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      As Harper and I were getting things finalized for Blaze of Wrath and getting feedback in, an issue arose that we thought needed to be addressed.

      It's been hinted at before in our books, but some of our characters are into BDSM. Now, this book isn't classified as dark, so you don't have to worry there. 

      But something we've gotten feedback for (including hate mail and negative reviews) is that Nix shouldn't be enjoying vanilla sex, let alone BDSM and group sex. 

      As an abuse survivor, this is incredibly derogatory and I wanted to address it. 

      Being a survivor of abuse means MANY different things, and everyone's experience is going to be different. Nix is the brainchild of both Harper and I, and as such, some of what she handles is based on our experiences. As a survivor of sexual abuse, many of Nix’s reactions are based on my personal experience with sex and how I react, so it is drawn from real life. It has always been our goal to keep this series as realistic as possible, but we would like to remind our readers that everyone’s experiences are going to differ greatly. There is no right way to cope or deal with abuse. 

      Again, I highlight that it is different for everyone, but, to clarify that, please remember: 

      
        	Being a survivor does not always mean you hate all sex. 

        	Being a survivor does not always mean that you have panic attacks or flashbacks at every single encounter.

        	Being a survivor does not always mean that things that have caused panic attacks in the past will continue to cause them in the present or in the future.

        	Being a survivor does not always mean that you can't enjoy rough sex or even BDSM - for some survivors they prefer BDSM because it is different from their experience. Sometimes it is "normal" sex that can be a problem because it most closely resembles what they lived through.

        	Being a survivor does not always mean that your triggers make sense; some things you expect to be sensitive to, you aren’t; some things you don't realize bother you pop up at the worst, most unexpected times.

      

      For some, it may mean all of these things. For some, it may mean none of these things. And all of that is okay.

      Nix, in particular, has a problem with weight directly on top of her impeding her breathing. She has other triggers as well that you may pick up on and see crop up now and again. BDSM, and other kinks, are not in and of themselves triggers for Nix, nor for many others. 

      Nix is a character, but she's still a person. Survivors need to do whatever it takes to make them happy and whole. 

      More of Nix's back story will come to light as she is comfortable revealing it to her mates. She will enjoy many different kinks with her mates. She'll grow as a person and find things that she likes and dislikes. She'll communicate with them and develop a healthy, fulfilling sex life. 

      And we hope that you enjoy her journey along the way. 

      To all my survivors out there, I'm so sorry for what you've been through, and I'm so proud of where you are today. You're not alone, and support is always here if you need it. Be happy. You've earned it. I hope Nix has helped to ease your burden just a little, as she has helped mine. 

      

      
        
        Love, 

      

        

      
        Quinn

        (and Harper)
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        *** This book contains scenes and references of abuse that some readers may find triggering. This book also contains some m/m themes within the harem. ***

        

        Blaze of Wrath is a reverse harem novel which means our heroine doesn’t have to choose between her love interests. Really, though, that’s just more fun for everyone!
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          Joshua

        

      

    

    
      I had killed her. I had always wondered if that would be my future—a killer, the same way my father was. Part of me had always known I’d kill eventually. It was what I was bred for, after all. Yet, I had hoped it wouldn’t happen, that there wouldn’t be a need for my unique set of “skills.” It was altogether worse that I had killed Nix, a female who I already considered a friend, and had viewed as a potential mate. The first girl who intrigued me in longer than I cared to admit.

      I kicked at a pile of snow in irritation, my alter hissing his own anger to me. He had enjoyed being free, playing with another shifter for the first time in years. I wasn’t sure why I had let my morose thoughts draw me back here as I studied the clearing Nix and I had visited together. My old haunt held little appeal for me now, the site of the waterfall turning my stomach as I remembered Nix’s haunting cry, and the taste of her blood as it seeped into my mouth, lingering even after my fangs had retracted. My jaw ached sharply, and I rubbed at it with a growl, refusing to allow my fangs to slip down the way they longed to.

      It was worse, though, that she had grown up in the human world. Although she claimed to have forgiven me, I was sure the human ideals remained, making my injuring her far more severe of an issue than it would have been between shifters. We were raised always knowing that death, or near death, experiences were a potential for us. Her human sensibilities were different, reminding her of how much of a threat I was, rather than reinforcing the idea that I could be a strong potential mate, a protector for her. Not that I felt like much of one as I stood at the base of the waterfall, my eyes continually returning to the sheet of frozen water cascading off the rocks above. I wouldn’t blame her if she couldn’t move past the attack, but everything in me revolted at the idea of not mating with Nix.

      My father assured me that Nix understood, that she didn’t blame me and was keeping me as a suitor, but I didn’t believe a word of it. A political game was dancing around me, I was sure. It wasn’t as though Gaspard would encourage her to outright dispose of me as a suitor, no matter what action I took against her. If I had chosen any other female, I would be mourning at her funeral now rather than standing alone, beating myself up, and remembering the sweet flavor of her blood on my tongue as my fangs had pierced her flesh. Maybe my father was right, a phoenix would be a blessing for a shifter like me.

      While I had yet to develop the death glare my father had, my venom was strong. Luckily, if I managed to keep my fangs sheathed—in both forms—I shouldn’t need to worry.

      That was only if I could reach her to apologize however. I had called her numerous times, but each time the phone went to voicemail like it was turned off or without power. Thus far, I hadn’t brought myself to leave a message because how the hell do you apologize for almost killing someone over voicemail? It was enough to drive me mad and to increase the guilt I felt tenfold. No. I needed to see her. To look into her eyes when I apologized, to see if she really forgave me, but I didn’t want to scare her more.

      I knew the shifters she stayed with were all protective of her. Damien, Ryder, Killian, Theo, and Hiro all seemed to be close friends with Nix. Hell, Theo was a potential suitor just as I was. Already, my Basilisk hissed in my head, wanting to protect Nix and be close to her. The jealousy I felt was real and I tipped my head to the sky, closing my eyes and swallowing down the feelings that were raging within me. I needed to get a grip and clear my head before I made a decision on how to move forward.

      Snowflakes clung to my hair, my shivering moving from uncomfortable to painful as I stood in the clearing, breathing in the icy air. Unaccustomed to the chill, my alter hissed at me to hurry up, not appreciating my wintertime walks nor the masochistic way I was berating and punishing myself.

      “Isn’t your snake a little frozen?” an amused voice asked behind me. I whirled so fast the flurries around me became a blur. My fangs dropped down and a flood of venom surged as I hissed at the man standing across the clearing. I wondered briefly how he had managed to approach without my hearing him—even in this form my senses were heightened—but I knew I’d been distracted. Still, I narrowed my eyes on his lithe form and studied him from afar. The snow didn’t seem to bother him, his red hair only carrying a few flakes, and a wicked grin played over his lips as he studied me in return with his head cocked to the side. He was flicking a small stone between his fingers, playing with it like a coin, maybe to defuse the tension building in the open space we occupied. Alert and coiled at the ready, my alter pushed me to strike, to bite.

      “I didn’t hear you approaching me,” I stated, the words more a reproach than a comment. “You’re Ciarán, right?” I inquired, recalling the amused face of the man before me. I recognized him from the meeting with Nix at the Gala. Although I had only seen him in passing, his red hair, odd demeanor, and connection with Nix were a little hard to forget. “Were you searching for me for some reason? There are not many of us who venture out here.” My stomach tightened, and I refused to let my hands ball into fists, maintaining an air of calm I had been taught from the cradle. Maybe Nix had broken her vow and informed others of my terrible mistake. It wouldn’t surprise me to see her other suitors after my blood, especially ones as odd as this guy. I doubted he would have thought about the chances of me hurting him before he could harm me.

      “I was surprised to hear about your little encounter with Nix,” he commented, continuing to annoyingly flip that stone between lithe fingers. I shifted slightly, the only sign of my agitation at his knowledge of the encounter. “A snake and a bird, it’s like an old children’s tale, don’t you think?” Ciarán mused, then continued, “I wonder if it has a happy ending?” He looked up and off to his left, pursing his lips as if in thought. “Hmm,” he hummed, like it was the first time he’d ever really thought about his question, which I knew couldn’t be true. His rambling comments may fool other people, but I knew them for what they were—calculated. I debated where he was going with the point he was obviously trying to make. “Not that she told me about what happened,” he added with a wink. “Minds are such wonderful things, the things we replay in them.” He wore a goofy grin, but underneath his jovial facade was a man with sharp eyes that rarely missed a thing.

      I froze, considering his words more carefully. There was something underneath that ridiculous smirk he wore. My Basilisk hissed the idea to me, watching our companion intently—no longer prey, but a threat. It was as though he wore another skin over his own, and I could see flashes of the creature shifting underneath. “I didn’t catch the reason you were here.” I waved a hand at the empty clearing and the gathering snow, trying to cut through his riddles and get to the point.

      “You’re very good at keeping your mind closed, did you know that?” he noted conversationally, as though the comment was completely normal. He didn’t wait for my answer, instead beginning to roll a ball of snow. “It’s very admirable for someone who’s never had any true training. Though I would assume growing up feared by everyone around you led to the natural development of skills used to hide yourself. You all are so slow on the uptake on certain things, it can get a little frustrating for those of us who are more in the know.” The ball was growing rapidly in size, and if I had to guess, I’d say he was creating a snowman—although I couldn’t fathom why. Twigs and leaves caught in the snow, muddying his hands as he worked, humming a song to himself. It sounded like he was singing the theme song to “The Love Boat.”

      My Basilisk thrashed his tail, wanting to lash out at this stranger who hovered in our territory. I could feel scales beginning to slowly work their way up and down my arms, but luckily the chill of the area helped keep my snake at bay. He hated the cold with a passion, all of us did. It slowed us down, our alters preferring to stay curled deep inside us, unwilling to face the icy air that could mean death for a cold-blooded creature. His desire to move forward, to fight and protect, was odd at the moment, as was the ease of this shift. I had never tried to partially shift before, so I hadn’t been aware I possessed the talent. “Why are you making a snowman?” Of all the questions that could have fallen from my lips as he began to roll a second ball, I wasn’t sure why that was the one I managed to ask.

      “Why aren’t you?” He patted and rolled, seeming not to care that his back was facing me—something very few shifters ever did. “It’s easiest to have important talks while our hands are busy, don’t you think?” I was sure his hands were completely frozen at this point, as he wasn’t wearing gloves, but I wasn’t about to join him and find out. I wasn’t going to be responsible for another attack, and apparently my Basilisk already saw him as a threat toward his interests in the intriguing Phoenix girl.

      “If you want to talk about something important, then talk. I’m not staying out here forever.” That last part was probably a lie. I was curious now, more than I was willing to let on.

      “She’s your mate, you know,” he said casually, beginning to roll another ball for the head.

      I didn’t move a muscle as I processed what he’d said. Nix hadn’t yet laid claim to me as hers, unless Ciarán knew something I didn’t, which was unlikely given that this particular topic pertained to me. The other option was too risky to voice out loud. I chose to keep my cards close until I had a better read on the strange shifter before me. “What?” I uttered, and though the word was barely above a whisper, he nodded.

      “Oh, yes. You’re aware of mate marks, I assume?”

      The icy shudder that ran through me had nothing to do with the cold. My Basilisk begged me to strike, to end this threat. My father had spoken of true mates, swearing me to secrecy even as a young child, teaching me to build a shield around my mind to protect myself against intrusion. Most of the high-ranking shifters believed mates to be a myth, but my father swore otherwise. He said he wasn’t lucky enough to meet his own mate, but that his father had been. He told me tales of my grandparents, of the matching intertwined triangles that had decorated the heads of their alters, of the way they had moved together like one, always anticipating each other, caring for each other in a way that was rare amongst not only our kind, but other shifters as well. When my grandmother had passed away, my grandfather hadn’t lasted long. He was buried next to her, my father had told me, in a spot full of sunshine on a tiny island where their remains would never be disturbed.

      “Mate marks?” I echoed, trying to infuse my voice with a calm I didn’t feel. I wondered if this was a test of some kind, either by my father or the Council itself. “Isn’t that some fairy tale that the non-mythologicals believe?”

      “Of course they believe it, they know it’s true, and you do as well. Of course, it’s difficult to inspect yourself for a mark, especially as a snake. Yours reminds me of sunshine, a starburst shape splashed across the back of your tail—it’s hard to see when you curl yourself up, but it’s definitely there.” He settled the three round pieces together, pursing his lips and shaking his head sadly at his creation. “Poor thing, I don’t have a carrot or coal for him. He has to be completely faceless, hiding his expression from the world. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?” He brushed his hands off, facing me again without missing a beat while I gaped at him. “Hers is underneath her wing. I’m surprised you didn’t notice it, although biting her may have been part of your problem. Interesting thing, that. I had no idea mates were able to strike against each other. I wonder if that’s considered self-harm in a sense?”

      “I never meant to…” I trailed off as Ciarán waved a hand in front of him, dismissing my confession.

      “I know, and that’s a story all on its own, I’m afraid. But before we can delve into that little tale, we need to finish this one,” Ciarán insisted.

      “I’m not sure what else there is to talk about. You’ve given me your opinion on a tale that not many believe,” I informed him, worried about continuing this conversation outdoors where anyone could potentially overhear us. If the Council caught wind that we, as mythologicals, were discussing a truth they’d buried six feet under, playing it off as a myth, there would be repercussions that neither of us would enjoy.

      “On the contrary,” Ciarán smirked and bounced on his toes, “we’re just getting to the good stuff.”

      Rolling my eyes, I huffed a breath that clouded around me and turned on my heel, walking away for my own safety as well as his.

      “You’re not her only one, you know?” Ciarán called after me. “They’re all mates.” I tripped despite myself as I whirled back to face him. His serious face was trained on me, his gaze understanding somehow. “I know that might be hard to hear, but think of it like this, it will be like you’re gaining brothers.” As quick as a whip, his expression changed, suddenly brightening, and he clapped his hands together. “Ohhh, since Killian’s my brother, that makes you my brother too! Bro wave!” He patted his chest and then wiggled his fingers at me.

      My eyebrows rose in disbelief. His mood swings were giving me whiplash. First, he was cryptic, next he was somber, and then as hyper and excitable as a four-year-old with a sugar high. I winced. “Please tell me you’re not one of her mates too.” I hadn’t even digested the fact that she had other mates, but I needed clarification that I wasn’t going to be stuck with Ciarán in my home for the rest of my life.

      Ciarán grinned cheekily like he could understand my thoughts. “Nope, I only put my bid on Nix to keep an eye on her, but don’t worry, you won’t have the chance to miss me much. Let’s just say I’m close with her best friend. Add in that you complete my brother’s fluffle, and we’ll be like white on rice, stuck together like glue, two peas in a pod—you get my drift.” He winked at me, much too cheerfully. “Well, aren’t you going to ask me?” He crossed his arms and waited with an expectant expression. I simply blinked at him, my mind whirling with all the new information I hadn’t digested yet.

      Nix was my mate. If Ciarán was correct, her and I shared a mate mark. Hope flared in my chest. Maybe when she realized it, she’d be able to forgive me for my transgressions and we could move forward. Forge a new path. Find a way to work through the differences with our alters.

      If her other mates allow you to. And there it was. The part of the equation I was missing.

      “Who else is she mated to beside Killian and me?”

      “There it is. Good boy. I knew you’d get there eventually.” Ciarán looked like he wanted to pat me on my head and I narrowed my eyes, daring him to try it. You didn’t prod a snake and expect not to get bitten. Keeping his distance, his demeanor softened and he filled me in on Nix’s other mates as well as what they’d been up to. My heart rate increased as I learned about the growing discord of the shifter communities, the rebellion, and what Nix had needed to do for initiation. I stood rooted to the spot, barely able to process his insane words.

      “That might be hard to take, but you know as well as I do that she’s in danger here. I’ve seen your thoughts for myself, your dreams and nightmares. She’s reeling after the incident she caused, but she’s trying to do her best for her mates—her family. You’re included in that now too, whether either of you realizes it or not. Doubt me all you want, but you’re running out of time. If you’re the man I think you are, then you’ll do something about it—for her and for her other mates. If not, well…” He trailed off with a shrug. “I can see souls, it can’t be that hard to destroy them.” He turned to leave but spun around again, completing a full circle. “One last piece of wisdom—it’s not easy being the last one. But it’s better than never being included at all. Remember that.”

      As suddenly and quietly as he had appeared, he was gone, leaving me shaken.

      Could he possibly be right? My Basilisk shifted restlessly inside of me, sending waves of agreement running through me. I settled onto the ground as the snow covered me, unwilling to leave this clearing until my thoughts were completely in order. This was too much to take in, yet it made a twisted kind of sense. I’d seen the deterioration of our world for myself. Fuck, it was the biggest reason I’d stuck around and allowed my father to train me to take his place one day—to make a difference, to make a change. It really wasn’t that hard of a stretch to imagine that there were other shifter groups out there prepared to do the same thing, just in a more violent method. The idea of freedom made people do risky things.

      My Basilisk hissed in anger. The risk Nix had taken was huge. She’d walked into this very clearing knowing I was going to attack her that day. Planning to provoke it. Planning to die. How was I supposed to be okay with that, even if I could let go of all the angst and devastation her actions had caused? And the fact that her other mates had let her? My alter writhed in my mind, coiling tightly. No matter what their reasons were, that was a danger I never would have been okay with her taking.

      And that brought me to the topic of those other mates. Mates that would never be sanctioned by the Council—not that it mattered if they were joining the rebellion. I shook my head. Was I brave enough, or foolish enough, to face off with the Council? To join with them? Could this even work if I didn’t? Now that I knew everything, was this something I wanted? Would Nix even accept me? I knew the other men she called mates, and they were a tight-knit group. While we’d grown up together, I’d never been a part of that brotherhood. I needed to confront Nix sooner rather than later, but I wasn’t going to do it until I knew exactly what I was going to say.

      I sat there until my bones were chilled through and my hands were ice. My Basilisk had slowed significantly, which I couldn’t view as a bad thing since it let me think without his rage pounding through my head. By the time I stood and brushed the gathering snow off my winter coat, I knew only one thing.

      Nix called to me and my alter, and I was sure we could work through anything if we put the time and effort into our relationship—the guys and I as well. My father always used to say, “A family doesn’t need to be perfect, it just needs to be united,” and I’d never understood or agreed with him more than I did now, standing alone in this wintery landscape.

      Nix was the girl I’d been waiting for. She was the future I so desperately wanted. Now, I just needed to be strong enough to take it.
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          Ryder

        

      

    

    
      I rubbed my hands together, using the friction to warm my chilled fingers back to life. The sun had yet to peek over the horizon, the dusky hues of the twilight hour coating the sky in greys and muted blues. Our daylight grew perpetually shorter as we inched closer to December, the month containing the day with the shortest amount of sunlight.

      Just as I was getting ready to curse Rini to hell and back for making me wait out front in the freezing cold, as per her instructions, her truck rounded the corner down the road and sped toward our driveway. Anxiety hit me like a falling piano in one of those childish cartoons, and suddenly the short, demanding phone call she’d given me made sense. Something was wrong.

      Hitting the breaks and bringing the vehicle to an abrupt halt, she flung her upper body across the front passenger seat and wrenched open the passenger side door.

      “Get in!” Her voice was a bark and her tone held so much command that I didn’t question her. Instead, I hurried toward the vehicle and jumped inside. The door had no sooner swung shut before her foot was on the gas pedal and we were off.

      “What the hell, Rini?” I scrambled for the seatbelt, securing it across my body in case she all but wrecked the car. “You’re driving like a bat out of hell. What’s going on?” Worry spiked in my chest over whatever was fueling her erratic driving. It was unlike my friend to be so reckless. She had always been a safe driver.

      “We found some kids, Ry.” Rini’s voice was shaky as she maneuvered the truck toward the highway, taking the entrance ramp and angling us out of Anchorage.

      “Okay, slow down. Take a deep breath and explain,” I ordered, trying to make sense of what had ruffled Rini so badly.

      “We,” Rini emphasized, and I knew she meant the rebellion, “found kids. Four of them, and they’re in rough shape.” She glanced at me quickly, pulling her eyes from the road for only a moment before focusing on her driving once more. “They’re from the island, Ryder. We haven’t been able to get much out of them about what they’ve been through, but they’re scared and hurt, and they… they need your help.”

      The cold I felt was no longer simply external. My heart turned to ice and nearly stopped beating in my chest. My sister’s face flashed before my eyes, followed by the glimpse I’d gotten of my niece, and my anger rose. I smoothed my palms against the dark denim of my jeans to keep myself from destroying something in Rini’s truck.

      Calm down, Ryder. Damien was suddenly in my head, startling me.

      Fuck, your range is improving, I cursed, and tried to adjust to not having mental privacy even though I was already miles away from the house. You know about the kids?

      I picked up the gist from your thoughts, yes. Do your best to help, Ryder. You need to put the rest—everything from the Council and everything about your family—into the background. You can’t help them if you’re too distracted to focus, he coached, and I gritted my teeth against his intrusion, even though I knew what he said was correct.

      I exhaled slowly, letting the action dispel some of the rage I was feeling.

      That’s better, Damien praised.

      “How badly are they hurt?” I asked.

      “Cuts, bruises, broken bones, and severe dehydration for the most part, but some of them are in worse condition. The oldest has a gaping wound and the youngest is unconscious. The fact that they’re all still alive is a miracle. The island was dismantled a couple weeks ago according to our intel, and from what we’ve gathered, these kids escaped during the shutdown and have been on their own since then. You know where the island is located. They survived in the water somehow. They washed up in the Kenai Fjords National Park, and one of ours stumbled across them when he was out enjoying a shift. That was two days ago.” Rini’s grip tightened on the steering wheel and her firsts rotated over the material in a nervous way.

      “Why didn’t you call me sooner?” I was furious that the rebellion had let the kids suffer for two extra days, when I could have healed them and taken away at least some of their troubles.

      “They were trying their own medical treatments, but it doesn’t seemed to work. I argued that they should bring you in, even though you’re not technically initiated yet, and they finally agreed.”

      “What do you mean their treatments aren’t working?” My brows furrowed together and I studied Rini, who seemed to be blatantly avoiding looking at me.

      “Our more human interventions aren’t working. We need to see if your magical abilities will make a difference on their… species.” She winced.

      “Rini…” I tried, gentler this time, reaching out to lay my hand on her arm. “We’ve known each other a long time. I can tell when you’re lying and when you’re avoiding a subject. You’re practically a sister to me. So let’s cut the bullshit and get to the heart of what it is you’re deliberately skipping around.”

      “The kids aren’t exactly human, Ryder.”

      I scoffed. “None of us are.”

      “And they’re not entirely shifters either,” she admitted, her brown eyes wide as she steered the truck off an exit—the same one we took to get to the meeting house we’d been using to communicate with the rebellion.

      “I don’t understand.” I shook my head, thoroughly confused.

      “You’ll see soon enough,” she mumbled, before sighing and straightening her shoulders as she drove.
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        * * *

      

      Slamming through the front door of the large cabin, I didn’t wait for Rini, whose short strides couldn’t match my longer ones. I’d easily beaten her inside and I was currently checking every room in my search for the children.

      “Downstairs,” Rini told me, huffing as she jogged to keep up.

      “You’re keeping them in the basement? That’s not creepy at all,” I scolded, but swiftly turned and clambered down the correct staircase. As swift and lithe as a pixie, Rini slipped in front of me when I reached the bottom, and I followed her until she entered the same meeting space I’d been in before. Only now, it was set up like a makeshift clinic with cots in each corner of the room and medical supplies scattered on every surface. Machines had been wheeled in and they beeped out the children’s vitals signs, while IV poles with hanging saline bags were perched next to each bed. Tiny forms were balled up under medical grade, white blankets, and I slowly shifted closer.

      “Careful.” Rini reached for my arm, but I nodded and gently shrugged her off as I approached one of the beds.

      I’d like to say the first thing I noticed was the tiny child beneath the blanket or the way the girl’s hair spilled over the white pillow she lay upon, but my eyes locked immediately on to the thick, curling horns that protruded from the sides of her head, jutting upwards and curving back on themselves. The child’s face was covered with shaggy hair, making her appear much more animalistic than human, but then her russet brown, very human eyes opened and stared back at me, studying me the way I was her. Her nose was wide and ridged, and when she scrambled away from me in fear and sat up, familiar looking leathery wings spread from her back, only to wrap around her small body in a protective way.

      “I won’t hurt you.” I held my hands out to the sides in the nonthreatening manner I’d seen Hiro use a million times as I tried to channel his gentleness. “I’m here as a friend.” I kept still, only daring a glance at Rini, until the child finally peeked over the covering of her wings.

      Finally lowering her defenses, she dismantled the shield she’d erected around herself and studied me, tilting her head to the side. “You have purple hair,” she remarked, and her curiosity over what made me different made me smile even as I worried about her injuries.

      “Yeah. I sure do. Do you like it?” I struck a funny pose, hoping to befriend her so she’d allow me to help her. My smile grew wider when her lips finally tilted upward with the start of a smirk.

      “Purple is my favorite color,” she replied timidly.

      “Hey, mine too. What do you know?” I chanced moving closer, and spied the bruises and cuts amidst the fur lining the poor girl’s arms. “Looks like you have a few boo-boos.” I wasn’t sure how old the child was, but I decided that she looked young enough to go with kid friendly, medical vernacular. “I heard that you’ve had a rough few days.”

      The girl nodded just before two men entered the room, drawing my attention.

      “From what we’ve been able to ascertain, they’re lucky to be alive.” I recognized the man with long white hair as Rune, a representative for the Amber faction. His usual scowl covered his face and his white eyebrows slashed downwards in a harsh expression. The girl curled in on herself again and I didn’t blame her. From what I’d seen of Rune thus far, he was a surly man, not at all suited to dealing with children.

      He nodded in greeting and I lifted my chin in a nod of my own before responding to his statement. “They’re survivors. They’ve been through more in their short lifespans than anyone should have to endure.” That much was clear by their mutated shifted forms. What other horrors they’d seen and lived through, I almost didn’t want to know.

      My statement seemed to help Rune soften slightly. “I’m told you may be able to help us.” I nodded, and the way his lips twisted as if he’d eaten something sour was telling. He didn’t want me here. Or more… he didn’t want to admit he needed my help. Sighing, he relented, adding, “They haven’t been responding to our rounds of antibiotics, nor any of our attempts to treat and heal their wounds. Whatever’s been done to them seems to make them immune.” He glanced from bed to bed. “Whatever you can do to help them would be greatly appreciated.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised. Rune’s gaze landed on mine and I saw the truth in his eyes. He didn’t like to see these children suffering any more than I did. They were innocent and the Council had done this to them. Suddenly, I understood how all of these factions came together. They believed in different ideals—a different world after the fall of the corrupt government we lived with now—but their mutual hatred over the Council fueled their ability to work together toward a common goal. The downfall of the Council unified the factions and made the rebellion a much stronger force to be reckoned with.

      The girl whimpered and I turned back to her. Grabbing the rolling stool nearby, I sat on it and spun around, making her smile again and easing her fear.

      “Now then,” I addressed the little girl. “Why don’t we say goodbye to Mister Grumpy Pants over there and see if we can help you feel a little better?” A smirk tilted my lips and she giggled.

      I cast a wide smile in Rune’s direction when I heard him grumble, but I didn’t miss the look of approval in his eyes as he and his medic exited the room.

      Rini chuckled. “I can’t believe you challenged him like that.” She shook her head.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t.” I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Hey… respect your elders and all that sh—” Rini nearly cursed, but quickly redirected her speech. “And all that stuff.”

      Quiet laughter sounded from the little girl, but it quickly ended in a cry of pain.

      Holding my hand out, palm toward the ceiling, I motioned to the girl. “Do you mind if I take a look at your arms first? See if I can help heal these cuts? They must sting.”

      Slowly, she tucked her wings back behind her and reached toward me. I waited, holding as still as a statue until one, furry little hand landed in mine, and I didn’t miss the wince the girl gave as she extended her arm, gripping her abdomen with her other hand to ward off the pain she was feeling.

      Hovering my palm over the girl’s arm, I hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?” Rini whispered and I swallowed, the vision of the black tendrils of power that had appeared on the island when I’d tried to save Nix plaguing my mind.

      “I…” I gulped and closed my eyes.

      “Ry?” Rini prompted, worry lacing her tone. “She’s hurting.”

      Angry determination surged through my veins and I slammed the memory of the dark power away. I was so tired of feeling completely out of control of my life, and I grabbed a hold of that feeling as I tapped into my healing magic and let my hands heat and glow blue.

      Waves of power pushed into the girl’s body as I assessed what was wrong with her. Cuts knit back together and bruises eased as my magic identified and touched each one. Carefully moving my hands over her body, I felt for the pain in her abdomen.

      “She has a broken rib,” I murmured, my eyes tightly shut as I focused.

      “You can fix it, right?” Rini inquired.

      “I can, but it’s going to hurt. Can you—”

      “Out of my way.” A little boy’s gruff voice cut off my question, and I opened my eyes to see a normal looking eight or nine-year-old boy wheeling his IV pole over to the girl’s bed. He clutched a wound on his abdomen, which had bled through the medical grade gown he was wearing. A serious scowl creased his forehead as he neared the edge of the bed before gingerly climbing onto the mattress. It dipped slightly under his weight as he crawled to the girl’s side and wrapped his available arm around her shoulders.

      “Hold tight, Sia. This dude is going to fix you, alright? But it’s going to hurt. You can do this, and afterward, you’ll feel so much better, okay?” he soothed her, though he was in pain himself, and she leaned into him, nodding with wide, frightened eyes.

      Right away, I could tell this boy was the leader of their little group. Together, these kids formed a little family, and he’d kept them together and alive. My respect for the kid, despite his age, grew tremendously.

      “I’ll make this quick,” I promised Sia, then laid a hand over the break and unleashed my magic. Her rib snapped back into place and sealed itself together, good as new. Sia grunted and buried her ridged nose into her friend as she bore the brunt of her pain. When it was over, she sighed and swiped at the few tears that wet her furry cheeks.

      One down, three to go. I held my hand up and raised my eyebrow at the boy, who narrowed his gaze on me. For a full minute we sat still, and I waited until he relaxed and finally nodded. Maneuvering closer, I moved the gown aside to see a festering, infected wound surrounded by a severe blue and black bruise. The kid hissed through his teeth and threw his head back, and tears leaked from the corners of his eyes as he squeezed them shut.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told him, wondering if anyone had told him that, or reassured him while he stayed strong and comforted the others. “You did good, kid,” I praised, just before my hands heated. It took a little time to combat the infection, but once it was gone, the wound was easy to heal. Sia pressed her small form against his body in support, and once he was better, he sagged in relief.

      “How did you survive out there?” Rini asked in her soft, feminine voice that was as soothing as a warm blanket on a winter’s day.

      The boy let his tired gaze run over Rini, and he must have decided she was safe enough because he answered, “We found a few logs that we used as a raft.”

      “I tied them together,” another girl, who looked about eight, chimed in from across the room, and it took everything in me not to react to her looks. Silver scales shimmered over her skin, and she had pointed ears colored orange at the top. Her eyes were sharp and shifting as if she never missed a movement, and they glowed an eerie yellow in the basement lighting. She had an elongated nose and mouth, almost like a snout, with two sharp teeth that protruded over her bottom lip.

      The fourth child, a little boy around four, lay still on the bed across from hers, his chest barely rising and falling. Alarm shot through me and I crossed the room quickly. Sharp, horn-like protrusions jutted from his otherwise bald head, four in total, but what was even more unsettling was the long, curved, scorpion-like tail curled on the bed beside him.

      “He’s been like that for a few days.” The older girl’s voice cracked as she spoke. “Can you… do you think you can…” She trailed off, her unspoken question hanging in the air between us.

      I shook off my shock. “I don’t know,” I answered her honestly, “but I’m going to try.” My Ceraptor pawed the ground in my mind in agitated worry over the youngest child, and he pushed a surge of magic through my body, down my arms, and into my hands. They heated and glowed brightly as I placed them on the little boy’s chest. He was in rough shape, but I moved quickly from cut to cut, bruise to bruise, and worked to fix the effects of dehydration. However, it was his mind that bothered me the most. Head injuries were always tricky to heal. My hands cupped the sides of his head next, pressing against his temples. I let my hands heat slowly this time. If I pushed too hard too fast, it was possible I’d cause more damage when working around the most sensitive organ in the body. Minutes ticked by ever so slowly, until I felt the brain swelling recede. When I’d done all I could, I stepped back, a ragged breath shaking through me.

      We all waited with bated breath for the boy to respond, and I huffed a sigh of relief when his blue eyes finally opened. Panic slashed across his features as he looked around his unfamiliar surroundings and, with a whimper, he ripped the IV and blood pressure cuff off and scrambled from his bed, hopping onto the bed of the eight-year-old girl. She welcomed him with open arms, like a little mother, rubbing her hand down his back protectively. Silent tears tracked down her cheeks, revealing just how much she cared for the little one.

      Moving to her bed, I offered to heal her next, and luckily her injuries were less drastic than the others. When I was done, I retreated, giving the little boy some space. I could tell he was scared and I didn’t want to him to feel threatened by me. I reclaimed my seat on the rolling stool, feeling a little drained.

      “That’s Natia and Taavi,” the older boy informed us, “and I’m Aaron.”

      A small smile curved my lips. “It’s nice to meet you all.”

      Aaron narrowed his eyes on me and tilted his head. “You’re not going to ask like all the others?”

      My eyebrow rose and I waited for him to elaborate.

      “What their creatures are,” Aaron continued, rolling his eyes at my apparent denseness.

      Instead, I offered him a gentle smile. “That’s none of my business. If you or any of the others would like to tell me more about your time on or off the island, or share any personal information, I’d love to listen, but I won’t push, prod, or poke answers from you.” I could see the wheels turning in Aaron’s mind as he processed my sentiments, and after a few minutes, he settled.

      “I’m a hippocampus. I’ve mastered my shift, so you can’t tell what my alter is, but it’s how we made it through the ocean. I’m a good swimmer and I pushed the raft with the others on it.” He puffed up his chest, clearly proud of what he’d accomplished.

      “That’s incredible,” I praised him, and I meant it. “You saved their lives.”

      “That was very brave of you.” Rini sat on the edge of their bed and gently reached out until she was rubbing a soothing palm over Aaron’s arm. “You’re safe now. We won’t let anyone hurt you—any of you—ever again,” Rini assured the kids.

      “Thank you for healing us,” Natia spoke up, and I felt the sincerity in the depth of her words. “What happens to us now?” she asked, and I didn’t miss the quiver in her voice.

      I looked to Rini, wondering the same damn thing.

      “We’re going to find you homes with rebellion members. We already have a list of potential families,” Rini answered the girl.

      “No one wants a broken hybrid like me.” Sia’s small voice nearly broke my heart.

      “Or us,” Natia chimed in. “No one wants a freak. They said so on the island. The others… they always took the normal looking kids and left us behind, even though some of those kids already had moms.” Tears clouded Natia’s yellow eyes.

      My heart beat in my chest, every thump audible in the quiet basement, and my hands shook as I thought about my sister being one of those moms, and about my niece being rehomed. Swallowing the lump that had formed in my throat, I forced myself to focus on what I could do—get answers in the here and now.

      “Hybrids?” I questioned, glancing first to Rini and then back to Natia.

      “They’re genetically altered, mixed breed children—hybrids,” Rini started, and Natia picked up where she stopped.

      “We’re mutts. Mashed up mixes of different mythologicals.” Her eyes looked sad, her entire countenance defeated as she continued, “I’m a naga,” she pointed to the glimmer of scales covering her arms, “and part kitsune.” Her ears twitched and my mind practically exploded.

      “I’m a minotaur, but my wings are gargoyle,” Sia interjected timidly.

      “And Taavi is a scorpion mixed with some kind of dragon,” Aaron answered for their youngest member, who was too shy to speak for himself.

      “They’re fucking experimenting on kids.” It had been obvious when I walked into the basement that these kids weren’t ‘normal’ and had been mutated somehow, yet I’d been so focused on helping heal the children, that reality hadn’t fully sunk into my brain until now. Rage sparked inside of me and quickly consumed the majority of my emotions, turning into a pyre that was ready to burn the world down. I’d never wanted to destroy the Council more than I did now. Somewhere behind all the anger was a pulsating devastation of what they’d done to my family. They’d ripped us apart and I would never be whole again until I could piece what was left of it back together.

      “We were born this way.” Natia rubbed absently at her scales.

      “Sia, Natia, and Taavi are stuck in their partially shifted forms. Because of their unique genetics, shifting doesn’t come intrinsically. It takes them time to learn how to naturally move between their human forms and their alters,” Rini explained.

      “We’re their failed trials, but they’re getting better.” Aaron had a hardness about him that no nine-year-old should have, and he nearly spit his words.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to fully wrap my mind around the extent of what has happened at the island.

      “I heard them talking about their formulas.” Aaron shrugged. “Every time they try to merge our creatures together, they learn from the parts that went wrong and they change their tactics. Their most recent creations can actually shift back and forth from the start, while it took me three years to learn how to shift to my fully human form. Natia, Sia, and Taavi are still learning how to shift.”

      “It’s painful,” Natia admitted, and Taavi nodded emphatically.

      My head was spinning, and I felt the room closing in on me with the more I learned about the shithole these kids grew up in. “Did you happen to know a little girl? A blonde. She’d be around four years old, I think. They… they took her recently,” I stammered, my heart pumping wildly in my chest as I waited with baited breath to learn more about my niece.

      “What creature would she be made out of?” Aaron’s eyebrows pulled together as if in thought.

      My throat felt like it was being squeezed by a boa constrictor as I thought about the answer. “Ceraptor. I… I’m not sure what else.”

      “What’s a Ceraptor?” Sia cocked her head to the side, looking adorably perplexed.

      “It’s like a unicorn,” Natia said dismissively, and a laugh bubbled out of Rini.

      The comment eased some of my overwhelming emotions like a balloon with a small pinhole, releasing its air slowly to relieve the pressure. Finally, I shook my head and let a small smile slip onto my lips, although I knew it didn’t fully light up my expression. “Something like that. My mate likes to call me My Little Pony names.”

      “What’s My Little Pony?” Natia tilted her head to the side with an inquisitive expression, and my heart broke all over again. Rini and I exchanged a look, and my despair was reflected back to me in the depths of her eyes.

      “It’s a TV show. It’s hard to explain, but I promise I’ll show it to you sometime soon,” Rini replied, smoothing over the cultural differences caused by their enslaved upbringing.

      “Ceraptor,” Aaron murmured and leaned forward slowly, until he was much closer to me. Then he inhaled, scenting me and my alter. “My sense of smell isn’t the best but yeah, you smell a little like her actually.” Aaron shrugged and leaned backward like he hadn’t just delivered the most gut-wrenching news.

      “You smell stronger than she did.” Sia peeked up at me, and her ridged nose wrinkled upward as she also breathed deeply. “She was nice. She was my friend.”

      “What’s her name?” I wanted to know like I needed my next breath.

      “Emersyn.” Aaron eyed me critically as I repeated the name after him. “She’s your family?” His voice rose at the end of his question.

      “I didn’t know she existed until just recently, but yes. I believe she is.” I ran my fingers through the strands of my purple hair, gathering the strength to ask the question brewing in my mind. “Her mother…” I trailed off, and saw the children turn their faces away or cast them downward. It was telling enough. I stood, forcing my legs to bear my weight.

      Turning away, I closed my eyes and gathered myself. It wasn’t new information. Logically, I knew that, but the constant confirmation that my sister was really and truly dead was like a dagger being thrust into my heart repeatedly. Each reminder hurt more than the last. I’d been mourning my sister’s loss for years, but now the Band-Aid I’d placed over the wound had been ripped away to show the ugly, bloody mess underneath. The reality I faced was raw and painful, and for once in my life, I didn’t know how to heal.

      Taking a deep breath, I pasted as real of a smile as I could muster onto my face, and finished what I’d come to do. With Rini’s help, we fed the children and I checked each of their vital signs. Giving orders to Rune, I made sure each of the kids would continue receiving their saline drip to keep them hydrated. By the time I was done, I was somewhere between numb and enraged.

      On the way out of the house, I promised I’d be back soon to check on the children before they were rehomed, and gave strict instructions to Rune to call me the second they needed me if anything else cropped up with these children or anyone else.

      When I finally burst through the front door back into the cold Alaskan air, I didn’t know what to feel. I thrust both hands into my hair and pulled hard, the physical pain barely offsetting my internal ache.

      “Are you alright, Ryder?” Rini asked gently, and I turned to her with a hardened expression.

      “No,” I whispered, swallowing back the outburst that wanted to escape my lips, conscious of the kids in the house and how fragile they were. If I let loose, they’d definitely hear me, and they didn’t need to be exposed to my wrath. It had nothing to do with them and everything to do with the evil that had been waged against them.

      “I was worried you wouldn’t be able to handle that. I know what you’re going through with your sister and your niece. You blew me away back there, Ryder. You were incredible with those kids,” Rini praised, with a glimmer in her eyes.

      I looked toward the low hung sun, squinting into the light it provided across the wintery landscape as I refused to look at Rini. I needed a moment… just a second… to compose myself before I lost it.

      “I’m not sure I’m handling it.” My jaw twitched as I gritted my teeth. I took a deep breath and blew it out, the heat contrasting with the cold air and puffing around me in a foggy visual. “The shit they’ve done… and for what? To create the perfect mythological? What the fuck were they doing on that island, Rini? Why take shifters and force them to breed? Why fucking mess with genetics? What are they trying to accomplish?” I whirled on her, and she straightened her shoulders, prepared to be the whipping boy for my verbal outburst. “They’re ruining people’s lives. Stealing women and breeding them like shifter chattels. Do you know how wrong that is? How sick and twisted someone has to be to kidnap a woman and take away the rights to her own body? And those kids! Those fucking innocent little kids! What did they do to them?” My shift roared down my spine, and I shook with the intensity of my Ceraptor’s power.

      I knew people liked to joke that I was a unicorn, a creature associated with rainbows, children’s shows, and sparkly fun. And yeah, I liked to have fun with the best of them, I was often the life of the party, but that was all surface stuff. What I was deep down was another story entirely. I felt the darkness swirling inside of me and, while I was scared of it—fucking terrified of what had happened on the island, and what that meant in regard to my power and skillset as a shifter, as a healer—I also welcomed it and the strength it bolstered in me. The Council was a dark, vile, corrupted force, and if it took some darkness to battle them, to destroy the twisted world they’d built, I’d embrace it with open fucking arms.

      “I don’t know, Ryder. I just know that every new thing we learn about the Council further solidifies my desire to end them.” I’d never heard Rini’s voice so dark, her tone matching the bleak, onyx power I knew lived in the deep recesses of my soul. “I never agreed with their politics and I’ve been against the Council for a long time, but I didn’t realize things had deteriorated to this fucked up level.” Rini eyed the house, her expression breaking down until I saw the devastation that lay underneath her anger and insurgence. “I hate them.”

      “So do I.” Hate was a powerful word, and I used the strength of the emotion as I made a promise. Tipping my head to the sky, I let my rage shake through me until I could channel it into something more useful. Determination. I promise you, Ally, I’ll get her out. I’ll make sure Emersyn is safe and cared for, and I’ll put what’s left of our family back together again. I wasn’t sure I believed in a higher power or an afterlife, but if Ally was somewhere in the great beyond watching me, I wanted her to know. I needed her to understand that I’d fight for her, even though she could no longer fight for herself. The Council had destroyed my family once, and I’d die before I let them succeed in keeping us apart now that I knew about Emersyn.

      A wicked smile tilted the corners of my lips and a stillness, much like the eye of a hurricane, settled over me.

      “Why are you smiling?” Rini queried, with a perplexed note to her voice.

      I turned to her, embracing the dangerous way I was feeling. “It’s just ironic is all. The Council created a society so based on classism that they alienated the regular shifters,” I waved a hand in her direction, “who outnumber the mythologicals ten to one. Then they take their elitism to the extreme by frankensteining our genetics to create what? ‘Super’ mythologicals? And yet all they’ve actually accomplished was awakening the most powerful beast of all.”

      “The rebellion.” Now Rini was smiling as well.

      “They all but paved the way to their own freakin’ graves.” I shook my head, falling into that blissful place where my anger only reinforced my conviction, and the pain transformed into action. “I think they’re due a taste of their own medicine. I understand it now, the rebellion and the factions… why it works.”

      “We have to be a united front if we stand any chance of ripping apart the foundation the Council’s thrones sit upon.”

      I nodded and looked to Rini, affirming out loud what had just become my ultimate goal. “Now, I just need to make my membership official.”
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      The mood in the house was dismal and dangerous, since each of my five men were furious about what they’d learned from Ryder. As soon as he was back within range of Damien’s mental reach, we’d known something was terribly wrong, but he’d made us wait until Rini dropped him off before filling us in on the hybrid status of the children he’d been sent to heal.

      “We knew the Council had nefarious plans in regard to the island. The note left for Nix told us as much.” Theo paced, his eyebrows pulled together behind the rims of his glasses as he tried to use his logic to calm down a living room full of powerful, angry mythologicals.

      “Everything the damn Council does is nefarious,” Killian growled. “Our best guess was that they had some sick, twisted, fucked up breeding program that they used in an attempt to ‘save’ rare mythologicals, and that was bad enough. We didn’t know they were fucking up kids’ genes and shit.” Killian’s gritty attitude was very near the surface, and the leash he kept on his mischievous Puca must have loosened in his distraction. The illusion of smoke pouring from Killian’s ears diffused some of the tension as, one by one, each of the guys noticed.

      Damien released a pent-up breath and rolled his shoulders, which had grown with the press of his Gargoyle—his shift was precariously close. “Killian’s right. We didn’t have proof of anything other than the letter Nix received. This is concrete evidence.” I felt an edge of heartbreak over his statement, and I knew he was thinking about his father’s possible involvement on the island. I stood from the couch and started across the room, my sole intent to help lessen the distress I knew he was feeling, yet trying to hide from us.

      “What are they even attempting to gain by merging the traits of different mythologicals?” Hiro’s body was stiff, his shoulders so tense it seemed they would break, and I could feel his roiling thoughts through the mental link Damien managed.

      While it was open, Damien contained the flow of information to protect each of us from being flooded by the others’ emotional rage and numerous questions. Each day his powers grew stronger. Situations like this helped exercise his control, although I hated that he was under so much stress.

      I stepped up to Damien, pressed against his front, and wrapped my arms around his waist. Rubbing his back, my palms traced over his taut muscles in long, soothing strokes as I tried to ease his strain, hoping to comfort him with my body while Theo answered Hiro.

      “It’s not the same as a typical mating where there are dominant and recessive genes. During a normal mating, the child produced could take on either the mother or the father’s alter and powers, or some form therewithin.” Theo glanced to Hiro who nodded and hung his head. “Take Hiro, for example. He’s born from a celestial kitsune and a fire kitsune, but his powers are strictly forest based. Yet no matter the type of powers he has, he’s a kitsune.”

      “That’s why Ahmya wants you as her mate.” I’d barely given the girl a thought recently. I’d had way too much other shit to worry about to give her even an ounce of my attention, but once she was at the forefront of my mind, the floodgates of my dislike opened and drenched me anew. “With your strong genes, the two of you could produce a fire or a celestial kitsune.”

      “Yes, which would elevate her rank, and mine by association. However, an offspring’s powers are never guaranteed. It would be just as likely that we’d end up with another forest kitsune… or any kitsune, for that matter.” Hiro pinched the bridge of his nose behind his glasses, clearly not enjoying the turn of our conversation. Straightening, he made eye contact with me. “Listen, don’t worry about Ahmya.” Hiro’s countenance grew serious and intense. “She’s nothing to me. You’re my mate.”

      I felt his conviction and nodded, content to send all thoughts of Ahmya packing. She was the last thing any of us needed to be thinking or talking about. I turned in Damien’s arms, facing the room at large, and brought my attention back to Theo. “So, you’re saying that the Council is fucking with the kids’ DNA and messing with their recessive and dominate traits? That’s why they possess features of each alter?”

      “And probably powers from each. It also explains why they have issues shifting between their human and alternate forms. Nothing about their alters is natural, which makes it a painful and difficult process, I’d assume.”

      “That’s what Aaron said. Took the poor kid three years to learn how to shift forms and appear fully human.” Ryder had stationed himself in the corner of the room, with his arms crossed over his chest as he kept his feelings and emotions close to the vest. He wasn’t usually so cold or closed off, but I had a feeling it was his coping mechanism, and the only way to have this conversation or simply function through the everyday tasks required of him. His pain was palpable, his face haggard, and my heart ached for him. I wanted to cross the room, to wrap my arms around him and lend him whatever strength I had, but Damien eased gently into my mind and stopped me before I could pull from his arms.

      Don’t. If you touch him right now, he might break, and he’s trying his best to hold his shit together. A glimpse of Ryder’s true emotional state swamped me as Damien gave me a peek into my Ceraptor’s mind, and I had to swallow past the lump that had suddenly formed in my throat from his pain. Hiro locked eyes with me, and I knew Damien had shared the same sentiment with the Kitsune who wished to comfort Ryder with me.

      “Fuck, and we can’t find where they moved their operation to?” Killian growled, scrubbing a hand down his face in pure frustration. His red hair was getting longer and the scruff on his jaw had officially passed into beard territory.

      “They’ve disappeared without a trace. I haven’t been able to locate anything on them or their whereabouts. It’s like they’ve ghosted.” Theo appeared as distressed as Killian looked angry, his blue eyes cold and his hands in fists as he grimaced.

      I half listened to the conversation the men around me were having about the Council, the rebellion, and our future plans. I didn’t have to tune in to know that this new information simply solidified our stance on joining the rebellion. They were definitely the lesser evil of the two and our best chance at creating a much needed change to the shifters’ political system.

      A muffled sound from outside caught my attention and I pulled from Damien’s arms. He stiffened as he, too, picked up on the intruder. The rest of the guys paused their conversation when I moved over to the front door and placed my palm flat against the cool surface, drawing their attention with my odd behavior. A strong and familiar magic tickled against mine, and my eyes grew wide a moment before I wrenched the door open to stare into the face of our visitor.

      “Joshua…” His name was a breath on my lips as I stared into his handsome face. Fathomless, light blue eyes raked over my body, but unlike the heated looks I’d grown accustomed to from my men, the depths of Joshua’s looked tortured. He ran his long fingers through his hair, mussing it into a further state of disarray. His disheveled appearance hit me at my core. Joshua was always so put together, yet now he appeared… unsettled.

      I gasped, my heart simultaneously pounding and squeezing from my excitement and dread. I’d been wanting to reach out to him… to apologize… but how did I do so without outing the rebellion and my cause for inciting his attack? How did I tell him that none of it was his fault the way I desperately wanted to? And how did I explain why I was so bothered—why I cared so much—to my men, when I couldn’t explain it even to myself? No. Instead, I’d hidden away like a coward and let his father and Gaspard mediate for Joshua and me. I felt torn in every single direction, while the secrets and half-truths I’d been spinning piled up on me—and I deserved every bit of angst they caused.

      Damien stepped up behind me and opened the door farther, so the men in the house could see who was here for themselves. Not that they didn’t already know. Their enhanced hearing would have allowed them to make out the whispered name on my tongue.

      “How the hell did you get here?” Theo questioned, irritation clear in every word as he raked his hands through his hair.

      “I walked?” Joshua replied, tearing his eyes from me to glance at the irritated Kraken.

      Damien groaned, rubbing at his temple as he remembered Ciarán using the same words to announce his presence here. “He meant how did you get past the wards?”

      Joshua wrinkled his nose. “I wondered why you didn’t have any in place, considering all the possibilities. I didn’t sense any. I’d suggest strengthening them before people who actually have nefarious schemes realize you haven’t followed through with your protection duties.” Damien and Killian growled and Theo groaned, tugging at the blond strands of his hair as he muttered about inefficient wardings and people always managing to snake their way through.

      Joshua’s eyes returned to me and his distress echoed in my heart. I reached for him, my fingers stopping just short of grazing the winter coat he wore. My hand hung in the air between us and I swallowed, my gulp audible in the silence as we stared at each other. I knew his father had wanted me to continue to consider Joshua as a mate, but he didn’t know that the entire courtship between me and the other mythologicals from the Gala was no more than a ruse in my eyes—a plan to keep the Council appeased for the time being. Still, Joshua was here… standing at my door, and I wanted nothing more than to fix the giant chasm spanning between us. Guilt ate at my insides, rotting and gnawing, crawling incessantly in the back of my mind, leaving me less than whole. I worried my lip between my teeth as I slowly lowered my arm, unsure if Joshua would welcome my touch, or how my mates would react to the betrayal of me touching another male. I wondered what his opinion was on our relationship—not that we had one. Confusion and desire warred in my chest and, when Joshua backed up, descending the stairs, I found myself taking a step across the threshold and following after him to where he stood below.

      “Hi.” It was a lame start, but “I’m sorry I made your snake attack me” didn’t seem like a solid foundation to start this conversation off with either.

      “Hi,” Joshua rasped, and a hint of a smile tipped the corner of his lips. The dismay in his eyes lifted just a little, just enough to allow hope to flare inside of my chest. Maybe, just maybe, we could move past this. “So, it’s true then,” he stated softly, and I tilted my head to the side and studied him.

      “What are you—”

      “Don’t.” He held a hand up, freezing the words on my tongue. “Don’t lie or pretend not to know what I’m talking about. I heard you speaking. Shifter hearing, remember?” He pointed to his head and I blinked at him.

      “What is it you think you know?” Damien came through the front door like a large, imposing bodyguard. My own dark, avenging angel.

      Joshua shot Damien a hard look, the invisible masculinity projecting from both of them clashing together like violent waves against a rocky shoreline. “I’m speaking with Nix.”

      “Anything you say to her, you can say in front of all of us,” Killian replied gruffly from behind D’s sizable frame, unable to slip his own broad form past the Gargoyle blocking him. Not for the first time, I thanked my lucky stars for having such built men. It seemed to come in handy in all sorts of situations. If Damien stayed where he was, the rest of the guys would be stuck inside. No one needed more testosterone in this conversation than we already had.

      “Guys!” I snapped. “I’m allowed to have my own conversations without any of you involved. I’m my own woman and I make my own decisions.” I propped my hands on my hips and glared them all down, relaxing only when I saw the sheepish looks cross some of their features.

      “I don’t think so,” Killian countered, crossing his arms, and his usual surly demeanor dialed up a notch. “I’m not leaving you alone with him. He hurt you once already.”

      “And you know that wasn’t his fault,” I hissed.

      “From what I understand, that was the plan, wasn’t it? To provoke me?” Joshua gazed straight past me, locked in a standoff with Kill and Damien. “Do you realize how reckless that was? She fucking died!” Joshua’s rage rose like an impending tidal wave, dangerous, deadly, and unavoidable.

      I paled and my mouth opened as I gaped wide-eyed at Joshua. “You know.”

      “Who told you?” Killian growled, and I bit the inside of my cheek as I guessed the answer, pretty sure Joshua’s reply wasn’t going to make him happy.

      “Your brother,” Joshua answered. “Interesting fellow.” A dry humor, and innate weariness, were reflected in those words, enough so that I felt my own lips twist into a smile.

      Killian rolled his eyes and pinched his nose like he was fending off a headache. “Of course it was Ciarán.”

      “He’s been watching me. Spying, honestly. And aside from deciding I was actually rebellion material, he had extra insurance that I wouldn’t fuck him over and go to the Council with my newfound knowledge.” His attention zeroed in on me once more. “I knew you were different, Nix. That’s why I put a bid on you. I was drawn to you from the first moment I saw you. Hell, probably even before that. The stories of a badass Phoenix preceded you, and they didn’t disappoint. A girl who goes against the grain. That’s what I like the most about you, so how can I be mad when I learn that what you did had a purpose much greater than ourselves?”

      “You’re…” I swallowed and shook my head in disbelief. “You’re not mad?” Out of all the questions parading through my mind, that was the one I landed on. I nearly rolled my eyes at myself. I knew there were so many more important ones to ask, but my mind was legitimately blown. Of all the times I’d imagined this conversation, this was not how I had pictured it.

      Joshua let out a dark, cynical laugh. “Oh no… I’m pissed to hell and back.” The light blue of his eyes flashed with his anger and the breath stalled in my lungs. “I’m also proud as hell, as odd as that may seem to someone who grew up human.”

      “Nix,” Killian hissed, as he realized I was making direct eye contact with the Basilisk.

      “I already said I’d never hurt her.” Joshua held my gaze for another beat before turning to Killian. “Not purposely. Not like all of you.”

      “Excuse me?” Killian roared, his anger quickly growing to match the quieter rage in Joshua. He rammed one, large shoulder into Damien to try and muscle his way past, but Damien held strong, his impenetrable Gargoyle obviously lending him some powers to stave off the pissed off Puca.

      “You sent her into that entire situation knowing I was going to bite her if your plan went correctly, which it did. You, better than anyone, know how dangerous my alter is. We grew up under the same roof. You know my snake is deadly, plain and simple, and yet you allowed her to sacrifice herself. You allowed her to die.” He enunciated the last word with such passion, such conviction, that my men had the grace to look chastened.

      “Fuck,” Killian grumbled, diving his hand through the thick tresses of his red hair. “For what it’s worth, I was against the entire fucking plan from the start.”

      Hiro shot Killian a glare, focusing on Joshua as he lifted his hand in a calming gesture. “I’m not sure what you think you know, but I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding. I was there, remember? It was just an accident, two alters getting out of hand, it’s not uncommon.” There was no flash of guilt in Hiro’s eyes, no indication at all that he was lying—I wasn’t sure if I should be proud or concerned that he was able to lie that well.

      Joshua’s lips quirked in a smile as he shook his head. “Very good, Hiro. You do your training proud.” He sighed, tugging at his clothes as though only then realizing they were in disarray. “This will be easiest if Damien evaluates me first.” He arched a brow at my Gargoyle in challenge. “I assume if I pull down my walls, you’ll be able to assess my character, my motivations, and tell if I’m lying? Your father has always been complimentary of your skills.”

      Damien nodded slowly as I grasped his hand. It’ll be fastest. If he’s truly a Council spy, we need to find a way to take him out quickly. He won’t be as fast as us, and can’t take us all on at once. If you see me move for him, join me. I wasn’t sure why my Phoenix appeared irritated at his comment, but she squawked and chirped as if annoyed he believed he’d find a traitor on our doorstep. Damien breathed deeply, his eyes remaining open, even as Joshua’s closed. I felt him strengthen the wall between his mind and ours, protecting us from anything he may see. It took only a minute, though each breath I took seemed to drag on forever, before Damien grimaced, paler than I had ever seen him before.

      “He’s not a spy,” he said on a grudging whisper. “He truly doesn’t believe in what the Council does and wants to help in any way he can.” Confusion filled me. Why did he look so upset when this was a good thing?

      “None of us liked the plan, Joshua, but we didn’t see another way to retrieve the venom we’d been tasked with retrieving.” Theo’s voice was cold and precise, now that he had been cleared to speak.

      “I would have just given it to you if you’d asked.” Frustration poured from the Basilisk and he threw his hands out to his sides as he spoke.

      “We couldn’t risk it. There was no way to be sure where you stood in regard to the Council. You live under their roof. You’re slated to take over your father’s position. You’ve been groomed for it your entire life,” Hiro pointed out.

      “And Damien hasn’t been?” Joshua motioned a hand toward D.

      “He’s right,” Damien agreed, appeasing Joshua, and clearly trying to bring some order back to a conversation that was quickly spiraling out of control, though a little color had come back to him. “I was. Had been. But I left the commune a long time ago for this very reason—to distance myself from the Council and the politics I disagreed with. You’ve stayed, never giving any indication that you disagreed with their process.” The words were almost a challenge as he stroked a soothing hand across my back.

      “Then we’ve gone about things in different ways, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t on the same side.” Joshua narrowed his eyes at the guys, leveling each of them with a hard look, one after the other. “I’ve always planned to change things. It’s the only reason I never moved out, never started my own life, and turned down all my own wants and needs. It’s always been for the greater good, or at least that’s how I’ve reconciled it with myself to make the sacrifice seem worth it.”

      “So, you don’t agree with the Council’s messed up politics?” I asked, needing the verbal confirmation of what I already thought I knew.

      Joshua searched my face, and I visibly saw the wind go out of his sails. “No,” he murmured softly. “I thought you knew that. Saw that in me.” Out of all the ways I’d wronged him, this was the moment I felt Joshua’s hurt the most.

      “I didn’t know you.” I shrugged. “I had no way of knowing where you stood. It wasn’t until we got together that day for our date when I started to see beneath the facade you erect for the Council. And I understand it, because I have to do the same thing. I have a hard enough time pretending to bend to their will, and I’m only there on occasion. You live under their roof, under their thumb.”

      “I dance to the beat of their drum to keep myself safe, biding my time until I’m able to step up and change things.” Joshua sighed and ran a hand over his blond hair. “It’s not the way I want to live.”

      “Us either,” Hiro interjected.

      “I didn’t know there was another option,” Joshua admitted. “I’d heard rumors of a rebellion, of course, but I never had a way to verify if they were true until now.”

      “What I don’t understand is why he brought you in. What changed that made him trust you? He risked his position in the rebellion, hell… his own life, to tell you that what happened was my fault and not yours. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful. I’ve been agonizing over this for weeks,” I finished softly.

      Joshua inched closer, his body moving with a supernatural grace that could only be provided by his alter. My mates growled as he reached for me, and I held out a hand to hold them off. I knew, whether it was my Phoenix or something deep inside of me, that he meant no harm. I owed him this much, to see what he needed to tell me—maybe even to get answers to the questions I didn’t know how to put into words.

      Joshua cupped the side of my face, his hands gentle and cold against my skin. His thumb trailed over the curve of my jawline and then jumped to mimic the motion on the soft flesh of my bottom lip. Someone growled behind me, Killian, I was sure, but I hissed a warning as I stared into Joshua’s soft eyes. The breath stalled in my lungs as his soft smile infused his penetrating gaze. I was nearly hypnotized, so caught up in him and his clean, spicy scent surrounding me that I realized belatedly he’d pulled a small, square picture from his pocket. It barely caught my attention, but when it did, I went completely speechless even though my Phoenix chirped and twirled happily.

      “Does this symbol happen to look familiar to you?”
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      “Where did you get this?” My quiet words broke the stunned silence that hung heavily across us. The sunburst like birthmark was clear in the picture, highlighted against green scales.

      “It’s on my tail. I always thought it was curious. I shift so rarely though, and I didn’t know if others had the same kind of marks as I did.” His words were as quiet as my own, his fingers soft as they tugged the photograph from my numb fingers. “I was raised to believe in the mate marks, but I never realized that was what it was. Until now.”

      “I think you better come in.” I barely managed to get the words out as a shiver racked me. I didn’t want to talk about, well, whatever this was, on our doorstep. Joshua had already overheard us, and the last thing we needed was more of that.

      “Nix!” Killian objected, his voice cracking. I swallowed hard, my stomach knotting as I glanced over my shoulder, pushing at Damien with my mind. The reluctance was clear on his face, but he opened our channel, letting the emotions slam into me in a wave—fear, fury, doubt, suspicion, betrayal… That last one hit me the hardest and I winced, tears gathering in my eyes.

      “Do you really want to talk about this on the doorstep?” I challenged, pleading with my eyes. One by one they stepped back, allowing first me, and then Joshua, to enter.

      “This isn’t going to be comfortable,” Damien spoke up, rubbing his hand over his face as he eyed my wary mates. “Let’s all sit down.” Guilt swirled inside of me as my silent, brooding mates all took places in the living room around me. Hiro settled himself to my right on the couch, stroking a soothing hand over my hair. Killian claimed the seat on my left, his hands proprietary as they stroked over my thigh and then down the back of my neck over the necklace they had given me, clearly staking his claim on me.

      “I take it all of you know what the mark means?” Joshua queried, remaining standing as he spoke. The silence that met his words seemed to be confirmation enough. “I know all of you bear it as well, though I’d be interested to see it in person sometime. It’s difficult to see on myself, you know. I didn’t even know it was truly a sunburst mark until Ciarán told me.”

      “Just to clarify, for those of us who can’t read minds…” Theo shot Damien a look, though he didn’t bother to return it. He seemed to be overwhelmed at the moment, processing everything he’d received from Joshua as well as the realization that there was another shifter supposedly fated to join our family. “What exactly did Ciarán tell you?”

      Joshua shrugged, shoving his hands into his pockets. “A lot of it was, well, simply odd.” Killian grimaced beside me and I held back the manic desire to laugh. Now was definitely not the time for that. “The gist was that you were working toward removing the Council, that the gathering of my venom had been a test, and that we were all mates.”

      “And how exactly did he know that?” Theo asked.

      Joshua wrinkled his nose, thinking back over his conversation with Ciarán. If it was anything like the conversations I’d had with him, he would have to pick the relevant pieces out of the insanity. “He mentioned the mate marks, said she bore the sunburst as well. That all of you did. He said that he could see souls and walk through dreams—that he could destroy souls.” The last part was said in a whisper, though all of us froze as we attempted to process what he said.

      “Interesting,” Theo murmured, and I shot him a look that clearly said he was crazy. “It’s old lore,” he explained to me with a pained smile. “Supposedly dreams are just a manifestation of our souls as we sleep. It’s why some claim that psychopaths don’t dream—they don’t have souls. The idea is that dreamwalkers are technically soulwalkers, they touch pieces of people’s soul as they sleep when they’re at their least protected.”

      “That about sums it up.” Ciarán’s cheerful voice had us all swearing, and Joshua dove in front of me with a hiss, placing himself between the insane Celt and me. He was hanging upside down from the staircase, apparently channeling his inner bat as he fluttered his fingers at us in a wave. Killian groaned, laying his head in his hands, even as he kicked out at Joshua, not liking how close the other male had gotten. Joshua ignored the strike, his eyes only focused on whom he perceived as a threat. “It’s so nice to see a fully completed fluffle—it happens so rarely.” He flipped from the railing, landing without a sound as he strode over, dropping down into Ryder’s lap, despite the Ceraptor’s objections. “It’s okay, pretty boy. I know your affections are for those two foxy ones over there.” He wiggled his brow at us as Ryder’s head dropped back against the armchair in defeat, a blush mantling his cheeks.

      “How did you get in here?” Joshua hissed. “I didn’t sense you at all.”

      “We’ve stopped asking him that,” I admitted, attempting a shrug around Killian’s confining arm. “It really doesn’t do any good since he never answers, or if he does, I doubt it’s exactly true.” I shot him a knowing look and he widened his eyes in a show of innocence.

      “Sister dearest! You wound me so!” He rolled from Ryder’s lap to lounge on the floor, posing like a model. “How can you disbelieve beauty such as this?”

      “So, I take it the experience I had with him before wasn’t unusual?” Joshua inquired, exhaustion tingeing his words as he let his body relax slightly from its protective stance.

      “You just kind of get used to it,” Hiro said on a sigh.

      “I’m like a fungus—I’ll be growing on you before you know it,” Ciarán assured him cheekily. His attention turned to Theo and he offered him an approving nod. “You’re well informed on dreamwalkers, Kraken. I approve. To expand slightly, when I walk in anyone’s dreams, it’s like seeing a version of their face or their fingerprint. On rare occasions, I’ll walk into someone’s dream and it’ll be like meeting their twin or seeing the same imprint. When that happens, I immediately know the pair are the same, whether they know it or not. Those marks on your skin? They’re a physical manifestation of your soul. I’d be interested in knowing what you interpret a sunburst to mean.” Amusement colored his statement, though his eyes were cool and calm.

      “So, we’re just supposed to take your word for it?” Killian spat at his brother.

      Ciarán shrugged. “I did suggest the picture for this reason, though I should have known you were too stubborn to believe it—or believe me.” Ciarán sat up, his gaze intent on his brother. “I’ve told you before, I will not harm you or yours. One of these days, you will believe me.” He faced Damien next, arching a brow at him. “Gargoyle, you have seen his mind. Tell them.”

      “He believes himself to be her mate,” Damien stated wearily, his face almost haunted. “He’s incredibly protective of her, it’s no act. It’s easy enough to see that Nix feels something as well, although she’d never admit it for fear of hurting us in any way.” A tear trickled down my cheek at that, and I turned my face downwards to hide it from their view.

      “It is always difficult when things don’t go quite as planned,” Ciarán said solemnly. “Have none of you wondered why she felt hesitation in completing the mating with you? Why she insisted on waiting despite loving you? A piece of her was missing, a piece that you plan on denying her for your own selfish reasons.” A hint of anger had worked its way into his voice. Though he spoke the words to us, he seemed distracted, almost as if it was an argument he’d had in the past.

      “Don’t worry so, little one.” Ciarán’s voice was soft now as he slid past a watchful Joshua, kneeling at my feet and lifting my head. “Just as your love for Hiro does not lessen your love for Killian, neither should your heart lack room for Joshua should you decide on him. A heart is not a jacket, limited by size, but grows to fit all who may need its care—remember that, Nix.” His words were low, meant for me, though he did not care if the others heard him. His mood shifted suddenly as he somersaulted away, popping up like a jack-in-the-box to face the others. “Besides, there’s an added bonus in this and it’s also the main reason why the Council prevents you from finding the one you are truly meant to be with. Once your mating is completed in its entirety, all of you will receive a boost in your powers, strengthening beyond what you can comprehend. You’ll feel a little of it now. It’s why your powers have all been evolving at such a fast rate, you’ve been feeding off of each other since your soul was nearly completed and so close together.”

      “We’d be stronger? So, she’d be safer?” Ryder asked slowly. “You’re not just saying that?” His eyes were intent on Ciarán, who was currently doing back walkovers through the living room.

      “Well, not exactly safe as pie, I’d say, considering even then folks would want to eat her up,” Ciarán answered from his backbend. “But, yes, pony boy, she’d be safer.” Ryder growled at the nickname, but softened as he considered me.

      “I want proof,” Killian declared obstinately, glaring at Joshua. “He’s already shown he’s a threat to her. How is it possible that he’s mated to her as well?”

      “That is an interesting conundrum,” Ciarán chirped. “I like it very much.”

      “What do you want me to do, shift in your living room?” Joshua questioned in irritation. “I’m quite sure if I tried it, one or all of you would try your best to see if I could regrow my tail, and I am not quite up to that at the moment.” From the look Killian was giving him, I assumed he wasn’t far off on his guess.

      “Just an idea,” Ciarán cooed, fluttering his lashes at us, “to avoid bloodshed? You are all strong, and your bond is already mostly formed. I have a hunch, given how much power you’ll create together, that if you all simply touched Nix at the same time, it may be a bit clearer.”

      “If this is a joke, I’m going to rip your head off,” Killian warned his brother, who merely waggled his fingers at him in response. He sighed heavily, glaring at Joshua. “Don’t think I won’t take you down if you try anything,” he snarled, before laying his hand on my leg. The others approached, keeping a cautious distance from Joshua, each reaching a hand out to touch me—my leg, my arm, my back, and my head. Finally, only Joshua remained. His blue eyes were solemn, his mouth pressed tight with nerves as he slowly stretched out his hand. Without thinking, I lifted my own to meet his, completing the circuit between all of us for the first time.

      I gasped as heat raced through me, a sound echoed by the others in the circle. My Phoenix screeched, a sound full of joy and power as she pushed at me, whirling madly inside of me. The air filled with sparks of every color, each of the males’ skin rippling as their alters pressed to the surface, connecting us. Joshua’s face was a reflection of pure bliss, and even Killian couldn’t hide his awe as the sensations swept through us. Slowly, the lights faded away, our alters retreating back inside of us, and we all let out a collective breath.

      “Imagine how explosive the sex will be,” Ciarán remarked smugly from the staircase. He disappeared with a laugh as Killian roared.
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      The vision crept into my head like a spark catching fire to old tinder, slow at first and then overwhelmingly consuming. The vertiginous feeling, which seemed to accompany the start of a vision, didn’t help me ground myself any faster. When the world finally stopped spinning, I lifted my head. The entire scene was familiar from the dark grey rock under my feet, down to the echoes of a savage battle beyond. Frigid air stung my lungs while determination filled me. I’d been in this vision before, many times, and I was desperate to know more. No matter how many times I’d been here, I still didn’t know where “here” was or how to circumvent what I was about to watch.

      Grey clouds hung low in the sky and waves from the ocean beyond pounded against the rocky shoreline, each thundering crash brutal in its intensity. Swirling mist from the waves coated the ground, slickening it and making it difficult to traverse. A ragged, pain-filled cry rent the air and I stumbled in my haste to reach whoever had been hurt. I knew from times past that my brothers and my mate were on this godforsaken beach, and panic filled my chest at the bodies littering the ground. Faceless shifters filled my dream, their most prominent feature the deep red blood that spilled from their fatal wounds, staining the ground as it seeped into thirsty rock, a slash of color in the otherwise dreary, monochromatic landscape.

      Amber colored sparks and embers began to fall around me, filtering through the air like snowflakes. The scent of burning flesh seared my nose and my stomach turned, causing me to fight off the growing urge to vomit. And then I heard it, a screech from Nix’s Phoenix, and I saw her fall from the sky in an array of blazing feathers. Her usually graceful wings were unmoving, refusing to spread and catch the wind. My heart exploded in my chest as I raced to reach her. My feet waged war with the ground, each step pounding with the force of a man about to lose everything. There was no greater motivation, no more desperate act. Yet, no matter how hard I pushed, how viciously my muscles strained, the world slowed. My pulse raced faster and panic bloomed in my chest, and a ragged, debilitating cry left my lips as I watched her crash into the rocks below.

      The picture changed, the body of Nix’s Phoenix going up in a haze of smoke that obliterated my sight.

      New, ominous visions filled with blood and danger bled into view, causing a wicked headache to emerge, and I moaned in my sleep. None of the pictures flying by made any sense, but I tried to absorb all the remnants to decipher later nonetheless. A general cognizance of the world outside of my sleep state permeated my vision. Sheets tangled around my feet and the sweat coating my body began to cool on my skin. I knew my visions were fading as awareness slowly but surely claimed me, but before I awoke, one last movie faded into my mind’s eye, grabbing me before it was too late.

      Thrust into the last dream I’d have tonight, I felt the sickening sucking sensation that signaled the body I possessed in this vision was not my own.

      Wings protruded from my back, and the form I was in felt heavy and strange. Noise came at me from all sides, making me want to cry out and grip my head, but that wasn’t the way this vision worked. Instead, I was stranded as a bystander, an intruder in a body that wasn’t mine, forced to watch, experience, and live through whatever I had the privilege to witness. I made myself focus and quickly realized I played the role of Damien. I saw Nix, her beautiful Phoenix whizzing by in an elegant flight. I watched her from this angle, never getting to see her from this point of view. As my Puca, I’d always been stuck on the ground, observing her from below as she soared overhead. She was beautiful. She was graceful. Fire flew from her Phoenix. She was fucking attacking me! What the hell? Her heat hit me full force and I flew backward, wanting to cringe from the pain I was sure would follow, but never did. Damien growled and shook himself off, charging after our mate.

      No! I screamed internally, trying to fight him with all the considerable strength I had, yet it made no difference. He gave chase. Nix flitted this way and that, evading him and causing him to up his game until she swooped the wrong way and he finally caught her. If there was one thing I knew about Damien’s Gargoyle, it was that he was strong as fuck, and I heard the snap before I heard the screaming cry.

      I ripped myself out of the fucking nightmare and jolted upright in bed. My chest heaved as I panted, my muscles so tense they resembled steel. Sweat dripped down my temples and I shook. My heart dropped straight to the pits of hell as I recalled how I’d hurt Nix. Crushed her with my strength.

      Shit! Fuck! No! I reeled and swung around on the bed. My feet hit the carpet and it helped ground me in the present rather than the fucked up future I’d just witnessed. I inhaled and then exhaled slowly, reminding myself that I would never hurt Nix. It hadn’t been me. Rage at Damien surfaced afterward, but once again, I forced myself to calm down. It was just a vision. A dream. A goddamn nightmare. It wasn’t real. Damien hadn’t actually done anything to hurt Nix. Yet. My muscles trembled as the edge of panic subsided and my thudding pulse returned to non-heart-attack inducing levels.

      Once I was more sane, I glanced behind me at the sleeping angel in my bed. Nix’s hair kissed the pillow as she slumbered peacefully, completely unaware of the dark fate I’d just witnessed. Every night I dreamed of that rocky beach, and every night I watched her fall to her death. I shuddered, stood, and tried to pace away my anxiety.

      It was so fucking obvious that she was all that mattered to me. Her and my brothers—literally and figuratively. Family was the most important thing in the world to me, and I’d be damned if I let anything happen to any one of them, least of all her.

      I drove my hand through my hair as I considered everything that had happened with Joshua yesterday. The fact that Nix had one more mate had shocked me, and my anger had quickly followed. The thought of anyone else touching her made my heart ache. My brothers being mated to her was one thing, but Joshua was slightly older than us and had never been much more than an acquaintance. My Puca thumped in my mind. Fine, a friend… the kind you waved at but didn’t talk to often. I was bitter about the entire affair, but couldn’t deny that his presence completed a circuit for us. The power and strength I’d felt when we’d touched Nix as a group had been undeniable. Being able to protect Nix was far more important than my feelings over adding another mate to our already established group. If I needed to accept Joshua in order to keep Nix alive, it wasn’t even a fucking question. It wouldn’t be easy, but I wouldn’t stand in his way. Not when death hung over our heads like a dark omen.

      When pacing failed me, I grabbed the drawing instruments I needed, settled myself at my desk, and lost myself to my work, staining my fingers with the evidence of my obsession.
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        * * *

      

      Moonlight slashed through the window as I stared off into the dark night. Hours had passed and I’d finally purged all the images I could remember onto paper. I absently twirled a colored pencil between my fingers in an elaborate pattern as I turned my attention back to the sketch pad I held, which was now filled with more images than I could count. Bright red stared back at me from the page, depicting the crimson blood I’d seen spilled as thick as ink across white marble—one of the frames that had filtered through my mind in between my two main visions. It was a single clip that tied into nothing and held no explanation. It seemed the most insignificant, given the other two visions I’d seen, but I knew better than to discount its importance. I shook my head as I stared at it, thoroughly frustrated that I had no idea which scene it fit into. I closed my eyes and replayed it, recalling the coppery scent of the blood that stung my nose and the phantom, feminine cries that had echoed through my mind.

      My visions had started as silent movies, but each night brought an increase in my abilities as a puca, the latest being the accompaniment of scent and sound to round out the dreams that played through my mind.

      I probably should have been happy to finally gain back my prophetic skills, but each vision left me with a sense of foreboding and a desperation to piece together the fragments of the future I was blessed enough to see. Like broken glass, my visions were jagged and hard to piece together. I had rows of drawings, which I arranged like jigsaw puzzles across my desk in a quest to figure out what the hell I was seeing and if any of the multitudinous dreams fit together.

      The guys were adamant that I just needed to practice, and eventually my skills would strengthen enough to hold on to the visions, allowing me to get the whole picture. I didn’t have their faith.

      It probably didn’t help that they didn’t understand my desperation. I hadn’t shared the ones starring Nix, hoping to have more information to share than the grim fate awaiting her. Information that could change the outcome of what I’d seen.

      The sound of stirring sheets drew me out of my brooding, and I turned in time to see Nix stretching, the sheets pooling around her waist and leaving her nearly bare back exposed to my rapidly heating gaze. Her warm, bronzed skin appeared cool in the blue light of night. Long strands of hair escaped the messy bun she’d piled on top of her head, cascading down her back to tease her flesh.

      Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she peered around the room when she realized I wasn’t in bed next to her, and her chocolate colored eyes warmed when they finally found my shadowed form in the darkness. Nix slipped from the bed, pulled on one of my shirts, and moved until she stepped up behind me. The heat from her palm seeped through the thin fabric of my t-shirt as her hands trailed around my waist. Dainty fingers spread out over the hard planes of my abdomen, and a ragged breath escaped my lungs from her touch. It never ceased to amaze me that she was mine.

      “Another vision?” she murmured, sleep filling her sweet voice.

      She always knew.

      “Yeah. A couple.” I tried to keep the gruff edge out of my voice, but I knew I was unsuccessful when she peeked around my large body to peer up at me.

      “What did you see?”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to lie to her, but there was no fucking way I was going to share that I’d seen her die. Instead, I angled my sketchbook her way, uncaring that she saw the generic imagery I couldn’t make sense of.

      Even in the dark room, I could see her brows pull together as I craned my neck to look down at her.

      Shifting until she was standing at my side with an arm around my back, she reached for the pad of paper and studied the drawing.

      “This is the throne room in the Lodge,” she said with surety. “I recognize the marble.” Letting go of me completely, she traced a finger over the bloody image, the pad of her fingertip coming away with the residue of red colored pencil. “In fact, I think you might be drawing the past. Remember that shifter I told you about? The one Maldonado killed?” Wide brown eyes met mine, even as I scowled and shook my head.

      “I see the future, not the past, Nix,” I gently reminded her, more than frustrated that I didn’t know what part of the puzzle this particular picture fit into. I felt utterly fucking useless.

      “Hey there, big guy.” Nix tossed the sketch pad down onto my desk, and the light wind the movement made caused the other drawings to ruffle and shift. “Don’t beat yourself up over this. You’re doing amazingly well. You haven’t had your powers since you were like… five. You’ve only had them back for a few days. Cut yourself some slack, okay Abra?”

      I huffed and looked to the ceiling, swallowing down the rude remarks I wanted to make about myself and my “skills,” all of which I knew Nix wouldn’t appreciate. Hell, my Puca didn’t appreciate the remarks either—easily reading them from where they floated through my brain—and he thumped, causing me a temporary headache in his aggravation.

      I winced and Nix reached up, smoothing her soft hand over the scruff coating my jawline. Gently, she maneuvered my face until I was staring down on her.

      “I mean it,” she insisted sternly. “No one expects any of your dreams to make sense while you get the hang of your powers, Kill. We’re all behind you, supporting you. Don’t blow off the fact that you’ve made incredible progress in a few short days. Look at all these drawings.” She nodded toward my desk. “You’re seeing so much more than you ever did before, and that should be celebrated. Not cursed. The longer you do this, the more you’ll see and make sense of.”

      “The blood, Nix. Every time I close my eyes, all I see is death and blood and it fucking terrifies me,” I divulged, like I was a sinner confessing to a priest. Nix was my savior in so many ways. I wasn’t even sure she realized it.

      “I know, babe. I know.” Stepping up on her tiptoes, she pressed her lips against my jaw, trailing sweet kisses along my skin.

      With her distracted, I reached behind me and shuffled the papers so the ones of her and her Phoenix were hidden from view. I didn’t want her to worry. Fuck, I was doing enough worrying for the both of us.

      Still, it didn’t keep me from uttering the raw truth that lived in my heart. “If anything happens to you and I could have prevented it…”

      “I’m right here, Killian. And I’m safe.” Her hands slipped underneath the hem of my shirt, and she trailed her palms over the ridges and planes of my stomach, up over my chest and pecs, and then back down again in a soothing rhythm. “The guys are all in their rooms. Everyone is okay.”

      “For now.” It was a curse on my lips.

      “We’ll figure out your visions together. You’re not alone in this,” she murmured. Her promises were sweet, and I just hoped she was right. I swore then and there that I’d do everything in my power to change what I saw to save her, keep her safe, and keep her alive. My greatest fear was that one day she simply wouldn’t regenerate, and then I’d want to die beside her. Without Nix, life didn’t seem worth living. I was deeply, madly, life altering in love with her.

      It took a while, but with Nix in my arms, I relaxed marginally, letting her caress soothe my soul the way it always did.

      “Why don’t you come back to bed?” Her smile was full of life and her eyes sparkled with her intent. “I think I can distract you enough to help you fall back to sleep.”

      My cock responded to the seduction she wielded against me, and I let her hand slip into mine as she dragged me willingly after her.

      The mattress dipped from our combined weight and I took my time as I lowered myself over her body. I hiked up her shirt and buried my head in her chest, while her fingers threaded into my hair. I inhaled her sweet, smoky scent. My lips traced between her breasts, and down her ribcage to her stomach, layering kisses along her bronzed skin. Her chest heaved and I could feel her gaze settling on me as she watched me worship her body. I lost myself in her, committing every touch, every moan, to memory. If there was one thing my visions had taught me, it was that life was too precious not to enjoy, and I planned to savor every damn second I got with Nix for as long as we lived.

      And I planned for us to live for a very long time.
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      I had never considered myself to be jealous before. That thought ran on repeat through my head as I watched Joshua from across the room, letting myself sprawl out on the couch, even though I was far from relaxed. Nix was upstairs, getting ready for a visit from Gaspard, leaving the two of us down here at odds with each other. “Do they know where you are?” I asked, a hint of accusation in my tone.

      “They believe I’m here to go on a date with Nix, which isn’t far from the truth. I am one of her suitors, so they won’t begrudge me any time with her. I’m safe visiting you all, if that’s what has your boxers in a bunch, Gargoyle.” Joshua raised a sleek eyebrow and stared me down, waiting for my reaction. I refused to be baited, merely nodding my acknowledgment instead of speaking, and turning my eyes back to the staircase.

      “Well, isn’t this cozy,” Ciarán cooed, and Joshua and I groaned in unison—the first time we’d ever been in sync since we were kids. “Old buddies back together again.”

      “What do you want, Ciarán?” I questioned in irritation, rising from my position on the couch. My temples were already throbbing as “Baby Shark” ran on repeat at maximum volume through my head. I damn well knew he did that on purpose.

      “I figured it was time you learned a little more, now that we’ve got all of the Avengers together,” he said with a wink at Joshua.

      I rolled my eyes, reaching out with my mind for the others. They had all spread throughout the house after Joshua arrived, not comfortable enough to remain in the living room as we adjusted to this new situation. Guys, Ciarán’s here with information. May as well gather down here, since I doubt he’s going away anytime soon.

      Did you really have to have such an obnoxious sibling? Ryder threw at Killian. You need to keep him on a leash.

      Like I have any control over it, Killian retorted. I’ll be down in a second.

      We all will be. Maybe it’s about our next task. I’d like to get him out of here before Gaspard arrives, Nix spoke up, her mental voice hesitant and full of worry. My heart ached for her, even as it ached for my brothers. This was new for all of us and none of us were handling it remarkably well, no matter what kind of face we tried to put on.

      Jogging down the stairs, Nix entered the living room to join us. I tugged her down into my lap, ignoring her blush as I buried my face in her hair and breathed in deeply. Missed you. The words were solely for her and I was thrilled when, despite our audience, she nuzzled her head into my neck.

      I missed you too. Out loud she added, “You wanted to see us, Ciarán?”

      “Can’t I stop to visit my brother’s fluffle?” he inquired with a wink, but sobered quickly as Theo came in from outside, brushing snow from his coat with a lazy hand. “With you all together, I figured I’d take a moment and fill you in on more of the rebellion.”

      “Are you assigning a new task?” Ryder asked warily.

      Ciarán shook his head. “Not yet. If your next task has been decided, I haven’t yet been made aware of it. We’ve been busy…” He trailed off, darkness cloaking his face for a moment, though his incessant music choices didn’t falter in the slightest.

      “You can turn the soundtrack off,” I reminded him pointedly and he grinned, bright and wide.

      “I could, but then I may get out of habit for when I need it most,” he teased. The music turned down, fading to background noise and allowing me to focus. “Since you’re late to the game, I’ll recap slightly for you, but I expect you to keep up in the future,” he told Joshua, who merely rolled his eyes at the man’s antics. “There are four main factions, although we all have one common goal—the removal of the Council for an institution of a new way of life. Faction Amber, Faction Opal, Faction Malachite, and Faction Topaz separate us, although there are some who flow between the factions without really choosing a side.”

      “Have you picked a side yet?” Joshua queried, directing his question to Nix. She shook her head without moving from my embrace.

      “We’re in the dark as much as you are,” she admitted.

      He scowled. “You risked your life and you didn’t even know what they wanted?”

      I glowered at him. “We know the Council wants Nix separated from us. We know their abhorrent treatment of all shifters. We know if they aren’t removed from power, there’s no place we could run to where we would ever truly be safe. And we know we can’t take them on by ourselves,” I argued, listing off every point as I glared at him for second guessing us. “No, it isn’t ideal, but it’s better than us fighting this damn war on our own and getting our mate killed. What good did pushing the issue do?” My words were nearly a scream now and Nix stroked soothing, long caresses across my neck and back.

      Joshua slowly nodded and focused back on Ciarán. “So, what is the point of each of these? And where do you belong?”

      “I think I’d rather you guess that,” Ciarán began, “after I tell you about each of them.” He sobered again, taking all of us in. “No single faction is perfect. There are selfish desires and bitter feuds within them. This is no fairy-tale fantasy, it is a war with deadly stakes. Even if you do not agree with a faction, we still need their support, and they have a reason for feeling the way they do. I do not tell you this lightly, and it took much convincing for the others to allow me to bring this to your attention.” He focused on Nix with a soft smile. “They have noticed your tender heart, little sister, and worried you would focus too much on the factions themselves rather than our main objective. I was among those who voted for you, who wanted you to have the whole picture—don’t prove me wrong.”

      He settled onto the floor, his legs crossed as he leaned against the wall so he had a view of both us and the door. Though he looked lazy and idle, I knew it was a farce—if any threat approached, he would be moving in an instant. “First, Faction Malachite. They approve of the current system. To put it simply, they want a change in leadership. Once the Council is ousted, their goal is to select new Council members in their place. Victoria is the head of that faction.”

      He shifted, pulling a string from his pocket, and began to play an interweaving string game as he spoke, causing Killian to groan, his embarrassment clear as he watched his brother. “Faction Topaz seeks equalization—they want to see a world where there are no classes, and mythologicals and animals are on the same level. Their leader is Valleria.” He glanced up from his string, ensuring our focus was on him, before continuing, “Faction Amber is next. Amber is mostly comprised of non-mythological shifters. They want to institute a government of non-mythologicals, insistent that they have been seen as lesser for far too long.”

      “Only non-mythologicals?” Theo interrupted. “That’s slightly illogical. They may outnumber us, but we outpower them. How do they expect to receive support?”

      Ciarán shrugged. “There are many motivations, each as individual as the shifter who holds them. Some prefer it because they’ve grown up in communes of mostly animal shifters. That’s their family and they won’t separate themselves.” Though his hands didn’t still, he added, “Finally, there is Faction Opal.”

      “Why do I get the feeling this is the one we really won’t like?” Nix murmured quietly, nerves keeping her body tense against my own as she watched Ciarán’s play of relaxation. He kept his eyes trained on the string in front of him, not meeting our eyes now.

      “Faction Opal is made of those who were most abused by the current system. They are a small subset of Faction Amber, but they have more power than many would prefer. They want to see mythologicals stripped of their powers completely, equalized to prevent anyone like the current Councilmen from ever taking over again.”

      “How is that possible?” Nix breathed in horror.

      “Different kinds of poisons, or the use of people like Zanoah,” Theo answered, his voice dark. “It isn’t pretty. In most cases, it strips a mythological of their ability to shift altogether, preventing them from ever being fully whole.”

      “Why would any mythological want that?” Killian inquired with a grimace.

      “Because some mythologicals hate their creatures.” It was Joshua who spoke now, surprising me with his quiet gravity. “They’re feared or considered weak, so they spend their time alone or amongst the lower classes. Even there they aren’t accepted, they’re the lowest of the low.”

      Nix turned her face back into my neck, a shudder working through her. “Now that I have my Phoenix, I can’t imagine losing her. It’d be like losing my arms or legs.” Panic was clear in her voice.

      “We won’t let that happen, mikró pouláki,” Ryder assured her, stroking down her leg with a soft touch. “I doubt they have much support.”

      Ciarán grimaced. “They have more than you’d like, I’ll tell you that.”

      “I’d assume it’s safe to say that’s not the faction you’re part of,” Hiro stated dryly, and Ciarán inclined his head in agreement.

      “I do not wish to lose my powers, nor my alter, selfish as that may seem to them. It does not mean I don’t understand their motivations,” he explained.  He cocked his head to the side suddenly, grinning at the door. “Damien, dear, you may wish to relinquish your prize for the moment if you do not want to be caught in a compromising position.” He fluttered his eyelashes at us. “It seems you will have a visitor.”

      Theo swore, just as the perimeter alarm rang out on their phones. “Stop messing with my alarms,” he snarled, glaring pointedly at Ciarán.

      “Mess with them? Me?” Ciarán adopted a mournful expression. “You wound me.”

      I slid Nix off my lap before striding over to pull the door open as my grandfather’s car pulled up outside of the house. “Damien!” he called with a smile. “Good to see you, boy. I take it you have visitors?” He nodded to Joshua’s car and I pasted on my company smile, the political mask I had perfected.

      “Yes, sir. Nix is waiting for you.” I led him inside, where most of the others had scattered. Only Nix, Joshua, Theo, and, surprisingly, Ciarán, remained gathered together. Grandfather arched a brow as he took in the motley gathering.

      “Well, I must say, this is an unusual way of meeting with potential suitors, young lady.” He gestured at the men surrounding Nix on all sides. “I assume you’re acting as chaperone?” He shot me a bland look and I merely nodded, settling myself on a surrounding chair. Someone had had enough foresight to whip out a board game, settling it between the four of them, though I was sure my grandfather wasn’t fooled in the slightest.

      “Gaspard, it’s good to see you,” Nix greeted with a blush, rising to greet him.

      “Settle down, girl, settle down. As I doubt any of your bodyguards are willing to leave you…” He trailed off, watching as Ciarán and Theo moved pieces about the board while I settled deeper into my chair, before flicking a glance at Joshua who only offered a polite smile. He sighed, settling himself onto the couch. “Let us dispense with games for a moment while I speak with you. If you wish for anyone to leave the room, command them to do so now, they will not disobey.”

      The color in her cheeks deepened as Nix shook her head. “No, it’s fine. They-they can all stay.” Grandfather’s brows shot up as he glanced at Joshua, though as fast as the expression was there, it slid away. “The Council is pushing. Since your situation is rather unique in nature, they want to see more of a commitment from you. They want you to have chosen a mate by the start of the New Year.” We all drew in breaths of shock at the sudden announcement, and Nix went as pale as the snow that fell outside the window. He glanced at the gathered men with a shake of his head. “While this is a step in the right direction, I doubt it will be enough for very long.”

      “What? Quitting school wasn’t enough for them?” Nix snapped, irritation causing her voice to raise. “What am I supposed to do? Kick off my shoes, get knocked up, and spend my life in the damn kitchen? Do they really expect their women to follow such sexist stereotypes?”

      “Of course not. Our women are strong and independent. But with you, the situation is different. Normally, our females may take their time, but they’re anxious to have you breed as soon as possible.” Although his tone was soothing, his words only riled Nix more.

      “So I’m just expected to give in? You call that a choice? It’s been less than two months. How can you claim we’re free to make a decision if you keep pushing us?” Her voice broke on the last word, and I wanted to run to her and scoop her against my chest. Theo stroked a hand over her hair, offering comfort I could not.

      Grandfather sighed. “I never said it was right, Annika. I simply said it was the way of things. Now, you can choose to go against them, although that would not be my suggestion. To do so would only draw their attention.” He shot each of us a look edged in warning, and I cocked my head, studying him as it dawned on me that he may know more than he let on. I hadn’t tried my powers against his in many years, but at the moment I was sorely tempted. If he was aware of the relationship between Nix and the rest of us, was he aware of her connection to Joshua? Had he informed the Council of any of this? Although I adored him and trusted him to a point, there was only so much I was willing to risk when it came to Nix’s safety.

      “I assume you’ll be telling my father I was here?” Joshua asked quietly. “He’s well aware of it, but it may help to ease the pressure on Nix if he’s informed by you, especially in front of witnesses.”

      “I am well aware of how to care for my charge, Mr. Williams,” he scolded softly, before turning his eyes back to Nix. “The least you could do is actually show some public interest. Now is the time to start removing suitors from your list. Are there any in particular you have in mind?” He asked, his eyes tracking over Ciarán who merely blew him a kiss.

      She cocked her head, considering. “Who would you ask me to remove?”

      Grandfather sighed. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to talk about this more privately?” I knew the words were a warning to the men in the room, but not a single one of them moved and he shook his head, irritation clear on his features. “Cedric is a good boy, as we had discussed before, but the Council would never truly approve your mating. He has been in your good graces long enough to raise his family’s esteem, so now would be a good time to remove him. You have been clear about your dislike for both Jasper and Felix.” Nix shuddered at the mention of those names and Theo growled, deep and low.

      “They may not truly be bad guys, but you can see that they don’t, well, like me for me. It’s just about raising their status. I could never do that,” she explained, sliding the charm on her necklace up and down its chain.

      “I assume you won’t be removing Theo from your list?” He asked, nodding when she shook her head. “Nor Joshua?” Those words were skeptical, but she sent Joshua a smile, a blush mantling her cheeks as she shook her head no and Gaspards brows shot up. It was hard to surprise my grandfather, but it was clear she had. “I would like to see you keep Ciarán in your group,” he declared, surprising most of us in turn. If Killian hadn’t been seated I was sure he would have fallen over as he gaped at his wayward brother.

      “You flatter me, Gaspard,” Ciarán said, giggling like a schoolgirl and fanning his hand in front of his eyes while he fluttered his lashes.

      “It is merely for her own protection, boy. Besides, you seem to grace her presence enough you’re actually a help rather than the expected hindrance. The Council likes to see Nix taking her courtships seriously, and your appearance here and there helps her keep up that illusion.” Gaspard dismissed Ciar’s antics with a wave.

      “I know you will be removing others shortly, and if your list is too short, or too appealing to the Council, they may try to move up your time table, which I know is not what you have in mind,” Grandfather said with a shake of his head.

      “That said, you have some dates coming up.” Grandfather commented and I winced, not needing that reminder. “You’ll need to contact me as soon as possible afterwards to inform me what you think of Andrei and Phillip.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nix answered, pressing her lips together as she nodded her assent.

      Grandfather pressed his hands against his knees and pushed himself to his feet. “I know this is hard on you, but I appeal to your common sense. This is what is best for you, Annika, and, in the long run, what is best for all of you as well. Heed what I say and you may all just make it out of this unscathed,” he grumbled, and showed himself to the door with another assessing look at Joshua. “Damien, if you will see me out? I must return to the Lodge and inform them that I am not letting my charge run wild, as they have claimed.” Irritation was clear in his tone, and I obediently followed him out onto the porch. Though flakes swirled through the air, neither of us noticed the cold. “Have you been to see your father lately?”

      “No, I’ve been a bit occupied.” Guilt tugged at me as I said it, and I knew I’d need to make time to go and see them soon.

      “Well, see if you can. Raphael is always better after one of your visits. It reinforces what he knows is important.” Grandfather sighed before pulling me into a hug. “He loves you, you know. We all do. Stay safe, Damien.” With that, he trudged to his car in the dying light and I watched him pull away.

      “I love you all too.” As Nix’s laughter rang out and I heard my brothers muttering to each other, joy and purpose poured through me. “I just love them more,” I added, before heading back into the chaos of my family.
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      Rini’s squeal was ear-piercing, and I winced as she launched herself at me like a spider monkey instead of the sun bear she was. When she extracted herself, I sent Killian a wave as he backed out of her driveway. The guys were trying to convince me to get behind the wheel of the Hummer, but I wasn’t sure I would be comfortable driving such a large vehicle, especially traversing the slick, snow-covered streets.

      “Oh my stars!” she bounced on her toes, drawing my attention, and jostled me with every movement as she gripped my upper arms. “Ciarán told me and I didn’t believe him at first. Joshua Williams?” Clasping me on the upper arms, she extracted herself from our hug and stared me down with her typical “tell me everything” expression. I knew I was in for a long afternoon of explanation. “How could you not call me sooner?” Rini scolded.

      “I just needed a little while to process it all,” I shrugged, and I was sure there was a sheepish expression on my face.

      With more understanding than I would have imagined, Rini nodded. “Yeah, I get that. Adding an extra mate to an already established harem is difficult, to say the least. How are the guys taking it?” she inquired, dropped her arms, and pulled me into the kitchen where Molly was pouring drinks.

      “Nix!” Molly beamed and sent me a little wave while she went about her task.

      “I was just asking her how the guys are taking the news of Joshua.” Rini hopped up onto her kitchen counter and grabbed a piece of pizza from a cardboard box.

      Molly stared at the lemonade pouring from the pitcher as if it held the answers to the worlds greatest questions. “I’m sure it hasn’t been easy. Theo and his friends have always been close—practically brothers.” With a sigh, she set the pitcher on the counter and turned toward us, bracing her back against the counter. “But everyone deserves to find the person or people they belong with. I’m glad Joshua’s found his true mate, and I’m so happy that he’s yours. He’s a really wonderful man. The guys will realize that soon enough and open up. I can’t imagine them disliking him once they get to know him.”

      My heart warmed at Molly’s acceptance. “I hope so. Things have been rather tenuous, and I feel so guilty asking them to welcome him into our family.”

      “None of that,” Molly shot with a hard look. “Obtaining another true mate is a blessing, not some kind of curse. They need to man up and deal with it. This is their brother, after all. You’re not a complete family without each other. If I need to talk to Theo, you just say the word. I won’t stand for them making you feel bad for something that fate dictated. It wasn’t like you asked for a sixth mate.”

      Rini smirked behind her slice of pizza, “She didn’t even ask for the original fab five.”

      I pursed my lips to a smirk of my own, “You guys are awful.” I shrugged out of my coat and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. “I may not have asked for all these mates, but now,” I bit my lip while I thought about them all, “I can’t imagine life without them.”

      “You’ll feel the same way about Joshua soon,” Rini tossed the remainder of her pizza on top of the box, pulled her legs up, and hugged her knees. “He’ll infiltrate your life and make himself such a part of it that you can’t even remember what your family was like without him. That’s not to say that there won’t be challenges. There are always are, but the best things in life are worth the work.”

      Somehow I didn’t think we were still talking just about Joshua and my situation. “Ciarán?” I questioned, and Rini laughed, swiping a finger under her eye to wipe away a tear.

      Blinking rapidly to push back her rise of emotion, she shook her head and threw her hands into the air. “Gah, I did not mean to get so deep so fast.”

      “Speaking of deep,” Molly wiggled her eyebrows. “How did the ‘I Love You’s’ go? Theo is so damn tight-lipped that I haven’t been able to retrieve any good gossip!” she whined.

      Heat mantled my cheeks and I smiled. “The entire night was incredibly romantic. Thank you guys for helping me to pull it off.”

      “Is that the necklace?” Rini’s mood evaporated, returning her to her normally peppy, upbeat self. When I nodded, she popped off the counter and slid up to me, along with Molly, to get a closer look at the shining pendant against my chest.

      “Yes!” She bounced on her toes and stared at the silver necklace decorating my neckline. “It’s gorgeous!” she beamed, and I lifted my hand to touch the cool metal against my chest.

      “I’m so glad to know that romance isn’t dead. Half of my suitors think that romance is a drive-up restaurant and some Netflix,” Molly rolled her eyes but sent me a grin afterward.

      “How is dating going?” I inquired and helped the girls carry our pizza, snacks, and drinks into the living room, arranging them across the coffee table before we settled around the room.

      “Other than the lack of classy romance?” Molly playfully rolled her eyes, “It’s been alright. There are a few men I’m pretty interested in,” she deflected.

      “And?” I grinned, eyebrows raised.

      “It’s hard,” she shrugged. “I’ve let a few guys go already. Mainly the ones who didn’t call to me, but also one who was a huge, offensive jerk.”

      “What did he do?” My muscles tensed as I thought about someone being mean to Molly. She was practically my little sister at this point and I was feeling extremely protective of her. My Phoenix cawed in my head, her fire sparking and popping as we waited for the answer.

      “He made some insensitive comments about my being a kraken.” Molly’s blue eyes flashed but I didn’t miss the hint of pain buried in their depths.

      “I’ll kick him in the balls,” Rini growled, and I seconded her assessment.

      “I’d be more than happy to singe him for you,” I angled my hand toward the ceiling and called my fire, the flames building rapidly in my palm.

      Molly laughed, but there was pain in the notes. “Thank you, but I took care of him myself. I just… this dating thing is harder than I gave it credit. Besides,” Molly glanced to the ceiling taking notice of the rebellion’s ward and I froze, “with the rebellion rising, I’m just waiting for the call. Makes it hard to date when you don’t know if you’ll even be around to pursue a relationship.”

      I gaped, “You know?”

      Molly grinned, “Of course I know.” She shook her head like it was ridiculous that I ever thought otherwise. “I grew up witnessing the injustices the normal shifters have to live through. It’s not like I’m that high up the class system either. I’m a female kraken,” Molly stressed. “Do you think the Council really gives a shit about me? Not only is my alter not all that uncommon, but they’re also sexist, chauvinistic pigs who don’t value women, even powerful ones,” she burst and I wanted to clap.

      “Damn, woman. Don’t hold back,” I laughed, trying to overcome my shock. I had no idea that innocent Molly had all this snark and fight inside. The fact that she was part of the rebellion shouldn’t have stunned me, but it made perfect sense when I thought it through.

      “Fuck that felt good.” Molly’s eyes grew wide and she plastered her fingertips over her lips. “Don’t tell my brother you heard me cursing.”

      Rini and I exchanged a glance before we both cracked up. “You’re not afraid of the Council, but you're afraid of your brother?”

      “Hey, he practically raised me. I don’t want to shatter the illusion that I’m not a little girl anymore. Besides, I get far more freedom since he believes I’m a little angel,” Molly’s grin turned wicked.

      I shook my head with a smile, “Do I need to be worried? You know… as your sister or something?”

      Molly stared at me and tears made her eyes watery once more. “You’ve never said that before.”

      “I hope you don’t mind.” I froze and worried that I’d mis-stepped.

      She sniffed. “Of course not! I’ve always wanted a sister.”

      “What am I? Chopped liver?” Rini complained goodnaturedly. Truthfully, I’d been a little jealous of the relationship between Rini and Molly. I’d never had any siblings, and seeing how close they were had made me yearn for the same type of connection. Now that I’d claimed the guys as mine, my family was growing, and I was excited to officially have a sister.

      “You know you’re my soul sister,” Molly waved Rini’s comment away, “but I’ve been waiting for Theo to mate for a while. The idea of gaining a sister has always been exciting. The fact that I got one who’s badass, awesome, and kind is just the cherry on top of the metaphorical ice cream.”

      I flushed from the praise, and I quickly returned it in kind. “You’re incredible, strong, and so sweet. You’re a catch, and if a guy can’t see you for who you are, all the way down to your insanely badass Kraken, then he is a complete idiot not worthy of your time.” I reached across the table and squeezed Molly’s hand.

      “Thank you, Nix. Truly. That helps.” Molly sniffed and lightened our conversation. “I kicked his ass to the curb so fast,” she chuckled.

      “I had to do the same thing with one of mine,” I rolled my eyes, remembering how insanely rude Griff had been every time I crossed paths with him.

      “How many suitors have you dismissed?” Rini asked, grabbing a bag of chips and popping one into her mouth with a crunch.

      I scrunched my nose as I counted. “Five, I believe.” I waved a hand, “Gaspard has been helping me with the politics involved. I just let go of Cedric, Jasper, and Felix, and you know I ditched Griff at the Gala and another left of his own choosing. Andrei and Phillip are next.”

      Molly, who had grabbed her own slice of pizza and took a monstrous bite, mumbled around her food, nearly choking, “You got rid of Cedric?”

      I winced, “Yes. He’s actually a really nice guy. I kept him around to help boost his status, but I didn’t want to lead him on either. It was a delicate balance. He’s the only one I truly feel bad about.” Molly chewed slowly as I spoke, and I narrowed my eyes at her, “Do you know him?”

      “I’ve met him,” she shrugged and Rini and I exchanged a glance.

      “And?” Rini pressed.

      “He’s very nice.” Molly flicked her gaze between the two of us and then sighed, “Ok fine, I think he’s adorable. He’s been so sweet to me. He was nearby when that douche canoe said all those mean comments and he helped me feel better after I punched the guy in the stomach.”

      Rini choked on her lemonade, spluttering and coughing, waving her free hand to ward off our concern as she gathered herself. “You punched the dude?” Molly looked apologetic and nodded.

      I burst out laughing, tears in my eyes, “Oh shit, I wish I had been a fly on the wall for that moment.”

      “He deserved it!” Molly’s voice rose an octave. “Just ask Ceddy.”

      I calmed down and smirked, “Ceddy, eh?”

      Rini waggled her eyebrows. “And how did you meet this Ceddy?”

      Molly rolled her eyes and shook her head, blushing under the pretend spotlight we’d placed her under. “We actually ran into each other at a rebellion gathering.”

      “Cedric is in the rebellion?” Now I really was about to fall over. Color me intrigued.

      “He has been. His family is at the very bottom of the mythological totem pole. They’re treated like shit most of the time.” Molly shifted, crossing her legs under her as she centered herself in the middle of the couch cushion. “His entire family is involved, they’re just waiting for the signal that it’s time to leave and head to headquarters.”

      “What signal?” I questioned.

      “You’ll know it when you see it,” Rini mused, “but when the time comes, there’s going to be a mass exodus. I feel it coming soon.”

      We all grew somber as the mood settled over us.

      “We’re not about to let this ruin girl night. New topic, please.” Molly perked up first, forcing away the grey clouds hanging over us.

      Rini was next, raising a hand in the air as if she was in high school all over again and trying to ask a question, except she didn’t wait for an acknowledgment. “Sex! Time to talk about sex.”

      “That’s not exactly fair,” Molly pouted, “I’m not having any.”

      I choked on my pizza and swallowed forcefully. “You’re brother would be thrilled to hear that,” I mumbled, my blush renewing itself on my face.

      Molly looked mortified, “As my sister and friend you are never, ever allowed to discuss my sex life with my brother.”

      “I would never,” I held my hands up in surrender. “Anything you tell me will stay confidential. Cross my heart,” I made the motions, crossing an ‘x’ over my chest. Molly relaxed.

      “Did you get that thing I told you about?” Rini looked to me and I rolled my eyes.

      “You can say the word ‘sex’ but not the word ‘birth control’?” I challenged, and Molly giggled.

      “No little Nix babies? What a shame,” Molly simpered.

      “Definitely not, at least, not right now, anyway. Maybe someday,” I rushed to explain.

      “You don’t have to explain yourself. I don’t blame you. We all have plenty of time for all of that. Besides, who wants to bring kids into the topsy turvy world we have right now? I don’t want to even consider it until this entire rebellion has been won.” The idea of Molly having children young worried me. If she chose that path, I wanted it to be because having kids was what she absolutely wanted, and not something she felt obligated to do. The encouragement for women to simply spend their lives breeding and bearing offspring was overwhelming. I wanted to see a world where mythological women had more choices and fewer stigmatisms. If a woman wanted children, she should be supported, but if she wanted to attend college and have a career, she shouldn’t be shamed for choosing a different path for her life. We were in the fucking twenty-first century and it was almost inconceivable that for a species who considered themselves better than the humans, there were concepts and freedoms the humans had that hadn’t made their way into shifter society yet.

      I sighed, tabling my thoughts for now. “Exactly, it’s not even on my radar. I got the shot Rini suggested.” I blushed, remembering the awkward conversation with Angela. Birth control—excluding condoms—was strictly banned for most mythological shifters, but because Angela helped at the nursing center for the commune, she had it available for the lower level shifters who lived there. She simply marked a shot as destroyed, and no one was the wiser. I shivered remembering the necessity of it. I wasn’t going to take the chance of the Council drugging me—or abducting me—again and taking the choice from my hands. If I ever had children, it was going to be my own choice.

      Rini threw her hands in the air and pumped them in the ‘raise the roof’ gesture, “No more condoms!” She yelled and then whooped loudly.

      “Shhh!” I hushed her, worried her mates would hear her.

      “Oh please, the bears would totally agree with me. The day we ditched the condoms and they got to go all bareback was the happiest day of their lives thus far,” she joked. “Other than the day the met me of course,” Rini batted her eyelashes and Molly and I couldn’t contain our giggles.

      “Did someone say condoms?” Cayden strode down the hallway and tossed us a wink.

      “More like the lack thereof,” Rini grinned unapologetically. “We’re talking about birth control.” I shot Rini a death glare for blabbing about our personal discussion.

      “Your guys have to be fucking over the moon.” My face heated another degree and I was sure my cheeks were crimson from this conversation. I mean, the guys were excited, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. “There’s nothing better than feeling all of your mate,” Cayden’s grin was sinful as he racked his gaze over Rini in the most salacious way.

      “Damn,” Molly whispered on an airy breath, “is this what I’m missing?”

      I didn’t even have the heart to say ‘no’ the way I should have. Sex was great. Far better than I’d ever imagined. I’d always been worried I wouldn’t be able to enjoy sexual pleasure given my past, but the guys had all been so sweet and patient, working with me to overcome my fears and hesitations. Being with them, both regularly and intimately, had become a salve to my scarred soul, and they handled my heart with the utmost care. Even Joshua, who was new to our group, was so gentle with me. It was as though they had been made for me, and I hoped I gave them as much in return as I received.

      “Yes, girl,” Rini answered Molly before prying her eyes from her mate. “But don’t you dare go having sex with just anyone.” Rini warned while Cayden stole some pizza and made himself scarce.

      “Find your mate or mates,” I stretched and patted Molly’s knee, “and I promise you it will be worth it.”

      Molly sighed dramatically, “Fine. But if they don’t show up soon, all bets are off. The sacrifices I make…”

      “In the meantime,” Rini grinned mischievously, “I can point you to a great vibrator!” Female laughter echoed through the room and I shook my head with a smile, focusing on my friends. Dark thoughts were for another day—tonight was about being with my sisters, and my heart was lighter already.
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      Walking through the front door, I shrugged out of my coat and hung it on the coat rack, trying not to appear as weary as I felt. It was incredibly good to be home again, and the tension I’d been carrying all day slowly seeped from my shoulders as I tossed yet another bouquet of flowers down on the dining room table. Five sets of eyes landed eagerly on my face when I turned around, and I immediately felt Damien at my mind, asking permission to enter.

      Wincing slightly, I pushed my mental wall in place and shook my head.  “I’m tired. That date was… exhausting.”

      Waving a hand in their direction to dismiss the conversation, I walked to the couch and plopped down between Damien and Killian, who scooted to make room for me. I leaned over and rested my head on Killian’s shoulder. His massive frame made for a comfortable resting place, and I nestled into his side with a contented sigh. Yeah, it was definitely good to be home. The guy I’d gone on a date with was nice and all, but he was boring and in complete awe of the Council… which made him hard to tolerate. If I had to go on a date with a suitor, I wished it could have been Joshua or Theo, but I understood Gaspard`s stance on needing to appear as though I was making a greater effort. However, all this dating had been taking away valuable time from my relationships with my actual men, and with all the strain we’d been under with the Council, the rebellion, and now my mating with Joshua, we were all feeling it.

      Killian’s low growl didn’t go unnoticed and I tilted my head up, catching a flash of anger in his green eyes.

      Tensing, I immediately sat up and gazed at him warily. “What? Why are you mad?”

      I’d been trying harder not to react negatively to their emotions, especially when they were angry or arguing, but it was still a work in progress. Hell, I was still a work in progress.

      Upon seeing my reaction, Killian took a deep breath through his mouth and visibly worked to relax. The anger bled out of his eyes and he softened.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… you smell like him.”

      “Smell like who?” I scrunched my nose and tried to follow his cryptic conversation.

      “Your date,” he snarled, spitting the words like they left a sour taste in his mouth. And honestly, maybe they had. None of us were fond of the whole dating and mating nonsense. Not when we already knew we belonged together. Throw in Joshua, who was already a touchy subject, and I knew my guys were more on edge than normal.

      Finally understanding Kill’s meaning, I grimaced and lifted my arm to try to smell myself. A chuckle rippled through the room from Theo and Ryder, while Hiro looked thoroughly amused with his eyes sparkling behind dark frames. Glancing sideways toward my Gargoyle, I took in his response, but his jaw was set like stone and it didn’t look like he was breathing.

      “You okay there, batman?” I asked, reaching out and placing a warm palm on the hard muscles of his bicep.

      “My Gargoyle doesn’t like you smelling like other men any more than the Puca does.”

      Sighing, I stood up, stretching in the process. “I guess it’s because I’m sitting closest to you both. I didn’t realize I smelled.”

      Ryder snickered again and I arched an eyebrow in his direction as I smoothed my simple black shirt back down over my hips. I’d chosen to wear a modest, long sleeved t-shirt and jeans with boots today, deciding not to wear anything overtly sexy that would draw more attention from unwanted suitors.

      Damien’s lips finally cracked a smile, and suddenly there was heat in his gaze. “You’re fucking sexy in everything you wear, sweetheart. Your outfit hardly changes a thing. You could wear a plastic bag and men would still find you wildly attractive.” His focus shifted down my body and then back up again, inch by slow inch.

      I felt my face heat as the sexual tension in the room skyrocketed, and their need flooded the connection I must have stopped blocking earlier. My mental barrier was down and their desire was sharp and thick through our link. It was always this way with us lately. Now that we’d started taking our relationships to the next level, our interactions easily turned sexual in nature, even when they hadn’t started out that way. Not for the first time, I wondered if I could handle all of their needs.

      A blush covered my cheeks when Damien’s penetrating gaze slashed through me, and I realized hadn’t erected my mental barrier fast enough to keep my embarrassing thoughts private.

      Their grumbles of protest told me he’d shared my musings with the others. Turning to him, I propped my hands on my hips and looked disapprovingly down my nose. Even though he was sitting and I was standing, we were almost even in height. I stood only a handful of inches above him. Still, I tried to use my limited elevation to scold him.

      “Really? You just had to share that thought with everyone?”

      He shrugged, not looking the least bit chastised. “If I know what you’re thinking… they should know too, otherwise, I have an unfair advantage.”

      “Just trying to keep things fair?” I arched a brow, challenging him, but I immediately lost my ruling position when he stood up in front of me, standing so close his body nearly brushed against mine. I tipped my chin up, trying to ignore the way his muscles moved as he straightened. This is not the time to think about how sexy his body is, Nix, I scolded myself.

      Not bothering to answer my question, Damien leaned down into my space, his russet colored eyes glimmering in the light of the living room, narrowing just slightly. Just like that, the entire mood in the room altered. I felt the shift as clear as I felt the change in the weather—the daylight hours becoming more precious now that fall was yielding to winter in Alaska.

      The heat of Damien’s body warmed me through the mere inches separating us. “Are you going to do something about that shifter’s scent on you? Or are you going to make me take care of the problem?”

      I narrowed my eyes on his intense features, taking in the slight tug pulling at one corner of his lips. “And just how are you going to take care of the problem?” I countered, feeling smug. For all of two seconds.

      Damien’s entire face transformed into a cocky, self-assured smirk as his mind entered mine, playing vivid images slowly. My breath hitched as I watched him strip my clothes from my body one piece at a time, baring me to him and his brothers’ view. The vision quickly faded, and heated growls of assent and approval filtered through the air. Suddenly, my world went topsy-turvy as Damien scooped me up and slung me over his shoulder effortlessly, as though I weighed nothing.

      “Damien!” I screeched, my pitch matching the tone my Phoenix often used in my mind. “Put me down!” I slapped his ass and he growled happily.

      “That’s not the way to convince me, sweetheart,” he said, and his voice was deep with the husky notes of his Gargoyle.

      The guys laughed as I pushed off of Damien’s rock-hard back to shoot daggers at them with my eyes, but there was no way to hide the fact that I was actually enjoying their caveman-esque treatment.

      A flood of footsteps followed us up the stairs as Damien beelined it to the bathroom, finally righting my world by setting me back on my feet. My head spun with the rush of blood that surged through my system. I realized belatedly that Theo had slipped into the bathroom with us, maneuvering around Damien to turn on the shower. He methodically checked the temperature, adjusting the knob until the heat met with his satisfaction.

      “Strip, sweetheart,” Damien demanded, his imposing form filling the tiny space of the room. Beyond us, Ryder leaned on the doorway, propping one arm above him while he cocked his head and watched. Hiro’s gaze was molten as he stood next to Ryder, those dark brown eyes full of sex and intent. Last but certainly not least, Killian was settled behind them, his view unhindered by his brothers since he stood slightly taller than the others. One of his hands was braced on the top corner of the door frame as though he had all the time in the damn world to stand there and observe our little show. All they needed was some popcorn.

      I smirked and turned back to Damien. “Make me.”

      A surge of power rippled through the bathroom and my Phoenix rose. She cawed her desire to meet her mate, and I was barely able to deny her when she pressed against my skin, bringing a wave of power so strong, a glow radiated out of me. Long, sharp fangs erupted from Damien in response, elongating over the curve of his bottom lip. He tossed his head back and hissed, stretching his mouth and adjusting to his partial shift. The simple grey t-shirt Damien wore quickly became collateral damage, the straining seams ripping to shreds when he bulked up like a sexy hulk with the presence of his alter. He shredded the remaining scraps from his body, exposing the etched lines of his chest. I let go of my control, lunged forward, and pressed myself against him. My hands singed the cotton covering him in a mission to destroy the impending barrier that kept his skin from mine.

      “Fuck,” Ryder groaned, the passion and tension overwhelming the tiny space. My Phoenix preened, enjoying her mates around her. Somewhere deep within me was a twang, the smallest seed of regret that Joshua wasn’t with us to make me feel complete, but it wasn’t time for that yet, and I was determined to enjoy the here and now. To please the mates I loved. To show them that just because we’d expanded by one more member, it didn’t mean we weren’t still the same group at our core.

      Claw-tipped fingers gripped the base of my shirt and I lifted my arms for Damien without challenge. The glide of the fabric teased my flesh as he bared me. Theo, who was standing beside us, extended his arm to brush his knuckles lightly down my side.

      I arched my back into Damien, enthralled by the way he pushed back his shift, making his fingers normal again so he could thread them into my hair without hurting me. He cupped the back of my head, angled my face up toward his, and leaned down, igniting a passionate kiss.

      He tensed under my fingertips as I sucked on his tongue. A thunderous groan shook him when I pulled back and his eyes clouded with lust. Tightening fingers pulled my hair back and then Damien angled my face toward Theo in the sexiest, most demanding way.

      I watched Theo strip his clothes from his body one piece at a time. His hands moved slowly, teasingly, as my focus followed his every movement. Theo was a god, my own personal Poseidon, and I worshipped at his altar. His golden skin was nearly smooth, his chest mostly hairless. Corded muscles covered his chest, arms, and abdominals, making me almost drool in appreciation over the man I still couldn’t believe was mine. By the time he was down to nothing, I was a panting, heaving puddle.

      “Kiss your other mate, Nix.” Damien’s deep tenor reverberated through my body from all the places we still touched, and the order made my core throb. Theo groaned from the scent of my arousal infusing the air and moved forward in one, fluid motion to seal his lips to mine. The tip of his tongue licked along the line of my lips and I parted for him, letting him plunge inside to conquer what was his.

      Thoroughly distracted, I didn’t pay attention to the two men maneuvering me until I was lifted over the edge of the tub and placed under the spray of the shower. The moment we were submerged in the steady stream, Theo’s Kraken sent a pulse of magic out to twine with mine. The fragrance of the ocean was thick and heady as Theo’s hands slipped over my body.

      Together, he and Damien worked to soap me up, four hands trailing over every part of my flesh as they washed away the scent of the offending shifter. Theo’s hands glided smoothly over my arms, my back, and my ass, pulling me closer as he and his brother sandwiched me between them. Damien teased my nipples to stiff peaks as he lathered them, squeezing the tips between his large fingers and weighting them in his hands. Then one, smooth palm forged a path down my stomach, heading south. I groaned as Damien’s hand cupped my sex possessively, and the sound was mirrored by Theo as Damien’s knuckles brushed along the hard line of his cock. The moment was so damn hot that I nearly combusted on the spot, and my pussy clenched around nothing, increasing my need to blazing heights.

      The pressure against my pussy grew as Damien rubbed the heel of his hand right over my clit. I moaned, the sound echoing off of the hard tiles, and I heard Killian’s corresponding growl from somewhere behind me. Before I could open my eyes, Damien thrust two fingers inside of me, and I threw my head back into his shoulder on a cry. Theo leaned forward and grazed his lips over my neck in sporadic little kisses of tingling pleasure that sent thrills directly to my clit.

      Damien withdrew his fingers only to stroke into me again, setting a steady but slow pace that sent a delicious shudder through my body. A gentle pressure pushed against my mind, and I opened fully to Damien, biting my lip as a wave of desire washed over me that wasn’t simply mine alone.

      With every thrust of his fingers, Damien rubbed against Theo’s cock, pleasuring the both of us.

      Inside, Theo warred with his confusion, but I also felt his acceptance. Wielding his powers, Damien mixed our bliss together until all we knew was the aching need to orgasm. To fly to the stars together.

      On a growl, Damien pressed me into Theo, causing the Kraken to stumble back a step until his back hit the cool wall of the shower. We yielded to his dominance and he increased the speed of his hand.

      “Yes!” I was reduced to incomprehensible whimpering. Every sound, every ragged breath, drove me higher to the point of no return. Theo canted his hips forward to join our rhythm and then reached for Damien. Gripping the Gargoyle’s hips, he hauled him forward to increase the friction of my body and Damien’s hand against his throbbing erection.

      “Oh fuck!” I bit out, and Theo tipped his head toward the ceiling, resting it against the hard tile. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and then released a low groan that settled low in my abdomen, boosting all the good things I was feeling to a whole new level.

      A lance of desire struck me as Damien scraped the tips of his fangs over the exposed column of my throat, and I bucked into Theo, writhing between my two men. Damien’s hardness pressed into my lower back, and I went up on tiptoes to arch my ass into his cock, tempting him with my body. Enticing him to fuck me faster.

      “Say it,” he snarled, worshiping me with his fingers. “Tell me what you need. Out loud.”

      I groaned.

      “Say it, Nix.” Damien’s insistent demand tickled across the sensitive area behind my ear as he spoke.

      “Fuck me faster!” The words flew from my mouth and a blush mantled my cheeks from my boldness.

      Damien hissed, and the sound was mirrored by my other men. Their pleasure added to my own through the mental link, and I balanced precariously on the edge of my orgasm. I was so damn ready to fall off, but Damien held me back, allowing me to look over while refusing me the plunge I so desperately craved.

      Now, ask nicely. The domineering command came from Hiro, whose tight control over his own need was already starting to crack.

      My cheeks deepened in color but I obeyed. “Please!” The plea panted from between my lips and I released a deep moan as Damien rewarded me for my good behavior.

      Good girl. Hiro’s growl slipped easily into my mind.

      My arousal was through the roof and I squirmed, my slickness mixing with the water cascading down my skin. Theo’s rocking pace grew more frantic as Damien ground his hand against my clit, his fingers flicking in and out of me faster. And then faster still. His need to possess me, to control my release, rocketed through our connection, and I surrendered to him. My heart was his, and I gave him my body as a reflection of that love.

      Damien roared possessively, easily reading the direction of my thoughts, and his free hand plucked my nipple hard. The pain made me hiss.

      Just wait, Hiro encouraged, and soon the sting blossomed into a pleasure I didn’t understand but thoroughly enjoyed.

      The combination made it harder to think straight. My lashes fluttered as Damien curled his fingers just right, sinking inside of me over and over to tease my most sensitive spot. He knew my body, his knowledge evident in every thrust of his hand. My climax curled tight, coiling like a spring ready to be released.

      “Fuck!” Theo cried out and leaned forward, burying his head in the curve of my neck as he groaned. Damien slid in and out of me so fast that my breath left my lungs. And then Theo surrendered, his trembling pleasure searing through the line, heightening my own until my orgasm slammed through me with a force so great, I could barely breathe.

      Strong arms wrapped around me, and then I was being lifted again and carried past the hungry glances of my other mates. Damien stormed down the hallway to his room and kicked open the door, dropping my wet, naked body on his bed without a care for his bedding.

      His eyes were starving and his need clouded my mind through our link. My lip found its way between my teeth and I wantonly spread my legs, knowing exactly what he needed, intending to give it to him.

      One by one, my other mates entered the room. Clothing littered the floor as they stripped, and I swore I’d never seen a more gorgeous sight. Rippling abs, hard cocks, and sun-kissed skin filled my vision and my greedy body clenched with my need for more. More touches. More teasing. More of them.

      Damien lowered himself between my thighs with purpose, his body brushing mine in all the right places, but then the pressure of his large frame became overwhelming. My heart began to pound harder in my chest and my fingers dug into his shoulders with force. 

      “Damien.” The hint of panic in my voice made him pause and he read my mind, quickly easing the tension and pulling away. “No,” I begged and grabbed him, keeping him close. “Just… Just give me a second.” My eyes closed and I took deep breaths while Damien projected feelings of safety and love through our connection. “Can we try again?” 

      “Only if you want to, sweetheart.” I nodded, and ever so slowly he lowered his body again. He kept the brunt of his weight off of me as he braced himself with his forearms. His cock teased over my clit once, then twice. Anchoring my fingers into his hair, I pulled his mouth down to cover mine, letting him know I was all right with my actions rather than words. I felt his presence, constantly reading my thoughts to make sure I was okay, and I loved him all the more for it. Nipping at his bottom lip, I provoked him to devour me, and he didn’t disappoint. The flat of his tongue teased the roof of my mouth, rubbing over every sensitive spot while distracting me thoroughly from my earlier apprehension. I ground my pussy against him, my body doing the begging while my mouth was otherwise occupied. A gasp caught in my throat, breaking our kiss as he pressed into my body with one smooth, hard motion.

      Our foreplay had been Damien’s breaking point, and he wasted no time quickening his pace. Every pound of his hips hit just right, my g-spot already swollen from one release, and I mewled as my second one built. Releasing his hair, my nails raked across his back, eliciting a growl.

      “Fuck, yes!” Damien roared, enjoying the rough way I held him. With my fingers digging into his back, I held on tight through his punishing thrusts.

      Unable to refuse the amount of pleasure filling our connection any longer, Killian grunted and finally reached for his arousal as he watched Damien and me. Fisting his cock, he stroked himself to our rhythm, content to find his own pleasure this time. With our mental link wide open, I experienced every jerk and every twist of his wrist, as he worked himself before swirling his palm over the wide, dripping head of his dick.

      The striking thrills Killian created in himself bombarded me through our link, and my pussy fluttered and squeezed Damien in response. It didn’t take long before Killian gritted his teeth, his jaw working, and closed his eyes as he spilled himself onto his clenched fingers.

      The sound of Ryder’s groan pulled my attention to the way Hiro was pinning Ryder against the wall, perfectly within eyesight of the bed. Hiro’s tongue traced down the line of Ryder’s neck, and he bit his shoulder before casting a glance at me. He didn’t look away as he pressed forward and rubbed his long, hard shaft against Ryder’s cock.

      “Holy fucking shit,” I murmured, unable and unwilling to look anywhere else.

      Giving Ryder his full focus, Hiro gripped his chin before plunging his tongue into Ryder’s mouth. The Ceraptor bucked and groaned, his cock jumping against his tight stomach muscles, the two of them moved together, each of them grinding against the other.

      My breathing hitched, the sensation of my next release twirling low in my stomach. I rocked into Damien, matching every pump of his hips.

      “Nix!” Damien rasped, and his upper body grew taut until each muscle in his arms was delineated.

      Ryder called out Hiro’s name, laying his forehead on the Kitsune’s shoulder. The muscles of Ryder’s abdomen twitched and I felt his impending explosion through the connection, knew how he held it back, but my Kitsune was relentless.

      “That’s right, Ryder. Feel the way my cock excites you. Let the others hear how I make you feel,” he demanded, and Ryder groaned long, deep, and loud in response. “Let them watch the way I make you come.” The sheer sin in Hiro’s voice was enough to tip Ryder over the edge.

      I was lost in the sight of my Ceraptor losing control, trembling in Hiro’s arms as he spilled his seed onto Hiro’s stomach.

      “Do you like watching your mates fuck each other? Do you enjoy the way their pleasure makes you feel?” Damien challenged.

      I hummed my approval, unable to speak as the flames of my bliss consumed me. Experiencing Ryder’s climax for myself and getting to watch it simultaneously had made me so fucking hot. I was sure I was going to disintegrate into nothing but ash at any minute.

      “Want to see more?” Ryder inquired, his voice breathless as he stroked a hand down Hiro’s neck, pulling him in for a deep kiss. “After all, you’ve only seen one of us come so far.” I knew Damien channeled my approval to them as I groaned, and Hiro pulled back from Ryder with a smirk as he stared into my eyes.

      “I need the words, Nix. You’ll ask for what you want from us.” Hiro kept a hand clamped around Ryder’s wrist, preventing him from stroking across him the way I wanted him to as he waited for my answer.

      “Make him come,” I panted breathlessly, and Damien groaned, stealing my mouth for a kiss as he ran his fingers across my clit in a gentle stroke that had me arching and taking him deeper inside of me.

      “Good girl,” Hiro praised with a smile. “Keep your eyes on us, or I’ll tell Damien to stop.” Damien and I both moaned at the command. It wasn’t as if the order was truly hard, I was incapable of looking away from the sexy picture the pair of them made as Hiro released Ryder’s wrist, letting him wrap his hand around his cock, tugging and stroking in smooth, hard movements—far harder than I would have thought possible without hurting him. Hiro showed no pain, however, tilting his head back in pleasure as Ryder worked his hand faster. Ryder shot me a wink, sliding his tongue down Hiro’s neck and taking his nipple into his mouth with a quick suck, making Hiro hiss.

      “You’re so fucking wet watching them,” Damien murmured with an approving sound, as he traced around my clit and I spasmed around his cock. “I love how receptive you are to all of us.”

      Hiro cupped the back of Ryder’s head, holding his mouth to him with a possessive growl. “Yeah, just like that,” he encouraged him, his dark eyes meeting my own as I panted my pleasure. “Make me come, Ryder, show her how it’d feel if she was touching me. How much pleasure you’re able to give her with those talented hands and that hot mouth.” I whimpered at his sexy, commanding tone, and Damien chuckled, the sound dark and amused as he thrust into me again. Hiro hissed and came, groaning while leaning his head down to Ryder’s, pulling his mouth up for a gentle kiss. An airy gasp escaped me as I neared the edge, rocking my hips up to Damien, pleading with him to take me over the peak I’d just watched Hiro climb.

      Damien shifted us, angling himself into me to deepen his strokes, and when he plunged forward once again, I screamed.

      “Damien!” I held on to his name as stars exploded behind my eyes. I’d never felt so good, so incredibly free, and I absorbed every radiant, ethereal thing I was feeling as I flew. My chest heaved with every unsteady, gulping draw of air I pulled into my lungs. When I finally floated dreamily back down to earth and opened my eyes, I saw pure happiness reflected back at me from the faces of my mates.

      This feeling, this indescribable emotion, was what I lived for. No matter what we had to face, no matter what challenges the future held… it was this moment right here that would carry us through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nix

        

      

    

    
      I flopped to the ground with sweat rolling off my body, and my chest aching as I dragged in huge gulps of air. “I’m done,” I gasped, letting the snow melt into my heated skin. My Phoenix chirped happily in my head—she wasn’t nearly as exhausted as I was from the training. She actually enjoyed it, loved feeling her own strength and showing off for her mates.

      “Back on your feet, Nix,” Killian called, grunting as he traded blows with Damien. I turned my head to watch the pair of them dancing across the snow, their sweat-soaked shirts molded to their frames as they blocked and kicked.

      “Nah, I’m good,” I yelled with a wave. “This show is better.” Killian stumbled, only barely managing to deflect a hit as he shot me a look that, from this distance, I couldn’t name as amusement or reproach.

      “Come on, mikró pouláki.” Ryder held out a hand, pulling me back to my feet and waving a hand toward the targets I had been busy shooting fireballs at. It was physically draining, especially when I alternated self-defense moves with each attack, but it was also boring.

      “We’ve been at it for hours,” I pointed out, brushing off the snow that hadn’t melted yet. “Isn’t it time for a break?”

      “We’ll do dinner in a little bit.” Joshua stepped up behind me, patting my shoulder gently. I could feel the others tense, Ryder’s smile turning a bit forced at the edge as he watched the other man with wary eyes. I sighed, exasperated. This new revelation had been hard on us all, but it was draining to have to continue playing peacemaker between them. Learning about Joshua, and exploring my feelings for him, would have been hard enough. Add in not just one, but five territorial mates? It was more of a nightmare than a dream right now.

      “How about a bet?” Ryder wheedled, drawing my attention back to him, the sparkle coming back into his eyes. The others stilled, drawing closer as they listened to our exchange, and my lips twitched. I wondered what they would ask for in return if they won.

      “What kind of bet?” I inquired warily, though I warmed a little at the remembrance of a Twister session. I doubted we were all at that point yet, and I wondered if we would ever be. This was far more awkward than I would have ever anticipated.

      “How about combat?” Surprisingly, it was Damien who made the suggestion. “It’s easy to see you’re getting bored. Why don’t we try switching it up?”

      “Careful, D,” Killian growled. Damien shot him a look.

      “She’s going to need to know how an actual battle goes. She can practice all she wants on targets, but it’s only going to do her so much good. She has the skill, now we need to start other kinds of training,” Theo chimed in with a shrug. I sent the Kraken a soft smile, enjoying the way he blushed.

      “I can heal any wounds they create,” Ryder added. “It’d be better if I wasn’t the one to fight against her.”

      “I’ve been doing martial arts for years,” Killian protested. “We all outweigh her by a solid fifty pounds or more. How exactly do you think this is going to work?”

      “Have her fight in her alter,” Joshua suggested quietly. When the others glared at him, he shrugged. “If she does end up in a real battle situation, fighting in her alter will give her the best chance at both survival and victory. Few can follow her, so flying is a necessary skill. You’re right, she will probably be much smaller and less experienced than those she’s fighting. Her Phoenix will give her an advantage in that sense. Add to that, her Phoenix’s powers will be strongest when she’s let free, it makes the most sense.”

      “We’re not going to experiment with the two of you again,” Killian snarled. “You killing her once was enough.” Joshua winced as though he’d been punched.

      “Killian!” I walked to him, reaching up to frame his face. “That’s not fair and you know it.” I met each of their eyes in turn. “We set that up. We planned for me to die there. We did it, and you know the reasons. It was my choice. Our choice. No more blaming him for doing exactly what we wanted him to do. He’s part of this group now… in some way.” I blushed at the possibilities, but continued, seeing hope rising in Joshua’s eyes. His expression was intense and pleading, and, taking a deep breath, I approached him and brushed a light kiss on his cheek. “I don’t know yet what he and I will be to each other, but I can tell you he’s a friend. I’ll protect him like I do all of my friends, and I know he’ll protect me in return. And that protection extends to all of you as well.” I arched a brow. “Okay?” I didn’t want this to turn into a fight, but there had to be some give from the guys if we were ever going to make this work. No one answered, but I received a few nods from Theo and Damien.

      “How about Damien?” Theo was studying each of us, as if weighing us out.

      “Me?” Damien asked in surprise, rubbing at the back of his neck.

      Theo shrugged. “We won’t put her up against Joshua, and Ryder needs to be able to heal you so he’s out as well. I obviously can’t shift and battle her. Killian’s Puca specializes in defense, and we want her to have an active battle, so he’s not the one we call.” Killian growled and I reached over to stroke a hand down his back. I knew he was sensitive about that, although I hoped he’d realize how important his role actually was. “Besides, you’re able to fly. She needs experience with an aerial battle in the event she meets another foe who has the same skills. It’s a lesser known skill set, but she’s far from the only mythological who’s able to do it. So that rules out Hiro as well, for now.”

      “You want me to fight Damien? As his Gargoyle?” I knew my hesitation was clear on my face, though my Phoenix hissed at me for my doubts. How could I not have doubts though? Damien’s Gargoyle was impenetrable. “So, what if I lose?” I questioned cautiously, and I didn’t miss the way Killian’s skin went pale at my question.

      “More practice,” Theo stated, and from the way the others scowled at him, I was sure that wasn’t the answer they had in mind. “We’re trying to prepare for a war. If she can’t beat Damien, she’ll need it. It’s for her own safety.” Theo scowled back and I saw some of the other guys’ expressions ease as they realized Theo’s infallible logic. “Longer practices, more often, for at least two months.”

      “Two months!” The words were a squeak as I gaped at him. “What the hell would I win?”

      Ryder sighed, shoving his hand through his hair. “Dealer’s choice.”

      I cocked my head to the side, considering. What could I ask for? My first thought was demanding they accept Joshua, even if only as a friend. I knew it wasn’t logical though. They didn’t know him as well as I did. It would take time for all of us to get on the same page, to see each other as a united group. A memory of a conversation with Rini tickled the back of my mind and I smiled. “You all have to show off for me. Put together a talent show. Together. As a group.” I shot a pointed look at Joshua. “Even if it’s not one act, it can be multiple, but you have to communicate and work together.” Taking in the looks of shock and horror ranging across their faces, I shrugged as a blush worked its way over my cheeks. “Rini told me you guys know how to dance. I’ve always wanted to see if she was right.”

      Killian glared at Damien. “No, there’s no way this is happening. We’re not going to fight, Nix,” he snarled, his anxiety clear in his tense jaw and taut muscles.

      “And who else would she train with?” Ryder challenged. “If she doesn’t fight one of us, she’ll never learn the art of combat. It’s us or nothing, and nothing isn’t really an option.”

      Killian growled, started pacing, and scrubbed a hand down his face as he mumbled to himself.

      The guys started ignoring Killian, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of him as he visibly struggled to come to terms with my training. I didn’t understand. Killian was usually all for pushing me harder and making sure I was as prepared as I could be when it came to self-defense.

      “Rules,” Theo declared. “One on one fight, no interference.” He looked at Damien pointedly. “Try not to strike to kill, of course. The first one incapacitated, or to surrender, loses.” I nodded my acceptance, and Damien mimicked the motion.

      “Please,” Killian begged, with a hint of desperation I’d never heard from him before.

      “What’s going on, Abra?” My question hung softly in the air between us, and Killian finally turned toward me, his eyes tortured, reflecting an ache that nearly stole my breath.

      “I’ve seen this before.” He waved a hand toward the backyard. I was confused, but apparently I wasn’t the only one.

      “What do you mean?” Theo tried to decipher the Puca’s strange mood.

      “The fight. I’ve seen it happen before.” Killian carefully enunciated, and it finally clicked.

      “You’ve had a vision of Damien and I fighting?” I questioned in disbelief. “Why wouldn’t you tell us that? Why is this the first time we’re hearing about it?”

      “I wasn’t sure I should share it when I didn’t even know what it meant. But now I do.” Killian ran a hand through his hair, tugging harshly at the red strands. “It’s this training session.”

      “What exactly did you see happen?” Theo crossed his arms and leveled a hard look at Killian, appearing unhappy that Killian had chosen not to share something important with the group. I’d seen that look before and it wasn’t fun to be on the receiving end of it. I wanted to go to Killian, wrap my arms around him and make him feel better. I fought the urge, however, needing to hear what he had to say.

      When he was done filling us in, Theo sighed. “It’s a risk. However, we don’t know if your visions are absolute or can be altered.” Theo turned toward me. “I think we need to leave this decision to Nix and Damien, since they were the ones Killian saw in his vision.”

      I sighed and eyed a wary Damien, then said, “Much worse could befall me. We’re joining the rebellion. We always knew that meant we were joining a war. Ryder’s here to heal me if I get hurt and vice versa. We can’t live our life in fear of your visions, never knowing if they’ll come true or not. All we can do is our best to prepare for the worst. I need to hone my fighting skills in my Phoenix form. I think it’s a chance we take.”

      “Nix is right, as much as it pains me to think about hurting her in any way,” Damien chimed in, but I saw the indecision in his eyes. “If she wants to train, I’ll train her.”

      “It will be alright, Killian,” Theo interjected, trying to soothe the riled Puca.

      Killian grumbled, “I don’t like this,” but he stepped back, taking his opinion out of the equation.

      “Alright, let’s do this. The sooner I win, the sooner you guys have to perform,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. Hiro chuckled, Theo smiled, Ryder grinned widely, Joshua shook his head, clearly amused, and Killian grunted. Damien stretched his arms and cracked his neck before starting to undress for his shift.

      I glanced at Joshua beside me, blushing slightly as I realized I’d need to strip. Color mantled Joshua’s cheeks as well, and he cleared his throat hurriedly. “I’ll, uh, make sure we have water for them,” he declared, striding across the training ground to dig through the water bottles Ryder had ingeniously stuck in the snowbank. I hurriedly pulled my clothes off, tossing them aside so I had room to shift.

      I wanted to stare at Damien as he tugged his soaked shirt over his head, exposing all of that hard, tanned muscle, but I focused on my shift instead, letting my Phoenix pull forward in a wave of heat and flame. She chirped and cooed, ruffling her feathers and straightening her wings. Excitement poured through us both. She was thrilled with the idea of challenging one of our mates and showing them just how strong she was.

      “So gorgeous.” Joshua’s comment was so quiet I nearly missed it, his tone almost worshipful as he gawked at us. My Phoenix preened, and I would have been blushing if I was still in my human form. The tingle of magic raced over us, and I knew Damien had shifted as well. He spread his wings wide, stretching them as the others stepped away, leaving only us in the center of the training yard.

      “Ready?” Theo called.

      The Gargoyle nodded, his sharp teeth appearing as he smiled at me. My Phoenix ruffled her feathers, not waiting for the all clear call before she shot into the air at a speed that would’ve made me dizzy as a human. Chuckles floated up from the ground as I weaved through the air, the chill of it on our feathers thrilling. Damien followed us, his wings flapping hard to keep his heavier body aloft.

      “Go!” I wasn’t sure who had called that one out, but we shot up into the air, analyzing Damien as we danced around each other, both darting and weaving without striking a blow. I felt a tickle in my mind, and knew Damien must be searching for cracks in my wall, wanting to whisper to me, to see what I was going to do next. I made sure my walls were solid, and I tried to think of any way I could possibly win this. My Phoenix let out a blast of fire, hot enough that I winced, worried about Damien. He didn’t seem to feel it, his rocky hide still completely unmarked. My Phoenix chirped her annoyance, and blasted him again and again as we darted through the sky. Damien gave chase.

      It’s not working. I pushed the thought at her, trying to force her to communicate. His skin is too hard, we’re not going to be able to melt it. Irritation was clear in my thoughts as she lashed out again. I knew that every shifter had a weakness, it was only logical, but I hadn’t really taken the time to learn what my mates’ weaknesses were. I had focused on their strengths, and now I was regretting that. What were Gargoyles weak against? Silver, of course, but it wasn’t like I had any of that on me at the moment. Clearly not fire. Damien lunged at us, reaching out as if to pull us into his arms, and I only barely managed to spin away.

      “Be careful with her!” Killian roared up at us. I squawked an irritated reply. Killian had been the one to mainly train me. Did he not think I could defend myself? Or possibly even win?

      Pride flared up inside me, along with a rapid curiosity. Whatever the hell Damien’s talent was, it had to be good—or very, very bad—for him to be this insistent on not showing it to me. I couldn’t lose this. I knew Damien was probably holding back, fearful of hurting me if he hit me at full strength, hence why he focused on catching me instead. I wondered briefly if he was holding back his speed, but my Phoenix poured disbelief into that. We had gotten strong enough that we were nearly as fast as he was, something I hadn’t even realized until now.

      “Come on, Nix!” Joshua cheered from the sidelines. Ryder joined in, whooping as we darted in to peck at Damien’s chest before sliding away again. He was fast, but we were smaller and more agile, sliding away from the tips of his fingers as he tried to grasp us.

      “Be careful!” Of course it was Hiro who would call that out in the middle of a fight.

      He has to have a weakness. I pushed the thought to my Phoenix. How were we weak? The thought flashed through my head and my Phoenix hissed, an image of our wings blasting into my mind. Of course. Our wings. I studied Damien intently as he continued trying to get close enough to grab us, earning pecks and burns for his trouble. I doubted they caused him any true discomfort, since they didn’t even mark his thick skin, but it was distracting for him, enough to let me plan. How do we get to his wings though? And what part of his wings? Again, my Phoenix had the answer, showing me an image of where they connected to his back. The joints there didn’t look as protected as the other parts of his wing, maybe due to the need to move and fold so freely. The question was, how did we reach them?

      Frustration began to build inside of me as we tried to dart around him. It was too risky to get close to his hands, and I was running out of energy and time. If I could just slow him down! As I thought the words, I felt heat work its way through me, a disconcerting wave blasted forward out of my control and I screamed, the sound echoed by my Phoenix’s screech. Damien didn’t seem to be injured in any way, aloft in the air in a solid piece, and I nearly sobbed in gratitude before the realization hit. He wasn’t moving. None of them were moving.

      Did we freeze them? I asked my Phoenix in awe. She chirped and warbled, pride surpassing her confusion, as she darted around behind Damien. She was as competitive as I was, and happy we had managed to gain the upper hand. Not too much, I warned, reining her in as she built up a blast. He could be really hurt. She grumbled her agreement, a sense washing over me that she’d never truly harm our mate and she was irritated with me for even suggesting it, before letting loose a small, concentrated set of flames right into his wing joints, as she clasped her clawed feet onto each wing.

      Damien roared, the stillness that had taken hold of the clearing suddenly breaking as we fell toward the ground. We leapt away, beating our wings hard to stay aloft as Damien hit the ground hard. The ground shook and snow fell from the treetops to scatter over the others as they all gaped open-mouthed at Damien. Ryder was the first to come to his senses, possibly due to my plaintive chirping, and run to Damien’s side. With his hand outstretched and glowing lightly, he reached down to heal the burns I had caused.

      “How the hell did she do that?” Killian asked, his green eyes wide with awe as he studied me. I settled softly onto the ground, my Phoenix preening as she flipped her feathers.

      “She stopped time.” Surprisingly, it was Joshua who spoke up, though amusement was clear in his voice. “You didn’t tell me she had that power. I thought her skills were based on fire.”

      “They are. Well, were,” Hiro amended. “How do you know that’s what she did?”

      “It’s a common Phoenix skill,” Joshua answered with a shrug. “Some were even able to travel through time, though most could only speed it up or slow it down a little. Others could freeze it entirely.”

      Exhaustion slammed into me and my Phoenix mewled plaintively. “Here!” Hiro hurried over with my clothing. “Joshua, turn around.” I assumed by the shuffling feet that he complied and I sighed, letting the shift go and coming back to my human body, struggling to put on my workout clothes again as my hands shook madly.

      “Tired?” Hiro asked, inspecting me carefully. I nodded as he ran his fingers through my hair. “You did so well. Both of you.”

      Damien reached me just as I got to my feet, already healed as he inspected me for damage. “What made you think to go for my wings?” he inquired, cocking his head. “Most people don’t know I’m sensitive there.”

      I shrugged. “My Phoenix knew. Or, well, guessed may be more accurate. We were thinking about what our weakness would be, and she reminded me of how sensitive our wing joints are, and how easily they could be broken. We can fight without flying, but it’s much harder. So, we guessed.”

      “You were impressive.” Joshua spun back around with his hands in his pockets. “Both of you were.” He nodded to Damien who murmured his thanks. While it was a small gesture, it felt good to see them interacting together.

      “How did you stop time though?” Theo queried excitedly, pushing his glasses up his nose.

      I shook my head, a little helpless now. “I don’t know. I was thinking that we were tired and we wanted to win. That I needed to slow Damien down somehow so I could get behind him.”

      “I thought you were just trying to get away from me.” He shook his head ruefully, though a small smile danced across his lips.

      I turned to Killian and hopped up on my tiptoes, planting a sweet kiss on his cheek. “See? Nothing bad happened. At least, not to me.” I smirked and popped back down on the flats of my feet.

      Killian grumbled, but I could tell he was happy to see me relatively unscathed.

      “It seems your visions can change,” Damien mused.

      “That’s one question answered. They’re not absolute, which means the outcome can be adjusted,” Theo murmured, and I saw the way his mind was already working, calculating the different possibilities of Killian’s vision. “Truthfully, your visions are more powerful if that’s the case. It means we can use them as weapons.”

      “How?” Killian perked up for the first time since the fight.

      “If we know what’s going to happen, and we know that the outcome can change, then we just need to find out how to cause said change. In this case, none of us—including Nix herself—knew about her ability to freeze time like that. Hence, once she tapped into that power, she was able to overtake Damien.” Theo and Killian leaned closer as they walked inside, dissecting every little detail of the fight, comparing it against what Killian had seen and what had actually happened.

      “Do any of you understand what Theo is on about?” I questioned, trying to keep up.

      “Honestly? I don’t understand half of what he says,” Ryder teased, and I playfully smacked his arm.

      “Let him work this out in his own head, and once he has a clearer understanding of how we can use Killian’s power, I’m sure he’ll fill us in.” Damien smiled, his hand coming to rest on my lower back as he guided me toward the house. Joshua raced ahead to open the door for me, and my heart warmed at having all my mates together, though I knew none of this had been easy on any of us.

      “In the meantime, at least you have a new thing to practice,” Ryder said with a laugh, pulling me from my internal musings. He scooted closer to nuzzle my neck. “For now though, I really do think it’s dinner time.”

      I smiled up at him. “And time for you guys to figure out what you want to do. It’s time for dinner and a show.” I giggled as the rest of the guys groaned, leaning into Damien as we walked back home.
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      Dinner had been quiet and stilted, the tension still evident in the way the boys dealt with Joshua. I had tried to stay out of it, clearing up the simple salad and sandwiches we had eaten for dinner as they planned their event. All the guys had been specific that they couldn’t eat while doing their acts and that I would simply have to wait. It was both amusing and endearing that they weren’t trying to wiggle their way out of the bet, and were taking it as seriously as they did, although I had hoped they would take the time to bring Joshua into the mix. So far, they had separated, as usual, with Joshua scrolling through his phone and occasionally glancing up at my other mates. I wasn’t sure if I was just seeing things, or if there really was a desperate kind of longing in his eyes as he watched them with surreptitious glances. I knew he had grown up lonely, and I wondered if he longed to be a part of their group, or if it was merely me pushing my wishes onto them.

      “I think this will be easiest if we move the furniture,” Theo muttered, and I arched a brow.

      “You have to move the furniture?” Maybe I hadn’t thought this all the way through…

      They didn’t bother answering me as I took a seat on the staircase out of the way, merely dragging the couch and chairs to clear room for whatever they had planned. Joshua helped them, and when he was done, he settled down beside me, stretching his long legs out as he watched the other guys prepare. “I know we haven’t had much of a chance to talk,” he began softly, keeping his eyes on the others as they bickered about the amount of space they’d need. “I’m sorry for springing all of this on you. I just… I couldn’t walk away without at least trying.” Guilt, even a little bit of shame, was clear on his features and I sighed, patting his hand softly.

      “It is confusing,” I admitted. “Though I don’t resent you for doing it. I…” I searched for the right way to phrase my thoughts without hurting anyone. “I can’t say yet that I’m glad you did, because I’m not glad of anything that hurts them. But I’m not opposed to it. I like you, Joshua. I thought from the moment I met you that we could be friends. Now, with the possibility of us being more, it’s hard, but that doesn’t mean it’s bad.” I nodded my head at the bickering males who were doing their best to give us a small slice of privacy. “They’re my family. The only family I have ever known. I just want to see if you can be a part of that family too.”

      “I’ve always wanted a family like this,” he murmured so softly, I could barely hear him. “I’ll do what I have to, to earn their respect. And yours.” He tried a smile, though it didn’t quite reach his soft, blue eyes. My Phoenix twittered at me, wanting me to reach out and comfort him. She hated seeing him sad and I did as well, though at this point I wasn’t sure how to comfort him without doing more harm than good. “For tonight though, let’s just focus on having fun and getting to know each other, okay?”

      I nodded, releasing a deep breath as I tried to relax. “Are you all almost done yet?” I teased the others. “A girl can’t wait all night for some entertainment.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there’s plenty we can do to entertain you,” Damien offered, his voice deep and husky enough to make me shiver at the ideas that rolled rapidly through my head.

      “None of that,” Ryder pleaded. “If you get her started, I’m going to want to finish it, and we promised her a talent show.”

      “I’m okay with it getting started,” Joshua whispered, and got a murmur of agreement from Hiro. I couldn’t help but laugh as a blush rose over my cheeks, and he shot me a wicked grin. I liked seeing this side of him.

      “I think we’re ready,” Theo declared, pulling his phone from his pocket and plugging it into the docking station on the wall. “Nix, why don’t you sit on the sofa so I know you’re comfortable.” After a moment’s hesitation, he added, “Joshua, you can sit with her too, if you don’t mind waiting for your turn.” I could almost feel Joshua light up beside me and he nodded, jumping to his feet. He held out his hand for mine, and his was warm and firm as he grasped my wrist and hauled me to my feet. We settled comfortably on the sofa, and I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed when he left a little space between us. This pull toward him was more difficult to resist than I would have thought.

      The guys lined up, with Theo standing closest to his phone, and I cocked my head, trying to figure out their plan. I had hoped they’d include Joshua, but whatever talent they were planning on showcasing seemed to be just amongst them. With a nod from Damien, Theo pressed the button on his phone and joined their line. A moment’s silence reigned, weighing heavily over us, before music suddenly pumped from the speakers.

      Laughter had me nearly falling from the couch, and only Joshua’s quick hands pulled me back. It wasn’t just any music, they’d chosen N*Sync “It’s Gonna Be Me.” The five moved in unison, and from the synchronized movements, it was clear that they had practiced this on numerous occasions. I giggled madly, looking from face to face, as they executed the stylized 90s movements. Killian looked embarrassed, though he didn’t miss a single motion. Ryder led the crew, mouthing every one of the words as he danced the lead. Theo’s face was a mask of concentration as he executed the sharp movements. Damien had a small smile on his lips, drawing my eyes as he jumped and sent me a wink. Hiro moved fluidly, nearly as comfortable with the motions as Ryder, and not a single one of them fell out of step as they performed the choreography perfectly.

      Joshua was clapping along with the beat, and I wolf whistled at them, giggling madly. Killian pulled forward, implementing a complicated backflip and I gasped in awe—no wonder they wanted space cleared. The others alternated their own impressive acrobatics, never once losing the beat of the song. I couldn’t deny that it was sexy as hell to watch them move like that, even to the 90s song choice.

      I clapped madly as they came to a close. “Oh my god, you guys! That was incredible!” I ran up to hug each of them in turn. “How in the world did you learn to do that?”

      “Practice,” Hiro said on a smile.

      “Once upon a time, we lost a bet with Ryder,” Killian added. “When we were teenagers, every time we’d lose to him, he’d make us do one of these stupid routines. Apparently we still remember them.” He shook his head sadly. “Imagine what I could do with that brain space.”

      My grin was so wide you could probably see it from outer space. “Thank you for that. I loved it,” I gushed.

      “Don’t thank us yet, we’re not done. We figured one act for five of us wasn’t quite fair, so there’s more to come. We just thought Joshua may want to go next. Give his fair share,” Damien called out, stretching his arms over his head. The handsprings he had done seemed to have left him a little sore.

      “Do you want to go, Joshua?” He had never been involved in our bets before, and I was feeling a little guilty for forcing him to do something in front of all of us. It wasn’t like I had a talent to show off. I didn’t want to make things more awkward for him. Surprising me, he smiled and nodded.

      “Mine’s not as good as yours, but it’ll give you a chance to rest.”

      “What, no choreographed dance planned for an impromptu talent show opportunity?” Ryder teased him good-naturedly, and it helped to lighten my heart, easing a small portion of the weight that had been there since Joshua had shown up on our doorstep.

      Joshua smirked and stood fluidly, tucking one hand into the pocket of his jeans. Standing before me, he appeared as though he could have strutted off the pages of a fashion magazine. Playfully, he tossed his other hand across his brow as he said, “My dancing is not quite up to caliber, I’m afraid. As many cool points as it costs me to admit, I have something far more appealing to women.” He darted into the kitchen, coming back a moment later with a bag of apples.

      “Fruit?” I asked with a snort of laughter. I had missed being silly like this. Tensions had been running so high for so long that this was an epic release as I settled down on Killian’s lap.

      He grinned, pulling three apples from the bag, and tossing the rest onto the couch before beginning to spin the apples in a wheel above his head and I laughed so hard I had tears in my eyes. “Everyone knows that women can’t resist jugglers, so of course it was a skill I developed at the earliest opportunity,” he declared solemnly, as the others joined me in laughter. “Another!” he called out, as our amusement died down. Killian muttered in surprise, and Hiro tossed another apple into the fray. Joshua didn’t lose pace at all, now all four rotated with ease as he winked at me. “Another,” he declared again. No one laughed now, and I held my breath as Damien tossed a fifth apple into the circle he rotated. I had never been to the circus before, but I assumed this kind of breathless excitement was what the experience was like. I leaned forward on Killian’s lap, my eyes intent on the circling fruit.

      “More?” Ryder called out, hefting an apple in his hand.

      Joshua nodded, his eyes glued to the spinning fruit. A sixth, then a seventh apple joined the lot, spinning for a moment before, quick as a whip, he shot an apple at each of us, catching the final one in his mouth with a muffled, “Ta-da!”

      I clapped madly, bouncing on Killian’s lap and making him grunt. “That was great!” Okay, so, it wasn’t a sexy talent the way that the guys’ dancing had been, or even the way Damien’s cooking was, but I loved it nonetheless. Where juggling may have been considered funny, it was Joshua’s confidence that had completely captured my attention. His entire routine was completely adorable and endearing, and I hoped he’d be willing to do it for me again in the future.

      He executed a quick bow. “Entertainment and a snack, juggling has it all. I think that means you guys are up again.” He hesitated, before holding his hands out for mine, his eyes on Killian. Killian sighed heavily and passed me over.

      Joshua didn’t press the advantage, quickly lowering me to the couch again, and Killian patted his back. “Good job. That takes quick hands,” Killian complimented him grudgingly. I was so proud of him in that moment as Joshua flushed with happiness and leaned against the wall beside the couch, apparently unwilling to sit yet.

      As they lined up again, I considered them, wondering if they would do a different dance routine for me. Theo scrolled through his phone and, from the way Damien angled his head, glancing at each of them, I assumed Damien was speaking in their minds to keep from spoiling the surprise. With a nod from Theo, he pressed a button on his phone and a beautiful melody filled the room, far slower than I had expected. At this point, I doubted anything would have surprised me and I envisioned them beginning to waltz.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong. Killian and Hiro began to sing, the sound sweet and true. I was so shocked by the notes, it took me a moment to realize they were singing in flawless Japanese. Hiro doing it wasn’t a surprise, although I hadn’t known he spoke Japanese, but Killian? Theo, Damien, and Ryder joined next, their harmonies perfect as they sang right to me, the words flowing over me and making me smile. I needed to learn Japanese and quickly. I desperately wanted to know the lyrics. As they all joined together, the harmonies made me shiver, and then another voice joined in, strong and sure.

      Joshua stepped forward, his eyes on theirs, singing along. If the widened eyes and shared glances were any indication, they had no idea Joshua spoke Japanese or knew this song, let alone that he could sing as beautifully as they could. The melody passed between each of them in turn, not a single one faltering. Damien had to have mind spoken to him, because when it was Joshua’s turn to carry the song solo, no one else sung over him and the song wove on. By the time he and Theo held the closing notes and let them linger, tears streamed heedlessly down my cheeks and I applauded, unable to do more than cry and push my awe toward them for Damien to share.

      “You know Japanese?” Hiro asked Joshua with a smile. “That’s an odd skill.”

      Joshua shrugged, rubbing at the back of his neck. “I speak four languages. Five if you count American Sign Language.”

      “Really?” Killian queried, skepticism clear in his voice. “Which languages?”

      “English, Japanese, Greek, and Spanish,” he answered with a shrug, as though it wasn’t a big deal.

      “Wow, that’s really impressive.” My head was spinning at the idea. “You all sing too? And Joshua, how did you know that song?”

      “It’s from an anime I like,” he replied with a smile. “I watched it to help me learn Japanese.”

      “Hiro, I didn’t know you liked anime!” I beamed at him. I liked learning new things about my guys. He laughed though, shaking his head.

      “I don’t dislike anime, but this one wasn’t my choice.” Hiro winked at me, and nodded his head toward a blushing Theo.

      “I enjoy it,” he admitted quietly, fiddling with his glasses. “Like Joshua, I started watching it when I was learning Japanese.”

      “You’re all fluent?” I asked, looking to each of them as they nodded in agreement.

      “We learned when we were kids because of Hiro. We wanted to make him feel more at home,” Killian added.

      I shook my head, still in shock. “You’re all so talented. Really, you are. Each time I think I’ve learned everything I can about you, you surprise me with something else.” I bit my bottom lip hard, trying not to let the rest of the words I was thinking spill out. And every time you get even more attractive—I just want to lick you all. I needed a cold shower, now.

      I ran from the room as booming laughter surrounded me. Apparently, I hadn’t been very good at keeping that part to myself.
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      “Have you guys seen Nix?” I asked Damien and Theo as they cleaned up the kitchen. We’d had breakfast over an hour ago, and Nix had disappeared on us. I had thought, after last night, that maybe she’d be feeling more open, but instead she had hidden herself away, only grabbing a granola bar for breakfast as she claimed she was too tired. All of the humor from last night had burned away, leaving more tension than ever before.

      “I thought she was in her room.” Damien turned to face me, wiping his hands on the dish towel he was holding and frowning in concern as he reached out across the mental link.

      “I thought so too, but when I went to check, she wasn’t there,” I explained, unwilling to admit there was an icy ball of worry in the pit of my stomach.

      “She’s in the training yard,” Damien said, relief seeping into his voice. “I didn’t hear her slip out, she’s getting pretty good at that.”

      “Want me to go get her for something?” Theo offered. “I saw her briefly this morning to get more blood from her, but she’s been alone since then as far as I know. Killian and Ryder are still searching for Zanoah, and Joshua’s back at the compound.”

      “I’ll find her,” I assured him, and patted his arm as his face relaxed and he turned back to the dishes he had been washing.

      I shivered in the cold, wishing Nix was there to heat up the air around me. I was never going to be a giant fan of winter, that was for sure. It wasn’t hard to find her now that I knew she was out here, she was safe within the boundaries of the training ground. I stood and watched as she threw fireballs at her targets again and again. She would pause for a moment, focusing, and I wondered if she was trying to gain a grasp on her newest power. “You’re doing well,” I called out as she blasted away another target with a sweep of her hand.

      She turned, panting slightly, and sent me a sweet smile, although her eyes wouldn’t meet mine. “With the flames, sure. But I still can’t figure out this time power. I wonder if it may have just been a fluke.”

      I grabbed her water bottle from the ground and tossed it to her, smiling as she caught it with ease. “It’ll take time.”

      She shook her head, grinning, but then grew somber. “Yeah, I know. But time is the one thing we don’t have.” She gulped down some water, tossing the bottle back into the snow and turning to face the target again. “For this or for us.” Her last words were so quiet, I barely caught them as the icy wind tried to snatch them away.

      “Hey.” I wrapped my arms around her, nuzzling my head against hers as I tried to get her to relax into me. “What’s wrong? You’ve been hiding since last night. Did we upset you?” I shivered slightly in the chill and she sighed, pushing a wave of heat out over the both of us.

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that.” Although her words were reassuring, her tone wasn’t. This close, I was able to see the dark circles that ringed her eyes and I wondered if she had slept at all last night.

      I turned her to face me, lifting her chin to try and force her eyes to mine, yet she darted them away, always looking right past me. “It’s something.” I kept my voice low, but firm. “We’ve been through this. Keeping secrets only ends up causing problems. Just tell me. Whatever the problem, if we work together, we can fix it.” I was racking my brain, trying to figure out what could have changed her from her usual laughing enthusiasm to this moroseness, but I couldn’t come up with anything.

      She sighed, her chocolate brown eyes closing for a moment as she tried to shake her head despite my grip on her chin. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      Well, if gentle wasn’t working, maybe pissing her off would. “Are you on your period?”

      Her eyes snapped open and her gaze shot to mine as she glared, and I bopped her nose. “What kind of sexist—”

      I interrupted the start of her tirade. “There’s that fire I love so much,” I murmured, brushing a soft kiss across her pouted lips. “You won’t know if I can help with it if you don’t tell me. Yell if you need to, we’ve all done it before. But we’re not leaving here until you talk to me, Nix, I can promise you that.”

      “You won’t want me to talk to you about it. Rini’s not answering her phone…” She trailed off with a shake of her head.

      I studied her as she turned her eyes away again, easily reading the guilt and shame covering her features, the doubt in her eyes as she bit her lower lip. I slid my thumb over it so she’d release her plump flesh, soothing the mark she’d made. “There’s a time and place for pain, and this isn’t it,” I told her firmly. “Do you want to go inside and talk about this?”

      She shook her head as rapidly as my grip would allow. “No. I don’t want them to…” She trailed off again and I nodded in understanding.

      “You don’t have to talk about it in front of them, but Nix, we will talk about it.” She closed her eyes again, shutting herself off from me, and I picked her up, cradling her to my chest as she gasped. I settled onto the ground, uncaring about the chill, and massaged a hand down her neck and back. “So, you don’t want to go inside and face the others, you want to talk to Rini, and you’re out here all by yourself. I’ll take a stab in the dark here and say you’re fretting about what all of us have put off talking about—Joshua.”

      I didn’t need to see her face to feel her wince as she said, “I’m not—”

      “You are,” I cut her off. “And if you don’t want this first talk about it—because I’m sure there will be plenty—to happen in front of the others, I understand. But you and I are going to address it right now. If you want to sit here across from me, if you want to scream at me, or if you want to stay right in my lap where I love having you, the choice is yours. We’re not going to wait any longer though. It’s just eating at you.” I kept my words firm but my hands soft in comfort, hoping to soothe her as much as I could.

      “I don’t want to betray you,” she confessed on a breath. “I know it’s how some of you feel, I could feel it through Damien. The anger, the hurt…” She trailed off and I felt tears dampen the collar of my sweatshirt.

      “You also felt surprise and confusion,” I reminded her gently. “We all felt yours, just like we felt your understanding and your happiness.” A sob broke from her and I brushed a kiss over her hair. “Nix, what did you think was going to happen?” I did pull back now, needing to see her face. “Did you think we would all leave you? That our family was going to fall apart?” When she wouldn’t look at me, I knew I had my answer.

      “Answer this question, Nix. Do you believe you’re my mate?”

      “Of course!” The words were broken by her tears as her eyes sought out mine, her hand automatically reaching to soothe me in turn.

      “And do you think that Damien, Killian, Theo, and Ryder are your mates?”

      “I know they are, but—”

      I cut her off with a kiss, pulling back as she relaxed against me. “You could have gotten into anyone else’s Uber that day, and we would have never met you. I believe meeting you wasn’t chance, nor it was luck. I have known, deep inside of myself, that you were always destined to meet us, to bring us closer together. I haven’t doubted that for a minute.” I wiped away her tears, drying her soft cheeks. “Does it bother you when I’m with Ryder?” The subject change made her blink.

      “Of course not. I mean, it’s… well, it’s hot,” she said with a blush.

      “But he’s not you,” I pointed out, pushing the subject. “Doesn’t it bother you when I touch him, or kiss him? Will it bother you when we do have sex together, even if you’re not in the room?”

      She was blinking rapidly now, trying to keep up with all the questions I was throwing at her. “Why would it?”

      “Because you’re my mate. My attention should be on you, right? Why would you allow me to touch another male? Won’t you end up hating me for it?”

      “Hiro, I would never! How could I when you…” She trailed off, frowning at me now as she narrowed her eyes. “You did that on purpose,” she accused. “You knew I’d get worked up and comfort you.”

      I smiled at her and kissed her again. I loved seeing her fired up, even if it was because I had irritated her. Her skin flushed prettily and her brown eyes were bright, and it was sexy as hell. “I did do it on purpose, yes. Honestly, Nix, I think I’ll understand more than most of them will. I’m not saying it won’t be hard bringing another male into our group. There will be jealousy and some stress. It helps a little that we have known him since we were kids, and we know he’s not a bad guy—as much as Killian’s still upset about the attack, even though it was a necessary evil at the time. But there will be issues at first. We’ve been alone with each other for so long, it will always be an adjustment.” I wrapped her hair around my hand, tugging her head back so I could see her more clearly. “That does not mean it isn’t worth it. I believe that you are my fated mate, I believe that the mark on my skin is a gift. Why would I deny that gift to someone else? Why would I force you to be without a part of yourself? We aren’t human, Nix. Our needs, our beliefs, don’t conform. My only desire as your mate is to ensure your happiness and your safety. Now, I have one more male who will not only give his life up for you if needed, but one who, when he mates with you, will add another layer of protection and strength. Why would that upset me?”

      I waited for her to answer me as the tears slowly dried. “But, if I’m with him…”

      “Then you’ll be with one of us later,” I finished for her. “No shame. No blaming. I can get jealous of one of them at times, but I always know you’re right there if I need you, and you’re coming back to us. That’s what’s important, Nix. You’re a gift to us, to all of us, and we couldn’t have gotten luckier.”

      She grimaced at that and I tightened my hold. “What, exactly, does that expression mean?” I asked carefully.

      A blush crept up her cheeks as she answered, “Well, I just think that’s an exaggeration is all.”

      “An exaggeration?” Anger at how little she valued herself began to creep up inside of me. “Why is it an exaggeration?” She watched me warily now, her eyes dark and assessing, as if trying to gauge my mood.

      “You’re all so gorgeous, and I’m just, well, me,” she blurted out in a rush. “I mean, look at how special and sexy and talented you all are! You can all sing beautifully, you can dance, you’re all so smart. You all speak multiple languages. Killian can fly a plane, Theo knows computers and science, and Ryder’s going to be a doctor for heaven’s sake. Damien knows politics and cooking. You’ve learned an entire new culture along with your own! You take care of everyone at the dorms, you’re always protecting people.” She was rattling off the words so fast she nearly stumbled over them. “I’m not like all of you. I’m trying so hard to be, to learn and keep up, but I’m always a dozen steps behind,” she finished in a rush.

      “Let me get this straight.” My words were so low they were nearly a hiss as disbelief consumed me. “You don’t see yourself as attractive.” I held up a hand to prevent her from speaking, a low growl rumbling in my chest as my Kitsune pressed close to the surface. “You don’t think you’re talented? Or special? You consider yourself as less than us?” Slowly, she nodded in response, caution clear in her expression as she watched me. “Come with me, Nix. There are some lessons you need to learn.” I pushed from the ground in a smooth motion, carrying her easily as I strode purposefully toward the house. I wasn’t going to let anyone talk badly about my mate, including her—this would be the last time she had those thoughts, I was going to see to that.
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      “Where are we going?” I asked, clinging to him as panic tickled at the back of my throat. I knew he’d never hurt me, but I had rarely seen Hiro worked up.

      “Hiro?” Damien and Theo called after us, as he strode purposefully through the kitchen and gave a weak wave of acknowledgment. “Is she okay?” Damien’s voice held a touch of panic. “Oh!” I assumed Hiro had thrown something to him mentally, and I heard their rapid footsteps behind us as Hiro climbed the stairs.

      “I can walk, Hiro,” I reminded him gently, patting him on the back as I tried to calm him down from whatever mood had rapidly taken over him.

      Hiro tossed me onto the bed in my room, making me squeal as I bounced. “Nix has decided she isn’t as important, as sexy, or as talented as we are.” Hiro directed the words over his shoulder to Damien and Theo, where they stood tensely in the doorway. “When I tried to tell her how incredible she was, how much we adored her, she could only wrinkle her nose and think of her flaws.” Hiro’s dark eyes flashed as he stared at me, slowly arching a brow in challenge. “She objected to being complimented, saying she can’t keep up with us, that she wasn’t a gift to us.” Damien and Theo hissed.

      “Is that true, Nix?” Damien’s voice sounded almost… disappointed. “Do you really think that?”

      I shrugged, my shoulders tense as my eyes flicked between them. “It’s not like it’s a secret. I’m not as smart as all of you, or as talented, and I’m definitely not as sexy, I mean…” I trailed off again at Hiro’s growl as he cupped my chin in his hand.

      “That’s ridiculous and it’s not going to keep happening.” He flicked his gaze to his brothers. “You can stay and help me, or you can go about your day. Either one is fine with me. But I’m going to make sure that she stops thinking about herself as anything less than a goddess, no matter how long it takes me.” I wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat, and something deep inside of me knotted with heat at the dark intent in his voice.

      “I’ll stay,” Damien stated, his voice firm. “If she’s still thinking any of that bullshit, I don’t want to be responsible for not helping her change it. Besides, this way I can ensure she’s truly okay with everything and paying attention to her lesson.” He arched a brow at me as I blushed.

      “Me too,” Theo said grimly, surprising me. I knew Hiro had dominant tendencies, and Damien seemed to be fluid about his, but Theo was my gentle Kraken and I hadn’t expected this side of him. He shook his head at my look. “Sweetheart, if you’re really talking badly about yourself, I’m not going to put up with it. I’d beat anyone else who spoke poorly about you, so why should I let you put yourself down? Besides, it’s the doubts inside of ourselves that are the hardest to shut down, and apparently you need help doing it.” His blue eyes were warm as they met mine, while he reached behind his neck to tug his t-shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor to expose all of his golden skin and hard muscle. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly very dry as I took each one of them in.

      “Nix, we haven’t played like this before. It’s going to be different than what you’ve experienced, but we will make it enjoyable for you. If you aren’t comfortable with it, say so now,” Hiro warned, stripping his sweater off in smooth, measured motions.

      I cleared my throat, winding my fingers through my hair as I tried a smile. “I’m not afraid of you. I just don’t understand what sex has to do with changing how I see myself,” I argued.

      Hiro’s grin was wicked as he slid his jeans down, standing in front of me in only his black boxers. “You’ll see.” He pulled me up from the bed and cupped a hand around my neck, forcing my eyes to meet his. “If you get uncomfortable, if you want to slow down, say ‘yellow.’ If you want to stop, you say ‘red.’ Don’t be afraid to use your words, Nix, but if you say red, everything we are doing will stop immediately. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I replied, breathing the word on a gasp as my heart pounded in my chest.

      “Damien, go to Ryder’s room and get his closet mirror, please,” Hiro directed.

      “A mirror? Why do you—” Hiro’s mouth on mine interrupted whatever objections I had.

      “No questions, Nix. You aren’t in control here, we are,” Hiro ordered.

      “But—” I tried to argue, but Hiro’s mouth closed over mine again, stopping the words. I was lost in the heat of his body and the taste of his mouth, as he swiped his tongue over mine, taking the kiss deep and dark as he nipped me, the smooth, cold sensation of his tongue ring making me groan.

      “Where do you want it?” Damien interrupted, amusement in his voice as he watched us.

      “By the bed,” Hiro instructed. “Feel free to strip. I’m sure she’d like the view,” he added with a chuckle.

      My hands were shaking now, but it wasn’t fear that filled me. Excitement, yes, and nerves, absolutely, but I knew without a single speck of doubt that they would never harm me.

      Already turned on, hm? Damien’s mental voice filtered into our link and I blushed, sending him an embarrassed smile.

      “No embarrassment, Nix,” Theo stated, reaching to stroke a hand down my cheek. “We like when you respond to us. Why would that be something to be embarrassed about?”

      “Theo, do you know how to braid hair?” Hiro inquired, causing me to turn my attention to him in shock. What the hell did braiding have to do with anything we were about to do?

      “Yes,” he answered with a nod.

      “Good, braid her hair for me. It’s better when it’s out of the way.” Hiro’s eyes were dark, his movements slow and smooth as he strode over to me, wrapping my hair around his fist and trailing a finger down my throat. “Besides, it makes it so easy to control where that pretty mouth goes.”

      I couldn’t prevent the approving murmur that fell from my lips, both at Hiro’s words and the grasp he had on me. He let my hair fall, tossing a hair tie from my end table into Theo’s outstretched hand. Theo made quick work of the braid, a skill that still surprised me, and he kissed the back of my neck with gentle lips, grazing over the chain of their promise necklace. “So, what exactly do you plan to do to change my mind?” I asked nervously. Hiro merely arched a brow at me. “Right, no questions, I remember,” I muttered.

      Damien and Theo finished stripping down to their boxers, tossing them with abandon around my room as they closed in on me. Hiro joined after a moment, tugging on the tight braid Theo had made, making me gasp as a hint of pain worked its way across my scalp, followed by heat as I felt their bodies pressing against mine. “Very nice. But I think you’re entirely too overdressed for these events. Damien?”

      Without a word, Damien tore my tank top straight down the back, letting it hang on me as I gaped at him in shock. He winked at me, laying kisses along my exposed spine, before sliding my sweatpants down to pool on the floor.

      “I think she needs a little extra motivation,” Hiro decided, tightening his grip on my hair. “Come here, Nix.” He tugged me gently, and I followed obediently behind as he led me to the bed. He pulled me next to it, which surprised me because I had expected him to lay me down on it. “You remember the words I told you, Nix?”

      “Yes,” I said, my voice shaking slightly as I shivered.

      “Yes what?” he pressed, his eyes blazing into mine.

      “Yes, Hiro?” I replied in confusion. He smirked, nipping lightly at my bottom lip.

      “I always like the way you say my name, Nix, but we’re going to try something different today. Say ‘yes, sir.’”

      I blinked at him. “But w—” He tightened his grip on my braid, tilting my head back and making me gasp. “Y-Yes, sir,” I stuttered out.

      He groaned, taking my mouth in a drugging kiss. “God, I’ve waited so long to hear you say that to me.” He turned his focus back to Damien and Theo. “Put her between you. I’ll be right back.”

      Damien pulled me flush against his front as Hiro strode from the room with purpose in every step, and Theo pressed into my back. They were both already hard, pushing against me and making me writhe from the pressure. “What’s going on?” I questioned, panting slightly.

      Damien shook his head. “You’ll see, Nix. Don’t be afraid to use your words. I’m here as a safety net if you freeze up, it’s the main reason he wanted me to join you.”

      Hiro was back in a moment with a length of rope grasped in his hand as he approached me. “Right here,” he ordered, pointing to a spot a few inches to my right. I complied, letting Theo and Damien shift with me. “You’re gorgeous, Nix, and so damn special to us. And you’re going to learn that, no matter what I have to do to make sure it sticks for you. Arms above your head.” I lifted my arms slowly, and Damien slid the remains of my shirt away, baring my chest to his view. He growled softly, though his hands remained soft on my hips, and I held my arms aloft as Hiro had directed. “Good girl. Clasp your hands together, like you’re praying.” Confused, I did as I was told.

      With a quick motion, Hiro bound the rope around my wrists, making me gasp at the sensation. I had expected it to be scratchy, but instead, the rope was smooth, almost silken, as it pressed into me. Another quick motion, and he had it linked above my head. I had always wondered what the hook in my ceiling was for, though admittedly it blended into the white and I hadn’t truly given it much thought. Now that I knew what it was used for, I was sure it would catch my attention much more often as memories of this moment played through my mind.

      At Hiro’s tug, the rope pulled taut, stretching me just to the edge of discomfort. As the rope pulled, it pushed my breasts forward, my nipples grazing against Damien’s chest as I gasped.

      “Look in the mirror, Nix,” Hiro ordered, pointing toward the object, where it stood a few feet away. The mirror was made for the closet, full-length, and wide enough to give me a view of the three of them surrounding me. “You keep looking. If I see you take your eyes off the mirror, I’ll punish you, do you understand me?”

      My eyes went wide and I gaped at my own reflection. “Punish me?” Why did something clench inside of me at those words, making me wetter? Maybe it was simple curiosity, but I pulled my eyes from the mirror to meet Hiro’s. Two smacks landed hard on my ass, stinging enough to make me hiss. Hiro continued to study me, as though he hadn’t just had the nerve to spank me. Heat spread from the strikes, a throbbing pain radiating into something warmer.

      “Two that time. One for taking your eyes off of the mirror. Do you know what the second was for?”

      “No,” I gasped out, as Damien stroked a hand across the curve of my breast and over my nipple, distracting me from the sting.

      He spanked me again with a growl, and some part of me realized what he wanted. “I-I didn’t address you properly, sir,” I offered on a whisper. Damien groaned, pressing harder against me, his hardness barely contained by his boxers.

      “That a girl,” Hiro commended me. “A little reward, now, hm?” Damien leaned forward, curling his tongue around my nipple, suckling hard and slow, and making me writhe at the sensation of his warm mouth. “You like that?” Hiro murmured quietly. “Do you like what he can give you, how he makes you feel?”

      “Yes, sir,” I gasped out, not wanting the pleasure to stop.

      “Three of your mates are around you, Nix. Three males who are already hard as a rock, desperate to touch you.” Hiro’s words were clear, his eyes on mine in the mirror as he stroked gentle fingers down my throat—a light, teasing touch so at odds with the intensity in his eyes. “Yet you continue to believe that you don’t attract us, that you aren’t enough for us.” His hands grew harsher now, his touch more insistent as he stroked down over my hips. “None of us are going to stand for that. Damien, step back from her,” he commanded. Damien instantly released my breast and I cried out at the loss of sensation.

      “Look at yourself, Nix,” Damien ordered, his voice husky as he stared at me, not bothering to look in the mirror, keeping his eyes on my exposed body. “Look at how your skin is flushed with heat for us, rose under gold. This dark waterfall of hair,” he purred, stroking a hand down my braid, “tempting me to tug you against me and feel it tickle across my skin.” His hands followed the line of my braid down my spine until they landed on the delicate fabric shielding me from them, and with a tug, he shredded the sides of my panties, letting them fall to the floor, discarded at my feet.

      “Gorgeous, full breasts,” Theo spoke up, reaching around me to cup them, lifting the weight in his hands and sliding his tongue gently down the side of my throat. “You taste so damn good, all honey and smoke and musk.”

      “You’re gentle, sweet, and receptive,” Hiro joined in, his fingers tracing spirals across my stomach. “And so damn strong, stronger than all of us combined.” He spanked my ass hard when he saw the flare of disagreement in my eyes and in the set of my mouth, and I gasped at the ache. “Maybe you aren’t stronger than us physically, but that’s not the only show of strength there is. Hell, your Phoenix is stronger even than Damien—she bested him in one-on-one competition. Yet you still consider yourself, and her, weak.” My Phoenix chirped at that, and I felt guilt enter me for a minute. She had been so docile at their handling of me, I hadn’t even wondered if she objected to being tied up this way.

      “Say it, Nix,” Hiro demanded, teasing his fingertips over my breast. “Tell me you see what I see. Tell me you see yourself for the goddess you are,” he added as I panted. Theo’s hand joined in as well, and the contrast of his fairer skin against my gold flesh was gorgeous enough that I was unable to tear my eyes away as he tweaked and rolled one of my nipples, while Hiro palmed the other. Another slap landed, echoing in the quiet room and, even as I yelped, I jutted out my chin, refusing to speak the words. Hiro’s eyes sparkled, apparently enjoying my refusal.

      “Damien, you haven’t gotten to taste her in awhile now,” Hiro commented, the tone almost conversational, even as I writhed under their torment. Damien groaned, dropping to his knees in front of me, his hands stroking tenderly along my thighs. “Watch him enjoy you, Nix,” Hiro ordered in my ear, nipping at my tender throat. Damien spread my legs and I whimpered as he lifted me, angling my legs over his shoulders. Heat climbed in my cheeks, from embarrassment at him seeing me so intimately, as well as from the excitement they were causing inside of me. I squirmed instinctively, the lack of control I had in this position making me shift as I tried to right myself.

      “We’ve got you,” Theo whispered to me, his mouth skating up the side of my neck so he could nip at my ear. “Lean your back against me, Nix. Just let him enjoy you. I know damn well how good you taste, how hot you are inside. I can’t wait to fuck you, to have you wrapped around my cock, to feel what it’s like when you come around me.”

      I moaned, arching without thought into Damien as his mouth connected with the tender skin on the inside of my thigh. He stroked his tongue lightly along the line between my hip and thigh, teasing me with a hot breath of air across my damp skin as I squirmed in his grasp, his hands tightening on my ass to keep me exactly where he wanted me. I could only pant helplessly, staring at his dark head in the mirror. Hiro had been clever in how he angled it, allowing me to still see Damien’s face and my own body.

      “You see what you do to him?” Hiro inquired quietly. “What you do to all of us?” His hand reached up, collaring my throat and eliciting an airy breath to leave my lips. Heat flowed through me at the possessive, controlling gesture. It didn’t scare me at all, which surprised me. Instead, it made me wetter, and Damien’s tongue against my flesh was nearly my undoing as he took a long, slow taste of me, humming approving noises as his tongue flicked out to circle my clit before fucking into me. My head tilted back onto Theo’s shoulder as Hiro took my nipple into his mouth, the sensation of his tongue ring on my nipple making me shiver in pleasure as I approached that blissful edge. My eyes closed as I reached for it. “Don’t let her come,” Hiro suddenly stated, making my eyes pop open in shock.

      One slap, then a second, landed hard on my ass and I arched into Damien, his tongue swirling inside of me and making me whimper, even as the pain kept me from coming while it warred with the pleasure they created. “You closed your eyes,” Theo informed me, his grin wolfish as he nipped my ear again, his erection pressing hard into my back. I was shaking now, my orgasm so close I could almost taste it, and I moaned my need. I hadn’t been denied an orgasm before, and at the moment, I was definitely not a fan.

      Oh, you’ll enjoy it, Nix, Damien promised mentally, his busy mouth not stopping its ministrations. It’s going to be so much stronger when we finally let you come for us, let you fall apart in our arms. Damien flicked his tongue over my clit, making me buck, before inserting a finger into me, stretching me again and again.

      “Say it, Nix. Say it and believe it, and you can come,” Hiro offered, his busy fingers on my nipples. Damien slid a second finger in with the first, stretching me as he scissored them, circling his tongue lightly around my clit, not touching exactly where I needed it, knowing I’d come with the lightest brush. “Trust us, baby girl?” Hiro asked softly.

      “Yes, sir,” I panted out, writhing under their combined touch.

      I was soaking wet from the arousal they generated and the thorough attention of Damien’s mouth. Hiro must have addressed them silently, as Damien shifted his hold on me, widening my legs so that his fingers had better access. Hiro brought a hand back up to collar my throat, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror. “Gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous.” He slid his boxers down, revealing his hard length to my hungry gaze. “It’s all for you, baby. We worship you, adore you. Because you’re perfect for us.” Theo’s gentle touch trailed over my ass, and I expected the sting of a swat. Instead, soft fingers tickled over me, making me groan at the unexpected sensation. “It’s okay, baby,” Hiro soothed, gentling me as I squirmed.

      “Just relax,” Theo murmured in my ear, his finger sliding slowly and easily into my ass and making me squirm at the burn. Damien sucked hard on my clit, causing me to moan and offering a distraction from the pain of having my ass invaded.

      Hiro stepped around me, not letting go of my throat as he stripped off Theo’s boxers, leaving him bare. It only took Damien a minute to shed his as well. I was panting now, from the conflicting sensations of pain and pleasure that flowed through my body, the sight of three glorious, naked men surrounding me, and the heat building in my core. Hiro stroked a hand over his cock, ensuring I was watching him as he slid against my body, squeezing my throat lightly. “Tell us, Nix.” A second finger joined the first in my ass, the burn easing more quickly this time into pleasure as Damien’s talented tongue and fingers worked over my pussy. “Say you’re beautiful.”

      I could see my reflection in the mirror, my skin flushed with color as I writhed under their ministrations, and pleasure and desperation clear on my features as I strived for more. Their hot, hard cocks pressed against me, their hands busy on my arching body. Damien pushed into my mind, as surely as he did into my body, reflecting back the sweet taste of me, the pleasure Hiro felt as I submitted to him, the hot thrill coursing through Theo as he stretched me and made me moan and, for once, I could see myself exactly as they saw me—wanton and glorious and so needy. “I’m beautiful,” I admitted, letting myself see through their eyes, through their hearts.

      With a growl, Damien pushed his fingers into me again, and Hiro sucked on my nipple, his tongue moving in time with Damien’s as he sucked my clit into his mouth, flicking over it again and again. I came with a scream, my body shaking and bucking as I trusted them with my weight and my pleasure. My body throbbed with bliss, washing over me in wave after wave, as their attention extended my orgasm, breaking into a second one so fast, I didn’t have time to catch my breath. I sagged against them, letting them take my weight, as I tried to drag air into my lungs.

      Damien settled me back on my feet, standing to face me as he pulled away from between my legs. I winced slightly as Theo pulled his fingers from my ass, but I was too sated for embarrassment.

      “One day soon, Nix, you’ll take all of us at the same time,” Hiro promised in a dark voice. “Theo in your ass, Damien in your pussy, and me in your mouth.” I groaned at the image he painted for me, a sound echoed by Damien and Theo.

      “You didn’t come,” I pointed out needlessly as he untied my wrists, slowly massaging the blood back into them.

      “Pleasure isn’t just about receiving, it’s about giving,” he informed me with a smile. “Though I doubt they’d say no if you’re up for another round.” Damien and Theo both watched me with needy eyes and I sent them a smile.

      “Well, what kind of goddess would I be if I didn’t share the pleasure?” I teased with a grin. Damien growled, the first to grab me. He rolled us onto the bed, pulling me down to straddle him, sliding into me in one, fluid movement. I gasped at the full sensation as he fucked up into me, filling me while I remained suspended above him.

      “Nix, oh damn. You feel so good,” he muttered. Hiro stroked a hand over his own cock, watching us intently as he pleasured himself. I stared at him, enjoying the show. I knew Damien liked to watch, and obviously it was something I seemed to enjoy as well. It always made me hotter when one of them stood where I could see them, letting me watch their enjoyment. Theo stepped forward suddenly, surprising me as he approached Hiro.

      “May I?” he asked, cocking his head.

      Damien barked out a laugh that quickly turned into a groan as I rocked against him, taking him deeper. “He wants to try kissing you,” the Gargoyle explained as he grasped my hips, pushing into me again and again.

      I gaped, even as heat blasted through me. Theo shrugged. “You experienced something new today. I’m curious too. I haven’t had any experience with men. You seem to enjoy when Hiro and Ryder are together for your benefit. If you object, we don’t have to...” He trailed off, a tinge of color shading his tan cheeks.

      “Oh, I definitely don’t object,” I admitted, grinding down into Damien so that my clit rubbed against his pelvic bone as I rode him. Hiro smiled, nodding his agreement, and let Theo lead. Theo angled his head, brushing his lips against Hiro’s once, then again. The contrast of Theo’s golden hair and Hiro’s dark locks had me moaning my approval. Theo deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue over Hiro’s before pulling back.

      I hadn’t realized I held my breath until Theo said, “Interesting.” I burst out into laughter, which apparently felt as good for Damien as it did for me as he swore, thrusting harder into me as he came with a moan. I slid from him, letting him recover his breath, and approached Theo.

      “Interesting?” I repeated back to him and he shrugged.

      “He tastes good. You taste better.” He tugged me into him, kissing me hard as Hiro joined in with our laughter.

      “I won’t object to that,” Hiro added, his eyes twinkling. “You do taste better.”

      “Come here,” Theo ordered me, tugging me to the bed as Damien rolled out of our way. He positioned me on my hands and knees. Surprisingly, he didn’t climb up beside me, choosing to face me instead. The height of the bed put me at the perfect level to take him into my mouth, and he groaned his enthusiastic approval when I swirled my tongue over him, taking him in deep. “Fuck, you’re good at that, sweetheart,” he complimented, as he let me suck him.

      I felt the bed shift and Hiro settled behind me. “I’ve always wanted to take you this way, Nix,” he admitted, stroking a hand down my back and making me shiver. “Keep your mouth on him,” he ordered, before plunging his cock into me hard and fast. I whimpered, making Theo hiss, as Hiro pulled my braid tight around his fist, guiding my head up and down, essentially fucking Theo’s cock with my mouth as he stroked into me. He worked his free hand around my abdomen, caressing my clit in rapid flutters. I felt my inner walls tighten, squeezing and pulsing as I neared the edge and he swore.

      “Nix, I’m not going to last,” Theo warned me breathlessly, cupping my breasts as I slid my tongue along the sensitive spot under the head of his cock. He hissed as he spilled himself into my mouth, and I moaned at the salty, earthy taste of him as I swallowed, milking him as he came.

      Hiro swore violently, increasing his thrusts and pressing hard on my clit. “Come for me, Nix,” he demanded, his voice so full of command, I had no other choice, and we tumbled off the edge together.

      “I guess I’ll have to sulk more often,” I managed to pant out, as we collapsed onto the bed. “I have to say, this is a type of punishment I like.” I grinned at Damien, Theo, and Hiro as I added, “Sirs.” They all returned my grin, settling around me to stroke and soothe my tired body into sleep.
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      “Come on, Nix,” Ryder whined, opening his eyes wide as he pleaded with me. I knew my lips were twitching, but I was holding back the laughter that wanted to break free. “We haven’t been shopping in ages and ages. Some places will have the Christmas decorations up already!”

      “If you keep buying Christmas décor, you’re going to run out of money to waste on clothes,” I pointed out.

      He gasped, splaying a hand over his chest in mock outrage. “Buying clothing is never a waste,” he declared emphatically.

      “He’s right, you know,” Joshua piped up, winking at me from his spot on the couch. Over the last week, the guys had been working hard on their acceptance of Joshua and were frequently including him in their activities—usually with a limited amount of grumbling. “Nothing beats a perfectly tailored suit,” he added, waving a hand across his own attire.

      I rolled my eyes at the approving look the pair shared. “I know I’m about to be outvoted, but I’m not sure it’s the best day to go shopping.” I shuddered at the memory of my last shopping trip, with treks in and out of dressing rooms, the crowds, the insane way my heart raced when I spent money I wasn’t used to having.

      “How about a date?” Damien suggested with a wink.

      I grinned, bouncing slightly on my toes. “I’d love that!” I sent a nervous glance toward Joshua, hoping he wasn’t offended by my enthusiasm after I shot down shopping. “What did you have in mind?” I asked more tentatively.

      “I guess that’d be up to your date,” he said, a smile curving his lips. “Joshua, what were you thinking?” Joshua froze, his eyes widening as he stared from one face to the next. Apparently, Damien had mind-spoken his plan to the others, as none of them seemed surprised at the statement, only amused by our shock. Even Killian wore a smirk.

      “You’d let me take her out again?” he inquired, his voice soft.

      “You are her mate, aren’t you?” Ryder countered, though his grin looked a little forced.

      “You’ve had the least amount of time with her,” Theo added. “And it’ll help keep the Council off of us if she continues to be seen on dates for the moment.”

      “Are you okay with that?” Joshua addressed me gently.

      You’re all really okay with this? I threw the words to Damien, knowing he’d pass them around. Hiro merely arched a brow at me, giving me a wicked grin that reminded me of our conversation from earlier, and a pleasant shiver worked its way over me as I remembered our play. Ryder groaned as memories flashed through my mind and Damien laughed, though the sound was husky. “I’d like that,” I admitted, a blush infusing my cheeks. “I…” I trailed off, breathing deeply as I wrung my hands together, gathering my courage and hoping the guys wouldn’t revoke their show of trust now. “If you’re up for it, Joshua, I’d love to spend some time with you. At the clearing?” I heard a low hiss behind me and hurried to add, “As humans, of course. I’d just like to change the memory I have there.” Joshua nodded warily, before standing up and holding out his hand for mine, which I tentatively accepted. “I know it’ll be cold, but I can help with that. I don’t want you uncomfortable.”

      “If I’m with you, that’s an impossibility,” he declared with a smile.

      “Don’t screw up again,” Killian warned him. “You won’t like what happens.” I scowled at Killian, but he only smiled at me in return.

      “Come on, then,” I urged, still glaring at Kill. “I want to get there before it’s dark. I don’t know about you, but I really can’t see in the dark.”

      “I sort of can actually,” he admitted with a shrug. “If I’m shifted at least.”

      I stumbled as I put my boots on, staring at him in shock. “Seriously?” I asked, watching him wrap thick layers around himself.

      “Well, it’s not true night vision or anything. I just read heat signatures. I haven’t figured out a way to do it in this form yet though, so it’s mostly useless.” He adjusted his scarf and grimaced as if in apology.

      “Okay, we’re going to talk about how you define the word useless in the car, okay?” I tugged the door open, letting the cold air wash over me. “Let’s see what trouble we can get into this time.”
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      The drive to the clearing had been fun, Joshua’s chatter was light and friendly, and I was surprised by how much I truly enjoyed his company. I was grateful when he detoured us around the Lodge rather than going in—as much as I knew I needed to be seen by them, I couldn’t face another scene like the one in the throne room. I was already on tenterhooks in regard to the Council’s insanity, so one more thing would push me completely over the edge.

      “You sure you’re okay with this?” I questioned again, even as I called on my Phoenix so I could push waves of heat over him. Since he was bundled up, I didn’t send out too much, hoping not to drain myself. He sighed as he felt it wash over him, offering me a smile that made his blue eyes light up.

      “I love it. I like having a spot that’s for both of us,” he divulged as he we hiked in.

      “Good. Me too.” I breathed in deeply, letting the cool, crisp air seep into my lungs and clear my head. “I know this is supposed to be a date, but with so many of us in the house, it’s rare to get any time alone,” I commented, as we paused in front of the waterfall. “I just, I wanted to take a minute to apologize to you again. I never should have put you in that position, taunting your snake that way. I know what it’s like to be used, and I did it anyway. I’m so sorry, I really am.” My words were tumbling out by the end, my hands wringing together as I tried to make him understand just how deeply this experience affected me, and how much guilt I carried.

      “Nix,” Joshua began on a sigh, reaching out to grasp my arms. “Calm down, honey, so I can get a word in edgewise here.” His words were teasing and I swallowed hard, nodding to indicate I understood. “First, you don’t have to keep apologizing. You have apologized more than enough already, and I understand far more than you know.” He sighed, trailing his fingers lightly up and down my arms in a soothing motion. “I know you haven’t been here for very long, but you keep forgetting one of the most important things—you’re no longer human, honey.”

      I scoffed at that and he smiled, chucking my chin with his finger. “I’m well aware I’m not human. If I was, I’m not sure I would have considered being with so many men at once.” Heat flew into my cheeks as I said the words out loud.

      “It’s not just that though.” He tugged on my arms, pulling me down to settle on the rocks, brushing aside the snow that had piled up. “We’re all about protecting those who mean something to us. You’ve seen some of the most horrible parts of our culture, being thrown into the Council like this. But there are aspects you haven’t seen. Just like your mates protect each other, or Rini’s mates protect her. There are frequently fights here, interactions that would be considered extremely violent to humans, even overreactions. But if we feel that those we care about are in danger, there aren’t limits. I didn’t lie before when I told you I was proud of you.” He stroked a finger down my cheek, tapping my lips as I tried to interrupt him. “They’re your mates, and I don’t think any less of you for doing whatever you needed to, to take care of them.” His eyes were soft as he added, “The same way I hope you’ll do for me one day.”

      I winced at the blatant hope in his eyes. “Joshua, about that. I really like you, way more than I should to be honest.” I watched the water breaking over the rocks and the thin sheets of ice reflecting the afternoon light back into my eyes. “My mates are encouraging me to see what can happen between us, and it’s the only reason I’m moving forward. I would have denied what my instincts are telling me, because they’re my choice, they’re everything I’ve ever hoped for in a future.” I turned my gaze to his, begging him to understand as I clasped his hand. “They are my choice, were my choice before I knew anything about mates or fate. And I’m never going to regret that. If you move forward with this, with me, there is going to be so much you have to give up or leave behind.” I chose my words carefully, nearly drowning in his ice-blue eyes. “If you go into this only because we’re fated mates, you’re going to end up regretting us, and that’s not a future I want for myself or for you. I want you to choose me, choose us, because otherwise, we have no real hope at a future, soul mates or not.”

      Joshua sighed, his fingers feathering lightly over my cheek. “Nix, I chose you the minute I saw you. When you told Griff off, I was lost. It may be twisted, or amusing to you, but it’s true. My heart knew you were mine from the beginning. You’re strong, sweet, and so damn smart. How could I not choose you? I’ll find my role here, I just need you to give me the chance. If I have to leave everything behind, have to bleed for you, I will, and I won’t regret a second of it.”

      He cupped the back of my head, pulling me close to him, his eyes remaining on mine as they assessed me, waiting for me to make my choice—to pull away from him, from us, or move forward. Even as his lips softly brushed mine, our eyes stayed connected. His lips teased across mine once, then again, until I relaxed with a sigh, leaning into him and closing my eyes as he deepened the kiss. His hands went from gentle to possessive as he gripped my neck, angling me exactly where he wanted me for his mouth. He pulled away with a quick nip, flashing me a grin and breathing deeply as he laid his forehead against my own. “I’m not quite sure that’s what you meant by keeping me warm, but damn if it didn’t do the job,” he teased softly, kissing my forehead and pulling back again. “Nix, one thing my father has taught me from the cradle, is that mates are the most important blessing we could ever receive.” At my grimace, he shook his head, tapping my chin softly as he added, “I know you don’t trust the Council, and I don’t blame you for that. I don’t either. I’m sure my dad has made some bad decisions. I don’t know exactly what’s in his head to explain or justify them to you, but I can’t believe the man who taught me to trust my heart above everything else is truly bad at the core. As far as our mating goes, however, I think he’d want me to be happy, no matter what it cost me—or him.” He kissed me again, quick and hard. “You’re my happiness, Nix, I swear it to you. And I will spend the rest of my life proving it to you, if you’ll have me.”

      “Well now, isn’t this cozy.” The cloying voice had me whirling, taking in the pair that stood at the edge of the clearing, framed by snow. Ahmya shook her dark hair back over her shoulder, fluttering her lashes at Joshua as Councilman Ishida studied us quietly. “Joshua, we haven’t seen much of you lately.”

      “I’d hoped you’d realized there was a reason for that,” Joshua snapped, glaring at the female. I arched a brow in surprise—Ahmya was one topic of conversation that had yet to come up, and I hadn’t expected him to be as negative toward her as he was. “Councilman Ishida, as you can see, I’m on a sanctioned outing at the moment. If you have need of something, address my father. I would request that you leave us be.”

      Ahmya’s pretty face contorted into a pout, and Ishida stroked a soothing hand across her shoulders. “That’s not exactly appropriate, son,” he chastised with a shake of his head. “You should know better by now.”

      “You’ve been ignoring my calls,” Ahmya continued, puffing out her chest to a ridiculous degree, making me nauseous as I realized her father watched her closely. Something about the pair of them was just not right. Magic tickled the air, making me hiss, and Joshua sighed deeply.

      “We’ve been through this, Ahmya. Your power doesn’t work on me,” he informed her, speaking slowly. “You’d be wise to stop trying before I ask my father to intervene.”

      “And you would be wise to stop bringing your father into our affairs, son,” Ishida snarled, his eyes flashing now. “He is not the only Council member. You’ve made promises to my daughter and you will keep them. A child born by the pair of you would increase all of our statuses.”

      “Whatever she has told you, I’ve made no promises,” Joshua replied with a glare, his hands balling into fists as he stared down the older male. “I made my intentions clear at the Gala when I bid on Nix.”

      “Why is it always her?” Ahmya’s words were an angry shriek, startling me enough that I nearly fell into the water. “Everything was fine before she came. I had Hiro, I had you, I had my pick of anyone I wanted! Suddenly she’s here, and you’re all fawning over her like she’s got a golden vagina or something special. Well, maybe you won’t like her so much anymore when I tear off half that pretty face.” Her words were a snarl at the end, and I stared wide-eyed at Ishida, expecting him to corral his daughter. We had known she wasn’t all there, but something inside her seemed to have snapped, seeing Joshua and I together must have been the sour cherry on top of her proverbial ice cream sundae full of crazy. Yet, Ishida made no move to rein her in, merely cocking his head as he studied first her, then me.

      Joshua’s breath was so low in my ear I could barely hear him, the waterfall masking most of the sound as he said, “I’ll draw Ishida away. Ahmya’s not much of a foe, her temper gets the better of her, just like it does her father. Shift and find my father, he’ll know what to do. Ahmya can’t do anything with you in the air.” His hand was gentle as it stroked over mine. “Don’t do anything foolish, Nix. I can’t afford to lose more date time with you,” he whispered, standing up before I could protest. “So, Ishida, I hear you prefer to be called daddy,” he called out, and I groaned as Ishida’s roar split the icy air. This was really not going well…
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      The air filled with magic as Ahmya’s growl joined that of her fathers. Ahmya’s hands lit up with fireballs and I groaned, not relishing the idea of a fight. “We really need to start picking better dates,” I warned Joshua with a shake of my head.

      “That won’t be a problem once you’re dead,” Ahmya snarled.

      Ishida didn’t even bother raising his hands, but I felt the air grow dense and tight as energy sparkled around us. “Do I want to know what that was?” I asked Joshua quietly.

      Joshua was pale now, his eyes wide as he took in our foes. “He erected a barrier.”

      “To protect himself?” I questioned, holding up my own hands in preparation for the fireball that Ahmya was tossing between her closed fists. I may be fireproof, but Joshua definitely was not.

      “No,” Joshua answered shakily, his hands clenching and releasing in rapid motions. “To keep us in. To prevent anyone from stumbling on to us or hearing us. Nix, I don’t know if it’s possible at this distance, but see if you can call to Damien.” His words were urgent now as he took half a step forward, making himself the target.

      Damien! My mental voice was a shriek as I tried to reach him, though I knew it was a long shot. When there was no response, I figured his range couldn’t yet span this distance. It looked like it was just the two of us. “Nothing,” I murmured, my shoulders sagging. Only a quick movement of my hand snagged the fireball Ahmya threw before it could singe Joshua, and I swore.

      “I’m going to have to shift, Nix,” Joshua told me in a rush. “I can’t battle him in this form—almost all of my strength comes from my Basilisk.”

      “It’s simple, Joshua,” Ahmya taunted, as she threw another fireball our way. Her father’s face was contorted into a snarl, and he had light glowing around his hands in a similar show to his daughter’s fireballs. Crap. I should have paid more attention to what powers the various kitsunes held. I knew nothing besides barriers, fire, and forest. Hadn’t Joshua said something about being immune to her power? “Agree to mate with me, to father at least one child, and we’ll let you walk away from here. You know your father would be thrilled by the pairing, the whole Council would. You’ll walk away from all of this, and I’ll teach this trumped-up, little bitch her place.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Joshua called across the clearing. “Being a notch on your bedpost doesn’t really do it for me. It would be a change for you though, wouldn’t it? Finally sleeping with a man who wasn’t controlled by your powers?”

      “Huh?” I asked blankly, unwilling to believe what I thought that sentence implied.

      “Shut up, Joshua,” Ahmya retorted with a grimace. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have to use my powers to get men to sleep with me.” She shot me a knowing look as she sneered, “Just ask Hiro. Not that you’ll be able to, but you can catch him in the afterlife, I’m sure.”

      “Someone care to explain?” I muttered.

      “Ahmya has a rare kitsune talent that many don’t know about,” Joshua explained, despite her hiss of irritation. “Any male whose alter is below her can be affected by a little seduction trick of hers. It works much like calling fire does for you, she can call their libido forward, make them desire her.”

      “Like I need to use it,” Ahmya scoffed, waving a hand down her body to indicate her curvy frame.

      “Damien caught her trying to use it on Hiro when they were just entering their teens. It may have worked if he didn’t have the others to strengthen him and help him learn to control his kitsune.” Fury tinged his words and my Phoenix snapped her beak, fluttering her wings inside me as she tried to get at the other female.

      “You’re telling me she tried to drug Hiro? To, what, put him under a siren’s spell so she could sleep with him?” Shock, disgust, pity, and fury rolled through me as my own buried memories battered against the wall I had erected for them.

      “If the dramatics are through?” Ishida drawled. “You’ve become nothing but an annoyance, Annika. I had hoped you would bend to the will of the Council, but it is clear that you have been amongst humans for too long. I would rather see the loss of the phoenix species from our world than see my own daughter put below her station due to your presence.” Light blasted from his hands and only Joshua’s quick movement saved me, knocking us away from the crater that now smoldered where I had been standing.

      “Wha…” I trailed off, the word not forming as I shook. I had been prepared for Ahmya’s fireballs, not whatever the hell that was.

      “I see Hiro hasn’t done his job and informed you of all of the Council’s talents,” Ishida noted with a frown. “I may be a celestial kitsune, but it does not mean I’m without weapons. I control the heavens, and that means I can strike with light—or meteors.” Smugness tinged his words. “It will be so much easier for you to submit. Joshua need not be hurt here, all you have to do is choose wisely.”

      “Too late for that,” Joshua spat, nearly ripping his clothing as he stripped. Before I could move, he shifted into his basilisk. His snake was larger than I remembered, and fast as well, winding and weaving and striking at the swearing kitsune who was careful to avoid the sure death of his fangs.

      “Daddy!” Ahmya cried out and I growled. Hopefully, if I could just keep her busy, someone would come looking for us soon. Darkness was beginning to fall, and it wouldn’t take long for my other mates to search for me. Maybe even someone from the Lodge would come looking, having seen us arrive, or maybe Ciarán was watching, though I wasn’t sure I’d be that lucky.

      “Stay away from his fangs,” Ishida snapped at her, pulling the snake farther away from the pair of us. “I’m stronger than he is, just get rid of her.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was stronger than Joshua or not, but I was sure Joshua wouldn’t escape without some sort of injury from this. Our only chance was to incapacitate the pair of them and hope it would dispel whatever barrier Ishida had erected to prevent our escape. I turned my focus fully to Ahmya, praying Joshua would be okay without my help. The faster I got her out of the way, the faster I could help with Ishida—if I wasn’t blasted by a meteor before that at least.

      “I’d like to say that I don’t want to hurt you, but at the moment, I really do,” I taunted her, knowing if I could get her even angrier, she’d be sloppy. “I thought you were just a slut. I didn’t realize you had to force men into your bed.” I shrugged a shoulder as she hissed, and added, “I guess it’s true—there really are some things even the most desperate of men won’t sleep with.”

      She charged me, throwing a wide, flaming punch that I easily deflected. I debated shifting, but I wasn’t sure how high the barrier Ishida created went, and in my smaller form, the other girl could easily crush me. The progress I had made in my training with the guys was clear. My punches were far harder despite Ahmya’s greater size, and my fireballs caused burns where they touched, incinerating her clothing and exposing her to the cold elements. Worry for Joshua had me glancing to the side as I sent a wave of heat his way, knowing being in that form would be challenging—if not deadly—in this icy weather if I couldn’t ensure his continued warmth. Ishida was fending him off with a wall of light, but the moment of distraction cost me dearly as Ahmya let out a squeal of delight, her hand partially shifting as she swiped my face, tearing at my skin.

      I swore, resisting the urge to clasp a hand to my burning, aching face. Blood poured down my cheek, trailing over my neck and staining my outfit. Ahmya underestimated me, however. A childhood full of abuse had taught me how to tolerate pain, and I wouldn’t let a few wounds keep me from defending my mate and myself. I was far more worried that blood was going to drip into my eyes or that blood loss would slow me down if this fight dragged on. I needed to end this and quickly. I leaned all my weight onto my left leg, kicking out hard with the right as Ahmya barreled forward, her eyes glinting as she attempted another swipe at my face. My foot connected solidly with her abdomen, knocking all the wind from her as she hit the ground.

      “Ahmya!” Ishida called out, desperation clear in his tone as she wheezed for breath, trying to push to her feet. I knew I needed to take her out, but I hesitated, even though my Phoenix called for her blood. I didn’t want to be a killer, though I knew it would end up being necessary. I wanted to hurt her, sure, she deserved it, but would I be able to stop myself?

      “Just stay down,” I begged her. “Let us go.”

      Ahmya launched herself at me with a scream of fury, shifting into a red fox with flaming tails midair as I stumbled back. A blinding light shot through the clearing, and an unholy screeching sound filled my ears. Time seemed to slow, but something inside of me assured me it wasn’t my doing this time.

      “No. No!” Ishida’s cry of mourning echoed as he stumbled toward me. “Ahmya, no!” Where the small fox had been, there remained only a smoking crater. Tears carved down Ishida’s face as he shrieked, the agony of the sound clawing into me. His eyes were wide now, his body shaking as he scrambled on his hands and knees toward the smoking hole. “You did this,” he stuttered, his eyes rolling in his suddenly grey face. “You killed her.” A sound like shattering glass echoed around us, and I knew the barrier had been broken. Ishida was rocking backwards and forwards in front of the crater, his hands outstretched as he keened his agony, as if he was trying to rebuild his daughter from the ashes that remained.

      I shook my head frantically as tears tumbled, one after the other, down my face, my breath coming in gasps. “No, Ishida, you killed her,” Joshua stated, stumbling slightly, not bothering to hide his nudity as he approached me. There was pity in Joshua’s voice, though he remained between me and the grieving man still on his knees. “She went after Nix at the same time you did. Your light burst missed its target.”

      Ishida was shaking his head, curling ashes up into his hands and pressing them against his cheeks, uncaring of the marks that now marred them, the burns that he created by pressing the embers into his skin. “Ahmya,” he sobbed, the word breaking as he rocked.

      “Is there anything we can do?” I asked desperately, burying my face into Joshua’s bare chest, not caring that I soaked it with my tears and blood.

      Ishida’s flashing eyes turned toward me, his face as pale as the surrounding snow. His voice was low, filled with an agonized darkness. “You can die too. You killed my baby. You’ll pay, now, yes, you will. It’ll hurt, oh, it’ll hurt. I’ll see to that. I’ll find a way to stop your regeneration, phoenix girl. I’ll kill you over and over again for eternity if I have to until I find a way to end you.” His manic eyes met mine, the burns on his cheeks large and glaring, even as tears streaked through the ash unheeded. “You’ll burn, burn, burn!” The growled words turned into laughter, cracking and roiling with insanity as he shook.

      Joshua swore, pulling me fully behind him even as Ishida disappeared. “Bastard teleported,” he hissed, worry tugging at his features as he inspected me for injury. “Let’s get you home. You can’t be alone right now.” He hurried to dress but skipped his t-shirt. Walking toward me, he pressed the soft fabric against my cheek and applied pressure. It smelled like him and it helped calm me. “Hold that there. It should help keep the bleeding under control until Ryder can heal you. Come on.” Joshua took my free hand, and together we ran from the clearing as fast as our legs would carry us.

      “Do you think he’s getting the other Council members?” I asked worriedly, as Joshua peeled away from the Lodge.

      Joshua shook his head, his mouth pressed into a grim line. “No. I doubt he’ll tell them any of this too.”

      I gaped at him, wiping the tears away. “His daughter’s dead! How could he not mention it?”

      “Because they’ll blame him for losing—losing control enough to accidentally hit her, running from the fight, hell, maybe even for trying to get rid of you. This incident will only make Ishida look weak, and the other Council members by comparison. Their rule relies on them maintaining the facade that they’re the most powerful shifters in our world. What just happened directly contradicts that illusion.” His laugh was dark and mirthless. “You’ve noticed they’re not exactly the most forgiving—or the most sane. Ishida and Ahmya always walked a fine line, and you just happened to be the catalyst that pushed them over it.” Joshua reached for his cell. “I don’t think it's a terrible idea to give my dad a call and fill him in, however. If he hears anything, if Ishida has truly lost all ability to reason, he’d let me know immediately.”

      I tried not to wince at the idea, but Joshua caught my hesitation. “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “He has my best interests at heart, and he would never let anything happen to me,” Joshua’s tone softened, “and you by association. You’re important to me, and thus you’re important to him. I know you don’t trust the Council, and with good reason, but my father has always protected me. It’s been him and I against the world. I choose to believe he’s good at heart, even if all his decisions may not have always been the wisest. I’m not telling him anything critical, or secret, you don’t need to worry about that. But this isn’t something we need to hide, just something he needs to be aware of in case we need help with Ishida.” His eyes were worried as they pulled from the dark road ahead and met mine. “Do you trust me?”

      Perhaps I should have been scared or worried given what was at stake, but in that moment, my heart gave me the answer, and I didn’t question it. “Yes.”

      Joshua’s eyes flashed with an array of emotions—shock, elation, pride—before returning to the road while he made the call.

      I listened to Joshua’s soft murmurs while I tried to process all that had happened. Ahmya and Ishida had tried to kill me. I should have felt triumphant with Ahmya gone and Ishida clearly crippled by his madness. Instead, I only felt sorrow and fear. This was what my world was turning into, and I knew that these deaths were only the beginning of the long and painful war ahead.

      When he was done, Joshua tossed his phone to the side and gripped the steering wheel tightly. “I’m so sorry, Nix. The guys are never going to let me take you out again.”

      “I just want to go home,” I murmured, letting him clasp my suddenly cold hand in his warm one. “I just need to be home and know everyone’s safe.”

      “We will be,” Joshua assured me and drove to the airfield. “If I have to die for it, I will keep you and them safe, Nix. I swear it.” I closed my eyes to hide the tears, leaning my head back to cry for the last piece of my innocence as it was swept away by this war I had never wanted.
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      Another week went by with no word from the rebellion, and to say we were all a little on edge from the wait would have been an understatement. I shucked my coat and scarf, and handed them over to the servant who stood in the entryway of the Lodge, wincing as I remembered Nix’s story about what had happened to the last one. It hadn’t been hard to believe. The Councilmen had only grown more violent as their reign continued, choosing to rule with fear rather than mercy.

      The long hallway was surprisingly empty, and I made it to my father’s office without running into anyone. Unlike his study at home, this one was more formal. It lacked warmth and charm, appearing more dreary, cold, and unwelcoming.

      Holding my fist up to rap on the door, I paused, suppressing my urge to use my mental powers. For the last week, I’d been avoiding my father like the plague, going so far as to cancel the training meeting I’d had scheduled with him. I’d been unwilling to show my face at the Lodge until I knew Ishida wasn’t going to lash out and condemn Nix for his daughter’s death. While it wouldn’t have been advantageous for him to do so, the man was unhinged, and I didn’t want to take any chances. When the week passed, however, with no news or accusations against Nix, I figured we were safe. Ishida must have possessed enough sense to know that blaming Nix would have no positive outcomes for him. He’d already lost his daughter, and I doubted he wanted to lose his prestigious seat on the Council too.

      Pushing my doubts to the back of my mind, I knocked on the wooden door then entered without the usual pretense.

      “Damien!” my father exclaimed, pulling the reading glasses off his nose, a sign that while we gargoyles had an extended lifespan, he was, in fact, slowly aging. He wore a grey, tailored suit that fit him to perfection, and his hair was styled without a mussed strand. This was how I’d always remember my father. When I was younger, he used to call it “dressed for success.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him in casual wear. Even at home, he often wore a pair of trousers and a button-down shirt. “Did I know you were coming today?” He cast a glance at the open schedule book laying on his desk.

      “Hi, Dad.” I drew closer and he stood, slipping around the desk with extended arms to embrace me in a hug. “No, you didn’t have me on the books, but I wanted to make up for cancelling on you last time.” We patted each other on the back and when I pulled away, I noticed the dark rings below his eyes, showcasing a weariness I’d never seen on his face before.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said softly. He stared at me for a moment and then shook his head, pushing his blazer to the side to tuck his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “I thought you would have graced my doorstep more frequently after your last visit, given our conversation about starting your training,” he chastised, and I had the sensibility to look slightly cowed.

      “I apologize. My classes have been keeping me busy,” I lied. The truth was something far different. With all the stressors I’d had lately with the rebellion, the Council, and my need to protect Nix, I’d missed more of my courses than I should have. My Gargoyle hissed in my mind, not caring about my education in the least. After Nix had been kidnapped and we’d rescued her from the island, he hadn’t wanted to leave her side. It was an internal struggle every single day to allow her the freedom I knew she deserved. Luckily, I trusted all of my brothers with her life. Even Joshua would do everything in his power to keep her safe. Besides, it helped that I could check in with her mentally just to know that she was safe.

      “Your mother misses you. I’ve been informed that the next time I saw you, I should not let you leave without setting a date for a family dinner. You know your mother, if I fail her, she will disown me and send my things to the Lodge where I will be expected to live from now on,” he teased, and I laughed.

      “That sounds like Mom. We’ll set something up. Is it alright if the guys and Nix join us?” I questioned.

      My father paused, and I could have sworn I saw a look of disapproval flash across his face. Before I had any time to analyze it, however, the normal polite mask he wore for others settled over his features. “Are you sure you want to bring the girl? I know you’re her guardian—and I applaud how seriously you’re taking the task bestowed upon you by the Council—but surely you can take a night off from your duties. The boys too. Perhaps I can have my father set up a chaperoned date for her that evening so you can get a break for the night.”

      I held back a growl, even as my Gargoyle hissed in my head at the idea of Nix being out with another guy while I visited my parents. However, my father was a smart man, and if I was reading the situation correctly, he wanted me to distance myself from Nix. Did he know that she was my mate? Or had he simply guessed that I was attracted to her? I knew that in his eyes, the two of us were as good as star-crossed lovers, never destined to be together, and this might be his way of protecting me. Controversially, perhaps he just didn’t like the pretty Phoenix shifter. The urge to push my powers on him and take a peek inside of his mind rode me hard, but I didn’t dare try. Not only would my actions be considered a threat—even though he was my father, when he was at the Lodge, he was first and foremost a Councilman—but it would open me up to the same scrutiny in return, and I didn’t want to give my father any additional fuel to fan the flames of whatever theory he was ruminating on.

      Moreover, I didn’t want him to gain even the slightest inkling that I was working to join a rebellion aimed at dethroning him and the other Council members. I would have been naive to assume such a task could be completed without bloodshed, and guilt shot through my chest at the idea of my father being in the crossfire.

      I offered him a tight smile and a curt nod before responding, “I’m sure Grandfather can arrange that if you feel it’s necessary.” I had to force the words past my Gargoyle, who begrudgingly took a back seat once more and let me navigate my life without his input.

      My father brightened at my agreement. “Good. Wonderful. I’ll have Gaspard make the arrangements. Your mother will be thrilled to see you soon.” He smiled and rounded his desk, retaking his seat. The expensive watch decorating my father’s wrist gleamed as he lifted his arm and checked the time. “I’ve got about two hours before I need to step out for a meeting, so I say we dive right in. Pull up a chair.” He motioned to the two plush seats on the opposite side of the desk.

      I moved one around the desk, sat down, and surveyed the array of papers and files littering the surface. The hour dragged by as my father spoke about the Council’s varying business matters. I tried my best to focus, but my thoughts were solely on Nix and finding a way to avoid the promised dinner. As much as I missed my mother, I wasn’t willing to leave Nix alone if I had any other option. “Without these businesses, the mythologicals would be far less funded. You see, the Council takes the money they make and places it into one large pot, so to speak. Then they divide the proceeds among the different shifter groups.” My father twisted around and proceeded to pull a large, leather bound book from the wooden shelves behind his desk. The scent of old paper wafted through the air as he flipped it open and turned the pages until he landed on the one with the freshest ink. “This is the ledger I use to keep track of all of our deposits and withdrawals. Each recipient is listed next to the amount.”

      I scanned through the text, glancing at the payments that had been made this past month, and my eyes narrowed slightly. “These numbers are wildly different. What constitutes the larger numbers? How do you decide the funding for each shifter group?” The amounts varied by incredible amounts, and a knot settled in the pit of my stomach.

      “You know how our society is, Damien.” His voice was edged with a sound that closely resembled defeat or irritation. “Our class system has been in place for decades. As such, you know that mythologicals are highly regarded and thus receive the higher amount of funds. Each mated group is offered a stipend that helps them focus on having and raising children. It helps to offset the normal costs of living. Highly valued mythologicals, like yourself, make more than lower mythologicals, who make more than regular shifters. Predators make more than prey, you get the drift. It’s all carefully calculated to keep things as fair as possible within the system.”

      “Doesn’t sound all that fair,” I murmured quietly.

      My father turned to face me more directly. “Life often isn’t.” He leaned back in his seat and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “I’ve done my best with what I have to work with. I know this isn’t the life you pictured for yourself, nor is it one you’re excited to step into. You think I don’t see it, but I do. I understand why you moved out. Every boy needs to experience that level of freedom once in his life.” My father straightened and motioned with his hands as he spoke. “However, I hope you can see that you can do some good here. I know you don’t agree with all the politics of our world, but that’s the very reason I think you will make a great Councilman one day, Damien. You see the world and want to make it better. That, in and of itself, is a strength.”

      “I doubt that the other Council members would agree with you,” I challenged.

      “No. I don’t believe they would, but perhaps that speaks volumes. Don’t think I don’t see the unrest,” he whispered, his voice dropping so low that I could barely make out what he said. “Not everything we do is right, Damien. I’ve made my fair share of mistakes.” He glanced directly at me, and the honesty I saw in his russet eyes—eyes so very much like my own—lanced straight through me. “Those mistakes are my cross to bear, but I’d like to think I did my best, despite my sins.” He sighed and drifted back in his seat while I wondered about the nature of his vague confession. “You, however, have the entire world ahead of you, son. I don’t want to see you waste it, or worse, squander it away devoting yourself to the wrong path in life.” He looked at me pointedly and my brain raced to decipher his meaning. Did he mean with Nix? Or could he possibly know about the rebellion? Perhaps he meant my need for a college education versus living at the Lodge and dedicating my life to becoming a Council member one day. I wanted to dip inside his head to understand him fully. Functioning without my mental powers was debilitating, but I held my questions in and kept my face clear of emotion despite my frustration.

      “I understand.” I inclined my chin in a nod and my father relaxed marginally.

      “Good. It’s hard to effect change from the bottom, but with a position of power—say, as a Councilman—you have the ability to make a difference. If you don’t like the way the funds are drawn, perhaps that can be a focus of yours when you take your seat on the Council.” My father turned back toward the stack of papers on his desk and he shuffled them mindlessly. If he only understood how much I knew of the Council’s evildoings. The funds, while worrisome, were nowhere near the worst of the their crimes against shifters.

      I cleared my throat to push down the anger that was rising in me. My Gargoyle’s claws were drawn and he wanted to quarter something as he thought about the grievous crime that had been waged against our mate.

      A knock on my father’s door distracted my Gargoyle from the partial shift he’d been pressing for, and I glanced over my shoulder as Councilman Khan strode into the office with his nose buried in a file folder in his hand. “Raphael, our intel just came back regarding the camp of insurg—”

      “Adar, how nice to see you today,” my father swiftly interrupted, “You remember my son, Damien.” Pleasantries aside, my father’s voice was low with warning, and I fought the way my eyes wanted to narrow as I processed what I’d overheard.

      “Ah, yes. Damien. Nice to see you.”

      “My son has decided to start his training in preparation to take my Council seat someday.” My father’s voice lightened a smidge as he attempted to change the subject from whatever confidential information Khan had started to spill.

      “You come from a long line of prestigious Councilmen,” Khan drawled, half bored with the conversation already, though he shifted the file folder anxiously in his hands. “You have large shoes to fill, boy.”

      My jaw clenched at the derogatory way he spoke to me, and I slowly stood. Before I could get a word in edgewise, however, my father intervened.

      “Damien.” His barking command grabbed my attention, and I glanced at his direction as he waved a stack of manila file folders at me. “Would you please file these for me? Second drawer down on the left. It’s all alphabetical.” He gestured with the folders to the filing drawer in the far corner of the room, his eyebrows raised as he waited for my reply.

      “Of course. What am I here for if not to help?” I offered, giving both him and Khan a curt nod before turning on my heel and moving away from them. Khan and my father moved into the hallway, taking their hushed tones with them.

      Gritting my teeth, I asked my Gargoyle for help with a partial shift, transforming just my right ear—the one angled away from the door, lest I get caught. My hearing amped up beyond anything my enhanced powers would have allowed in my human form. I opened the filing drawer and mindlessly started shuffling folders while I eavesdropped, catching as much as I could, given their rushed whispering.

      “You’re sure? Do we know how many there are?” My father sounded frustrated.

      Khan mumbled, “I can’t be sure. Maybe twenty. Could be up to fifty.”

      “That’s not many… is it worth the effort?” my father drawled, sounding uninterested.

      I froze and strained to increase the volume, pretending my focus was on filing the folders he had given me in their correct location.

      “Of course it is,” Khan spat. “We can’t let these sympathizers gather like this. They must be punished. Nonconformity and defiance will not be tolerated. It’s time we sent the rebellion that message.”

      My blood turned to ice in my veins at the mention of the rebellion. Holy shit. They knew. Not only did they know, but they were planning an attack.

      “Are there women and children in this outpost?” My father pushed for information.

      “If there are, they are simply casualties of war. We cannot make allowances, no matter the gender or age.”

      My father sighed. “We have to be careful not to show that we were the ones to initiate an attack and cause such death. You know as well as I do that the shifters in our communities won’t take the death of women and children lightly. These are the incidents that band the rebels together. Perhaps we can spare the innocents, or make it look as though the bounty hunters are to blame? You know as well as I do that it worked in the past. Keep our involvement discrete while accomplishing our goals?”

      Khan grumbled and begrudgingly agreed. “If they can be spared, I’ll make sure the team makes the effort, however, I cannot and will not make any promises, LaCroix.”

      My father must have nodded because the conversation continued as he inquired, “Shall we get Ishida involved in the cover up?”

      “He’s my next stop. I’ll make sure to mention it to him,” Khan murmured. “I don’t know why we can’t just use force with our own damn name behind it. All this appeasement simply for the regular shifters is ridiculous, if you ask me.”

      “I understand, but we all agreed to keep knowledge of the uprising quiet so as not to stir the pot among the shifter communities. This method works, as discussed and voted upon. If you’d like to make amendments to the ruling, you are more than welcome to speak your piece at the next Council meeting, and we will all surely listen to your plans.” My father spoke sternly and diplomatically, and Khan grunted his assent.

      “So, back to our topic. If the others are in agreement, I will vote your way.”

      My father’s answer was clipped. “Fine. Which team have you chosen to send out?”

      The small amount of hope I’d gathered during my earlier conversation with my father deflated like a balloon zipping around the room losing air. He was seriously going to sanction an attack on women and fucking children? The rage that flooded my system caused my muscles to shake and tense beyond belief.

      “Josiah’s team is well trained and they have a number of cold, resilient members, which will benefit them given the time of year and Denali’s terrain.”

      “Make the call then.”

      I heard the shuffling of feet and I let my magic crawl over my skin as my hold on my partial shift disintegrated, returning me to normal.

      “Everything alright?” My question was hard and seemed to startle my father, almost as though he’d forgotten I was still there.

      “Yes.” He waved off my inquiry. “Everything is fine. Just some Council business. Nothing that you’re ready to be trained on yet, I’m afraid.”

      I wanted to call him on his bullshit, but I was practically vibrating with the need to get home, protect Nix, and tip off the rebellion. My father and the Council may be fine with waging war against innocents, but that would never fly with me. Besides, if the Council knew about the rebellion—especially to the point where they were issuing attacks against them—then we needed to finish our initiation before shit hit the fan. I wanted to be as far away from this godforsaken commune as possible.

      I shut the filing cabinet with enough force to draw my father’s attention, and his eyes narrowed as I walked across the room and headed toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” he questioned.

      “You said you had meetings.” I didn’t turn to glance at him. If he saw my face, looked into my eyes, he’d know I’d heard his conversation. As much as I wanted to fight him on the choice he’d just made, Nix was more important. My magic thrummed and twisted inside of me with the insistent, driving need to see my mate.

      “Damien…” My father trailed off, stepping back around his desk and pausing a few feet behind me. “Someday you’ll understand.” His words were spoken so quietly they had barely been given life. “I’m trying to keep my family safe.”

      Tension slashed between us, so thick it was nearly choking. After an awkward moment of silence passed, I forced myself to move. My heart felt like it was being ripped in two as I strode from the room, leaving him to the silence of the sins he committed.

      On the way out, I pushed the only reply I could make his way, unknowing and uncaring if he’d receive it or not.

      So am I.
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      “Are you sure this is where Ciarán instructed us to go?” Nix glanced around the darkened parking lot when she climbed down from the Hummer. I took another look around, staying hypervigilant of my surroundings.

      “I’m positive,” I reassured her.

      After Damien had returned home yesterday and informed us of what he’d overheard, we’d been anxious—all of us shifting around each other in a haze of deep thought and worry. None of us had realized that the Council had knowledge of the uprising against them, and it made joining the rebellion incredibly risky for those of us still living under their rule. The news of the impending attack on a rebellion outpost in Denali meant the war was already on our doorstep, and my brothers and I had all landed on the same conclusion. Protecting Nix and keeping our family together and safe was our main objective. We needed to get out of Anchorage before we got caught in the crossfire, and that meant we needed to solidify our place on the side we wanted to fight on. The need to get my brothers and Nix out from under the Council’s surveillance had increased to nearly desperate levels.

      Our message to Ciarán had been clear. If they were going to make us complete the third trial before our membership could be finalized, then we wanted to be assigned our mission now, though deep down I hoped we’d have already proven ourselves to them through our acts of good faith.

      “Do you know where we are?” Nix smoothed out her winter coat and peered around, trying to figure out where I’d taken her to.

      “I actually picked the location with Ciarán’s approval. The guys and I thought it would be best if we made our outing appear as a sanctioned date to belay any suspicion.”

      Nix’s eyes grew wide as her attention focused on me. “You’re taking me on a date?” she questioned, with the cutest little smile curving her lips. Despite the fact that this was technically a meet up with the rebellion, I knew we were all trying to make an effort to maximize our time together, and enjoy our life amid all the stress and unknowns.

      My lips curved in a smile and my face heated regardless of the cold air. “I thought we might as well do something fun while we wait for our contact to arrive.” I reached out and feathered a touch across her cheek. “I plan to enjoy every minute I have with you for the rest of my life, and I thought we should take advantage of this opportunity for frivolity before our lives change.” Nix reached up and caught my hand, pressing a sweet little kiss against my palm.

      “I’d like that,” she murmured softly.

      “Besides, I figured you might enjoy an evening away from the house, on a real date instead of a forced one. Although I know we’re here for a greater purpose, there’s no reason we can’t have a little fun while we wait.” I offered Nix my arm like the gentleman my mother had raised me to be, and she slid her hand around my bicep. I tucked her close to my body and she immediately sent a blast of heat around us to keep us warm. While my Kraken was immune to the cold temperatures, the warmth of our mate had a strong feeling of contentment settling over us.

      “Are you sure the guys were alright with this plan?” Nix bit her lip, worrying the beautiful pink flesh between her teeth. Angling her toward me, I stretched out my hand and traced my thumb along her bottom lip to free it.

      We were all in agreement that a date would provide an excellent cover. It’s our safest bet for staying under the radar. A slight pressure invaded my mind, and I grinned at a startled Nix who’d obviously felt the same intrusion. What? Damien asked her. You didn’t think we’d send you and Theo out tonight without backup, did you?

      While I appreciate the extra eyes, ears, and hands, I can take care of myself, you know, Nix replied, then huffed through the connection Damien controlled, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my grin from widening. Her confidence in herself was sexy and my Kraken roared his agreement.

      We know that. I probably understand that better than the rest of them. Damien’s memories of his training session with Nix flitted through the connection and I winced as I caught the ghosting of the pain he’d experienced. As your mates, the need to protect you is overwhelming. Think about it in reverse. If it were Theo and I attending this meeting ourselves, would you want to let us go alone? Or would you want to be nearby, guarding and protecting?

      Nix melted as Damien’s logic resounded within her. Why do you always have to be so rational? she complained, but I felt her teasing intent in her thoughts. Nix released a weary sigh. The guys are really okay with this?

      Why wouldn’t we be? Damien questioned.

      Because you’re not with us? You’re relegated to watching or feeling or whatever it is you’re doing. I feel like you should be here with us. When Nix pushed her thoughts toward him, she emphasized her concern.

      Did I or did I not recently watch my brothers make you come? Damien challenged. A mixture of embarrassment and arousal slashed through the link from Nix. Exactly. I think I can handle you on a date with one of them. Besides, it makes me happy to see them happy—and you of course.

      The darkness surrounding us couldn’t hide the deep color mantled across Nix’s cheeks. Are the rest of the guys nearby?

      It’s just Damien. If we were followed for some reason, we can easily explain away Damien’s presence as a chaperone for our date. However, we wouldn’t have had a viable excuse for the others. I won’t lie to you. Ryder and Killian are rather jealous that you and me are getting more one-on-one time, but they both understand that our only true options were either Joshua or me, since we’re both authorized suitors. I figured since you and Joshua had some alone time the other day, you wouldn’t object to a date with me. Concern weaseled its way into my mind and my eyebrows drew down as a thought occurred to me. Perhaps I should have asked you first? I queried.

      “Theo,” Nix stated out loud, soothing her free hand down my chest. “I’m beyond excited to have one-on-one time with you, despite the circumstances.”

      I leaned in and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      Alright, I’m going radio silent, Damien informed us. It’s safer this way. I’ll be nearby if you need me. Theo, I want information on what they plan to do about the intel we gave them. I need to know that they plan on doing something about it.

      I won’t let them leave until our questions are answered and we have our final task, I assured Damien, and then felt him slip from my mind.

      “Do you think they’ll be so forth coming?” Nix mused worriedly.

      “I believe so. We’ve more than proven our worth, and I truly believe they need us as much as we need them. It’s time for us to lay our chips out on the table and see if they call or fold.” I gave Nix a little tug and navigated her through the cars lining the parking lot.

      “So, where are you taking me?” Nix sidled up beside me as her excitement bloomed. It wasn’t often I was able to do something special for Nix, let alone surprise her, so I kept my lips sealed, even as she sent me the most adorable, begging look. Chuckling to myself, I shook my head, absorbing the moment and enjoying the heat of her Phoenix as it warmed us with its powers.

      The click of her heels echoed through the alleyway, bouncing off of every hard surface as I led her between two brick buildings and around the front to our destination.

      “You’re really not going to tell me where we are?” She tipped her chin up to look at me and I gazed down into her glimmering eyes, the sparkle lighting up her dark brown depths.

      “Patience is a virtue.” One side of my lips lifted in a smirk I rarely wore. I was thoroughly amused by her antics. “Perhaps that should be your next lesson,” I teased her, though the idea was just as alluring for me as it was for her.

      The blush that had already started to fade from her face renewed, the color rosy and beautiful. “However, I will make you a promise since I’ve remained so tight-lipped about our location.” Eyeing the door I needed, I pulled Nix to a stop and maneuvered us closer to the building, out of the way of any pedestrians that may pass us by. For a brief moment, a hint of hesitation flitted through me. “If you don’t like it, we can simply find a place to sit and wait,” I replied cryptically, trying to keep my plans a secret.

      Nix’s eyebrows drew together in an endearing way as she tried to decipher my meaning. Giving up, she rolled her eyes playfully. “Theo.” She removed her hand from mine, stepped closer to me, and slid her arms around my middle instead. I returned the gesture and pulled her smaller, feminine form into my body. Her chin tipped upward as she gazed at me, our height difference much more obvious when we were close like this.

      “Hmm?” I hummed, partly distracted now that I had her against me. Her scent alone had the power to muddle my brain into uselessness.

      “I’m going to love whatever date you have planned for us simply because you are the one who planned it. If this is something you like, then I’m going to learn to like it too… if it’s not something I enjoy already. Isn’t that what being your girlfriend is all about? Taking an interest in your hobbies?” A soft smile played on her lips, even as one brow rose in challenge, daring me to contradict her. Not that I planned to.

      I studied her as something akin to wonder surged through me. Nothing in my life had ever felt as right as Nix did. My Kraken roared his approval and happiness in the back of my mind. “This, right here, is why you’re so good for us, Nix.” I moved my arm, letting my fingers slide over a section of her dark locks that had slipped free, before tucking it gently back behind her ear. My fingers trailed into her hair at the base of her neck, and I cradled the back of her head.

      “You guys invest in me too.” She shrugged.

      “Well, yes, but that’s easy. We only have one person to focus on. You have five…” I paused and shook my head, forcing myself to accept our new reality with Joshua. “Now six mates to spend time with.”

      “You’re wrong, you know.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow, borrowing Nix’s earlier expression. “There isn’t another girl in our relationship to derail the validity of my statement.”

      Nix slapped my arm playfully, and I grinned at the intensity blossoming within her.

      “I’m sure this is going to sound wildly hypocritical of me, but don’t even joke. The thought of any of you with another girl makes my Phoenix want to rise and shoot flames.” To make her point, she pressed her nearly boiling palms against the sides of my face, showing me just how near to the surface her fiery alter was. My little bird had already grown possessive, and I didn’t want it any other way. Bloody hell, I was proud of her for it. Just a few months ago she may not have stated her opinion so blatantly, whether from the human viewpoint of the way relationships were supposed to work, or from a misguided belief that she wasn’t worthy of us as mates given her past. We’d accomplished so much growth as a group over these past few months. My Kraken twisted and twined inside me, wanting nothing more than to be free with his mate.

      “I believe my Kraken and I like you a little jealous.” I couldn’t contain my satisfaction as I all but beamed smugly before growing more serious. “There’s no one else for us, Nix. I know you know that, but I hope we show you every single day how much we care. How much we love you.” Damien lifted the veil on his connection to us just long enough to growl his assent into our minds. I paused, my fingers tightening in her hair. “I’m in love with you, Annika.”

      My heart soared as Nix’s palms trailed down my face, her fingertips teasing over my neck and shoulders until they gripped the lapels of my thick, woolen jacket. She pulled me toward her in the slowest, most deliberate way, and her eyes flicked back and forth between mine, reading the sincerity and truth I knew reflected back to her. I wasn’t a romantic guy, not the way Ryder, Hiro, or Damien were. I was much too analytical and often missed the mark on such endeavors, but in that moment, I realized I didn’t need Shakespearian phrases or great, iconic displays of love. I could see my entire world and all my future happiness tied up in this beautiful, curvy, feisty little package that I was lucky enough to call my mate. And I intended to show her how I felt without words.

      Nix and I were drawn together like two magnets unwilling to resist each other, and my lips crashed into hers with bruising intensity. Her kiss was all-consuming, and I was completely lost to the sensation of her tongue brushing against mine, alighting every nerve, every damn cell, in my body. My hands slipped down her back and I pushed her up and into me, allowing her to feel how I felt about her. This passion with Nix was like air, as vital and sustaining as oxygen.

      I stepped forward, guiding her until her back met the rough texture of the brick building we’d been standing beside, and I pressed my thigh between her legs, giving her pressure where she needed it most. The intoxicating scent of her arousal filled the air, driving me mad with lust.

      After a few moments, I used my free hand to cup her ass. Squeezing, I rocked her hips into mine once, then twice, causing her to whimper.

      “Theo.” Her breathy gasp had my dick throbbing behind the confines of my jeans, and I groaned. I loved how responsive and willing she was, how she’d opened up to my brothers and me. She owned her sexuality unapologetically and it was sexy as hell.

      I pulled back and nipped at her lips, bringing myself back to reality and the fact that we were in public. I ran my nose over the curve of her cheek until my breath tickled her ear, calming down before I decided to ditch the whole date idea and this rendezvous, and take Nix home—to my bed.

      “I’d love nothing more than to have my way with you right here, right now.” I bit her earlobe gently, trapping the sensitive flesh between my teeth as I flicked it with my tongue. “I want to make you burn for me and then follow you into the flames.” I nipped and sucked at her neckline, blazing a trail to where her bare skin disappeared into the collar of her jacket. “And if you moan one more time for me, I’m not sure I’ll have the willpower to pull away as I should.” Before Nix could utter a sound, I tugged her hair and guided her mouth to mine for one last, searing kiss. Her body wiggled against me as she tried to arch her back and increase the friction where I had her pinned, but I wouldn’t relinquish control so easily.

      “I want you inside of me.” Her wanton, unexpected whisper shocked me enough to make me still like a predator ready to strike.

      My muscles grew, my body shifting slightly with the bulk of my Kraken pressing against my skin. The urgency to claim had never been stronger.

      “You can’t say things like that to me when I’m trying to be a gentleman and take you on a proper date,” I warned then swallowed, my Adam’s apple bobbing as I fought to find restraint. Nix deserved to be courted. Wooed. It took me a full minute to calm down enough to remember our mission, but when I did, I slipped away, allowing the icy air to act as a cold shower. The sharp bite of it helped cool my ardor.

      Nix’s chest heaved as she caught her breath. Thankfully, her winter jacket concealed her curves from my view, or it may have obliterated the remaining thread of my control. I shook my head to clear it.

      “You may just be the death of me,” I told her, my lips quirking up on one side.

      Death by orgasm? I assure you, there are worse ways to go, Damien interjected, causing Nix to giggle, and breaking some of the sexual tension enough to allow our common sense to reign once more. Alright, shutting up again. D disappeared once more.

      I held out my hand and interlaced my fingers with Nix when she took hold. “Come on, let’s go.”
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      Music spilled out into the street as Theo hauled open the nondescript red door, and I followed him into what appeared to be a club. Pulsing beats vibrated through me and I looked around, taking in my surroundings.

      “A club?” I glanced up at Theo with wide eyes and a shocked smile. “I never would have guessed!” I exclaimed, truly excited about the potentiality of our evening.

      My Kraken blushed, a hint of pink tinting his golden skin, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “I figured since you enjoyed seeing us dance during the talent show, this might interest you.”

      I popped up on my toes and planted a kiss on Theo’s cheek. “It was a great idea. I’m looking forward to seeing you move like that.” I threw an eager glance at the dance floor, which was filled with writhing, grinding bodies.

      “Come on,” Theo urged, sending me a heated look, and leading me past a long, sleek bar covering one entire wall of the establishment. An array of liquor lined the shelves behind the wooden counter, each unique bottle gleaming in the low lighting. Neon signs decorated the walls, casting their colorful glow on the crowded dance floor.

      Finding an available booth, we discarded our coats and belongings before Theo faced me, took my hand, and pulled me forward, with me mirroring his backward steps as he led me to the dance floor.

      Briefly, I worried about being touched and bumped by the other dancers. My old fears resurfaced as I looked at the crowd. It had been a while since I’d felt the shot of adrenaline that infused my veins now, and my heart sped up. Yet, before I could open my mouth and tell Theo that I doubted my ability to do this, I felt a wave of power enter my mind.

      It’s okay, Nix. I think I can manage this for you, Damien soothed, and I watched in awe as the other dancers shifted to make room for us. I’ll make sure they don’t touch you, sweetheart.

      How in the world did you do that? I pushed my question toward him.

      I’ve been practicing my persuasion. It’s another facet of being a mentalist, and one that takes far less work than fully entering strangers’ minds. Especially since they’re human. I just had to plant the seed and cultivate it. Then it grew on its own. I wouldn’t have had this kind of success with say, you, or even Rini. But with humans? It’s enough that I can hold on to it for a while, so relax and enjoy Theo while you can. Leave the rest to me for now.

      I sent every sense of gratitude and amazement I was feeling his way before I felt him ease away.

      Tonight wasn’t the place for inhibitions, and I pushed everything out of my mind except for Theo.

      The beat of the music was addicting and rhythmic, and I found myself swaying as Theo pulled me into the space Damien carved out for us among the dancing bodies. I focused completely on the fluid way Theo moved. He watched me watching him, and my breath caught at the pure sin that filled his sparkling, cerulean eyes. Little by little his slow, drawn-out movements brought us together. Reaching for me, he grabbed my hands and raised his arms, enticing me closer to him until I was flush against his body. My breasts brushed lightly against his chest and my nipples pebbled beneath my bra from the delicious sensation. When he had me where he wanted me, he released his hold and lightly feathered his fingertips down my arms and along the sides of my breasts. Downward they trekked, until he gripped my hips while my arms settled around his neck. Even among all these sweaty bodies, his fresh ocean scent consumed me.

      It was almost painful how much I loved his sweet, flowing control. Every roll of his hips was perfectly timed to the rise and fall of the tempo. His leg found its way between my thighs, and the added friction made the way he moved against me exquisite, delicious torture. I knew then that I’d never last the night without needing him inside of me, loving me.

      Theo skimmed his nose down my neck and inhaled, scenting me. The slide of his hands over the curves of my ass made me moan. I let the music flow through me, matching every one of Theo’s movements as we writhed together.

      We danced for an hour until we were both heaving. A bead of sweat dripped down Theo’s temple, and for some reason, the sight was erotic. Theo thrived on the need he cultivated in me, and as he brushed his mouth against the outer shell of my ear, a shiver raced down my spine as the dirtiest words left his lips.

      “Soon, I’m going to be inside your gorgeous body, Nix, and that beautiful, little pussy of yours is going to soak my dick from the way I make you feel.” I whimpered an unintelligible sound as I ground my jean-clad center against his thigh.

      The friction against my clit caused all sensible thoughts to flee, and I begged, “I need you.” The airy plea had Theo groaning against the column of my throat, his Kraken clear in the rumble.

      “Nix,” he called out, the sound stolen by the song blasting from the speakers. The scent of our combined arousal hung in the air and with a growl, Theo pulled away from me. The air in the club was heated from the sheer amount of people in the room, but the loss of Theo’s body against mine created a temperature shift, the slightly cooler air teasing against my overheated skin.

      I didn’t get to cry out a protest before I was being hauled away from the dancers and shoved into the shadows by my equally needy mate.

      “Do you know how tempting you are? How much you make me crave you?” Theo purred, as my shoulders pressed into the hard wall of the club and he stalked toward me like a predator about to devour his prey. I didn’t make a move, waiting, wanting to be devoured by him.

      Being with Theo at that moment was my entire goal in life, and the club beyond—the dancers, the music, the flowing alcohol and clink of glassware—all faded into the background.

      “I’m yours.” My tone was throaty as I tempted him. “And you can have me whenever you want.”

      Theo leaned over me and covered my stomach with his hand, pressing me slowly until my entire back was flush with the wall. Feathering touches trailed to the waistband of my jeans, and his fingers curled over the top. Deftly working at the button, he unsnapped it to make room for the hand that plunged inside, cupping my pussy.

      “You’re already so wet and ready. So willing.” One lazy finger trailed lightly over my sex, and I squirmed, my nipples turning into diamonds at the sheer illicitness of having Theo touch me in public. My gaze flitted over the dance floor that we’d just been on, and then zipped around the room. Realizing he’d lost my attention, Theo speared a finger into my pussy. I cried out as he hooked his finger just right, applying pressure right where I needed it as he measured his thrusts. “Does it excite you? Knowing that anyone could be watching us right now?” His breath washed over my ear and tickled my neck. Teeth met flesh as he nipped the delicate skin of my throat.

      A second finger joined the first to spread me wider, and he growled as my body responded, slicking his way. I could smell the sharp, robust scent of our combined arousal, and I pulled Theo’s lips to mine. The kiss was gentle at first, until I nipped his lower lip hard with my teeth and then laved over the same spot with the flat of my tongue. Our breath mingled and our magic sparked and twined together. My entire body ached with coiling, building pressure and I arched myself against Theo to rock my pussy against him, matching and increasing his pace as I fucked myself on his pumping fingers.

      “That’s it, Nix. Let go for me,” Theo encouraged, and the last thing I saw before I shut my eyes tight, was the sexy gleam that made the blue in his eyes nearly electric.

      I stopped thinking, only allowing myself to feel. My head tipped back against the wall and my lips parted as I sucked heaving breaths into my lungs. Theo’s movements became frantic, fueling the vicious need tearing through me. My skin felt too tight and my clit became nearly too sensitive with every bump of his palm. Almost as if he sensed my spiraling bliss, Theo pulled out and tapped one finger against my clit, before flicking directly over it, again and again, sending waves of pleasure washing over me until all I wanted to do was drown in the erotic way he made me feel. Endless orgasms overwhelmed me until I couldn’t take any more of his torture, and I grabbed his wrist to slow his fingers on my clit, gasping and panting for air.

      “Theo.” His name was all I was able to utter.

      “I’ll never get tired of my name on your lips.” He pulled his hand from my jeans, brought his fingers to his mouth, and slipped them inside, his eyes closing in pure bliss as he hummed his approval of my flavor. He sucked my essence off his skin, and the view of his fingers sliding out of his mouth almost sent me over the edge again. “Or the sweet flavor of you on my tongue.”

      “Oh, fuck,” I cursed and fanned myself, enjoying the light breeze that helped cool me down before I disintegrated into nothing but a pile of ash.

      “Hot?” Theo cocked his head to the side, and studied me as though he hadn’t just rocked my world to Timbuktu and back.

      “And bothered.” I smirked.

      “Would you like a drink?” Theo offered politely, and I couldn’t help myself.

      “Would you?” I bit my lip and sent the most seductive look I could conjure toward him, and I reveled in the way his eyes dilated, the blue deepening.

      “If you need more, mate, all you have to do is ask. Tell me what you need, and I’ll give you the world,” Theo promised, and I believed him.

      Somewhere in the background, the song switched and awareness seeped back. Theo sensed the change, and he smirked as his fingers found the button of my jeans and set my clothing back to rights. Peering over his shoulder, I assessed the room, my heart rate slowing back to normal when I realized that no one seemed to be paying attention to us in the deep gloom of the shadows that had shielded our intimate moment.

      Theo took my hand and I trailed after him as he maneuvered to the bar, waved down the bartender, and ordered two drinks. The beat of the music and the chatter of the crowd blended into white noise. My feet ached as I observed the clubgoers, and I belatedly wished I hadn’t worn these heels, but when Rini had insisted on helping me pick an outfit to wear tonight via texted pictures, I hadn’t thought to question the fashion choice. Now, it was glaringly obvious that she’d known our rendezvous with the rebellion was going to turn into something fun while we waited. Ciarán apparently had no qualms about sharing his secrets with my best friend.

      My gaze wandered over the various bystanders. People watching had always fascinated me, and I observed the crowd while I debated how the messenger would find us. It wasn’t like we had a supersecret code word or anything. Other than identifying us as shifters, they had no way of knowing that we were their initiates.

      “Could it be any more crowded tonight?” a smirking woman with blonde hair questioned, as she shimmied her way up to the bar and squeezed in beside me. Her curves were encased in a red dress that showed ample cleavage and plenty of thigh, and the men at the bar noticed. All I could think about, however, was how cold she must have been walking from the parking lot to the front door.

      A moment later, I sensed the shifter in her, and I took a deep breath to scent her animal or mythological. Smell wasn’t my strength, but I thought I caught a hint of feline.

      “I’m Emma,” she introduced herself with a smile, before she popped open her clutch, and pulled out a few bills that she slapped onto the bar before hollering her drink order at the male bartender a few feet away. “Hey, hot stuff, how about two blow jobs?”

      A large, possessive hand landed on my shoulder as Theo gave her his full attention. “I’m sorry, she’s taken. You’ll have to find someone else to have your fun with.” His tone vibrated with authority.

      Emma rolled her eyes playfully. “Easy there, tiger. All I did was order shots for the lady and myself. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of a blow job before. You poor thing,” she cooed, shooting him a lusty wink.

      I chuckled and then quickly covered it with a cough. “I’m not actually old enough to drink,” I murmured, but Emma simply dismissed my comment as she reached into her purse once more and procured a small, polished stone. Her thumb rubbed absently over the smooth surface and a slight glimmer caught my eye, enticing me to take a second look. I held back my gasp as I recognized the symbol of the rebellion.

      This is our contact, I told Damien and hoped he’d relay it to Theo. It seemed to have worked, because Theo relaxed marginally behind me.

      “Anyone who can fight in a war should be allowed to indulge, don’t you think?” Suddenly sharp eyes narrowed on Theo and me, and I tilted my head, studying her.

      “I assume it’s safe to talk?” I looked pointedly at the stone, gauging if my assumption was correct.”

      “Portable ward. Extremely handy for on the go, private conversations. You’re safe to speak,” Emma confirmed.

      “I won’t say I don’t agree, but I have to decline. Something tells me that I’ll need to be fully functioning tomorrow.” I waited for her reaction.

      “I applaud your dedication.” The playful attitude she’d been using slipped away, and in its place was a fierceness I hadn’t expected. The shift in her mood nearly gave me whiplash, reminding me of Ciarán’s duality. “That’s the type of allegiance we like to see. Your third task is extremely important. Do not take this lightly.” Reaching into her bag one last time, she whipped out a tiny piece of paper and handed it over.

      I gave it a cursory glance and passed it to Theo, who I knew would be able to decipher the numbers scrawled across the white page. It made no sense to me, but I had confidence that Theo would know what it meant, or at least know how we could find the answer.

      “This is a rescue mission. The real deal. The rebellion would like to thank you for your intel. Without you, many people would have died. Now, we have a chance to get them out before it’s too late.” Emma studied Theo and me. “This,” she shot a pointed look at the paper in Theo’s hands, “is a rescue mission. I cannot stress to you the importance of this mission, should you say yes. Do you accept your third and last task?”

      He gave an affirmative nod and pocketed the missive. “We’d never say no, task or not.”

      Emma lifted her chin, a proud smile curling her lips. “I’m an excellent judge of character. I knew from the moment I saw you that I liked you both already. The barrier stone only works for a short time. I assume you’ve got someone listening,” she said, with an incline of her head to indicate the ears were mental, rather than physical. “Memorize those number now. Destroy that paper. I took a lot of risk bringing that in here.” We hurried to comply and I pushed the numbers to Damien over and over again, and under the cover of the bar I burned the paper to ash in my palm, letting it scatter to the floor at my feet.

      “A shame you have such a busy day tomorrow,” Emma cooed, returning to her original flirty personality, and turned back to the bar as her drinks arrived. “We could have had some fun tonight, then again, it seems you’ve already enjoyed yourself while you waited.”

      I blinked, and my brows drew together as I tried to follow her roundabout conversation. The shift in the conversation was making me dizzy. “Excuse me?” I couldn’t tell if she was hinting that the ward was wearing out, or if she was actually flirting, despite the inappropriateness of the time.

      “You know, you don’t need to mate with who they have deemed appropriate.” She cocked her head and her eyes sparked with interest as she cast a languid glance over my shoulder to Theo, who tensed behind me. “Still, I think I’d keep this one just for fun.” Her attention slid to where his hand hung at his side. “Those fingers,” she purred. “That orgasm looked delectable.” The girl bit her lip seductively. “Does she taste as good as she smells?”

      My jaw dropped open and heat infused my cheeks. She’d seen us. Watched us. An embarrassed thrill slammed through me, an emotion I wasn’t sure I wanted to analyze. I couldn’t stop myself from squirming where I stood.

      Theo’s eyes flashed, a predator protecting his mate. “Somehow, I doubt you were sent here to retrieve that intel.”

      The shifter sighed dramatically. “Oh well. Another time, perhaps? I make one hell of a third wheel.” With a wink, she tossed back both shots one after the other. Job completed, she stalked away, her sights already set on someone else as she melded into the crowd. Slowly, I spun around to face Theo. My cheeks were warm with the heat of my self-consciousness, but now that she was gone, I could finally breathe again. Until Theo’s assessing gaze caught me.

      I froze like a deer stunned by headlights. “What?” I was almost afraid to ask.

      “Did you find her attractive?” Theo tilted his head and he studied me with an open, judgment free expression that made me love him even more.

      I took a moment to digest my feelings before I answered, “She was pretty and all, but I don’t have romantic, or even sexual, feelings for women.” Of that I was sure, and Theo nodded his understanding.

      “Then it wasn’t the girl that captured your interest or made you embarrassed,” he surmised, and I wondered where he was going with this.

      “No.” I held the note, peering at him quizzically.

      Theo was sin personified, and his gaze intensified with a wicked gleam that sparkled in the dim mood lighting. “Then you enjoy being watched.” It was a statement rather than a question.

      I flushed crimson. “You know I do,” I hedged.

      “In public.” Molten heat ran through my veins as Theo waited patiently for my response.

      “I…”

      That’s a yes. Damien’s smooth voice slipped into our minds easily as he analyzed and acknowledged the emotions I was experiencing before I knew the answer for myself.

      None of this is important right now, I grumbled with a huff.

      I disagree, but I also digress. While I find it very important, I do agree that we should table this discussion for now. But we will talk about this, Nix, Theo promised. Someday.

      What did the numbers on the note mean? I asked to change the subject, beating Damien to the question.

      They’re coordinates. Latitude and longitude. I wasn’t sure if it was amusing or scary that our entire future was wrapped up in only a few numbers. Whether we succeeded or failed, the direction of our fate was imminent.

      Do you know where they point? Theo tapped at his screen, looking up the information Damien requested. When he paused, I tried to get a look at his cell.

      Denali, I breathed. They’re sending us to Denali.
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      The house was completely destroyed by the amount of tactical gear, backpacks, and maps spread over every available surface.

      “We could go up the Glenn Highway and into the park that way,” Ryder suggested, tracing a finger over the map to highlight the path.

      “Or we could bypass the heavy tourist areas and start at Trapper Creek.” Theo squinted behind his glasses and crossed his arms over his chest while he studied the different options. It surprised me that they had a paper map lying around, given all the technology we had these days.

      Tech can only get you so far. Alaska is rugged, and there isn’t cell service where we’re going. We’ll have to rely on good old-fashion paper and a compass, Damien answered my internal musings, and I sent my understanding through our connection.

      “Would it help if we split up? Those of us that can fly can get there faster,” I added, tossing my opinion into the mix. As much as I hated the divide and conquer idea, there were lives at stake, our own desire to stay together diminished in comparison.

      “No. We’re stronger as a team. The altitude alone will be a challenge, even for those of you with the power of flight. We’re also talking about the Alaska Range at the start of winter. The snow has been falling on the mountains much longer than it has been here, especially as the elevation increases,” Theo answered, and scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Besides, we don’t know how many people we’re going to need to extract. It’s going to take all of us to manage this mission.”

      “There will be significantly fewer people in Denali right now than there are during the summer months, but there will still be tourists in the area enjoying winter activities,” Killian started, and I winced at the idea of braving freezing temperatures for a hobby. Even knowing I had my Phoenix to help heat me, it didn’t sound appealing. Walking to the table, Killian braced a hand against the edge and leaned over to contemplate the map. “Our best bet would be to drive to Talkeetna. We can charter a plane and I can get us as close as…” Killian scoured the topography and finally thudded a finger to a specific geographical point. “We can fly into Base Camp. We won’t be the only group there, which has pros and cons. We won’t draw unnecessary attention to ourselves by flying into the mountains, but we won’t have complete privacy either until we get farther away from where the humans generally are. Doesn’t really matter though,” Kill mumbled. “It’s the safest and most direct route to Mt. Hunter. That’s where the coordinates pointed, correct?” Killian looked at Theo, who nodded. “We’ll fly directly over the South Hunter Pass on our way to Base Camp. We’ll have to hike and climb the rest on foot.”

      Theo contemplated his options before nodding. “Killian’s right. That’s our best bet.” Turning to the group, he began issuing orders. “I want all of you packed and ready to leave in an hour. Damien, you’re on food. Dust off the MREs and don’t forget the seeds. Hiro, make sure we have the cold weather tents and camping gear packed. Killian, call ahead and book us a plane. I don’t want any hiccups when we arrive. I’m on weapons, just in case we run into the Council’s team. Ryder, you’re on medical supplies and climbing gear.” Joshua walked in the door, catching the end of Theo’s orders.

      “What can I do?” Joshua dropped a bag inside the doorway and shrugged off his thick winter coat, before joining the other men at the table with a serious yet hopeful expression.

      “I actually have an idea.” Theo cocked his head to the side, automatically accepting Joshua to the team, and fitting him into a role in a way that warmed me inside. “Do you mind helping me with weapons?”

      “Whatever you need,” Joshua agreed, rounding the table and joining Theo. The two of them chatted quietly and quickly as Theo explained whatever it was he had planned. Excitement lit their eyes, and it made my heart lighter to see them working together.

      Damien stretched and reached for one of the top shelves, easily pulling prepackaged provisions from a basket I could never reach. A flash of golden skin drew my attention to where his shirt had risen to expose a swath of my Gargoyle’s sexy, muscled back. I reached for a bag of chips and popped one in my mouth, while I watched all my sexy men working around me.

      “Going to just stand there and ogle us, sweetheart?” Damien smirked and grabbed a backpack propped on the floor, filling it with MREs as he arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Theo never gave me a role.” I shrugged and stared down into the bag of chips as if they were the most interesting sight in the world. News flash, they weren’t. I doubted that Theo had truly meant to forget me, but the fact that I’d been essentially left out stung a little. They moved like a well-oiled machine, and I sat here like, well, a decoration.

      Tossing the pack on the counter, Damien strode up to me and hooked a finger under my chin. His power washed over my mind, demanding entrance, and with a sigh, I yielded. When my men wanted something, they were relentless, especially when it came to examining my feelings.

      “You’re far from useless, Nix. In fact, you’re the most valuable member of our team.”

      I scoffed, making the mistake of rolling my eyes.

      Damien gripped my chin with just enough pressure to grab my attention. He turned me to look at him. Piercing, russet eyes shot straight into my soul. My breathing took on an airy quality as I stared back at him with a vulnerability I usually tried to hide. “Think about it. You’re able to fly, which makes it easier to traverse the rugged terrain, you can keep warm in the frigid temperatures and even warm us up as well, you have defensive powers to stave off an attack, and offensive powers to take down our enemy, but more than that, you also have a heart of gold and the ability to sympathize with those we’re on our way to rescue. As much as you may not believe it, you’re the glue that holds our family together. You rally us and give us a purpose in life. You, Nix, are far from useless. You’re everything. And if we weren’t on such a tight deadline, I’d remind you of the lesson we taught you not that long ago. Apparently, we’ll need to increase the amount of discipline days you have if you’ve forgotten so soon.” Tears gathered behind my eyes and I swallowed, even as a flash of heat worked its way through me.

      “You see the absolute best in me.” I pressed closer to him and felt his thumb stroke along my jaw.

      “That’s because I love you, Nix, and I always will.” His mouth feathered over mine and I leaned into him, increasing the pressure as I savored Damien slowly.

      “Make sure you bring some sugar!” Ryder hollered, as he jogged down the stairs with his medical bag in his hand, oblivious to his interruption.

      I smiled under Damien’s lips, and he grinned cheekily when he pulled away.

      “Oh, I’ve already got the sugar covered,” Damien quipped, then winked at me and I giggled, shaking my head.

      “If you want to help, could you grab the bag of seeds buried in the back of the pantry?” Damien went back to checking our provisions as I acquiesced.

      “What the hell do we need seeds for?” I rifled through the boxes of food until I found what I was looking for.

      Damien held out his hands and I tossed him the bag, which he proceeded to pack. “You’ll see.”

      Shrugging, I opened the freezer and pulled out a couple of candy bars.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re catering to the Ceraptor’s wishes.” Damien wrinkled his nose as I dropped the chocolate into his backpack.

      “Do you really want to listen to Ryder complain when he gets a craving? You know that he can waste an entire evening whining over chocolate.” I arched a brow.

      “He’s worse than a woman on her period,” Damien mumbled, and I smacked his arm playfully.

      “Hey! Watch it, batman.”

      Pretending I’d actually hurt him, Damien mouthed, “Ow,” and rubbed at the spot tenderly. “Now, go pack your clothing. Make sure to bring layers, and choose warm outfits. It’s going to be freezing. Double-check with Theo. I believe he purchased you some long underwear a while back. See where he stashed it and make sure to bring it along.”

      “Long underwear?” Now it was my turn to wrinkle my nose.

      “Don’t knock it, sweetheart. You don’t want those pretty tits of yours to freeze off, now do you?”

      I gaped and covered my chest with my arms. A robust laugh burst from Damien’s lungs.

      “Now that would be a tragedy,” Ryder teased, and winked at me as he passed by to investigate Damien’s food choices.

      The two of them quickly became embroiled in an argument over how many sweets we had room to bring along, and I retreated from the kitchen, heading to my room.

      Not wanting to hold anyone up, I gathered my belongings quickly and followed Damien’s instructions. They were familiar with the type of weather we would be facing, and I trusted their judgment on how to dress to survive such lethal temperatures. Being outdoors, in the mountains, for who knew how long, had me scared, but I was honestly more worried about the possibility of facing off against the Council’s tactical team. They’d be sending their best to squash the uprising that threatened them, and the thought of any of my men being injured in a fight made my stomach twist and my nausea rise.

      Pulling my attention back to the present, I went to Theo’s room and quietly knocked on the door before pushing it open.

      “What are you doing?” I gaped at the scene in front of me before rushing into the room.

      Joshua’s head was tossed back, his fangs elongated with a vial connected to each one. Venom poured into the vials, filling them in record time. Theo shoved two more in Joshua’s hands and helped him switch the full ones out, the empty ones taking their place.

      “Joshua has agreed to donate some of his venom,” Theo told me, cocking his head and studied me. “Are you alright, Nix? You look a little pale.”

      “Joshua, are you alright with this? You know you don’t need to do this to gain their favor.” I sat on the end of Theo’s bed and placed my palm on his knee, sliding my hand over the top of his thigh in a soothing gesture. I shot Theo a look. “This was too much to ask.”

      “Nix,” Joshua murmured, nearly unintelligible. “It’s okay.” He finished with this current vials and retracted his teeth, surrendering his partial shift and returning to his human form. “Theo had a great idea. Besides, it’s not like it hurts me in any way.”

      “We’ve been on missions before.” Theo capped the vials and labeled them appropriately. “Before we met you, the Council used to send us out on various small tasks. Sometimes we’d need to bring weapons with us.”

      I blanched. Obviously, we didn’t know everything about each other, and though they had mentioned working with the Council in passing, I had never assumed they had been involved in anything deadly. “Are you telling me you’ve killed before?” I leaned away from both men, propping myself on Theo’s bed by resting my weight on my palms. I needed the space to process what I was learning.

      Theo sighed. “No, but I don’t think that will be the answer once this rebellion is over.” He glanced up, shifting to rest his elbows on his knees. The new position brought him to my height, his gaze level with my own. “We used to bring tranquilizer guns with us to use as necessary. We mostly brought in wild shifters for the Council.”

      “Okay. And what does that have to do with tranqs?” I asked.

      “Different types of shifters require differing amounts of tranquilizer. It’s hard to know what type of shifters will be on this team the Council is sending to the outpost,” Theo explained, and Joshua picked up his thought.

      “The time it takes to identify the type of alter and load them with the appropriate amount of tranquilizer could be the difference between life and death. None of us are willing to risk your life to spare another’s. You’re too important.” Joshua shrugged unapologetically. A part of my heart warmed while the other part waged a guilt-ridden war.

      “I don’t want people to die because of me,” I added in a quiet voice.

      Both men seemed to understand. Joshua scooted closer and took my hand in his. “War brings hard choices, Nix. We’ve already seen the toll it takes. As much as I wish we could change our political system without death, I know that’s an impossibility. Can you see Ishida, Maldonado, or Stepanov voluntarily stepping out of their powerful role?”

      “No.” I swallowed, already seeing where he was going with his example.

      “They’d rather die than give up their throne,” Joshua murmured. The statement settled heavily in the room, turning it somber.

      Theo chimed in, “With war comes death, but just like you regenerate, so will our community…”

      “And they’ll be better for it, finally free of the Council’s tyranny,” Joshua finished quietly and hung his head.

      I ran my fingers through his hair. “I know you’re worried about your father.”

      Joshua glanced up, and said, “He will have to choose which side of the line he stands on. The choice is his. When he realizes what’s at stake and where my loyalties lie, I can only hope he’ll join us.”

      I leaned forward and placed a sweet kiss on his cheek. Theo tracked the movement and glanced away.

      With a sigh, I stood and reached for Theo’s cooler. “I’ll take that to Damien and make sure it makes it into the Hummer.”

      Placing the last of the vials into the bag, he passed it to me.

      “Oh, before I forget, Damien mentioned something about long underwear?” I blushed at the amused chuckle that slipped from Joshua.

      “I’ll bring it down for you.” Theo grinned.

      “Men,” I grumbled and trudged downstairs. “Can never be adults about things.” I rolled my eyes but my lips were tipped up at the corners.

      Noticing Damien was busy, I decided to bring the bag to the car myself. The garage had been cleared and the Hummer was backed up to the open doorway with the trunk wide open. Luggage already filled the trunk, one labeled clearly with a medical symbol, and I assumed it was first aid supplies. A quick glance inside assured me I was right, though a part of me wondered why they’d need supplies when we had Ryder along. Balancing the bag full of fragile glass on the edge of the bumper, I went to zip it closed when I noticed how many vials Theo had packed. And they weren’t all Joshua’s.

      The vials filled with blood were familiar, the very ones Theo used when he drew my blood. Reaching for one, I ran my thumb over the scrawled label. My name glared back at me, the black ink contrasting against the white background of the sticker.

      “What’s wrong?” Killian asked, when he walked through the garage door and spotted me.

      “I’m not sure why Theo packed samples of my blood when he’s still experimenting with it.” I held up one of the glass vials for Killian’s inspection.

      My surly Celt slipped the small bottle from my fingers, turning it this way and that as he watched the blood slosh around inside.

      “My best guess is that he packed it just in case any of us need a boost. We know your blood increases our abilities. We might not fully understand all the side effects—if there are any—but it’s a good thing to have around, and better than bleeding you out in the middle of a battle. Just think of it as Theo’s version of a medical kit.” Killian shrugged and pressed the smooth container back into my palm. “Hell, between Theo and Ryder, we’ll have all kinds of supplies from your typical first aid kit to balms infused with healing magic. Theo likes to be prepared for the million’s of scenarios that are most likely running through his head,  you know, just in case. It’s one of the reasons he’s our leader. I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” Killian leaned down and kissed the crown of my head before he walked away to load more luggage into the Hummer.

      I sighed, repacked it, and put the case in the car as promised, but the thought wouldn’t leave me alone.

      It was the “just in case” I worried about.
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      The two-hour drive to Talkeetna had been oddly silent, the tension in the car growing with every mile. Each of us was solely focused on the mission and what we were about to endure. The radio played lightly in the background, providing the only reprieve from the serious thoughts that plagued me.

      The plane ride hadn’t been much different. I’d clutched my seat as Killian expertly guided the plane into the air and flew through conditions that scared me shitless. With enough seats to fit everyone, the plane wasn’t exactly tiny, but it was no commercial jet either. I gritted my teeth hard when we hit patch after patch of turbulence. While I knew I could fly, not all of my men could, and being trapped in a metal bird that could tumble from the sky at any moment had my heart pounding erratically in my chest.

      Through it all, I didn’t doubt Killian’s skills as he skillfully handled the rough weather. When we finally landed, I drew a deep breath and my lungs screamed from the new freedom to expand. Apparently, I hadn’t allowed my body much oxygen as I held my breath over and over again through the terrifying ride.

      My Phoenix screeched, preferring her wings to the human flying machine. At that moment, I agreed wholeheartedly.

      Killian grimaced as he helped me down, apologizing for the rough ride. Hard ice and frigid air greeted me when I emerged, and I almost squeaked and turned back around, ready to climb back into the plane I’d just mentally bad-mouthed. I had always thought myself immune to cold, but apparently I just hadn’t been in an environment before where my Phoenix had to exert such large amounts of power to keep me even minimally comfortable against the elements.

      “Holy shit!” My teeth chattered, clashing and scraping together as I shivered. “It’s fucking freezing!” I squealed, trying to keep my footing as a blast of wind nearly knocked me over. Killian’s hands were quick to steady me, refusing to let go until he was sure I could stand on my own.

      “It’s often in the negatives when you get up this high,” Killian yelled over the roaring of the wind. “The jackets are made for these types of temperatures, but it takes some adjusting to.”

      Theo squinted into the squall that was battering the mountainside. “I think we have to call it. There’s no way we can travel in this kind of weather. Let’s set up camp and tie down the tents. We’ll bunk down for the night and start fresh in the morning.”

      I’d never seen the guys work so fast or so efficiently. They didn’t even oppose Joshua’s help, simply working together to accomplish their jobs. Once the tents were in place, Hiro motioned me forward and got me settled inside.

      While the wind still swirled violently outside, I did notice a huge difference once we were indoors. The sound muted just a little and I could finally hear myself think. I curled into a ball, wrapping my arms around my knees. My Phoenix pressed under my skin and offered me her heat. I sent a small blast of it through the tent.

      “Yes!” Ryder cheered, pumping a fist as he moved into the tent with Joshua following after him. “Got myself the good tentmates.” He shot a wink my way and I grinned.

      “What’s the matter? Can’t take the cold?” I teased.

      “Who the fuck would want to be out there with temperatures like these? It’s fucking masochistic,” Ryder whined.

      Joshua shrugged. “I get it. Extreme sports offer a rush that many people seek their whole life. But my Basilisk agrees with you. We’re not fans of the cold either. Masochism on the other hand...” He gave me a wink that had me blushing.

      It hadn’t escaped my notice that the three men in my tent were three of the ones who didn’t take to the cold well. I sent another small burst of heat into the tent and smiled when the guys’ happy hums of approval filled the small space.

      “Nix gets the middle!” Ryder started arranging the sleeping bags accordingly, bumping into both Joshua and Hiro as he feng shuied the tent.

      “Are you hungry?” Hiro held out an MRE and I shook my head, content to crawl under the covers. It had been the longest night and I needed to sleep if I was going to be any good tomorrow.

      The storm outdoors acted as white noise as it pounded the tent, easily lulling me into a sleepy state. A warm body crawled in next to me, and I realized that Ryder had zipped all the sleeping bags together, forming one large blanket instead of individual beds.

      “Do you mind?” Joshua asked, and at first, I thought he was asking me.

      “You’ve had less time with her. If Nix agrees, we won’t mind,” Hiro replied, leaving the decision to me.

      Summoning enough energy to crack my eyes open, my heart settled at the acceptance and encouragement in Hiro’s expression. He, out of all my mates, had been the most welcoming of Joshua. Ryder hung his head but he nodded his agreement. It was enough.

      “Do you mind?” Joshua aimed his question to me this time.

      I lifted the blanket further, offering him the spot with a warm smile. The press of his body against mine made my heart sing and my Phoenix coo with happiness, and I closed my eyes on a contented sigh.

      One strong arm wrapped around my waist and Joshua’s hand splayed possessively over my stomach. He held my back to his front as we spooned together. When Hiro claimed my other side, and Ryder crawled in behind him, I allowed myself to drift off to sleep. With my mates around me, the world was perfect, despite the raging storm outside.
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      We woke before the sun had even peeked over the horizon, and I groggily sat up. The sight of naked chests, abs, and muscled arms woke me up faster than a good, strong cup of coffee, and I blinked at the three men changing around me simultaneously. A selfish part of me wished we had didn’t have to do anything but stay trapped in this tent.

      “Good morning, love,” Ryder chirped with too much cheerfulness. An empty candy wrapper littered the top of his sleeping bag and I narrowed my eyes.

      “I had to lure him from the blankets somehow,” Hiro told me, smiling sheepishly as he slipped his glasses back onto his nose. “And sex didn’t exactly seem appropriate considering the circumstances.” He offered with a grin, once he was outfitted in black long underwear with a long-sleeved, white shirt on top. Each of the guys wore a version of snow pants that I guessed were made for these temperatures. They appeared to be waterproof but not too bulky to move in freely.

      “We got you some too.” Ryder tossed an outfit my way, procuring it from the small bag he’d packed.

      “I could have packed it in my stuff. I feel bad you took up valuable space in your own luggage for my clothing,” I chastised, and then blushed as I decided to strip in front of Joshua. There was no time for shyness, and I still had my bra and underwear on. I hurriedly slipped into a set of long underwear, and then donned the snow pants Ryder had thoughtfully brought along for me before adding a long-sleeved, black shirt from my own bag to my ensemble.

      “She’s seriously sexy in everything.” Joshua shook his head in disbelief, causing my blush to deepen.

      I opened my mouth to contradict him, but Hiro leveled a hard look my way. “Don’t even think about disagreeing with him.”

      My body awoke at the dominance rolling from him, but I pushed back my rising arousal to finish dressing.

      “I was going to say thank you.” I grinned to myself at Hiro’s snort of disbelief.

      “Right. And pigs can fly,” he countered, raising one sleek, black eyebrow.

      “Who knows? I didn’t even know kitsunes were real. You never know what you’ll find in this crazy shifter world of ours.” I smirked and stood, gasping when a sharp slap landed on my ass. The force of the hit was muted with the number of layers and padding I wore, but the intent behind the motion was clear. “I’m going to start a tally of your transgressions, Annika.” Hiro used my full name and I clenched my tights together. “Each one will earn you a spanking. Apparently our last discipline session didn’t stick.”

      Joshua released a low moan, and I couldn’t help lowering my eyes as I blushed crimson.

      “It seems you have one more mate, Nix, who craves your obedience and likes to punish and train,” Hiro whispered. I bit my lip and cast an assessing glance at Joshua, whose eyes flashed with a need so strong it shocked me. “Now, be a good girl and join the others so we can break down this tent.” I had to force my feet to move as I slipped on my jacket and unzipped the tent. The devil on my shoulder wanted those marks against my record, desiring the things Hiro could do to my body.

      That thought kept me warm through our rushed breakfast, lasting halfway up the first peak we needed to climb.
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      The day had worn on me by the time we broke for lunch. Supposedly, there was a reason that the rebellion had chosen Mt. Hunter as the destination for their outpost. The terrain was rocky and treacherous, the steepest of Denali National Park’s three great peaks. Damien and Ryder had spent the better half of the afternoon shifted, and taking turns carrying Killian, Joshua, Theo, and Hiro up the steep slopes while I’d alternated warming each of the guys up with the heat my Phoenix produced. If I was tired, I knew D and Ryder had to be exhausted. A cave in the side of the mountain served as our shelter while we quickly ate, and I forced myself to down the cardboard-like MRE. As Damien had pointed out, we needed the nutrition to keep up our energy.

      Damien and Ryder pushed as hard and as fast as they could until their alters wore out, completely exhausted and unable to continue. Changing back into their human forms, they dressed quickly, and we continued on foot using ropes, ice picks, and spiked shoes to aid our upward climb. I’d never thought I could enjoy something like rock climbing, but as the guys taught me what I was doing, the wild side of my Phoenix rose and she cawed her excitement.

      I’d spent my life just trying to survive my childhood, and I’d honestly never considered the true power behind my rebirths. Risks were lessened when you could regenerate. While I didn’t welcome death, the thought was freeing.

      Damien growled in my head and the sound was mirrored by my other men.

      “I’d prefer you to stay safe,” Killian grumbled behind the face mask he wore, and I glanced up, admiring his tight ass as he climbed another steep incline.

      “He says while practically dangling seven thousand feet in the air,” I teased with a snort, but then looked around, truly taking in how high up we were.

      “More like nine thousand, at least,” Theo corrected, his brows pulled together as he tried to calculate the altitude.

      “How tall is this mountain?” I gaped.

      “Fourteen thousand five hundred and seventy-three feet,” Joshua answered in place of Theo. “What?” He peered around at the way we were all staring at him. “I like geography.”

      “I like that.” Each new tidbit I learned about Joshua solidified our bond, and I stopped myself just short of rubbing at my chest. I’d never known I had so much room in my heart. Growing up without love, I’d always questioned my capacity to love in return, but Damien, Killian, Hiro, Ryder, Theo, and Joshua had all invaded my life in the best way and driven away all my doubts. My love for them overwhelmed me, and I realized that Joshua was rapidly staking his own claim on a piece of my heart.

      I reflected on those thoughts as we climbed the slope. Killian’s training was paying off. My stamina had increased exponentially, and pride rose as I made it up yet another climb without needing much help from the guys. Relief echoed from the group as we reached a small plateau that allowed for an easier trek.

      It wasn’t long, however, until Killian’s curse whipped through the air, grabbing my attention.

      “What happened?” I picked up the pace and slid to a stop beside Killian, who was staring down into a wide, deep, icy chasm. “Do you have any energy left to shift?” I turned wide eyes on Damien and Ryder, and both of them shook their heads.

      “If we rested for a while, I could get my energy back, but at this rate, we’ll be too late if we don’t keep moving.” Ryder pulled his face mask aside and shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand as he spoke, surveying the rest of our climb.

      “The summit is still a day and a half away,” Theo informed us, propping his hands on his hips and hanging his head. “We’ve made incredible progress. It usually takes humans fourteen days to reach the top, but at this rate, if we stop now, we’ll never make it in time.”

      Hiro mirrored Theo’s concern. “The Council’s crew will beat us there.”

      “I don’t understand. Won’t we catch them on the way up?” I knew the mountain was huge, so it was completely possible that we wouldn’t cross paths, but there had to be a chance that we’d run into them, even if it was small.

      “We’re taking the harder path in an effort to go unnoticed by both humans and the tactical team.” Ryder shook his head, his eyes taking on a hopeless expression I’d seen too much in him lately.

      “I’m going to scout ahead,” Killian said, before jogging off, the spikes on this shoes keeping him upright on the ice.

      “Damien.” I waved after Killian. “Keep tabs on him for me?” I nearly begged. I hated being separated, even if it was only for a short period of time.

      Already ahead of you, Damien pushed mentally. Communicating privately with Killian, he strode away and began pacing as he focused.

      “I wonder if I could span the distance in my alter form?” Joshua mused quietly to himself as he shrugged out of his pack, letting the black bag fall to the snow.

      I strode over to him with force behind each step. “Don’t you dare!” I lashed out a hand and stilled his rapidly working fingers as they unzipped his jacket. “Your Basilisk doesn’t stand a chance out here. It’s much too cold for him.”

      “We have to try, hun. We haven’t come this far to give up,” Joshua reasoned, his hands covering mine where they lay on his chest. “Think of all the innocent people who are about to be attacked, and tell me it’s not worth the risk.”

      Magic built and sparked against mine, and the air filled with the salty, fresh scent of the ocean.

      Theo’s blue eyes glinted in the twilight. His jaw worked, sharpening his cheekbones as he gritted his teeth. The jacket he wore was discarded on the ground, and although I knew my Kraken was mainly immune to the cold, I winced at how cold he must be, standing in the snow in nothing but his snow pants and a navy blue, long-sleeved shirt. His styled blond hair blew in the gentle breeze the force of his power created, as he held his hands in front of him, aiming them at the icy gorge.

      “Move her out of the way Joshua,” Theo demanded, his voice deepened by the presence of his Kraken. His eyes began to glow blue and my own widened as I watched him. Joshua tugged me closer to Ryder, away from whatever the Kraken was up to.

      “Theo!” Hiro’s eyes grew wide and apprehension built inside of me from his ominous tone.

      But Theo ignored the call. His muscles bulked and the fabric of his shirt stretched to accommodate his built shoulders, chest, and arms. The mountain creaked and the ground under our feet groaned as snow lifted from the ground in slow motion, each flake swirling and dancing through the air around the Kraken.

      The snow shifted and ice formed, slowly creating a pathway across the dark abyss.

      “Be careful, Theo,” Damien warned, his own hands outstretched like he was trying to tame a wild animal. “You’re not useless. Your alter is strong and powerful. None of us have ever doubted that.” He eased closer, his words belying what Theo must have been feeling inside.

      My heart ached and tears clouded my eyes. “Theo, I love you.” I pushed the depth of my feelings toward Damien, hoping that Theo would be able to see himself through my eyes, much like he’d helped me do just the other day. I sent him image after image, reaffirming the way I felt about him, how sexy he was when he was engaged with his work, how hot he looked when he pleasured me, how sweet he was when be brought me coffee every morning, the incredible way he was always trying to solve all our problems. “Our family isn’t complete without you, and we think you’re amazing just the way you are.”

      Helpless eyes locked on mine as Theo’s muscles trembled.

      “He’s losing control!” Damien yelled. He dug his feet into the rocky terrain as he ran, trying to get to me as I moved to reach Theo.

      The world slowed.

      Spears of ice jutted from the ground around the Kraken in deadly spikes. Theo threw his head back on a roar worthy of his Kraken, and my ears rang from the deafening sound. I felt his power grow to exponential levels as Damien thrust our connection open.

      “Theo!” I screamed, at the same time my name left Joshua’s lips on a terrified wail.

      Thick, painful power crackled down Theo’s arms and built in his hands, and his eyes squeezed shut as he lost control. The force of the explosion rumbled through the ground, vibrating through my feet and legs, and I threw my arms up to block the icy assault that exploded from his hands.

      The snowflakes halted and hung in the air. I watched as my breath left my lungs and clouded around me while my Phoenix cried out, forcing control as she blasted heat, combating Theo’s frozen waves with fire.

      Shrill screams rent the air and unbidden tears streamed down my face. I begged my Phoenix to pull her fire back in time, fucking frightened that I’d burn Theo when his powers finally abated.

      With a squawk, she relented and eased the burning flames away as Theo’s magic lessened. He collapsed. When the mist cleared, my heart dropped straight into the fucking crater that had caused all this chaos.

      “No!” The whisper left my parted lips as I staggered, looking at the destruction and devastation around me. My heart cried while my mind worked to pull itself out of shock. “No,” I murmured again, the word becoming a litany on my tongue as I assessed which mate to go to first. There wasn’t enough of me to go around. It was my worst nightmare come to life, manifested in a way I never could have imagined.

      My mates. My heart bled as I took in their still, frozen forms. Breath sawed in and out of my lungs as I raced first to Ryder, who appeared to be in the worst condition as crimson marred the ground around him. I hit my knees like a baseball player sliding to home base, and the frozen blood around him cracked and shattered as I disturbed the pool it had created under and around him. A thick icicle had pierced his side, cutting through his jacket and ripping his flesh. My hands shook violently as I held them over his body.

      “Please. Oh god, please.” I squeezed my eyes shut and focused every atom I possessed to heat my hands slowly and push that warmth in even, controlled waves over Ryder—melting the ice he was encased in. I increased the temperature to searing levels, my eyebrows furrowing and my jaw clenched tightly as I tried to manage my power and keep from burning my mate.

      Ryder’s gasp of air had relief pouring from me on a sob, though he still seemed unable to speak.

      The sound of cracking filled the clearing and I dared a glance as Ryder coughed and sputtered, the blood trickling out of his side. I pressed my hands to his wound to try and stop the bleeding, while I watched Damien flex inside the block of ice he was stuck inside. His head tipped to the sky, his fangs elongated in an angry scream that finally burst from his lungs as the frozen water crumbled around him. His partial shift didn’t recede as he came back to his senses.

      Past Ryder, Hiro’s block of ice gave way to the multitude of vines that snaked through the frozen surface, forcing their way through every crack and crevice until he, too, had freed himself.

      “Hiro!” I rasped, and he shook himself from his stunned state. “Ryder’s hurt! I don’t know how badly.”

      Killian, get back here! Damien ordered, and the Puca relayed his location, already racing back in our direction.

      “Joshua,” Ryder gasped, his eyes fluttering slightly. “Saved me…” He barely managed to get the word out of his lips. “Jumped… in front…”

      He’s going to be okay, Hiro promised, shifting Ryder until his head was in his lap, and stroking his hair as the Ceraptor regained consciousness. Go!

      Stay with him, I commanded.

      Damien moved past me to Theo, and I released Ryder to Hiro’s care, racing to Joshua.

      My hands met the smooth, cold ice surrounding him, his block thicker than the others, and I banged my fist against the cube on a cry, staining the crystalline surface with Ryder’s blood. My Basilisk couldn’t take the cold at the best of times, and I knew this had to be a form of torture for him. He’d been trapped longer than the others, and I doubted he was able to get oxygen through the thick wall. Joshua was so incredibly pale and panicking. I blasted my incalescent power, pushing past warmth and heat to the flames that lived within my veins.

      Mate. That word echoed over and over again as the ice melted. When the block finally receded past Joshua’s face, I begged him to breathe. His lips were so goddamn blue and a strangled wail squeezed from my lungs. I wanted to give him my own breath, the power of my Phoenix that allowed me to regenerate, anything to keep him alive.

      As the ice turned to nothing but water, I watched Joshua’s limp form fall into the pure white snow.
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      “No!” Tears poured down my cheeks, dripping onto Joshua, only the heat I continued to pump out preventing them from adhering to his skin. I scrambled forward, my gaze glued to his chest as I watched for any signs of life. I placed my palms over his heart, one on top of the other, and pumped over his chest the way I’d seen in movies. I counted off each push, and then my mouth covered his as I forced air into lungs that wouldn’t breathe on their own. “You can’t do this…” I buried my head in his neck and inhaled his clean scent, taking that small piece of him into myself and memorizing it. I gripped his jacket and held him to me. “You can’t leave me. Do you hear me?” My tears soaked him as I wailed and lay down next to him. My heart felt like it wanted to die with him, and my Phoenix let her flames consume her, her body burning to ash in my mind.

      A sound of complete devastation ricocheted off the rocks, and it took me a long time to realize the noise was coming from me. A piece of my soul died on that mountainside, in the snow alongside my mate, and I could do nothing but cling to his still form.

      “Nix,” Hiro murmured, approaching first, his hands outstretched in a soothing gesture as he kneeled close to me.

      “No,” I rasped so low I was surprised he heard me.

      “You can’t stay out here like this. Even your body is growing cold.” Hiro tried to reason with me, but I blocked him out.

      “No,” I repeated. It seemed to be the only word I could utter. I didn’t care about the cold, or the fact that my Phoenix had stopped trying to warm me up, too involved in her own mourning.

      “Nix.” Theo’s voice cracked as he spoke, and the utter desolation he felt was the only thing that registered as Damien pushed his emotions toward me little by little. “I’m so fucking sorry.” Tears wet his own cheeks as he watched me, my body pressed against the length of Joshua’s, refusing to move from his side. “I… I didn’t mean this… any of this. I just wanted to help.”

      I didn’t have the energy to speak. The puddle of salty tears staining Joshua’s blue jacket grew by the minute as I silently cried.

      What did you do? I directed the question to Theo, and Damien acted as our open switchboard, funneling our thoughts and emotions to the best of his ability. I felt their distress and sadness reflected through the connection, each of the guys feeling our loss keenly, adding their grief to my own.

      “I drank a vial of your blood.” Theo drove his hands into his hair. “I thought it would help me be an asset on this trip. I had no idea… I never would have…” He stumbled over the words, unable to get them out past the choke hold on his throat. “I never meant to hurt anyone.”

      “You weren’t done running tests!” Damien hissed. “What were you thinking?”

      “You know my answer better than the others. I thought I could handle it. Being outdoors like this made me a perfect subject for my own tests. I just never expected…”

      “To lose control,” I finished for him, my hoarse voice breaking.

      “Fuck!” Killian roared as he jogged into the scene, taking in my prone form lying on the ground. “Baby…” He knelt down next to me and slid a soothing a hand over my back.

      The tender touch was enough to melt the numbness that had stolen over me, and I shook with sobs. One leg was thrown over Joshua’s and my hand was fisted in his jacket. “I…” I choked on my tears. “Oh my god, I love him.” The dizzying thought flooded me until it was all I could think about. “I love him,” I mumbled, Joshua’s jacket muffling my declaration. “I love him, and now he’ll never know it!” The realization was like a dagger slashing through my heart over and over again, and I wept. Killian rubbed my back through it all.

      Slipping his hands underneath my wrung out body, Killian lifted me effortlessly against his chest. I curled up into a small ball and let him bear my weight as I went nearly boneless in his arms. Resting my head against his chest, I wet his shirt with my grief.

      My Phoenix rose again in my mind and blasted a wave of heat over all of us. Off in the distance, I sensed Theo, Damien, and Hiro. I hadn’t realized they’d given me my space, but I wasn’t mad. In fact, I barely felt anything anymore. They had erected the tents quickly and Killian made a beeline for them, passing Damien who suddenly straightened and tensed.

      “Wait.” His order shot adrenaline back through my body as I lifted my head to study him.

      “What?” I pressed, my voice no more than a croak.

      “Nix, do that again.” He gestured his hand toward me and with a hop in his step, he took off at a run. “Heat up the world, Nix,” he demanded as he passed us, and my Phoenix belted a cry as her spark turned into a roaring pyre. Fire licked from my hands and heat erupted from my body in a wave so hot, Killian had to release me. I landed on my feet, expecting the way he jumped away from me, and I followed after Damien, my powers scorching and strong.

      “That’s it, baby,” Killian praised, and I felt the first tickle of Joshua’s awareness seep into my mind, propelled there by Damien as he encouraged me to keep pouring out my power.

      My heart beat once. My power flared again. Then twice. My pulse sparked to life and I dropped to kneel beside Joshua.

      “Damien?” All my hopes, all my dreams, were in the look I sent to my Gargoyle, who knelt on Joshua’s other side.

      We waited, barely moving, barely breathing, until Joshua’s chest rose a fraction of an inch.

      Fuck, he’s alive! Damien’s exclamation shot through everyone’s mind like a bullet.

      Pounding footsteps sounded through the snow as the others joined us—all except for Ryder. “How is that possible?” Killian gaped. “He was dead.”

      Theo looked wearily down at Joshua, waiting to witness the life in him with his own eyes. When his chest moved again—agonizingly slowly—Theo cursed.

      “Get him inside!” Theo ordered, some of his old confidence returning through his blanket of guilt.

      “What’s happening?” I grasped Theo’s arm as Damien and Killian lifted Joshua, and settled him inside one of the tents. “Explain, now,” I demanded, issuing an order of my own, my gaze hard and penetrating.

      “He’s cold blooded. The ice must have overwhelmed his system and he essentially shut down.”

      “Doesn’t that mean he was dead?” I waved my hands as I spoke, completely agitated and emotionally drained.

      “Joshua’s body went into a hibernation like state, called brumation. It’s a skill reptiles possess that allows them to go sluggish and inactive in the winter or during times of low temperature,” Theo rushed to describe. “His alter must have slowed his body down as a means of protection, essentially saving him in the process.”

      “So he wasn’t dead?” I held on to the hope that we were all going to survive this.

      “No, he wasn’t. He’s going to fine. His body just needs to warm up.” He paused. “He needs his Phoenix. You’re the medicine he needs,” Theo explained, deflating before my eyes.

      I should have been mad, furious at Theo for the mistakes he made, but I couldn’t summon the energy. All I cared about was that we were all alive and would survive this. I threw my arms around Theo and hugged him. He held his hands up like he was surrendering to the law, and I hugged him tighter, waiting until he relaxed and his arms came around my body. “I’m so sorry, Nix.” Theo’s tears streaked into my hair and I felt him tremble beneath my fingertips. I soothed my palms over his back before pulling away, pecking his cheek before leaving him behind, and rushing the rest of the way to the tents.

      Ryder winced and tried to sit up when I entered, and I immediately moved to his side to press a kiss against his lips. His side was wrapped and he winced at my look of confusion. “I’m so sorry, mikró pouláki, but I can’t heal Joshua yet.” Ryder collapsed back down in a heap with a groan. “My alter is too exhausted.” He looked ashamed, and I cupped his cheek, the light shadow of scruff abrading my skin lightly.

      “I’m just happy that you’re okay, Twilight Sparkle. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you.” I glanced to Joshua. “Any of you.”

      “I felt your love for him,” Ryder admitted, and I looked anywhere but in his eyes, afraid I’d see hurt and pain. Ryder reached for me, gasping from the movement, but he didn’t stop until he touched my face and turned me toward him. “Love is a great thing. Don’t hide it away because you’re worried about our feelings. Joshua deserves to hear the depths of his mate’s feelings for him.” Ryder dropped his hand and clutched at his side, fresh blood staining the white bandages.

      I hissed and placed a gentle hand on his abdomen near the injury.

      “Don’t worry about me, go take care of your other mate.” Ryder grinned. “It’s not like you’ll be far.” His eyes roamed around the small tent and filled with mirth. “You’re only an arm’s length away. I think I’ll manage.”

      I settled down between my two mates and kept them both warm throughout the night.
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      Heat enveloped me like a warm blanket as I drifted in and out of consciousness, and promises of love whispered through my mind. The familiar scent of flowers and bonfires wrapped around me like a hug, and a light weight against my chest finally roused me from my drugged state.

      “Nix?” I murmured, instantly recognizing the pure, earthy fragrances as the unique aroma that belonged to my mate.

      Nix hummed in her sleep, her lashes fluttering against her cheeks, and she snuggled into my side. I enjoyed her warmth and nearness, unwilling to wake her. I’d never had this kind of physical affection before, and deep down, I worried it would disappear, leaving me as cold and lonely as I had always been throughout my life.

      Contentment filled my chest as Nix’s arm wound around my waist, tightening and drawing her body flush against my side. The silky tendrils of her hair spilled across my chest, and I couldn’t contain the urge to lift my hand and touch them, letting the smooth, dark tresses tease my fingertips.

      The gentle caress must have startled her, because her eyes flew open and went wide as she craned her neck to get a glimpse of my face.

      “Joshua?” Her voice was full of hope and as sweet as sugar.

      “Hi, honey.” I tried to sit up, but my muscles felt completely drained. I groaned as memories of pain and ice returned in a rush that made my head spin. “Holy hell,” I cursed, and collapsed back into the pillow. I summoned just enough energy to scrub a hand across my forehead, trying to ward off the headache.

      “I was so worried about you.” Tears formed in her eyes, making their chocolate brown depths glisten and sparkle.

      Damien, I called out, trying to initiate his telepathic powers for the first time.

      Welcome back to the world of the living, Damien responded, and I groaned.

      Was it that bad? I asked, but the tears trickling down the curves of Nix’s cheeks were telling enough.

      Worse. Suddenly, a barrage of images, similar to movie clips, played through my mind and I paled at the scenes I had the privilege to view from multiple angles. It was strange to witness myself from someone else’s point of view, but the thought was quickly cast aside and I watched Nix fall to her knees beside my cold, unmoving form.

      My heart stuttered in my chest at the pure, unadulterated anguish that spilled from her. My gaze slid over her face, memorizing the curvature of her lips, the way her thick lashes framed her eyes, the healthy glow in her cheeks, and I raised my arm to cup the back of her head. Words to match her own danced on my tongue.

      Damien retreated from my mind, and his afforded privacy spoke volumes.

      “I was so damn worried about you.” Nix pushed off my chest and brought herself in line with my body. The dark curtain of her hair spilled over her shoulder, enclosing us in our own little world. “Never do that to me again,” she ordered desperately, her hand pressed against my cheek and she leaned down, lightly pressing her lips against mine.

      “I’ll try not to,” I promised, my mouth moving below hers, grazing her soft, supple lips with each word. My hands gripped her sides and traced over the curve of her lower back. Her shirt bunched and rose, my fingertips meeting golden skin. A delicious shiver raced down her spine.

      Our kiss started out slowly, a meeting of mouths that was gentle and tentative. My muscles clenched as I lifted higher, seeking more of her. The hole that had been inside of me since my mother had walked out the door, leaving my father and I in her destructive wake, started to close and heal. Nix was my new family, and the bond I felt solidifying between us was the best kind of medicine.

      “Annika.” Her full name was infused with so much longing and a burgeoning hope that being together would fill the craters of pain, and ease the scarred remains left by our past.

      The taste of salt mixed with the delicious flavor of her tongue as her tears continued to fall. “The idea of a world without you is—” She kissed me. “Unbearable.” Her mouth teased over mine again. “Unimaginable.” Her tongue joined the mix and I met every movement match for match. When she pulled away on a ragged breath, she skimmed her nose against mine before pressing our foreheads together. “I don’t want to live this life without you.” Her airy words teased over my wet lips.

      The declaration held power and I felt my energy rally. “You’ll never be without me.” I closed my eyes, wanting to hear her say the three little words my heart longed to hear. I ached to say them in return. “Our souls are matched, sweetheart, no matter what happens, I’ll always find a way back to you.”

      Nix leaned away slightly, her eyes flicking back and forth between mine. Her lips parted and she drew in a breath. “Do you truly believe that?”

      “Wholeheartedly,” I murmured.

      “My entire life was filled with pain and death until I met the guys—and now you. Everything I knew about my past was a lie. The only person I ever loved was my mother, but I barely even remember her. All I have are fragments of memories, a piece here and there.”

      “She’s still with you, Nix. In here.” I pointed to her heart.

      “I hope so.” She gave me a small, watery grin. “Having Damien, Ryder, Hiro, Killian, and Theo has healed me in ways I never imagined, but there was always something missing, something holding me back from making things official and real. And now you’re here, and my life feels whole for the first time in my entire life.” Another tear leaked from the corner of her eye, beginning its downward descent. I reached for it, catching it on my finger and brushing it away.

      “That’s a good thing, honey,” I soothed, but she cried anyway.

      “I know, but it’s also terrifying. It’s more frightening than how I used to wait and wonder how painful my next beating would be. Scarier than constantly wondering if the next death will truly be my last. The way I care about all of you, it’s like my heart exists outside of my body. Exposed to the elements. Fragile. Breakable. Beyond my control.”

      I leaned up and captured her lips to slow her words, pulling back only when I knew she was calmer.

      “That’s the beauty of life. Don’t let the fear of loss steal the joy of your love. People live their entire lives without ever knowing that completely fragile feeling, and that is a tragedy.” I tilted my head and kissed her forehead, enjoying the way she laid her head on my chest. I stroked her hair. “I don’t know if you know this, but my mother and my father weren’t true mates. I was born out of an obligation to create more basilisks and carry on my father’s bloodline. The two of them never had a deep connection, never mated, and I grew up watching them drift further and further apart until one day, my mother had enough. I remember her telling me that the chill of Alaska didn’t agree with her constitution, and I watched her carry her belongings out of the Lodge, never to return. As a child, I didn’t understand how she could walk away and leave me behind. My father isn’t perfect, but he’s a good man. They had a good life. I simply think she wasn’t able to love someone beyond herself. Over the years, as I’ve grown, I’ve watched the desolation in my father’s eyes increase. Year after year I was encouraged to place a bid on eligible ladies, but I couldn’t bring myself to repeat my father’s mistakes. I’d rather live alone than be in a loveless relationship. Especially after hearing tale after tale of the beautiful love my grandparents shared. They had the kind of love that storybooks are made out of—true mates. Those stories made me believe and hope for something bigger than myself. And then a pretty Phoenix shifter walked into my life—unbeknownst to me at first—and rocked my world. This journey hasn’t been easy for any of us, and I know you’re scared, but you know what scares me?” I paused, and waited for her to hum in response. “The thought of living this life without ever experiencing the depth of emotion you evoke in me. Caring so completely that it destroys you? That’s a gift few ever receive.” My voice dropped to a low, nearly indiscernible tenor. “I’ve waited my entire life to feel this way.”

      “Joshua,” Nix breathed. She crawled over me and I watched, enthralled, as she spread her thighs, straddling my waist. Unable to hold back a single second longer, I cradled the back of her head and drew her to me. My lips sealed over hers and I groaned as I unleashed several months’ worth of pent-up desire, infusing it all into the heated moment. I’d needed Nix since before she’d even known me, the draw to her undeniable. Blood stormed my cock and I hardened in record time, uncaring that she could feel the evidence of my lust against her.

      My other hand roamed, taking liberties she didn’t seem interested in stopping. Her breasts weighed heavily in my palms as I kneaded her, tweaking her pointed nipples with my fingers before sliding them along the rest of her curves. The need inside me coiled and I couldn’t form a thought without her in the center.

      Just before I rolled her over, intent on settling myself between her sweet thighs, the tent burst open, revealing a panicked Ryder.

      “I’m sorry.” Ryder looked like he wanted to turn and leave, but the importance of whatever weight he had on his shoulders refused to give way. “I know I’m interrupting, but we have to go. Now.”

      My ardor cooled immediately and I sat up, taking Nix with me. She quickly scrambled from my lap and I didn’t bother hiding my erection, sure that whatever Ryder was about to say was going to put the kibosh on the mood anyway.

      “What’s happening?” Nix was already gathering her belongings and tossing them into her bags.

      “We just caught movement on the mountain. Killian went to investigate, but if it’s the Council’s men, we have zero time to waste,” Ryder rushed out, filling us in, and I was already moving. “Slow down, man. You’ve been through a lot.” Ryder held out his hands to stop my progress. “Let me heal you. I can at least restore your energy levels. Each of us need to be at full strength if this turns into a battle.” Sighing, I sat back down and let his hands press against me, one on my chest and the other on my back, effectively sandwiching my body between his palms. “I need to thank you.”

      “For what?” Nix queried, as she zipped her back and joined us.

      “You don’t know?” Ryder’s eyes went wide. “Shit, I thought you saw everything, heard me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nix glanced between the two of us in confusion. Her face scrunched up in puzzlement as she strained to think over yesterday’s events. “Everything was so confusing, and you were hurt and—”

      “Joshua saved my life yesterday. My injuries would have been far greater without him, and who knows if Theo or the others would have had the ability to get even Theo’s crazy healing goo onto me in time.” Ryder shuddered at the memory, and I wondered for a moment what that stuff consisted of. Ryder’s eyes were clear and somber as they met mine refusing to let me hide from the truth. “He practically sacrificed himself for me.” Gratitude radiated off of Ryder. “Thank you. Seriously.” Ryder clapped me on the back and I flushed slightly.

      “It wasn’t a big deal. I know Ryder can heal. He was everyone’s best chance at survival,” I replied, trying to brush it off.

      “True, but that’s not why you did it,” Ryder challenged.

      Nix’s gaze ping-ponged between us.

      “You forget we have a mind reader among our group of misfit shifters. You did it because you care about Nix and her happiness, but you’re mistaken about one key point, though I think you have a better understanding now than you did yesterday.” Ryder leveled a look at me while his hands heated and began to glow with his magic. “Nix’s happiness rests on all our shoulders. We haven’t made you feel as welcome as we should have, but you’re as much a part of this family as I am. So, if you’ll have us, I’d like to be the first on the welcoming committee to say that we’re glad you’re here.” His hands cooled when he pulled them away and I stood, feeling fully restored. My eyes fell to Ryder’s outstretched hand and I took it, shaking it before he yanked me into a bro hug, slapping me on the back. “Just do me a favor, okay?” he asked and stepped back.

      “What’s that?” I cocked my head and waited for his request.

      “No more accidental deaths, alright?” He raised a brow.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Deal. Next time I die, I’ll do so with purpose.”

      Ryder chuckled and Nix glared. “Don’t even joke about that,” she warned, steel in her voice. “Now come on, we’re done rescuing each other, let’s go rescue everyone else.”
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      It was so goddamn cold that my nuts were nearly frozen off. I glanced over my head and was greeted with the sight of Damien’s ass.

      “Perfect,” I sarcastically grumbled to myself.

      It is, isn’t it? Damien chuckled at my distress and I growled.

      Where’s your sense of humor, Abra? Nix sent her thoughts my way, and her mirth was the only thing that helped calm my sour attitude. All I wanted was for my family to be safe and for this entire mission to be over. Why we had to prove ourselves to the rebellion was beyond me. Did they make every member jump through hoops simply so they could put their lives on the line? Didn’t the rebellion members know that death was a likely ending to their misadventure?

      The sight of the black outfitted team climbing the face of the mountain not far from us had struck terror into my heart. I needed to get Nix out of here, but I’d been overruled in favor of continuing on to the outpost.

      “There are women and children up there, Killian, and I’m not about to leave them behind to save my own ass,” Nix had scolded me. I understood. Hell, I didn’t want their blood on my hands any more than the rest of the guys did, but Nix was mine to protect, and it was hard for me to step aside and let her make these calls for herself.

      As soon as Damien was to the next ledge, I hooked myself in and began to climb up after him, bringing up the rear of our team.

      And what a fine rear you make, Ryder chirped, thoroughly amused with himself and invigorated by the icy air that chilled our lungs.

      Are you calling me an ass? I gritted out, as I struggled to haul my body up the steep incline, ready to finally make it to the summit.

      Boys, Nix said and clucked, and we all sent our apologies for bickering.

      “We’re almost there.” Damien struggled to breathe, the altitude finally taking its toll on our lungs. I winced as piece by piece, D discarded his clothing, preparing to shift. “Let’s revert back to yesterday’s plan. If we carry the rest of you to the top, we might just make it there first.”

      “We’re going to need to move quickly.” I felt Theo’s hesitance to issue orders, his confidence having taken a huge blow yesterday.

      “Theo,” I called out to him when I hauled myself over the edge. “It was a mistake. Could have happened to any one of us.”

      “And yet it didn’t. I’m the one who drank her blood,” Theo responded, beating himself up.

      “Blood?” Joshua spun quickly to face the rest of us, pulling his attention from where he was surveying the remainder of our ascent.

      “Nix’s blood has special properties that increases our powers. It’s the whole reason her fake, deadbeat dad kept her in captivity for so long. He wanted to use her as a blood bank, making withdrawals whenever he pleased to sell on the black market. Or, at least that’s our best guess and explanation for the hell that was Nix’s childhood.” I wanted to rage over the injustices Nix was forced to live through, but my Puca thumped in my mind, keeping me in the present and focused on the conversation.

      “Fuck.” Joshua thrust a hand into his hair. “Does it have long-lasting effects?” he mused, lost to his thoughts.

      “I can still feel the effects of it.” Theo shrugged. “Though it’s lessened after yesterday. My tests aren’t completed, which is one reason why it was incredibly wrong of me to consume the blood without knowing the extent of the consequences.” Theo’s shame was nearly palpable as he hung his head. “I’m so incredibly sorry. To all of you, but especially to Joshua and Ryder who bore the brunt of my mistakes.”

      Joshua paled. “Theo, I forgive you. But just so you know, you’re not the only one who’s consumed some of Nix’s blood.”

      “What?” I roared, my anger surging to the surface. A Basilisk with increased powers could be incredibly dangerous. I wanted to pull Nix away from Joshua and shove her behind me.

      “Damien and I have had some as well,” Hiro inserted, and studied Joshua from behind his dark-rimmed glasses, “but that’s not what you mean.”

      Understanding dawned on Nix. “When you attacked me,” she stated, and her eyes grew wide. “You drank my blood directly from the source. Shifter to shifter.”

      Theo’s eyes widened. “How did I not think about that consequence? We were so focused on the venom and Nix’s rebirth that I overlooked any effect the attack would have on Joshua.” He winced. “Yet another way I have wronged you.”

      “You’ve got to stop beating yourself up,” Joshua told him, before walking forward and clasping a hand on Theo’s shoulder. “You’re already forgiven.”

      Theo nodded with a hint of awe in his expression, as though he couldn’t believe the grace that Joshua offered him. “I underestimated you, and for that I’m—”

      “Don’t you dare apologize again,” Joshua interrupted and chuckled. “Hell, you know how it is amongst shifters. Powers get out of hand all the time. So what that we’re not kids anymore? It happens. Let’s just start fresh from here, alright?”

      Theo grinned, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes, which were still edged with regret. “You must have noticed an increase in powers if you got a decent dose of Nix’s blood.”

      “Speed, strength, litheness,” Joshua replied, ticking off different abilities he’d seen an increase in. “But most of all, my venom. My gums ache even now from the excess I have. At first I thought it was related to how sweet Nix’s blood tasted, but it never eased. You saw how much I had when we filled the vials, and that was only a portion of it.”

      “Please tell me this isn’t something I need to fucking worry about,” I begged. Nix shot daggers at me with her gaze. “What?” I grumbled. “I accept the guy for what he is to you and I have no problem with him joining our family, but I need to know—have a right to know—that this venom problem isn’t something that’s going to poison you when you’re making out,” I growled, trying to adjust to the thought of Nix sucking face with the Basilisk.

      Stronger together, I reminded myself. Maybe if I saw it happen in front of my own eyes, I would adjust to the idea of the two of them involved romantically.

      Voyeur much? Ryder teased.

      Like you’re one to talk, unicorn, I spat back through our mental link.

      Ryder faked an arrow to the heart and clutched his chest. You wound me so.

      Fluttershy, Abra, Nix warned, but I saw the grin she tried to hide. Out loud, she answered my earlier question. “I’ve kissed Joshua plenty thus far, and it hasn’t been an issue. Besides, we already know I can rebirth if anything goes wrong. That goes for each and every one of you.” Her pointed look ended our discussion, but I saw Theo and Joshua chatting while Damien and Ryder stripped and shifted. Staying out of sight from Joshua, Nix did the same and followed, shifting into her alter form.

      Her Phoenix emerged in colorful flames and she swooped around as Damien picked up Theo, and Joshua and Hiro climbed onto Ryder’s back. The odd man out and the smallest shifter of us all, I sighed and stripped quickly. Now my balls really were going to freeze off. I gave way to my shift and let my Puca take control.

      Before I could hop into Hiro’s waiting arms so he could carry me, Nix swooped down and gently picked me up with her claws. Her fire receded enough to keep from singing my fur.

      I’m trying to be careful, but tell me if I’m hurting you at all, she said, her worried thoughts entering my mind. I tried to reassure Nix, pressing a sense of wellness into her mind through Damien.

      Our journey finally ended as we reached the top of the mountain. The view from up here was incredible, and I took a second to enjoy it as we shifted and redressed.

      “How are we supposed to locate the entrance?” Hiro queried, looking around for some sort of secret lever or blatant sign that announced the rebellion’s presence.

      I was about to scoff when Nix shouted, “Over here!”

      My magic pulsed and thrummed as I neared her location, reacting to the ward that was set in place, obscuring the door. The strongest need to retreat worked its way through me. “Do you feel that?” I asked the others.

      “It’s them.” Nix bounced on her toes. “We made it!”

      “How the hell do we get through it?” The slightest shimmer sparkled in the late afternoon light like a sheet of glass. The barrier had been erected perfectly. I didn’t sense any flaws. The craftsmanship was impeccable, but that only posed a greater challenge as I looked for a way to infiltrate the ward.

      Before anyone could answer me, however, the rock beyond the ward gave way with a thunderous rumble and a man stepped from the secret doorway that opened.

      “Welcome and thank you for coming!” With a wave of his hand, the barrier shifted, and the overwhelming need to turn around and go home eased away.

      Guards up, just in case, Damien whispered into our minds, and I built my mental barrier brick by brick, shielding my thoughts from any mind readers who may live inside the mountain.

      One by one, we filtered into a dark hallway, and my Puca hissed in my mind, disliking the confining quarters and the lack of sunlight.

      After a short walk, however, the hallway yielded to a large, open room set up with monitors of various sizes. The sweet scent of coffee wafted toward me and I bit back a groan. If there was one thing I missed the most about being home, it was the Keurig. I wanted nothing more than a good cup of joe rather than the instant sludge Damien had packed.

      “We saw another team on the mountain heading this way,” Damien informed the man who’d let us inside. “I’m glad to know we beat them here, but there’s no time. Are your people ready to go? We really must extract those who want to leave immediately, before the Council’s team finds you and attacks.” Urgency spilled into his words and he glanced around, taking in the surveillance room that was much too calm.

      “Damien,” I drawled.

      “How many women and children are there?” Nix inquired.

      “And what are their ages? It’s a steep climb down, but of course you know that. Will any of them have any trouble or require any accommodations? A few of us can fly and we’d like to make sure we focus our attention first on anyone who isn’t able-bodied enough to climb.” Theo instructed as he stepped into the role of our leader. “I assume everyone has the proper winter gear?” Theo continued, firing questions at the smirking man.

      “Guys,” I bit out with a bit more vigor. My tone finally did the trick and five sets of eyes landed on me. “Have you noticed that there’s no urgency, hell… no people even?”

      Damien scowled and turned back to the man. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re so very glad you made the trip!” The man gestured his fingers toward us all. “The rebellion leaders will be pleased to know that you made it to our door in record time. I’m River, and welcome to my outpost.”

      I inhaled, catching hints of fire and ash. “Dragon?”

      “Yes. Helps with the treacherous terrain.” He motioned to the monitors lining the walls that displayed the world outside their sanctuary.

      “Where are the kids? The women?” Nix asked, propping her hands on her hips.

      “Please don’t tell me this was just a test,” Ryder whined.

      “No, it’s very much real, but you must understand. My leaders have never seen you perform as a team before. In addition to sending you all, they also sent another team. They beat you here, arriving at another of our doors just minutes before you arrived. They’ll be escorting the few women and children down the mountainside to safety. Our intel indicates that the Council’s cronies will be arriving by nightfall.”

      “So there is an impending attack?” I questioned, trying to wrap my head around the entire situation. I wasn’t a trusting guy in the first place, and the rollercoasters the rebellion has sent us on, and the hoops they’d made us jump through, were wearing on me.

      “Yes, otherwise we’d never have asked such a dangerous mission from you. The rebellion may want to test your strength, but they’d never knowingly risk your lives for no reason. Had you arrived before the other team, you would have been the ones entrusted to care for our wives and children.” River didn’t see the flaw in his explanation.

      “Sending two teams is risking unnecessary lives.”

      “Or perhaps it was the safest way to ensure success,” he challenged me with a raised brow. “Mt. Hunter is the most technical mountain to climb in the Alaska Range. Things happen to the best climbers on this mountain. Two teams are often sent out on the most important missions, son.”

      I bristled, my Puca’s power tingling in my hands, ready to be released, and I opened my mouth to throw a retort River’s way.

      “Killian,” Nix said, stopping me short. “It doesn’t matter.” Stepping up to me, she soothed a palm down my chest, causing the rumbling roar in my chest to downgrade to a purr. “All that matters is that the mission is complete. We made it to the top and the women and children are safe. We beat the Council. Focus on that.” I concentrated on her face, her pretty lips, the honesty and acceptance in her eyes. Lifting one of my hands, she pressed it to her mouth and planted a kiss in the center, right over my lifelines. “Now, tell your Puca to back down. I can feel his power vibrating across the room.”

      I mentally reached for him, ready with his metaphorical leash, but he skated a burst of magic past me as I fastened him. Sparks popped then fizzled around us, causing Nix to giggle and shake her head at his antics.

      “Does this mean we’ve failed the rebellion?” Hiro asked the hard question I knew was ruminating in the back of our minds. “Lost our place?”

      “On the contrary.” River looked to each of us in turn. “Without your intel, we never would have been able to head off the Council’s latest attack and be as prepared as we are. Our families would be in greater danger. Your position within the rebellion was finalized before you ever left Anchorage.”

      “So we did all this for nothing?” I shrugged my shoulders and gestured around. “My brothers nearly died, all for the rebellion’s twisted games?”

      Hiro and Damien hissed at my bluntness, and Nix tensed in my arms. I worried my big mouth had run away with me and that the news of my blunder would make its way back to the rebellion, hindering our initiation status. Guilt rammed into my heart like a freight train unable to slow down and I gulped.

      Instead, River seemed to understand. “I was once in your shoes myself, and I felt the same way. From the outside, the rebellion’s actions may be hard to understand, but heed my advice, they always have a purpose. If they sent you on this mission, there was a reason behind their decision. You may not be enlightened now, but someday you’ll look back on this moment and understand it. Besides, the idea that you were coming for our mates and our young ones was enough to give us strength as we made preparations. There was nothing feigned about that.”

      I huffed but nodded my acknowledgement of what he said.

      “Now then, how about we get you out of here before you’re embroiled in our battle.”  River motioned to a box of provisions. “We’ve put this together for you to take with you. We don’t have many extra supplies, but what we have is yours. From a man whose mate and infant are among those we’re sending to safety, thank you for risking your lives for us.”

      Damien and Theo exchanged handshakes with the leader, and received instructions that we should begin packing our bags. Once again, the rebellion would be in touch soon, the last time before we joined them.

      As quickly as we’d been ushered indoors, we were escorted down the same long, dark hallway and back out into the elements.

      Sidling up to me, Nix wrapped her arms around my waist. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head, letting her scent calm the brewing storm inside of me. “I’m done with this cold. Let’s go home.”
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      Although tensions remained high, it was a relief to just be at home with each other, with no more trials hanging over our heads as we waited for the upcoming holidays. It would be my first Thanksgiving with an actual family, and I was anxious and excited. Rini had called, begging me to join her in some volunteer work she had planned, and I had happily assented, not having been able to spend much time with my friend over the past few weeks. Despite our frequent phone calls, there was so much we were unwilling to say without protection, and things often ended up feeling stilted and superficial.

      Currently, my mates sprawled around me, relaxing in complete contentment after the final trial, enjoying the accomplishment of passing all of the rebellion’s tests. While we hadn’t ended up involved in the actual rescue mission, we had proven that we could work together, becoming assets in the rising revolution.

      A smile tugged over my lips when an alert chirped on Theo’s phone.

      “What now?” Ryder asked, weariness clear in his eyes. “Can’t we get a little time to rest?”

      “It’s probably just Ciarán fucking with us,” Killian replied, trying to assure him, though by the press of his lips and the battle ready stance he held, I didn’t believe him.

      “It’s my mom,” Damien answered in shock, staring at the picture on his phone in confusion before darting his eyes to Joshua. “It’s probably best if she doesn’t see you here. We don’t need too many questions about why you’re so chummy with your competition.” Joshua nodded, brushing a hand down my cheek before taking the stairs two at a time as he darted away without questioning the Gargoyle.

      “Why would your mom be here?” I inquired, patting my hair to try and get it into some semblance of order.

      He winced. “I may have cancelled dinner plans with her for tonight. Given the situation, I figured it was best for everyone to have a night at home. I had no idea she’d show up instead,” he explained, shrugging his shoulders as he headed for the door. “But be grateful it’s not my father.” Well, that was true.

      “Damien,” Celine called cheerfully, as she stepped from her car. “Well, there’s one of the ones I’m looking for.” The rest of us spilled out onto the porch and her smile widened. “Hello, children!” She reached back into the car, tugging a large box out before she joined us. “I brought cookies,” she chirped, and received approving murmurs from my mates who happily took the box and darted back into the warm house.

      “Mother,” Damien greeted, brushing a kiss over her cheek with a soft smile playing over his lips. “What brings you here?”

      “Well, you haven’t been to visit me in ages. Why do you insist on constantly cancelling my plans?” she scolded, arching a brow at him. “I keep asking you to bring home a mate and you refuse. Now that you’re finally friends with a lovely young woman, I wanted some girl time. But you never bring her to see me, so I decided I would come over here and hijack her.”

      “Mother,” Damien sighed, exasperation clear in his tone as Celine settled on the couch and he closed the door. “I’ve been friends with Rini and Molly for years. You could have girl time with them,” he challenged her.

      “They have other women around all the time though,” Celine retorted, practically pouting. “They’re so close they’re nearly sisters, always together or with their mothers. I’m sure Nix understands what it’s like to be the only female in a horde of males. It’s enough to burn even the strongest of us out, isn’t that right, dear?” she asked me pointedly, and I turned wide, desperate eyes on Damien as I offered an agreeing murmur.

      “I appreciate the cookies, Celine,” Theo interjected smoothly as he settled down across from us. “The Council’s been very specific about Nix’s schedule, and I’m sorry we haven’t insisted on taking time so she could visit you.”

      Celine shot him a sharp look, and I bit my tongue as he ducked his head. “Try that again, Theodore. That may work on other adults, but not me. Firstly, I’m married to a Councilman. I’m very well aware of how they have set up Nix’s schedule, and she’s doing admirably,” she countered, giving me a proud look.

      “Of course, Celine,” Hiro soothed, and she shot him an adoring smile.

      “Your favorite are in there, Hiro,” she informed him, as she indicated the giant box.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said with a smile. “The Council has been extremely serious, as I’m sure you’re aware, regarding her safety. Damien may have clung a little too tightly to that, but I assure you, he was merely doing his duty as a guardian.”

      “He always does an amazing job,” she replied, shooting her son a fond look. “Now, why don’t you all take your cookies into the kitchen and give us a little privacy?” She waved her hand, shooing them away despite my desperate look. “You’ll still be close enough to chaperone, while we can have some time to remember what estrogen feels like in our bloodstream.”

      She won’t leave until she gets her way, Damien stated, as he scampered into the kitchen in the wake of the others. We’ll be right here if you need us. I wished I could stick my tongue out at him, but turned my focus to the woman settling in next to me instead.

      “Nix, I figured I’d come here in person and ensure that it wasn’t an exaggeration on my part when I spoke to you before the Gala.” She patted my knee gently, turning to face me easier. “I have always wanted a daughter. I know you lost your mother, and though I could never hope to replace her in any way, I implore you to please remember there’s always someone here if you need to talk. I’m sure all of this has been very confusing, and only hearing the male perspective on things may not give you the answers you need.”

      “T-Thank you,” I stuttered out, completely confused.

      “Between you and I, as much as Damien enjoys the ladies, I’m doubtful he’ll choose a mate. It’s too final. I won’t be around forever and have already given up the idea of grandbabies to help raise. Would you mind if I popped in from time to time? We could have coffee, if you like it, or maybe go shopping? I was so sad to have missed that shopping trip you took before the Gala,” Celine suggested quietly.

      My heart bled a little as I considered her. While Damien had spoken fondly of his mother, it seemed that she was incredibly lonely. “I don’t want to interfere with your work, ma’am,” I told her softly.

      “Oh, darling, I spend most of my time at home. There’s not much for a Council wife to do once the children are raised, you see. It’s expected that we’ll have a passel of children and that by the time the youngest is ready to leave, you’ll be helping to raise your grandchildren.” There was sadness in her eyes despite the soft smile decorating her lips. “I was never able to have more children. Damien is the single light of my life.” She sniffed and waved a hand in front of her face as if to clear away her emotional words. “So, you wouldn’t be interfering in the slightest.”

      Panic raced through me, though I tried to breathe through it, hoping she wouldn’t be able to detect it. “That’d be nice,” I replied, trying to smile brightly. It wasn’t that I objected to the sweet woman across from me. If anything, I worried about my capacity to handle another person in my life who I had to keep secrets from, especially one who was desperate to have my affection. While I had overcome my blocks with Rini, it was still difficult for me to be around other females since I had so little experience in that regard.

      “Very good,” she said, beaming. “Now, no more of this ma’am business, you can call me Celine as the boys do. It suits me best.” She winked. “Besides, if you and I grow close, I’ll be able to tell you all kinds of wonderfully embarrassing stories about your friends. Oh, and offer input on your mates if you’ll allow it!” She squeezed my hand as I gaped at her.

      “Mother,” Damien interjected, stepping back into the room. “Father texted me. He’s searching for you. He was worried since you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “Oh, that blasted thing never gets service,” Celine muttered with a dismissive wave, turning her focus back to me. “Nix, dear, I’m so sorry that today has to be a short visit.” She brushed a hand down my hair, tucking it behind my ear, and I thought I saw tears in her eyes. “Thank you for your compassion, sweetie. I’m sure there are plenty of things you would rather do in your days than spend them with me. I promise I won’t take up too much of your time. Just, please, call and check in. At least tell me what my own son is up to since he doesn’t bother,” she added on a glare, and he rubbed at the back of his neck. She leaned over to give me a hug. “I hope you don’t mind that I consider you my daughter now, sweetie. You mean something to Damien and those brothers of his, so you’re one of mine now too. I’ll never be your mother, but I really do hope I can be your friend.” She brushed a kiss over my cheek, the scent of vanilla remaining as she bustled to the door. “Damien, show me out please,” she ordered, blowing me a kiss before sliding out the door.

      I sat shell-shocked on the couch, as my other mates slowly appeared from whatever hiding places they had found. “She’s like a little whirlwind, isn’t she?” Killian asked, sounding exhausted as he dropped down in her vacated seat. “But she’s always been kind to us. She adores Damien, and us by association. Besides, while she doesn’t know it yet, she is going to be your mother-in-law and a grandmother to our future children. It wouldn’t hurt you to get to know her.” I gaped at him as he talked about babies and our future, and while I wasn’t quite ready to be a mother yet, my heart swelled over the fact that my big, surly Celt had been the first one of my mates to mention it. Killian blushed under my scrutiny and the men around me snickered at his embarrassment. “What? You wanted more of a superficial answer? Fine! I’m sure you can always use another shopping buddy,” he said with a wicked grin.

      “Oh, bite your tongue,” I scolded, as Ryder smacked him over the head with the remains of his cookie, making Killian swear as crumbs rained down over him and the couch.

      “Yeah, if anyone’s going shopping with her, it’s going to be me,” he objected, darting out of the way of the blow Killian aimed at him.

      “And me!” Joshua jumped into the room from the staircase. “I’d love to see what kind of clothing I could find for her,” he commented with a wink that had me swallowing from my suddenly dry mouth.

      Damien rejoined us as Joshua and Ryder began to bicker about the best stores to take me to. He lifted me up to settle me onto his lap, then murmured, “Thank you, Nix. That made her year.”

      “Well, what’s family for?” I inquired quietly, tucking my arms gently around his neck. “Besides, Killian’s correct. I will be her daughter, even if she doesn’t know it yet.” Damien hummed his approval, pulling me tightly against his chest.

      “Come on guys,” Damien announced to the rest of the room. “It’s almost Thanksgiving, we need a plan.”

      “Oh, I have plenty of things I want her to be thankful for,” Joshua quipped with a wicked grin. Hiro hummed his approval.

      “You and I need to talk,” Hiro told him, eyeing me up and down. “I think we’ll come up with some creative ideas.”

      I just hoped those ideas involved an orgasm and very soon. I was definitely getting spoiled.
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      “So, what exactly are we doing here?” I asked, panting slightly as I hauled a giant box, as I followed closely behind Rini while she trailed through the snow with strong, confident steps. Joshua chuckled, not struggling at all with his own load, and even outpacing us by several feet as we chatted.

      “Taking dinners and other supplies to some of the other families here in the commune,” she explained again.

      I rolled my eyes, struggling to maintain a good grasp on the box that I knew held a large turkey and some side dishes. It was still warm as it pressed against me, and I pushed heat from my body, encouraging it to stay warm despite the chill in the air. It’d be sad if one of the family’s dinners got cold. “I got that, but I don’t understand why we’re doing it.” I pushed harder, trying to encourage my heat across the distance to wind around Joshua—I was sure he had to be cold in this chill.

      “You’ve never done Thanksgiving volunteer work?” she questioned, shooting a teasing wink over her shoulder.

      I paused for a second, before hurrying to catch up. “Actually, no. This is a first.” I had always been the one on the receiving end of the volunteer work. The thought niggled at me, but I didn’t open my mouth to say it. Food, clothing, even hygiene products had been dropped at Michael’s door by well-meaning neighbors. “I guess I just didn’t expect Thanksgiving to be a big holiday here.”

      She shrugged before shooting me a quick look, and I moved closer as she said, “Technically, it’s not. This holiday is about showing our respect and appreciation for the Council and the gifts they’ve given us throughout the year, rather than the Americanized version of Thanksgiving. Other countries celebrate their versions on major holidays for that culture.” I knew I was gaping at her and she wrinkled her nose. “Well, it got a bit too obvious when big groups of us got together to celebrate holidays that humans didn’t know existed. After a while, it became easier to change the date of our celebration rather than to try and continue to lie to the humans around us. Besides—” She lowered her voice, the whistling wind nearly carrying it away as she added, “I secretly think they like it better this way. They get a bunch of honorary holidays instead of just one.”

      “So, it’s not really Thanksgiving?” I inquired, confused and a little nauseated. It was kind of twisted and sick that a Council who did so much harm to its people forced them to have a feast day celebrating their existence and so-called help.

      “It’s the same kind of deal, really. We’re supposed to say what we’re thankful or grateful for. Families and friends gather for a ton of incredible food,” she explained, breathing in deeply as she sought the scents from the boxes.

      “So we’re, what, a delivery service?” I asked, my mouth watering slightly as the scent of mashed potatoes washed over me.

      She sighed, hitching her box tighter against her chest. Maybe it was the snow or just the holiday, but few others were walking around the compound, and those who were carried on with their own activities, taking little notice of the three of us despite our heavy burdens. “A lot of the families can’t afford their own meals,” she told me softly. “Or they’re too busy with Council duties to be able to cook them. Instead of families missing out, we provide things they need.” From the way she stressed the word we in that sentence, I was quite sure she didn’t mean herself and her mother. “Some of these boxes contain medical supplies, clothing, even school things.” She shrugged, the movement hampered by her own box. “It’s our goal to take care of each other as best as we can. That means helping as much as we’re able, whenever we’re able.”

      “I guess I really hadn’t thought that much about it,” I admitted, shame bringing heat to my cheeks. “I mean, I know Gaspard and the guys said that the stipends shifters receive vary based on rank, but I guess I never really thought about poverty or anything like that here.” Had I really become that shallow since moving here? I had lived through years of abuse, poverty, desperation… I had seen firsthand how corrupt and villainous the Council was, and yet the fact that they let some of their people go hungry seemed almost more shocking in a way—more, well, humanly evil.

      “Everyone gets a stipend, but unless you’re hosting rare mythologicals, it’s not much. We receive charges from the Council—taxes, I guess you’d call them—that we have to pay. Even without rent or mortgage payments, it can get really hard to make ends meet, especially when most of us are limited to jobs that the Council approves. If they don’t want you working in the human world, then you don’t. We require permission for almost everything we do. The only thing they don’t really care about are the matings between us. They used to, my mom said, but I think it just became too much work for them. Now, they only really care if one of us is seeking to mate a mythological.”

      I could see the flush of anger on her cheeks and the grim, angry set of her mouth, but her eyes told a different story. Sorrow, even exhaustion haunted her eyes, and I wished my arms were free so I could give her a hug. “Is that why so many…” I let my words trail off, unwilling to speak them, even out here where there shouldn’t be any listening ears. For all I knew, there were spells in place that would whisk my words away to some eavesdropper.

      “Yes. Too many of us go hungry or without the basics. That gets hard, especially in the winter. We’ve hosted Theo’s family here at the commune, but he’s not considered an extremely rare shifter, so our stipend isn’t as big as, well, it needs to be. Especially since the Council makes sure that Theo’s family gets it first.” Her eyes softened, and she indicated the box with a nod of her head. “Angela filled that box herself. She makes sure to stretch every penny they get as far as it will possibly go.”

      Guilt tugged at my stomach, the lure of the food no longer as strong. “I should have done more to help,” I whispered, more to myself than to her.

      Rini arched a brow at me. “You seem to consider it your duty to sacrifice for everyone, do you realize that? You’re a person, you’re not meant to be a martyr for everyone. There’s nothing wrong with taking care of yourself and your family. Hell, you’ve only been in Alaska since, what, August? Three months now? What changes did you exactly expect to cause in that time?”

      “I’m not being a martyr,” I muttered stubbornly.

      “Oh, really?” she challenged me. “Are you receiving compensation from the Council?”

      “Well, sort of,” I admitted. “I mean, a few weeks ago Councilman Williams gave me—”

      “A few weeks ago,” Rini jumped on the point. “When you’ve been busy with other things,” she added pointedly, my mind flashing to Denali as I shivered. “So before that, you were as broke as, well, me. So then what do you think you should have been giving, your time?” she pressed, her eyes solemn when they met mine. “What do you call learning about this culture, going to school, attending the Gala, experiencing new things…” Her eyes slid to Joshua for a moment before flashing back to my own. “Were you supposed to sacrifice your body? Well, I don’t need to point out how often you’ve done that, if not for all of us then for some of us.” Memories of my recent deaths over the last few months had my blood running cold as an echo of pain ran through me. “As much as I love you, Nix, you don’t put a high enough value on your own life. Your focus is, and always has been, on what you can do for others. It’s okay to be selfish once in a while, to take what you want and to let yourself be happy.” There was a wistfulness in her tone, and as her eyes returned to Joshua, I was pretty sure that statement wasn’t meant for me alone. “You’re no one’s martyr, Nix.” Rini’s words were barely louder than a breath. “Never let them tell you otherwise. You’re not our martyr, you’re our guiding flame.”

      The sound of a car door closing was nearly as loud as a gunshot in the quiet, snow-muffled street, drawing our eyes to the side. It took me a minute to recognize the figure wrapped in layers of protective clothing, and Joshua beat me to it as he said, “Dad?” in an astonished voice.

      “Joshua, good.” If I hadn’t been confused enough, Councilman Williams almost seemed relieved to find his son here. “I’m sorry to interrupt your day, but the other Council members have extended an invitation to you and Nix to join us for Thanksgiving dinner. We need to leave right away.”

      Joshua studied his father with narrowed eyes. “Families rarely attend the dinner. Why now? And with no notice!”

      Councilman Williams shrugged. “It’s been a… busy few days,” he hedged with a nearly concealed wince. Whether it was the cold making his expression more open and readable or something else, I wasn’t sure. I was positive he was referring to their failure at Denali, and part of me wanted to taunt him though I wisely kept my mouth shut.

      “I’m not sure I’m prepared for a fancy dinner,” I rushed out. “I’m not dressed for it.” I would have waved my hand at my jeans and t-shirt if it wasn’t for the box I was carrying, but it wouldn’t have mattered as there was no way he’d be able to see my outfit under my thigh length, purple coat. “I’m actually supposed to head home and meet up with Gaspard,” I embellished smoothly. It wasn’t exactly a lie, since Gaspard had mentioned he’d be coming to see me. “Besides, we were delivering all of these.” I nodded to the boxes we held. “Is it really necessary?”

      “I’m afraid I must insist,” Councilman Williams replied, more stilted than I had ever seen him before, causing me to cock my head. “Joshua, come along.”

      “Dad, we—” He began, but the Councilman merely shook his head.

      “It’s Thanksgiving. Time for family, right?” Something was off, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I wondered if they’d found out about Denali, though I thought we’d covered our tracks too well for that. It was hard to get an accurate read on his face through the scarves and the falling snow.

      “Rini?” I queried softly, indicating my box with a shift of my arms.

      “I’m stronger than I look,” she assured me, lowering her own package to let me stack mine on top. “Besides, my stop’s right up here,” she added, inclining her head to a nearby home where faces decorated the window, peeping through the sheer curtain as they watched the activities in the street.

      “Okay,” Joshua yielded slowly. “Give me a second.” He marched toward the door Rini had indicated, and set his box on the stoop before joining me at his father’s car. “We’ll see you soon, Rini,” he said with a smile. “I’m sorry we couldn’t help with the rest.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of everything, don’t you worry.” Her voice was muffled now behind the cardboard. “Have fun, Nix.”

      The air was still tense as we settled into the leather upholstery of the car as the heater pumped out hot air in wild gusts. The quiet was straining to an almost palpable level as the minutes ticked by, before Joshua broke the silence. “I’m surprised they requested the pair of us,” he probed as we approached the Lodge.

      “The other Councilmen have been pleased by the amount of time you’ve been spending together,” Councilman Williams explained, getting stiffly from the car. Joshua opened my door, offering me his hand to lift me easily from the soft interior. “I believe they’re hoping for an announcement soon.” From the probing look he gave us, I guessed he was hoping for an announcement as well. I merely smiled as vacantly as I could, batting my eyes until Joshua bumped into my hip to stop my antics.

      The servants were quiet as we entered, pale and somber as they refused to my meet my eyes despite taking our jackets and other outerwear. Could that mean many of them were a part of the rebellion? That would explain their reluctance to meet my gaze and give anything away—well, that, or they could still have the images of me burning one of their companions into ash superimposed onto their brain. I shuddered at the memory as the flawless, white marble of the entryway mocked me.

      “Joshua,” Councilman Williams interrupted suddenly. “Real quick, before we escort Nix into the dinner, I needed to see you in my office. Just a quick family matter,” he told me with a smile.

      Joshua paled minutely as he said, “Mother?”

      “No, no, boy, nothing like that,” he assured him. I wished I could place a supportive hand on Joshua’s trembling arm, but with our every move monitored, I hesitated to be so blatantly open with my affections. “It will only take a moment, and we can move forward with the meal.” The words were tossed over his shoulder as his long strides ate up the hall toward his office. I paused outside of the entryway, letting Joshua step inside with his father. I heard the soft murmur of voices through the thick wood, though I couldn’t be sure of the words due to the muffling. A minute later, Councilman Williams stepped outside, shutting the door behind him with a snap and a shake of his head. “I hope you’ll forgive my son,” he commented with a grimace. “He merely needs a few minutes to reclaim himself before going in front of the other Council members. I’m sure you understand.” Councilman Williams was looking slightly ashen, though it could have been a trick of the lights. I nodded, but fear crept up my spine. I wondered what news could have been so bad that Joshua wouldn’t join me right away.

      “I’ll wait for him, it’s no problem,” I assured him quietly.

      “I’m afraid we must be going,” Councilman Williams urged, and I took a step backward, though I couldn’t put a finger on what was causing my unease. “Councilman Maldonado was most specific that you were to be seated before the feast could begin, and they have been waiting for some time. It took longer than we had expected to find you.” It was my turn to blanche, but I nodded slowly. I may thumb my nose at the Council when I could, but even I wasn’t foolish enough to piss off Maldonado while I was without allies on his turf.

      “Let’s go then. I’d still like to get home this evening,” I replied, following after Councilman Williams as he lead me from the offices and back through the cold, winding, marble halls. The massive, wooden doors of the throne room were pulled open by stony faced servants, revealing large wooden tables, set with gold, silver, and crystal, so that the whole room glowed with warmth. It didn’t help, however, and I swallowed against the nausea, hoping it wouldn’t be too big of an insult when I did no more than push my food around my plate.

      “Ah, Miss Annika,” Councilman Stepanov greeted in his high, hissing voice. “Please, be seated. We have been waiting on our guests of honor so that the celebrations could begin.”

      Most of the Council was already seated at the head table, only Councilman Rahal and Councilman LaCroix were not yet at their places. Even Councilman Ishida was present, though he was far more rumpled than I was used to seeing him. His usually perfect hair was ruffled and his suit didn’t appear to have been ironed—the wrinkles visible from here.

      “Have a seat, darling girl,” Councilman Khan directed with a forced smile, as he waved a hand to indicate a raised seat of honor in front of the giant, silver, covered dome that hid the turkey. Councilman Williams walked me to the chair with a guiding hand hovering at the small of my back, and he pulled my chair out for me, settling me into my seat before taking his place at the head table. I was grateful that he hadn’t mentioned the obvious shaking of my body, though it was only a small mercy.

      “While I’m sure you’re familiar with human Thanksgivings, our own are a little different,” Council Maldonado explained with a greasy smile. I tracked my eyes over the surrounding servants, yet their facial expressions appeared almost blank, as if they were merely shells. I swallowed hard against the bile that rose in my throat, my Phoenix shrieking inside of me, demanding I get out of there. I didn’t have to have visions like Killian to know that something here was incredibly wrong. “We’re just waiting on the rest of our guests, and we will begin,” he added, his words flowing as if coated in oil.

      Before I could ask whom else they were expecting, the door was flung open with a bang, and my mates were dragged in, each being manhandled by a large number of guards. I gasped and would have pushed to my feet if a hand hadn’t clamped down on my shoulder, keeping me still. The familiar presence of Gaspard standing behind me made me feel a shred better. “Councilmen, will someone please explain this.” Gaspard’s voice snapped, and I relaxed marginally. If Gaspard was here, hopefully things couldn’t get too far out of control.

      My hungry eyes searched my mates, and only Joshua was missing from their numbers, still not returned from whatever his father had shared with him before. Although they looked angry and exasperated, none of them appeared to be physically injured, and they relaxed infinitesimally seeing me under Gaspard’s care.

      “What the hell is going on?” Damien’s voice rang across the room. “I demand to see my father.”

      “Oh, I hoped you would,” Councilman Stepanov replied, his glowing red eyes filled with sickening glee. “But first, I think we should unveil our masterpiece of a meal. It is tradition, is it not?” At his words, a pale, blank faced servant stepped forward, removing the domed lid from the platter in front of me with a grimace.

      A shriek clawed its way out of my throat, horror and disgust causing me to fall backward in my chair, the feet scraping against the ground as I retreated into Gaspard’s shaking grip—for where there should have been a fat, golden turkey, there was a large, mutilated, bloody pair of Gargoyle wings.
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      I couldn’t move, staring at the wings so macabrely displayed in the midst of the table. Nix was gagging, my grandfather’s gentle hands on her shoulders the only thing keeping her upright in her chair. I could feel the confusion, fury, fear, and despair battling me in a constant barrage, though where they came from was impossible for me to sort out. I was frozen, unable to pull my eyes from the repulsive sight in front of me.

      My brothers were growling their fury behind me, only the hold of the Council’s chosen guards keeping them contained. It was suicide to attack a Council member, especially in their sanctuary, but from the smirk on Councilman Stepanov’s face, that was exactly what he had planned.

      Nix’s head had risen, and she studiously looked away from the grisly meal set before her. Her eyes met mine, wide and fearful, as she searched me desperately for injury.

      Not mine, I managed to tell her, even as panic clawed at my stomach. I held careful control over my mental barriers.

      “Stepanov. Explain,” Grandfather barked, and the Councilman turned his eerie red gaze toward my grandfather.

      “Do not forget the niceties, Gaspard,” Stepanov warned him. “I see that you are anxious for our other guests to arrive before you are willing to begin. So polite, as always,” he simpered. “Bring them!” he called, his voice echoing through the hall.

      My mother was dragged through first, her weight held up entirely by guards as they pulled her bedraggled form into the room. My mother’s face was streaked with tears, heavy sobs racking her body as she hung limp in the grasps of the shifter guards.

      I pulled against the hold of my own handlers, trying to reach her and comfort her, but the grips on my arms were firm—no weaklings had been chosen to contain us. As furious and frightened as I was, I knew better than to shift and proclaim myself as a threat to the Council in their chambers. Nix was crying now, though desperation and sorrow warred with the building anger, lashing through her as she took in the scene. “Celine,” she whispered, and Stepanov shot her an approving look, enjoyment clear on his face as he drank in her pain.

      “Damien LaCroix. Gaspard LaCroix. Celine LaCroix.” Councilman Ishida’s voice was hard, his eyes glittering with manic anger as he studied our group. “You have been ordered before the Council today. Do you know why you are here?” My heart skipped a bit, but my walls held solidly in place, protecting the rebellion’s secret and my relationship with Nix, since I was unsure how Gaspard would react or if my father was near enough to hear me.

      “Of course we don’t.” My grandfather’s voice was cool and clipped, nearly bored. “What overreaction has caused these dramatics? I’m a prior Councilman. You hold my daughter-in-law and my grandson, as well as his companions, as if they’re prisoners. Where is my son? He will sort out all of this in short order.”

      “Your son,” the word was a hiss from Councilman Maldonado, “is the reason you are all in this position today. Bring in the prisoner.” I froze, my brain refusing to process what I was seeing as my disheveled and bruised father was dragged into the room and thrown at the Council’s feet.  His body hit the floor with a sickening crack, and his pained gasp had me struggling to contain my Gargoyle, who pressed with uncontained fury under my skin. His fangs wanted to erupt, his claws calling for the death of those who posed a threat to our family. I pulled against the hands holding me yet again. Blood coursed in rivulets down my father’s back, making streaks and stains on the floor, causing my stomach to revolt. I nearly heaved as it dawned on me whose wings were in front of Nix, and from the broken cry that escaped her, I knew she had realized the same grim reality as well.

      “What the hell are you doing?” The words tumbled from my lips accompanied by a growl as my world collapsed around me. My brothers were enraged behind me, and I could sense them struggling against their guards. You can’t pull away, not yet, I pushed at them despite my own desire to do just that. If we attack right now, we’re all dead. Nix. My mind whirled and I grasped at the threads of my sanity through my overwhelming distress. Nix has to come first. Pain radiated through me, but it was true. I would stand here and face this, face all of this, if it meant saving my brothers and my mate. I had no idea what was going on, what sin my father had committed to wind up broke and bleeding on the floor.

      I struggled to keep my mental walls in place, but locking my own mind was difficult. I knew I couldn’t extend my powers past myself to lock my brothers’. Walls. As hard and strong as you can. I thrust the thought their way, trusting that they would handle their own minds and behaviors. I flung an arrow of mental thought to where my father was sprawled on the floor, desperately trying to connect us and figure this out.

      “Silence, Damien. You have no privileges at the moment. Another outburst like that will be punished.” Ice could have crystallized on Councilman Khan’s words as he slid his eyes over me. Nix gasped quietly, color flushing her cheeks, and for a moment I thought she would push to her feet and run to my father’s side, but just as suddenly, she stilled.

      Lock him down, father. I have the girl. Even mentally, my dad’s words were a pained gasp. The wave of power hit me before I could fight it off, and I felt my grandfather catch my mind, extending his powers beyond me to my brothers as well. I hadn’t realized how strong the old fucker had gotten over the years, never tested my powers against his. I had forgotten what it was like to be helpless against another mental manipulator, since there were so few of us, and fewer still held the power that ran in my bloodline. I could neither move nor speak as paralysis worked its way down my body, freezing each muscle, each reaction. I tried to roar, but the sound was never given life, my brain refusing to process the command. Father, I’m sorry for what’s about to come. Do not let your grasp on them slip. They’ll get all of us killed. His mental voice was shaky, his energy low. Completely helpless in my grandfather’s grasp, I could do nothing but bear silent witness to the proceedings.

      “Raphael LaCroix, you have been found guilty of treason.” I was lucky my grandfather held me in his mental grasp or I would have hit the floor. My mother’s sobs strengthened, her body shaking so badly I was surprised her guards didn’t drop her.

      I had feared this type of scenario for weeks, dreaded my body, my brothers’, or Nix’s being sprawled across the floor of the council chamber, our execution imminent. Seeing my father in that position? It had never even crossed my mind. “You have spent the last several days confessing to your crimes and your plans to overthrow members of this Council.”

      What the hell is going on? my grandfather asked, but his face hadn’t shifted in the slightest, his body barely showing more tension than it had previously. He had more control than anyone I had ever known and I envied him in that moment.

      They knew, Damien. My father’s voice was tired, stroking over me. Well, Councilman Khan did. You thought you moved through Denali unseen, but you were wrong. Ishida knew as well, or at least suspected, though his mind hasn’t been stable in many years, it’s all fragments now. They’ve been watching you. You were careful, but not careful enough. He was going to execute you and your brothers—your mate. His mental voice cracked on that word. His wall slipped, however, and I heard enough.

      “Mrs. LaCroix.” Councilman William’s voice was smooth and soft, though ridged in steel. “Your husband has betrayed his people and has betrayed you. He has sworn you had no involvement in this treason. What have you to say?” My mother simply hung limply, sobbing without pause.

      I tried to save her too, my father continued. I knew my mother and father weren’t a love match, though they had grown to love each other in their own way over the years, but I could hear his despair even through his mental voice. The Councilmen are all strong and powerful mythologicals and I could only influence their thoughts, unable to fully change what they heard and witnessed. If I could have stripped their thoughts, if I could have saved us all this pain, I would have. Instead, I replaced myself in their thoughts, Damien. That it was me he saw in Denali, that it was me they saw and smelled in places I had no reason to be. That Ishida had followed me and seen me meeting with the known rebels. I would never let them kill you, son. I would never let them lay a hand on your brothers or your mate, your chance at happiness. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but seeing how happy you were around her, the small glances and touches you thought your mother and I missed, were all irrefutable evidence. You have a new family now, and I want you all to live a long and happy life together.

      Why didn’t you run? Why didn’t you just warn us and run? I nearly screamed into his mind. My heart was thudding a million miles a minute, the ache all-consuming as what he’d done for me dawned.

      Running was no longer an option, son. They believed you were trying to overthrow them. They would have executed you and anyone else they deemed a risk. Believe it or not, I’m proud of you for staying out of this life as much as you could. I wanted to see you make a difference, change the politics I could not. And now, I see that you are. It just looks different than what I had imagined your future to be. A ragged gasp slipped from his lips as he struggled to breathe. I never wanted this life. I only wanted a family. The day I held you for the first time, my world was complete. The Council needed a new member though. Someone strong. Someone with the ability to look through minds and determine who was friend and who was foe. You have to know all you’re up against, Damien.

      “I see there are no objections to the charges,” Councilman Rahal declared, his oily voice washing over the room. “Now, for the reading of charges. You made a full confession. You will listen, and you will verify the charges. Then, you will face your sentence.” Holding a sheaf of papers in his hand, he began to read a litany of treasonous acts, but I focused on my father, trying to figure a way out of this. There had to be a way. Each infraction they listed off was mine and mine alone.

      I’m sorry, Raphael. My grandfather’s voice held all the emotion his face couldn’t show. I had tried to keep you from having to make the same choices I did.

      You forget, I’ve lived this life now. I understand that there was nothing you could do to prevent it. Damien, the Council you know is a lie. You’ve figured out some of this. Members don’t always join willingly. In my case, it was join or watch you die. They wanted my power and my lack of political leanings. All they saw when they looked at me was someone who could be molded into what they wanted.

      No. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, the denial rapid and instinctive. Fear was thick in my blood. You love working on the Council. Always wanted me to follow in your footsteps. Hell, I heard you assure Khan that it was fine to kill the rebels. I heard you with my own ears.

      They needed to believe it, so I made them believe it. Thick, swirling regret twined into my mind. I wasn’t strong enough when I was young, Damien. I could read minds if I knew the person. My powers hadn’t evolved far enough. I couldn’t reach long distances, couldn’t manipulate memories, couldn’t hold a person with my mind. All I could do was what I was told if I didn’t want my infant son dead at their hands. I have done horrible things, Damien. I have killed. I have allowed rape, kidnapping, and murder. I have regretted each sin, but I have never regretted choosing you over those things. Hate me if you must, but know I would do it all again if it meant getting to watch you grow up. This ending? I deserve this. You do not. The steel in his thoughts rattled me. He was truly ready to die in my place. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t had enough time with him. I should have visited more, and spent more time getting to know him as a friend, instead of just a father, now that I was older.

      My eyes wanted to well with tears but my body had no control. All I could do was ache, panic, and listen to the Councilman read a list of activities—a list of my activities—and know my father would die shortly in my place.

      You’ll need to run, Damien. You know the law. I did. I knew it was rarely used, but I knew it. Treason was not forgivable. He would die. My mother would die as well, if only for the crime of sharing his home and not paying enough attention to warn the Council.

      I will go with him. My grandfather’s voice had hardened, mimicking the ice over the tears I could feel in his mind. I will go with them all. I tried to end it in my time, hoped that the younger Councilmen could be guided. I was wrong. So wrong. Dark will always find dark. And now, my son… My grandfather paused and I felt him controlling his emotions, though the ice cracked minutely. My boy is paying the price for transgressions that bleed back for generations. There are those on this Council who are too power hungry, and the others are too afraid to listen to reason. Those who had doubts at first came to enjoy the control, the pain they could inflict, and the power that was theirs to take.

      Train him. Make him stronger than I did. My father sounded full of remorse. I wanted to run to him. I tried to move, but my muscles held still, the power holding me captive and throbbing painfully, creating a growing headache that became worse the harder I pushed back.

      I promise, Raphael, I will. Your son won’t be without guidance. I will not fail him as I have failed you. Agony ripped me apart one molecule at a time. I could barely breathe.

      I couldn’t wipe everything, Damien. He had seen too much before I could get to his mind. The holes would cause suspicion from his associates. I know you’re working on a rebellion. I hid as much of it as I could. You will need to be more careful than ever. Don’t linger. Express your disgust for me and leave, son. Don’t make me waste this. I’m not very good at sacrifice. Even at the end he was trying for humor. Even if Ryder could get to him and heal him, it would be a bloody uphill battle that I doubted my father would survive. His wounds were far too grievous, and I assumed they’d completed a partial healing on his back so he would live long enough for their sick little puppet show.

      “Damien LaCroix. Gaspard LaCroix.” Councilman Ishida’s voice was nearly sulky. “No evidence has been found that you have participated in these actions. His,” he smirked, “questioning did not reveal any hidden agenda. You do not share his household.” Turning to face my grandfather, he added, “Gaspard, you are aware of the law. I know your grandson is as well. Do you so condemn your son and swear fealty to this Council, not giving objection to the necessary punishment under the law?”

      “I have no son.” My grandfather’s voice was cold. Though I knew the freeze was directed at the Council, the smirks and brightened eyes seemed to indicate they believed his disgust was for the figure at their feet. “The Council’s judgment is sound, as ever. The law must be upheld. I do not object.”

      “Damien LaCroix.” Councilman Ishida’s attention turned toward me.

      I will release you if you believe you can do what you must. Elsewise, I will enter your mind further. Choose, boy, quickly, Grandfather ordered.

      I let my Gargoyle harden me, smothering the fire and shattering the ice, blocking out emotions for the time being, leaving only stone inside me. I was a guardian. I could, and would, do this. I would honor the sacrifice my father and mother never should have had to make. I would protect my mate. I would save my grandfather and my friends—my brothers. I would see this Council destroyed. I would set the shifters free.

      Release me, I commanded.

      “Do you so condemn your father and swear fealty to this Council, not giving objection to the necessary punishment under the law?” Councilman Stepanov was nearly rocking in his excitement. Whether he was hoping I would fight or enjoying our denial of this man, I didn’t know.

      “My father is dead. I will honor the Council’s decision. The law is the law.” My voice was cool and smooth, the pristine mountain before the avalanche.

      I will never forget you, Father. I don’t know what to say to you. Everything is falling apart. I was trying to find a way to save you in all of this, yet you’re the one who saved me. You’ve saved my brothers. You’ve saved my mate. Know that I will never forget you. That I forgive you. That I have loved you and will love you forever. You won’t be forgotten. I will make this count. My grandfather’s hold on me tightened, but it wasn’t necessary. My Gargoyle roared in my head, keeping me as still as stone as I said goodbye to a father I hadn’t cherished enough or understood.

      I love you, Mother, I pushed into her mind, afraid to do more, afraid she would be my undoing, and that my father’s plan would fall apart.

      I didn’t know if she could hear me, and my father’s shaky, tear-ridden mental voice echoed my thought as he added, They destroyed her mind days ago, Damien. I’m so sorry. They burned it out interrogating her. There’s nothing left. Mental skills were never her strength. His voice broke on that, as he must have remembered, as did I, their silly arguments over what strengths needed cultivating in the other. She had the strongest heart of anyone I knew, Damien. She fought for you until the very end. She didn’t run, didn’t hide, but protected you until they pushed too hard and shattered her. All that’s left now is the fear and pain they’ve pushed into her. She is a shell of her former self, nothing more.

      I will take your pain. My grandfather’s voice was soft, shaking, though his body remained still. I will take Celine’s as well. She will feel nothing, I promise you. Remember the happy times now, he ordered them. Image after image began to play in my father’s head as my grandfather pulled his pain, never showing the toll it took on him to control so many minds at once, to bear the brunt of the excruciating agony my father must have endured. My father was reliving our lives together, lost in his own head. My mother’s sobs had not stopped, but I could feel he held her as well. It’s your choice, Damien. You can go into the memories with them and I will guide you out of the council room. Or you can watch.

      I will honor them. I will be stone. Just— I watched in my head as my father threw me into the air, catching me and pulling me tightly against him as he ruffled my hair. Just don’t shut me off from the memories completely. I needed to pull from their strength.

      “For treason against the Council, Raphael LaCroix and Celine LaCroix, you are both sentenced to death. Your sentences will now be carried out,” Councilman Stepanov declared, glee ringing in every morbid word.
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          Nix

        

      

    

    
      I listened to every word said, even as my body refused to obey me. I could feel Gaspard’s continued grip on my shoulder, acting as a ballast against the storm raging inside of me. Somehow, I recognized Raphael’s grip on my mind also, but it didn’t lessen the fear flowing through me as swiftly as my blood. Shock clawed at me when Gaspard, then Damien, distanced themselves from Raphael and Celine, but enough logic remained in me to realize their plan. We couldn’t fight our way out of here—hell, a rebellion of thousands of members would still struggle against the strongest shifters currently known.

      We will avenge them, I thought over and over, my Phoenix offering a war cry of agreement.

      “Just think, Damien,” Councilman Ishida simpered, interrupting the low murmurs of the other Councilmen as they seemed to be deciding on who would get the honor of dealing the death blow. “If you had never met the little Phoenix here, never introduced her to your father, he may have never started looking toward a rebellion. He liked her, you know. Wanted her to have a ‘better life’ as he called it, not just be forced to breed.” Councilman Ishida’s words were a hiss, his eyes flicking between Damien and me. “If you hadn’t accepted her, hadn’t befriended her, hadn’t chosen her over my daughter, your father would still be alive and well.” He tsked softly, shaking his head as if in sorrow. “You must be wiser in your choices in the future. You don’t have much left to lose.” His hungry, mad eyes skated first over Gaspard, and then onto my other mates.

      Damien merely returned his gaze with a cool, collected calm, and Ishida hissed, realizing his blow hadn’t hid as hard as he had hoped. Well, it hadn’t hit Damien at least. I was bleeding inside, torn asunder by those jagged words. Cruel, assuredly, but correct as well.

      “If we can finish?” Councilman Williams spoke up, drawing his words out in a bored drawl. A slight sheen of sweat covered his brow, however, and he seemed to be fretting about something, though his movements were subtle.

      Joshua. The words was a mental plea, despite the hold still gripping me, and I wasn’t sure if I was pleading for him to come and find a way to stop this, or for him not to interfere in what would surely mean his own death.

      “Yes, yes.” Stepanov waved an agitated hand at his fellow Councilman. “We all have duties to attend to. Maldonado, I know you’ve spoken for the honor of the traitor. As is tradition, I shall finish the other first, so he may watch before escaping into the release of death.”

      I shouldn’t have been glad for the hold on my body, which was preventing me from acting on the desperation running through me and throwing myself at Stepanov. He slunk forward, until he was only an arm’s reach from Celine. Tears still traced her marble cheeks, her blonde hair was in complete disarray around her shoulders, and bruises bloomed like macabre flowers across expanses of her fragile skin. I hadn’t seen Stepanov use his power before, and I wondered if it would be as dark and twisted as Maldonado’s was. Surprisingly, there was only a shine of light from his hands, darkening to a glow of black and red, which edged forward until it washed over Damien’s mother. As soon as it touched her, her nervous guards backed away, standing well clear of the dark strands of magic.

      She didn’t stiffen, and there was no indication that the light hurt her in any way, but a white glow began to rise around her, flowing slowly at first, combatting the red and black that pulsed around her. I wanted to scream, to sob the desperation that was flooding me, filling me more and more with pain and fury as my Phoenix thrashed within the confines of these invisible shackles. The white pulse grew stronger, flowing faster and faster as it disappeared into the glow of black and red, and her body sank to the floor as the white light thinned, fading into a subtle sparkle before it disappeared altogether and her body hit the floor hard, her face connecting with the icy marble with a solid crack of sound that echoed sickeningly in my stomach. Gaspard’s hand tightened on my shoulder, the only betrayal of his emotion, and though it would bruise, I had no complaints.

      Stepanov stepped away with a wide grin stretching across his face as he breathed deeply, taking in whatever he had done to kill her. “Good, good. Maldonado, it is your turn.” He turned, striding from the body as though moments before it hadn’t been a sweet, gentle, kind woman rather than a toy to amuse himself with and then discard.

      Maldonado had none of the grace of Stepanov as he lurched past him, his alter separating out with a gruesome squelching noise. I wanted to scream, to sob, to dive at Damien and cradle him in my arms, to shield my eyes from what was happening as my Phoenix battered against the barrier, desperate to destroy these evil, corrupt creatures.

      A door flung open and Joshua lurched inside, unsteady on his feet, his eyes wide as they took in the scene. Before he could open his mouth, his father had him in his grasp, and Maldonado struck. His gaping maw dug into Raphael, causing an eerie, inhuman wail of torment to echo off the marble for a moment as Raphael fell, his blood pooling in a repulsive, scarlet puddle around him as Maldonado feasted. Khan laughed and Ishida joined him, the sounds high and depraved as they relished the suffering.

      The chain that held me snapped with such force, I nearly fell from my chair. My Phoenix cried out, her echoing screech radiating from my lips as the fury, the betrayal, the complete and utter horror that had been filling me rushed to the surface and burst forward.
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          Joshua

        

      

    

    
      My father’s power had worn from my system slowly. His ability to freeze prey in their tracks had immobilized me without discrimination. As soon as he had begun, I knew something terrible was about to happen, and even his plea not to come looking for them, to stay out of sight, was not enough to keep me from my mate—and my friends.

      I had come too late to stop it, and how things had taken such a horrifying turn was beyond my grasp at the moment. I could only gasp. Nix’s wail of pain had blasted through the room, the wall of sound knocking the lesser shifters clear off of their feet and rendering them unconscious. Even Gaspard had been blown slightly backwards as she strode forward. An invisible wind whipped her hair around her body and her eyes, usually golden when she called on her powers, glowed with an ethereal white, her pupils completely obscured as power pulsed from her in waves. The continued shrieking cry of her Phoenix caused the others to clamp their hands over their ears as goosebumps erupted across my skin.

      “Leave!” My father cried in my ear, trying to tug me through the doorway, but I merely shrugged him away, shoving him through the entry. I wouldn’t leave my mate now, no matter what was happening. From the complete shock on the faces of the others, they hadn’t been expecting this either, and all of us stood helplessly as chaos reigned around her. Flames licked up from her hands, swirling around her arms, weaving and winding like snakes to her call. Slowly, they shimmered, shifting in color as black grew up through the veins, the yellows in her fire turning to a brilliant gold so bright, it hurt my eyes.

      “Trap her!” Stepanov shrieked, his eyes wide, but Rahal had already brushed past me, darting out the door and away from what was unfolding around us like the coward he was. Ishida cackled with laughter, his mouth hanging wide open, before he disappeared with an echoing pop.

      “You killed them.” The words echoed as they fell from Nix’s lips, and I couldn’t be sure if it was her Phoenix speaking or her. Wind whirled around us, the sensation of wings brushing my skin, holding us away from her as we tried to approach. “For no reason. You enjoyed it,” she snarled. Her flames resembled lava now—molten, glowing, and deadly—as they lashed from her grip, striking out like whips. “You smiled. You laughed.” Khan wasn’t laughing now. Instead, he was taking a wary step away from her forward advancement.

      “You can’t kill death, girl,” Stepanov snapped, though he was pale. “We appreciate power, however, so you may be a good fit for this Council.”

      She shrieked then, her sightless eyes turning to him. “I will never join you. Never. You all will be wiped from the surface of this earth. Starting with him,” she roared, her power blasting forward toward Maldonado with unerring accuracy. With a speed I hadn’t realized he possessed, Maldonado pulled Khan forward, directly into the path of the blow. Khan screamed, but the sound cut off after a moment, the fire she directed consuming him in a single blow as he burned to ash, fluttering onto the floor. As Khan burned under her flames, Maldonado grabbed Stepanov’s arm, tugging him from the room before he had time to object, screaming for guards as he went. When she turned to follow them, she appeared to nearly float above the floor, her sightless eyes apparently no impediment to finding her target.

      “I can’t get in!” Gaspard cried in frustration, and Damien echoed the sentiment with a growl.

      “She can’t take on all of the sentries!” Killian said, his words desperate as he fought against the wind. “She’ll burn out first and be helpless!”

      “Honey,” I called as she approached, her eyes locked on the door, flames still winding thick and hot around her. “Nix. Nix!” I screamed her name as she stepped up next to me and paused, her blind eyes turning to take me in. “Stop now, baby. Please. We’re safe, but we have to go,” I pleaded.

      “Joshua,” she murmured my name, her voice still echoing. “Mate,” she added. The white faded from her eyes, the flames sputtering out. Her gaze sought Damien across the room as tears fell without pause, the smoke that remained swirling around her. “I’m so sorry,” she gasped before she collapsed, only my quick hands keeping her from hitting the floor.

      “Quickly,” a voice hissed behind me and my father’s pale face appeared in the doorway. “The guards are terrified, but they will be here in moments. Follow me, and I’ll show you to a place to say your goodbyes.” Damien had reached us, with Gaspard and my friends on his heels as they inspected Nix for injury. I looked to him for confirmation and he nodded sharply. Lines were carved deeply into his face now, ones that hadn’t been there this morning, and I wished I could help soothe him in some way, but now wasn’t the time.

      My father led us through the hall, slipping into corridors only used by the Council members, and winding us away from the crush of approaching guards. “I can only give you a few minutes,” he told me apologetically. “They’re going to be livid. They’re weaker now, and afraid.” His cautious, curious eyes danced over Nix. “I won’t see you die today.” He held up his hand before any of us could open our mouths. “I’m no idiot. She did not attack you. You went for her even after my warning. She’s your mate.” His eyes shot to the others and his brows rose for a moment. “Yours as well, I assume?” Though they didn’t answer, he shook his head. “You need to leave. Run, as fast as you can. Retaliation will be swift and brutal. I’m leaving now. I don’t need to be more complicit in this. Their other mind readers are weak, nothing along the caliber of Raphael…” There was genuine sorrow in his voice as he spoke the name. Shaking his head slowly, he continued, “If I don’t know where you’re going, I can’t be a danger to you.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, laying his head against my mine for a moment. “Be happy, Joshua.” With that, he slipped from the room and let the echoing quiet surround us.

      Realization struck me like a rock and I passed Nix into Ryder’s waiting arms, allowing him to check her for injury. “I can’t leave,” I stated, my Basilisk thrashing inside of me at the idea of our mate disappearing into the rebellion without us.

      “What?” Hiro gasped, turning his attention from Nix to me.

      “You’re not coming?” Theo asked softly, his hand resting on Damien’s shoulder to offer support.

      “I can’t,” I said, trying to explain and looking anywhere but at my mate. My eyes sought out Gaspard’s first and he nodded, understanding faster than the others. “They don’t know I’m involved. They’re going to need another member to help with the Council work. They were short before all of this happened. Now, they’re down two members, Ishida’s mind is gone as well… Gaspard’s going with you, I assume, since it’d be suicide for him to stay.” Gaspard nodded. “There’s too much we don’t know yet. Someone has to stay behind.”

      “Not you,” Damien argued, his voice cracking as he spoke for the first time. His russet eyes were hot and hard as they met mine. “I’m not losing any more family, Joshua, and you’re my brother as much as any of these guys are,” he added with a wave of his hand. “You’re her mate. My friend. You’ve sacrificed for all of us.” His voice faltered, and he had to take a deep breath before he could continue. “I won’t put her through that,” he declared with his eyes on Nix, before turning back to me. “I won’t lose you, Joshua. I won’t lose a brother as well as my parents.”

      Damien’s words were all I had wanted to hear, causing gratitude and sadness to reverberate through me. “We don’t have a choice,” I told him quietly, reaching out to grasp his forearm in solidarity. “They’ll be looking to fill Council seats while they plot how to come after you. They have no reason to suspect me. I was a natural choice to take the next available seat anyway, you know that as well as I do. I can be your eyes and ears here, someone you can trust to feed you information about what’s happening.” I looked at each of them as realization dawned in their eyes. “I don’t do this lightly. But it will make her safer. I told her I would do anything it took to keep her, and all of you, safe. And that’s a promise I will keep.”
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          Nix

        

      

    

    
      Joshua’s words echoed in my mind and I shoved from Ryder’s grasp. I hadn’t caught the whole conversation, but I knew he was staying behind—leaving me. “No,” I cried out, reaching a hand for him and letting him tug me into his arms so he could bury his face in my hair.

      “Baby, it’s not forever,” he murmured softly, his warm voice in my ear. “It’s only a little while.” He pulled back, tucking my hair behind my ear as my other mates surrounded me. “Keep her safe,” he ordered, reaching out to clasp every hand in turn.

      “Always,” Hiro assured him, stroking a hand down my hair.

      “You can’t let him,” I cried out, desperate for their support. “We’re a family! We can’t leave him alone,” I sobbed. This was too much, too fast. Too much had been lost today, I couldn’t handle another goodbye.

      “I haven’t been alone since I met you, Nix.” He pressed my hand to his heart, cupping my chin as he drew my eyes up to meet his soft, damp blue ones. “I told you before you were my soul mate, that it wasn’t just a mark talking. I meant it then and I mean it now. I heard what you said in Denali that day, sweetheart, but I wanted to wait until we were alone. I’m not waiting anymore.” My mind raced as he tugged me closer. “I love you, Nix. You’re right here inside of me, a part of me, and I will keep our whole family safe. Just for a little while, lean on me. Let me prove myself to you—to all of you—and earn my place just like all of you have done. Let me love you from afar.”

      The others shifted to the side, allowing Damien to cradle me against his chest, his face out of my view, but his hands soft as they glided to my hips. “Kiss our brother, Nix. Remind him what he has to stay alive for. Show him how much we’ll all miss him, until our family is complete again.” A cry broke from my chest and I flung my arms around Joshua’s neck, letting him take my mouth in a hungry kiss, the heat of it scorching through me, though it didn’t warm the shattered, icy fear that lingered in the pit of my stomach.

      “I’m sorry, but we have to go,” Gaspard interjected, worry coating his voice. “They’ll find us soon.”

      “I’ll see you soon, love,” Joshua promised me, brushing his lips against mine again. “Stay safe for me.”

      “I love you,” I sobbed out, my hands unwilling to relax their grip on him. “I love you so much. I can’t lose you,” I pleaded again, desperate for him to change his mind.

      “Never,” he assured me softly. “Remember what I told you that morning on the mountain.” Soft lips brushed my head. “Damien?” My Gargoyle understood, prying my hands loose when I couldn’t relax them myself, tearing me from Joshua’s arms, and cradling me against his broad chest.

      Gaspard ducked out a side entrance, followed by first Theo, then Hiro, Ryder, and Killian. Tears obscured my vision of Joshua where he stood in front of the roaring flames of the study fire as Damien carried me through the door, shutting it behind us with a final, echoing click.

      They weren’t expecting your wrath. Joshua’s mental voice stroked over my mind as we ran through the hidden corridors. They won’t see our revenge either. Protect each other, whatever comes. His mental voice began to fade as we fled beyond his range. I love all of you. I sobbed my despair into Damien’s neck, feeling the icy drops as his tears joined mine. Goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Authors’ Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Blaze of Wrath!

        We hope you enjoyed it!

      

        

      
        Ready for more? Book 6 is currently being written and there may be a special little Christmas surprise from Nix and the guys coming soon!

      

      

      

      
        
        To stay current on our release dates, read extra content such as additional POV’s, get sneak previews into the next book, and follow upcoming series by both authors, come join us on Facebook!

      

        

      
        Phoenix Rising: Nix’s Harem Facebook Group

        The Wylde Side Facebook Group

        Arthurs Assembly Facebook Group

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By Harper Wylde

          

        

      

    

    
      The Phoenix Rising Series

      Born of Embers

      Hidden in Smoke

      Spark of Intent

      Forged in Flames

      Blaze of Wrath

      

      The Veil Keeper Series

      Shadow Touched

      

      The Huntress Series

      An Assassin’s Death

      An Assassin’s Deception

      An Assassin’s Destiny

      

      The God Trials

      The Selected (Coming Soon)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Harper Wylde

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper Wylde is a paranormal romance author who lives in the countryside of Pennsylvania. As a wife and a mother of two young children, she spends her days chasing after little people and making crazy notes about story ideas all over her home. As a serial entrepreneur, Harper also dabbles in photography and graphic design…but has found that her favorite occupation is the one she’s doing now—writing fantasy and paranormal romance. She loves coffee, cooking, chocolate covered pretzels, and characters with hidden strength and endearing flaws! To connect with Harper, follow the link below to Facebook where you can join her author group and stay up to date on sneak previews, teasers, and new releases!

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Quinn Arthurs

          

        

      

    

    
      The Phoenix Rising Series

      Born of Embers

      Hidden in Smoke

      Spark of Intent

      Forged in Flames

      Blaze of Wrath

      

      The Jeweled Wings Series

      The Valkyrie’s Princes

      The Valkyries’ Queen

      

      The Faerie Wars

      The Guardian

      

      The DeWitt Sisters

      Sliding Into Love

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Quinn Arthurs

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn Arthurs is an international bestselling author of reverse harem books. She drinks far too much coffee and is a complete nerd - jumping from one crazy fandom to another. She believes in the magic of the written word, which is why her stories tend to involve the paranormal, so she can bring the crazy worlds in her head to life, even if just for a short while. You can stalk her on the following social media.

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
BLAZE
OF WRATH

Quinn Arthurs & Harper Wylde





images/00002.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





