with a smile. “Whatever it is that has taken up residence inside of me, I like it. I really and truly do very much like having you inside of me,” she admitted to him. “In all ways. I really do love having you physically inside of me, and now emotionally, mentally as well.”


  Pressing a kiss to her lips, he smiled back. “I’m not quite sure how I feel about what I have yet. I’m still processing.” Tucking her close, he rested his cheek to her hair and closed his eyes. Yawning slightly, he nestled in closer to her. “We should sleep though. We have shopping to do tomorrow.”


  “Ah yes, shopping so that I actually have something to wear other than the clothes that had been on my back,” she murmured with a smile. Yawning, she held onto him and smiled. “I’m good with a nap with you. Heavens, I’m good with anything with you and that’s damn scary.”


  Chuckling, he shrugged. “Darling, we’re bond-mates. We’re going to have a very long life before us to do many things. You’d better be on board for at least a few things, sweetness, or it’s going to be a very uncomfortable life for us.” Pressing a kiss to her hair, he hugged her to him. “If it’s any consolation, I’m totally down with anything you want to do, little love.”


  She smiled at that and looked up at him. “I think that we should see about making love again, darling mine. I really and truly do believe that you and I need to make love so that we can see if it’s just as cataclysmic the second time around as it was the first time.”


  “I don’t think I’ll survive if it is.” Quincy’s words were a tease as he nuzzled at her cheek. He couldn’t refuse her though, not with the way she was stroking him into a near frenzy. Cupping her ass, he pulled her in close and kissed her hard and fast. “Do you want to be on top this time? Might save you from being flattened like the first go around.”


  “I think that would be lovely,” she said with a smile and pushed at him. Rolling him to his back, she looked down at him. “Will you let me touch you and lick you and taste you like you did me? Because I really, really do want to do just that.”


  Nodding, he touched her cheek with light fingers. “You are mine and I am yours. You can do anything you wish, love, but I do have a ticklish spot above my left hip that will likely have us both tossed on the floor if you brush it.” Quincy shifted to show her the patch of scarred flesh. “I was burned as a child, caught in a house fire. The nerves were saved but it’s extremely sensitive,” he said, quietly looking up at her.


  “Right.” Leaning down, she brushed a kiss above the scarred area. “I’m so very happy that was all that was hurt, that you are alive, and that you are with me.” Moving to the side, she reached with her hand and touched him. Leaning down, she brushed her lips to his navel and then licked her way down to the hard length that was in her hands now.


  Shivering at her light caressing, he let out a rough breath when she took him in hand. “It’s not the only patch I have, just the only one with any sensation to it anymore,” he said on a rushed breath of air.


  Making it to where she needed to be, she licked the head of his cock. “I truly hope that you are able to feel every single thing that I do to you right now,” she said with a low and needful growl. “Because I need”—another lick to the dome of his cock—“for you”—taking him into her mouth, she let him slide into her wet mouth and then pulled back—“to feel everything.”


  “Oh Gods, I definitely feel absolutely everything!” he was yelling. He couldn’t help it. Clutching at the blankets under him, he wiggled around, not sure what the hell he was doing. Damn it all to hell and back again, she was trying to kill him.


  She kept repeating, licking, nibbling, taking him into her mouth. It wasn’t until she added suction to her mouth that she realized just how much he liked it and was determined to make him come because of that. Using only his reactions for guidance, she began to move her mouth on him, her hands following along and either teasing his sac or his shaft for maximum effect.


  She tasted his salty seed as it exploded in her mouth and she moaned. Drinking him down, she took all that he offered her and licked him as she did so. She pulled back and looked at him, grinning as she did so. “I liked that,” she admitted. “I liked how you tasted, too.”


  Twitching slightly, he lay there sucking in great gulps of air. Groaning pitifully, he didn’t know what to do or if he could do anything after. Even trying to form words appeared useless. It all just came out sounding like a garbled-up moan. Yeah, he wouldn’t be saying much until he got feeling back in all his body parts and his brain stopped misfiring.


  Vaguely Quincy watched her grinning down at him, the look in her eyes clearly saying, “Yeah, I did that!” When she leaned down and pressed a kiss to his navel he smiled and tugged her close when she curled into his side.


  It took a while but he eventually managed to speak again. It was really rough but it at least sounded like words. “Good lord, woman, I think you fried out my brain on that maneuver,” he said, lifting a hand to stroke her hair lightly.


  She beamed proudly at him and winked. “Good. It is good because you certainly fry my brains more often than not, so good. I’m glad that I was able to reply in kind.” She liked it, a lot. “But you did like it, right?”


  “Abso-freaking-lutely,” he breathed out with feeling. “If I’d liked it any more I probably would have had a coronary.” Tugging her hair lightly to get her to look at him, he smiled. “You have a very talented mouth, my little bond-mate. But I have to ask.” Quincy narrowed his eyes on her suspiciously. “Just where did you learn that nifty little maneuver, darling?”


  “No clue. I honestly was just testing the waters,” she admitted. “I did the sucking thing because I inhaled too fast and you seemed to like it, so I did it again and you really liked it a lot. That’s a very good thing,” she said with a grin.


  “A very good thing and I did like it a lot,” he said, shifting and pulling her up into his arms. Wrapping her close, he wound his legs with hers and held her to him. “But when I said you should be on top that wasn’t quite what I meant, sweetheart.”


  “No?” she asked with a grin. “And here I was thinking that was just what you were thinking.” She had known what he was thinking but she had wanted to taste him, needed to taste him. “I rather loved the way that I took my version of being on top, darling.”


  Snorting at that, he kissed her hard and fast. “Wench,” he whispered affectionately. Rubbing his nose to hers, Quincy stared at her, “You are amazing, Maya, completely and totally amazing.” She’d chosen him even after he’d fucked up royally. That still stunned him.


  Maya blushed and winked at him. “I’m just very glad that you liked it,” she told him joyously. “I truly believe that we need to try to blow each other’s minds many times in our lives, darling mine.”


  “I like the sound of that,” he whispered and kissed her lightly once, twice, and a third time. “I’m completely addicted to your taste. I love how you taste, not just your lips but all over.”


  “I am glad,” she said happily. “Because I really like how you tasted as well.” She licked her lips. “A whole lot,” she told him with a moan. “Goodness gravy, I need you again. Will you make love with me again, Quincy, please?”


  “I’d say you should be on top but we all know how that one ended,” he growled at her softly and grinned at her big, cocky grin. Chuckling, he stroked a hand down her back gently. “Though if you ask nice and swear to be there with me this time, I will let you on top.”


  “Only if you show me just what it is that I’m doing up there,” Maya shot back. “I mean I know tab A goes into slot B, but how do we move together? How do we make each other come with me riding on top of you?”


  Laughing softly, he rolled to his back, “Well let’s start with getting tab A into slot B, darling, and then I will show you a bunch of things.” He’d have to get her some “instructional” information so that she’d feel a little more in control of their lovings. But, again, that was for much, much later.


  Rolling him to his back once more, she looked down at him and licked her lips hungrily. Maya looked down at Quincy and grinned. “Do I get to taste you again?” she asked him happily. “Because if I do get to then”—she all but purred—“I’m not so sure tab A will go anywhere but slot C, darling.”


  Growling, he smacked her bottom. “Slot C can do what it wants later. Right now we are looking for slot B. So get slot B in position so that tab A can damn well bury itself where it’s aching to be, woman.”


  She couldn’t help herself from snickering and moving over his body. Adjusting herself so that both her thighs were on the outside of his, she looked down. “Are you sure that Slot C can’t…” She saw his look and laughed. “All right! Help me?” She braced her hands on his chest and tried to lever down against him but it just simply wasn’t working. “And not slot D please. So don’t think I’m ready for that one,” she added when the mushroomed head of his cock pressed against her anus.


  Holding his cock, he rubbed against her anus and grinned. “You sure?” he teased and snickered at her warning look. “Maybe another time,” he murmured with a bit of promise. Giving the tight pucker another little rub, he shifted his cock to press where she was so wet and hot. “Press your hips down a little,” he told her. “That’s it, a bit more,” he encouraged her and then released himself. “Slide down at whatever rate feels good to you, love.”


  Her nails bit into his chest and she felt her heart beating out of control. Swallowing hard, she nodded. “You feel so much bigger this way,” she all but sobbed out as she rocked down on him, slid up, and then rocked back down again. Using her hands to balance her, she moved slowly. “And maybe one day we will try out slot D, but God, right now this one feels perfect.”


  “Very perfect,” he agreed on a soft breath. Gripping her hips, he held her steady as she moved. “It’s the angle making me feel larger inside of you, sweet. If you sit up straight you may not notice the odd pressure so much inside of your body.”


  “I like it though.” She was angled against him so that her clit rubbed against his pelvic bone each time that she pushed back on him. “Goodness, I really like this a whole lot.” But she did lever herself up so that she was sitting straight up and took him fully into her body with a keening cry of pure pleasure, rocking downward on his cock as she took him.


  “There you are,” he moaned quietly. “Now just move around however feels natural to you. Go with your instincts, love. I’ll help keep you up there.” Quincy lifted his hips a little to press completely into her silky sheath.


  “Oh God, yes,” she purred. “You are seriously one wickedly amazing man. So good.” And he really was. She loved every single moment of this, every thrust of his hips to hers. “Harder,” she begged.


  “You need to move, too, darling.” He chuckled. “I can’t do much with only an inch here, sweet. Lift up and slide back down,” he told her, using his hands to encourage her. As she slid down, he thrust up to meet her. “That’s it,” he told her in a rough whisper as he slipped a hand around to rub at her clitoris with his thumb.


  “Oh hell’s bells.” She lifted almost fully off of him and settled back down on him once more with a sobbing cry of pure emotional delight. “So damn good,” she moaned. “Why did I never do this before?” she asked aloud as she began to move on him faster, taking him more out of her body and sliding down harder and harder.


  “Because you were waiting for your bond-mate,” he said, hoping he’d guessed at her meaning correctly. “No one else could have satisfied you as much,” he added with a smug little grin. “Put your hands on my thighs and do that again,” he told her as he pressed his heels into the bed and crooked his knees up a bit so she wouldn’t have to stretch too far.


  Leaning fully back into almost a backbend against him, she rocked on him and felt her head falling and a scream building in her throat as she did it again. “Harder, please, again. Harder.” It was a demand, pure and simple.


  Lifting his hips in perfect timing to meet her every downthrust, he rubbed her clit hard and fast as he fucked her. Watching her, he smiled at the restless movements of her head and knew from the grip on his thighs she was close. Pinching her clitoris, he slammed up into her hard just as he twisted the little nub a tiny degree.


  Screaming, she came again, her thighs tightening on him, her inner muscles clenching him tight as she climaxed. Her nails bit into his thighs, the sound of her voice carrying, but she didn’t give a good hot damn who the hell heard her screaming to the heavens about the loving she received from her man.


  Releasing inside of her, Quincy lifted his legs to catch her and tip her forward over his chest. “I love you,” he murmured against her hair, stroking his hand up and down her back lightly. Grabbing the blankets, he pulled them up and over her body so she wouldn’t get cold.


  Lying over him with her eyes closed, she smiled. “Good, because I love you, too,” Maya told him honestly. “And I really like this way of being with you, darling. I love it because of the feeling of you resting inside of me,” she whispered and squeezed his still semihard erection inside of her body.


  Smacking her ass under the blankets, he grinned at her little yelp. “Behave, wench. You’ve already ripped three orgasms out of me tonight,” he teased, brushing a kiss to her nose as he rubbed his hand up and down her ass soothingly. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to give you a fourth.”


  “You are now the Royal Warlock King, darling,” she whispered sleepily against his neck, not even meaning to bring it up. “You can do anything your mind can dream of, darling.” Her voice was a whisper of a sound, and she dropped off to sleep before he was able to reply, unknowing of the shock she had dropped on him.


  He had nothing to say to that, which was all right. She was dead to the world. He got to lie there though, his mind a swirling mess of thoughts and worries as he processed it. With what she’d given to him and he’d taken during their mating, he was now a Royal. Holy hell. Not bad for a kid that had a less-than-great childhood, always scrounging around for his next meal and praying it didn’t rain on the nights he hadn’t dared to go home.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Three Weeks Later


  


  “What do you mean, he wants to see me? Did you make sure to tell that son of a bitch that I don’t want to see him?” Maya demanded as she looked at Talon.


  “Yeah, that’s when he thought you were mated to Aiden, who is a Dragon. Now we have to tell him the truth,” Talon replied diplomatically.


  “Fuck that.” Maya dropped into the seat and looked up at Quincy. “If he knows, then he will know that Quincy now has all of the Royal Power. Are you really ready to call up the Council and demand of them that Q be given his rightful place yet?” Quincy had been trying to learn all the power that was inside of him and she didn’t want him to be hurt. Dammit. She was in love with the man. Of course she didn’t want him hurt! “Quincy?” She turned to her bond-mate. “Honey, what do you think? It is your destiny, your life after all, love.”


  Shooting a look at Talon and then to her, he sighed. “I think we have to tell him the truth. Or at least a version of it,” he said as he was moving to her. Taking her hand in his, he squeezed her fingers. “But we all need to agree ahead of time just what that version of the truth is. We will need to tell him that obviously Aiden wasn’t her mate, that we were maybe testing him?” He looked to Talon for help. This was way, way out of his field of knowledge.


  “Yes. We can put out there that we wanted to ensure that Michael wouldn’t be against her having a bond-mate and if he states that he wasn’t then he would have no reason to be against you. I think that will work best,” Talon added.


  “Sounds good to me.” Quincy was all for absolutely anything and everything that got him out of pressure-filled situations. At least ones with people staring at him. He hated being in front of people he didn’t know or who didn’t know him.


  “One day you will have to claim it though, sooner rather than later,” Talon reminded him. “You are the new True Royal Line. You and the children that you and Maya are working so hard to create,” he added with a grin. “You will have to claim your right at the Council Table before our next meeting.” And that was just fucking ducky. “Sorry, buddy, but there it is.”


  Feeling decidedly nauseous, Quincy sat down heavily in a chair. “Fuck me,” he wheezed out, pressing a hand to his turning gut. He so wasn’t ready, nowhere near ready, and had no idea how to get there sooner. He’d thought it was tough learning the abilities he’d been born with, but with the power he’d inherited from Maya during their mating, it was a whole new level of insanity and chaos.


  “I know how to help, but you would so not fucking like it. I know a surefire way to snap the powers inside of you to attention and for you to learn them in a jiffy, but it would seriously piss you off.”


  Sharing a confused look with Maya, Quincy warily regarded Talon. “Every instinct says not to ask and yet my curiosity is daring me. So I’m going to be a moron and ask you anyway. What do you mean by knowing a way to snap everything to attention?” His tone was extremely cautious.


  “Kill your bond-mate,” Talon said softly. “Or at least put her into a situation where she could die. It’s not pretty, I know, but your protective instincts will jump to the front and the power inside of you will burst free. A Warlock will do anything for his mate. A Royal Warlock with an ovulating bond-mate would turn the fucking world inside out for his bond-mate.”


  Quincy wasn’t sure which of them was more shocked as they stared at him. “Ex-squeeze me?” he said, shaking his head. “I did not just hear you suggest that I put my bond-mate into a potentially life-threatening position.” He’d get to the ovulating bit later, much, much later.


  “That’s basically what I said but not all. Tap-dancing around the truth won’t make it go away,” Talon said and grabbed his stress ball. “I’m a Dragon. I smell these things.” He looked to Maya. “Sorry, kiddo, but there it is, the truth. Now then, yes. The way to get your power to snap fully into attention would be if you put her into danger, especially now that you know that she is ovulating, but damn, if she were pregnant and I even suggested it you would go postal, and that would save the danger to your bond-mate because it would be something that would come forward to protect your unborn heir.”


  “Child,” he muttered. At Talon’s look he sighed. “The baby would be my child, not an heir. Yes, naturally they would be because that’s how this Royal shit works, but first and foremost it would be a child, our child.” Knowing he was off topic again, he looked to Maya. “I don’t like this plan.”


  “Uh, hello, I’m the bait. I don’t like it either.” She was still so totally stuck on “ovulating” and “child” that nothing else right now seemed to filter through her muggy brain. She swore that Talon had short-circuited her brain with those careful words. And she knew they were careful, careful because he had chosen them and put them out just when he was sure Quincy was listening.


  “Then we’re not doing it,” Quincy said, shaking his head. “I won’t risk anything going wrong, Talon. I can’t. You can’t ask me to risk my bond-mate on a probability, no matter the odds. You could be completely and terribly wrong, and if you are she…” He couldn’t say it, just shook his head. “No.”


  Talon nodded. “Then I suggest you start to practice even more. Maya, show him how you harnessed and tapped into the power as well.” He leaned back again. “And this time, no fucking in the clean room. Dammit, there are cameras there and if I see another fucking image of your shiny white ass, Skittles, I’m going to beat the hell out of you.”


  Feeling enough relief that he wouldn’t have to worry about Maya in danger, Skittles grinned at him. “You’re just jealous cause I’m getting some and you aren’t,” he teased. Shifting fast when Talon winged something at his head, he chuckled and got up. “Come on love, time for more…lessons.” Skittles wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.


  Snickering, Maya looked at him. “So we get to go to the clean room, right?” She shot Talon a look and smiled. “So I suggest that if you don’t want to see his shiny white ass you should tell control to kill the feed now,” she stated simply and hugged Quincy. “Come on, baby. Let’s see what kind of things we can tempt you into now.”


  Growling softly, he smacked her bottom. “Anything and everything, darling mine,” he teased, getting her out of the room quickly. Walking with her, he was quiet for a time. “He thinks I’m not trying,” he murmured quietly to her. “I am. I know I’ll never convince him but every time I try it’s like there’s something just not right. Like something is out of place or not connecting as it should,” he whispered as they moved at a crisp pace to the clean room. “I feel like I’m missing something important,” he muttered.


  “It’s okay, honey, I’m sure that it will click with you soon, my love,” Maya assured him. “I’m not worried about how long it’s taking you to learn it, darling, I really am not.” She looked up at him and winked. “When you are ready to bloom, darling, you will.”


  Snorting at her words, Quincy hugged her closer to him and sighed softly. His little bond-mate had such faith in him. He loved her all the more for the support she was giving him. Unfortunately he felt like he was letting everyone, her and the Teams, down by not figuring it out. Damn it, he was one of the smartest damn people on the planet and he couldn’t figure out a new ability!


  She walked into the clean room with him and looked up at the video cameras. “All right, first things first.” She moved in close to him and wrapped her arms around him with a smile. “How about you kill the cameras for a time so that no one can see me naked as well?” It was all a part of how she put it to him that would make him tap into what he needed to do.


  Without even a thought, he killed the link between the cameras and the security room. The lights went out on each but he didn’t look away from her. Kissing her softly, he brushed his lips over hers with a smile. “You are the sexiest instructor I’ve ever had.”


  Maya laughed and held onto him. “I love you. If I’m the sexiest instructor that you have ever had then I’m totally and fully happy to have it as such. I always want you to be attracted to me. I really and truly want you to continue to forever want me, love me, and never let me go.”


  Lifting his head, Quincy touched her cheek with light fingers. “I love you so much I feel like I could burst out in song at the drop of a hat. I am never, ever letting you go, Maya. You are mine and while I might not be one of the changers, I’m fucking possessive as hell.” She was his, all his, and only his for the rest of time.


  “Good.” Maya licked her lips and then spoke. “How about you get rid of our clothes now so that we can see about trying to blow a few fuses this time with power?”


  Chapter Ten


  


  “Are you sure that it’s all in place?” Talon demanded. “Everything is in place, right? She won’t actually be harmed, right?” He had planned everything perfectly. They had put everything into play so that Quincy would come into his power because it was now necessary that he do so.


  “Absolutely.” Mac nodded and pointed to one of the human contractors they used on some missions. “Bernie will be driving, he’ll have a malfunction, the wheel will jerk out of his hands, he’ll be thrown out, and will roll. When he comes up, he’ll yell a warning out which Trey will echo from point B there.” He turned to point to the man. “We’ve done this over and over, easily twenty times. There have been a couple minor variations but absolutely nothing that could harm her. Especially if you’re right about Skittles’s instincts taking over like you think.”


  “Trust me, with her being pregnant he’s going to make damn sure that she’s safe.” Well he had to assume that she was pregnant because she had been ovulating, and they had been far too fucking sexually active for his peace of mind. “Make it happen. Now.”


  “You got it, boss.” Mac nodded and signalled to Bernie to get into place. Praying to Gaia everything went exactly as planned, he slipped up to his perch to wait and watch. Talon booked it out of there and ensured that he was nowhere near the scene so he couldn’t be blamed. Signalling Trey, who took up position reading as he did over lunch, everyone just waited until Mac spotted them. Watching until they hit the magic mark they’d figured out through a lot of trial and error, he pressed the comms. “All right, Bernie, they are moving right on pace.”


  Mac watched as Maya moved from the run on the side of the compound’s road and off to the shade. It was at the three-mile mark where she typically ditched Quincy for his longer ten-mile mark. When Quincy began to come back around from his run, he knew that the timing was just right. Finally, when Quincy was close enough to Maya to see what was happening, he spoke softly in his mic and comms set. “All right, Bernie,” Mac said as he watched everything with a careful eye. “Trouble now.” Instantly the tire blew on the Jeep and threw the man out as it veered right where it was supposed to, straight for where Maya now stood stretching out her muscles from her run and waiting for Quincy. “Come on, Q,” Mac muttered and saw him coming right along.


  Bernie stumbled to his feet on cue and yelled out a warning. Trey, popping his head up but too far away to do anything even with his speed, raced forward, lunch and book forgotten.


  Catching a shimmer of light off of something, Quincy focused and stumbled. “Maya!” He screamed her name as he ran faster. He wasn’t going to make it. Trey wasn’t going to make it. In that instant everything narrowed down and he felt the huge surge of energy. Throwing out a hand, he disintegrated the Jeep into nothingness as he kept running to his mate.


  Maya had turned when the shouts were yelled and just stood there. For the life of her she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, just watched the Jeep tumbling toward her. Seeing Quincy, she turned to him and then she felt the intense surge of power and turned to watch the Jeep as it was destroyed so that not even a speck of dust remained of it.


  Turning to Quincy, she ran for him, and when he caught her in his arms, held onto him tightly, shaking in fear at the realization of what nearly happened. “You saved me,” she whispered on a shaky breath, and tears dropped from her eyes.


  Hugging her to him as tight as he could, Quincy kissed her face over and over even as Trey and an out-of-breath Bernie ran up to them. “Oh god, I’m so sorry. Are you all right?” Bernie asked with genuine horror in his voice and eyes. But it was Trey that gave it away and Quincy saw red.


  “You motherfuckers,” he breathed out angrily.


  Maya frowned and looked at the men and then back to Quincy. “Q?” she asked and then understood immediately. “Oh lord. Enough. I need you to get control of yourself, honey, or you are going to hurt someone.” And it wouldn’t be her. It would be his team, his friends.


  “Get away from her, now,” Quincy said softly, energy beginning to crackle around him. “Leave,” he warned. It would be his only warning. He was so fucking mad. When Trey and Bernie backed off, he calmed a little and looked down at her. “Are you really all right?” he asked, running his hands over everything he could reach, checking her with care.


  “Yes, honey, I’m perfectly fine,” she assured him and then moved in closer to him. “How about you? Are you all right, my love?” she asked and began to move her hands over him as well. “Are you okay, honey?”


  “Scared out of about fifty years of my fucking life,” he said and hugged her to him again. “I can’t lose you, Maya,” he whispered as the last of his anger fell away and fear slid in and shook him. “I can’t lose you.” Oh Gods, he was going to burst into tears any second. Fucking great.


  “You aren’t going to lose me. I love you so very much,” she told him as she stroked her hands over his back and tugged him in even closer. “How about you open a Vortex and slide us home?” She had only been able to do the single-person tunnels but he could, or should, be able to do the ones that would carry them both.


  Nodding, he pulled her in closer and opened…Well, it wasn’t really a Vortex, but something else, something smoother and more intimate. Stepping in with her, he didn’t let her go when it dropped them in his bedroom, not a single thing out of place or even disturbed by the tunnel they’d used to get there. That was seriously cool, but later he’d dissect it. Now he needed to kiss her.


  Maya kissed him back. Desperate for him, she began to tug at his workout clothes. “Naked.” It was a demand. “Because I can’t wait.” Maya was already so wet that she was sure she was gushing in her panties and spandex shorts.


  With a thought, he stripped them both down, their clothing just gone. He’d worry about the where later. For now he needed to be inside his mate. Taking them both to the bed, he thrust into her hard. Kissing her desperately, he began to take her, all sense of control gone. Catching her hands, he laced their fingers together and pressed them up over her head, her back arching so her breasts rubbed at him with each movement.


  Her legs wrapped around him, and when he pulled out of her, she smiled up at him and tugged him back in, hard. “Fuck me hard, Q. No holding back,” she demanded, her nails digging into his knuckles in demand.


  Growling softly at her, he thrust harder, taking her with everything he had inside of him. Giving her absolutely everything he had, he bit her neck just hard enough to sting. Releasing her hands, he lifted her hips up to a better angle that allowed him to hit her as deep as possible.


  Meeting his body thrust for thrust, she sobbed out and rubbed her breasts against his chest. “Please.” Baring her neck to him again, she shivered. “I love it. Don’t stop,” she demanded and bit him right back, her mouth closing over his shoulder and biting hard.


  Not normally one for pain, her bite totally turned him on and had him slamming her down into the bed over and over. Some part of him decided to reciprocate, and Quincy bit her shoulder hard, hard enough to draw a few drops of her blood as his orgasm slammed through him. Yelling her name against her skin, he squeezed her tight as his seed spilled hotly into her sheath.


  Maya had tasted blood on her tongue, but when he began to come, she felt her orgasm following right along with him. Screaming, she held onto him and then pulled him fully against her and came. Maya’s orgasm was like a shock, a bolt of pure power, enough so that her vision wavered and her breath paused in her lungs. “Quincy.” She whispered his name and blinked out of it, passing out from just how good the sex and ensuing orgasm had been.


  Panting hard, he held her as he tried to regain some semblance of civility. Actually, he was just praying his brain hadn’t fried from that orgasm. Lifting his head, he touched her cheek. “Maya?” he asked in concern. Her heart was beating fine, if fast. Her breathing was perfect so he didn’t worry…too much.


  “Q?” She whispered his name sleepily. “I think that you seriously short-circuited a part of my brain,” she said with a grin. “And I loved it.” Damn, she had loved every single part of being with him. “I really would love to be able to do that often, please,” she all but begged and curled tightly to him. “Having us doing that often would be better than running,” she teased.


  “Amen,” he muttered as he snuggled her close to him. Dragging up the blankets, he tucked her in. “I love you, sweetheart.” Brushing a kiss to her hair lightly, he smiled. “Sleep now, we both need to sleep before we try and figure out all that happened today.”


  “I love you, too, Quincy,” Maya whispered sleepily. “I know what happened,” she stated with a yawn. “You came into your Royal power. Something that I’m sure was felt all throughout the magical world.”


  “Oh hell, that really wasn’t what I wanted to hear.” And yet it was a good thing, too. He’d come into the power, definitely not how he’d wanted, and he had a serious bone to pick with Talon on that. But he really wasn’t so happy about the announcement of sorts going out to the entire Mage and Warlock realm.


  “I know, honey, but it had to be done all the same,” she admitted softly to him and sighed right along with him. “One way or another it had to come out that you were the start of the new Royal Line.” Maya paused and frowned. “Do you have family that will want to become a part of your new home and place in life?”


  “No,” he said quietly and without intonation. While his mother was alive, he had no other blood relatives that he knew of. “There’s no one, and what do you mean, ‘new’ home?” he asked suspiciously, not having missed that little tidbit.


  “Everything of the Royal Family is yours now, honey,” Maya told him. “You are now officially a very, very rich man. I’m sure that as soon as the power reverberated through the Magic Users, the Royal accounts were locked and Michael no longer has access to them. Why do you think you’ve had to pay dues to the Warlock world for so long? It’s all yours now, darling,” she told him simply. And it was. It was his, not hers, his.


  “Uh, right.” He frowned slightly. “I was rich, sorta, before, so what am I supposed to do with more money? And why the dues? Seriously, I’ve never understood that.” And he was almost a hundred and twenty percent sure he’d never actually paid in, either. But then he’d always been considered less than who other magic users thought he should be to qualify to be called a Warlock. Only Talon, Gaia, and then Maya had seemed to see something more.


  “The dues have always been in place from the time when the Royal Lines began. They’ve just never been repealed,” Maya murmured with a shrug. “The dues pay the Royal Guards, the Elite Guards, and give a huge number of Lesser Magic Users a place in life, a position, and have created many jobs to do so. As for what to do with the money…” She shrugged. “I have no idea, honey. I really don’t.”


  “But if they’ve been pulling in funds all this time of whatever amounts from each and every Magic User since the beginning of whenever…” Quincy did the math in his head and whistled. “Even with paying the Royal and Elite Guards, employees, trustees, and whomever else, there’s absolutely no need to keep pulling in funds. Even with all the years before banks showed up and interest rates and such, there has to be such a huge amount in the accounts there’s no way to ever use it all even if we paid more people more money.”


  “Which I believe is why we had needed a new regime. One that wouldn’t mind changing up the way of life. You have been needed for a very long time, my love,” she told him softly. “You know that as well as I do.” Change had been necessary. She was happy that it was Quincy that Gaia had chosen for the new King. He embodied every aspect of what a King should be. He might not see it or think it, but she knew it for the truth that it was.


  “I swear I’m never getting used to being called a King or Royal anything,” he muttered. “I’ll likely end up looking around all the time for who they are actually talking to.” Who’d have thought that gutter trash like him would end up being King? Definitely not his father before his not-nearly-quick-enough demise and definitely not his drug-addled and boozed-out mother looking for her next “boyfriend” to suck dry.


  Lifting herself up, Maya looked at him and frowned. “I think that you are so much more than what you are thinking that you are. Quincy, I think that you are amazing. I love every single part of you. I think that you are truly what the Magic world has needed for so long,” she said and laid a hand on his chest. “You have been at the lowest point that a person can be. You understand that. You are a man that will always fight for those that can’t fight for themselves. You are honest, loving, so intelligent that you scare me, and you are really and truly beyond amazing. Never doubt that, Q, ever. You are everything to me, honey, now and always.”


  “I know that, love,” he said, pulling her closer to him. “I’m just pretty sure that no one else will think it, ever. Of all my fantasies and dreams as a kid, being King of anything hadn’t been there. A warm and safe place to sleep, a full hot meal once a week, new shoes before winter.” He sighed. “Those were my dreams and hopes.”


  “Then maybe with all of the money that comes in we will start a foundation so that no other child has to have those for their dreams and hopes. It’s time we gave back to our people. How about if those dues begin to go back to the people who really need them? Not the ones who are exceptionally affluent but the ones who can barely afford to pay their rent each month?”


  “I’d like that.” He smiled at her and squeezed her closer with care. “But I want to see the books first,” he told her honestly. “And I’ll likely need to talk to those that are in charge of the accounts and how the funds are used. We may need to rearrange a few things but not until I see everything and understand it all.”


  “Which would be very well advised before you do anything.” She pulled back. “It was just a thought.” She knew that it was his decision to make. She had only wanted to give him an idea but she knew, from dealing with Michael, that a King never, ever wanted to be told what to do or how to do it.


  Frowning at her, he touched her nose. “It’s a great idea, a wonderful idea, and one I fully intend to explore and hopefully implement. But until I see all the paperwork and the books I have no idea what impact it might have on those that get paid from the accounts.” Plus he had a bad feeling that there may have been a few, her brother included, that had been skimming from the funds. No way in hell Michael could have afforded those luxury vacations, four-thousand-dollar suits, and the Gods knew what other toys on his own monies. And her brother was just enough of an asshole to have done it, too, smug in his own power and belief he’d always be on top.


  “For now we will just focus on us though, honey, and all the different ways that we can tease and love on each other before Talon and the others come in search of us, darling mine.” Hopefully it would be a long while though.


  “About two days. That’s apparently when the next Council meeting is and that I’m apparently the head entertainment of.” Looking to her, he stroked her cheek. “I know it’s against the rules of things, but since I apparently have this fancy-ass title, you want to come with?”


  That shocked her. “I’ve never, ever been in the Council Chambers. Are you sure?” she asked softly. “I would want to go with you, want to go because you are my bond-mate and I want every moment with you that I can get. Also to make sure that my bastard brother doesn’t cheat in the fight I’m sure he’s going to demand.”


  “I want you there, darling,” he assured her softly. “Not because you are just my bond-mate but because I need you with me, sweetheart.” Pulling her in closer to him, he kissed her softly. “But now we are going to sleep, angel,” he told her quietly. “So snuggle in and sleep. We have a couple of days just for us and then we will put the Council on their fucking ear.”


  “Sleep is good. I love you, honey,” she whispered and let his heat and his love wash over her. Without another thought she drifted off and into sleep.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Maya looked up at Quincy and slipped her hand into his once more. Squeezing his hand, she smiled. “I love you, Quincy. To pull the Vortex to the Council Chambers you have to summon it to you. As King it is your right. The first words you use to summon the Vortex to the Chamber will be the ones that will be used throughout the rest of time while your line rules. Choose them wisely, honey.” She told him softly the things she had learned from reading the old texts she found in Talon’s office.


  “Great,” he muttered, squeezing her fingers as he stood there staring at nothing and tried to think of something. Shaking his head, he looked at her helplessly. “It feels like too much pressure, like a test, and I know the answers but can’t put them to paper.”


  “All right, so let’s see.” She paused and thought then smiled. “How about something as simple as, ‘I, Quincy Wallace, as Royal King of all Warlock and Magekind, request the portal to the most Sacred Council Chambers to come to me, admit me into the Chambers where Gaia’s works be done,’ or something like that?”


  “That just sounds so damned pretentious and not me at all,” he said, tugging her in closer to him. Wrapping his arms around her, he rested his cheek to her hair. “I know that it has to be formal and all and something only I can use but…” Groaning, he rubbed his cheek on her hair. “This is all so not me, Maya. I feel so far out of my depth that I’m practically drowning. The only thing keeping my head above water is you and your love.”


  “Talon is already there, love, so this has to be you. I’m sorry, honey, but you simply must do this. You are a fighter, darling. Don’t give up already. I know this isn’t what you wanted and I’m sorry it’s what I brought to your door.”


  “Don’t,” he whispered softly, cupping her face. Kissing her gently, he rubbed his nose to hers and wrapped her back in his arms. Hugging her tight, he buried his face in her neck and rocked her back and forth as he let his mind clear. He was worrying too much, thinking too much. He needed to go with his gut reaction and feelings. Lifting his head, he knew. “I, Quincy Wallace, Royal King of all Warlock- and Magekind, request a portal to the Sacred and Holy Council Chambers. Admit me as is the will of Gaia, Goddess of us all.”


  “You did remarkably, darling. These are truly brilliant and amazing words, ones that will pass from you to our sons and their sons. I love you, Q,” Maya murmured softly and then walked closer to him. “Now then, let’s walk in, shall we?”


  “Oh boy,” he murmured, eyeing the very different Vortex from any he’d thrown. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he guided her into it. Holding her tight, he stepped out and blinked as he took in the “receiving” room, he was guessing, and the large, large—they were fucking humongous—doors before them. “Oh boy,” he muttered, staring at the two Guards of indeterminate race standing there, who were obviously the keepers of the gate, so to speak.


  Maya looked at the massive Dragon Guards, the most elite of them all that stood sentry outside the Council Chambers. “You have to tell them who you are, darling.” Even though they knew. Quincy didn’t know it, but the aura of power around him had shifted and changed so much that it was clear to anyone viewed him just who he was.


  “Okay,” he said, inching a little closer to them. “Uh, hi?” He lifted a hand in a half wave. “I’m, uh, Quincy Wallace, King of the magic folks and whatnot. So.” He stuffed his hand in his pocket and rocked back on his heels. “How’s it hangin’?”


  The men looked at Quincy and then her. “And the woman?” huge guy on the left asked while huge guy on the right fought a grin.


  “How’s it hangin’? Seriously?” guy on the left said and shook his head. “Talk to me. Who’s the woman?” he asked again.


  Maya knew this wasn’t for her to speak. This had to be for him to explain.


  “My bond-mate,” Quincy said and frowned. “And yeah, seriously. I’m curious. I’ve never been here before so I’m kind of trying to figure out how this all works and figured I’d throw out the question so I’d know more. But hey”—he held up a hand—“you’ve got all this important stuff to do, looking big and mean, opening doors, and taking up space, so we’ll leave you to it. If you would please.” He indicated the doors.


  Guy on the right lost it and burst out laughing. Shaking his head, he said, “Damn, I’m going to like having you around. The other one was a complete douchebag and it’s more than about time that we had a change in regime for you Magic Users.”


  “Yeah.” Quincy shot a look at Maya and shrugged. “He’s got a point, love. Your brother is a douchebag of epic proportions.” Looking to the guys again, he grinned. “Q or Skittles for future reference,” he told them, holding out a hand and shaking theirs. “I answer to both so feel free to pick whichever you prefer.”


  Guy on the right nodded. “Aaron and Gabriel,” he said, and then he spoke directly to Maya. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were that asshat’s brother. You resonate none of his signature.”


  “That’s because I’m bond-mate to a very good man and I’ve spent my life avoiding said douchebag at every single possible opportunity.” She then looked to Quincy and smiled. “A man who’s likely having kittens because he can’t open the Vortex here.”


  “Good.” Quincy nodded with a grin. “He deserves to be annoyed and frustrated. Anyway.” He looked to the two guards. “Aaron, Gabriel, if you wouldn’t mind. We’re likely late to begin with for this bloody meeting from hell and only getting later. We probably should try and slip in without anyone noticing before they actually realize we were trying to skip out on this damned thing.”


  “There is no slipping in,” Aaron warned. “Believe me,” he said with a shake of his head. “They will bring Michael in when they are ready for him. He’s demanding a fight. Sorry, but I seriously hope you got your mojo because, while he was a douchebag, he was the Royal Warlock, so he had some kickass power.”


  Maya didn’t say anything. Michael didn’t have the power. He never had. Her father had passed it to her to pass to her bond-mate, her Quincy, but that was not important.


  Squeezing her waist, he just nodded to the two Guards. “Thanks for the warning,” he told them and then moved into the hall as they pulled the doors open. “How pissed off is he going to be?” he asked her on the barest of whispers.


  “You have taken him from the top of the mountain to under it, darling. He’s going to be so pissed off that he will likely give himself a stroke.” If only they were that lucky! “But no matter what, I love you, Quincy. No matter what else happens, rely on that love and feel it. Use it for your center and balance.”


  “I always do,” he whispered, hugging her to him. Pausing just outside the Chambers, he pressed a kiss to her lips. “I love you, Maya,” he spoke very softly, wrapping her in his arms to hold her for a moment. She was his everything and very definitely his balance. She gave him strength and a center that was rock solid.


  “That’s very good because I love you as well, Q,” Maya told him. “I’m glad that I’m here for you,” she whispered softly to him and smiled, just for him. Only for him. “Now then, let’s do this thing so that we can get home sooner.” The sooner it was over, the sooner they would be able to get home and relax once more.


  “And get busy,” he whispered against her ear, ensuring only she would hear his words. Kissing her lips gently, he smiled down at her and turned to face the last door. Out of childhood habit, he crossed himself for good measure and pushed it open, entering first with her hand in his.


  Maya grinned up at him and winked. “You betcha, baby, and get busy,” she whispered just before he opened the Council Room door. Maya stood at his side and entered with him, the power of the room pulsing and flowing over them both as they entered. Squeezing his hand tightly, she looked up at him. “I’m right here,” she whispered.


  Squeezing back, he stopped and waited as Talon had instructed, since Talon tended to run these deals as King of the Dragons. He also knew that he did have to watch his mouth a little more. Too many of the Council tended to be fuddy-duddy’s.


  Looking to Quincy, Talon said, “We have in our midst the new King of the Magic World.” He waved for Quincy to come forward. “If the throne accepts you, Quincy Wallace, the Council will accept you.” He looked around and then asked, “Unless there is anyone who wishes to contest the change in the Royal Line from Griffon to Wallace?”


  Walking toward Talon with a firm grip on Maya, Quincy waited for someone to speak out. There was a bit of whispering but all seemed to give their permission to let it proceed, even a couple that had obviously been allied with Maya’s brother. Stopping next to Talon, he looked up at the man. “What now?” he questioned from the side of his mouth. They hadn’t really gotten beyond stop, be silent, and watch your mouth, boy.


  “Sit on your throne. It will accept you,” he assured Quincy. “Just make sure that when you do, you don’t jump right up. It’s a bit of a shock, trust me,” he whispered. “Just trust in the knowledge that you are the one for the position. Gaia has made it so.”


  “Not helping my nerves,” he breathed out and, releasing Maya’s hand since he didn’t know what was about to happen, went to stand before the Gods’ awful throne. Sitting down slowly, he relaxed and then nearly jumped right back up. But he kept the seat, barely, hands gripping the arms tight, and he shivered slightly.


  “The magic has been shown to belong now to the House of Wallace,” Talon stated. “Let it be recorded that the House of Wallace is now the real and true Ruling House of the Magic Users. Ensure that all are aware.”


  Quincy looked up at Maya and let out a breath. That had been seriously fucking freaky. Holding out his hand to her, he took hers and lightly tugged her around to sit in his lap. That was so far beyond strange I don’t even know where to begin. Quincy spoke privately in her mind through their own private telepathic link.


  Taking his seat, Talon raised his hand. “And now it is understood that we have a new Royal, we will begin our meeting. What is the first item on our agenda?”


  Nodding, Quincy stroked Maya’s back lightly. Leaning in, he kissed her cheek gently. He listened as things were discussed and then it came. “We have a claim from one of our former members that the newly crowned King is a fraud,” someone said. “He does not know that the Throne accepted him as true King and wishes to have his grievances heard and also to demand payment for his mental anguish and suffering over the events that have transpired.”


  I should be behind you, love, Maya told him softly, even though she made no move to, well, move. Ask them to allow me to speak, honey. I should tell them what my father did, why the true power of the line was never Michael’s.


  Nodding slightly, he stroked her leg lightly but kept her close. He wasn’t letting her get up. He liked where she was. “My bond-mate has some information on this topic that may help to explain just why Michael Griffin is making the claim he is. I request you let her speak so you, too, may know it.”


  Talon looked to Maya and then frowned at Quincy. Later he would box both their ears for not sharing this with him, but that was later. For now, he said, “Maya Griffon, you have leave to speak to the Council.”


  Maya tried, and failed, to stand. Finally she gave in to Quincy holding her and admitted to herself she rather loved it also and didn’t want to let him go. “I was very young when my father passed, as you all know,” she began and swallowed to clear her throat. “He didn’t pass easily as Michael tried to put to you all. Daddy died a terrible death and he knew when he passed that it wasn’t natural.” She dropped that little bombshell.


  She heard the muttered whispers, the disbelief in the Council, but continued. “I was with my father when he passed,” she told them. “And when he passed, he pushed into me the power that should have gone to the son upon the death. I know very few of you are aware of how the power transfers from father to son in the Royal Family, but the way that it happens is when the father passes, the Magic moves directly to the strongest male son. Father circumvented that, however, because he knew just what a monster Michael was. He knew that he couldn’t’ stop Michael’s claims right away but had been told that his daughter’s bond-mate would one day begin the new Royal Line.” She hesitated. “When father passed, he told me that Gaia said that it would be so,” she whispered and closed her eyes for a moment, reliving that passing and the horror of it.


  “Michael realized that the power didn’t transfer to him, of course, and came for me. He knew in that moment that somehow father had bypassed the traditions and sent the power to me. He didn’t know that it was to give to my bond-mate but thought that it was to make me Queen. That wasn’t the truth. Gaia would never allow a Queen of the Magic Line and I happen to agree with her. There are times we are far too emotional and unable to differentiate between doing what is needed versus what we want.” Maya knew that men could be more analytical about what had to happen.


  “The simple truth, ladies and gentlemen, is that Michael should have never accepted the Throne. The Throne only accepted him because of his bloodline and the fact that the True Royal Power given by Gaia was still a part of a Griffon bloodline. Now the power is residing within my bond-mate, Quincy Wallace, and a better King has never lived than the one I am certain he will be.”


  Quincy hadn’t known some of what she’d just revealed and he had to take a moment before he could even breathe again. Hugging her close, he squeezed her knee lightly. I love you, darling mine. But you should have told me a little of this before we got here. Pressing a kiss to her cheek, he breathed her in. Are you all right, angel?


  I will be, my love. I couldn’t voice it before because I was terrified that if I spoke it aloud it would somehow get back to my brother. I love you but I knew that this tale would be one that I could only voice here, in the Council Chamber, to put to light the crimes Michael has committed. Maya watched the arguments erupt but knew that she had to simply sit back, watch, and wait.


  Which are apparently growing in number every moment. Stroking her leg, he listened to the arguments before looking to Talon. The big guy looked ready to have an aneurysm, not that he blamed him in the least.


  As I said, Michael was a monster. Is a monster. Since the man was still alive. She watched the arguments break into near blows and winced.


  Talon roared, literally. “Shut the fuck up!” he shouted. “You are all giving me a fucking headache.” Rubbing his temples, he sighed. “I believe that it’s time for Michael to come to the Chambers so that he can state his case and so that we can pass judgment upon him.” He looked around and saw Kat with her bond-mates surrounding her. “Katherine.” He smiled softly for the young woman.


  “Hello, Talon. I hadn’t intended upon being late but there was a bit of an emergency,” she stated. “I’m here now.” She looked to Maya. “And you spoke nothing but the truth. Bless your heart, honey. You spoke nothing but the truth.”


  Maya bowed her head. “There is nothing but the truth that I would ever state here. I would be too afraid to even tell the smallest of lies.”


  “And you couldn’t. Not with Katherine here,” Talon informed Maya. “She is the Queen of the Fae. She is also the Ear of Truth. When anyone is near her, the power inside of her allows her to only hear the truth.”


  That Maya hadn’t known. She nodded. “And Michael knows of you?” When Katherine nodded, she whispered. “He won’t come here. Not if he knows that you are here.”


  Katherine frowned and looked to Trey. “Do you think that the fire could have been caused by magic?”


  “Entirely possible,” he told her honestly. “We were too busy trying to keep the place from burning down to look for it but we will go back and look when we can. The traces will be there if it was magic,” he assured her softly.


  Maya frowned. “Do you think that he started a fire at your home to keep you from coming to Council?” She knew that she shouldn’t be speaking but couldn’t stop herself.


  “That’s exactly what I am thinking. Perhaps the best way to do this all would be if Michael didn’t know that I was here.” Katherine looked to Skittles and smiled. “Hey Quincy.”


  “Hi, Kat. I’d keep her out of sight at least until he’s in here. Since he has to be escorted now, once he’s in, he can’t get back out without the same escort.”


  Katherine looked to Mac and Sully. She smiled. “So I guess that means we get to go and hide in the shadows.” Which means that I can get that blasted kiss that I tried to get before you demanded that we get moving.


  We were running way behind schedule and you know that if not for the fire, Talon would have torn us all a new one for being so late. Especially since it was Skittles’s first time here, Mac commented, keeping a perfectly straight face for all looking at them. Taking her hand, he helped her up and guided her toward a secluded corner that couldn’t be seen from the doors or most of the room.


  When he was certain they were hidden, Talon nodded. “Aaron, I need for you to be the guardian that goes for Michael Griffon. Please get him and bring him here, no excuses as to why he’s not coming, period,” he stated. At Aaron’s bow, he looked to the beings in the room. “We will allow him to speak. No one is to utter a word when he enters other than me.” Meaning if anyone gave away that Katherine was there he would beat someone.


  Think he means that? Quincy asked, not really caring. He just wanted Maya to look at him and it worked. Hello, gorgeous, come here often? He was nervous as hell and when he got nervous he apparently used worn and boring pick-up lines on his bond-mate. Who knew?


  Yeah, I really think that he means that. Maya sighed and leaned back against Quincy. Calm, my love. You deserve this Throne. You are the one who Gaia chose as the man to become the next King of the Magic World. You deserve it, my love. Know that. This was and always has been your destiny.


  Nervous and scared absolutely spitless, Quincy thought that life was just getting better and better. Still doesn’t help with the huge crop, or is it flock?—he frowned slightly and figured he’d look it up later—of butterflies beating at the insides of my stomach. Maybe it’s swarm…


  Honey. Maya turned so that she could look him in the eyes. Look at yourself, Q, she whispered. Honey, you are magnificent. You are wearing the armor of a true King darling. You hadn’t noticed, had you? she murmured with a smile and stroked her finger over the gold thread of his top.


  Glancing down, he blinked as he realized his normal outfit of jeans, printed T, and long leather overcoat were gone. Holy hell! What the heck is all this gear? he asked, plucking at his top and wondering if he looked as blinding as he thought he did.


  That, my darling, is the Royal Garb. It seems as if a new Crest has been created for your line as well, she spoke in his mind again as she touched the golden threads that signified his new Royal Crest. A symbol of hope, darling. Because that is what you are giving the Magic Users, hope.


  Oh goodie, no pressure or nothing. Letting out a breath, he pulled her in closer to him and rubbed his cheek to hers. He was about to say something but the door opened and the pompous ass arrived and zeroed right in on them. If looks could kill—yikes!


  Maya tensed on Quincy’s lap and felt fear. She had always been terrified of Michael but now even more so because he had absolutely nothing to lose. He’s dangerous, Q. Never turn your back on him because he will kill without hesitation or question.


  I know, darling. Trust me, I know. He was keeping his eyes on Michael as long as he was in the Council Chambers. No way in hell was he looking away for any reason at all. Michael was a snake in the grass coiled to strike as soon as an inch of flesh was bared—metaphorically speaking, of course.


  Talon looked to the man who was standing in a place that no longer welcomed him. “We understand that you wish to bring forth an issue, Michael Griffin.” No longer would he ever be referred to as a Royal. “Speak up and let us hear this issue, but know that wild and unfounded accusations will not be tolerated.” Talon saw that Michael had noted the Fae’s empty seat, a slightly smug look sliding over his face.


  Rocking back on his heels, Michael looked up to Talon and said, “There is a usurper here. I believe that he and my estranged sister are conspiring to take my Throne, a Throne that is mine by birth. She stole our father’s power when he was in his lowest mark in his life, just before he passed, and then gave it to this gutter trash.”


  “That is a serious accusation,” Talon commented, shifting slightly to cross his ankles before him. “And if found to be false, especially here in the Council Chambers, it will result in only one thing.” Death. He didn’t need to say it. They all knew it. Michael just looked all the more smug and Talon had had enough. “Katherine, darling, do tell us all if he spoke true or false.”


  Stepping out of the shadows with Mac and Sully holding onto each of her arms, she whispered, “False. Every word that he spoke since he stepped into this Chamber has been a lie. The one and only usurper is himself,” she told everyone, walking forward with green grass growing under her feet as she moved.


  Maya looked to Michael’s face and saw his anger,feeling the need to warn Talon that he was about to do something really and truly bad. Instead she whispered in Quincy’s mind. I feel a build up from him. He’s about to toss some sort of magic at the Council, my love. Put up a shield, she warned softly.


  I’m ready for it, Quincy answered in kind as he gathered energy but worked to keep it all hidden. When Michael lashed out, Quincy met it with a solid shield that sent it right back at the man. What happened next made even Talon and the Dragon Guards flinch. For some of the others there was gagging and a few even threw up. Pulling Maya’s face to him, he held her close, sheltering her from what was happening.


  From the corner of his eyes he saw Katherine turn into Mac’s body as a sob tore from her throat and she covered her ears, likely to try to blot out the sound of the screams of the man whose flesh was melting from his bones, a slow and torturous death.


  Maya held onto Quincy. She had a feeling that Michael was going to toss fire but had never thought that he would send out a spell of melting flesh. Ever. Oh Gods, he wanted to kill every single member of the Council, Q.


  I know, baby, he whispered softly to her as he stroked her hair and blocked the screams from reaching her ears. He watched Michael as his own spell melted his flesh down to muscle, to sinew, to tendons, and then to bone, the mind aware at all times. Then there was nothing, absolute silence as the ash settled on the ground. Closing his eyes finally, Quincy buried his face in her neck and held her tight. I’m so sorry, my love. He may have hated Michael with a passion but he’d never wanted to kill her flesh and blood, especially like that!


  Maya nodded but didn’t lift her head. She sniffed, tears falling as she did so. She might not have even liked Michael a little, but for anyone to die as he had, it was horrific. I can’t look up until they have cleaned up. She choked a bit and then gulped. Aloud Maya spoke, “I want to go home.” She was done. She couldn’t be here. She thought she could but she couldn’t.


  Talon nodded. “After what has just happened, we all need a moment and the Chambers need a good, clean burnout. We will reconvene in three days,” he said and then, “Gaia protect you all.” To Quincy, he said, “Get her out of here before she tosses her cookies. This isn’t what she needs, especially now.”


  Nodding, he lifted her in his arms and carried her out the door, making sure she saw nothing of the ashes. “I’ve got you, love,” he whispered, moving to the clear area and pulling a slipstream for them instead of a Vortex. Stepping through, he took her straight to their bedroom. Sitting on the bed, he hugged her in closer to him and rocked slowly. “I’m so sorry, love,” he whispered quietly. “If I’d had any idea what he was doing I would have changed tactics, I swear. Please don’t hate me.”


  “Justice has been served,” Maya whispered quietly and swallowed hard. “The moment that he lied, his fate was sealed. It was Gaia’s will,” she told him softly and clutched at him. “I’m sorry you had to do that, Quincy. I hate that you had to destroy someone like that, honey.”


  Pressing a kiss to her cheek, he breathed her in and nuzzled at her skin. “It is what it is, love.” He didn’t feel anything about it except a little relief that she wouldn’t have to deal with Michael anymore. Which kind of sounded bad, and so he kept that to himself.


  “I know that it is, but really all that matters is that I’m here with you. All that matters is that we are together as one.” Taking a deep breath, she then looked up at him. “I don’t want to talk about that right now. Right now I just want to focus on being with you, my love. Right now you are all that I need and want,” she admitted. “I know Talon will likely want to talk to you again, but for now do you think we can just spend some time together, just us?”


  “Absolutely,” he said softly to her. Brushing a kiss to her neck, he breathed her in slowly. “Let’s go and take a shower.” He wanted to get the smell out of his nose. Leaning back slightly, he touched her cheek. “Will you come and shower with me, Maya?”


  “I would love to come shower with you.” Mostly because she honestly didn’t think that she would be able to stand up on her own feet without him there and she had to get that smell out of her nose. “Lots of smelly, fragrant soaps, please?”


  Nodding in full agreement, he helped her off his lap and then stood to strip down. Tossing everything into the laundry basket except his jacket, he took her hand and helped her into the bathroom. She was shaky. He could feel it in the fine vibrations of her muscles. Turning on the water, he stepped into the shower and pulled her in with him.


  Maya wrapped her arms around Quincy’s shoulders and laid her head on his chest. “I feel as if I’m falling apart inside,” she whispered. “Not because of anything other than the fact that I just simply feel as if I’m falling apart. I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she admitted. “I just feel like I’m missing something so important that it isn’t even funny.”


  Holding her to him tight, he breathed her in. “It will come to you, sweetness,” he murmured softly. Stroking her back gently, Quincy rocked her back and forth. “Just let it, darling. It will, in time, come to you. But don’t push, my love. You’ll just shove it back further.”


  “I know.” She took in deep breaths and then pushed out. “I will let it out just so that we can get past all of this. We will make sure that we take it one day at a time,” she told him with another kiss to his chest. “For now I only want to feel you. For now I only want to love you, Quincy.”


  “Well I definitely love you, darling,” he said softly and smiled as she kept kissing his chest. Licking his lips, he tipped his head to get a look at her. “What are you doing, darling?” he asked her curiously to see just what her answer might be.


  “Well I’m very hopeful that you will soon decide that you want to do something about me kissing your chest. I’m really hopeful that you will maybe want to do something other than wash in the shower.” She looked up and teasingly added, “If you are up to it, that is.”


  “Babe, you touch me and I’m up and at attention every time,” he told her honestly. “If you want to do something a little more exciting and risqué I’m all for it.” He grinned. Cupping her bottom, he squeezed and backed her to the wall. “Do you want up or turned around with me behind you?”


  “I think with you behind me. Sounds like the safest option that we have, darling,” she murmured happily. “Yep, definitely. Me with my hands on the tile and back to you and you with your big, wonderful hands all over my body. Yep, perfect. What do you think?”


  “Best option,” he agreed quietly with a grin. Spinning her around, he took her hands and pressed them to the tiles as he pressed in close to her. Pressing a kiss to her shoulder, he breathed her in. Sliding a hand down her belly, he cupped her gently and stroked her.


  Maya spread her legs for him and whimpered. “So good.” Leaning back, she arched against him and smiled happily. “Do you know how much I love this? Feeling you touching me like you are, it’s perfect and amazing.”


  “Because you are mine and I’m yours, it’s a unity,” he whispered, rubbing his nose lightly to her skin. He loved how she smelled. Her scent was something he wanted to bottle and carry everywhere if he could. Rubbing his finger against her wet core, he cupped and squeezed her breasts. “You’re so responsive. I love how you are when we are together, so perfect in every way.”


  “Always. I will always be yours,” she told him honestly. “We belong together forever, and we will always come back to each other.”


  “She might have started us on our path”—with a swift kick to his groin—“but it’s our love for each other that makes it rock solid, darling. Not just because Gaia had demands it either.” Shifting her a little more he pressed into her heat even as he stroked her wet pussy.


  “So good.” Maya’s whole body was completely and totally in tune with his and she found herself moving with him. “Does this feel half as good to you as it does to me, love? Please tell me, darling mine, that this feels just as good to you as it does me.”


  “Why should I tell you when I can show you,” he whispered softly. Opening to her mentally, he let her feel all he was feeling. He let her feel what he did as he slid into her, the feel of her wet pussy in his hand as he stroked her. His pleasure and joy at being joined with her as one.


  Maya’s whole body shivered and shook. “More, show me more,” she begged even as she opened herself to him to allow him to feel everything that she was feeling. She wanted, she needed him to feel everything just as he was showing her how he felt.


  “I’ll show you anything and everything you want,” he whispered softly. “You are mine and you can see anything you wish whenever you want. I will always be an open book to you, sweet.” Thrusting harder, he pinched her clitoris between two fingers lightly.


  “And you will always be able to read every single emotion and feeling that I have now or ever will have,” she assured him happily. “Together we will always share.” She placed her hand on his and rubbed their combined fingers harder and faster over her clitoris. “There, so close, baby.” Just needed bit more, needed him.


  Thrusting in harder, he lifted his other hand and squeezed her nipple, twisting lightly and plucking at it. Brushing his lips to her shoulder, he knew what she wanted, what she needed. Just that little hint of pain to give her full and absolute pleasure as she came. Scraping his teeth lightly, he felt the first stirrings of her orgasm and, thrusting deep once more, he pinched her nipple and clitoris as he put pressure on her shoulder with his teeth and bit her.


  That was all Maya needed. As soon as that small bite of pain hit her like a sledgehammer, she came in such a blinding rush that it was truly stunning. Crying out, she screamed his name and let him feel everything she felt, needing his orgasm right along with hers.


  Grunting, he came with her as she squeezed him tight, his entire body jerking. Groaning, he held her tight as she milked him over and over again. Gods, the rippling of her tight sheath was killing him and had him jerking again as a second orgasm hit him.


  Maya’s hands fell from the tiles, and she pressed her face against the wall. Amazing, the word the softest whisper in his mind and, he couldn’t be sure, but he’d bet there was a smile to go with it.


  Panting, he shifted his head to rest his cheek on her shoulder. I think you killed me, he moaned out softly as his cock jerked inside her again. Groaning, he let out a shaky breath. “I may never be able to walk straight again.”


  “Same here, baby, but I honestly don’t care. I’m totally down with never again walking straight as long as it means that you are always going to come back to me, darling mine. That’s the Gods’ honest truth.” She would die a happy, happy woman with him inside of her, the thought loud and clear for Quincy to hear.


  “You’re my mate, love,” he murmured softly, rubbing a finger over her pussy. “I will always come home to you. You are the only woman that could and will love me.” The only woman he’d ever want to love him.


  Maya smiled. “I will always love you. I am yours for now and for the rest of time. We are forever one,” she agreed, honesty and faith in them clear in her tone. “I am your mate, and you are mine. We are the only ones that will ever, ever belong to the other and that is just as it should be.”


  “Damn fucking right, woman,” he said, lightly petting her clitoris. Grinning at her soft moan, he pressed a kiss to her neck. “We should wash up and then crawl into bed. I’m feeling the need to snuggle with you, sweetheart.” It had been a rough day.


  “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea because I really want to be able to snuggle with you as well.” She was desperate to just simply feel him holding her, to know that he was right there with her in everything, sleep as well as everything else.


  Wrapping his arm around her waist to keep her from crumpling, he turned her around. Kissing her lips lightly, he breathed her in. “I love you, Maya. I’m never leaving you, sweetheart, never.”


  Maya smiled. “Good,” she whispered. “Because I’m never leaving you, either. We are a unit and we are forever one. Never will we leave the other, because we are meant to be one. Period.” Standing on her shaky legs, she licked her lips. “All right. Cleaned up, darling, and then we will worry about everything else, all right?”


  Nodding, he smiled at her and kissed her gently. “Absolutely,” he whispered against her mouth. Grabbing the soap he gave it to her and let her loose so she could wash up. “Quick, darling. I’m feeling the need to sleep for about a week starting to kick in here.”


  “We will only be able to sleep about a day, darling, before we have to get our bodies out of here and into talking to freaking Talon. He will have questions, lots and lots of questions.” More than they wanted to answer, she was sure, but they would answer them, just as they should.


  Sighing, he nodded. “I know,” he murmured, taking the soap when she was done with it. Washing down quickly, he set it aside and rinsed off. Turning the water off, he slicked his hands through his hair to get rid of some of the water. Stepping out, he grabbed them both towels and handed her one as she joined him on the mat. “I just don’t know if I can answer everything. Some of what happened was pure instinct. How do I explain that to him?” he asked her as he dried his hair.


  “Just tell him that, love. If anyone would understand, it’s a Dragon. He would understand that you were reacting to the situation far more than anything else, love. Believe me.” That was one thing she had learned about Dragons. They reacted, went on instinct, interacted, and behaved generally as they should because there was no other way to live other than as a reaction. It was nature, and that happened with Dragons, to be sure.


  “He expects me to have answers,” he muttered softly. Shaking it off, he smiled at her. “That’s for tomorrow at some point. Right now is about us getting some sleep wrapped up in one another. We’ll worry about Talon and his scaly ass tomorrow when we have to, not one moment sooner.”


  “Agreed,” she stated and dried off as quickly as she could. “Let’s get ourselves into bed because I am in massive need of bedtime loving with my man and then sleep. I’m totally exhausted, darling, and think that you and I both need to have us some serious sleep.”


  Grinning at her, he hung up his towel and took hers to do the same. Taking her hand, he led her into their bedroom, killing the lights as they went. Pulling back the covers, he let her climb in first and followed. “What did you have in mind, love?” he asked as he settled in next to her, slipping his arms around her sleek form.


  “At first I was all about more loving, but honestly”—Maya shrugged—“right now, now that I’m lying in a bed with you, right now all I can think of is sleep, darling. Would you mind terribly if we just had us a wee bit of a nap before we made love, my darling man?”


  “Of course I don’t mind. I’m beyond tired.” Pulling her in closer to him, he hugged her. “Sleep, little love,” he murmured. Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, he breathed her in slowly. “I love you, Maya.”


  “Love you, too,” she whispered and was sound asleep before the words finished dripping from her lips.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Maya looked at Talon and frowned. “Yes, I knew that Michael could do that spell. I just never dreamed that he would ever toss the flesh-eating spell at anyone,” she whispered. “Mostly because of the feedback that is given to the Magic User who uses such a dark spell. If not for that, well…” She shrugged. “I fully expected him to toss fire, but never, ever that one.”


  “And you warned Quincy of the intentions you believed he had at the time?” Talon asked, tapping his pen lightly to the desk. “That you fully expected Michael to throw fire at one or all of the Council members.”


  “Yes, I warned Q that there was every possibility that he would attempt to toss something at the Council Members, fire or his ever favorite, ice.” She shivered. “Nothing like having your ass frozen to a chair for hours on end to make you pissy.”


  Squeezing her hand gently, Quincy looked to Talon. “She gave me the warning and advised I should throw up a shield. I prepared one and waited, trying not to let him know I was doing it, that I was actually aware of his plans. When I felt the draw from him signalling his launch, I threw up the shield and added a twist to turn whatever it was back on him.” He swallowed and looked at Maya. “Had I known what he was actually using, I wouldn’t have added that last part,” he whispered in pain for her.


  “Had I known that he would have done that, I would have warned you as well,” she whispered. “Because this really and truly sucks. No one should die the way that he did, no one,” she murmured. “And a sister should never see her brother die as he did. No, we were nowhere near close at all, but that’s besides the point. No one should pass like that.”


  “Agreed,” Talon said and sighed. He was a Dragon. He knew just what fire did to the human body and how damaging it really could be. “You saved the Council. All the members are extremely grateful and will likely be calling to pass their own thanks along in their own way. Kat did ask that you two pop by her place when you have a moment. She has a place for you two to stay if you wanted to stick around for the night. But mainly I think she just needs to be here and gush and likely sob and so forth.”


  “He was so surprised that the Ear of Truth was there,” Maya whispered. “He had tried to lie and by doing so that sealed his fate more than anything else he could have done. He was seriously, seriously crazy for lying at all.” She sighed. “I’m totally fine with going to visit The Fae Queen and her bond-mates if you are?” she asked Quincy.


  Shrugging, he smiled. “Kat’s all right, Trey’s a little off his rocker, but the bears are good eggs as long as they don’t get into a pissing match with one another. Then it just goes downhill.” He chuckled as he stood up. “Tell the other Council peeps that they can keep their thanks. I mostly did it to save my bond-mate.” I’d do anything for her, absolutely anything.


  And I would do anything for you as well, Q. Absolutely anything at all, Maya told him in her mind as well. “All right then, we will go and we will meet with the Fae Queen. Hopefully I will start to feel more together soon.” She still felt out of sorts, like she was missing something, and that bothered her, a lot. Maya didn’t typically “miss” anything.


  Grinning at her, Quincy stood and pulled her in close to him. “Anything else, Bulldog, or can we bolt for awhile?” he asked.


  “Just one thing.” He turned his computer screen around. “It keeps yelling at me and I don’t know why.”


  Staring at the pop-up warnings, Quincy broke out in a sweat. “By the Gods, what the hell did you do!” He let Maya go and moved in closer, shooing Talon off. “Jesus H. Talon, you practically fried the bloody things. What the hell did you do!”


  “I honestly have no clue. I was working on my reports, something popped up, and I ignored it. Something else popped up a minute later and, completely through no fault of my own, I may have clicked on it,” he said, glowering right back when Quincy shot him a lethal look. “It was in my way and I was already clicking. Those fucking things are supposed to stay in their little corner and I stay in mine. They should not be invading my work space, damn it.”


  “You shouldn’t be getting fucking pop-ups anyway,” Quincy muttered, sitting down to run a diagnostic and see what the fuck was going on. “What have you been doing on this thing, Bulldog, and don’t lie. I will find out.”


  “I was doing some mapping searches for a few upcoming missions, as I always do,” Talon growled at him.


  “This is not from map searches,” Quincy grumbled and then started talking to himself as he tried to figure out what was going on.


  Tipping his head, Talon walked out into the hall and waited for Maya to join him. Easing the door shut a little, he kept an eye on Quincy, who looked fit to be tied. “How are you really doing?” he asked softly. He knew she was still shaken, had to be, given the look in her eyes every now and again when she thought no one was looking.


  “I’m…” She took a breath. “No, my brother and I never, ever really were close at all. He hated me and that was fine, because after I figured out what he did to our father, I hated him, but no one should ever die like that,” she admitted. “He brought it on himself. I know that, but it was tough to be there. I also hate, really and truly hate, that Q had to toss up that shield. He feels so very guilty but shouldn’t because it’s not his fault.”


  “No, it’s not his fault. He saved a lot of lives,” Talon commented softly as he watched her. “But you shouldn’t feel guilty, either, Maya. You helped save those same lives by giving him that warning,” he pointed out. “Michael was blood, your blood, so being upset, angry, and sad are all more than acceptable feelings, little one. Just don’t let it poison what you and Q have together.” He smiled at her and tipped his head at the language coming from his office. Chuckling, he leaned in. “He should get what I did fixed in a few more minutes, but you may want to wait out here. He’s got a nasty vocabulary when electronics don’t play by his rules.”


  Maya frowned. “You ensured that you and I would have some alone time while Q was busy trying to fix some of his babies, didn’t you?” She smiled and shook her head. “You are a dangerous man, Talon, not just because of your size and the fact that you are a Dragon, but because you can scheme and connive better than any being that I’ve ever met before. Get people to do what you want them to do without them realizing that you are driving the train, so to speak.”


  “Moi? Connive?” he looked hurt for all of two seconds. “Never,” Talon grinned. “Doesn’t take much to upset his perfect little balance, really. But it worked and I got to talk to you for a moment. That’s all that matters,” he said softly.


  “I put a patch on it for the moment,” Quincy said as he came out and then stopped. Narrowing his eyes, he growled. “You are a pain in my ass,” he muttered, taking Maya’s hand. “Next time just ask to talk to her in private instead of giving me more ulcers, damn it.”


  Maya laughed. “See, I told you that it wouldn’t take him too long until he was able to figure this out,” she told him with a smile. “Trust me, my Quincy is a very, very bright man and he’s absolutely right. Next time just ask me, Talon, please? I really and truly don’t mind talking to you, so if you want to talk to me, then you need to talk to me.”


  “Yeah, but it’s so much easier talking to you without big ears over here trying to eavesdrop.” Talon grinned at them both. “And if he’s working out a crisis he really doesn’t pay much attention to anything else. Besides, it’s fun to make him jump through hoops now and again.”


  That had Maya laughing and she nodded. “He does tend to get very, very focused when he’s working on his electronic babies, huh?” she teased with a smile. “Imagine how he will be if and when we ever have babies. Do you think that he will be just as obsessive about any babies that we have?”


  “Likely even worse than any of the changers,” Talon said and laughed at Quincy’s look. “It’s true, Q. You are rather possessive and protective of your computers and all that goes into them. I can actually see you with a baby of your own. I somehow doubt most of us will ever get to meet them before their thirtieth birthday.”


  Maya laughed and shook her head. “Well I will make sure that you at least get to meet our babies before that time. I want any children that we might be blessed with able to know each and every single one of the men in the Teams and such. I really adore most of them,” she told him honestly. “So Quincy will just have to get over it,” she teased.


  “Quincy will not have to get over nothing,” Quincy muttered, pulling her close to him and squeezing her tight. “Maya will just have to see things my way and accept it,”


  “And on that note.” Talon grinned. “Get out of here. Q, I sent you a bunch of stuff you can check out from home, so go and start working on those Team nieces and nephews.”


  Maya smiled up at Quincy and nodded. “I really, really love that idea. I adore the idea of practicing for those babies,” she admitted without hesitation. “Come on, Q, let’s you and I go home. Open a slipstream for us to slide through?”


  Grunting, he shot Talon a nasty look and opened up the slipstream. Stepping through with her, he let them out into their foyer. Looking to her, he lifted a brow. “So you going to tell me what that rat wanted to talk to you about without me listening in?”


  “Just telling me that I shouldn’t feel guilty about Michael and what he did as well,” she told him honestly. “And I know that I shouldn’t but I still can’t help but feel crappy about it all. I know that it’s really and truly karmic justice served but I can’t help but to feel like crap about it.”


  Tipping his head, he tugged her along to the living room and sat, pulling her down onto his knee. “Why are you feeling so upset, love?” he asked quietly. Stroking her back lightly, he watched her and waited for her to tell him.


  “Because you had to do what you did,” she admitted. “Because I couldn’t and didn’t speak up to try to stop him but instead allowed things to play out as they had and in return he died a horrible, horrible death.”


  “One neither of us expected, love,” he said quietly. “I did what I had to do to protect you, Maya. The others in the Council Room just got lucky because I was feeling generous. He died how he did because of what he had planned. He was lying, scamming, and got caught red-handed, love. He would have been punished one way or another and he just sealed his fate by attacking the Council.”


  “This is very true.” Maya knew the truth for what it was. “I love you, Q. Thank you for being mine, for loving me no matter what, and for understanding that I need you in my life, sweetheart. Thank you for keeping me, even when I seemed to be more trouble than I was worth.”


  “You are not any trouble, darling,” he told her honestly. Pulling her in closer to him, he adjusted her so she was nice and close. Brushing a kiss to her lips, he smiled. “You are absolutely perfect, my darling. I am truly the blessed one. I have the most amazing and greatest mate ever.”


  “I’m glad that you think so, darling, because this is the best thing, you are the best thing that has ever, ever happened to me. I love you, Quincy, and together you and I are going to make changes in the Magic world.” Well, he would. She would simply stand at his side and be there for him should he need her.


  “You will, too, darling,” he said quietly with a smile. “I need someone there to smack me when I’m getting all off my rocker with power.” Hopefully that day never came, but if it did he knew she’d beat him silly until he saw reason. His little mate would keep him toeing the line properly.


  “Don’t you worry, love, I will keep you right and properly grounded in the today world. I will ensure that you always know that I will be right here to ensure that you don’t do anything whacky or crazy.” Maya loved him too much to let him do anything that might give him any type of trouble or anything like that.


  “I know you will, darling,” he whispered softly. Hugging her in tight, he kissed her gently. “I love you Maya,” he murmured with a smile. “Never change, darling. You are perfect and amazing as you are. But if you feel the need to become even more perfect and amazing, go for it. Nothing else though.”


  Maya snorted in laughter. “Yeah, I never see that happening but should I decide to try for saintly, darling, I will let you know,” she told him with a wink. “Love you, babe. I really do.” Giving him another squeeze and wink, she then asked, “All right, so we are home. Now what do we do?”


  “First we eat and then we go and get naked.” He smiled slowly. “And really, it’s dealers choice on which comes first. Naked then food, food then naked, makes no never mind to me.” Shrugging out of his jacket, he hung it up. “But first for me, I need to go put everything away in the vault.” Yeah, he was all badass Royal magic guy now but he still felt better armed to the teeth.


  “You put your things away, darling, and while you are doing that I’m going to get myself naked, and before you come out I suggest that you get naked as well, darling. I need you, you need me, and we both need food so it only makes sense to get naked now.”


  Pasting on a shocked look, he blinked at her in faux horror. “Nekkid, around the food?” He gasped and chuckled. “I will ensure I’m stripped down for full inspection, darling,” he promised. Well, except his dog tags. Those he would likely leave on. She did seem to like using them to yank him around.


  “Good,” she said with a grin. “I need you, darling, naked. I happen to really, really love it when we are both naked together,” she assured him happily. “Oh, leave your dog tags on though, please. I love, love, love to be able to tug those.”


  “Trust me, darling, I know.” He grinned and headed for his office with a chuckle. Like a ring through a bull’s nose, she used them to steer him about and he willingly went. Yup, when they said a bond-mate had you by the nuts, they weren’t kidding, and he’d have it no other way.


  “Just as you love to grab my hair and tug me exactly where you want and need me,” she told him happily.


  Not very polite of him obviously and quite frankly, he hadn’t realized he did that! “Really?” he asked her curiously. “I’m sorry, love. I haven’t hurt you, have I?” he asked, worried. He was pretty sure that she’d tell him right off if he had but…damn it! He was doubting himself with her again. Why couldn’t he just get past that?


  “Oh god no, you didn’t hurt me!” she assured him. “Honey, do you know how much I love it? I totally get so very excited when you do that. I swear it makes me come harder and harder each and every single time.” Which was the Gods’ honest truth. When he tugged and pulled at her hair, it was like he was stroking and pulling at her nipples or clit. She came each and every single time.


  “You would tell me if I hurt you, right?” he asked her softly. He wasn’t a changer so he didn’t have that naturally inherent boosted strength. But as a Warlock he could draw magically and have more strength than even changers. He could hurt her really badly without even realizing it.


  “If you hurt me I would tell you. No questions, no hesitations. I would always tell you, darling, if you hurt me,” she assured him. “Just as I would hope that you would tell me if I were to hurt you, too, right? I’m not a weakling and the fact that I can pull magic as well”—she shrugged and looked at him—“I need you to be sure to tell me if I hurt you.”


  “You would definitely hear me squawking like a wounded beastie if you hurt me,” he said with a grin. “Trust me. I’m a complete wuss when it comes to pain. Last time I stubbed my toe, I had to have crutches for almost a month because the agony was so great. Always throbbing and aching and if you looked at it, it hurt even more. It was horrendous.” That he’d “stubbed” it when Aiden dropped the weights on his toe was beside the point. It had hurt!


  “Oh dear god, seriously?” she asked with a wide-eyed look. “No, I really and truly don’t like that at all. I don’t like that you have such a low pain tolerance.” God love him, the poor man had no pain threshold. She worried for him. It wasn’t that he was a skinny geek like most people would think a techie was. He was well built, muscular, and an absolute dreamboat. However, he had no pain tolerance. That just wasn’t good. At all.


  Quincy nodded, wide eyed, at her as his lips began to twitch and he burst out laughing. “I’m kidding, babe.” He laughed at her look. “I had a set of weights dropped on my foot. That’s why the crutches.” He chuckled, wiping his eyes. “I actually have a fairly high pain tolerance, unless I bump that foot, and then you will see a grown man crying his eyes out.”


  “Well hell, that makes a huge-assed difference.” She then frowned, cocked her head to the side, and asked, “What else is it that you have led me to believe one way and you are actually feeling another? Or had another? Because I have a feeling that I’m missing something else, darling, and I really hate that feeling.”


  Frowning in genuine confusion, he tipped his head. “What do you mean, love?” he asked. “I honestly can’t think of anything else, but if you point your sometimes-not-very-bright male in the right direction, I might figure it out with your help.” He did have his moments of absolute stupidity. It had to be the male gene just cooked his little noggin’ from time to time.


  “I don’t know, love. I just have a feeling that I have missed something. I don’t get it either. I feel as if there is just a little something that I might have assumed that wasn’t reality. So tell me, what is it that I have assumed that was wrong, darling mine?”


  Staring at her in genuine confusion, Quincy shook his head. “I don’t know, Maya,” he said softly, taking a step back from her. He didn’t like where this was heading and he was lost to start with. “I’ve been nothing but honest with you, Maya. I’m sorry if you feel otherwise but I can only give you the truth I’ve always known.” Taking another step back, he shifted. “I’ll go and work instead of eating if that’s all right with you. I’m not feeling very hungry right now, love,” he murmured and headed for his office with the odd sensation of having been kicked in the gut.


  Maya reached out and stopped him. “Don’t leave me. Not like this. You take things too heavily upon yourself, honey.” She reached out and stroked a hand to his cheek and then she knew. “I know what it is,” she whispered. “Our first night together.” Her eyes got wider and then she began to grin. “I was a virgin, but you weren’t, were you? Oh lord, I kept going on and on about it.” She ducked her head and pressed her forehead to his chest. “Lord, you must think that I’m such a dork.”


  Oh, that…Yikes! Pulling her into his arms he brushed a kiss to her lips. “You were and are the sweetest person I know, darling. I loved the fact you were so excited about it. I wanted to say something but I didn’t know how or what to say and not get my head taken off,” he admitted honestly. “I’ve also never thought of it since.” Quincy nuzzled at her cheek. “Are you mad?” he asked in concern. Women were weird creatures on the best of days, but something like that, hell, he didn’t know what would set one off.


  “No, not at all.” She looked up at him and added, “But please never walk away from me? The way that you were about to now. When you get upset with me, when you feel like I’m ‘attacking’ you or whatever, face me. Quincy, we are stronger as a team, as a unit than we are apart and I need you to know that. I love you. I really, really love you but you need to trust me, too, honey.”


  Ducking his head, he nodded. “I’m sorry, love.” He rubbed a hand up and down her back. “The only excuse I have is that it’s still new.” That, and he was used to facing things on his own. That mentality had gotten him in trouble before and likely would again. It was who he was. It was how he’d survived for so many years. Sharing was hard for him. His natural defense was to close off and watch warily.


  “Just love me, Quincy. Talk to me. Don’t walk away from me. Never walk away from me, honey. Don’t close down. Don’t close me out because that hurts me. Truly hurts me.” She tried to get him to see the truth. “No matter what happens, darling, no matter. Always talk to me. We will always be able to work things out but only if you talk to me. Shutting me out only hurts us both.”


  Nodding, he hugged her to him tighter. “I never want you to hurt, love. I’m sorry I hurt you,” he whispered quietly. “This is all new and scary to me, babe. I’ve never once had anyone actually depending on me for much of anything. And no, the Teams don’t count because there are no emotions involved in the interactions.” Well, a bit of friendship but even that was stiff most days.


  “There is friendship there and a family bond of sorts, darling. You don’t see it but I do, love. All of you are your own little dysfunctional family, but you are all healing. Slowly but surely, you are all healing.” She looked up at him and added, “It’s all right, love. Just always talk to me from this point out or I am not to be held accountable for my actions.”


  Narrowing his eyes on her, he tipped his head. “What do you mean by that, darling?” he asked curiously and, yes, a little suspiciously. She’d sounded very determined and slightly evil when she’d said it. Had him a bit on the worried side of things. One never knew with women just what they were capable of.


  “Just saying that if you don’t talk to me from this point out, don’t share your worries and fears, then I’m going to do something very nasty like…” She had to think for a moment and then she came up with, “Like take you to the mat or make you sleep on the couch or”—her eyes lit up—“take your electronics away from you until you do talk to me.”


  “I have more at the office,” he said and smiled at her peeved look. “I will talk to you, love,” he promised softly. “But it’s not always easy for me. I was alone a long time and, even with the Teams, we’re not exactly all about the circle of yakking and such.”


  “Well you are no longer alone, darling. You were never alone. You just never let anyone in, love,” Maya told him softly. “Now you have me though and you know as well as I do that I will badger you until you give in and tell me exactly what is on your mind and what’s bugging you. I love you, darling, but it is the way that it should be. We are a pair for a reason, mister man.”


  Smiling at her words, he nodded. “I like when you badger me though,” Quincy said. Touching her nose lightly, he tipped his head. “You wrinkle up your nose ever so slightly when you’re in a determined mood. It’s kind of sexy actually.”


  “Well then, I will make sure that I badger you often,” she teased with a wink. “Because I love you and I never want you to forget, even for a nanosecond, just how much that you are loved,” she explained. “By golly.”


  “Seriously?” he asked, staring down at her. “‘By golly’ is the best you can manage?” He shook his head. “You really need to hang out with the Teams more if that’s the best you can give me, sugar,” Quincy teased with a growing grin.


  “Oh I have a full arsenal of words that I can use, darling. I just chose at this moment not to use them.” Maya winked at Quincy and added, “Besides, I seriously doubt that you would let me spend much time with the Teams before you started to cook their rears for being too rough with me.”


  She had a point there. He’d kill them all if they so much as damaged a single hair on her head. “You can hang out with them, love. I never said there should be any arm wrestling or battle royals going on,” he pointed out. “I think they’d all like to get to know you, too, actually,” Quincy murmured softly, running a finger down her cheek.


  “Only as long as they will teach me self-defense as well.” At his look, she shook her head. “I need to know how to protect myself with something other than magic, Quincy, and we both know that if you and I started to train we would end up naked and, well, that’s not how I intend things to happen with an attacker. I know that I’m safe here, but I still need to know, please?”


  Nodding slowly, he figured it couldn’t hurt. “I’ll see if Allister will teach you,” he said quietly. “He’s the most easygoing and least likely to harass you.” Unlike his evil twin brother. “He’s a Dragon but he’s trained others before of the magic realm and is good at it. He’s got infinite patience and amazing control. Just watch out for Aiden, his evil twin.”


  “Why don’t you train me?” she asked with a frown. “Or train with me, rather? I want to spend time with the men because I really do want to get to know your friends but I would like it if you were there as well.”


  Chewing his lip, he nodded. “I could do that if you’d like,” he agreed. “But if I get too overprotective and step over some imaginary feminine boundary line, just tell me. Don’t knock me unconscious and then glower at me for the next month, all right?”


  “Don’t worry, love, I will tell you,” Maya promised him with a wink. “Now then, I think that for now we will worry about each other and then later, when we make it to the gym, we will worry about training, deal?”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Leaning over, she let go of another heave. Her stomach once more emptied its contents, which happened to be nothing at all. Leaning back, she then curled up in a ball on the floor and cried. Gods, what was wrong with her? She had been perfectly fine an hour earlier, an hour earlier when they had made love before Quincy had to leave.


  Getting up and off the floor, she walked shakily back to the bed and dropped down and wrapped her body up in the blankets. Reaching a shaking hand out, she grabbed the phone and dialed Quincy. “Honey, I hate to bug you,” she murmured softly. “But is there any way that you can come home? Bring some saltines and tea maybe? I think that I’ve caught a flu bug.”


  Dropping the phone, Quincy didn’t even think, just did, and was at her side in seconds. “Baby,” he whispered, leaning over her slightly. Stroking her hair gently, he waited for her to shift so he could see her better. “Maya, love, talk to me, sweetheart.” Their kinds, changers and Magic Users, didn’t get sick often, which was why he was already freaking out. If she was sick it would not be good.


  Maya looked up at him and sighed. “I was perfectly fine this morning. I’m not running a fever. I’m not anything except so very tired and I just puked my guts out.” Weirdly though she was already beginning to feel better. That’s when it hit her. “Oh god,” she whispered. “Pregnant. I’m pregnant.” After doing a bit of mental math she knew that it was true, and paled just a bit. “Oh lord, love a duck, we are pregnant.”


  Staring blankly at her, he started to smile. He probably shouldn’t but he couldn’t help himself. “Really?” he asked. At her look and nod he did a little happy jig and crouched down to give her a gentle hug. “I love you, Maya, darling mine.”


  Maya grinned and hugged him right back. “And I love you, too, Quincy.” She pulled back and frowned. “Talon. Oh that dirty rotten…” She now recalled what had brought Quincy into his power and she said, “I think that you have known all this time, at least subconsciously. That is what saved me that day from the Jeep.” She grumbled. “You knew that I was pregnant with our child.”


  “Babe, I swear to all the Gods and Gaia that had I known I would have told you, flat out,” he said, holding his hands up in a peaceful gesture. He’d heard pregnant women were hormonal and unpredictable. Best not to upset her too early on. “But maybe that’s why I reacted as I did,” he admitted with a frown. Why else would he have turned the offending Jeep into dust that hadn’t even hit the dirt as it disintegrated?


  “It’s all right, love. All that matters is we know now.” She paused and sighed. Leaning back, she put her hands to her eyes. “Gods, we are pregnant.” She was beyond shocked. Good lord, she wasn’t sure that she was ready to be a mom.


  “I’m definitely not ready to be a dad,” he admitted, settling down next to her. “I really didn’t have the best role models growing up and, if you count those I work with, our kid will need therapy before he or she is out of the womb.”


  Maya couldn’t help but to snort and shake her head. “You silly, silly man. Haven’t you realized yet that the men and women that you work with as well as yourself are exactly what our child will need? Honey, this baby is going to know nothing but love, acceptance, and truth. This child is going to be in such a better place than normal human children are because he or she will know the truth of the world and they will learn from the womb that you are always honest and upfront about everything.”


  “And crazy,” he muttered, stroking his fingers up and down her arm. “I just hope I don’t screw up like my folks did,” he whispered. “It’s always been my biggest fear that I’d do or say something to drive you away. Now I’m about to have a child to worry about, as well.” He was going to start hyperventilating any second and it wouldn’t end well.


  Rubbing her hands up and down his back, Maya spoke quietly to him. “Well considering that I have no issue telling you when you piss me off and helping you get back on the track to making me happy, I don’t think we will have to worry about that. All I ask is that you talk to me. That you love me. I know you are going to love our child so that’s not even something that I have to ask for. You aren’t going to screw up because I won’t let you.”


  Laughing softly at that, he hugged her gently to him, careful not to squeeze too hard in case she still felt the need to throw up on him. Brushing a kiss to her cheek, Quincy leaned back. “I’m glad you realize you need to keep me in line, darling. Sorry I’m so high maintenance.”


  Maya shrugged. “Darling, trust me. I’ve grown up in a family of high-maintenance men and women. I had to learn really, really young to deal with them.” She winked at him. “And I love you, darling. You are more than worth taking care of.” She moved so that she could curl into him more and sighed. “How about you pull the blanket up and over you, too, so that we can have a bit of a nap together, please?”


  Shifting her gently, he tugged up the blankets and wrapped her tight in his arms. “I probably should have called Talon and told him where I was going,” he said. Not that he cared but he had a feeling his boss was going to have words for him. “Though he might be able to figure it out, considering the state of my office when I bailed.”


  Maya shrugged. “You have your cell, honey. Shoot him a text message or just use your magic to leave him a note on his whiteboard. That would freak him the hell out.” A sleepy yawn escaped her and she snuggled against him again. “Goodnight, darlin’. Shoot your boss a message so that he doesn’t come here searching for you.”


  “Yes, love.” He chuckled quietly. Digging out his phone, he sent off a text to Talon that something had come up and he’d been needed at home. He also asked his boss to ensure that his office was locked because Quincy couldn’t honestly recall if he’d done it or not. Tossing the phone aside, he turned back into his mate and hugged her to him. “Sleep, my love,” he whispered against her cheek.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  “What are you eating?” Quincy asked, wrinkling his nose as he peered down at her tray. Collapsing into a chair next to her, he popped the tab on his energy drink and downed half of it in one go. “I was serious, love. What is that horrifically colored monstrosity you have upon your plate?” It looked like Crayola had puked or was the victim of one of those horror-movie whack jobs. He realized she was pregnant, but seriously? Why did that mean her entire diet had gone from mildly odd to terrifyingly bizarre and exotic?


  “This is a blend of fruits and veggies,” Maya said with a happy grin. “I’m craving colorful and seriously sweet things right now. I swear I think it’s because of you and your candy addiction.” And hers, but she wasn’t even bringing up her gummy worms, not after he found some in his shoes. How they got there she really didn’t know, but the way he had jumped, god, she had wished she had been able to take credit for that one!


  “Pretty sure it’s your addiction to gummies that has you on this kick,” he said, pointing at her plate of…stuff. Shaking his head, he looked at her, “You are looking more rested, love.” Thank the Gods. The doc would have killed him otherwise, he was sure. “I’m glad you got some sleep last night, baby. I was more than a little worried.”


  “It comes and it goes.” Which was one of the sucky parts of pregnancy. “I swear I think that there are days that I could sleep the entire day away and others where I can’t sleep to save my life.” It was weird, too. On the days when she couldn’t sleep, it wasn’t because she wasn’t tired. She just couldn’t fall asleep.


  “I’m sorry, love,” he told her quietly. “I would help if I could.” But he was leery of doing any sort of magic around her and the baby. The Gods only knew the effects. Reaching out, he ran a finger down her cheek gently.


  “It’s all right. I’m doing fine and our baby is perfectly happy and healthy, so it’s nothing to worry about. I just don’t sleep sometimes. It’s something we need to get used to anyway, since when the babe comes along we will be lacking sleep anyway,” she teased.


  “Thank you for reminding me of that.” He groaned, slouching down in his seat. “We’re never going to sleep again, are we?” He knew the answer even as he asked the question. According to everything he’d researched, they wouldn’t sleep again for too many years to even contemplate.


  “Nope,” Maya muttered. “Not for a long time at least.” She let out a sigh and said, “So we should enjoy every moment of sleep that we can get now because, when our child comes along, we won’t get any unless they are zonked out, too.”


  “That can be arranged,” he muttered and then grinned big at her suspicious look. “We will survive it, darling. Besides, rule number one, always ensure momma sleeps when the baby is sleeping. Dad will survive with no sleep as long as mother and child are well rested and cared for.”


  Winking at him, Maya said, “And they all tried telling me that you weren’t the bright one. You get it, far more than any other expectant father has ever before gotten it, darling mine. See, this is why I love you. You know what’s needed for a happy and healthy relationship,” she teased.


  “I have read all the material many times over, love, just so that if needed I could quote it all by heart as required,” he told her honestly. “Unfortunately I haven’t yet found a manual on how to raise a kid. A bunch of semihelpful advice, some not so helpful, and a crap load of absolute bull snot. It’s amazing how many people think that kids should raise themselves so that they understand responsibility and are self-sufficient.”


  “Well, darling mine, I truly believe that as long as we are just simply happy together and give our child the values that we want him or her to have, we will be fine. I wouldn’t worry too much about it, darling. Together we will raise our child with the right set of values and just hope that it will turn out all right.”


  “So basically,” Quincy eyed her suspiciously, and speaking in a dry tone he said, “what you’re telling me is it’s a bloody crapshoot? Babe, that isn’t all that reassuring, I’m sorry to say. But I hear where you’re coming from, and while I see your point of view, I’m kind of hoping we can figure something out that’s a little more solid.”


  “Honey, it isn’t a crapshoot. We will give our child everything that they need and want. We will show them what being a good person is by our actions, my love. All we can do is give our children good role models, and between us and the men and women in this base we will have very good ones, darling.”


  “Gods, I hope so, love. I’d hate to have to be responsible for raising another snot-nosed asshole that believes everyone owes him for merely being alive and breathing. I’d hate to have to beat my own child,” he muttered under his breath.


  “Don’t worry, love, you won’t have to beat your child. We will raise a very, very good and loving child.” Together the two of them could do anything and they both knew it.


  “You may know it, darling, but I’m still mildly dubious, not of you but of me all the way.” Quincy had a feeling he’d be that way for the rest of his life. It was so ingrained that he didn’t see it going away any time in the next however many years he lived.


  “One day I’m going to make you see that you are the most amazing and lovable man. You do believe that you deserve this love that I give you and the happiness that I’m bringing by being here in your life, right?” She needed to know that he wasn’t completely morose about life and always thinking that he was going to fail in everything.


  “I do believe it,” he murmured quietly. “Though sometimes it does still feel a little like a dream.” He smiled, shifting to lean his cheek to her shoulder. “You are too good for me, darling, but it’s Gaia’s screwup and I’m bloody well keeping you.” Resting his hand on her belly, he let out a breath. “I’m absolutely terrified, love. I don’t like this feeling of fear I have when it comes to the unknown. I hate not knowing the answer to the question.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  “Quincy, honey, I’m fine,” Maya grumbled as she leaned against the wall, watching her bond-mate teetering between going to work and not going. “Honey, you know that you can’t stay home again just because I have the sniffles. Talon is already pissed off at you because you stayed home the last three days, love. I’m fine. Junior here isn’t due for three more weeks. I just have a cold and because of it my back hurts. Go. To. Work.” She enunciated each and every word.


  “I can work from home and T-Rex knows it,” he said with a grumble as he watched her. “Besides, I’d feel better if I was here with you when you’re not feeling well.” Quincy had woken with a bad feeling that morning. It had been culminating into a solid trouble warning in his gut. “I love you, Maya, and knowing you’re not well doesn’t sit well with me.”


  “I know, honey, but you are driving me crazy. I love you like nobody’s business but you’re driving me nuts, love.” He wouldn’t let her sit without fluffing a pillow for her, wouldn’t let her eat unless he tested the food first. It was sweet, but she needed a break. God love the man, but he was more nervous than she was about the baby coming into the world. “I do love you, Quincy, so very much, but you’re driving me to distraction. Go to work, love. I will be okay and if I’m not I will call and you can be here in a second flat.”


  Damn her. She had valid points, all of them unfortunately. “Fine,” he grumped with a glower in her direction. Moving to her, he rested his hands on her belly and sighed. “I’m sorry, Maya, I know I’ve been a complete and absolute wreck, but I hate not having something to do. You’re carrying the baby, growing the baby, keeping the baby safe, and I’ve been here sitting out here for nine months twiddling my thumbs.”


  “You have done a great deal more than just twiddle your thumbs, love,” Maya assured him as she cupped his face in her hands. “You completely did his room. Which I absolutely love, by the way.” It was her favorite part of their home right now, the soft colors, the beyond-comfortable chairs. She loved it. “And you have all but waited on me hand and foot, love. I’ve not had to do much of anything at all while pregnant. Goodness, you even went out and got me gummy worms in the middle of the night. Tell me that’s not a man who loves his woman like crazy?”


  “Actually that’s a man that’s terrified his woman would geld him.” He grinned at her sheepishly and chuckled. “It’s all for self-preservation, my sweet,” he spoke quietly, leaning in to kiss her. “If anything is wrong, let me know. Even if you have gas, call me.”


  Maya snorted. “I will not call you if I have gas,” she grumbled. “But I will call you if there is anything at all wrong. Don’t worry so much, darling.” Cupping his cheek in her hand, she added, “Now give me a quick kiss and go and soothe your Dragon boss. Ask him over for dinner tonight as well. We are having lasagna and garlic bread.”


  “He likes lasagna.” So did Quincy, but that was beside the point. Kissing her again slowly, he lifted his head. “I want to know if there is gas, damn it. If I’m not here then you have to give me a full report on any and all happenings, woman.”


  “Fine, fine, fine.” Maya grinned and winked. “The lasagna I’m making for you, love. I know it’s one of your favorites and I want to give you something good to show you how much I love you. Now.” She shooed him again. “Go. Invite Talon over so that he won’t be so angry with you for calling off these last few days.”


  “I didn’t call off. I’ve been working, just not where he wanted me, but it was fine.” Mostly. “I will go in and make him all happy again. It will be fine,” he said softly. Dropping another kiss to her lips, he breathed her in slowly. “I love you and I will see you for dinner.”


  “Good.” Maya smiled and then hugged him again. “I do love you so very much,” she admitted honestly to him as she held onto him. “And I really will be fine. I’m just coming down with something.” She had found that while pregnant she seemed to pick up any and every single bug that might be going around, something Magic Users never did…get sick.


  “I hope so,” he whispered softly to her. “You call me if you need anything at all.” Stepping back, he grabbed up his bag. “Anything, Maya, and I mean anything.”


  “Anything, promise,” Maya assured him with a wink. “I love you. Come home for lunch.” She added, “Then you can go back to work and come home for dinner.” She hated eating without him. She needed him close and she very well knew it.


  “I will,” he said with a smile. Stepping back another step, he opened a slipstream and went from their home to the office in a single blink of the eye. Sitting down behind his desk, he let out a breath. He didn’t want to be there and his bad feeling was getting worse.


  Maya shook her head and grinned. “God, I love that man, but he needs to take a chill sometimes,” she said and then turned from where Quincy had disappeared and moved back to the baby’s room. She loved the room so very much. Taking a seat in the rocking chair, she began to rock, her hands on her belly, and talk to her son.


  Just before lunchtime, the pains in Maya’s back had gotten even worse. Rising from the chair, she walked to the door and braced her hand there. Sweat broke out on her forehead and she began to pant. Quincy! she yelled through their link. Oh God, I’m in labor. Need you, now.


  “I told you I shouldn’t go to work,” he said as he appeared behind her. “I said I had a bad feeling. I said I should stay here with you,” he muttered, moving in closer to wrap her in his arms. “Slow your breathing and admit that I was right and you were wrong. We’ll both feel better.”


  “Oh shush it,” Maya grumbled and tried to slow her breathing. “Let me force a watermelon out your cock hole and then you will have a right to tell me what to do. Medical, Q, quickly please,” she added with a scream as her water broke and drenched her legs.


  “As soon as you stop that whole water business,” he said, trying to stay calm. Unfortunately he only had a few modes, relaxed, sarcastic or freaked out of his bloody mind. He was in the last mode at the moment but was trying to stay in the second to keep his mind calm. Wrapping her up, he lifted her into his arms and opened a slip Vortex straight to medical where he settled her onto a bed. “A little help in here,” he hollered out to the medical staff.


  As soon as the doctor walked in, Maya started to cry. “It’s too early.” It was too early for her to give birth to their son. She was nearly a full month early and that was so not good. “Why is this happening? Why in the world am I going into labor so early?” she asked quietly.


  “Maybe we got the date wrong,” Quincy suggested, sliding right back toward full panic mode. Sitting down on the stool, the doctor pushed toward him. He held onto Maya’s hand. Okay, he knew that was a little far-fetched but still, it could happen, right? Right?


  “The date isn’t wrong,” Dr. Mahon said as she took her place at Maya’s feet. “Maya, I need for you to focus. You need to calm your breathing down. Your heart is racing too fast and you’re about to hyperventilate. Slow your breathing. Don’t worry. We will take care of your son. Yes, he is early, but babies are born early all the time,” she said softly, and they all heard the NICU unit being moved into the room, the pediatrician right there with the unit. “See, Dr. Aba is here as well. He’s going to have the best care possible, but first we need to bring him into the world, all right?”


  “See, it’s all good,” Quincy said to no one in particular as he nodded happily. Holding Maya’s hand, he pressed it to his heart as he forced the rhythm to slow. “Breathe with me, babe. Nice and slow, nice and easy. Keep a calm rhythm just like we are always practicing.”


  Maya was gasping for air. She was crying now. She knew that if Dr. A was already there then their baby was in trouble. “How bad?” she asked the doctors. “No bullshit. How bad?” She watched Quincy, tried to focus on his voice, and tried to calm her breathing.


  “Bad enough,” Dr. Aba said as he came to her side. “Just focus on bringing your son into the world and I will focus on ensuring that he’s got the best care and treatment out there.” He then looked to Quincy. “I need you to calm her. The stress isn’t good for the baby, and he’s already in enough trouble as it is. Calm her or Dr. Mahon will knock her out and we will do a C-Section.”


  Standing, Quincy took Maya’s face in his hands and forced her to look at him. Letting the power come up and layer his voice, he spoke softly. “Slow your breathing, baby,” he whispered in the multi-tone of magic. “Ease your heartbeat down and be calm, my love. Be with me in the moment, right here, right now.”


  Maya’s eyes were wide and on him. Quincy felt her heart slowing, felt the fear receding as she looked up at him. “Quincy,” she whispered. “No matter what happens, don’t let our baby die,” she begged with tears falling freely. “Please. We both love him so much already. Don’t let anything happen to him.”


  “Nothing is going to happen to either of you,” he said, not letting go of the power. He had to keep her calm so that the doctors could do what they needed to do. “Just keep focusing on your breathing. Keep it slow and steady, in and out. That’s right, love. Little man is doing fine. His heart is slowing and evening back out to where it should be. He’s much more relaxed now that you are, too.”


  Maya nodded and held to Quincy. “All right.” Another contraction was winding up in her back and she panted. “I have another contraction coming.”


  “I know, Maya,” Dr. Mahon said as she, with Dr. Aba’s help, got Maya undressed from the waist down and covered with a sheet. “Now when it comes I need you to push. You’ve been through the classes so you know what to do. I need you to push because you are already at nine centimeters.”


  “Push, right. Okay.” Maya panted and looked to Quincy again. “Promise me, Q. Promise me you won’t let him die.”


  “I swear to you he won’t die,” Quincy told her as he stared into her eyes and helped her to control her breathing as she pushed through the contraction. “That’s good, love,” he spoke as he stroked his thumbs to her cheeks. “Calm your heart,” he whispered and smiled as she settled down. “You’re doing great, Maya.”


  “Where are the freaking drugs?” she demanded. “Dr. M, you promised me drugs for the pain! It would be good. I really would like to have them, now please.”


  “That was before you went into labor early and began to have issues with your heart. Sorry, my friend, but you are going to have to do this all natural,” Dr. Mahon said as she worked.


  “Maya, look at me,” Quincy demanded, pushing more power through his voice. Catching her gaze again, he eased her pain and kept her calm. “Stay focused on me love and just push!” he demanded. He was focused on her, the doctors, and the baby. He was trying to keep everyone calm but it was damned hard when they weren’t cooperating!


  Maya looked to Quincy and found herself breathing with him again. “God, this hurts,” she said with tears rolling down her face. “Remind me of how much this hurts if I ever want to have another child.” She screamed with the next contraction, bearing down and panting as she did so. “How do women do this?” she demanded even as Quincy wiped her brow. “How?” she screamed when another contraction hit, and another.


  Cupping her face, he whispered softly to her, part spell, part soothing words for the woman that was his very heart. He couldn’t let her hurt, not now, not ever. The spell was tricky but it worked since all her pain was sent to him and filtered through him so all she felt was a mild ache in comparison. It was the best he could do in the circumstances. Pressing his hands to the bed on either side of her head, he stared at her. “Breathe,” he whispered out through his teeth as the next contraction she felt was like a sledgehammer coming down on his balls.


  She knew that he had taken her pain when the next contraction slammed into her. Leaning forward, she pushed, her whole being in this moment. She felt it then, felt their son’s head, and then it was like a pop when she finally pushed her son out with the doctor pulling him.


  Trying desperately not to whimper in agony, Quincy turned his head as Maya collapsed back and watched as their child was pulled from her body. Shifting, he kept a hand on her to ease any lingering pain and because he needed the connection. The first shuddering cry that grew into a full-volume scream had his knees going weak and he collapsed onto the stool in relief.


  Dr. Mahon smiled and passed the child off to Dr. Aba. “You did wonderfully,” she praised. “Dr. A is going to take your little man now and take care of him. He will likely need to be in a cube for a while, but we will deal with that later. For now, let’s get you stitched up and then walk you down to the recovery room, all right?” she asked more to Quincy than Maya. “Are you all right, Skittles? You are looking a little flushed.”


  “I’m good,” Quincy wheezed out softly. The last waves of her pain were sliding through him still and breathing was still a bit of a chore. “How is Maya?” he asked, squeezing Maya’s hand in his lightly. “And our son, is he well?” He had to force his mind to work. It was shorted out that badly.


  “She’s just fine,” Dr. Mahon said as she helped Maya deliver the afterbirth and then began to sew her up. “You will have to take it easy because you tore when you delivered. I will give you instructions on how to take care of the wound later.” She then turned to Quincy and shook her head. “He’s small. He did scream and cry and that was good, but his color was bad and his Apgar scores weren’t very good, a five, so he will likely be in an oxygen mask when you see him.” She spoke bluntly, knowing that they wouldn’t want anything candy coated. “It’s a dome that sits over the baby’s head, so he will look like a little astronaut,” she murmured. “His IV will be through his belly button and then once he’s out of the woods with his lungs we will work on the jaundice that he seems to have. Dr. Aba is the best though. Believe in him and the lifesaving machines that we have here. We will do all that we can for your son and if it’s not enough”—she looked to Quincy—“then you can step in and help, but only if we ask you to. We never know how magic will react inside of a baby, so no trying to help him as you did your bond-mate.”


  Nodding even though it went against his every instinct, Quincy sighed. “I won’t do anything unless it’s absolutely necessary and you tell me so,” he said. But he wasn’t happy about it. He knew that magic had its quirks. He’d fought long and bloody hard to find a rhythm with his, he knew. He wouldn’t risk their son unless it was all there was. Unlike with Maya, who was magical herself and an adult, their son was new to the world and therefore he didn’t have the balance yet, and it could have horrible repercussions.


  Maya looked to Quincy and pulled him closer to her body. “Q.” She whispered his name. “Thank you. For everything.” She had known what he did, had felt it flowing over her skin. “We will go see our son. I don’t want to go to a recovery room. I need to see him,” she whispered with tears in her eyes. “That way we will know that he’s safe, that he’s all right.” She pulled Quincy closer and in her mind whispered, We need to assign guards to him. Take your personal guards and give them to our son. We need him to be protected, even here in medical, please.


  Nodding, Quincy looked to the doctor. “We will need to see him before going anywhere,” he said softly, his head starting to pound. “I’ll also be assigning Guards to watch over him. I want to limit the number of people near him if at all possible, so I will need to know who will be approved to attend him.” He stroked his thumb up and down Maya’s knuckles lightly as he held her hand over his heart.


  “For now it’s going to be myself and Dr. Aba. The nurses on staff here are well equipped to deal with shifters and Dragons but not so much Magic Users. Since both Sinclair and I have Magic Users in our family trees we will ensure that your son is cared for. And yes, you can both go and see him.” She paused and lowered her voice. “Two guards in his room, two outside. No more than that if you wouldn’t mind, please.”


  “I’ll agree to that as long as I can have others stationed outside and around the building,” he told the doctor. “I want everything blanketed by the Guards. Not only for Maya but my own sanity as well.” Otherwise he’d be planted there twenty-four-seven himself and Talon would really have his ass in a sling.


  “Fine.” Dr. Mahon relented. “You know that Talon will want it anyway so that’s fine.” Talon had been almost as excited about the new babe as Quincy and Maya had been, which was weird in and of itself. “Do what you need to. Can you arrange that from here or do you need to go to your office and gather your guards?” She knew that the Royal Guards were close. The shadows that Quincy had picked up when he became King of the Magic Users always seemed to be around, but it was as if they were just out of view.


  Pointing just past the doctor, Quincy smiled slightly “They’re already here,” he said as four males appeared outside the door. “I wasn’t planning on taking no for an answer.” Kissing her fingers, he smiled for Maya. “My family is too important to take no for an answer.”


  That had Maya smiling and she nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. I want to see our son.” She looked at the doctor. “Am I good to walk or should I take a wheelchair?”


  “You should move as much as you can, but slowly, as soon as you can,” Dr. Mahon said. “So take a walk and go see your son, just walk slowly. Use your bond-mate and the wall for support. If necessary, bring one of the shadows forward to have him help you as well but you should be good.”


  Maya looked to Quincy. “Help me up so that we can go and see our son?” She watched as the doctor grabbed a thick plush robe and brought it to her. “Thank you,” she whispered softly to the woman and let them help her into it. Nodding, she said, “I want to see him.”


  Wrapping one arm around her waist, Quincy held her hand close to his body and helped to balance her as best as he could. “Nice and slow,” he reminded her of the doctor’s words. “We’ll get there, stake out our spots, and they’ll need TNT to get us out of there,” he murmured with a grin at the doctor, who overheard his words. Quincy was only partially kidding. He nodded to the Guards, who he’d been in mental communication with. He waited for them to fall into step behind them for the walk through the hall. He knew the other two inside were already in their son’s room. The remaining Guards surrounded the building with many of Talon’s there as well.


  Maya moved slowly, her body aching and feeling as if part of her insides were falling out, but she knew that was to be expected. “I love you, Quincy. I’m so happy you are mine,” she whispered softly. From where they were, they both started shuffling toward their son’s room, the room that was damn well going to be theirs as well because she wasn’t leaving her son. Period.


  Squeezing her hand gently, he smiled. “Still loving me even after birth. I must have done something right.” Moving slowly, he watched how she moved and adjusted his steps for her tiring muscles. “So I can sleep in the bed? I’m not banished to the doghouse we don’t have but I’d have to build so you could banish me there?”


  “You and I both know that you took my pain, honey,” Maya told him softly. “Thank you for that. I honestly wasn’t sure that I could do it. But to answer your question, no. I will not now or ever send you to the doghouse.”


  “Oh thank the Gods—because the instructions on one of those things had to have gone through about twelve languages before some fool with English as their fortieth language translated it.” Pressing a kiss to her temple, he breathed her in. “I only did what I needed to for you, my love. You were busy and unfortunately we didn’t time it all well enough for the drugs. I’m sorry about that, Maya.”


  “It’s not your fault. He came far too early. Which has me worried Quincy. Our son’s color wasn’t that good and his Apgar scores were really not that great. However as long as they are taking care of him, I know he’s in good hands and will be well cared for. That’s what I’m worried about right now honey,” Maya told him softly.


  “I still should have been there,” he said quietly. His bad feeling had proven right, again. He really needed to learn to listen to it no matter what others told him. “But he’s here now and we will do whatever is necessary to ensure he gets healthy and strong so he can come home with us.” Which then brought up his next random thought. “What are we going to name him?” he asked.


  “I honestly haven’t really even thought of names. Every time that we have tried to think of names I have ended up with a migraine, so names hadn’t even been a thought in my mind. What would you like to name him?” It was clear that Maya wanted Quincy’s input on this as well. This was their son and their job to name him.


  “I was kind of hoping you’d have some ideas.” Quincy chuckled softly. Stopping where he spotted two more Guards, he pushed the door open and helped her in. “We should think on it and bat some ideas around. See if we get any ideas with being around the little man,” he murmured, easing deeper into the room where the doctor and a nurse were still huddled around the NICU cube.


  “I agree.” Maya cleared her throat. “Can we see him?” she asked quietly.


  Pulling back, Dr. Aba smiled and nodded. “Of course. I know that the dome around his head will shock you, but it’s oxygen and he needs it right now. The lines in his navel are necessary as well because we are giving him meds, and it gives us a place to take blood that won’t hurt him. You can touch him, but don’t move the dome off of him, all right?” he asked and cleared the nurses from the room. “Call us if you need us,” he said before looking to the guards, back again, and, shaking his head, walked out.


  Maya looked into the unit and bit back a sob. Their little son, and he was so very tiny, was lying on a bed with only a diaper covering his backside and front, not even fastened. The dome on his head was fogged over from their little man’s escape of breath. She laid her shaky hand over their son’s chest. “Hello, darling, it’s mommy,” she whispered, biting her lip to keep from sobbing.


  Resting a hand on her neck lightly, Quincy stared down at the too-tiny boy. “He’s so small,” he whispered in deference to the small babe in the cube, the too still little boy. It was clear that he was terrified to touch him, not that Maya could blame him with all of the tubes and wires attached to their small boy.


  “Touch him, Quincy. Let him feel you, too.” Maya spoke without moving her eyes from the small child. Gently, lovingly her thumb caressed the small boy’s chest and she spoke softly to him, a bunch of nothing but everything all the same. “He needs to feel the connection to both his parents, honey. Touch him. You won’t hurt him, I promise.”


  Glancing up at him, Maya watched him chew his lip and then as he reached out to touch their son but stopped right before he touched the tiny foot. She heard him sucking in a shaky breath. He touched the softest skin she was sure that he’d ever felt. She watched him as he held his breath though. “Breathe,” she whispered with a half smile, even if it was a watery smile.


  Turning back to see their son, she leaned back against Quincy and continued the gentle strokes on their son’s skin as tears rolled down her face. This was her fault. This had to be her fault. If only she had been able to hold up the pregnancy for longer their son wouldn’t be in the trouble that he was now. She knew it.


  “It is not your fault,” Quincy murmured against her ear softly, very aware of the others in the room. His Guards wouldn’t say anything but he didn’t want the doctor and nurse hearing. “He was too impatient to wait any longer. That’s all there is to it.”


  Maya snorted but tears continued to roll down her cheeks. Leaning in, she brushed a kiss to the plastic dome covering their son’s head. “All right, take me to our room, honey, so that I can sleep.” She was barely able to stand as it was. Even with all the pain that Quincy took from her, her body was still reminding her of the stress it had just gone through.


  Gently withdrawing his hand from the baby cube, he held her to him. “Come on, love, let’s get you into the bed next door and then you can sleep.” He would be hunting down an aspirin pretty shortly thereafter. His head was pounding with every beat of his heart.


  Sensing his headache through their bond, she said, “How about you get me into bed and then get something for your headache and crawl into bed with me?” The beds were big enough that they should be able to squeeze in together, she hoped. “We should be able to get in there together, right?”


  “We should, darling, just don’t tell your doctor.” Pressing a kiss to her temple, Quincy took her hand and helped her move toward the other room. Stopping next to the bed, he pulled the blankets back. “In you get, love. I’m going to go and rob a pharmacy and then I will come and lie down with you.”


  “Sounds good to me.” Maya curled up on her side in the bed and hugged one of the extra pillows while waiting. Fighting sleep, she didn’t close her eyes until she felt Quincy back in the room with her. “The Guards will ensure that he’s safe, right?” She was worried for their son, but knew that the Guards would ensure his safety as the Heir to the Magic Users’ Throne.


  “They are watching over him closely, love,” he promised quietly. Getting rid of his jacket and boots, Quincy eased onto the bed at her back and lay down. Letting out a groan of exhaustion, he carefully slipped his arms around her. “I love you, Maya,” he said as he pressed a kiss to her neck. “You were fucking awesome, babe.”


  “And you were even more so,” she replied with a smile. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you,” she confessed. “I was at my breaking point. At my limit,” she whispered softly. “God, I’m so thankful to have you, that you were there. I love you, Q. Never ever doubt that.”


  “You can make it up to me later,” he said with a grin against her neck. “I was just trying to help you, sugar. I didn’t honestly know what I was doing, just that I had to do something.” A lot of his magic worked that way, pure instinct and a feeling in his gut.


  “Well I’m happy that you were able to do it.” Maya yawned. “I need sleep, darling,” she whispered. “I love you, honey, but I truly need a nap, my love. Let’s sleep for a bit, darling, and then we will go and spend some time with our son. Hopefully they will let us feed him.” She wanted and needed to hold their son. “Rest well, Quincy,” she whispered and dropped off to sleep.


  “Sleep well, sugar,” he murmured quietly to her, tucking the blankets up around her more. Laying his head down behind hers, he closed his eyes and relaxed a little at a time until he drifted off.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  “Uh, I don’t think I have this right,” he muttered, staring down at his son and the diaper that didn’t look like the diagram or how the dirty one had been before he pulled it off. Sighing, he looked to Maya, who was talking to the doctor. “I can figure this out,” Quincy told their son as he undid it and started again. Seriously, shouldn’t they have supervision for first timers?


  Maya turned from the doctor and approached Quincy. She grinned as she watched her son watching his father with intense concentration. “Are you having issues, Q?” she asked with a smile and moved to put her hand down on their son’s little head, stroking his hair gently. “Hey, my little man,” she murmured softly before looking to Quincy. “All right, do you want me to show you again?”


  “No, gosh darn it all,” he muttered with a snapped-out curse. “I can hack the Pentagon, the FBI, Interpol, the CIA, and the DEA all without breaking a sweat while working on my Rubik’s Cube one-handed. I can bloody well conquer a flipping diaper.” A few more curse words were added vehemently.


  Maya grinned and looked down at her son, who was watching his father intently with such intelligence that it frankly terrified her. “Don’t worry, little man. I’m sure that Daddy will get it on and it will stay, even if he will use duct tape on you, sweetheart.”


  “I would never use duct tape,” he said softly, “especially on such soft skin. Daddy isn’t an idiot.” Taking a slow breath, Quincy undid the diaper and adjusted his son once more. “All right, little man, here we go.” Fold the material up through the legs, front and back are even, fold tab one across and then tab two, adjust slightly and …Grinning, he picked up their son and, amazingly enough, it stayed on.


  Maya simply rubbed Quincy’s back and pecked a kiss on his cheek lovingly. “I knew you could do it,” she praised and looked at the smile on her son’s face that matched her husband’s grin. “Goodness, you two are just alike. I have a feeling that you two will give me some serious trouble some days.” She looked back to Quincy. “And I look forward to each and every moment of it.”


  “I’ll never give you trouble, love,” Quincy said, tucking their son to his chest to cuddle him. “I wouldn’t want you rethinking your choices.” He wouldn’t ever want to lose her. He loved her too damn much to ever chance losing his woman. “We still haven’t decided on a name for him, sugar. We have to or they are never going to let us go home.”


  “Crap, we haven’t come up with a name for him yet, have we?” She leaned in and laid her head on Quincy’s shoulder. Reaching out, she touched their son’s toes and grinned. “How about we name him Marcus? I like that name. What do you think?” It held no significance, however, and that bothered her.


  “Mmm.” He made a face at it and shook his head. “Doesn’t feel right,” he said quietly. Thinking for a while, he tipped his head. “What about Viren?” he asked softly. “It was the name of one of the first Kings. He was the one who helped to establish the Council and was a friend of Talon’s. From what I understand from all I researched on him, he was a wise man, listened to all, and only spoke when he had something to say. But when he spoke, all listened in turn because he was a true and wise leader.”


  “I like that,” Maya said with a grin. “I like that a great deal.” She looked to their son and smiled. “What do you think, Viren. Do you like that name?” When the boy just grinned, Maya smiled as well. “I think we have a name. Should we tell everyone?”


  “We likely should tell at least those pretending not to eavesdrop so they officially know what’s been chosen and can react accordingly,” he murmured, shooting a look over his shoulder. The Guards were the best out of everyone at pretending they’d heard nothing. Of course, they’d been around much worse things they’d had to pretend not to hear or see. A name wasn’t even on the radar, but there were a couple of smirks.


  Maya grinned and then added, “And who are you going to appoint as our son’s personal guards?” She knew that Quincy would ensure that their son was always protected, always cared for, and she would as well. Turning, Maya looked to the guards standing there and smiled. “Your one and only time to speak up. Which of you would like to take on being my son’s personal guard?”


  Grinning smugly as he watched his mate eyeing each up and down, he rubbed Viren’s back gently as he swayed his body back and forth at a nice slow pace. Neither Guard even twitched under her scrutiny even when she went behind them. “I swear to the Gods, Maya, you squeeze their asses and there will be trouble,” Quincy warned, frowning as she bent over briefly. “What are you doing, woman?” he asked on a hiss.


  “I’m just checking each one of them over carefully. I want only the best for our baby boy.” She looked up to the two men and grinned. “However, I want one of them who’s going to actually give our son companionship as well. Whoever is going to be our son’s guard is going to have to be able to be his friend as well.”


  “I’ll do it, my Queen,” Rory spoke up from the doorway.


  Looking to the man, Quincy nodded. He would be best, love, he told Maya softly. He’s a little younger than the others and while he’s very well trained, he has a sense of humor as well. Plus, I think Viren’s already taken a liking to him. If the drooly grin on his son’s face said anything at all.


  Maya grinned. “I had hoped that you would step forward. What about your twin? We will need more than one guard for our little Prince.” She moved back to Quincy’s side and took Viren from him. Snuggling her son close, she took a seat on the rocking chair and then covered her shoulder with a burp cloth and then covered Viren with a blanket so she could feed him without flashing her boobs to God and everyone.


  Appreciate that, my love, he said with a grin in his head to her.


  “He is more than willing to be the second Guard for your son,” Rory told Maya softly. “He is currently in a position outside but wants you to know he would be honored if you would accept us as Viren’s Guards.”


  Rocking the chair gently, Maya nodded. “Then I do believe that we have guards for our son.” She looked to Quincy and smiled. Of course, love. I would never want anyone else other than you to see the girls. Well, and our son, but only until he no longer needs to feed from me.


  And we will keep it that way, he said with a grin to her. Looking to Rory, he nodded. “Thank you, Rory, and thank Shawyn as well. Your duties will begin as of today when we get him home, same rules as with the lot of you around me and Maya.”


  “Except you will need to eventually figure out a way to integrate yourselves into the school system to be able to watch over him when he finally does go to school.” She knew that was years away, but that was something to think of.


  Snorting at that, Quincy grinned. “Please, you really need to try and work on a challenge for me, darling. Like diapers, those are tough. School system much too easy,” he said, looking to Rory and then grinning. “Both you and Shawyn will need to learn diapers as well. You never know when your Prince will need a dry bottom.”


  Maya watched the young man pale and shook her head. “Lord, Q, good way to scare off the only one brave enough to step forward to be our son’s guard.” Yep, she did go there. “Don’t worry, Rory. More than likely you and Shawyn won’t need to change him often, but he’s right, you might have to sometimes.”


  “The likelihood of you two ever changing the diaper is somewhere around the same odds as Talon turning into a flying hippo in a pink frilly tutu,” Quincy said with a grin and chuckle. “I just want you guys to know on the off chance, in an emergency that likely won’t happen but we must be prepared for, you need to change him.”


  Maya smirked. “And don’t ever hesitate to bring him to Quincy or I now that he’s mastered the diaper.” Even if Maya had readjusted the diaper under the blanket so that it wasn’t quite so tight around Viren’s little stomach.


  Wincing internally, Quincy looked at her. Damn it, Maya, you should have told me. I keep telling you I don’t have a clue and unless you tell me these things I can’t adjust and learn. Stop protecting me, babe. I have a hundred large, brawny males that apparently have that for a job description. Which just annoyed him to no end.


  Honey, I didn’t want to upset you because you had done a wonderful job. It’s only tight because our son is pigging out, darling. I just needed to loosen it, sweetheart, she told him with a roll of her eyes. He certainly has quite the appetite.


  Narrowing his eyes on her since he wasn’t a hundred percent sure she wasn’t covering his mistake, he sighed. “Of course he has an appetite,” he said, moving closer to stroke a hand over her hair. “He’s a growing boy and needs as much as he can get, when he can get it.”


  “Yes, he is.” She looked down at her son with love and sighed. “Goodness, every time that I look at him I feel my heart swelling time and again. He’s the best part of both of us,” she said and looked up at her other love with a smile. “I love you, Q.”


  “I love you, too, Maya,” he whispered, leaning over to kiss her softly. “I think we should head home, love. I’m tired of hanging out in this place,” he murmured. “I really would love for us to be in our own bed again finally.”


  “I couldn’t agree more.” She rocked again though. “However, I need to finish feeding our little prince here.” She adjusted the blanket again. “You could go and get the doctor so that we can get ourselves all cleared to go though.”


  “I will do that, mainly because she will want the name put on the paperwork finally,” he said. Leaning in, Quincy kissed her gently before stepping back and looking to Rory and his two goons. “No one takes their eyes off her from the eyes up. Anything below her nose and you’ll be singing soprano for the rest of your existence as a eunuch.” Seeing their understanding, Quincy left the room to go and hunt down the doctor.


  Maya shook her head and smiled. “He means it boys,” she told the men. “But that’s okay. I love him like wild so he’s allowed to make those threats.” Because she sure as hell would make them to women as well. No question about it.


  Rory swallowed hard as he reconsidered his offer to take on the gig of watching the little man. But he liked the baby and the kid liked him so it really wouldn’t be all bad. He did make sure that his gaze was well over her head though. No need to take any chances.


  Maya watched the way that Rory reacted but only grinned. Rocking, she looked down at her son, who was grinning up at her, as if he knew what was happening around him as well. Lifting him, she placed him on her shoulder and then burped him. When he let out an impressive burp, she laughed. “Good job, baby boy.” Maya knew in that moment that they would have many moments of absolute joy in their lives and that was something she honestly looked forward to.
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