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        My nightmares have started closing in. Now I’m just trying to survive them. When my past comes back to haunt me, I find myself relying on the men I’ve come to care so much about. With their help, and the help of my best friend, I’m trying to navigate the threats—old and new. When I’m summoned to go before the Council, I have no idea what to expect. Thrust into a world of politics and status I’m not sure I agree with, my unease grows as I struggle to find my place. When my powers develop with the help of my Phoenix, I feel more prepared to take on the unknowns stacking up against me. Will my guys and I be able to face the trials in our path, or will the secrets of a world that's Hidden in Smoke destroy us before we’ve even started?
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Prologue

          

          Nix

        

      

    

    
      The flames were scalding me, licking along my body as I burned. I felt my muscles tensing, body convulsing as heat consumed me . A screech shattered the roaring in my ears, filling the dark night with the anguished sound, and I knew that my Phoenix was with me. This rebirth was unlike any other, and I couldn’t gather my thoughts enough to figure out what was wrong. I could scarcely think, let alone try to organize my thoughts into any semblance of order. All I could focus on was the all-consuming fire. Hiro. Damien. Ryder. Theo. Killian. Rini. Their faces flashed through my mind as I tried to push past the pain. I had to get back into my body so I could help. I'd be damned if I was going to let anything happen to them. I couldn’t lose them. I wouldn't. Not for anything, and certainly not because of my bastard of a father.

      Family. I was finally becoming part of a family, one I had chosen instead of the one I’d been born into. I latched onto images of them. Letting out a cry that was part agony and part frustration, I willed my spirit self—or whatever the hell I was in between rebirths—to fuse back with my body. Pushing with everything I had, I felt the flames burn brighter, hotter. I had never tried to force a rebirth before, and the strain wore me down instantly as black dots swam through my limited vision, which started flickering in and out of focus. Changing tactics, I worked to center my attention through the burning and bring my vision back, even as darkness crept along the edges. I tried to see through the haze, desperate for any information I could gather as to what was happening around me.

      I caught a glimpse of my jacket-clad body lying on the ground below, and I used the information to anchor myself. Through blurry vision, I caught sight of a large winged creature in the distance as a roar speared through the air, rippling through me. Damien. I saw a blue glow surrounding my still form below before my vision flickered again. Ryder. The whisper of sweet words swirled through the air toward me, and my head ached as I struggled to ride out the misery and keep myself focused on the scene below. Hiro. A golden shape hovering over me, growing larger by the second.

      An anxious, demanding voice cut through the delirium I was drowning in. “God, Nix, love. What the hell did he give her?” Theo. Emerald green tendrils of magic crept along the clearing, reaching out to me and I tried, desperately, to push my magic back toward Killian.

      Heat radiated through my body, and I was sure that someone on the mortal plane would be able to see or feel the blaze that devoured me. Lost to the searing heat, I wasn’t sure how much time had passed as I fought to keep myself from burning into nothing and disappearing into the darkness. Worry and fear clogged my mind as the thought that I may not regenerate settled heavy in my heart. I couldn’t die without knowing they were all safe. I wouldn’t die until Michael was no longer a threat.

      A sorrowful, anger-fueled cry that I was sure wasn’t mine rang through the clearing, giving voice to everything I was feeling. Rini.

      I felt myself singeing away as my Phoenix rose. Terrified, I pushed back against her while she pushed me to let her take over. Regeneration had never been like this before, and while I had technically only regenerated once with my Phoenix, she hadn’t surged forward, wanting to shift like she was now. I was terrified of what would happen if I let go and let her take over. Without waiting any longer, she pushed forward and wrapped her wings around me as my vision faded and I lost myself to the void.

      And then all there was, was darkness.
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          Killian

        

      

    

    
      The ground shook as Damien rushed at the bastard who hurt Nix. An inhuman roar pierced the air as his ears elongated and his fangs burst forth, giving way to his alternate form. Large leathery wings exploded behind him as he went flying, grabbing the part-blood off of Nix and sailing through the air a few hundred feet before driving the man into the ground-hard. The vibrations from the impact ran up my legs as I chased after them, knowing the rest of my brothers were taking care of Nix.

      Hiro’s cry of outrage rustled the leaves on the trees and caused every blade of grass to stand at attention while the man who hurt our girl growled and fought back against Damien’s grip on his throat as they grappled. If I weren’t so enraged it would be laughable, no one could beat Damien’s alter. The rage pouring through our mental connection was thick and consuming, but none of us tried to reign back our emotions. I felt Ryder’s steely determination to save Nix, the brewing storm of Hiro’s wrath, and Theo’s seething anger and worried panic as he worked out what the asshole had done to our Nix.

      Nix’s cry of agony split the air, and all our creatures surged forward; ready to protect; ready to defend, ready to fucking end the piece of shit that dare lay a hand on her.

      She’s gone. Ryder’s words and desperation entered my mind. I couldn’t fucking save her. I healed everything I could.

      My Puca snarled in my head, ready to be unleashed. I had never felt him so angry before, and while I may be a fucking rabbit in my alternate form, I had no doubts that he would tear shit up if I let him loose. The thought was tempting—the need to destroy aching bone deep.

      I could feel Damien slipping, losing control. I knew the Gargoyle was, first and foremost, a protector, even if he wanted nothing more than to end the villain in his hands. I knew he might resent himself later if he took things too far and actually killed the guy. I couldn’t say I would feel the least bit sorrowful if he did. My Puca and I had no such qualms. We protected what was ours, and we had already claimed Nix as our own, no matter whether that meant as friends or more. The years of torture and pain he put Nix through… no, I couldn’t say I would be sorry in the fucking least.

      Damien. Let me. I pushed that thought as hard as I could through the fog of anger clouding his mind. I might not be able to mind read the way Damien could, but he was projecting loudly, all his attention focused on the fight and not on his mental barriers. Close to losing his control, Damien roared in the part-blood’s face before easing off of him, letting me take his place.

      Faster than either of us imagined, the bastard took advantage of our distraction as we switched places and used the opportunity to scramble to his feet, throwing himself at me in a series of punches and kicks. He landed a few hits to my jaw as I took him down, but I couldn’t even feel the hits through my outrage. He deserved to be on the ground. Fuck, he deserved to be six fucking feet under. Straddling Michael’s abdomen, I punched him as he bucked, trying to unseat me and free himself. He was stronger than I would have imagined for a part-blood and I filed that information away for later. Now was not the time to allow my thoughts stray. I let my anger fuel my hits, and my knuckles peeled open as I pounded my fists into the asshole’s body. It felt so good to make the ugly bastard bleed. He hurt my Nix. He would never get to touch her again.

      Damien stood sentry over where I dolled out my punishment, returning the favor and making sure I didn’t take things too far, as well as providing me with backup should I need it. I knew he wanted this bastard to suffer as much as I did. We all felt the same way. The abuse that Nix had suffered at his hand, not only tonight but her entire life… I couldn’t even think about it without my vision going red around the edges.

      “Killian.” The deep, ragged voice of Damien’s Gargoyle called out to me, full of warning as he heard my thoughts, pulling me back from the edge of control I was teetering on.

      Keeping the fucker pinned, I breathed deeply, using the surroundings to pull me back from the darkness that was overtaking me. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed while I was lost in the red haze, but I could hear Hiro, Ryder, and Theo murmuring to a still Nix behind me.

      “It’s alright, Nix. We're right here.” Hiro’s voice was soft and choked.

      “God, Nix, love. What the hell did he give her? She should be regenerating.” Theo’s voice was shaky as he knelt next to her, inspecting the bottle that had fallen to the ground when Damien had flung Michael across the clearing. “I need to figure out what he gave her. This is taking way too bloody long. I don’t know why she’s not waking up!” Theo was trying hard not to lose his mind as he analyzed the scene, but I could see that the leash he kept his beast on was slipping. His human form had noticeably bulked up as he fought his shift. Theo always had control over his monster, and seeing him so unhinged now shook me.

      The bloodied part-blood shifter beneath me had the audacity to let out a sick, garbled laugh, and I fucking lost it. Pulling my arm back, I let my fist fly directly into his face, effectively knocking him out. Whirling, I growled at Theo. “Of course she’ll wake up! She’s a fucking Phoenix!”

      Theo stood, glaring at me. “Killian. Her regeneration is taking longer than it did when she was shot. If I can figure out what he gave her, maybe I can figure out a way to speed up the healing! Who knows if what he gave her could prevent her from regenerating at all!” His voice brokered no arguments, and, damn it, he was right.

      Reigning in my anger, I stood reluctantly. Michael was still unconscious, anyway. Damien took a step closer, staying nearby in case he needed to help restrain him. “If we can wake him up, we can let Damien dig through his head. I don’t trust a word this fucker says. He’d tell us the wrong thing just to fuck with us.” My voice was raw and harsh as I sputtered the words.

      Theo nodded in approval. “Ryder.”

      Ryder snapped from his position on the ground, cradling a bleeding Nix. “No fucking way, dude. I don’t want to heal that bastard.”

      Theo sighed, pressing his fingers against his eyes. “I don’t want to heal him either, but we need to be smart about this! Something’s wrong. We all feel it and until I can figure out what, we can only wait! If something is interfering with her ability, I want to help her! I won’t lose her, so get your ass over here, now!” He was nearly roaring as he finished speaking, emotion lacing his words.

      Ryder sighed and brushed a soft kiss across Nix’s head, before passing her into Hiro’s waiting arms. I was glad one of us had her. We would never let her go through this alone. I was kicking myself for allowing her to leave earlier this evening and wished with every fiber of my being that we had insisted she stay with us. I should have never agreed to let her go back to the dorms. Fuck! My Puca and I should have been able to see this coming. Rage seethed through my body and out into my limbs, making me clench my hands into fists again. The hatred I felt toward myself for not being able to see this, for failing her, was eating me alive. For once, my Puca stayed silent, in complete agreement with my human half. Her body was completely still; no breath nor magic had yet returned. “Phoenix can’t die. Phoenix can’t fucking die…” kept playing on repeat in my head.

      Damien cleared his throat and winced a little. “Kill, shields up. You’re screaming that at me. It’s starting to hurt.”

      I growled, trying to bring my shields back into place. I wanted them down; wanted to let my Puca help sense any change around us, so we would know when her rebirth started. Before I sealed them in place, I felt my Puca push his magic out across the clearing, searching and reaching for Nix’s, hoping to lure it out of her and bring her back to us. When the tendrils continued across the clearing and crawled up the spelled barrier, I sighed and forced my Puca back, mentally barring my thoughts from Damien.

      Ryder crouched next to Michael and swore. I saw his fist clenched as he battled with himself over his desire to hurt rather than to heal. “Bloody Hell.” He eyed me, and I caught the dark glint in his eyes. “I’ll heal him, but when we get what we need, I want you to knock him the fuck out again.”

      I smirked as I thought about that silver lining. It was a dark thought for Ryder, but my Puca growled his approval. Watching Ryder heal the fucker was going to be cruel and unusual punishment for us; hopefully, it wouldn’t be pleasant for the scumbag either.

      Ryder’s hand hovered over the fucker, and his hand gave off the typical blue glow that signified his healing touch. Clenching my jaw, I watched him stir slightly on the ground and had to take a few steps backward to prevent myself from jumping him again. Besides, it wasn’t my turn. Theo hadn’t had a chance to deal with the devil yet, and I just knew his Kraken was waiting in the wings for his turn at satisfaction.

      Michael grunted and groaned as Ryder healed his concussion and patched him up enough to bring him back to consciousness. If this guy was smart, he’d be shitting his pants right about now: four mythologicals, rigid as stone, pissed as hell, looming above his place in the dirt ready to reign justice down on his head.

      Theo leaned over Michael, his blue eyes hard and cold as ice. “What was in the vial? A drug? A poison?” His voice was full of authority and command, and I saw Michael flinch under the weight.

      Coughing and spitting blood between his broken teeth, he tried to sneer at us through his swollen eyes. “That bitch got what she deserved. May as well bury her now.”

      My Puca lunged, trying to gain the upper hand.

      Theo merely cocked his head, somehow staying in control. This was one of the many reasons why he was the leader of our group. “You’re an abusive asshole, but you’re still a shifter. You obviously were using her for something. You wouldn’t have tracked her here just to kill her; it doesn’t make sense. While you’re not intelligent, there should still be a semblance of logic behind your actions.” His electric blue eyes narrowed and flashed with dangerous intent as he continued, “You’re obviously not her father, which means you’ve been harboring a minor for a reason. You can either cooperate and tell us what we want to know, or I can let my companion here…” he inclined his head towards Damien, “… dig through your head. I can assure you he won’t leave it in the same condition he finds it, although your sanity is already questionable.”

      Michael paled, seeming to finally realize the depth of the situation he now found himself in. Glancing at the hard, cold, rage-filled faces around him, I saw some of the fight leave his posture, and he licked his lips. “I’ll tell you, but I want this one to heal the worst of this shit first.” He pointed first to Ryder and then motioned to himself. While nothing looked particularly broken, other than a few teeth, I knew his ribs must be cracked and his body would be riddled with bruises within the hour, some already showing up on his face—spread around his eyes and over his nose and cheeks. I wasn’t fucking sorry, and I could tell that Damien wasn’t either.

      A noise rumbled through Theo’s chest, and I saw a flicker of his beast as he tried to keep his Kraken under control. His sea monster wouldn’t do us any good here in the clearing; although, if he did shift, his alternate form would probably smash the guy, so it’d be a win for me.

      “Ryder, heal the worst injuries,” Theo ordered.

      Fuck no. Ryder spat the words and Damien sent them to us telepathically.

      Ryder and Theo locked eyes as a silent battle commenced. This is our chance to help her. I have no idea what the hell he gave her, and until we know, all we can do is sit around and pray she wakes up. What if whatever he gave her ends her? He had a purpose in coming here. I just got her; I’ve barely had any time with her; I won’t let her go. I’m not going to just stand here and do nothing. There’s five of us and one of him. Heal. Him.

      After a short stand-off, Ryder finally nodded his head once. Fine. Growling, he pushed his fingers through his hair, leaving some blood clinging to the purple tips. “I hope this fucking hurts.”

      Crouching down next to the part-blood, he hovered his hands about two inches above the guy’s body. Closing his eyes, I watched as Ryder’s hands glowed blue while he read the man’s injuries. Without any fanfare, Ryder pressed his hands into the man’s ribs, eliciting a scream from him as he hastily knit Michael’s bones back together.

      Ryder’s grin edged towards feral as he retracted his magic as quickly as he had started it. “It’s enough.” His voice was rougher than it had been only minutes before, deepened by the magic of his animal.

      Michael was gasping, breathing heavily, his face white when Ryder stepped away. I growled. I didn’t like the idea of the bastard having any kind of relief. The momentary glimpses we had gotten from Nix during her first shift were only snippets of her pain. He should suffer just as much.

      “Speak. Now.” I’d had enough. He could give us the information we needed, or he could let me undo all the work Ryder had just done as I knocked him out again.

      “Kill.” Theo’s voice was hard—a warning to reign in my temper. Narrowing his eyes on Michael as the man sat up on the hard ground, he pushed for answers. “What did you give her?”

      “It’s Vish Kanya venom.” Snarls ripped through the clearing, the most ferocious coming from the kitsune holding Nix. He may not be right there with us—instead, he was guarding Nix—but he was far from left out of the proceedings.

      “Fuck.” Ryder visibly paled and hurried away, heading back towards Nix to check on her.

      “Why?” Theo ignored Ryder, keeping his eyes trained on the murdering, sadistic creep. “That’s not an easy substance to get ahold of, and there are far easier ways to kill someone.” The menace in his tone did not go unnoticed.

      “She’d just revive if I used other means.”

      “Except for iron, but you already know that.” The conversation between Theo and Michael continued as we all listened in. “Hence the knife.” Theo motioned to the weapon lying in the grass several feet away. “You knew she was a Phoenix. You didn’t want to kill her.”

      I was trying to piece together the information, but it was hard to think through my anger. Thank fuck we had Theo.

      A disturbed laugh came from Michael. “Oh, I have no problem killing her.” Damien and I roared at the same time, but Theo stayed a hand in our direction.

      “Careful, part-blood.” The menace wasn’t lost on him.

      Sobering, the asshole rephrased. “I don’t care what happens to her if she’s useless to me. I expected the bitch to change years ago.” Hiro snarled through our mental line. Listening to this fucker talk shit about our girl was pushing all of our patience.

      “What does it matter to you if she changes or not?” I couldn’t keep quiet any longer as I spit the words out.

      The sick bastard chuckled, his eyes glinting. “Not so smart after all, are ya? Don’t know much about Phoenix shifters, do ya? That girl’s worth her weight in gold. All I needed was her Phoenix’s blood. Could’ve made a fortune selling it. Stupid slut, too fucked up to shift. Her human blood is useless! I needed to bleed her Phoenix!” He was shouting the words by the time he finished, trying to get his eyes on Nix’s prone form. His face flushed with his anger and his eyes brightened as he yelled towards the other end of the clearing. Turning back to us, he sat up. “I could make you all rich beyond belief. I’ll let ya have a cut if you turn her over to me now. I fucking know she should be able to shift. Now, with that there venom, she should be a gold mine.”

      The growl that ripped through the clearing wasn’t mine. I hadn’t had the chance to get a sound out before Theo’s form bulked up in size, and he grabbed the man by the scruff of his shirt and hauled him up off the ground, winding up with his other fist and letting it fly in the asshole’s stomach.

      “You fucking bastard!” Again, not my words… even though I was damn well thinking them. “You killed her!” The feminine cry let the air as Rini strode across the clearing, purpose flaring in her eyes as tears streamed down her face.

      Theo shoved the asshole away, pushing him towards the ground before he turned to catch Rini as she flew toward Michael. She shouldn’t be here; her bears would kill her if they knew she had put herself in danger like this.

      Everything happened so fast after that. Just as Ryder, Damien, and I started to move towards Michael so that Theo could deal with Rini, the bastard pulled the gun from the back of his waistband.

      “THEO!” Damien roared as we rushed forward.

      Aim.

      Theo turned, throwing himself in front of Rini.

      Fire.

      The silver of the bullet glinted in the moonlight as it flew towards Theo. It was like everything had changed to slow motion, and my eyes widened as I watched it pierce his skin. Grabbing hold of his stomach, he went down.

      “Theo!” Rini screamed and lunged at his fallen form.

      Anger burst from me as I unleashed my Puca, who had rushed forward the second we saw the gun. I let his magic flow freely from my fingertips, aiming our illusion around the clearing. The hallucination of thick fog swirled around everyone, blinding Michael and the guys in the process. Faking him out, I threw projected images of Damien and me around the clearing. The dark misty shapes flashed in and out, giving Michael a false sense of direction.

      Killian! Help me! I can’t see! I need to get to Theo! Ryder begged telepathically.

      With my hands spread out to my sides, I stood with my feet braced and threw my magic around the clearing, shielding my brothers as they moved. My eyes closed as I worked on sending them images of reality. I focused on getting Ryder to Theo first, watching as he reached him and knelt down, immediately applying pressure to the wound to staunch the Aussie’s bleeding. Theo coughed and gurgled, his eyes glazed over from the pain, as Ryder’s hands started to glow with healing power. Once Ryder was settled I checked on Hiro. He was cradling Nix’s body against his as he ran her to safety and was almost to the barrier. Changing my focus again, I pushed through the illusions I had created and sent the images to Damien, essentially giving him eyes. Michael was blindly aiming around the clearing, trying to get a lock on one of us—all illusions—as he backed up, working to find an exit.

      It’s silver. I need to get this bullet out, or he’ll bleed out before we can save him! Guys! We need to move! Ryder’s voice was strong and sure as he ordered us.

      Go. I’ll stay behind. Damien responded.

      Like hell. I growled. We don’t split up. I’m not letting this asshole go. I’ll stay with you.

      I watched through my illusions as Ryder tried to heft Theo off the ground, but he was still larger than usual, his Kraken having pushed against his restraints before he was shot. The result left Theo much heavier than he typically would have been. A dense heaviness. Rini tried the best she could to help, but she was no match for the mythological.

      I can’t move him. Ryder grunted through our minds as he tried again. Get Rini out of here! She can’t see this. If we lose him… His voice cracked in our minds.

      Goddamnit. There weren’t enough of us to handle this. With Theo down, Ryder keeping Theo alive, Hiro guarding Nix, and me using my powers of illusion, that left Damien.

      The struggle warred within him. He could see from the images I was continuously feeding him that Michael was getting closer to the far edge of the barrier. Theo’s blood spilled in an ever-growing pool as the silver lodged in his stomach kept him from healing properly. Rini was crying, and Theo had mercifully passed out. The blue light continued to radiate from Ryder’s hands. Hiro was past the reach of my powers, and I fucking hoped that meant Nix was safely ensconced in my bulletproof Hummer.

      I pushed an idea to Damien, realizing that we needed to take a chance. Counting down, I prepared myself to drop my illusions. Three. Two. One. I sucked the magic that was spread throughout the clearing back into myself, giving everyone their eyesight back. Michael was so close to the barrier; as soon as he saw the murderous Gargoyle, now over his aversion to killing the man who’d been slowly destroying our family, he turned and fled as fast as he could run.

      The crash of Damien’s body hitting the magical force field shook the ground just as I reached Ryder and helped him haul Theo gently off the ground. Rini helped as much as she could, seeming to get herself under control now that she had a mission to complete: getting everyone the fuck out of this clearing.

      The resounding growl that came from the Gargoyle was chilling, even to me, and I watched as he struggled to push past the barrier. Fucking hell. It must be spelled so that no shifters can cross in their alternate forms. The fucking bastard was getting away. My Puca hopped around angrily in my head, so upset and ready to charge after the villain, that I had to pull him back—hard.

      “Damien. We need to go.” The words were tight as I fought my instincts to give chase.

      Rini must have realized our internal battles because she quickly broke away from Theo, finding the inner strength to go to Damien. Placing her hands on the sides of his face she whispered to him. “We need to save Theo, and we need to save Nix.” Stroking the sides of his face with her fingers, she calmed him down enough to help him shift. It wasn’t done in any kind of romantic way, but touch was the strongest form of communication in our alternate forms, and it was what broke through his anger-induced state and helped bring him back. Breathing deeply, he forced his wings to fold away and his ears to return to normal. While he was still working to retract his fangs, I thought he would be able to cross the barrier now.

      Anger and self-loathing seeped through the mental connection;  while I didn’t blame Damien in the least, it didn’t sit right with me that the fucking bastard had escaped. Damien wanted to go after him, but I was sure he was long gone, and now we needed to take care of our own. I would be damned if I lost two members of my family tonight. No. Priority number one was to get Theo home and healed while we waited for Nix to regenerate. Everything else would have to wait.
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          Ryder

        

      

    

    
      Sweat beaded on my forehead as Damien held down an unconscious Theo. If he woke up during our prodding, we needed to make sure he wouldn’t move and cause himself more damage. There had been enough bloodshed in the last two weeks to last me a lifetime. Blood generally didn’t bother me—I was pre-med after all— but the blood of a loved one fell into an entirely different category. I’d been using my healing powers for so long tonight that my hands were starting to shake as I worked to repair the damage done by the bullet.

      Fuck. The metal was poisoning him from the inside out, burning everything it touched. I was glad that Theo was passed out for this.

      The handgun fired a single shot, and even though the weapon would be considered a low-velocity firearm, the close range of the shot made Theo’s wound fatal. If the shot itself hadn’t been fatal, the silver would have tipped the scales. Not only was having something so poisonous in his bloodstream for so long deadly, but the silver didn’t allow the wound to heal without extensive work.

      I took a shuddering breath, totally worn out from the amount of power I was pouring into Theo as I healed him bit by bit. Aside from the obvious entry point, the bullet hit his stomach, damaging his pancreas in the process. Worse still was the fact that it had nicked his inferior vena cava which was the cause of his excessive bleeding. I had worked to staunch the bleeding as much as I could from the moment I landed next to Theo in the clearing, but it wasn’t going to be enough if this bullet didn’t come out soon.

      Hiro was standing to my right with a pair of slim metal forceps, carefully digging into the abdominal wound to extract the piece of silver. Grabbing hold of it, he pulled it out little by little, allowing me time in between each slide of the bullet to knit my friend back together again, starting with the vein and working my way forward. If we pulled the bullet out quickly, he could lose too much blood before I could repair the damage. He’d already lost so much in the clearing. Clearing my mind, I focused on how my hands heated while the healing power of my alternate form flowed through me. I kept my hands about an inch off of the bare skin of Theo’s abdomen, trying to keep my hands to the side of the wound to give Hiro plenty of space to work.

      With a wound this extensive and critical, we worked this way for over half an hour and were just finishing up when Killian walked into the room, looking as ragged as I felt.

      “How’s it going?” Killian asked. He had been sitting with Nix, waiting for her power to surge back into her body and for her to awaken.

      “Pretty boy’s probably going to kick my ass for leaving him with a scar, but the Kraken will live.” I tried to joke, but I knew everyone picked up on my wariness.

      There was nothing I could do for the sea monster in regards to the small puckered scar. The small round area would be a reminder on his skin of this day, but I hoped when he looked at it he saw himself as a hero. He had fucking saved Rini.

      Exhausted, I fell back on my heels and let my hands drop to my side. My friend, my brother, would live; the silence that surrounded all of us settled heavily on our shoulders.

      Anything from Nix? I knew it was probably masochistic of me to ask because I hadn’t felt any sparks alerting me to her powers returning, but I had to know if maybe I missed it in my focused and drained state.

      No. Killian’s thoughts were gruff and hard.

      I sighed and reached up to rub my eyes with the palms of my hands. Hiro’s hands landed on my shoulders, and he started to massage my sore muscles. Holding my hands over first Nix and then Theo for so long had caused a deep ache, and his fingers were working magic. I couldn’t help the appreciative groan that slid up my throat.

      His quiet, smooth voice was the first to break the silence, at least out loud.

      “Come on.” He helped me up. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” I could tell how weakened the extensive healing had left me. My muscles protested as I stood but I motioned to Theo’s unconscious form on the couch anyways.

      “I really should keep an eye on him.” I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off of the rise and fall of his chest, reassuring myself that my powers had worked. I loved Theo like a brother, we all did. We were a family, all of us guys, and now Nix was a part of that also. I couldn’t imagine losing either of them, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel until they woke up.

      Crooking a finger under my chin, Hiro turned my face toward him so that I was looking him in the eye. We were almost equally matched in height, and I saw the concern etched on his face also shining through his eyes. “You can’t do anything more than what you’ve already done. You did a good job. You took care of everyone else, now let me help take care of you.”

      I stared into his face for a long moment before deciding that he was probably right and giving him a small nod. I couldn’t do anything more for either of them, but it still felt wrong to leave the room somehow. I turned to check on Theo one more time, stalling. I had lost too many people in my life already. My mother and father were gone, and the day I had lost my sister, something irreparable had broken inside of me. My friendship with the guys was the only thing that held me together over the years. Now, somehow Nix had wormed her way into my heart, and for the first time in years, I was scared again. I was terrified of losing her… of losing any of them.

      Without waiting for my consent, Hiro stepped behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders, pushing as he steered me out of the room and towards the wooden stairs that led to the upper level of our cabin.

      Climbing slowly, I let him lead me toward the bathroom. Closing the lid to the toilet, he pointed. “Sit.” His voice was gentle but held no room for arguments. I didn’t have any either. I was wiped, too tired for even my usual sarcastic, smart-ass commentary. Sinking onto the lid, I watched as he started the shower and tested the water. Disappearing into the hallway, he quickly returned with a fluffy purple towel and washcloth. “Here you go, Unicorn.” He smirked as he set them on the counter.

      “Not you too.” I rolled my eyes. “Cer-ap-tor.” I half-heartedly argued back with a small grin.

      “I know. I just wanted to see you smile. Nix would want to see it too.” He reached out and ran a thumb over the corner of my mouth that tipped up.

      My breath stuttered in and out of my lungs as I tried to hold my emotions back. I wouldn’t lose it now, not after everything I had gone through tonight. Nix would wake up, and so would Theo.

      Just as the thought crossed my mind, a string of curses ran through my mind that had a particularly Australian lilt. For the first time since the shit storm broke out earlier, I gave a genuine smile and laugh. Theo was up. I was grateful as hell to Damien for continually working  to keep the bond open for all of us so that I—and the others—could know instantly when Theo awakened.

      Calm down there, fish boy. Take it easy. Your body’s been through a lot. I warned.

      Nix? Theo grunted through the line, and I could tell he was working on sitting up. He may be healed now, but the effects of the silver meant he might be sore from the ordeal.

      Not awake yet, but she will be. Damien answered

      How long has it been? Is she still… We all knew what he was asking. She might not be in her body, and while she would look dead to anyone else—even to us—I knew her body was preserved for her and her Phoenix’s return.

      She’ll be back soon. Killian’s thoughts were determined.

      She will be. Hiro reassured everyone.

      Thank fuck you didn’t die. Killian rumbled through the connection, and we all hummed our agreement. I could picture Kill in the guest room, just one room over, eyes locked on Nix as he waited to feel her magic. We were all waiting to feel the strength of her power seep back into her body. One of us would always be with her. She wouldn’t be alone.

      The venom. I don’t know of any documented cases where shifters survive. I need to… Theo trailed off as his brain started working a million miles a minute. I couldn’t keep up with his genius.

      She’s strong, guys. She’s coming back to us. Damien sounded so sure, and I latched onto this confidence.

      I caught the confusion Theo was projecting to us as he tried to recap and piece together what happened.

      Sighing Damien stepped up. I got this guys. Just before he shut down the telepathic link, I heard Theo call my name.

      Ryder… thank you.

      You’re welcome. I smirked. And I won’t let you take that back once you look in a mirror. Antagonizing the guys was part of my charm, and I felt marginally better after goading Theo. I didn’t truly think the scar would bother him, but it did mar his perfect physique, a reminder on his skin of this night.

      When Damien closed the link down, I was relieved. I wasn’t ready to relive the details this soon. I still had Nix and Theo’s blood coating my hands and clothing. It was even in my hair. I needed to clean up, and then I needed to check on my patients again.

      “Take a shower, Ryder. Then I’ll let you get a quick peek at Theo and Nix, but you’re heading to bed to rest.” Hiro crossed his arms over his chest, daring me to argue.

      I couldn’t help the comeback on my lips. “As long as you join me,” I smirked.

      Closing the distance between us again, Hiro gripped my chin, hard and firm this time. “Be careful what you offer me, Ryder. Tonight is not the night for it, and Nix should be there with us, but know that that’s exactly where my intentions are heading.” His eyes were hot with molten promises, and that’s how he left me, watching his retreating form as he left the bathroom and closed the door.

      The steam from the running shower filled the small enclosed space, and I washed up quickly. My muscles protested as I made them carry me to Theo’s room first to check on the Kraken. Once I guaranteed he was alright, I went and collapsed on the floor in the doorway of the guest room where Nix lay. I couldn’t make myself leave her, even though my bed was calling me. I wanted to curl up with her and hold her until she awoke, but I knew that she might see that as an invasion of privacy, and I wasn’t about to do anything that could set me back in her eyes. I wanted her to trust me. I wanted her to fall in love with me. Watching her still form, I closed my eyes and dozed, trying not to let nightmares riddled with loss plague me while I waited for Nix.
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      Darkness surrounded me. I didn’t know how long I was under its seductive pull before awareness started slowly grabbing hold of me again. As I awoke, I wanted to scream but managed to keep it to a groan. I didn’t think a resurrection had ever hurt that badly before. My Phoenix trilled softly in agreement. Before I could even open my eyes, I tried to get my bearings. Where the hell was I? The silky caress of fabric against my skin and the soft pillow under my head told me that I was in a bed.  Hearing movement at my side, I stiffened, automatically going on the defense. Fuck! The guys! Michael! What the hell had happened? I scrambled, trying to get myself upright from my prone position. The room was shrouded in shadows, and I worked quickly trying to untangle myself from the sheets holding me hostage. My panic whirled as I worried about the guys and Rini. Every bone in my body was ready to fight; to protect. As I tensed—prepared to battle—my Phoenix hummed gently, apparently content and unafraid.

      Rustling on the bed next to me caught my attention as I tried to will my eyes to adjust to the darkened space.

      “It’s okay, Nix.” Hiro gently spoke from the shadows at my back. I nearly sagged with relief. My Phoenix hadn’t been on edge, but I definitely had been. Waking up from rebirths could be extremely disorienting. Even more so now that my Phoenix was with me. It was almost like having two sets of emotions to process.

      “Hiro.” His name was like a prayer on my lips as I turned my body to face him. He was propped up in bed against the headboard; the covers mussed from where he had been laying on top of them. It was odd to see him without his glasses on; his dark eyes shadowed and heavy with sleep as he blinked down at me. “What happened? Is everyone ok? Where are we?” The words flew from my mouth, and I pressed a hand against my throat as I finished my barrage of questions. My voice was a croak, pulled from my scratchy dry throat. Hiro must have noticed because he jumped up and rushed around the bed to the nightstand to pass me a glass of water that had been sitting there. Pivoting around again, I swung my legs over the side of the bed, aware of how weak I was. I felt my muscles trembling as I slowly stood up, holding on to the nightstand until I knew I could keep my balance. Hiro was by my side in a second, gently reaching out to steady me. I didn’t even mind the touch, I was just so happy to see him and know he was safe.

      “Everyone is ok, Nix.” Killian’s voice was nearly as hoarse as mine as he spoke, startling me. I whirled around at the sound, nearly falling over in the process. Hiro’s gentle hands caught me, and I leaned back into his strong chest as I eyed my red-headed Celt, drinking in the sight of him. Killian was sprawled in a rocking chair in the corner of the room; the gray sweats he wore were wrinkled, twisting uncomfortably around his legs. His chest was bare, and his skin looked paler than normal in the shadows. His massive frame was squished into the tiny chair, and I watched as he tried to extract himself from it, unfolding himself one limb at a time. Any other time the sight would have been comical, but right now was not the time for laughter or joviality.  “You’re safe and so are we,” he continued, but quickly paused—almost like he wanted to tell me more but changed his mind, thinking better of it. I picked up on it immediately. I wanted to know; I didn’t want to be babied.

      “What’s wrong.” My Phoenix ruffled her feathers in my head, trying to soothe me as unease settled into my stomach. I stepped sideways, away from Hiro, so I could see both of them and organize my thoughts. It was hard to think with Hiro’s arms around me.

      Hiro and Killian locked eyes, and I put my hands on my hips, narrowing my gaze to a look that demanded answers. It was disorienting to be left out of the discussion they were seemingly having without me. A conversation that was clearly about what they should and shouldn’t tell me. I hated how different this rebirth had been. Instead of being able to see everything that happened around me while I was in the “in-between”, I had burned away into nothingness, unable to see and unable to get back to my body in time to help. That feeling of helplessness was something I never wanted to feel again. Steeling myself for bad news, I pushed them to tell me what was going on.

      “Don’t keep things from me. Not now.” My voice came out quiet but strong while my heart was squeezing in my chest. I just knew something was wrong and I was going to get bad news. Oh, God. Please don’t let one of them be hurt… or worse. Killian had said they were all safe, though, right? I hadn’t imagined that, had I? The thought of losing one of them made my stomach twist, and I felt like I was about to retch on their guest room floor. Once my eyes had adjusted to the dim lighting, I had been able to identify where I was; the bland white walls and forest green comforter were familiar to me as the room in their cabin that I had stayed in last week. At least that was one question down.

      Hiro reached out, gently leading me back to the edge of the bed. The fact that he wanted me off my feet made the ominous feeling inside of me grow. “If you don’t tell me, I’m going to hurl right here, right now. The anxiety is making me sick.” I sat on the mattress, letting Hiro get me settled the way he wanted. Crossing one arm over my stomach, I tried to hold it’s meager contents in from the outside. Crouching in front of me, Hiro’s dark eyes locked onto my own. “Theo was shot.” The blood drained out of my face. “He’s alright, Nix. It’s a long story, but he’s alright. Practically as good as new; Ryder healed him.”

      I swallowed down the bile that had risen. Theo was shot. My Theo. He was shot because of me. A slew of emotions flew through me. I was terrified and worried for Theo. Raging at Michael and angry that the whole situation had happened. Relieved that Ryder saved Theo. Heartbroken that Ryder had to keep using his powers to save people because of me. I was upset at myself for dying and not returning to my body fast enough to be useful and devastated that I had brought this kind of danger to their door.

      A soft click was my only warning before a lamp cast a dim glow around the room. I hissed quietly, squinting against the intrusion. The soft yellow light had caused my eyes to burn, and I blinked back tears as I tried to focus on who had joined us in the room.

      “It’s not your fault, Nix.” Damien’s tenor was like a balm, helping to settle the rollercoaster of emotions I had inside of me. “None of this is your fault. Stop blaming yourself. You will never be held responsible for someone else’s actions, sweetheart.”

      Tears filled my eyes, and I asked the only question that mattered at the moment. “Where is he?” I needed to see him with my own eyes.

      “He’s with the Council. We’ve been kind of incommunicado lately while we took care of you. We didn’t want them finding out about you yet.” Damien’s answer wasn’t the one I wanted. I wanted to see Theo right now to assess any damage done to him myself, but I was slightly appeased that he was with the Council. If he was out and about, the chances were he truly was alright. That wasn’t going to stop me from throwing myself at him the second I laid eyes on him. I needed to touch him to gain the reassurance I craved. My Phoenix was in complete agreement.

      Damien chuckled. “I don’t think he’d mind that one bit, sweetheart.”

      I blushed. Stay out of my head. I pushed that thought to Damien.

      No need to shout it. You’re projecting quiet loudly, Nix. It’s like your thoughts are stronger than they used to be. It’s been harder to tune you out these last few days.

      Wait. What? Had he said few days? Days?! So many questions were piling up.

      “How long was I gone?” Did I want to know?

      “It took two days for you to come back.” Killian had freed himself from the tiny chair and was now standing in front of me next to Hiro. His green eyes were piercing and intense as he took me in, his gaze raking over my form. Holy hell. Had he said it took me two days to come back to my body? I’d been dead for two days? My stomach rolled again. That was… gross. I knew my powers had kept my body… fresh—magic and all that—but the thought was seriously cringe-worthy… and scary as fuck. It had never taken me so long to regenerate before. More questions.

      “You slept for four more days.” Damien’s voice was a mere whisper at my ear. He had moved in closer, standing on Hiro’s other side. Their gazes were hungry. Maybe not in a sexual way, but definitely in a it’s-so-fucking-good-to-see-you-alive kind of way. Oh, God. I must look awful. Wait. Did he say four fucking days?

      I was nearly speechless in shock. “I’ve been out for almost a week?!?” I had never taken that long to revive. Hell, even when Michael had killed me twice in a row, I hadn’t been out for that long. What the hell had he done to me?

      “Can I?” Damien held out his arms and, after taking a steadying breath, I nodded. Damien’s arms wrapped tightly around me, the scruff on his cheek was rubbing against my neck where he nuzzled at me. It felt good to be held.

      Pounding footsteps rang from the far side of the house, then sounded on the stairs. I stiffened involuntarily. “Shhh.” Damien murmured close to my ear. “It’s just Ryder. I told him you were awake.” The door banged into the wall as it was flung wider by an overeager Ryder. Killian jumped aside, swearing loudly as Ryder rushed between him and Hiro to get to me. I gasped as Ryder scooped me up off of the bed. His usually perfect hair was mussed, hanging heavily around his face as though he had been running his fingers through it. The purple had faded significantly, and it appeared as though he hadn’t taken the time to renew it.

      “Don’t you ever scare me like that again, do you understand?” Ryder’s voice was muffled from where he pressed his face into my neck. Confused, guilty, and feeling a little unsteady, I reached up to rub his back in long, soothing strokes. My Phoenix cooed happily in my mind, and I tried not to stiffen in Ryder’s arms. It felt good to be held; I just needed to make my brain understand what my heart was feeling.

      “I’m sorry, Ry.”

      “We’re never going to be bored with you around are we?” Damien moved closer and threaded his fingers through my hair. I cringed, not from the touch, but from worry. If I’d been out for a week, I’m sure my hair was oily and disgusting, and I didn’t want any of them to see me like that.

      “See, she’s awake now, and she’s fine.” Damien gave a contented sigh.

      “Thank fuck.” The surly Celt just had to add his two cents.

      “If she hadn’t woken up today, I would have gone.” Ryder’s tone was sullen. Had they been fighting?

      “Gone where? I feel like I’m on the tail end of an argument.” The last thing I wanted was to come between them.

      Ryder had the sensibility to look ashamed. “Uh… the Council.”

      “You were going to tell the Council about me?” I couldn’t keep the hurt out of my voice.

      Ryder pulled back to stare into my eyes. “You were dead for over forty-eight hours, Nix. You were comatose for almost one hundred more. Hell, you were given Vish Kaya venom! No one is able to survive that, Nix! I wasn’t sure your Phoenix would be able to revive you! I would have done anything to wake you up. I lost Ally already. I’m not fucking losing you too.”

      My head was spinning. My Phoenix was hissing in my head at the name of another girl on Ryder’s lips. I was dizzy with pain and hunger.

      “Enough.” Hiro’s voice was hard as steel. “Nix, you’re barely awake. Come sit back down. I don’t want to push your body too hard. I’d appreciate it if you’d let us get some food and water into your system. Ryder ran an I.V. for you, but it’s not the same thing.” His tone turned gentle, almost crooning as he directed his words to me.

      Shaking slightly, I nodded in agreement, leaning into Damien as I walked the few steps back to the bed. More awake now, I was aware of the cold floorboards under my bare feet, and I tried not to shiver. Hiro pulled me down gently, stacking pillows behind my back and shoulders and wrapping the blanket around my shoulders as he rubbed at my chilled toes. The sensation of his hands rubbing over my feet, his fingers pressing into all the right spots, made my mind mush and I melted into the bed. I had never been cared for like this. It was something a girl could get used to.

      “Ryder, get her some more water please.” Hiro’s voice did not allow for argument. Ryder nodded stiffly and stepped from the room, his steps soft as he headed down the stairs.

      Ally was his sister, Nix. Damien’s mind voice was soft, his eyes trained on the open doorway. I could feel your anxiety about it. It’s his story to tell, not mine. All I’ll say is that he barely held it together when she died. He’d give up his own life to bring her back. He wasn’t trying to betray you by admitting he would go to the Council for help. He’s trying to show you how much you mean to him.

      Instantly I was flooded with shame and regret. I vaguely remembered them mentioning he had a sister and that something had happened. Besides, I really didn’t want to die. I knew the Council would find out about me sooner or later, and if I had to pick sooner to keep myself alive, well, then that’s exactly what I’d do. Taking a deep breath, I worked to release my built up tension as I exhaled.

      Killian sat down on the edge of the bed, his jaw clenched tight and his hands shaking as they reached up to stroke my hair back behind my ears. I prepared myself for the contact and was proud when I didn’t flinch. Instead, my Phoenix cooed with contentment. “You scared the bloody hell out of me, Annie girl.”

      “Annie?” A part of me was skeptical about the nickname. Another part of me glowed with warmth at the idea that he cared enough to give me a nickname at all.

      He chuckled and twirled a strand of my hair around his finger. “Does it bother you when I call you that?” Slowly I shook my head as I pulled my hair from his grasp. I paused for a moment before pulling my long hair into my line of sight.

      “Why is my hair clean?” Ok, admittedly, that sounded dumb and was probably the least important question I could ask. I tried to give myself a break, realizing that I was still in pain and out of it. This time they all chuckled.

      “You thought we wouldn’t take care of you? You’re also in clean pajamas. We’ve been doing the I.V. We couldn’t wake you, but we could do our best to make you comfortable and keep you clean and healthy.” Damien was smiling, rubbing his hand over the dark stubble that had grown on his jaw. It was a damn good look on him. A part of me was pleased, but I couldn’t block the wave of fear that rushed over me as well. “It’s okay, Nix. You were dressed while we washed your hair. Rini changed your clothes. None of us touched you that way.” I couldn’t help the blush that rose in my cheeks. My mental barriers were lowered, but even so, I realized that my ability to project my thoughts to Damien was stronger than it had been before my rebirth. I wasn’t even trying to project, and he seemed to be picking up on everything I was thinking and feeling. On the one hand, I was feeling the lack of privacy, but on the other, my Phoenix and I were preening at the thought of being more connected to Damien and the others.

      Ryder came in, a small tray loaded with food and drinks. “It was a compromise. As long as we could keep you clean and at least hydrated here, we would hold off on taking you to the hospital at the commune. If you’d slept much longer we wouldn’t have been able to provide adequate care here with the I.V. You’ve lost a lot of weight as it is.” He grumbled the final sentence at me, placing the tray over my legs. Carafes of water and orange juice were carefully balanced among a stack of toast, a plate of scrambled eggs, a small jar of jam, and a bowl of sliced fruit. Wow, I had expected a bowl of cereal…

      Damien scoffed. “Like I’d let you eat that sugary garbage. You need nutrition, not sugar coated cardboard.” I giggled in response and the mood slightly lifted in the room in reaction to the sound.

      I could feel how much my clothes were bagging on me and I realized he was right. I took a small bite of the eggs and winced. Apparently, Damien hadn’t been joking before when he’d said there was a reason he was the cook. Tiny bits of shell, scorched egg, and more salt than I believed was possible coated the inside of my mouth. I swallowed rapidly, chugging some of the juice. Damien coughed to cover a chuckle, and Ryder pouted.

      Scooting the eggs aside I focused on the toast, loading slices with blackberry jam. I was starving. Now that I knew everyone was alright—although I couldn’t wait to get my eyes on Theo—I took time to think through all my other questions. The most pressing one was “what the hell had happened” and “where the fuck is Michael”? My Phoenix hissed angrily when that name ran through my thoughts. I tried to sort through the memories, arranging them and trying to piece the puzzle together from the fragments I had. I remembered Michael showing up and him cutting me with that knife while forcing stuff down my throat. I remembered dying in Ryder’s arms. “I’m so sorry that Theo got hurt. Did Michael injure anyone else?” I could barely force the words out of my dry throat. I had done exactly what I feared—led danger to their door—and while I knew they were alive, that didn’t mean they hadn’t been hurt while they were defending me. I was sick over the whole thing.

      “None of that.” Killian reached out to grip my chin tightly. “None of this was your fault, Nix. Get that thought out of your head.”

      Hiro glared at him and smacked his hand away. “Other than Theo, none of us were hurt, Nix. We don’t want to scare you, but you need to know.” I froze. Oh god, what else had he done?

      “Shhh.” Damien’s fingers stroked through my hair. “Stay calm.”

      “I’m sorry, Nix. He got away.” Hiro’s gentle words echoed loudly in the nearly silent room. My heart stopped. He got away? How was that possible? “We needed to know what he gave you, so we had Ryder heal him enough to get the information we needed out of him. He did give us what we needed to know, more actually, but Rini came to check on you, and in the shuffle, Michael shot Theo. The bullet was silver. I had you, Theo went down protecting Rini, Ryder was keeping Theo alive, and Kill was obscuring the clearing with illusions. Damien was set to take on Michael, but Theo was losing too much blood and we…” He took a deep breath, looking away from me. “We needed to focus on getting you and Theo out of there. It took two of us just to move him. The second Killian dropped the illusions, Michael bolted, and Damien couldn’t get through the barrier in his shifted form.” Hiro’s hands were gripped so tightly into the blankets that I was surprised he didn’t tear right through them.

      Ryder reached out to grip his shoulder, squeezing reassuringly. “If it hadn’t have been for the gun, we would have had him.”

      “Rini’s ok, right?” I couldn’t believe that Rini had rushed into the clearing. I was devastated. She’d been put in danger and had to watch her brother, for all intents and purposes, get shot right in front of her. Defending her. What in the world had she been thinking rushing into the fray like that? Would she even want to be friends anymore? Would her guys ever let her around me again?

      “She’s fine, and of course she still wants to be friends with you, Nix.” Theo’s voice from behind me had me jumping. When the hell had he gotten here? My Phoenix trilled, curling up in contentment inside me. All of us were here, all of us were safe. My Phoenix was appeased, happy in the knowledge that they would all protect her and she could rest. She was still feeling the effects of whatever in the hell had been done to us.

      Pushing the tray aside, I bolted as fast as I could in my weakened state and made my way to Theo. I ran my hands over his chest, neck, and up to his face, cupping my hands there as I looked into his eyes. He really was alright.

      “You’re ok.” I smiled up at him, hoping he wouldn’t push me away.

      “You’re alive and awake.” He smiled back and reached out, running his thumb down my cheek. “You scared me,” he practically whispered.

      “Where were you shot?”

      He winced but raised his t-shirt, showing me the small puckered scar just under his ribs. I ran a finger over it before placing my hands on his abdomen, running them up his defined chest. My Phoenix rumbled happily. “Thank you, for saving my best friend.” Leaning up, I pressed my lips to his cheek and felt his breath catch. I could tell he was nervous about the mark on his skin, so I strained to lean up close to his ear. “You’re still perfect to me. Theo.”

      Stepping down and away, I blushed as I turned back to the room. Everyone was watching us with varied expressions of amusement and happiness. I felt like I just passed some sort of test. Shaking off the moment, I changed the subject.

      “So what exactly did he give me? I’m still so weak. It’s odd…”  I really didn’t like surprises when it came to my body. Anything new was always cause for concern. Hell, for all I knew I had a limited number of rebirths. Was this like a cat thing? They had nine lives. Did I have a certain number as well?

      Damien gripped his head, his mouth twisted into a grimace of pain. “Nix, baby, can you focus on your mental wall. I’m not sure what happened, but you’re projecting loudly, and I‘m not sure you actually want me in your head right now.” Okay, he was right. I did want my privacy. Hell, I didn’t want to be in my own head right now. But building a wall took so much energy that I just didn’t have. Going back to my tray, I took two more bites of toast and jam and then worked to focus hard on building up that wall brick by brick.

      “So, what happened?” I kept the question neutral, unsure of what to expect as an answer.

      “He poisoned you.” That was Theo, succinct as always. I couldn’t help giving him a playful eye roll.

      “I figured that out already. It’s not the first time he poisoned me.” I shrugged and yawned simultaneously, covering my mouth with my hand. Killian hissed beside me, his fingers twitching madly in what I was coming to recognize as a physical cue that he was having issues controlling his Puca.

      “He used Vish Kaya venom.” Theo’s voice was hard and wary as if he expected me to panic.

      “What does that mean?” If that had a meaning, it was well beyond me. Hell, I couldn’t even pronounce what he’d just said, let alone figure out why they were all looking at me as if I had done something far more miraculous than coming back from the dead—again.

      “Vish Kaya are a form of shifter that are incredibly rare—almost as rare as a phoenix. When they’re born, they’re in quite a bit of danger due to how deadly they are. Shifters either want to use them for their own nefarious means or end up hunting them, hoping to wipe them from existence so their poison can’t be used against others. They are incredibly poisonous. One drop of venom from them is enough to kill most shifters. Back in the day, some of the strongest shifters would use their venom as a test of their strength and fortitude. If they survived the venom, they’d become stronger than before. Most didn’t make it. I have no idea where he was even able to get that poison from. There are no known Vish Kaya around. As for how you survived it, you’re much stronger than we thought—though nothing about what feats you can overcome should shock me anymore. You’re strong Nix, and I’m so damn glad you’re alive.”

      Wow. Okay, I guess I understood now why they were freaked out. That was a lot to take in and scary—even to me. My Phoenix hissed in my head. She really hated that we’d been poisoned, and she didn’t appreciate my shock over the fact that we’d survived.

      “None of this makes sense. Michael was a shifter? All this time?” I yawned. I was suddenly exhausted. I didn’t understand anything that was going on right now.

      Hiro reached over and removed the tray from the bed to set it on the floor beside him. “Sleep some more, Nix. Your body’s still weak, and this has been a lot to process. For now just rest, and we’ll talk more when you wake up… we’re watching out for you. We’ll protect you.” His words acted as a lullaby as I leaned back into the pillows, no longer able to escape the exhaustion that swallowed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Damien

        

      

    

    
      When she’d woken up and looked at us, I hadn’t been able to breathe. Only feeling her pressed up against me had made it feel real. I’d nearly lost her twice already, and we had no idea where Michael was to ensure she would stay safe. Killian cursed behind me, pulling at his hair. We were all ragged from the past few days. I paused, waiting for the pain of her memories to roll across me again. None of us had been expecting the issues this rebirth had brought. Not only had she been in a coma for days, but something about the venom had caused her to drop all of her walls. She had been screaming her pain, her fear, and her memories into my head for the past few days.

      My mental walls had begun to crack under the strain, and despite my best intentions, some of her thoughts had started to leak to my brothers. Nix probably thought we looked so ragged due to taking care of her over the past few days. She didn’t need to be burdened yet with the truth. We had lived this rebirth with her since the moment she and her Phoenix returned to her body. Every searing, scorching pain, every terrible memory, had echoed out to each of us.

      I already knew that would be terrible for her, that she would feel ashamed that we had seen everything—felt everything—in her past so clearly. There’s no way she could know she was screaming into our heads. I doubted we had seen everything from her past, but we’d seen enough. Felt enough. I had no idea how she managed to get through her days with a smile, to let us into her life after everything she had experienced. We were going to do everything we could to make sure she never had to feel like that again—give her the happiness she hadn’t had.

      Seeing her sleeping now, knowing she’d been awake and well, calmed the beast inside. Let’s talk outside; I don’t want to wake her. My mental voice was calm, at odds with all of the emotions currently riding me. After last looks at our girl to monitor her breathing, we all headed downstairs to the living room.

      “Theo, what happened with the Council?” Hiro swiped a hand over his sleep-heavy eyes.

      “They’re upset. They don’t like that we haven’t been back to the compound. They’re worried that we’re pulling away and forgetting our duties.” Theo sighed, apparently resigned after the lecture he had received. “Luckily, I’ve been making a bit of progress on the database they want. It gave us enough leeway that they’re not insisting we immediately return. We’re going to have to make more of an effort going forward.”

      “Damn right we’re not going back to the compound!” Killian nearly hissed the words.

      “Right now we just need to focus on making sure the venom has no lasting side effects.” Ryder’s voice was rough, his body stiff where he sat on the recliner. I knew he felt responsible for our well being, and Nix being unconscious for so long had really worn on him.

      “Or that she doesn’t die again from eating your eggs.” I teased him, trying to lighten the mood a bit.

      “Hardy, har har. They weren’t THAT bad.” The Ceraptor defended his terrible cooking skills. It was sweet that he had made an effort, and I pushed that thought to him so that he knew how appreciative I actually was.

      “Even I wouldn’t eat those.” Hiro grinned as he plopped down on the sofa and lounged backward. We were all tired from the accumulation of so little sleep.

      A collection of sighs and exhales echoed around the room.

      “Now we double our efforts to find Michael. I don’t want that fucker anywhere near her again.” The severity of Killian’s voice resonated with all of us. We all felt the same damn way.

      I tried to close the mental link between us before my self-doubt seeped through it, but Hiro was too quick for me. He whirled on me, pinning my chin in his grip. “Do not blame yourself, Damien. Not a single one of us would have thought that the barrier would keep us inside of it. Not one of us would have been able to hold our shifts back with her blood on our hands. You did nothing wrong.”

      I tried a wry grin. “We really need to talk to the people who make those barriers. It’s definitely a design flaw.”

      Theo leaned back in the chair, still pale after all this time. I knew that he should be resting, but his increased work for the Council meant they stayed away from Nix. It was a fine line to walk—for all of us. “It’s not a flaw. It’s built into all of the barriers. Most shifters don’t have a reason to test it. It’s a good way for the Council to control shifters who are manic or are too dangerous for their own good and unable to calm themselves down. It’s also frequently used for young shifters who don’t have family members to help them learn control. None of you had to experience that, but I heard about it occasionally from other kids.”

      “That’s fucked up.” Leave it to Ryder to sum things up succinctly.

      “I agree that we need to talk to her about what we’ve found out. She’ll feel that we’ve invaded her privacy for sure if we try to hide it. Unfortunately, I had other news today. One of the reasons I was late getting back was because I was finalizing my testing. There’s more news we need to break—I was able to confirm that Michael is in no way tied to Nix biologically. It’s just as I thought. She’s too strong to be a part-blood. He’s not her father.” Theo tore the glasses off of his face and pinched the bridge of his nose with his forefingers and thumb. Swearing filled the room, not so much because of the news—we’d all heard the conversation between Theo and Michael in the clearing and had our doubts about her paternity—but because telling Nix was going to be difficult. None of us knew how she would respond to that news, but all of us hoped that it wouldn’t break her.
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      I woke up slowly, blinking and looking around before my gaze landed on the window across from me. The sun was streaming through the plain white curtains with lace trim, and I briefly wondered who had furnished this guest room. I didn’t think they had let another girl in here to decorate it and it definitely wasn’t Rini’s style. The room had an older feel to it between the lacy curtains and the rocking chair.  I smiled, realizing that it had to have been one of their mothers. I was going to need to find out so I could tease them about it.

      Sitting up, I stretched and then winced. God, I needed a shower and a hairbrush. How long had I been asleep? After initially waking up, I had fallen asleep again until now. A rebirth had never knocked me out so hard in my entire life.

      A low hum came through the mental link, a connection that I could almost feel now. I didn’t want to startle you when you woke up, but I wanted you to know that we’re not far. I’m in the kitchen.

      Mmm, food. My stomach growled at that very moment, and Damien chuckled.

      I promise to feed you. Why don’t you get cleaned up? It will help you feel refreshed. I’ll have something ready for you when you come down.

      Thanks. Don’t judge me, but this may take a while. I needed a long, searingly hot shower to scald the grimy feeling off my skin and prepare myself to jump back into the swing of things. I had been down long enough and needed to step up and reinsert myself back into my life. My strength was coming back, and after days of sleep, I was ready to move on.

      Standing up, I pulled the large t-shirt I was wearing down around my hips and spotted my familiar purple suitcase in the corner of the room. Rini must have brought me some of my things. My heart ached as I thought of her. I needed to call her today and apologize. Maybe she would be up for coming over after her classes ended for the day.

      Digging through my belongings, I pulled out a clean pair of black yoga pants, a purple tank top, some black underwear, and a zipped up hoodie that was black with a subtle dark gray pattern made up of skulls and crossbones. Crossing my fingers, I dug back into my bag and came up with a toothbrush, my hairbrush, and my toiletries bag full of makeup and other essentials. Rini was officially my favorite person.

      Heading next door to the bathroom, I was happy to find the room open. I stepped inside, set my things down, and eyed the shower. Seeing the curtain closed had my anxiety spiking. Michael was still out there, and while I knew he wasn’t actually behind the curtain, adrenaline flooded my system as I gripped the countertop, white knuckling the hard surface. I couldn’t breathe; I hated myself for it. Get a grip, Nix.

      Footsteps on the stairs let me know that someone was on their way up. Damien knocked on the door and slowly opened it, being respectful and speaking through the gap.

      “Nix, are you decent? I’m coming in.”

      A small squeak was all I could get out through my tight throat, and I nodded. He must have gotten my intent because he was suddenly there, standing front of me. Wrapping me in his arms gently, he pulled my head to his chest. Slowly spinning us around, he put my back to the shower curtain and gently reached out and opened it.

      “You’re alright, Nix.” He repeated it softly, letting the tenor of his voice soothe away my panic until I was able to breathe. “I’m never going to let him hurt you again.” A sharp hiss broke free from his chest, and I gazed up into darkened eyes, a set of fangs protruding from his mouth. I wasn’t even freaking out, something about Damien’s Gargoyle was comforting. He was stunning and strong and… I trusted him. Damn, that was new. Why was it so easy to trust these guys?

      I lifted a hand, hesitating for a split second before running a fingertip over the sharp tip of a fang. The marble statue of the man in front of me rumbled as I did so and wings sprouted from his back. Ho-ly fuck!

      A small yelp flew from my lips, and I scrambled back as they took up the only available space left. He honestly needed more room as his wings were folded to fit in the confines of the bathroom.

      Can I? I spoke into Damien’s head, not entirely sure how to communicate with the sexy Gargoyle-man in front of me.

      You think I’m sexy? He grinned, his fangs giving his smile a feral look.

      Don’t get an ego about it there big guy. I smirked as I reached out and stroked my hand down one of his wings. He groaned, loud and with clear intent. He liked it, so I repeated it.

      Fuck that feels good, sweetheart. No one’s ever touched me like this before.

      I circled him, running my hand over his back where his wings sprouted. I loved the smooth, leathery feel of his wings, and I trailed my fingers over them, exploring his alternate form and getting to know his Gargoyle.

      Nix, he gasped. You better stop. His thoughts were husky and deep, and I caught tendrils of his pleasure.

      It was so much easier to initiate touching than to be the one touched, and I made a mental note of it.

      I circled back in front of him, ducking under his wing to get there. Does he have a name? I crossed my arms over my chest and looked him over.

      Yes. Damien. His tone said he found my question amusing.

      I scoffed, What?! You don’t name your creature? It feels like he should have his own name.

      He’s me, Nix.

      I don’t know… my Phoenix has her own personality, dude. And it was true. She really did.

      Names, we need names. It’s totally happening. I smiled, feeling more like myself by the second. Also, this communicating telepathically thing is amazing. I think I’ve got the hang of it. Any idea why I’m suddenly in the group?

      I had been wondering about that earlier, and now the curiosity was tangible.

      I have some theories. He responded, but chose not to elaborate as he drew his Gargoyle back under his skin. For now, why don’t you get cleaned up? If I leave the guys to your food prep much longer, it won’t be edible. I winced. Ryder’s eggs really were terrible, but the thought had been sweet. I was starving, though, so I shoved Damien out of the bathroom and toward the stairs.

      “Are you alright now, sweetheart?”

      I looked back to the shower and shook my head at my ridiculousness. “I don’t know what happened. I’m fine now. Thanks, Damien.” I reached out and touched his hand. My Phoenix ruffled her wings—she loved all the touching I was doing—giving me her approval and encouragement.

      “You’ve been through so much, Nix. It’s normal for you to have some PTSD. Hell, it wouldn’t be normal if you didn’t.” His voice was low and thunderous.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, searching for answers. “I feel like you’re talking about more than the last few days…”

      Guilt was written all over his features. Oh, fuck. I groaned.

      “You were projecting your pain and memories at me since you came back to your body. You didn’t have any control, so please don’t beat yourself up over it. I’m glad to know, to hold some of that pain for you. I want to be there for you, Nix, in everything. We all do.”

      “You know about…” I couldn’t keep my throat from constricting around the words that didn’t want to be voiced into the universe, “… him.” I knew they knew about Michael, but I’d never shared anything with anyone about my foster brother.

      Damien stepped into me, cupping my cheek and forcing my eyes to his. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing he did to you was ever your fault.  The bastard deserved far worse than the prison sentence he’s serving. You’re strong… so fucking strong. You face your demons head on, and you win. It might not always feel like it, but you do, because every day you go on living is a day they don’t get the upper hand anymore. And fuck sweetheart, I want to be there for you, Nix. Let me… let us help you.”  The conviction in his voice was forceful and convincing.

      I let out a shuddering breath and looked up into his eyes. The sincerity found there was startling and he wasn’t looking at me with pity in his eyes. He wasn’t looking at me like a victim. He was looking at me like I was as strong as the Gargoyle he had shown me only minutes ago. Nodding, I took a small step back. My Phoenix was begging me to move forward, drawn to his strength and the ebb and flow of magic beneath his skin, but I was all too aware of my appearance. I needed that shower, and to brush my teeth. I didn’t want my first kiss with Damien to be one where I felt like I was holding back, self-conscious. Somehow I knew kissing him would rock my world, and I wasn’t ready for it yet. Soon, but not yet.

      Damien must have heard my thoughts, damn lack of a mental wall, and I smirked as I backed into the bathroom.

      “Nix,” my name was a moan on his lips, tinged with the roughness of his alternate half.

      “Goodbye, Damien.” I smirked and shut the door as he advanced a step. Locking it, I leaned against the wooden door, trying to process everything that had just happened.

      When I do kiss you, sweetheart, it’ll be something you never forget. The images he sent me were so damn hot that my Phoenix cried for me to open the door and let him in.

      Well, two could play that game. I headed to the shower and turned it on as I stripped down. I may not be ready to get naked with any of the boys, but that didn’t mean a little teasing wasn’t fun. I sent him an image of me pressing him up against the wall, going up on tiptoes, and claiming his mouth for my own. I heard his groan, loud enough to reach me through the door as it also vibrated through my thoughts. He quickly sent me a reply. His hands grabbed my ass, hauling me up and wrapping my legs around him as he turned the tables and pressed me back into that same wall. Wings sprouted from his back, and he imagined me touching them again, only this time he let his arousal press against me as I did, rocking his hips against mine.

      Oh, fuck. I threw up my mental wall so fast that I was dizzy. That image would be burned into my brain. My Phoenix squawked at me in annoyance. “What?! I know! Shut up!” My face was flushed, and I kept replaying the vision he’d sent me. I wasn’t ready yet, but when I was… hot damn, it was going to be so good.

      I hurried through my shower, taking the time to brush and dry my hair, scrub my teeth, and put on some basic makeup. This past rejuvenation had left my hair luminous and my eyes brighter; more so than was usual. There was no doubt that it had been one hell of a rebirth, and I wondered what else about me had been altered. I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly was different, but I felt stronger; changed. Unfortunately, the changes I had gone through after waking up had left me looking a little thin, and my face hadn’t rounded back out yet. Sighing, I figured it was as good as it was going to get.

      I returned to my room to put my dirty laundry in a pile next to my suitcase when a light blue box caught my eye. Rini was the best friend ever for packing my lady things—alright, let’s just say it, tampons—and I grinned before it quickly turned into a wince. When I had moved to Alaska, I had hoped that my cycle would finally regulate, but I hadn’t counted on dying again. I couldn’t explain it, but rebirth seemed to mess with my cycle. I was far from regular and never knew when I’d start. I wrapped an arm around my middle as I mentally calculated the days. It had been well over a month and a half since my last period. Sighing, I tried to view it as a silver lining. Most women hated their monthlies. Me? I just wanted an ounce of normalcy in my life.

      Ready to face the day, I left my thoughts behind as I headed for the stairs.
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      By the time I made my way downstairs, the mood in the house seemed to have sobered. Pausing on the last step, I looked around the room and noticed that no one was making eye contact with me except for Ryder, but the look was tense—so unlike the playful flirting I was used to.

      “Morning sleeping beauty.” His smirk felt forced.

      “What’s wrong?” My hackles rose, and I was immediately on edge. Gritting my teeth, I looked to Damien. We had just shared a moment upstairs, and I expected that he would be honest with me now. He was serving up the last plate, setting it on the island between the kitchen and the dining room space. The open concept layout allowed me to see straight into the kitchen from my vantage point. It let me see all of them. Theo, Ryder, and Hiro were all sitting around the dining room table while Damien finished dishing out the food, and Killian was leaning against the wall between the entryway and the kitchen, eyes closed. His arms were crossed, his head was thrown back, resting against the wall.

      Surprisingly, it was Theo who spoke up. “Nix, we have some news we need to share with you. Will you come sit down and eat while we talk?” He nudged the chair across from him out from the table with his foot as his beautiful blue eyes sought out my brown ones.

      “What’s this about?” I doubted I’d be able to eat with the pit that was settling into my stomach, and instead of moving toward the table, I held my ground on the stairs, clutching the railing. I just knew whatever they were going to say was grave, given their downcast faces. These boys had terrible poker faces. The edge to my voice didn’t go unnoticed, and Killian moved away from the wall, heading in my direction.

      “Nix, baby, it’s important for you to have this information. I don’t know if you’ll see it as good news or bad news, but please come and sit. Hear us out. We’d never keep anything from you, and now that you’re stronger… it’s time that we filled you in.”

      Grinding my teeth, I nodded once and let him lead me to the dining room table where a healthy plateful of eggs, bacon, and avocado toast was promptly placed in front of me along with a huge glass of water. Ryder quickly sat in the chair next to me, the legs scraping against the floor as he quickly scooted the seat toward the table and plunked a small glass of orange juice down next to my plate. He must have known it would make me smile because he fist pumped the second my lips tweaked upwards.

      “You know that stuff is mostly sugar right?” Damien asked with an arched eyebrow.

      “And it’s delicious and full of vitamin C. Cheers.” Ryder toasted the air with his glass before chugging half of it in one gulp. I wish I could join in his fun, but I was far too tense to joke around when I felt something life-altering hanging in the air.

      “Alright. Out with it already. The anxiety is eating a hole in my stomach.” I gripped my churning stomach, trying to calm it from the outside. I hated having such physical reactions to stress sometimes.

      “You remember when we told you we woke Michael up to get information from him about what was in the vial?” I was surprised that Killian was the one to initiate the conversation, and it seemed that the others were equally as shocked by his forwardness. Killian was my brooding bunny, and the fact that he started the explanation told me just how serious he found the entire conversation to be.

      “Yes.” My mouth was as dry as sawdust, and I reached for my water, hoping that the sip would make talking easier and ease the ache in my stomach.

      “Well, he gave us what we wanted…but we got a lot more information thanks to Theo’s quick reasoning.” The Celt leaned back against the wall, apparently passing the torch to Theo to continue.

      Clearing his voice, Theo caught my eyes and held my gaze. “Nix, when I questioned Michael about the vial, it became apparent to me that he was after more than simply trying to kill you. His plan with the vial was to force your Phoenix to rise—he hoped she’d appear and protect you from the toxins. He wanted you to shift, and if you didn’t, well I don’t think he cared if the venom lived up to its reputation.”

      “He knows what I am…” The words trailed off. Truthfully, I had so many questions from that night, but I hadn’t been able to stay awake long enough to voice my concerns.

      “Yes. He’s known the entire time.” Theo’s soft, straightforward voice was interrupted by a much angrier one. Ah, there’s the Celt I knew.

      “He’s been keeping you, waiting for you to fucking shift.”

      “Killian,” Theo warned.

      “Right. Got it.” He shut up.

      “Keeping me?” I didn’t understand what he meant.

      “Nix, Michael is a part-blood. You’re a full-blooded Phoenix.” He trailed off, looking at me expectantly.

      “Listen, despite the fact that I’ve been sleeping for days I’m surprisingly exhausted. I haven’t eaten a full meal since the night of the attack, and I’m ravenous. Even though I’m starving, I can’t eat because my stomach is devouring itself due to the stress the tension in the air is causing me. So Michael’s a part-blood, and I’m a Phoenix? Can’t people get their genes from their mothers? I thought the stronger shifter usually won the genetic battle that is conception?”

      “That’s usually true. The stronger shifter in a mating will usually win out when it comes to what the pair’s children will become. Not all those children will have the same powers their parents have. Example: a pairing between a griffin and a unicorn would probably end with unicorn offspring since it’s the rarest, most powerful shifter between the two.”

      “No come-back for that, Ryder?” My words were weak as I tried to lighten the mood which was thickening around us. I knew it was a stall tactic.

      “Not this time.” Ryder carefully reached out and took my hand, giving it a little squeeze.

      Clearing his throat, Theo rubbed the back of his neck as he brought us back on topic. “Similarly, a forest kitsune and a fire kitsune could mate, but their child may have neither of their powers… they could make a wind kitsune or a celestial kitsune.” Hiro snorted at this, and I felt like there was a reason Theo used this example, but I chose not to ask for answers at the moment. “There’s one truth among all these scenarios, though, Nix. A part-blood shifter and a full-blood shifter will never make a full-blooded shifter. When I took your blood the other day, before all this went down, I confirmed that you are full-blooded.” He paused and looked around the room before dropping the bomb that was just dawning in my mind. “Michael isn’t your father.”

      “He’s… not my father.” I felt like a parrot, repeating what he said back to him.

      “Nix, while I didn’t realize that Michael was a shifter—a part-blood—until the other night when he attacked you, I had a theory that he couldn’t have been your father. There aren’t many cases of mythological part-bloods these days. They used to be more common before the newest Council took over. Mythologicals are highly prized in our society, and the Council makes sure we all find mates and breed accordingly so we create more mythologicals. It wasn’t always the case, but now it’s looked down upon if a mythological breeds with a regular shifter or a human. It’s seen as diluting the gene pool. If he was a human, like you thought he was, I didn’t think he could have fathered you. You’re too strong. You radiate power. His human genetics would have either muted your powers or your ability to shift. You could have been an anomaly, but I wanted to look into your genetics like we talked about. It’s why I wanted your last names and that blood sample. You’re a full-blooded shifter, Nix.”

      “You all thought he wasn’t my father?” I felt empty. They had kept vital information from me? They kept their suspicions from me? I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to feel right now.

      Killian answered me. “Suspicions, yes. We asked if you could have been adopted when you were shot. Something didn’t add up, but we weren’t sure. No one has seen a phoenix for ages, and mythological part-bloods aren’t super common; you could have been the exception, an anomaly. We just didn’t know until we had the pleasure of meeting the bastard ourselves. Then, after Theo had healed, he finished running your blood tests and found your markers.”

      “Markers?”

      “Shifters carry their creature’s genetic markers in the blood. I can’t tell you who your actual parents are without DNA samples, but I can tell you what markers you have.” When Theo stopped talking, I stared around the room with wide eyes. Did they understand how much this was to take in?

      “So, he’s not my father?” I was a damn broken record.

      “No, sweetheart. He’s not.” Damien said gently. I swear that something broke at that moment because a giggle burst out of me followed by peals of laughter.

      My outburst silenced the rest of the room, and I couldn’t contain myself as I laughed hysterically. He wasn’t my fucking father. All those years and I didn’t even belong to him. There was not a piece of him inside me—not one broken, evil, little, tiny bit of his DNA hidden deep inside of me, waiting to come out. What. The. Fuck. It was ridiculous; and sad, and I was pissed as fuck. I was devastated and relieved. I was broken. I didn’t know how to react, so I laughed until I snorted. Looking around the room, I noticed the guys were all on the edge of their seats as they watched me, unsure of how to move forward. Even Damien looked pained at whatever he was picking up off of me.

      My stomach hurt as I laughed. I clutched it as tears filled my eyes, and suddenly I was sobbing in between laughs.

      “Guys, I think we broke Nix. She’s losing it.” Ryder sounded concerned. I pushed off from the table and walked a few feet away while I wiped the tears with my fingertips, trying to control the sobs and giggles that quickly transitioned to hiccups. Taking a deep breath, I turned towards them. What a sight I was sure I made. My eyes would be puffy and red from all the emotion leaking out of me.

      “Why?” The word was breathy and sad.

      Damien must have understood because he answered me while everyone else tried to catch my meaning. “Phoenix have strong and desirable powers. He wanted the blood of your Phoenix.”

      “He wanted… blood?” I cringed. It sounded fucked up, just like Michael. My frustration at myself built as I tried to wrap my head around everything. I felt like I should know what value phoenix blood held, and I resolved in that moment to learn everything I could about her. She was as much a part of me as I was, and I needed to take control of my own life. I had no excuse. I loved research, hell, I had spent years searching for answers, but I hadn’t set aside any time to keep looking for answers since classes started. What I had researched the day after I found out I was a phoenix had been about shifters in general, nothing specific to my alternate form. I’d have to ask Theo to get me everything he had relating to phoenix, but right now my education needed to start with my heritage. Squaring my shoulders, I took a calming breath and faced the guys.

      “Ok, I need answers. Why is phoenix blood important?” I was proud of the strength seeping back into my voice.

      “We think your Phoenix’s blood can enhance other shifter’s powers. Michael mentioned selling it.” The growl in Killian’s voice matched the unadulterated anger that surged through me. That fucking piece of scum. He deserved a much more potent expletive; I’d work on it. I felt my fingertips heating as my hatred for Michael blazed, and I had to clench my hands into fists to stave off the fire power I knew was building. I didn’t want to scorch their house if I lost control.

      “That’s why he kept you. He’s been waiting for you to shift so he could bleed you dry and sell your fucking blood.” The menace in his voice scared me a little, but I appreciated his anger on my behalf.

      “My whole life…” I trailed off as I thought about all the times he had beat me. All the times I had died at his hands. He had been waiting for me to shift, trying to provoke it. All those wasted years when my life could have been something else. I felt the tears building behind my eyes.

      “It’s ok to grieve.” Damien walked over to me and slowly reached out, making sure I knew his intentions so I wouldn’t flinch or tense. I sidestepped him. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be touched right now. I wanted to stand on my own two feet. I didn’t want to have to rely on people. “Being fully reliant on people and letting others be there for you when you need them are two separate things. Let us help you. Let us be there for you. We’re all stronger as a family, sweetheart.”

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I nodded at him but didn’t move any closer. If he touched me, I might fall apart. I was a roller coaster of feelings as it was, and I needed to be able to finish this conversation and get myself to privacy before I lost control of myself.

      “Uh, Nix… your shirt.” The urgency in Ryder’s voice made me look down.

      “Oh shit!” I pulled my hands away from myself and fisted them again. I had burned perfect finger sized holes through my hoodie.

      Hiro jumped up and placed his hands on my shoulders as he led me to the kitchen. Running cold water, he positioned my hands under the stream of water. “Does this help?”

      “I don’t know, you tell me?” He smiled at me.

      I laughed and felt the tension release for me in a whoosh. The fire in my fingers died, and I felt more like myself. I wouldn’t let Michael have any more power over me. I was done. He’d had years, and I was going to take my life back. I had when I moved here, and I was doing it again now. No more. I was a fucking Phoenix. These men, Rini, and even her bears were all my family now. I wouldn’t waste tears on Michael or my past anymore.
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      The fire in her eyes when she returned to the dining room made me proud. We had all been bloody worried that she would freak out at the news. I hadn’t known what to expect when we started this conversation with her, but her laughter hadn’t been it. Still, there she was, ready to take on the world and win.

      “Theo… I want to know about the markers or my heritage or whatever it is you know. Tell me everything.”

      Picking up my glasses, I slid them onto my nose as I retrieved the file I had in my laptop bag sitting next to my chair.

      Nix came to stand behind me, leaning over my shoulder to see the paper. I knew this wasn’t the time to notice such things, but she smelled amazing. A mixture of soap—a sweet, fruity smell that was all girl—and the wonderful aroma of bonfires in the fall. I couldn’t get enough of her, and I had to clear my throat and focus past her to get the words out.

      “You obviously have all the markers of a phoenix. I was able to identify your avian markers, which explains your alternate form. There aren’t many Egyptian bird shifters—the benu, it’s a  relative of the phoenix, and, if you stretch a little, the griffin. Since we’ve seen you shift, we already knew your alternate form. We assume your mother was a full-blooded phoenix shifter from what you’ve told us.”

      “She looked like me, from what I remember.” Her voice was soft as she spoke near my ear. I could feel her breath caressing my cheek as she looked at the paper in my hands.

      “Your Phoenix could have been primarily Greek or Egyptian, but the markers show your roots are from Egypt, which explains your beautiful long, black hair and deep brown eyes.” I turned into her slightly, my nose grazing her cheek before I quickly turned back to the report.

      “So you’ve confirmed I’m of Egyptian descent?” The awe in her voice made me smile.

      “It explains all that golden skin,” Hiro spoke up from across the table, looking at Nix with heat in his eyes. Damn him, couldn’t he see that Nix and I were having a moment here? Did he have to pipe in?

      He chuckled in my head. Yes.

      I narrowed my eyes at him while I spoke to Damien telepathically. Damn it, Damien.

      Share nice, boys. His amusement came through the line crystal clear.

      “And my… father?” She nearly choked as she said the word. Poor girl. I knew this was all a lot to take on. Damien had been trying to get a read on her, but her walls were flying up and down like crazy during the whole conversation. We were getting jumbled pieces in the process. I’m sure that’s what she was feeling. Confused and raw. She had every right to cry, to rage, to mourn the terrible childhood she’d had.

      “Your biological father is a little tougher for me to figure out. There are avian markers there as well, which led me to believe your father was also an avian shifter. Unfortunately, I’m having trouble narrowing down which kind and there are extra markers that I’m not familiar with. I’ll continue working to categorizing them, Nix, and get you more answers.”

      “But I don’t have his form or his powers?”

      “No. Only those of the phoenix, although we think you have much more power than what has manifested thus far. Your power pours off of you…”

      What I left unsaid was that her power called to mine. I felt my Kraken stir under my skin in agreement. It was a constant battle to tame him, to keep him from scaring her with his intensity.

      “Thank you, Theo.” She turned and placed a light kiss on my cheek, stunning me. Her skin grazed mine as she stood and started pacing.

      “How did Michael have me?” It seemed like she was talking more to herself, but Killian growled. He was having a hard time containing his outrage at the man who had escaped our grasp, and he was beating himself up for missing out on the chance to put the man in the ground. I, personally, wanted to see him paraded in front of the Council for his crimes. I wanted to watch him sweat as they doled out his punishment. It might not be as instantly satisfying as burying the guy six feet under like Killian wanted, but it would be sweet justice to see the panel of powerful shifters bring the man to his knees. No, they would not be pleased that he had kept such an important shifter away from them. Purposely hid her away for his own gain. Such a slight against mythologicals would never go unpunished. They would make an example out of him, and I wanted to see that happen. I wanted Nix to never have to look over her shoulder again.

      “I know you weren’t specifically asking, but I promise you we are going to get you answers.” The reassuring words came from Hiro, but sounds of agreement and assurance came from all of us.

      Rolling her shoulders, Nix let out a puff of air. “I want to know more about my father. Is there any chance I have a birth certificate somewhere? A real one? Obviously, the one we had was forged.” Scoffing, she scrubbed a hand over her eyes as she tried to process.

      “I’ll get right on that. Should be easy enough to track down if everything was done legally.”

      “Legally? Like I might not technically exist on paper?”

      I pulled my glasses off as I looked at her. I wouldn’t sugar coat things for her—it wasn’t in my nature—and I knew that Nix was strong. “It’s a possibility.”

      “Fuck. I don’t think I can take any more tonight. Is there any other life-altering news you have for me? Or can I go upstairs now?”

      I knew she wasn’t upset with us, but I also knew she needed her space. “Nothing else, Nix.” My voice was gentle, and I tried to pour compassion into it. I wanted her to know that I was here for her.

      “Ok.” She headed for the stairs but turned around before she started up them. “Thank you, for being so transparent and not hiding shit. I don’t do well with secrets… so… just… thank you.”

      We nodded and smiled as she started heading upstairs.

      She’s had enough tonight. Let’s get her settled upstairs. I can feel her tiredness taking over, but she hasn’t eaten yet and barely had anything to drink either. Damien started gathering her food as Hiro grabbed a tray from the kitchen. Ryder headed up the stairs after her, and I heard her screech.

      “Ryder! I’m going into the bathroom. Why are you following me?”

      “I… uh… just needed my… uh… toothbrush?” He stammered unintelligibly.

      Really, your toothbrush? I had to laugh through the link that Damien opened up for us.

      I didn’t know what to say! Shut it!

      “Oh. Well, here.” I heard a rustling sound and laughed at Ryder. We could tell that Nix had just handed him what he’d said he was looking for. “All set?”

      “Um, yes. Thanks.” Ryder staggered down the stairs, fancy spinbrush in hand. Well, that went over like a ceraptor without his wings.

      You mean a unicorn? I laughed out loud.

      Fuck! No! Theo, not you too! Ryder’s forcefully enunciated his words mentally, and I couldn’t help but to quirk my lips to the side. Bloody hell, teasing Ryder was fun.

      You walked right into that one. Hiro chuckled.

      You should have been more casual about tailing her. What did you expect? Following her into the damn bathroom… Kill’s amusement slide through the line.

      Damnit. Real smooth, Ryder. He chided himself. Obviously, I’m not on my game tonight.

      It’s alright. It’s been a rough night, and we all just want to make sure she’s not afraid. Hiro soothed him.

      Let’s try to be more inconspicuous about following her around, alright? Damien finished talking as he reached the stairs with the tray.

      Good luck. Hiro smiled as he sent the thought to Damien.

      Looking behind him, he realized we were all firmly planted in our spots. Cowards.

      Hey, that was hard enough, and I did most of the talking. I arched an eyebrow in his direction.

      Truth. His sigh was telling as he climbed the stairs. Nothing scared the Gargoyle, but our little bird had fire, literally and figuratively, and we all knew she was at her limit for the night. Whether she knew it or not, she had us all wrapped around her finger, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Our connection was strong, and we’d do anything to protect and take care of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nix

        

      

    

    
      A knock on my door pulled me from my homework induced stupor, and I pulled my headphones off my ears as I tossed the textbook to the end of the bed. I hadn’t resumed classes yet, and I was drowning in the reading and coursework load that had been piling up while I’d been recovering. Thankfully the guys had been able to get my assignments, and I was following along via the syllabus for each class. I’d be damned if I let myself fall behind in school; not after I’d worked so hard. It also served as a great distraction from the saga that was my past. I thought I was handling myself rather well, but I was also trying hard not to dwell on everything I’d learned, lest I drive myself crazy.

      “Hello!” A sweet, feminine voice floated through my doorway and I squeaked, hopping up and rushing the door, toppling books in the process. “Your catering service has arrived!” My best friend joked on the other side of the door.

      Flinging the bedroom door open, I saw Rini in all her petite glory holding up a donut box. The sweet smell floated to me and my stomach growled appreciatively. “What the hell are you doing here?” I squealed.

      “I bring sustenance in the form of sweet sugary goodness. I figured you’d need it but you totally owe me! I almost lost a hand trying to get these past Damien and up the stairs, and then I almost lost the whole damn box to Ryder’s sweet tooth!” She grinned, and I pulled her into the room.

      “How many did he get off of you before you made it up the stairs?” I laughed.

      “Only two, but I swear it would have been the whole damn box. He may have saved you one… you know… since he likes you and all.” She gave me a silly grin. Glancing over her shoulder, I tried to see if one of her bears would be waiting in the hallway. To my delight, we seemed to have the upstairs to ourselves.

      “They’re downstairs if you’re looking for the three musketeers. I convinced them that no horrors awaited in your bedroom unless you counted dirty laundry or dirty fun sex toys.” She grinned salaciously and I laughed.

      “Girl, you give me way too much credit for having a naughty side.” We pushed the books on my mattress aside and sat cross legged on the bed, the box of donuts between us. “I’m not the one with three gorgeous hunks to serve her every wanton wish.” I winked as I threw the box open to survey my donut choices.

      She shot me an evil grin. “No, you’re the one with five.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Kissing is all I’ve done.”

      “Or all you’ll own up to.” She wiggled her eyebrows like Ryder. Oh Lord, there were two of them!

      I giggled. “What is up with you! You’re getting as bad as Ryder.”

      “I have been stuck in that house with three overbearing, overprotective, way-too-sexy-for-my-ovaries-to-handle hunks, and I need a dose of estrogen before I self combust.” She rolled her eyes playfully and I laughed with her, understanding her predicament but also understanding theirs. I’d unwittingly put their mate in danger. If it had been me, I’d be worried and protective too. I was pretty sure they hated me.

      Trying to cover up my sudden wince, I tried to distract her from my reaction by diving into the box of goodies in front of me and choosing a cream filled donut. “I’ll love you forever for this, you know that right?” Biting into it, I moaned loudly.

      “Oh, yeah! That’s right baby!” She yelled loudly, eliciting barks of laughter and groans from downstairs. Damn shifter hearing.

      I nearly choked. My friend could appear so innocent, but behind those eyes lurked a trouble maker. “What the hell are you doing?” I whispered urgently, trying to swallow the bite I’d taken.

      “Just had to get a rise out of them and lighten the mood. They’re all so tense down there.” She shrugged and looked toward the comforter, picking at the stitching.

      “Your guys have every right to be upset. Let me clarify that… they have every right to be upset at me. Not the guys. All any of you were trying to do was help me. Thank you, by the way.” Losing my appetite, I put my food back in the box, licking the confectioners sugar off of my fingers.

      “It’s my fault.” Her voice broke. “I’m the reason Theo got shot.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Rini, look at me.” When she looked up, I saw the tears swimming in her soft brown eyes.

      “It was not your fault. I was the one who dragged my past into your lives and got Theo hurt. I’m the one who put everyone in danger. I wish I could make it go away.” Now I felt the tears pooling in my own eyes.

      We looked at each other, taking in our weepy state and started laughing, letting the tears stream down our cheeks. We both reached out, clasping each others wrists, donuts forgotten as we laughed and cried together. It was filled with emotion, but by the time that we were done, I knew we both felt better. I was surprised at how well I had handled the contact, but my Phoenix had needed it as much as Rini and I had.

      “I don’t think Barrett, Donovan, or Cayden are going to let me go back to the dorms right away. I’m so sorry.” She winced, but I quickly waved her off.

      “Like Hiro, Ryder, Theo, Killian, or Damien are going to let me go back? It’s not likely… and honestly, I’m not sure I want to go back yet.” I wrapped my arms around myself. I didn’t want to be paranoid or afraid, but the idea of staying alone in the dorm at night—even with Rini right next door—did scare me, and I hated myself for those thoughts. “Did you hear that he wasn’t really my father?” My voice was so quiet, I almost couldn’t even hear myself.

      “I did. Theo.” That’s all she needed to say. I sighed. In some ways it was nice that Theo was so close to her, so that I didn’t have to explain everything again and again, especially when I didn’t really understand it all myself. I did hope that he wasn’t quite as open with our sex lives, however…

      “I don’t even know what to think. I hate him.” Truer words had never been spoken, but I also knew I shouldn’t let that hate rot inside of me. Somehow, I needed to glean onto the good things. I needed to let him be a memory, to let the past be just that. I may not be able to stop hating him, but I could let the hate not matter and slowly disappear from my life. I wasn’t related to that son of bitch. He had no claim over me. If he would just go away, I may even be able to finally live a normal life. Or some semblance of normal, anyway.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s a fair reaction. What he did to you, it’s terrible, Nix. I hate that you had to grow up in such a terrible situation. I wish you had grown up here, with all of us.” She reached forward and placed her hand on my knee carefully. Seeing the movement coming, I didn’t flinch or pull away, instead, I looked up at her and gave her a watery smile.

      “I just wish I knew more about what happened in my past. Who the hell is my real father? What happened to my mother? I wish I could remember more, but I just can’t. I was young. The only thing I remember is that sadistic asshole and small glimpses of my mother. They’re just little clips of images and memories that I think are real, but I’m not even sure.” My heart broke over all the things I didn’t know or remember.

      “You should ask Theo for more help. I know he will help you track down any information he can on your birth parents and your lineage. Maybe there’s family out there somewhere that are worth knowing.” She shrugged. “And if not, you’ll always have all of us. I know things are a little tense  at the moment, but that will pass. The guys are downstairs right now working on their differences.”

      I tensed, and she felt it from where her hand still rested on my knee. “They’re not fighting are they? I mean… don’t guys tend to get physical when they work out their differences?” I put the last word in quotations, seriously worried.

      Rini’s laughter was good for my somber heart. “I doubt it. They’re probably just talking.” She waved her hand in front of her face, dismissing my concerns.

      For the next hour, we painted our nails and talked about strictly girly things that the guys had no interest in. She filled me in on dorm gossip she’d gotten through the grapevine while I mostly listened. I didn’t know about half the people she talked about, but I enjoyed the time to zone out and focus on anything other than my messed up past or overdue homework.

      “You know, I’ve never see the guys like this.” She said as she waved her hands in the air, letting the polish dry before touching anything else.

      “Your guys or mine?” I immediately blushed at the blip I had let slip from my lips. Rini’s eyes went wide and then she doubled over with laughter.

      “Oh my God! You admitted it out loud! No take backs! They’re yours!” The expression on her face was jubilant and triumphant, and I narrowed my eyes at her, raising a brow.

      “You know very well what I meant.” I poked her in the stomach, my nails having already dried. Thank you instant dry nail polish! I did not have the patience to sit around forever waiting for polish to set. “So what’s different about them?” I pried.

      “I’ve never seen them so unified and committed. I mean, they’ve always been a close group and great friends, but this is different. Do you know they never left your side while you were going through your rebirth? You’re special, Nix. I don’t just say that because you’ve become an amazing friend. I know they’re drawn to you. You’re compatible with each other, both on a creature level and a human one. I can tell.” She gave me a gentle smile, and I felt butterflies at her words. “It was the same with my guys…” she continued, “ … that indescribable pull.”

      “That’s exactly what it feels like.” I rubbed a hand over my fluttering stomach. Even now I could feel the tendrils of magic dancing between of all us, and I felt connected to them on a deep level I couldn’t fully comprehend . My Phoenix called to me, and I felt her resounding happiness at our acceptance of the bond that was forming. There was no way I could deny it. My life had turned out differently than I had planned since moving to Alaska, but when had my life ever been normal?

      “Are you and your bear’s officially mated yet?” I asked, curious.

      “We’ve obtained the permission we need, but I haven’t sealed the deal yet, officially.” She put the last word in quotations.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not sure.” She glanced up at me, and I could see the questions playing through her eyes as she struggled to give me an answer that made more sense. “I wanted that little bit of freedom, you know? The independence before I settled down and lost myself to motherhood. Please don’t take that the wrong way!” She rushed. “I want to be a mother, more than most things in my life, which is good since I’m a female shifter. That’s kind of our job.” She scrunched her nose up at the thought but quickly cleared her face. “My guys wouldn’t ever force me to breed right away; we’ve talk about it. I just wanted to live a little more before I settled down. Now, though, none of that seems as important.” She shrugged.

      “You mean after watching Theo get shot?” I barely got the words out as my throat tightened.

      She nodded somberly. “Barrett, Donovan, and Cayden mean everything to me. Maybe I’ve just been dumb, putting off the thing we all want so badly. In that moment, when that asshole pulled the gun, the only thought going through my mind for a split second when I stared down the barrel was that I wanted to be with my bears. Why had I waited so long to accept fate? They respect me enough to give me time after mating before we make babies. Not all women are so lucky, especially mythologicals.” Her eyes looked pained as they met mine. I knew breeding was important to shifters, but hell, it was starting to sound like some men thought that was all there was to life. Didn’t they know you could still have plenty of sex without the fear of pregnancy these days?

      “So what does mating entail?” The second I said the words, my face heated. Stuttering, I tried to redeem myself, “I mean… you know what I meant… I wasn’t talking about…” Rini roared with laughter, nearly knocking over her nail polish bottle onto my bed in her hysterics.

      “Do we need a more in-depth birds and bees talk, Nix?” Her smile took over her whole face, and I couldn’t help but join in her laughter, even if I was giggling at my own expense.

      “You know what I meant!” I yelled loudly.

      Calming down, she finally answered, “Yes, there is a ceremony that goes with the mating process. Sometimes, mating looks different depending on the cultural aspects of the species. Since we’re all bears, it’s relatively easy. For you, however, it will be a little harder since you have so many different cultures in your group of sexy men.” She grinned wickedly.

      “Rini! We’re talking about you!” I huffed, trying to refocus the conversation.

      “Well, the hardest part for us is done, and it wasn’t all that hard in the first place. The Council approved our mating with no issues. They barely even looked at us.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re regular animal shifters though… lowly bears.” Once again, she made quotations.

      My eyes narrowed. “They seriously have an issue with you being bears?” I asked. It sounded ridiculous.

      “No, forget I mentioned it.” She tried to change the subject but I reached out, touching her arm.

      “Tell me.”

      “Let’s just say that they care much more about mythological shifters than they do about us normal ones. It’s more work to get approved for a mythological mating, so for once, I’m glad I’m a lowly animal shifter.” She sassed before growing serious again, “Honestly, I can’t say that’s a bad thing. I don’t want any extra attention from any of the Council members. Sometimes I think it’s best to fly under the radar if you can.” She waved away my concerns then, refusing to keep talking about the subject even though I was dying to know more about the Council and her mating.

      Checking her watch, Rini let out an exaggerated sigh and jumped from the bed. After stretching her back in an elegant arching motion she reached into the box and grabbed a glazed donut. Taking a large bite, she spoke while she chewed. “I have to get to class.” Her eyes looked regretful, and I was sad that our girl time was ending. Standing, I reached over and pulled Rini into a hug, completely shocking the bear.

      “Thank you, Rini. I don’t know how to say this, but I’ve never had a friend like you. No one has ever cared enough about me to come after me the way you did in that clearing. I’m sorry I brought all this trouble into your lives, and I swear I am going to fix it.”

      “We’ll all fix it, Nix. You’re not alone anymore. No matter what, we’re your family now.” My heart squeezed in my chest, and I almost started crying again before I was able to pull myself together. Thank God I had donuts! I’d work on scrubbing out bad habits later. I had a feeling I’d need all the comfort food in the world to deal with the rest of this day.
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      “I don't care if I have to light each and every one of you on fire. I’m going to class!” My Phoenix hissed in agreement where I sat on my bed. I knew I was being hard on the guys, but I was getting frustrated by their overprotectiveness. They were taking it to the extreme. I had barely left this room, let alone the house, for the last four days as I tried to recuperate. I had missed almost two full weeks of classes. Thanks to some well-forged doctors notes from Theo, at least the teachers were sympathetic to my “pneumonia” and had kindly been sending me updates via e-mail and encouraging me to get lecture notes from the other students. It wasn’t the same, however. I needed to be in class.

      Killian glared at me from the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. “You’re still weak. You had huge news dropped on you just two nights ago. You can do your work from here. Your teachers don't have an issue with it. We still haven't caught up to Michael, and I’d feel better if you stayed out of sight. Don’t be a fool about this, Nix. Michael is still a threat.”

      “Trust me, I know, but I can’t just sit here and act like a victim for the rest of my life! I can’t give him that power. I can’t just sit here and stew over everything, either. It’s not healthy. Plus, it’s not like any of you are going to let me leave this house alone, so I’ll always have that extra layer of protection. Hell, you practically babysit me when I go to the bathroom!” I knew my voice was exasperated, but the arguments that had evolved over that little issue the past several days had been fairly epic. After my freak out with the shower curtain, they had been relentless in following me around. With Rini on my side, we had convinced them that they could escort me to the bathroom door and make sure I was okay, but they had to wait down the hall. Shifter hearing could be damned embarrassing!

      Taking a deep breath to calm down a little, I continued. “I feel much better. You know this. I have most of my energy back. I need to start living my life again.” I pleaded with my eyes, looking at each of them in turn. Hiro and Damien exchanged a quick glance, and I had to resist giving a fist pump. As much as I knew they worried about my physical health they were just as worried about my mental health. They wouldn't want to keep me trapped in this room forever. Killian and Ryder, however, were solidly against me being more than a few feet from either of them at any time. I adored the fact that they cared about me, but I was starting to feel suffocated.

      Theo was my wild card. He didn't wear his emotions on his face the way the others did. Understanding that he was ruled by logic, I could see his answer going either way: that it would make more sense for me to rest awhile longer and wait until I was physically stronger or that it was time to return to my regular activities and stop missing school.

      Theo rubbed his hands over his face, his bright blonde locks falling into his eyes. “Kill. Ryder. She's right. She needs to begin returning to normal activities.”

      Ryder's jaw dropped. “Traitor!”

      Theo whipped around to glare at him. “Ryder, you say you’re concerned about her health. If you don’t let her out of this bedroom, her muscles are going to begin to atrophy. That doesn’t even begin to address the fact that she’s not getting accustomed to the cold weather nor is she getting the benefit of the Vitamin D while it’s available. And if she starts failing classes, she’ll certainly be upset.” His tone softened as he pressed a hand to his friend’s shoulder. “You’re scared. That’s fine. It’s one of the ways you show you care. You let us back out of the house after we were hurt. It’s time to do the same for her.”

      Killian hissed between his teeth. “We’ve got to work out class schedules.”

      Hiro spoke up, pushing his glasses up his nose. “No. It can’t just be us. We’ve all missed nearly as much class as Nix has. If we don’t spread this out, our grades are going to drop, and the Council is going to interfere. They’re already on edge with our refusal to return to the compound lately. Continuing this behavior is only going to put more strain on Nix.”

      Damien cocked his head, considering. “One of us can drive her to and from campus, at least. One of us is over there every day she’d have class, anyway.” The others nodded in agreement, though Killian and Ryder were both still reluctant.

      "What about Barrett, Cayden, and Donovan?” Killian’s voice was mulish. “I know they have their own jobs, but maybe they’d be willing to help out.”

      Ryder snickered. My chest ached at his tom-foolery. I had missed this side of him. He had been so stressed lately, that he hadn’t been joking with me. It was hard to believe how much I had already gotten used to him being my sense of humor. “If it means more time around Rini, I’m sure they’ll figure out a way to make it work.”

      I snorted my own agreement. Apparently, things had been a little tense between both sets of guys before I had first woken up. They were incredibly pissed that Rini had been endangered by Michael. According to Rini, they were nearly as over-protective of her as my guys were of me. A kind of truce had developed after a few days when Rini had finally thrown up her arms and chewed all of them out. One of the things that made Rini such an amazing friend was her ability to own up to her own shit. That’s exactly what she had done by acknowledging that she had been warned by my guys to stay in our dorm and, not only had Rini refused and gone against their orders, but she had specifically gone after Michael, distracting everyone, and given him the opportunity to pull a gun on her and Theo.

      I couldn’t help but wince at the thought. I blamed myself even more than her guys blamed mine. I was the cause, after all. If it weren’t for me she never would have crossed paths with Michael, never would have been threatened by a silver bullet. Rini would never have had to live with images of her friend—hell, almost her brother—bleeding out on the cold ground, and never would have been stuck nursing bruises and scrapes from trying to haul him out of the woods and to safety.

      “Are there other friends of yours who could help?” I was reluctant to ask the question. I didn't want a babysitter to begin with. My Phoenix hissed at me, flapping her wings at my half-lie. Alright, I did want one of my guys with me, I just didn’t want a stranger with me. I also wanted them with me because they wanted to be with me, not because they felt they had to try and protect me from any potential danger. I wasn’t a ward, damn it. I was supposed to be their friend!

      Hiro considered, his long, golden fingers tugging at his lips. I couldn’t look away, could barely breathe. Holy hell, did he know what that did to me? From the smirk that suddenly tugged at the corners of that gorgeous mouth, I would guess he did. His voice was deeper when he spoke. “Maybe Alex? Or James?” He asked the group, raising an eyebrow. I had absolutely no idea who they were talking about, but his words were met with nods and murmurs of agreement.

      “Fine. It’s settled. I need to get ready if I’m going to make it to my first class on time.” I waved my fingers at them with a quick shooing motion as I struggled to get out from under the pile of covers that Killian and Ryder had dumped on me. I swear, they thought if they could just weigh me down with enough blankets I would never be able to get out of the bed. Ryder was the last to leave, and I could see the lines of strain around his eyes as he forced a smile for me.

      “You sure you don’t need help showering? I’m extremely good when it comes to getting things wet.” I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of me. I had missed my playful, teasing boy. I threw a pillow at him in response and waited for him to close the door before I stretched my arms above my head.

      A part of me did want to simply crawl back into that nice, comfortable bed and let my guys protect me. I wasn’t used to feeling safe or cared for. I was definitely still scared of Michael. In the past, I had always known, at least on some level, that no matter what he did to me, I would always come back. I would always win. My chance to escape would arrive, and I would take it. With a few drops of venom, he’d nearly changed all of that. I was still too new to this world. I didn’t—and couldn’t—know what other deadly secrets it held—like Vish Kaya venom. I cocked my head, wavering slightly. My bed was very comfortable…

      I snorted at my own foolishness and hardened my resolve. Not a victim, Nix. I had lived through Michael for eighteen years, and the bastard wasn’t even my father. I was still processing everything, but I couldn’t deny the relief I felt at knowing I wasn’t related to that piece of crap. I had settled on being angry as hell at him, but I wouldn’t let that anger bleed into other areas of my life. No, that was reserved just for him. I wasn’t going to allow the fuck-tard to keep chasing me into corners. I had come to Alaska to live my life, and I was damn well going to do just that. I’d just make sure I had some extra backup with me, that was all.

      I grabbed my clothing from the dresser drawer I’d claimed while I stayed with the guys. I made my way down the hall to the bathroom and tried not to slip on the wooden floors in my stockinged feet. One thing about me that definitely hadn’t changed was that my feet were always cold. The colder weather of Alaska had not helped that matter in the slightest. However, running around polished floors in thick socks did tend to mean I took more tumbles than I would have preferred. I avoided looking in the mirror as I stripped down and let the shower water heat. I had gained a little bit of my lost weight back, but I knew I was not back to my healthy self yet.

      I stepped into the steaming water, tilting my head back with a sigh as I absorbed the stinging heat. This was what I needed. To feel normal. I sighed as I remembered the time and began to hurry through my routine. The last thing I wanted to do was to have argued my way around the guys only to be late to class due to my newly developed lazy streak.

      Regretfully, I twisted the handle of the shower to stop the stream of water and dragged myself out to dress. What was even on the schedule today? I tried to organize my scattered thoughts as I went. I think it was my freshman orientation class and Biology. Freshman orientation was one of the most boring—and useless—classes I had ever taken. I had heard other students talk about it when I was in high school, so apparently, it was a relatively popular way for colleges to introduce their new students to a college lifestyle. The professor gave each student a random topic—I had been assigned to the History of Feudal China—and instructed us on the “proper” way to study, prepare reports, use the college’s resources, and other things that were—at least in my opinion—just a way for the college to make us pay for a useless class.

      Finally dressed, I plaited my damp hair back into a quick braid. I didn’t have the time to bother drying it this morning. I slid out the door with a quick glance at the hall clock. Twenty minutes. That should be enough time to grab a bite to eat before I let one of the guys drive me to campus. I wondered who would get the straw today. I giggled as I thought about their crazy antics. Rock, paper, scissors was only one of the ways they decided on who got to do what. So far I’d seen them do everything from draw straws to thumb wrestling to Ryder attempting to have a dance off with me as a judge. Unfortunately, that one hadn’t flown with anyone but Ryder, though I was quite a willing volunteer.

      Hiro stood at the stove, a pan of scrambled eggs on the flame. I smiled at the memory of my first day of classes. “Are those for me?” I teased. He glanced over at me, a smile lighting up his face.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t let you head out for classes without a little breakfast. I like that this is our routine.” He shot me a wink and turned back to the eggs.

      At least it wasn’t Ryder cooking. I shuddered, remembering his last attempt at scrambled eggs. How could such a brilliant man be incapable of something as ridiculously easy as scrambled eggs? It had to be willful. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, chugging it down as I reached for plates, glasses, and silverware with my free hand. I tossed the bottle towards the trash can, hooting at my three-pointer. Hiro snickered and rolled his eyes, effortlessly plating the eggs and joining me at the table.

      “Hiro,” I began, toying with my eggs after I’d eaten a few bites. “Do you think things will settle down soon?”

      He looked at me, his eyebrows raised as he studied me, his fork still against his plate.

      “I mean, one of the reasons I didn’t want to talk about my past with you guys is because I didn’t want the fear and the pity. I don’t want to be treated with kid gloves. I wanted you all to just be my friends—to treat me the way that you treat Rini.”

      He smirked and leaned forward to brush my hair behind my ear. “I hope you don’t want us to treat you the way we treat Rini. Our feelings for you are quite a bit different than that.”

      I tried not to grin but couldn’t help it. I loved when he teased me. “I know, but I want us to be friends first.”

      Hiro's eyes were gentle. “Nix, I understand. We all do. We are trying. We all feel very…” He paused, searching for the right word, “… very drawn to you. I think you feel the same way toward us.” Reaching toward me again, he ran his thumb over my cheek and gave me a small smile that went all the way to his eyes. “I think getting you into a normal routine will really help those of us who are struggling. You just have to realize that we care about you. We feel guilty for you getting hurt.” He held up his hands before more apologies could fall from my lips. I had been apologizing to them almost every day, despite their reassurance that no apologies were necessary. “Friends help each other. They worry about each other. It will calm down. Give it a few days being back in the swing of things. If things are still tense, I’ll handle it.” The smile he shot me was sweet as he waved at my food. “Keep eating. You’ll need your strength.”

      I scarfed the rest of my food down as I mulled over Hiro’s words. With a sigh, I tried to refocus my brain back on classes and started thinking of everything that I would need to bring with me for the day. “Which of you is going with me?”

      “Me.” Damien spoke from nearly right behind me, and I squeaked as I caught the table to avoid falling over. Riotous laughter echoed around me, and Hiro outright grinned, his eyes flashing behind his glasses.

      “You said you wanted it to be normal.”

      I rolled my eyes as I turned to face Damien and Ryder. Ryder looked as though he was still having trouble breathing, his hands gripping his knees as he continued to chuckle. “You sounded like a wounded mouse.” The words were dragged from him, his smile bright and sincere, the worry lines finally missing from around his gorgeous, russet eyes.

      My Phoenix squawked in outrage, and I had to ball my hands into fists to prevent the heat that suddenly scattered around my fingertips from flying forward. Damien and Hiro chuckled this time, as Ryder watched me warily. “You know better than to rile a new shifter.” Killian's voice was scolding as he joined us in the doorway. “You’re lucky she’s got amazing control, or she could have scorched you where you stood.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Killian’s hair was nearly black from where he had wet it down and slicked it back onto his head. I hadn’t said anything, but I was thrilled he had kept the scruff that had grown in while I slept. It was incredibly sexy. I wondered if it would feel the same kissing him, or if the sensation would be more unique? He grinned and shot me a wink as Ryder began to snicker again. “Damien!” The word was nearly a howl as I whirled on him. Sometimes I hated when he projected my thoughts!

      He snickered too as he studied me. “Sorry, Nix. This one’s all on you. Make sure that what you’re thinking doesn’t come out of your mouth. You can’t always blame me, you know.” He pretended to take on an offended air as he strutted to the stove. I wanted to stare at his hips as he moved, but instead, I threw my napkin at him.

      “Come on; we need to leave in ten.” I tossed my dishes in the sink and looked around for my gear.

      “Closet by the entrance. I made sure your bag was packed.” Theo’s voice was quiet from where he leaned against the door jam. I hadn’t even heard him come in. His accent was a little heavier, so I assumed he was tired. I had noticed that it had a habit of thickening if he was tired or stressed, just as Killian’s did.

      “Thanks, Theo.” I knew he would have made sure I had the right books and notebooks for whatever class I had today. I headed for the hall to begin to don my warmer gear, and he followed quietly behind me.

      “Are you okay, Theo?” I couldn’t get my damn boot on!

      Suddenly, large, tanned hands grabbed my waist, steadying me while I tugged at the boot. I froze for a moment, looking into sapphire eyes as his lips ever so softly brushed mine—more of a whisper than a kiss.

      “Be safe for me, Nix.” The request was a low plea, and he placed my bag on the small end table next to me.

      I stood in shock as he retreated up the stairs, his hands digging into his hair as he walked. What the hell had that been? I reached up to touch my lips where they tingled. It had been the briefest of kisses, barely a kiss at all. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I’d spend more time analyzing everything later, but in the meantime, I couldn’t resist flicking my tongue out to see if I could taste him on my lips.
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      I was happy to be back in school, but I couldn’t believe I had to sit through this stupid class for an entire semester. I wanted to roll my eyes but thought better of it. I didn’t want to anger the professor. I thought college was supposed to be about expanding our horizons and challenging ourselves. The most challenging thing about my intro class was not falling asleep during it. I doodled on the edge of my binder while my teacher droned on about the proper way to use the old card catalog at the library—seriously, which of us would ever be using that? A loud knock sounded, startling several of the others around me awake. At least I wasn’t the only one who found this class boring.

      “Annika Coxx?” A strange female voice requested from the doorway.

      I turned to study the speaker. She wasn’t someone I knew on sight, but that really wasn’t a surprise in a school this size, especially with all of the time I had missed. Her face was soft; her lips were set in a firm line. Her hair was pulled back tightly from her head and coiled into a severe bun of bright blonde hair. The suit she wore was plain brown wool and looked far too stiff for someone of her age. An assessing glance seemed to indicate that she dressed to try and hide both her body and her looks. It didn’t do her any good, however. Anyone who paid attention would see a pretty woman in her early forties.

      I stood, one hand remaining on my bag. “Yes, ma’am?” I didn’t want to get mouthy with her until I knew who she was.

      Her smile was sweet as she studied me, but for some reason, it instantly set me on edge. My Phoenix flapped in agitation. She didn’t smell of magic, so if she was a shifter, I doubted she was a strong one.

      My professor jumped in, her smile warm and welcoming as she took in the newcomer. “Ms. Stone. It’s been awhile. Did you need one of my students? I don’t see a guidance session on our schedule for today.” I rolled my eyes. That old bat didn’t pay any attention to anything but her own words, or she would have already realized that she was here for me. Guidance, she’d said. I knew part of our orientation class was meeting and speaking with an academic advisor. For those of us who hadn’t chosen our majors, it was a time to reflect. For those who had, it was to confirm our choice and a time to create a plan of action to achieve our goals—or at least that was what the syllabus said.

      Ms. Stone smiled at my professor, waving a hand to where I stood. “I just need to borrow Ms. Coxx for a few minutes, if that’s alright?”

      “Of course, of course. Annika, I know it’s earlier than the syllabus stated, but Ms. Stone is an excellent advisor. You’re lucky to be assigned to her.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” If it got me out of this mind-numbingly boring class, I wasn’t going to put up a fight.

      “If you want to bring your things with you, Ms. Coxx? I’ll try not to hold you through your next course, but I prefer you have your bags just in case.”

      I nodded in agreement, scooping up my stuff and wishing I had the nerve to text one of the guys and tell them where I was going. I knew they would freak out if they came to walk me to my next course and I had disappeared on them. I gave myself a mental shake. This was ridiculous. It was a professor at the college and part of my life here. I said I wanted to get back to a normal routine and that’s exactly what I would do.

      Ms. Stone led me across the campus to a small office building, smiling and waving at almost everyone we passed. Apparently, she was well known—and well liked—here. The office she led me into was small but comfortable. It was done up in warm earth tones and filled nearly to the brim with books and pillows. She indicated a plush armchair across from her desk as she sat. “Please, Annika, have a seat.”

      “It’s Nix, actually.”

      She smiled, though it didn’t seem to reach her eyes. “I appreciate you coming out of class to speak with me, Nix. I know you aren’t on the schedule for a few more weeks. However, some of your teachers have reached out to me with concerns in regards to your attendance.”

      Well, crap. I hadn’t even considered that any of my professors might have reached out to the administration department. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I don’t understand. I corresponded with all of my professors. They were aware of my health issues.”

      Ms. Stone frowned, leaning back in her chair as she interlaced her fingers on the desk. “I’m aware that you notified your teachers of an illness. I am also aware, however, that you have not been staying in your dorm room as is required of freshman. From our investigations, we have noted that you have been staying off campus with a group of older boys.” She sighed, leaning forward as if to confide in me and reached across her desk, her hand making contact with my arm. I tensed up and pulled away when she invaded my personal space. Recomposing herself, she seemed to latch onto my awkwardness as she continued, “I know it can be difficult to discuss, but if you’re in a…” she paused, seeming to try and find the correct words, “sensitive situation, your teachers and our staff are here to help you. We are very concerned that as a freshman who, seemingly on paper, had been enthusiastic about her schooling, has so rapidly removed themselves from student life, not made an attempt to socialize, and has failed to meet the academic requirements.”

      I couldn’t help it—I gaped at her in awe. What the hell was going on? “Are you asking me if I’m being held hostage by a group of men who are abusing me?” I could barely squeeze the words out of a throat gone tight with anger and disgust.

      My Phoenix hissed at the condescending smile she shot me. “Now, Nix, I wouldn’t put it quite like that. We’re worried about you. There are required dorm activities for freshman that you have not been involved in. You missed class, supposedly due to a serious illness, and yet you look remarkably healthy now. You also have not reported to the campus health center. You can see why your professors would be concerned. It was right of your classmate to bring this to our attention.”

      “Someone brought this to your attention?” It was like she was speaking in riddles on purpose. I was so confused and having a hard time following her overly polite, passive-aggressive tirade. What the hell was going on? I spent years being abused, showing up to school with massive injuries, to be, for the most part, ignored. Now, as a full adult, I was being questioned about my morality and my work ethic? I had made sure to catch up on all my assignments and reading. For all the days I had been out, I hadn’t allowed myself to fall behind. How did this make any sense?

      I struggled to keep my tone even and controlled as I responded. My Phoenix was hissing madly in my head, and I could feel the tell-tale heat in my fingertips, suggesting she wanted to blast this bitchy woman. “I’m not sure who came to you with this tale. Yes, I have made friends, some of whom live off campus. I went to a local doctor off campus for personal health reasons, and I have no requirement to justify that. While I have spent some nights away from campus, the majority of my nights have been spent here as my roommate is willing to attest to. I’m sorry that someone brought this to you to try and stir up trouble. I made good friends with these men, and I don’t appreciate having that friendship maligned with sly and terrible insinuations. They have done nothing but take care of me while I was ill.” I was shaking at this point, trying to keep a hold on my temper. I would need to work with this advisor at multiple points throughout this semester and potentially in future courses as well. The last thing I needed—no matter how badly I wanted it—was to start an all-out war with her.

      She cleared her throat delicately, that condescending smile never leaving her face. “Now, Nix. I’m not saying you have to justify your health concerns. And I am not saying that we are concerned about you making male friends, but you can see how this particular situation is tenuous. I know that your roommate is particularly close to a few of the men in question, and it could be difficult to share if something were going on in that regards. I just want to let you know that my door is always open. A student like you, alone, so far away from any kind of family, we like to make sure you’re well taken care of.” The simpering smile was back in place, but it didn’t detract from the chill in her eyes.

      “Thank you, ma’am. I’m perfectly happy with the way things are going since I’ve moved here. If my professors have any more concerns regarding my missed classes, please let them know they can talk to me directly. I can get a notice from my doctor.” I tried to keep a pasted smile on my face.

      “Yes, yes, that’s all well and good. However, I still think you are spending far too much time away from people your age. There are so many activities for the freshman to experience, not to mention all of the activities for females we have on campus. Rush week is coming up. Have you thought of rushing a sorority? We have some fine options on campus.” I swear the bitch was nearly batting her eyes at me.

      “No, ma’am, I’m afraid sororities aren’t exactly my thing. My roommate and I have grown very close, and I prefer to focus on that friendship and my studies rather than focusing on multiple extra-curricular activities. I am fairly set in my academic plan for the next few years, and I am continuing to strive for that goal.” I wanted to rage at this woman. How dare she malign the sweet, caring, gentle men that had made me feel at home for the first time in my life? “If you don’t mind, I really should be heading back to my class. I prefer taking notes myself rather than relying on someone else’s.” She nodded stiffly.

      “Just consider what I said, my dear. We can always reassign your dorm if it’s necessary.”

      I slung my back over my shoulder, trying to keep my anger contained for the few more minutes I would remain in her office. “May I ask who brought this to your attention?”

      Ms. Stone reared back, pulling her hand to her chest in a fluttering gesture. “I’m not quite sure how that’s relevant.”

      I tried to smile, putting all of the false sweetness into it I could. “I just wanted to thank whoever was looking out for me. I think they would make a very good friend if they’ve gone to this extreme to make sure I’m taken care of.” I put as much wide-eyed enthusiasm into the statement as I could.

      After a slow perusal of my features, Ms. Stone smiled brightly. “I think that’s an outstanding idea. Two of your classmates brought you to our attention.” She pulled a small, red file from her desk drawer, flipping through what appeared to be sheaves of notes and emails. “A young woman named Ahmya mentioned that you hadn’t been spending time in your dorms. A young man from your Intro class and your Biology class, Mason, also approached us with concerns.”

      “Thank you; you’ve been very helpful.” That bitch! At this point, I didn’t know if I was referring to Ms. Stone or Ahmya. I closed the door gently behind me, allowing the painful smile to drop from my face as the latch clicked. I should have expected Ahmya would have done what she could to stop me from spending time with the guys, including reporting me for not spending enough time in my dorm room. I had absolutely no idea who Mason was, though. It wasn’t a surprise that we shared multiple classes, as they were both freshman courses, but I wouldn’t have been able to pick him out of a lineup.

      Walking back outdoors, I hesitated for a moment, my hand on my bag. I wanted to call the guys to rant and rave about the meeting I’d just had—about how Ahmya was trying to cause problems. That bitch just didn’t know when to stop. What did she think she was going to accomplish? Did she think she’d ever find herself back in the guys good graces after the things she’d said? After tattling on my whereabouts? If she did, she was delusional. I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t judge Mason because I had no idea who he was, but I wanted him to keep his nose out of my business. Taking a deep breath, I tried to sort it all out in my head. While the interaction and accusations were stressful and annoying, they weren’t anything I couldn’t handle on my own for now—especially Ahmya. I already felt bad about burdening them with my past, Michael, and needing escorts to class. They didn’t need to worry about this unless it truly became a problem. They were already on edge and didn’t want me back at school, and none of us needed anymore stress in our lives. For now I decided to just monitor the situation while we figured everything else out, and talk to the guys about it if it became necessary.

      Pulling my phone from my bag, I strode further down the pathway and stepped off onto the grass so I was out of the way of students rushing to and from classes. I shot a quick text to Damien to let him know where I was so he wouldn’t panic. Slowly, I breathed deeply, counting every breath and holding for five seconds before I released it, enjoying the cold crisp air in my lungs. The wind bit against my cheeks as it flowed through the many trees on the school grounds, and from my position, I could see the mountains that rose against the brilliant blue sky on the side of campus. I had enjoyed watching those mountains from the moment I stepped off the plane. Their solid, imposing, beauty had struck a chord within me that I hadn’t even known was missing as they stood sentinel over the rugged landscape. I had never seen mountains in person, having spent the majority of my life living in Florida, and now I couldn’t imagine living anywhere without them.
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      I knew that Nix was starting to go a little stir crazy under our constant care and concern. She had been remarkably patient since waking up, but we were quickly pushing her to her limits. She and Killian were currently glaring at each other from opposite ends of the couch, Killian’s face flushed with irritation and a pout settling over Nix’s gorgeous lips. Killian had refused to allow her to accompany him on the trip he was planning to search the area for Michael. Our hot-headed little Phoenix had taken great objection to his flat rejection of her involvement. Her fury over Michael not being her father and her need for answers were driving her. Truthfully, none of us wanted her out there searching for him. Killian just happened to be the one going to battle for us and bearing the brunt of her anger.

      “Come on, guys.” I tried to keep the pleading out of my tone. I was tired of playing mediator between those of us still freaked out by all of the injuries that had occurred in rapid succession over the last few weeks, and those of us trying to get things back on a normal keel. “Look, I know we’re all on edge, but it’s Friday night! How about we do something fun?”

      “Fine. Let’s go dancing.” Nix’s face was sullen as she studied Killian. A quick glance at Damien had him shaking his head, as he opened up the link between us. Overprotective Celt. This ought to tweak his freakin’ bunny tail. Ah, our girl definitely had a temper on her. I loved her fire.

      I cleared my throat, trying not to laugh at her inner monologue. She still wasn’t great at holding her walls steady when she was emotional and, with her improved range, was frequently projecting to Damien. “As much fun as that may be, why don’t we keep it calm for tonight.”

      As much as I wanted to see her sexy body moving around a dance floor, I knew we’d never get everyone to agree to go out with the threat of danger still lurking in the air. I wasn’t ready for yet another argument to break out. The expression on Nix’s face went from sullen to mutinous. If they don’t stop trying to protect me all the time, I’m going to jump off the freaking roof. I feel like I’m suffocating!

      I had to fight my instinct to soothe her. “I’m not sure Theo’s up for dancing quite yet.” Guilt flashed across Nix’s features as she glanced across the room to where Theo was sprawled on the recliner, his blonde hair mussed and falling into his eyes as he dozed. Her temper immediately cooled, and she looked a little sheepish as she realized I might be right. While she may not admit it, Nix was as protective of us as we were of her.

      Desperate, I glanced around the room. I knew she was sick of movies—frankly, I think we all were—and wanted to burn some energy. I wondered if her competitive streak could be useful here. “How about we play a game?”

      She wrinkled her nose in obvious distaste. “I’m sick of just sitting here.”

      “We’ve got some active games. Pictionary? Charades?” I wheedled a little, trying to get her to at least consider my options.

      “Fine. But I get to pick!” Nix sprang up and darted to the game cupboard I pointed her to. Over the years we had developed quite a collection as we each had varied interests. The cupboard held everything from chess, to Cards Against Humanity, to Mahjong. Cold board game nights had become a bit of a tradition, and I was thrilled that Nix could now be involved. As she rifled through the cupboard, I shot a look at Killian to remind him to behave.

      “How about we play strip poker. The way I’d play it, it could be very interactive.” Ryder waggled his eyes in Nix’s direction.

      Without even turning around, she scoffed at him, “Fat chance there, Ponyboy.”

      I smothered a grin at Ryder’s pout.

      “Yes!” The cry was high-pitched and girly, and Ryder lost his ability to keep the fake sullen look on his face, smiling at her infectious enthusiasm. Turning her back to us, she held the game she had chosen behind her back. “Everyone’s playing?” Murmurs of assent rose from each of us—even Theo, whom I had assumed to be asleep in his sprawled position. The grin on her face was just shy of evil, and I was a bit concerned, trying to do a mental inventory of the games we had in that cabinet that could put that expression on her face. She whipped the game from behind with a showy, dramatic wave of her hand. “Twister time!”

      I didn’t know whether to be thrilled at the idea of her hot body pressed up against mine, or terrified of the thought that her twisting around us like a pretzel might lead me to pinning her against the floor so I could get a nice, long taste of her. From the looks on my brothers’ faces, they were in agreement. Ryder pumped his fist. “Hell yeah! I’m so in!” Jumping up, he ran to join her, swiping the box from her hand.

      “Twister?” Killian’s voice was skeptical, and I tried hard not to roll my eyes. Why did he have to keep ruffling her feathers?

      Nix’s chin jutted out as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes. Twister. Not only is it active, but I’ve always wanted to play.”

      Ryder’s draw dropped. “You’ve never played Twister? Oh hell, no. Kill, shut it. We’re so playing. Get your ass over here.” Kicking off his flip-flops he got to work pushing back the chairs and scooting the sectional as far into the wall as it would go so we had room to spread out the tarp.

      “Teams or round robin?” Leave it to Theo to set the rules even when he looked to be three-quarters of the way asleep. Even though Ryder had healed him, the silver had left him weaker, and until it was out of his system completely, he needed to take it easy,

      “Oh! Let’s do tournament style!” Ryder seemed as excited as Nix to play as he turned to grab our second board from the cupboard. I knew he had been missing the ease and levity that were so vital to his personality—he needed tonight as badly as Nix did.

      Damien stepped up, seeing Nix’s confusion. “Twister’s technically only made for two to three people to play at a time. We’ll play three to make it more challenging—and more fun.” The last was added with a wink. “We’ll split into groups of three. The first group will play, and the last man or woman standing wins the round. Then the next three will play until we have a winner. Then we can have an elimination round where the two winners will compete for the championship.”

      Nix cocked her head. “So what will I win?”

      Killian scoffed, standing to begin stretching his arms overhead, loosening his muscles in preparation. Twister wasn’t his best game, but he and his Puca absolutely hated to lose. “House rules are that winner picks their prize as long as it’s not dangerous.”

      “We usually have a pretty good guess, based on who wins, of what they’re going to want,” Damien explained as he joined Killian in stretching.

      “Nothing dangerous. Nothing offensive.” The last was a warning aimed strongly at Ryder who was wiggling his eyebrows suggestively at Nix again, this time where she could see it. He simply stuck his tongue out at me. One day I was going to show him another use for that… Damien coughed and shot me a look. Fuck. I’d forgotten my wall.

      “Rules are set. Prize is to be determined. Everyone in?” Damien stepped up to the spinner as he shot a grin to the group.

      “Let’s do this.” Nix slipped out of her slippers, a confident grin on her face. “I’m on team one.”

      “Me too!” Ryder was nearly bouncing with excitement.

      “I’ll take team one as well,” Killian added, stepping up to the side of the mat. “Someone has to make sure the unicorn doesn’t cheat.”

      Ryder wrinkled his nose. “God, will you stop that, Bugs?”

      As the two continued to jibe each other good-naturedly—well, at least semi-good naturedly—I watched Nix as the game began. She was extremely flexible—it was easy to see why she had been confident in her choice. She flowed from spot to spot—stretching, twisting, and arching as if the movements were effortless. I could barely breathe. My mouth was dry as dust, and I wanted to see how much farther she could twist.

      Ryder was the first to fall. In a dramatic move, Nix arched backward across his lap into a backbend in order to reach the blue circle that Damien called. Ryder swore, barely breathing from his prone position on the ground as he stared in shock at Nix. “How the hell are you able to bend like that?” His voice was husky, his eyes hot and greedy as he studied her. She simply shot him a cocky grin, remaining in her backbend.

      Ryder slid himself from underneath her body, coming to stand by me as he shook his head. “God damn it. I had no idea she could bend like that!”

      I leaned in, my mouth brushing his ear so that only he could hear me. “Ah, but imagine all we could do with her being that flexible. You deep in her throat, me deep in her pussy. With her ability to bend like that I’d be able to lean forward enough to lock my teeth on your neck.” My voice had dropped, the image I painted for Ryder taking hold in my mind as I studied them both. Ryder’s breathing was rapid beside me, as caught in the fantasy as I was he leaned towards me, his body swaying as it nearly brushed mine. “Would you like that? My mouth hot on your neck as I nip at you? Nix moaning around you, loving what we can do to her together? Her beautiful breasts hot and full in your hands?”

      A glance at the others showed me they were focused on the game—all except Nix, that was. Her eyes were caught on Ryder and me, curiosity and lust blazing in her expression. Holding eye contact with her, I leaned down, brushing my lips against the side of Ryder’s neck. As he tilted his head to expose more of his throat to me, I sent Nix a wicked smile. Quick as a whip, I slid down the collar of his t-shirt, sinking my teeth into the hollow of his shoulder, flicking my tongue over it as I sucked, letting him feel the rub of my tongue ring. Ryder nearly fell backward into me, biting his tongue to hold in a groan.

      Nix’s eyes lit up, and she swore as she hit the ground. I had already stepped away from Ryder as she shot me an irritated look. “That was totally cheating.”

      Damien, Killian, and Theo all turned to look at where she was glaring. I smiled serenely, blinking slowly as though confused. Damien was the first to catch on as he glanced at Nix, then me, then Ryder. His deep laugh filled the room as he had to fight to stand upright. “Well, I had thought Ryder would have been the cheat. Looks like Nix is going to add a whole new dynamic to our games.”

      I want to play some games… I didn’t try to keep the thought to myself this time, projecting loud and clear. Nix swallowed hard as Damien—a helpful friend as always—projected my thought to her.

      “Kill wins round one. He can use the spinner for the rest of us.” I slid my glasses off, never moving my eyes from Nix as I did. She was starting to pant slightly, her eyes holding mine steadily. Shaking her head as if to clear it, she moved to stand by the second mat.

      Did you actually bite Ryder? Damien’s mind-speech was amused, but his face was serene as the game began.

      Oh yes. And she enjoyed every second of watching us. I could tell that Damien had opened the link to all of the guys when I heard them chuckle.

      That was a seriously dirty trick. Nearly as bad as her backbend. Ryder complained.

      From the flush on your cheeks and rate I can hear your heart beating, I don’t think you truly object. Leave it to Theo to be analytical even now. Our telepathic communication was no deterrent for the Kraken. Even on dry land, the guy moved like water, flowing and bending effortlessly from space to space.

      Hey, you would be too if you’d heard the story he was spinning. Before I could say another word, Ryder blasted an image down the mental link of exactly what I had been painting for him. A needy, wanton Nix sandwiched between the two of us, pretzeling backward with ease, her skin flushed and covered in sweat as Ryder and I pleasured her.

      Killian nearly dropped the spinner, and Damien slid with a thud, nearly knocking himself unconscious as his jaw slammed into the ground. I’m not sure that’s entirely feasible, was Theo’s dry response. However, I would be very interested in trying it. Huh. Go Theo!

      Will all of you settle down! Killian’s voice was a roar in our head. You’re going to scare the crap out of Nix!

      Oh, I don’t think you will. Damien’s mental voice held plenty of amusement as he rubbed the ache from his jaw. She’s projecting constantly since this last rebirth. What she is projecting is very, very interesting. She seems to still be struggling with building a wall, so I’ve been trying to wall her out of the link. I think she would be very interested in what we’re discussing—though at this point I don’t think her imagination is quite as wild as Hiro’s.

      Interesting. I occasionally envied Damien his power to hold a mental link, especially when it came to understanding my brothers or Nix. I would have loved to know her fantasies and to spend hours—days—acting them out on her one by one.

      Theo and I continued our dance across the Twister mat, each of us twining around the other as one move after the next was called. I wonder what it’d be like to have them twist around me like that. If Theo moved just a little closer I bet Hiro could kiss him. Nix’s voice was loud in our heads.

      “Fuck!” Theo was down for the count. I couldn’t help but laugh when his mouth barely missed mine as he slipped. I stood with a flourish, bowing to the room in general. This was more fun than I had expected.
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      “Totally not fair.” Nix jutted her lower lip out in the cutest fucking pout I had ever seen. “Hiro played dirty earlier. I want a redo. Or at least another game.” She placed her fists on her hips as she worked to keep the sad look on her face while she stared us down, begging for another chance to make it into the elimination round. Who knew our girl had such a competitive streak?

      “Yeah, guys, let her play again. Then I can show her what playing dirty really looks like.” Ryder gave her a salacious grin, but since he was on her side, she didn’t even roll her eyes at him.

      I won’t object to her bending around us a little more. Hiro interjected into our minds compliments of Damien.

      Well, she won’t be bending around you, since you’re already in the finals, but she’ll be bending around me. The smugness in Theo’s tone was surprising. The fact that his loss may have landed him a chance to play a round of twister with Nix was making him and his Kraken happy.

      I don’t think there’s a better view. Hiro bantered back, not one to be outdone.

      I grunted in response. The fox was right. Watching her move effortlessly around my brothers was heating my blood.

      “Alright Nix, let’s do another round. All four of us together.” Damien challenged with a glint in his eyes. I could feel his excitement about getting on the board with Nix. I didn’t fault the guy as he’d had to play his first game against Hiro and Theo; playing a round of Twister with our girl was guaranteed to be a lot more fun.

      Out of nowhere, the spinner came flying at my face like a frisbee, and I prepared myself for the hit as I reached up to block it from nailing me in the nose. A squeak from Nix’s direction caught my attention just before I would have been pegged with the flying cardboard. One second she was standing on the other side of the twister board and the next she was falling into my lap—hard—as she caught the spinner in mid-air.

      “Fuck, baby, are you alright? What the hell just happened?” I grabbed her arms to steady her, and she tensed up so hard I thought her muscles would snap. Scooping her off of my lap, I settled her onto the couch next to me and immediately removed my hands. “It’s alright, Nix, it’s just me.”  I kept my voice low and tried to sooth her. Taking a deep breath, she relaxed marginally and looked at the spinning game piece in her hands.

      “What the fuck was that?” Her voice was shaking.

      A smiling Theo answered her plea. “It looks like more of your powers are manifesting. This one, in particular, pertains to enhanced reactions, particularly involving speed and reactionary time.”

      “You’re saying I have super speed?” Nix’s voice rose in pitch towards the end of her question.

      “Yeah, babe. That’s what Theo’s saying.” She turned to look at me as I spoke. Her deep brown eyes had flecks of gold in them as her Phoenix shone through, alluding to her power and presence. It was a damn beautiful sight, and I felt my Puca pushing his luminescent green into my eyes as he tried to connect with her alternate form. He wanted to see her shifted and he wanted to shift for her too. He wanted to meet her Phoenix. Me? I wanted to put off my shift for as long as possible. What the hell would Nix think of me—of us? My Puca growled, berating me for thinking little of his preferred form.

      My Puca calmed as she grinned, the lightness of her tone when she spoke easing all of us in the room. “So you’re saying I’m like the Flash?”

      “You see, that’s why I love this girl. She knows her superheroes.” Ryder plopped down on the couch on her other side, throwing his arm around her shoulders. I watched as she tensed again, and growled at the Ceraptor for making her uncomfortable. Taking a deep breath, she relaxed on the exhale. I was proud of her for trying so hard to overcome her triggers and aversion to touch. It hadn’t escaped my notice that she was more comfortable around us when we moved slowly and didn’t startle her. I’d have to have a conversation with the Unicorn about how he handled her. I threw the name at Ryder mentally, willing Damien to pass along the message. I knew the Gargoyle had done me a solid when Ryder arched his brow at me, pulling a face.

      “Well, we’ll need to run some tests to see how far you can push yourself, and we may want to start a training program to help you hone your skills—we should do that for your fire powers as well—but, essentially, yes. It’s not uncommon for abilities to appear after your shift, but you’re a unique case since you didn’t shift until you were eighteen. Most shifters get their powers young and use their schooling in the shifter communities to learn how to harness and control them. You’re experiencing everything so late that it’s hard to know what powers will manifest and when.” I hummed in agreement with everything Theo had just said.

      “More blood work?” The way Nix scrunched up her cute nose was telling. I didn’t think she liked needles.

      “We’ll make it as painless as possible.” Ryder squeezed her shoulder.

      “You’ll be stronger in your shifted form, too. It would be good to get you out as soon as it’s safe so you can start practicing your shift and testing your powers.” She smiled at Damien as he mentioned her alternate form, and I could tell she was excited about the prospect of shifting again. I’m sure her Phoenix was pushing to get out and spread her wings.

      “Well, since we can’t do that tonight, I think we should get on with the ass kicking. That would be me… kicking your asses!” She stood and turned around, narrowing her eyes on Hiro. “No cheating this time!”

      A gentle smile crossed his lips as he leaned toward her. “Then you shouldn’t be allowed to play because everything about you, including the way you move, is distracting.”

      Holy fuck. I watched in apt fascination as a light blush worked its way into her golden cheeks. I wanted to see her look this way all the time. Walking past her on my way to the couch I leaned in, careful not to brush against her just in case she startled, and whispered, “He’s right, you are, but we fucking love it and wouldn’t change a thing about you.”

      Hums of approval joined my statement, and I saw a small grin grace Nix’s lips. Passing me the spinner, she redid her hair, fastening it into a high ponytail, and I watched as she wrapped the rubber band around her mass of black hair.

      I ached to run my fingers through it again, and I wondered if we could convince her to watch a movie after our tournament ended.

      “Alright gentlemen, shall we?” She motioned to the board.

      “Wait, there are four of us this time.” Ryder ran into the room and got to work pushing the two boards together and securing them so they wouldn’t come apart. “There. That should give us enough room for all four of us to play.”

      The four of them stepped onto the board and moved effortlessly through the first few moves. They were barely tangled together, but everyone was in a hilarious position. I couldn’t take my eyes off Nix’s ass as she was bent over. Three more moves and suddenly Nix was partially under Damien. The heat in his eyes told me he liked where the game was heading, although the mental link was suspiciously closed.

      “Left leg red.” Nix scrambled to reach the closest red circle before Damien could claim it. The position opened her legs under him, and I watched as the circle he found to complete the move caused his leg to bend right into her center. Sly move, Gargoyle.

      A small, high pitched hum left Nix’s throat as Damien growled softly. She tried to hold still, and I purposely left a few extra beats before calling the next color. I wasn’t sure if the Gargoyle would thank me or kill me later.

      “Right leg yellow.” I watched in amusement as Damien and Nix maneuvered around each other, his leg brushing against her as he shifted. I almost choked on air when I saw her hips flex into his thigh as she purposefully sought friction.

      Two more moves and Damien’s torture was over, but Ryder’s and Theo’s was just beginning. The moves had brought them right up to Nix, one on either side of her with their heads practically in her lap as they twisted into each other.

      “Damn, but you smell amazing.” Ryder’s voice was full of want as he scented her pheromones and arousal. I growled in both excitement and jealousy. Damien must have gotten her worked up with the light touches.

      When the next move was called, I caught the barely perceptible narrowing of her eyes, and her lips twitched as she tried to school her features. Everyone else seemed to miss it.

      “Left foot green,” I called out with too much enthusiasm as I spied Nix’s next move. While Theo ended up in a backward crab walk position, Nix swung her leg over his head, effectively straddling him with a leg on each side of his face.

      “Oh fuck.” The Ceraptor’s curse was long and drawn out as he watched from next to the couple.

      “Nix.” Theo’s voice was strangled.

      “Oh, hey there, water boy! I didn’t notice you down there. Come here often?”

      The Kraken groaned as he breathed in deeply. “I’d like to.”

      Ryder coughed to cover up his startled laugh.

      “I don’t think you know what you’ve done.” The tone of Theo’s voice was deeper and almost challenging.

      “Oh, I think I do.” The triumph in her voice was unmistakable.

      “You underestimate me, little one.” He nipped at her inner thigh, and I almost flew up off the couch as I waited to see how she would respond. I wasn’t sure if I would be rushing to bash our fearless leader into next week for taking liberties or if I would be stepping closer, trying to scent her myself. Her small gasp made me take my seat again and scramble for a pillow to cover myself. This game was getting way to fucking heated. As soon as he had that small affirmation, Theo continued, “I’m dying to have a taste of you.” This time when he nipped her, it was over the center seam of her jeans, right at the heat of her core. Nix moaned, and I watched as she hung her head, trying to compose herself. The noise she made set me on fire.

      Glancing at Hiro, I saw him white knuckling the couch as he watched the intimate scene in front of us and I smirked, shaking my head. Our girl had us all wrapped up. The Fox liked to pretend he was in control, but truly? It was Nix.

      I was starting to wonder if it would have been safer to go dancing after all, not that I would have ever passed up the chance to see Nix like this.

      The link flew open as Damien projected Nix’s feelings. She was definitely turned on. Theo blasted an image through our minds of Nix with her hands fisted in his blonde hair, holding him in place as he pleasured her with his tongue.

      Ryder groaned and the Ceraptor hit the floor. “I’m out!” He held up his hands in surrender as he moved to Hiro’s side.

      Damien had his jaw clenched tight, and I could feel him grasping to control his reaction to the scene Theo had fed us.

      Nix hesitated when the next move was called, but ended up swinging off of Theo. Her chest was heaving as she tried to keep her balance, and the sea monster had a self-satisfied grin on his face.

      The fox finally let out a breath as the tension faded minutely.

      Half a dozen turns later and Nix hit the floor as she tried an overambitious move.

      “Damn!” She hopped up with a small scowl on her face, upset at having lost.

      Scooting over, Ryder patted the space between Hiro and himself as she made her way to the couch.

      As soon as Nix was off the board, the game between Damien and Theo grew fierce. The link was closed tight as Damien focused on trying to move as fluidly as Theo, but it was a losing battle. Within minutes, Damien’s elbow brushed the ground as he tried to twist himself to the colored circle he needed.

      “Out! Damien’s out!” Nix called all too cheerfully as she pointed at where he had made contact with the board. “Theo wins!”

      Theo puffed up as he stood, looking proud of himself.

      Don’t look so smug. You still have to get through me. I stood as I threw the challenge mentally.

      Stretching my arms over my head, I limbered up. There was no way in hell I was going to lose this game. I knew exactly what I wanted as my prize, and I couldn’t let anyone else win.

      “I feel like I’m going to want popcorn for the rest of this show.” Nix’s smile was infectious as she prepared to watch the battle between Theo, Hiro, and me. Excitement settled around us as Damien brought out the staples—popcorn and Twizzlers—and everyone settled in to watch the battle.

      Hiro was hard to beat. He was almost as matched in fluidity as Theo was. I, on the other hand, couldn’t move like that. My tall frame didn’t bode well for playing on such a small game board, and to top it off, my movements were a bit jerky as I looked around for the circles I needed.

      Damien and Ryder took turns calling the body parts and colors out.

      “Ass on yellow!” Ryder teased as he and Damien took turns calling the moves. I heard a thump and looked over towards the couch just in time to see Nix finish bopping the Ceraptor on the head. Her eyes met mine and she smiled, her eyes bright with amusement. She was so damn pretty. Something in my chest tightened, and I knew I was falling hard for her.

      My Puca itched to hop from space to space, wanting to come out to play. He wanted to show everyone how well he moved and how quickly he could outmaneuver both of the shifters on the board with me. He wanted to impress our Annie. Holding steady, I worked my way through the game on shear strength and determination. Theo lost first, and after an inordinate amount of time, I finally beat Hiro when he second-guessed the call and used the wrong hand.

      Nix’s cheer from the sidelines had me smiling as I re-adjusted my clothing back into place and smoothed a hand over my short hair.

      With a bow of his head. Hiro conceded the win.

      “Alright, bunny, what spoils of war are you requesting?” Ryder lounged backward, throwing his arm over the back of the couch and grazing his thumb over Nix’s shoulder. She leaned into his touch this time and looked at me, waiting for my answer.

      The truth was, that was what I wanted. I wanted Nix, and anytime she would give me.

      “A date,” I said, looking right at her trying to gauge her reaction to my question.

      “Aw, big guy. All you had to do was ask!” Ryder quipped, feigning flattery.

      “Not you, douche canoe. I was talking about Nix. I mean… I was trying to ask Nix…” I trailed off and turned to her. She placed her hand on Ryder’s thigh and used it to push off of as she crawled from the space between Ryder and Damien. Coming to stand in front of me she placed her hand on my chest.

      “You want a date with me?” The deep chocolate pools of her eyes pulled me in, and I couldn’t speak. What if she turned me down? Fuck. I hadn’t thought this through.

      Swallowing, I answered, “Yes.” My voice was gravelly.

      “I’d like that.” She said softly, and I felt like her eyes were looking straight into my soul. I felt her power flare and zip along my body, and I wondered if she felt it. I saw her sway toward me, and I leaned into her as well, her hands trapped between our bodies as I brought my hands around her waist, ready to pull her firmly into my body. Her sweet breath mingled with mine, and I let my eyes drop to her full lips.

      The crunch of popcorn reminded me that we had an audience and Nix and I looked over toward the couch as we placed a little more breathing room between us. Ryder was smirking at us—the popcorn culprit—but every eye in the room was locked on us.

      “Don’t let us stop you, by all means.” Ryder waved his hand at the both of us, popcorn falling from his hand as he motioned between Nix and I. “This is good stuff!”

      “You all seriously have a kink with watching me kiss your friends!” A rose color tinted her cheeks, and she pulled away from me, throwing her hands on her hips as she faced everyone.

      “What can we say? It’s rather hot. Or do you need another demonstration of what watching someone enjoy physical pleasure is like?” Hiro’s eyes were sparkling, begging her to take his bait.

      She bit her bottom lip and I wanted to groan. She wasn’t a lip bitter, but there was something about the action that was sexy on her. I could tell the thought of watching Hiro kiss Ryder again was enticing to her, and it was attractive as hell to me the way she just accepted all of us the way we were.

      “As long as we all kink responsibly.” Damien shrugged one shoulder.

      Shaking it off, she gave a nervous laugh. “You guys are ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculously good looking.” Damn, Ryder was on a roll tonight with his quips and comebacks. I rolled my eyes at him, but my Puca wanted to come out and join in Ryder’s shenanigans. It was a damn blessing that Ryder wasn’t a puca. The mischief and trouble that combination could create together made me… I didn’t even want to think about it.

      Turning back to me, she smirked. “So when are we going on our date?”

      Stepping closer, I reached out and ran my thumb over her lip. “Soon.”

      “Will you at least tell me what we’ll be doing?”

      “Yeah, Kill. No hanky panky, got it?” The Ceraptor jokingly scolded with a mock serious expression.

      Hiro reached out and smacked Ryder upside the head. “You can’t dictate who Nix gives her body to, even if you were joking about it. Plus, if you set rules for Killian, those same rules apply to you.” Hiro set the Ceraptor straight.

      “Sorry. I was just messing around.” Ryder looked cowed.

      Reaching out, I gently put my hands on Nix’s shoulder’s and put her back to the group, gaining her full attention.

      “I have an idea for our date, but I’m not going to tell you what it is yet. I’ll let you know when I have it planned. Okay?”

      “Alright, Romeo. Keep your secrets for now.”

      I couldn’t wait to take Nix on a date. I wanted to get to know everything about her, and I wanted to kiss her again when we were blessedly alone.
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      Watching Nix walk up the stairs as she hesitantly waved goodnight was sweet torture. Her hips swayed as she climbed and a collective sigh sounded around the room once she was out of sight. Damn, tonight had been fun. And sexy. And a huge fucking turn on. More cold showers were in sight.

      I want her so fucking bad! Ryder groaned. I haven’t even gotten to kiss her yet.

      It’s worth the wait. Killian smirked across the room in Ryder’s direction, trying to get a rise out of the stallion.

      It is. The Kitsune had a dreamy look on his face. Damnit. I couldn’t help the jealousy that ran through me for a moment as I thought about them kissing her. I was biding my time, waiting for the right moment. Logically, I knew I wasn’t the right man to kiss her first. If I tried to kiss her now, I’d overwhelm her. With her triggers, I thought it best to let the others warm her up before she got to me, but the wait and teasing was killing me.

      I made sure to block Nix out of our conversation, but I’d been able to perfect the balance of keeping her from hearing us while I was still connected to her. Holding up a hand, I made the guys stop talking as I listened to an internal battle raging in Nix.

      She was as hot and bothered as we were, but was worried about her ability to move forward with us due to her triggers. Would they stay with me if I couldn’t, you know, please them physically? Her worried thoughts cut straight through me, and I couldn’t help the growl I let slip out as I heard her thoughts loud and clear. Sometimes having my gift was a catch twenty-two. I wanted to march right up those stairs and reassure her that she was important to us, that we all felt drawn to her in ways we couldn’t even explain. Call it biology or whatever else you wanted to; the truth was that Nix called to me and my creature in a way I had never felt before. I was in it deep with her already. I wanted to tell her that we would ease her into everything, never push her, and help her overcome her fears and triggers. My hesitation lay in the fact that I wasn’t sure what her response to my having heard those private thoughts would be. I groaned; the balance between knowing when to listen in and when to tune out was precarious at best. Add in the fact that she was projecting rather loudly, only dimming her thoughts and feelings when her mental barriers were in place. We needed to work with her on strengthening them, although I would miss having a direct link into her beautiful mind. I didn’t want her to think she had absolutely no privacy from me—from us.

      Undecided, I pushed her thoughts to the rest of the group.

      Fuck. Killian swore.

      Theo sat down on the section and dropped his head in his hands. We should probably take it slower with her. Ease her into this relationship we want. Looking up, he made eye contact with each and every one of us, taking on an air of authority. I think it’s quite obvious given everyone’s level of attraction and attentiveness to Nix, but let me ask this now. Is there anyone who doesn’t want to take our relationship with Nix to the next level, and I’m not talking sexually. He cast eyes at Hiro and Ryder, knowing their wild imaginations had been spurring us all on earlier in the evening.

      I’m very serious about her. Hiro stated, stepping forward. So is my Kitsune. We both want her, and it’s much deeper than anything a physical level with her will add.

      I want her, and I haven’t even had her in any kind of sexual way yet. Ryder affirmed, then quietly added, I’ve never felt this way before.

      Killian grunted. You know I’m in. The connection to her is… He trailed off, not one for words. Instead, Kill pushed a bit of how he felt about Nix to me, and I projected it to everyone else. The same deep pull tugged at him as it did for me.

      Tapping into everyone’s feelings, I pulled them together and pushed them through each one of us.

      If anyone had any questions regarding anyone else’s devotion, the power of our feelings for Nix that were zinging through the connection shut them down. There was no doubt that we were on the same page with where we were heading.

      I’m interested in anything she will offer me. I told the group.

      The pull to her is strong—stronger than what is considered normal. It’s just a theory, but we’re a group of five strong mythologicals. I think her power calls to us the way she does. She’s strong enough to handle all of us and our alters, and we’re all strong enough to handle her and hers. Theo smirked as images of her in the water with his Kraken ran through his mind. That train of thought alone was a tell for Theo. He’d never found anyone he remotely wanted to show his Kraken to.

      I don’t know that we need to slow down. I countered back to Theo and gained everyone’s attention. Leaning back against one of the living room walls, I crossed my arms over my chest, still catching wisps of Nix’s thoughts as she readied herself for bed. She cares about us, more than she lets on. She doesn’t want to jeopardize her friendship with us, but she does have romantic feelings. I know she feels the pull to each of us. I think we need to spend quality time with her, one on one. We all need the ability to deepen our relationships with her. I actually think slowing down even more could be a problem for her. She’s already majorly attracted to us, has kissed several of us, and has seen that—at least in Hiro and Ryder’s case—they’re attracted to each other. If we back off, she’s going to worry that we’re not interested. I’m not saying we jump into bed with her. I’m saying let things move physically at their own pace.

      Yeah, I like the sound of that. I want that one on one time with her… like a date. Ryder rubbed his hands together as he started thinking.

      Exactly. We need to date her.

      A courtship. Theo nodded in affirmation, placing his glasses on his nose as he pulled out his phone and started taking notes. We can each take turns, pick a day. Let’s take the night and come up with ideas. With Michael still on the loose, we’ll need to vet our ideas and make sure we all feel safe with where we want to take her. Hopefully, he won’t be an issue much longer.

      The threat in his mental voice didn’t go unnoticed. We all wanted to get our hands that bastard. More than anything, I wanted Nix to have the answers she needed. I hoped that closure from that part of her life would ease her fears and help her move more confidently into this next phase of her life. A phase we all desperately wanted to be a part of.
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      My phone vibrated on the nightstand next to me, and I startled awake—taking a moment to figure out where I was and what was happening. White walls stared back at me as I woke up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes and stretching before my plans came rushing back to me. I hopped out of bed, feeling well rested and excited. I had set my alarm early so that I could beat Damien to the kitchen, deciding to make breakfast for everyone. I hadn’t gotten to cook on my own yet, and I wanted to surprise them with a full spread of their favorite things. I had spent the last few days randomly asking questions until I knew all of the guys’ favorite breakfast foods.

      Hiro loved eggs and rice for breakfast; Theo would eat almost anything but loved waffles; Damien—my health nut—loved protein smoothies and eggs with sausage for breakfast; Killian would eat anything you put in front of him, and Ryder loved anything sweet—preferably cereal or donuts. For a guy who was studying to be a doctor, he sure loved his sugary carbs.

      Luckily I had showered the night before, so I grabbed my clothing and tiptoed to the bathroom as quietly as I could. I worked my ass off to keep my mental wall up so Damien wouldn’t hear my scheming. I’d kept my thoughts away from my plans anytime he was around in hopes that I could finally best him. He was too good at reading me. As I brushed my teeth, I wondered what it would be like to know what everyone around me was thinking. The look Hiro and Ryder had given me last night, and the way the guys seemed to carry on their own mental conversations—excluding me on purpose I was sure—made me widely curious about what was going on in their brains. It was a little irksome to be out of the know sometimes.

      After I slipped into a pair of black leggings and oversized grey sweater, I put my hair up in a messy bun and raced down the stairs on quiet feet. The house was still dark, dim lighting from the entryway casting a soft, warm glow. Making my way to the kitchen, I started gathering ingredients. Luckily, I had planned ahead and had procured the necessary breakfast items I needed by way of Damien’s grocery list. I had snagged it right after he turned it over to Theo—whose turn it had been to go do the shopping.

      As I worked on autopilot, I let my mind wander. The night before had been a blast, and I had been hesitant to go to bed, but I also knew if I had stayed downstairs I’d have ended up initiating something I wasn’t sure I was ready to start. The guys had all stood around the living room watching me climb the stairs, and I’d given them a little wave goodnight. Playing twister had been a great idea, but with our bodies twinning and thrumming around each other, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take before I’d have self-combusted on the spot. Watching Hiro bite Ryder had made me wish I was sandwiched in between them—that they were biting my neck. Having Theo’s body moving so fluidly around mine had given me a serious case of want. Killian, on the other hand, had surprised the fuck out of me with the way he could maneuver his large form. I had expected him to lose right away, but he had proven me wrong. To be fair, I was pretty sure I would have beaten him in the first round if Hiro hadn’t teased me to the edge of distraction. The cheater. I’d get him back for that.

      Then there was Damien. The way he watched me had heated my blood, and my Phoenix had happily spent the night sending naughty images of each of the guys through my mind.

      Sighing, I double checked the long list of items I was preparing to make this morning. I was terrified of losing my friendships if I let things progress into relationship territory, but I also knew we were already heading in that direction. I also wasn’t sure that I’d actually be able to follow through, not knowing how I would handle intimate touching with the triggers I had. All my attempts in the past had failed miserably. If I couldn’t handle the sexual aspect of a relationship, would that be a dealbreaker for them? I had been asking myself that question all night.

      There was no question in my mind that my Phoenix and I liked them. We both felt drawn to them and their creatures. I couldn’t explain it. I knew Rini had told me that our biology helped us to pick out compatible mates, but I wasn’t sure that explained the intense draw I felt toward all of them. A pull I was sure they were feeling as well. I wondered if that connection would help me with my triggers when our relationship grew more intense, just like it seemed to help me now with all the casual touching. Holy shit, I was seriously considering a relationship with five men. I must be mental.

      I needed to call Rini, and I wondered if her bears would let her off house arrest long enough to come hang out with me. It seemed that they followed her everywhere she went these days, especially if I was involved. While I understood their concern, it was getting annoying. I craved the day when things would go back to the way things were before the attack.

      Mixing up a dozen eggs, I prepared to make a massive amount of cheesy scrambled eggs. Opening the drawer to the left of the stove, I found a spatula. As the pan heated on the stove and I started cooking, I reveled in the feeling of home. Knowing where the majority of things were was nice, and the room I was staying in—while sparse—was starting to feel like mine. The truth was, even though I felt the overprotection was being taken to the extreme and I was feeling cooped up, I enjoyed living here. It was comfortable—much nicer than anything I was used to—and I loved feeling like a part of the family. A family I wanted to make out with. I scoffed at myself as I moved the eggs around the pan, mixing in a blend of cheeses. Yeah… that sounded dirty as fuck. I rolled my eyes at myself.

      As soon as the eggs were done, I covered them and stuck them in the microwave to keep them warm while I moved on to making waffles. Luckily, the boys had their own waffle maker, and I pulled out my phone so I could mix up the homemade recipe I had found online. I hoped Theo liked it! I also knew that Ryder would most likely down a ton of sugary, syrup covered waffles, so I made sure to double the recipe. Holy shit could guys eat!

      As soon as they were prepped and on the griddle, I set aside all the fruit and protein powder I’d need for Damien’s smoothie. I had to save that for last because I knew the noise was a sure way to wake everyone in the house up. I’d learned that the hard way. Rotating the waffles routinely, I cooked the sausage links and set them aside. The smell made my mouth water. Stretching my hands above my head, I pulled my phone out again and set some music playing—dancing around and singing quietly while I worked. I was holding a large metal bowl in my arms as I whipped together filling for the crepes I planned to make next and dancing around the kitchen like an idiot, when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Pausing, I looked up with wide eyes and took in Hiro’s face. The fox was trying not to laugh, but his eyes were bright with mirth on my behalf. He had his arm crossed over his upper abdomen, the elbow of his other arm resting there while he covered his mouth with a hand.

      “You fucker! You should have… like… announced your presence!” I scolded him, animatedly waving the whisk in my hand. Cream cheese filling splattered on the floor, some of it landing on my breastbone.

      Moving with precision, Hiro ended up in front of me while he replied to my earlier outrage, “I could have, but what fun would that have been? I was enjoying the show. You’re a good dancer, Nix. I can’t wait to get you on a dancefloor with me.” His eyes were molten as he stepped into my personal space. I stood there like the statue of liberty, holding the damn whisk, while the amazing smell of him surrounded me—woods and earth, and a spice that was distinctly Hiro’s.

      “In the meantime…” his eyes didn’t break contact with mine until the very last second as he leaned down and sucked the blob of sweet batter off of my body. I let out a breathy sigh as he flicked his tongue over the sensitive spot where my neck, shoulder, and collarbone all met, the heat of his mouth contrasting with the cool pressure of his tongue ring sliding across my heated skin. Grazing his nose up my neck, he placed little kisses and nips along my skin as he made his way to my jaw bone. “I like this shirt on you. Such easy access,” he whispered and skimmed his fingertips over my shoulder where the sweater had slipped off to one side, bearing my skin to the world. Nuzzling behind my ear, he tongued a spot behind it that I would never have guessed would turn me on. Instead, I felt jolts of pleasure shoot straight to my pussy as I clenched around nothing. The kindling he had started was now a roaring fire, and I wanted nothing more than to abandon all my food prep and throw myself at Hiro.

      “Looks like you started without me.” The deep timber of Damien startled me, and I jumped backward, splattering more filling. Glancing around Hiro, I spotted the Gargoyle running a hand through his wet hair as he took in the scene we were creating. Walking into the kitchen he stepped up next to Hiro, and I squirmed under two sets of fathomless eyes.

      “What’d I miss?” Standing just slightly taller than the Kitsune, Damien angled his head toward Hiro’s as he spoke.

      I narrowed my eyes at Hiro as he chuckled and gave me away. “She was dancing around the kitchen while she prepared breakfast.”

      “Damn.” Damien glanced around the kitchen taking in the mess.

      “I’m sorry! I’ll make sure it’s spic and span when I’m done with it. I just wanted to make you all breakfast. I didn’t think about the fact that I may be encroaching on your domain.” I looked around at the mass of dirty bowls piled in the sink and winced, deflating as I started second guessing my plans this morning. Maybe I should have asked if he’d mind? I know men could get territorial about things.

      “Sweetheart,” the gentleness of Damien’s voice and the way he’d used my nickname instead of my actual name, set me at ease as I forced myself to make eye contact. “You’re welcome in my kitchen anytime, whether you’re watching me cook and keeping me company or cooking yourself. I know you like to create in the kitchen just like I do. It’s one of the things I love about you. I don’t know what we did to deserve the massive spread you seem to be preparing, but I for one am excited to taste absolutely everything you’ve made.” The way his eyes heated when he raked them over me made it hard to hold still. His gaze seemed to land on something and stick.

      “It’s almost as sweet as she is. Go ahead, get a taste D.” Hiro commanded as he crossed his arms over his chest, watching me intently.

      My heart tattooed in my chest as Damien stepped close, towering over me before he bent his head. I tracked his progress and realized that I had another dab of cream cheese on the swell of breast that rose over the dipping neckline of my sweater. I momentarily debated stepping back to clean myself off, but quickly changed my mind. This was Damien, and I wanted to feel his tongue on me just like I had felt Hiro’s. The fact that Hiro was watching, hell the fact that he had demanded and dared Damien into action, only made me hotter. The sheer naughtiness of their intent did wicked things to my body, and when Damien’s lips parted and sucked my skin into his mouth, I felt myself growing wet with desire. What this said about me, I wasn’t ready to analyze.

      “So delicious.” He spoke into my skin and nipped lightly, causing me to gasp. “Want another taste, Hiro?” He offered as he slowly slid his hand along my arm and took the whisk from my fingers. Lifting his head, he used the whisk to add more filling along my neck, adding it to the other side as well. “One side for each of us.” Damien’s eyes were full of heat, and I clenched my thighs together, adding sweet friction where I needed it.

      “See that.” The low murmur was all Hiro as he crowded against my other side. “We’ve got her all hot and bothered, just like she had us last night.” A growl rumbled out of Damien as he lowered his head and licked a trail up the right side of my neck at the same time Hiro gently sucked the sweet confection off of my neck on the left. I couldn’t help but wonder what their mouths would feel like on other areas of my body… Damien’s mouth was softer and hotter, his teeth grazing my skin. Hiro used more pressure, flicks of his tongue glancing across my skin, the ring rubbing where he sucked. Not knowing what to do with my hands, I placed a hand on each chest and gripped their shirts, holding them in place as the sensations they were causing bombarded me.

      Every single pound in my chest echoed in my ears as their ministrations continued, and when I clenched my thighs together a second time, they groaned in unison.

      A noise infiltrated my passion fueled haze, and I opened my eyes to find Ryder standing at the bottom of the steps, gaze locked on the show in the kitchen. I wasn’t sure if my eyes were playing tricks on me, but I thought I saw a flash of hurt or jealousy in his eyes, which one I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was that I didn’t want him to ever feel either emotion, and I cleared my throat and worked to step back from the two eager creatures tasting me. The dazed look in their eyes told me they hadn’t heard Ryder come downstairs. I couldn’t explain why I felt guilty for the kisses with Hiro and Damien, but I felt insecure now that I’d been caught by Ryder. So far, none of them had had an issue when they caught me kissing any of the others. Last night had been so fun. Ryder had only egged us all on; but in the light of day, I suddenly questioned everything I knew. What if he didn’t want me? What if he only wanted Hiro? Was Ryder upset that Hiro had been kissing me? I knew he knew about the kiss between Hiro and me at the campus, but if it had bothered him, he’d hidden it well. Doubts plagued me, and my heart beat fast for a different reason now; anxiety.

      What I saw when he drew near was the same self-assured look in his eyes that I almost questioned what I’d seen, but I was almost positive of the emotions that had crossed his features only a minute beforehand. I smiled, sure it looked fake as I motioned to the kitchen around me.

      “Breakfast is almost done! I just need to finish the crepes, make Damien’s protein smoothie, and make sure everything is warm.” I rambled as I got back to work.

      “Great. What can we do to help?” Ryder sounded cheerful, but I caught a hint of something underneath his tone. Did anyone else pick up on that?

      “Ryder, you’re the worst in the kitchen.” Hiro laughed at him. “I think the best way we can help is to get out of Nix’s way.” The Kitsune slung an arm over his friend’s shoulders and led him from the room, heading toward the living room sectional. I released a sigh, trying to let go of my stress as I focused back on the tasks at hand. The highs and lows of emotion I was feeling were wearing on me, and the sun had only recently started streaming in the windows.

      “Want any help?” Damien washed his hands and rolled up his sleeves.

      “I had wanted to do all of this alone… to surprise you and thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Sweetheart, you don’t have to thank us. We want to help you. You’re a part of our family now. That’s what family does for each other.”

      I couldn’t focus on my worry over Ryder, so I relented and allowed Damien to help me with the crepes as I went to work on his smoothie. He worked effortlessly beside me in companionable silence, but I felt him prodding my mind for information on what made my mood switch from happy to downtrodden so quickly. Sighing, I turned to him and opened up my mind, holding eye contact as he accessed what he wanted to know. I saw his cheeks pinken a little at the intrusion he realized I felt, but he took his time sorting through my thoughts and emotions before nodding and handing the spatula over to me.

      “Damien, don’t!” I hissed. I ran a hand over my face as I watched the guys have a heated discussion in the other room. Infuriating. I knew Damien was generally the peacekeeper of the family, but the way he butted into everything was sometimes brutish. BRUTISH! You hear that, don’t you Gargoyle? I threw the thoughts at him, knowing he’d hear them. His mouth quirked quickly but settled back into a straight line just as fast as he talked with Ryder.

      I steeled my nerves and decided to ignore them, flipping the crepes and setting them on the plate next to the stovetop. I wanted breakfast to be a success, and right now it was spiraling out of control. Throwing myself into my work, I heated the breakfast items and laid them out on the counter. My heart squeezed in my chest as I thought about the look on Ryder’s face. It wouldn’t leave my head. I’d never stopped to consider that one of them in the group might not want me, and if one of them didn’t, what did that mean for the rest of them? This was why I was so hesitant to move things out of the friendship zone. I couldn’t imagine losing them. I felt the press of tears behind my eyes as the crepe in the frying pan blurred in front of me.

      “Hey.” The sweet sound of Ryder’s voice behind me made a tear escape and roll down my cheek. I swiped it quickly, realizing I had no way to cover up the movement. He noticed. He made a move closer to me, but I held up a hand, not turning to look at him.

      “It’s ok, Ryder. You don’t have to say it.”

      “Say what? That I’m sorry and I was stupid? Because I do owe you an apology for that.”

      Pivoting, I decided to face him, ready to tell him that it was ok if he was only interested in Hiro. I’d never judge him for his feelings, it would just hurt to know he didn’t want me, but determination surged through my veins. I didn’t have to lose him as a friend if I reacted well to this.

      Cocking his head to the side like a puppy dog, I realized he was listening in on my internal struggle, compliments of Damien. Without breaking eye contact with Ryder, I pointed a finger in Damien’s direction where he remained in the living room, watching us.

      “You, butt out!”

      Ryder outright laughed, and I gaped. “You think I don’t want you? That I only want Hiro?” The fucker! How dare he laugh at me.

      My heart thudded wildly. “Am I… am I wrong?”

      He nodded his head, the shock of faded purple hair falling into his eyes as he did. Pushing his hair from his face, he stalked toward me. I backed up with every step until my back hit the counter.  He pinned me in place with a hand on either side of me, gripping the smooth surface in his hands.

      “I admit it; I was jealous. I wanted to be in Damien’s place, sucking your neck and turning you on with Hiro. We haven’t had any time together, and what I want most in the whole world is to spend more time with your sexy self.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh. Holy hell, I’d let my mind and my worry run away with me and the relief I felt now was palpable.

      “Bloody hell, I haven’t even gotten to kiss you yet, but some of my brothers are getting seconds already.” His eyes strayed to my lips.

      I felt it necessary to point out that they hadn’t all kissed me yet. “I haven’t kissed Damien yet either, and Theo’s was just a little peck.” I gave him a shy smile as I realized how bizarre it was to be talking about kissing so many guys to another guy you undoubtedly wanted to make out with. “But if its a kiss you want…” I reached over and dipped my finger into the bowl of filling, “… that can be arranged.” I placed a dot of batter on my lips.

      The light in Ryder’s eyes drew me in as he leaned closer, bringing his mouth an inch away from mine. I felt sparks as our magic collided, both holding ourselves back from closing that last little inch.

      “I’d like nothing more…” his thumb skimmed along my bottom lip, spreading the dot of filling. “… but I have plans for our first kiss.”

      I darted my tongue out and flicked his thumb as I tasted the sweet cream cheese, trying to entice him in. Ryder closed his eyes and groaned, then spoke louder and addressed the room. “And she thinks I don’t want her,” he scoffed playfully. When his eyes opened again, I saw the heat in them. Closing the last little bit of distance, he pressed his lower half against mine, and I felt his hardness against my stomach. “Don’t you ever think I don’t want you again, understand?” The words were soft yet husky; so odd to hear such a solid command from my playful unicorn.

      I nodded and he withdrew this thumb. I was riveted to the spot as I watched him place that thumb into his mouth, sucking it clean. My pulse jumped, and I swallowed hard as dirty images flew through my mind from his simple act. I felt a hum rumble through his body.

      “If you only knew what she was thinking right now.” I knew Damien was listening to my litany of fantasies and my face heated. Looking in their direction, I saw they had come to join us in the kitchen. Damien was leaning against the open doorway with his arms crossed across his chest while Hiro stood just off to the side of him with his hands in his pockets. I had to shake my head to clear it. How had I gotten so lucky as to garner their attention like this? My reaction followed by my relief over the knowledge that Ryder wasn’t pulling away from me wasn’t lost on me. I cared for all of them more than I had admitted out loud.

      “Care to share?” Ryder turned his head to look in their direction.

      “Let’s just say she’s as bad as what we were sharing with each other last night.” Hiro grinned at the information that was being shared.

      “You were sharing naughty thoughts about me with each other?” My eyes lit with interest.

      “So you admit to thinking dirty thoughts about us, Nix?” Hiro’s eyes were daring me to deny it.

      My face flamed with heat but I squared my shoulders. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Damien. “ Ryder turned, freeing me in the process. The whine in his voice apparent to all in the room. “Details man! Please!” He begged.

      “I’d much rather enact the fantasies than hear them from the Gargoyle’s head.” Theo strode into the room, sans shirt, and interjected his opinion while he ran a hand over his abdomen. Drawing my attention to the ropes of muscles angling into the waistband of his blue sweatpants, I couldn’t move my eyes from the way they rippled under his skin. My mouth was dry as I let my gaze rake up his form to land on his bed wrangled blonde hair. Yes, these men might be the death of me if my heart kept skipping beats like this. Holy hell!

      Trying to cover my perusal, I waved all of the men from my kitchen. I needed to get breakfast on the table as well as steer the conversation away from topics that would end up with me jumping one of them—two birds, one stone. Looking at the mess around the room, I decided we were done making crepes and started cleaning up the cluttered counters when I had an idea. Closing my eyes, I focused on speeding up the process and pushed my ideas to my Phoenix, hoping she’d be able to lend a hand. With an excited coo, I went flying at the speed of light toward the counter where I slammed into it and slowed my pace. Yeah, this was going to take some practice. After a few more tries I had the dishes done, the counters cleaned off, everything put into its place, and had the blender on as I combined the ingredients for the protein smoothie Damien liked to have in the morning.

      Looking up, I realized that Killian was still sleeping. “Hey, can one of you go wake up Kill? I want him to eat while everything is still hot.”

      “Kill’s not here.” Theo mentioned it so casually; I repeated his words back to him in question form. “He left before the sun was up to track Michael.”

      “Without backup?!” I screeched.

      That damn bunny! I knew he was scouring heaven and earth to find the threat against me that still existed, but he shouldn’t be out there searching alone! Not to mention what he’d do if he found him. While I didn’t care much if Michael lived or died these days, I sure as hell didn’t want Killian doing something he’d regret. It’d also be nice if I could get some answers from the fucker. Answers like how the hell he’d gotten a hold of me and what truly happened to my mother. My stomach was twisted.

      Theo whipped out his phone and shot a series of texts back and forth. He knew I was worried and I needed a status update. I wanted us all home together, but I knew they were all trying to eliminate the threat against me. Honest to God, I wanted to be out there with Killian myself hunting down that sadistic a-hole.

      Theo’s gentle voice soothed me slightly. “He’s on his way home now. Unfortunately, he hasn’t found any leads.”

      Nodding carefully, I motioned to the counter, inviting them to dig into the food so they could begin eating.

      As the guys plated their food, I tried to get out from under my anger. If I let it fester, I’d be a bitter person, and I refused to give Michael another inch.

      As we sat down, the guys all hummed in appreciation. “Nix, I can’t believe you did all of this.” Damien beamed at me, eggs, sausage, and his protein smoothie sitting in front of him. Ryder had piled waffles on top of each other, slathered in butter and confectioners sugar, and he looked like he was in heaven. Theo had a waffle on his plate, topped with syrup while Hiro had a heaping plate of eggs and sausage. I filled my crepes with the coveted filling and settled in to eat content to have most of the guys around me. Now if Killian would just hurry his butt home, it would feel complete. Taking a bit of my breakfast, I savored the sweet filling and felt my face warm as I thought of all the trouble it had already gotten me in this morning. The very best kind of trouble.
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      Eating and bantering back and forth about the game the night before, I blushed a rosy color as they teased me. Ryder was animated replaying a critical move when a knock sounded at the front door, interrupting his show. Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate timing—I couldn’t decide.

      The molten heat in Hiro’s eyes was blazing as he stood to answer the door. The look he sent me before he turned toward the entryway held promises of more fun times like the night prior.

      I had just focused on breakfast again when I heard Hiro curse from the entryway.

      The mental link flew open as everyone started communicating silently.

      NIX! Upstairs, NOW! The fact that Damien was yelling in my head had me instantly on alert. Oh shit! It had to be Michael! But wait… Michael would never just waltz up to the front door and knock. It wasn’t his method. Then again… I hadn’t pictured him using a gun either… so my judgment couldn’t really be trusted.

      What I did know was that I trusted the guys with my life. I dropped everything on the table and raced up the stairs with Ryder and Theo on my tail. Turning when I reached the landing, I couldn’t help but watch the way they moved as they bounded up the steps. Damn, but they were sexy. Not the time, Nix, I tried to scold myself and focus on their rush to get out of sight. Someone was here, and it was someone they didn’t want me to meet.

      “Who is it?” I whispered as Theo took my arm and ushered me to my room. The way he grabbed me had my heart racing, and I tried to hold off a flashback of my foster brother grabbing me in a similar way as he forced me into his room. The situation had me struggling against Theo as tears threatened behind my eyes.

      “Theo! Let go of her. You’re making her upset!” Ryder stepped up just as Theo looked down into my panicked face.

      “God, Nix. I’m so sorry.” He let go of me. “Bloody hell. I’m sorry.” He backed away, leaving me to Ryder as he descended the stairs looking frazzled.

      “Are you alright?” Ryder lifted his arm like he wanted to touch me, but decided to keep it to himself, for which I was grateful.

      Swallowing back my tears, I nodded and tried to ground myself in the present. I was with the guys. I was safe. At least, I thought I was.

      “Who’s at the door?” I tried to loosen my throat to get the words out.

      My grandfather. Damien answered my question silently.

      “Is that bad?” I wasn’t grasping why they were all freaking out.

      Gently, Ryder reached for my hand and pulled me into his room, shutting the door quietly behind us.

      “He’s a shifter, Nix. If he sees you, he’ll have to report you to the Council. He’s very old school in his beliefs, being a retired council member himself, and he won’t hesitate to bring you before the Council.” He paused, trying to tune into the conversation downstairs. “It might already be too late.” His grip on my hand tightened as my stomach dropped. I knew staying hidden forever wasn’t in my cards, but this was all happening much faster than I had anticipated.

      He knows. It was Hiro this time.

      I closed my eyes and focused, willing my Phoenix to help me hear and praying extended range was within the realm of my powers. I wanted to fist pump when I heard—albeit quiet—voices floating from the entryway.

      “Aren’t you going to let me in?” The unfamiliar, older voice asked. “Very rude, you know, to keep your elders waiting.”

      “Of course.” I could hear the clipped edge in Damien’s tone.

      A soft shuffling and the man spoke again. “Who is the girl, Damien?” The grandfather asked a little gruffly. Well he sure didn’t waste any time. I decided I definitely didn’t want to meet him, even if he was Damien’s blood relative.

      “She’s a friend.”

      “And a shifter.” The grandfather paused before I heard his voice again, “A strong one.”

      “A mythological.” Damien confirmed, and I gritted my teeth. Was he going to give me away?

      “I’ve never smelled a scent quite like it.” The man was inquisitive.

      “What brings you by, grandpa?” I took a breath. He was trying to get the conversation off of me.

      Thank you. I sent the message to Damien and then tensed. Oh shit! Could Damien’s grandfather hear my thoughts? Hell, I wasn’t even sure if it worked that way. I knew Damien could hear the guys and now me. Could he hear other people if he tried? I wasn’t sure because he didn’t hear me until I shifted. Could he only hear shifters or had he just been protecting my privacy when I was still “human”?

      He can explain the ins and outs later. Right now, I’d suggest throwing up your wall. He’s suspicious, and I’m not sure the extent of his psychic abilities. It was Theo in my head.

      My Phoenix squawked in my mind, just as uneager to be outed to the Council as I was. We worked in tandem to erect my mental wall, and I felt her checking for any cracks as I turned my attention back to listening. It was harder to hear now that I was multitasking my powers. I came in on the middle of their conversation.

      “He’s just worried about you and the boys. It’s unlike you to be away for so long. Although, I’m starting to get a clearer picture of what might be going on here.”

      “They need to realize I’m an adult. I belong to my own group. I’m no longer under their wings.”

      “Yes. I know that, and I’m sure they do as well.” I could barely make out the man’s weary sigh. “The girl, Damien. Her scent is all over the house, as is yours and your brothers. You’re delusional if you think you can hide this from me. I see why you haven’t been back to visit your parents or update the Council; she smells quite alluring.” I scrunched up my nose. Yuck, it was almost akin to be checked out by an old dude. The creep factor had me skeeved out, especially because the man was closely related with Damien.

      “Grandpa!” Warning filled the exasperated endearment.

      Chuckling, the old man replied, “I felt the same way about your grandmother, god rest her soul,  as you probably do about this one. However,” everything about his speech hardened, “ I was not born yesterday. I know everyone, as you well know, and I cannot place her creature. She’s a strong mythological, if I’m not mistaken. Smokey… almost dragon-like, but that’s not it.” Footsteps echoed lightly across the wooden floor as he began pacing. Lowering my wall slightly, I could pick up on the tension from the silent Hiro and Theo. Fuck.

      “She’s new to the area.” Hiro inserted, coming to my defense and trying to throw the old man off his scent.

      “Ah, and which community does she hail from?” I heard a soft rustling and thought someone may have taken a seat.

      I didn’t want Damien or the others to have to lie for me. Especially to a close family member. Lowering my wall, I sighed. Just tell him. If I’m going to be found out, I’d rather do it on our terms.

      I didn’t know what to expect from the Council, but the last thing I wanted was several dangerous mythological shifters to show up and drag me away from the guys. No, if I was going to be outed, I was going to take control of the situation myself.

      We can cover you. You don’t need to expose yourself yet. Hiro pushed gently in my direction. I felt his nervousness over being heard by the other psychic.

      I shut down the link, trying my best to block them all out. I turned around, trying to gather my courage and calm my racing heart. I was sure Ryder could hear it, but he kept his ear to the door, listening to the conversation downstairs. I studied his room, trying to focus on the small things to distract myself and lower my heart rate. The last thing I needed to do was to walk down the stairs all keyed up. The walls of the room around me were a light gray with a stylish maroon, white, and gray comforter adorning the bed. The dark cherry furniture was modern and sleek, just like Ryder himself. An expensive space-age looking clock sat on one nightstand, while the other was stacked with books. I wondered what he liked to read and resolved that I would make sure I had time to get to know him better. I wouldn’t let the Council take me from the life I was carving out for myself. Turning back toward Ryder, I caught sight of neatly lined rows of shoes through the partially opened closet door, and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. I loved that everything was neat and tidy, stylish yet fun. Just like my crazy Ceraptor. All fun and games but serious and studious underneath. I knew you didn’t study to become a doctor without serious dedication and hard work. Taking stock of myself, I realized the thrumming in my chest had steadied.

      Pulling myself from my reverie, I met Ryder’s eyes. He was still trying to listen to what was happening downstairs. Placing my hands on his chest, Ryder’s shocked eyes met mine as I leaned up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

      Leaning around him, I opened the door and slipped into the hallway as Ryder chastised me. “Bloody hell woman. Are you sure about this?” He rushed after me, trying to halt my progress by beating me to the stairs. He planted himself on the first step that led down.

      “I’m not going to get in the way of Damien’s family. The Council was going to find out about me one way or another. Might as well be now and on my terms.” I shrugged, my mind made up as I ducked under the Ceraptor’s arm and headed downstairs. I walked into a disagreement, about me I was sure.

      “Hello,” I announced to the room, and four pairs of startled eyes met mine.

      “Nix! Go back upstairs,” Theo demanded.

      Damien looked so torn, and my heart ached over the position I’d put him in.

      “Hello dear, it’s nice to meet you. Nix, is it?” The old man moved toward me and held out his hand. I hesitated only a moment before taking it and allowing him to pull it to his lips. He pressed a chaste kiss to the back of my hand before releasing me and introducing himself. “I’m Damien’s grandfather, Gaspard Lacroix.

      “It’s nice to meet you.” I nodded my head in his direction, trying to show the respect I knew his age and his previous position in the shifter world probably required. When my head tipped back up, I knew I had made the right judgment call by the twinkle in the old man’s eyes as well as the small smiles from all the guys in the room. They seemed resigned to my fate now, but I knew they would be here with me every step of the way. It had never been fair to ask them to keep me a secret, although I was grateful for the time I’d had to assimilate to the idea of shifters before being thrust into their world.

      “Come sit! Come sit.” He motioned me over to the couch with little fanfare, acting like the house was his instead of the guys. Going along with it, I sat on one side of the sectional while he sat on the other, pivoting to face me. “Now then, pray tell, what type of shifter are you?”

      Glancing at all the guys, I saw their faces harden, some going as far as to widen their feet and cross their arms as they stood like statues around the room. I knew they wouldn’t like it—hell I didn’t either—but I had already outed myself and decided to see it through. Sitting up straight, I locked eyes with the stranger and put on my bravest face. “I’m a phoenix shifter.”

      The man’s jaw popped open and he stared at me, open-mouthed. “A phoenix shifter? Damien,” He turned to his grandson, “is she shitting me?” I almost laughed at his outright curse. He didn’t seem the type. I smothered the reaction, trying to school my face, but I knew there was light in my eyes as Damien confirmed my declaration. “Young lady, there hasn’t been one of your kind in a long while.” He looked away as he spoke, taking in the room around him.

      “So I’ve been told.” I waited for him to continue the conversation, not wanting to share any extra details about myself.

      When he brought his attention back to me, he continued, “May I see you shift? I’d like to confirm what you and the boys here are saying.” His voice was awed but also held a note of something I could not place. Did he not believe me?

      “No. I’m not comfortable with that. You’ll have to take my word and scent at face value.” I made sure I was projecting confidence as I kept my posture strong.

      “Gumption, this one. Strong. A true shifter female.” He pointed at me with a thumb as he looked to his grandson. “I like her.”

      “So do I.” I warmed from my Gargoyle’s avowal.

      “Well, young lady, I have to infer from the lack of information that the boys here have shared with me and the fact that I haven’t heard of a documented phoenix shifter in recent years that you’ve grown up out of the fold. Undocumented, we would call it.”

      “That’s none of your business…” Ryder leapt to my defense, moving closer to my spot on the couch. I held up my hand to quiet him. In for a penny…

      “That’s correct. I didn’t know about the shifter world until I moved to Alaska to attend college.” His grandfather was all ears as he prodded for answers, but I remained as vague as possible.

      “You know you boys could be in a lot of trouble for keeping her away from the Council.” His voice was hard, professional.

      Low growls reverberated through the open space.

      “It was my idea. I asked for more time.” I’d be a monkey’s grandmother before I let my men take the blame for something I’d asked them to do. Something I’d needed.

      “Alright, boys. I know you all had  the best intentions, but you know what happens now. Be prepared to meet with the Council tomorrow… all of you.” He made sure to look directly at each one of us, the days he served as a Councilman serving him well as he scolded us.

      My stomach dropped as the news that I’d have to go before the Council settled on my shoulders. The weight of it made me nauseous. Would I have any say in the outcome of my life? I didn’t want to be held prisoner just for existing as a rare shifter.

      As the men talked around me, I sank into myself, my bravado deflating as Gaspard stood to leave. I stood on autopilot and walked behind the group to the door.

      “Nix.” My name drew me back into the conversation.

      “Yes?”

      “I wish we had met under better circumstances, dear. Any woman who’s caught Damien’s attention must be some woman indeed.” He tipped his old hat at me as he walked out the door. I decided right then and there that while I liked Gaspard Lacroix, Damien’s grandfather, I wasn’t keen on Gaspard Lacroix, Councilman.
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      The morning had been a complete waste of time. I was so frustrated that I planned to go home and head straight for the basement to take my growing aggression out on the punching bag. The fact that Nix was left to worry about a potential threat to her safety made me feel like I had failed her. Where the hell could that fucker be? The muscle in my jaw ticked as I clenched my teeth.

      I pulled into the driveway, stepped down from the Hummer, and headed for the front door. As I slid the key in the lock, I caught a scent in the air that I knew, but hoped to hell I was wrong about.

      Inside I found Ryder pacing across the living room, Hiro sitting next to Nix holding her hand while Damien sat on the floor in front of our girl.

      The scent I caught outdoors was stronger indoors, and I knew Gaspard had been here. This did not bode well for any of us.

      Theo was sorting stacks of papers on the table. I had no idea what he was doing, but I headed in his direction, prepared to grill him for the information I needed. Although, I was pretty damn sure I already knew the answer. “Did he see her?” I didn't need to elaborate.

      “Unfortunately, yes. She waltzed right into the room and introduced herself.”

      “Fuck!”

      Nix looked up and saw me standing near the dining room table. Her eyes, which looked burdened, lit up for a moment as she looked me over. I was sure she was looking for any signs of a scuffle. When she was content that I was fine, she spoke. “That’s not the whole story.” I was surprised she could hear us talking over in our corner of the room. We hadn’t been speaking loudly. Damn, I wondered if some of her other senses were developing, strengthening. I tabled the observation for now, but I hoped they were.

      “Why in God’s name would you out yourself to another shifter when you’re supposed to be staying away from them?” What the hell had she been thinking? My voice came out harder than I had planned, and I watched as Nix flinched. Damnit. Clearing my throat, I moved into the living room, eyeing my brothers as I passed them on my way to our girl.

      “Let me try that again.” I started over, keeping my voice more even-keeled. “What happened? Why would you out yourself to Gaspard?”

      “He could smell me—which is gross by the way.” She pointed toward Damien. “Please tell me he's just a nice old man and not a pervert?”

      I laughed as the others chuckled along, breaking the tension in the room. “Gaspard? A pervert? Nah, he’s one of the kindest most chivalrous men I know. When we started to look for mates he sat us all down to warn us that if we didn’t treat a female correctly, we’d be dragged before him and it wouldn’t end well. Damn, seriously, what the hell did I miss?” I was eager for the full story and hoping that they would get on with the tale of what had obviously been a very active morning.

      “Nix made breakfast.” Hiro strutted forward, hands shoved into the pockets of his low slung jeans. That explained why it smelled so good in here. “As we were eating, Gaspard showed up.”

      “We got Nix out of the way, but that old coot’s sniffer is still more powerful than most. He could scent her all over the house. Then, like a crazy person, she flew down the stairs and outed herself.” Ryder waved his hands animatedly as he talked.

      “I turned myself over to him because he already knew I was here. Damien was trying to cover for me, but he was lying, and I didn’t want to be what came between him and his family. He shouldn't have to choose between protecting me or being honest with them. It was only a matter of time until they knew I was here, anyway.” The frustration went right out of me. I totally respected what she did, but I was fucking terrified of the Council taking her away from us.

      We all are. Damien opened the connection, but I figured he was keeping Nix separate. She gave me one last strained smile before turning her attention back to Damien.

      I rubbed my fingertips into my eyes, trying to ease the headache I felt forming.  We need to prepare her as much as possible.

      Agreed. Hiro seconded my idea.

      Damien was just getting ready to give her the rundown of the Council and how their meetings work. Ryder, why don’t you cover etiquette and the proper way she’ll need to conduct herself during the meeting. Hiro, you’re the best at calming her down and soothing her and her creature. Stay close to her today. I’ve already started pulling resources for her in regards to the differing mythologicals she’ll have contact with. I think she will feel more empowered by knowing exactly who she’s going to face tomorrow. Theo dished out our marching orders.

      What about me? I asked, feeling useless.

      Make sure we have everything we’re going to need to take with us. Gaspard is putting the order in with the Council. We see them tomorrow.

      “The Council is made up of seven members, all strong and powerful mythologicals. Councilman Khan, a cuelebre; Councilman Maldonado, a manananggal; Councilman Rahal, an aqrabuamelu; Councilman Lacroix, my father, also a gargoyle; Councilman Williams, a basilisk; Councilman Stepanov, a koschei; and Councilman Ishida, a kitsune.” Damien ticked the names off on his fingers.

      Nix cocked her head and wrinkled her nose. “I think the only words I understood out of that entire sentence were councilman, father, gargoyle, basilisk, and kitsune.” Ryder snickered from his position next to her, reaching out to tangle his fingers in her hair, giving her a light tug so she smiled.

      “Here.” Theo handed a large stack of papers over to Nix who just stared at him. “I figured Damien could give you a brief overview of the various shifters but thought you might like more detailed information on what they are and what kind of powers they have. Some of this is just lore and history, other parts are verified with my own experience with the Council. I know you don’t have time to review it just yet, but I wanted you to have the details.” He shrugged, pushing his glasses back up his nose, suddenly looking a little unsure. I felt his sudden flare of self-consciousness.

      Her grin was shaky, but there. “Thank you, Theo. I’ll start studying as soon as we're done here. I'll come to you if I have any other questions.” She hugged the stack of reports to her chest, almost using them as a shield against the unknown that was lurking in the room.

      Theo grinned, running his fingers through his hair. “You’re always welcome. I’m going to dive into more research, see if there’s any procedural history for withholding a shifter from the Council due to health or safety reasons. It could help us plead our case.” He meandered into the kitchen—I assumed to fill up that damn kraken mug—muttering to himself. Nix gave a small laugh, stroking her fingers over the paper.

      “Alright, so what the hell are all those creatures you just named?” She sat up straighter.

      "Most of the Council’s alternate forms are close to creatures you probably know. A Cuelebre is similar to what you know as a dragon. They’re like a winged serpent with powers that are mainly poison based.”

      She tensed. “Geez, this is like a Harry Potter book.” She murmured. “I’m going up against a dragon and a basilisk? Weren’t those two separate books?”

      Ryder snickered. “Nix, you’re letting your muggle show. We haven’t even broken the top off here!”

      “Alright, alright. So, your father, I assume his powers are similar to yours?” She asked Damien, wary of his answer.

      “Yes, exactly. Most of the men in my family have the common gargoyle powers. My father’s psychic skills are incredibly powerful. I know you’ve been working on your wall as well. We can practice your mental barriers today, as well as some different reinforcement techniques.”

      “You sort of know Councilman Ishida, in a roundabout way.” Hiro’s tone was dry as he stroked his hand down her arm, playing with her fingers before taking her hand.

      “He is a celestial kitsune and erects many of our barriers and protection wards. Unfortunately, you know his daughter.” Damien glanced around the room at us before he turned back to Nix with a tight look on his face. “Ahmya is his daughter.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Nix yelled from her seat on the couch, and I watched as Hiro winced. Damien had left the line open and as I focused on that line of connection, I could feel his conflicting emotions. He was ashamed of his previous involvement with the conniving bitch, but only because he didn’t realize how manipulative she was at the time. That hussy had been doing everything in her power to break up our team from the second she was of age to mate, only wanting Ryder, Damien, and Hiro. Sadly for her, we had decided long ago that we weren’t going to let a pretty face come between our bond as brothers. Other than a short stint where she’d pulled the wool over Hiro’s eyes by offering herself up as the answer to all his sexual fantasies, she’d failed. Once Hiro learned of her true nature, we were all in agreement, none of us wanted anything to do with her.

      I watched, rooted to my spot, as Nix tore her hand from Hiro’s, and pain lanced my chest. Was she pulling away from us? It felt like we were losing her, if not now, then tomorrow. Panic raced through my veins as adrenaline released, making me heady.

      Calm down, Kill. She’s not pulling away. She’s just feeling the weight of the situation we are in. Goddamn, but I was happy that D had a connection to our girl. I didn’t know how men survived without knowing what a woman was thinking or feeling. They were so fucking complicated to understand.

      Yeah, well, so am I. I rubbed a hand over my chest, trying to ease the emotional and physical reaction I was having to the stress.

      “He’s bound to hate me right away,” Nix mumbled through her hands as her body went rigid. I wanted to help her to relax somehow, but I knew that she needed to get all this information more than she needed to calm down. Going before the Council was no fucking joke. There was a reason why everyone underneath them tried their best to tow the line, myself included. While I didn’t care for their leadership—not that I’d ever say that out loud—I knew there was justification for the fear shifters felt toward their rulers.

      “I’ve always known him to be honorable, but there’s always the possibility that Ahmya has been in his ear.”

      I growled at Damien. I knew he wanted to be honest with Nix, but he wasn’t doing a good job to ease her concerns. “She lives here at school and has no idea you’re undocumented. If she did, that bitch would have caused tidal waves of trouble by now. Don’t worry about her. She’s not worth the brain power we’re wasting.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Move on to the other Council members. Let’s get this over with.

      Nix dropped her hands and shook her head, starting to laugh, easing all of us. “Well, no wonder that bitch feels so entitled!”

      Hiro chuckled. “Pretty much sums it up.” He rubbed a hand down her spine and she leaned into the touch.

      As Nix’s tension alleviated, so did ours. We didn’t butt heads often, but we were five powerful male mythologicals living under one roof; we were bound to rub each other the wrong way sometimes and argue occasionally. Nix had been good for us. We may have been a close-knit group before she arrived, but her mere presence united us further. We felt more like a family with her around, bringing us together every day because we all wanted to be near her. She was quickly becoming the center of our bond. The realization was startling but welcome. It would be a cold day in hell before I lost her because some old assholes had a mind to rip her away from her life. Away from me. My Puca thumped loudly in my head, agitated. Yeah, right there with you buddy. An idea of how to help Nix started to form in my head, but I kept one ear on the conversation while I formulated a plan for the afternoon.

      “Alright, so what about the others? I can’t even pronounce most of these words guys.”

      Damien met my eyes and I just shook my head. Some of our mythologicals were downright terrifying. It was also why they held strong places on the Council. Their strength and powers instilled fear into anyone who broke—or considered breaking—the Council’s laws. “Well, these are a little harder to explain. Use the literature Theo gave you to get a better grasp, but I’ll give you a basic run down. A Manananggal is, well, sort of like a vampire.”

      “A really, really gross and sadistic one.” Muttered Ryder, shuddering. I knew Ryder freaking hated that guy. The shifter creeped him out. Fuck, he wigged me out too. Nix arched an eyebrow, moving her fingers in a gesture asking for more information. “They aren’t the Dracula style vampire. They don’t drain blood. They dismember a body and consume it from there.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, you forgot the part where they shift and fucking divide in half to devour their prey through their middles.” I pulled a face.

      “Ugh.” Nix blanched. I wanted to swear, to hit something, but I didn’t want to disturb her or frighten her anymore than I already had. This was why we had wanted to bring her in slowly. To show her the wonders and beauty in the world, rather than the nightmares, the corruption, and the imbalance. This felt like we were throwing her off the deep end and hoping she would choose to swim. I prayed she wouldn't run after this, or if she did that she’d let us go with her.

      “An aqrabuamelu is basically a giant scorpion. Their powers are basically the same as the scorpions you know about, but just on a much larger, more dangerous level. As for the Koschei… they're kind of the hardest to describe. I guess the closest explanation would be a grim reaper. They control death and the dead.”

      “Oh shit. Well, that’s terrifying.” I could tell Nix was trying to hide the shiver that wracked her body, playing it off as nothing, but I caught it.

      “The last one, as you already know, is a basilisk.”

      “Basilisk. A giant snake that kills by sight. I can’t believe those things are real.” She wrapped her arms around herself, pressing the stacks of papers tightly into her body.

      We nodded. “Don’t like snakes?”

      “Yeah, no. I’m not their biggest fan.”

      “Well, now you know them all. Our world is full of fantastic beasts.” Ryder wiggled his eyebrows, motioning to himself, but when Nix cracked a smile and then a little giggle, I wanted to kiss the dude.

      Ryder threw a wink in my direction and puckered his lips, blowing kisses in my direction. Damn you, D. I wasn’t being fucking serious.

      Damien didn’t respond but his lips quirked to the side. I grumbled but let it drop. It had lightened the mood and Nix gave a genuine laugh when the inside joke was shared with her.

      “Just don’t stare at the guy and you’ll be fine.” I wanted this meeting to finish up. I had things I wanted to do, and they involved Nix.

      “That was a lot of information, guys. Do they put all the seriously creepy shifters on the Council on purpose?” Smart girl. Many never thought to ask why members were on the Council. To them it just was.

      “Yes, Nix,” I interjected, stretching the kinks from my back. Even in her fear and insecurity, her eyes tracked my movements and my Puca and I wanted to preen. Apparently, she was good at compartmentalizing, or was slowly finding her courage to face tomorrow. Her eyes were hungry as they watched my muscles ripple against the thin material of my shirt. “It’s partially because they’re strong, that they’re going to be feared at least a little. If there’s fear as well as respect, the chances of anyone breaking the laws go down.”

      Walking toward her, I reached for the paperwork in her hands. “I’ll take these to your room. Let Ryder and Damien explain the social dance. I avoid that portion as much as I can. After that, we’re going outside to do some training.”

      The look on her face made my whole day. Color seeped back into her skin, excitement making her come alive again.

      “What kind of training?” The enthusiasm in her voice was contagious, making us all grin.

      “You’re going to be seeing some very powerful shifters. I don’t have enough time to teach you human self-defense, and honestly, when faced with the kinds of creatures we’re talking about, it really wouldn’t do you any good. I can teach you the bare minimum of how to use your fire power though. Enough to give you some sense of protection.”

      She considered me for a moment and then grinned, hopping up to wrap her arms tightly around my waist. “Thank you, Bugs! I would have just been sitting around worrying all day. I've been wanting to let my power loose. This is going to be great!” She nearly squealed. I pulled her in tight, savoring just having her in my arms again. My Puca was content, settled for the first time all day.

      I left her to my brothers, intent on getting what we needed. There wouldn’t be much. We all had call bags packed. I’d let Nix pack her own since I doubted she would appreciate me rifling through her belongings. I ducked into each room, grabbing the ready bags we all kept in our closets. I figured that while the Council was grilling Nix, their staff would want information on what we had been up to. I grabbed Theo’s progress report on his database and quickly printed off our current progress reports for our classes. I was so grateful to be in an era where everything I could need, even in the middle of nowhere, was at my fingertips. I shrugged out of my jeans and debated whether or not to leave on my sweatshirt for the training session I was going to run Nix through. With a wicked grin, I pulled a pair of black sweatpants and a black tank top out of my drawer. I would be cold, but both my Puca and I loved the way she stared at the muscles in our arms and chest when we flexed. It would be worth every minute of being cold to see the heat in her gaze.

      I headed back downstairs to the sound of her and Ryder laughing together. I thought my Puca was trouble, but those two were going to need a babysitter. At this rate, Ryder was going to end up helping her fly off a mountaintop just because she batted her eyelashes and pouted her lips at him. “Ready for this?” I asked, making sure to lean back against the door frame. I knew that if I leaned just right, this tank clung and would show every muscle in my abdomen, chest, and arms. Nix glanced over, froze, and did a double take. Even from here I could her swallow as she struggled to pull her eyes up to my face.

      You did that on purpose. Damien’s mental voice was full of laughter. I was glad we were over our tiff from earlier. You’re going to freeze your ass off out there.

      The look on her face was completely worth it. I shot back.

      With a wicked grin, Damien sent me an image I assumed was running through Nix’s head.

      With a grin, I held out my hand, “Come on, Annie girl. We’ve got some work to do.”
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      “Try again.” Kill’s voice was somewhere between gentle and hard. I wasn’t sure how to describe it, but this was the one-millionth time he had corrected me and told me to start over, and I was getting frustrated. Not so much at him, but my lack of control over my power. How the hell was I supposed to protect myself when there was every likelihood that I’d kill myself or someone innocent in the process?

      The fire warmed my fingertips as I closed my eyes and focused on the feeling of heat crawling through my veins. I could literally feel the energy coursing down my arms, ready to explode from my hands. I cracked my eyes open to look. My hands were glowing a molten red. It was fascinating and scary all at the same time. My hands were weapons, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      “You need to focus. If you don’t block out the mental saga you’ve got going on, you’re never going to be able to hit the target. You’ll throw wide and singe the damn forest.” There was no menace in his voice or frustration, but his statement was spoken with a confidence that made me believe every word he spoke was the truth.

      Taking a deep breath, I exhaled, clearing my mind. I set my sights on the target ahead and tried to control the rapid pace of the fire that burned in my fingers. Fisting one hand, I hoped it would be enough to contain the blaze within as I raised the other, prepared to let the fire energy fly. I aimed, narrowed my eyes on the bullseye, and let the power burst forth.

      A blaze of red and orange was all I could see before the target was engulfed in flames. And the grass around the target. And the small tree five feet to the side.

      “Fuck.” I dropped my hands, rolling my shoulders in an attempt to loosen the knotted muscles within. Throwing my head to the sides, I swung my arms and tried to limber up, knowing that Killian was going to demand I try again. And again. And again.

      Kill jogged to the other end of the clearing, extinguishing the target, grass, and tree in a cloud of white and exchanging the charred target out for a fresh one before he returned to my side.

      This hadn’t been exactly what I’d had in mind when I came outside for training. Weren’t training sessions always sexy time for guys and girls to get close while she learned to kick some ass? Could I change my mind and convince him to help me with human self-defense instead? I grinned at myself as I pictured tackling Killian to the ground. Now that would be fun.

      “It won’t help you to fight off a dangerous shifter, though.” Damien stepped onto their back porch, watching us practice on the safe side of the barrier. I could only catch sight of the spelled wall if I focused hard enough, and even then it looked like a slight waver in the air. I knew a regular human would never notice it. The Gargoyle was right. I needed to master this, and deep down I wanted to. It was just discouraging to fail time after time.

      “What’s she thinking about?” Killian took a swig of water from the plastic bottle in his hand, and I watched his adam’s apple work. Wiping a hand across the back of his mouth when he was finished, he cocked his head at me as Damien filled him in.

      His eyes squinted mischievously as a joyful look appeared on his face. He was so cute when he smiled. “Well, Annie girl, that can be arranged.” He sauntered in my direction, and I placed my hands on my hips, readying myself for his playful attack. He didn’t tackle me as I’d anticipated, but he did toss the bottle in his hands onto the grass. “If it’s my nearness you want, my hands on your body, all you have to do…” he trailed off as he stepped up close, sliding behind me as he placed his hands on my hips. Slowly, I felt him angling my body before he leaned forward, letting the scruff on his face lightly scratch my skin as he whispered in my ear, “… is hit that target.”

      “I can hit it.” Hell, hitting it wasn’t the problem.

      He chuckled, “Only the target, Annie girl.”

      I sighed. Bloody hell—I tried the phrase on for size. It felt right. He might as well have asked for the damn moon.

      “Focus.” His voice was still soft as he caressed his hands down my arms, bending to accommodate for the height difference. The bare skin of his arms made me wish I didn't have my black cotton jacket between us. The fresh, magical scent of him surrounded me, and I was comfortable, free of triggers or flashbacks. I leaned into his embrace as he lifted my arms and flipped my hands over so I was staring at my palms.

      “Your fire lives here.” He traced a finger down the center of my palm, igniting all the nerve endings as he went, that simple touch awakening my body. “Your Phoenix holds the power, Nix. I don’t think you’ve been asking her for help. Without her, you’re just a human. She’s the source, the well of all your magic. Have you acknowledged her power? Her place in your life?” The light wind from his breath tickled my neck where the loose strands of hair escaping my messy bun hung down, swaying against my skin with each word he spoke.

      Something resonated deep within, and I realized I hadn’t brought my Phoenix into my training session with me. I’d been focusing past her, trying to get the fire to cooperate. Everything that Killian said made sense. I reached within myself, hoping to bring her forth.

      Hey girl. I cooed as I tried to talk to her. I should have figured out that you are the source of our power. It makes sense, though. You’re a powerful mythological creature. You know this is my first time trying my hand at this. I felt her ruffle her feathers, appeased by my apology. I realized that she had been a little annoyed by my accidental slight, but she and I together created one being, and I knew we could be kickass if we worked together. There was no other way to move forward other than as a united front. Whatever happened to me tomorrow also happened to her, and vice versa.

      “That’s it. Do you feel those sparks between us, baby?” He rubbed his hands up and down my arms, letting our magic scintillate together. I closed my eyes and leaned my head on his shoulder as the sensations ran down my body. His Puca was close, and my Phoenix was interested; very interested.

      I could picture the green in his eyes growing luminous as his creature pushed through, trying to mingle with mine. I wanted to open my eyes, turn in his arms, and take in the sight, but his soft caress felt so good that I stayed in place. I had been deprived of such touch all my life, never able to enjoy the comfort, joy, and pleasure it could bring thanks to the rough life I'd led, but now I was blossoming under my five men’s care and attention. No one had ever taken the time to work with me through my issues until now. The heat level in the house was almost boiling hot, but none of the men had ever pressured me or tried to take advantage. That was more than I could say of any other guy that had ever been in my life.

      “Pull your Phoenix forward and let her guide you.” He turned my palms face down and angled them up in the direction of the target, bringing his hands to my shoulders when he was done positioning me. His thumbs dug into the tight muscles underneath, and I moaned out loud. His gentle massage felt like heaven, but I knew I’d never be able to concentrate enough to hit the target if he didn’t stop touching me.

      “Enough. Hands to yourself for a minute.” I gently brushed him off and took up my stance once more. Raising my hands, I closed my eyes and called on my Phoenix—she truly did need a name. She cawed in agreement as she stepped up, pushing just below skin level. She wouldn’t show herself, but she was with me as much as she could be without shifting. The zings of power expanded, playing with Killian’s and Damien’s. Feeling his power reminded me that he had been on the porch, watching every second of Kill and I’s interaction together. I shut the mental link down. Focus.

      This time, when the heat suffused my fingers, I felt my Phoenix lending control. It was like taking a torrent of energy and power and forcing it through a funnel, shaping and pinpointing it, preparing to aim it where I so desired. The power that zipped down my arms didn’t pertain to fire this time, but the overwhelming dominion I held over said power. My Phoenix cried out in jubilation as I narrowed my eyes at the target in the distance, feeling indomitable.

      Blazing fire energy shot from my glowing hands, this time burning a hole straight through the center of the target. I whooped, my hands returning to their regular color as I reigned in the energy.

      Clapping and cheering rang out from behind me. I turned, throwing my fists in the air in glory, to spy Killian clapping and hollering just steps away while Damien and Ryder celebrated with me from the wooden porch.

      “Not bad, huh Rainbow Dash?” I teased with a wide grin.

      He just shook his head, letting me have my victorious moment. “No, not bad at all, little bird.”

      My Phoenix preened under his praise. She wanted him to step off the porch and shift for us. I wouldn’t lie. I wanted that too.

      “I’ll put out the fire.” Killian jogged away again.

      “Good, and I’ll start this one.” Checking me out, Ryder whistled. “You look good in yoga pants, but I can’t wait to get you into La Perla.” He held his hands up, framing me between them.

      “Don’t they mostly make lingerie?” I scrunched up my nose as I thought about it, sure I was right.

      “That they do.” His grin could only be described as carnal.

      “You couldn’t even go two minutes without making a sexy joke, could you?” My scolding was playful as I climbed the few steps onto the deck.

      Sliding his hands into his pockets, thumbs out, he leaned into me. “Who said it was a joke?” His eyes were bright, and I was grateful for this break in what had turned into a stressful day.

      “On that note, I think the jacuzzi tub upstairs is calling my name. I need to wash the sweat and soot off of me.” It was true. After practicing for a few hours this afternoon, the smell from the charred targets clung to my clothing and hair. I needed to bathe, and then I needed to read up on everything Theo had given me. I was determined to go into tomorrow as prepared as I could possibly be, so with the exception of a relaxing bath, I’d spend the rest of the night with my nose buried in the paperwork.

      “Are you going to be ok, Nix?” Ryder turned serious, looking into my eyes in earnest, trying to gauge where my head and heart were.

      “As long as they don’t try to micromanage my life, or lock me up or something, then I’m sure we can come to some agreement on how to move forward. I’m hoping that if I’m as rare as you say and they want me to be a member of their community, then they’ll try to work with me? I mean, I’m not going to be ok if they tell me I can’t stay with you. I mean, shit, I’m already having issues with the school.” I let my volume decrease as I finished talking, unsure if I should bring up the weird meeting I’d had with the counselor.

      “What issues?” Killian asked as he came to stand in front of me, along with Ryder and Damien. He crossed my arms in his typical stance, angling his head down to stare at me. He was always so intense. I stared right back at him.

      “Your friend, Ahmya, has a big mouth and doesn’t seem to like that I’m staying with you all.”

      “Fuck, she reported you?”

      I nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Seems she’s jealous. Sucks for her because green’s not her color. I’m not worried about one little fox; I can take her on if I need to. It’s more having to deal with the aftermath. I don’t want to anger her father.” I shrugged. “First I need to worry about convincing the Council to let me live my own life and then I can worry about the school. They can’t dictate I spend every night in the dorm room. If it wasn’t for the complaint, I doubt they’d have noticed or cared.”

      “We should talk to Hiro about this. With his RA job, he could probably shed some light.” I knew the RA position was wearing on Hiro. He wanted to be home with Nix. He’d been able to get someone to cover him while he stayed with Nix during the rebirth and subsequent healing process, but the last few days he’d been back and forth to the dorms in between his classes.

      “Later. Let’s just get through tomorrow.” I gently built my mental layer in place and pasted a smile on my face, hoping they bought it. Waving to them, I turned to go back inside, ready for that bath. I needed to soak in very hot water and let it wash away my stress. The truth was that the school issue might not matter anymore, anyway.
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      A soft knock on my door would have alerted me to Nix’s presence, but I was already so attuned to her that I knew when she left her room and headed toward mine. My Kraken could feel the low hum of power from her Phoenix, and he rolled—basking in it.

      “Theo.” The feminine sound was like music to my ears, and I turned to face the door to my room. She was centered in the thin rims of my glasses as I pulled them off, running a hand through my hair as I called out to her.

      “Come in.” She was welcome in my domain anytime. My Kraken rumbled in agreement.

      “Hey.” She stepped into my room, and her power sparked with mine. I watched as she jerked slightly, unprepared for the intensity of our power’s dance. Each day I felt it growing stronger. Could she feel that as well? The whole sensation differed from what we’d been taught to expect our whole life. I wanted to run some tests, try to prove a theory I had about the phenomenon, but there was too much else going on right now to focus on taking on one more project, despite my deep desire to do so.

      “Hi.” It felt like a lame response, but I didn’t have Ryder’s humor nor Hiro’s smooth way with words. Having Nix alone, her golden skin standing in stark relief against the dark teal color of my walls, made me nervous in that schoolboy crush kind of way. She was like sunshine, and I was drawn to her warmth. My Kraken surged forward, wanting to show her what the sun looked like from under the water. She reminded him of it even now; that golden light piercing through the water, always out of focus and unobtainable. I prayed with my whole being that she was obtainable to my brothers and me.

      Even now, I could feel their stress and concern over the fact that the Council may take control over Nix’s life. We didn’t want to worry her, but she needed to know the probability of their reaction to her existence, as well as their reaction to what could be seen as our betrayal. We had kept her from them, but even if I could go back and redo it, I wouldn’t change our actions.

      “I’ve been studying up on the information you gave me on mythologicals that make up the Council. Thank you, by the way. Also, holy shit, those guys sound creepy as fuck and intimidating as hell.” She played the string on her hooded jacket nervously. I knew she was nervous about tomorrow, but I also knew this was her first time alone with one of us in one of our rooms.

      “I know they sound scary, but they won’t harm you. Did Damien answer all your questions about the Councilmen and their creatures?”

      She hummed her affirmation. “I was wondering if you had any more specific information on phoenix. I haven’t found much in any of the books you’ve loaned me, but I want to learn as much as I can.”

      I grinned at her. “You’ve come to the right place. While there isn’t much information documented, I think I have enough to keep you busy for a little while as I hunt down more.” I slid my glasses on and rummaged through my desk contents for the file I had on Nix. I had printed some things out of the Council’s library base that she might be interested in. I wondered if the Council had any further documentation that hadn’t been digitized yet. I’d have to talk with my brothers about looking into that possibility.

      I felt her heat on my back as she moved closer. A quick glance told me she was looking around, wanting to investigate, but trying not to be rude. I smirked. “Make yourself at home.”

      I watched as she  scanned my dresser, looking at the various framed pictures sitting on top of it. “Oh my God!” She gasped in excitement, and I turned my full attention to her.

      My position in my desk chair put my face at her waist level, and I took my time letting my eyes wander over her curvy body. I wanted to grab onto those hips and kiss my way down her soft stomach. I blushed slightly as I recalled the dreams that invaded my sleep every night. Nix with her hands fisted in my sheets as I feasted on her, her screams of pleasure waking the house, letting the other guys know how much she loved my tongue. I shifted in my seat, thinking as many unsexy thoughts as I could, trying calm my reaction to her. I didn’t want to scare her off on her first venture into one of our rooms!

      “Is this you and Rini as children?” Her eyes were sparkling in the lamplight of my room as she showed off one of my favorite pictures. I laughed.

      “Yeah! That’s us at the aquarium. Rini always got a kick out of my ability to make the fish do tricks. I had to be careful whenever we visited because she would beg me at every exhibit.” I smiled fondly at the memory.

      “I’d kill to see that!” She carefully placed the photo back on the wooden top of my oak dresser.

      “I’ll take you.” It was a promise as much as it was a declaration. I wanted to take Nix everywhere, experience the world with her. “Have you ever been to an aquarium? I imagine they have a nice one in Orlando.”

      “Once, in middle school. I had to forge Michael’s name to go. He’d never sign off on school trips. It was one of the best days of my life.” Her chocolate eyes found mine. “Aquariums are a favorite of mine, and that quickly morphed into a love of the ocean. I was always fascinated by the endlessness of it; by the vastness and how small I felt when I saw it for the first time. It was like all my problems faded away, lost to the majesty of it. I’ve only been twice in my whole life.” She propped her hip against my dresser as she spoke, her eyes unfocused as she lost herself to memory. The poetic way she spoke surprised me. I loved getting to see this side of Nix.

      “I had to save up and hide the money in order to buy myself bus fare to Daytona Beach. I can still feel the sand between my toes and the cold water lapping at my legs as I stepped into the Atlantic for the first time. Theo, you’re so lucky to get to be a part of that. The freedom the ocean must afford you…” She trailed off with a dreamy sigh.

      “It’s been hard to feel that way since we moved here,” I admitted the words quietly. I had never admitted this out loud before. “On land, I mostly feel useless. My creature is rarely needed for anything that requires his strengths. I miss the ocean.”

      “I’ve yet to meet your creature Theo, but I know that the ocean is part of you. It runs in your veins. You might not be able to shift on land, but your creature lends you his power in other ways. You’re far from useless.” She stepped closer and I reached for her, holding her hips and pulling her near as I rested my forehead on her stomach. The words she spoke, they felt like a lifeline. “You’re the leader of your team. The brains behind every operation. The logic to the chaos that occurs daily. Don’t ever let your doubt blind you to all you do for your family every day. As for your Kraken, well we’ll have to get him in the water soon and let him stretch. I have a feeling you’ve been bottling him up for too long.”

      My Kraken roared in triumph at the woman in my hands, effectively claiming her as ours. You’ll have to share her, and not just with me. I directed my remarks to the beast within. I wanted to laugh when I felt the sea monster’s version of a shrug in response. He didn’t mind sharing. Good. Neither did I. A picture of Nix round with child seared my brain, and my grip on her hips tightened. Call it biology or whatever you want, but the image felt right even though it was way too soon to want such things with her. I couldn’t stop the possessive kiss I placed on her stomach or the longing that ran through me as I kept myself from kissing my way down her body.

      She drove her hands into my hair, and I held on tight as she kissed the top of my head. Her soft caresses sent warmth through me. “Come here.” I beckoned her forward, pulling her down to sit sideways in my lap. I hadn’t gotten to fully kiss her yet, the small peck the other morning not nearly enough to sate my need for her. I groaned as she leaned down and pressed her lips softly against mine, holding still and letting her lead. I didn’t want to trigger her as I had earlier in the day.

      Slowly, I deepened the kiss, tilting my head to the side and sliding my lips over hers. When she let out a small contented noise, I slipped my tongue past my lips to taste hers. She was naturally sweet, only enhanced by the sugary vanilla chapstick she must have donned this morning. I was addicted and devoured her mouth one sweet kiss at a time until she finally parted her lips, and I swept inside, thrusting into her mouth to tangle our tongues together in a rhythmic dance. The fruity aroma that washed over me was tinged with the pleasurable smell of campfires, that hint of smoke and fire reminding me of her alternate form. Wiggling on my lap, I groaned as she pressed against my arousal, and I tightened my grip on her hips, holding her in place to still her movements. When I was sure she’d try to remain still, I moved a hand up and slid it into the ebony hair at the nape of her neck—still damp from bathing—angling her just right as I stroked into her mouth. Pulling back, I flicked the tip of my tongue quickly against hers, hoping she’d catch the naughty innuendo alluding to other things I’d like to do to her with my mouth. Cooling down with a few small kisses, I leaned back, looking up into her flushed face as she slowly opened her eyes. The heat I found in them took my breath away.

      “Now that was a kiss.” Her grin was infectious, and I smiled back. Leaning forward, her lips grazed my ear as she whispered, “I’ve been waiting for that.”

      “Me too. It was worth the wait.”

      She claimed my lips once more before she shifted back. Tracing a finger along the top frame of my glasses, her eyes darted around my face. “I like you in glasses.”

      “I hated when I had to start wearing them to read, but they’re necessary to lessen the strain on my eyes from the hours of computer work I do all the time.”

      Without warning, she pulled them off my face and slid them up her nose, trying to get a feel for my prescription which I was sure would make her eyes cross. The second she looked at me with my frames on her face, I felt myself pulse against her bottom. She looked like a sexy librarian, and that was a fantasy I could get behind. I threw the image through the link, grinning in the knowledge that the image would tease the guys. It was what we all needed to lighten the mood that hung heavy in the house.

      Damn, she looks good. Killian was the first to respond, followed closely by Ryder.

      That’s it! I’m buying her glasses. Do you think the ones without lenses would have the same effect? Or should I buy… like… pseudo glasses?

      Non-prescription glasses all the way.  Damien answered, and I felt his distraction over the picture.

      I want to see her look down at me through some sexy glasses while I bury my head between her thighs. Hiro shot through the link.

      You’ll have to beat me to her, and right now she’s sitting on my lap. I couldn’t help the taunt, knowing full well the Kitsune wouldn’t let a little good-natured teasing get between us. I had a certain affinity for going down on a woman, although it had been a long time since I had, and now my desire was all directed toward wanting to please Nix. She was special in a way no other woman had ever been before.

      Shaking my head, I watched as she scanned my desk. “Is this your dad?” She reached for the most important image of them all. My favorite one from before he had passed, all four of us together in front of the ocean. The trip to the beach had been impromptu, but it had been the best vacation I could remember.

      “Yeah. That’s dad, mom, Molly, and me.”

      “You look like him.” She ran a finger over the faces with care. My heart squeezed.

      “Someday I’ll tell you about him. He would have loved you. I know the rest of my family will.”

      “I get to meet your family?” Her voice had rung out a full octave higher.

      “I hope, someday, if you want to.” I stumbled over myself, wondering if I’d made a blunder by bringing it up. I knew when you brought a girl home to meet mom it usually meant that the relationship was getting serious. Things within the shifter world tended to move at a faster pace, the males looking to claim and be claimed by a female. Mating wasn’t uncommon among shifters our age. Distracting us, I turned and tried to gather the papers she wanted, printing off extra copies of the online documents that may be helpful.

      “I’d like that.” She put the photo down and my heart soared at her agreement. The idea of introducing her to mom and Molly made me smile. They’d love her sass and ability to keep us all in line. Bloody hell but this woman was an excellent fit for our group. She balanced each and every one of us.

      Suddenly, she reached out, pulling some papers off of the golden cuff bracelet I had honestly forgotten about until now. Bloody hell. I was supposed to have run tests on the metal! “Hey, have you tested this yet?” She asked reaching for the jewelry.

      I winced. “I haven’t. With everything going on, it slipped my mind. I’ll get it in testing first thing tomorrow.” I grabbed a yellow sticky note to make myself a reminder, sticking it to the monitor of my computer.

      Nix’s hiss drew my attention and she laughed nervously. “I guess my Phoenix still hates my fashion sense.” She tried to joke, but I could tell that she was legitimately concerned about her other half’s reaction to something that meant so much to her. With her convoluted past, though, it was possible that anything could be going on with the bracelet. Hopefully, I’d be able to provide some answers soon.

      Handing her the stack of papers, she gave me a hug and sauntered her way out of my room on a thank you. I watched her as she walked into her bedroom and realized, not for the first time, how well she fit here with us. There was no way we would lose her tomorrow; I wouldn’t allow it. Roars, growls, and hisses of accord joined mine in solidarity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nineteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Hiro

        

      

    

    
      The moment that Nix settled into the car, tiredness overtook her. I had claimed the seat next to her, choosing to stay close to try to keep her calm. I knew she hadn’t slept much last night despite her brave face as she bid us goodnight. She’d pressed her head against the chilled window and tried to take in the scenery during the drive. We’d barely made it ten minutes before her eyes closed. Gently I cradled her head, pulling her into me and repositioning her onto my shoulder and chest. Wrapping an arm around her, I effectively became her pillow. I knew she had been thoroughly fascinated that we were driving over two hours to get to the marina where our boat was, but even though Anchorage sat on Cook Inlet, it wasn’t the easiest waterway to manage given the changing water levels that went with the tides. The boat we owned was docked at a marina in Seward, Alaska. It was also the most direct place to launch from to get to the island we were headed for; home.

      The scent of Nix filled my lungs as I bent my head and nuzzled her hair. The city flew by, and soon we were on the scenic road headed toward our destination. The mountains rose on the left side of the two-lane road. Since Nix had come into my life, I’d begun to see things from her perspective. What had become commonplace in my life was all new for Nix, and the wonder in her eyes was contagious. I tried not to take my surroundings for granted anymore. She was good for me.

      “Hey, pull over at that lookout just up ahead,” I quietly instructed Killian, who was driving.

      “Are you sure we have time for this?” Theo checked his watch.

      “We’ll keep it brief. She’s never seen this before. You know she’ll be upset if we let her miss this view.”

      “Alright, but we can’t stop at every lookout.” Theo tapped his leg in a quick paced rhythm. I knew this deviation from the plan might rattle him—he was focused on getting us through this meeting. Reaching over, I clapped him on the shoulder, making sure to keep my movements small so I wouldn’t startle Nix awake.

      “Just this one. It’s one of my favorites.” The car veered to the right and slowed as it glided to a stop on the extended shoulder of the lookout.

      “Wake up, Nix.” I shook her gently and watched as her lashes fluttered and opened to reveal the rich chocolate color of her eyes. “Good girl.” I murmured softly as she stretched and sat up, looking out of the window sleepily. “Come on.”

      I reached past her and opened the door.

      “Are we here already?” She slid out of the car and tried to get her bearings. I could tell she wasn’t fully awake yet, despite the fact she’d only slept for a few minutes.

      “We’ve only been on the road for a short time, but I wanted to show you something.” I placed an arm around her shoulders, leading her toward the railing, glad for the few moments alone with her. I watched as her eyes widened in awe. “It’s one of my favorite spots. We drive to the marina a lot to commute to the commune, and when I get the chance, I stop here, let nature sink into my bones.”

      The sun glistened off the water, and the snow-capped mountains rose in the distance.

      “The beauty and grandeur of it often puts things in my life in perspective. No matter what I’m going through, nature helps balance me. I know that’s partly because of my Kitsune and our connection to the earth and forests, but I believe that it works for everyone, not just those supernaturally connected to it. Whatever happens today, we’re not going to lose each other.” Leaning down, I placed a kiss on her head. Her breath was shaky as she exhaled and when she spoke, her voice was quiet.

      “It makes me feel small, inconsequential.”

      Softly hooking a finger under chin, I turned her face up to mine. “You’re not and will never be inconsequential Nix.” I leaned down and placed a soft kiss on her lips, reveling in the feel of her mouth moving under mine. It was a sweet, claiming kiss. I wanted to take it deeper, but I knew now wasn’t the time. Letting her go I watched as she turned to take in the scenery.

      Her voice grew with strength, tinged with a little bit of sass. “It reminds me that no matter what we face today, the world doesn’t end. I’ll live to see another day. I should know that more than most right?” She sighed, curling herself into my side. “Thank you, Hiro. It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.” Ryder’s voice interrupted from behind us as he sauntered forward. Stretching his arms over his head, Nix and I both turned and watched, eyes riveted to the swath of skin revealed from the motion. The angular muscles of his hips dove behind the waistline of his designer slim fit jeans. He stepped up next to Nix, looking down at her with affection. I knew this meeting was putting a strain on him. The pain of losing Allie was close to the surface as he worried about losing Nix.  I was already determined not to let that happen.

      “So are you.” She teased, poking him in the stomach, trying to get him to smile. When he quirked his lips, she  beamed.

      “The Kraken wants to get crackin’,” He joked and Nix giggled, but then his tone softened. “After you, mikro poulaki,” he motioned to the car.

      I hadn’t heard him speak Greek in years, not since his sister disappeared. My heart squeezed in my chest.

      Settling in the car again, Nix squished herself between Ryder and me, holding his hand and leaning her head back on my shoulder as the car pulled back onto the road. When she dozed off again, I soaked up her presence, accepting the peace the lull of the vehicle offered. It felt like the calm before the storm.
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* * *

      Nix gaped as she walked through the small town of Seward, drawn to the tourist shops all set in a row as we walked toward the boat.

      The smile on my face was genuine, and I listened to her squeal in delight at the differing sights.

      She tried to peer into each shop we passed, and when he hit the marina, she pulled to a stop to take in a sign with pictures of different fish one might come across when fishing.

      “You like fishing?” Theo asked her.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never tried it.” She shrugged but studied the images all the same. She had a zest for life that I hadn’t gotten near enough of. I wanted her to experience all of this without the strain of the upcoming meeting sitting on her shoulders. She shouldn’t be sequestered indoors because she was afraid of being ambushed by the crazy psychopath who had raised her, if you could even call it such.

      While I was worried about the Council and the decisions they would likely try to make in regards to Nix’s life, I was also quite confident that they were going to want her to settle down and mate. My brothers and I were all good matches for her, and I would do everything in my power to make them see that. Then I’d try to give Nix as much time to live her life before she settled down and became a mother.

      The image of her, swollen with my child, made my heart race and my Kitsune howl in my mind. It was far too early for such things, but I gleaned onto the image anyway. It wasn’t a far fall for my brain to start running through ways to get her pregnant. I wanted to see her splayed out on my bed, tied to the frame and writhing in pleasure. I cleared my throat, happy that my mental walls were solidly in place while I tried to reign in my wild imagination. It wasn’t the time or the place for such thoughts. Instead, I started thinking up date ideas that would put the look of interest and excitement on her face that she held now.

      Practically skipping down the dock, I could see all my brothers warming to her enthusiasm. Whether she knew it or not, she was easing the burden on their souls. A few more hours, and I hoped that we would be pulling the boat back up to this dock, together, ready to head home.

      Following her down the wooden dock, I saw Theo’s face-splitting grin as he stepped up next to Nix and led her toward the vessel. Along the way he pointed out different boats, talking to her about their various functions and the pros and cons of  different styles. He was in his element now that he was near the water, and I knew his Kraken would be stretching his tentacles, enticed even by the frigid waters of Alaska. His excitement lit his eyes and softened his features. He was handsome, and I wanted to see this relaxed look on his face more often. We should all make more of an effort to soothe his beast by getting in and around water as much as possible. I wondered if he felt like a fish out of water always living on land and rarely letting his beast free.

      Coming to a sudden halt, I heard Nix’s intake of breath. “Are you kidding me? This doesn’t seem like merely a boat.” She waved her hands out in front of her as Theo stood by proudly and Killian, Ryder, and Damien gathered around taking in her reaction. “This looks like a yacht. You own this?” She asked in surprise.

      Nix stood shocked at the size of the boat we owned. I was amused that she thought we owned a dingy. What did she think we were going to do? Row ourselves into the Gulf of Alaska? It was practically the Pacific ocean. I shook my head at her in silent laughter as she climbed aboard and instantly started peppering Theo with questions.

      Guiding her into the enclosed cabin that sat behind the helm, we all wore amused expressions as she turned in a circle, taking in the interior. Aside from some comfortable bench seating, there was a small galley and dining table, not to mention the room that she hadn’t even seen yet. As we gave her a tour of the boat, Theo seemed to thrive under her interest, but after her first one hundred questions, he had simply handed her the manual to the boat as she gaped at his amused smirk. The questions kept her mind busy, off the subject of her impending meeting, so I welcomed every one of them. Once we had gotten underway though, Nix had sobered as she stared at the water and scenery flying past outside the window.

      “So this island… It’s in the Pacific ocean?” She asked.

      “Yes, though if you want to get technical, It’s in the Gulf of Alaska.” Ryder strode to the window as he answered, running a hand through his newly dyed purple hair. The shock of color stood out against the white walls of the boat and the rock colored cliffs and snow-capped mountains beyond that we passed as we exited Resurrection Bay.

      “It’s spelled so humans can’t see it. You won’t find it on any map.” Killian’s gruff voice spoke from a seat nearby; he had been sullen and quiet all morning.

      “It’s safer that way. Keeps the secret. All shifter communities have barriers to keep humans away.”

      The wind on the water made the day much colder, and the chill filled the cabin. Reaching into a compartment hidden under the seats, I grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. We needed to get her a new jacket. She’d been using one of Ryder’s old ones since the shooting, but it was big on her. The further we traveled the more her mood sunk. She even turned down Theo’s offer to steer the boat, and we all knew she would have loved the new experience.

      Theo, who sat stately behind the wheel, motioned Damien over to take it from him. Slipping past everyone in the cabin, he exited out the back door and crouched down, held on to the boat, and thrust his hand into the water, closing his eyes. I wasn’t sure if he was calling the water life to show off or stay away, and when he returned to take the wheel back, I followed him into the helm. His eyes were glowing more electric than more usual.

      He shrugged when I arched an eyebrow in question. “There was a pod of orcas heading this way. Her first experiences shouldn’t all be tainted by stressful situations. I asked them to keep their distance. I want her to experience the ocean with me, just not this way.” He motioned to where Nix sat with her arms wrapped tightly around herself, closed off and focused.

      Nodding my agreement I watched as the first glimmer of the barrier shimmered ahead of us. It was easier for me to see than my brothers, given the fact that a member of my species made it, however, it wasn’t long before the guys all noticed it as well. As mythologicals, we were able to see the spelled walls easily, and when Nix looked up, I knew she saw it too as we drew near.

      “Let’s get this over with.” She sighed, and none of us could agree more.
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      Theo docked the boat expertly and, after disembarking himself, Hiro reached out a hand to help me step onto solid ground. It took me a moment to gain back my equilibrium as my body adjusted to the steadiness of the hard ground beneath my feet. The mood from the ride over had grown more tenuous the closer we drew to the hidden island. It didn’t help that I was picking up on the guys’ nervousness, which only helped to fuel my own. I really did not want to meet these people. I had finally escaped from someone who controlled every step of my life, and now I was about to step right back into that lifestyle. I wished I could just flick them off and keep things going the way they had been—just me, my guys, and Rini. Our own little family.

      None of us knew what to expect from the Council. How they would react to the situation—my being a phoenix and the fact that the guys had kept me a secret—had me stressing out. Damien’s grandfather had made it sound as though we didn’t have a choice in this meeting and that the guys should all expect a punishment of some kind for “keeping me hidden”. The last thing I wanted was for them to be punished for what was my fault. I was the one who had wanted to keep myself separated from the shifter world—still intent on living my life as a human the way I had always planned. I was the one who had led Michael here, endangering myself and the others in the process.

      Leaving the dock, we started the trek up the path. I tried to look around and take in the surroundings. This was where the guys had grown up, and I wanted to appreciate it, but my anxiety was eating at me too much to enjoy the trip. Maybe, if things went well, they’d be able to bring me back here someday. I wouldn’t hold out hope though. I was used to things in my life always going to shit, and my expectations for this meeting were no different. Hiro rubbed his thumb along my skin as we walked and I tried to memorize the feel of his skin on mine. The sound of tires crunching gravel had me looking up, and I spied a black SUV pulling to a stop in the large parking lot up ahead that seemed to belong to the marina. As promised, Damien’s grandfather was here to pick us up. Whether he was trying to be nice or trying to make sure I didn’t bolt, I couldn’t be sure.

      I claimed a window seat and Theo sat next to me in middle row of the car. As I leaned my head back onto the headrest and closed my eyes, his hand gently found my leg, settling just above my knee. He rubbed small patterns into the fabric of my jeans and I took a deep breath, trying to let his touch soothe my Phoenix and I. The guys couldn’t seem to stop touching me, and I didn’t want them to.

      The green scenery blurred past the window while we traveled and I turned my attention to absorbing the view. I spotted several small groupings of cabins in the woods, their size and elaborateness growing larger and fancier the further inland we went. Narrowing my eyes, I studied the landscape as it flew past while the guys all murmured around me. When I was sure about my observations, I turned to Theo.

      “So… the houses are all different.” I realized how stupid that sounded the second it came out of my mouth, but most of my brain was still focused on freaking out about having to meet with the Council.  “Let me rephrase that. The homes seem to be getting nicer the farther we go?” I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I hadn’t expected the shifter world to have such a clear division of class like that.

      Theo looked over at me and leaned in. “The stronger packs, sleuths, etcetera live closer to the home of the Council. Groups containing mythologicals live the closest. Weaker and less influential groups live closer to the island’s coastline.” He didn’t sound happy about it, and I found comfort in that because the whole idea seemed fucked up.

      “I didn’t expect it to be so monarchist.” I knew my voice was thick with snark. I wasn’t sure I was going to fit into shifter society when I already hated their social hierarchy. Why the hell couldn’t all the shifters be considered equals? I knew being a mythological automatically put me in a “higher class”. The idea was preposterous. I grew up in a shack with no money. I was never a popular girl in school. In fact, I’d rarely had any friends growing up. I wasn’t fancy. I was a pretty low maintenance person—a casual, jeans and a t-shirt kind of girl. There was nothing about me that made me better than anyone else, and I resented that idea in society. Just because someone was born a mythological shouldn’t automatically make them better than a normal animal shifter. Rini was a far nicer person than I was, and yet she was considered lower on the proverbial totem pole than I was? It was insane.

      I tensed up the closer we got to the Council’s headquarters. Breaking through the treeline, I stilled and gaped through the front windshield. The clearing was easily the size of many football fields, and the massive wooden structure situated in the middle was several stories tall. Large glass windows were set into the log beams that made up the giant house—if you could even call the sprawling lodge before me a house. Dozens of chimneys jutted from the roofline, and decorative peaked roofs and balconies were in abundance.

      “This is where the Council meets?”

      “They live here along with their families.” It was Hiro who answered my question from the back seat.

      God, I was so out of my depth here. I wasn’t ready for this. Wait. Is this the house Damien grew up in? I’d have to ask later because now was not that time.

      The car rolled forward ominously and pulled to a stop in front of a large staircase that led to a wrap around porch and the main door. I didn’t want to admit it, but the lodge was gorgeous. I had never seen something so beautiful—albeit over the top—but the growing sense of dread had me wanting to leave, to forget about this whole summons and forget this island ever existed.

      Taking a calming breath, I squared my shoulders and opened the car door, prepared to face whatever lay ahead and get the meeting over with.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I had wanted to scream when I was separated from my guys. Apparently, it was tradition; a stupid one in my opinion, that a shifter who was of age must face the Council alone to show their own strength and their respect to the ruling body. I stood before the large double doors of the council room in the lodge, trying to breathe deeply and evenly to lessen the shaking in my hands and arms. If I had to do this alone, I was going to put on the bravest face I possibly could. I had dealt with Michael for years. Yes, the people may want to try and control my future, to try and put me into a labeled box that they thought was best for me, but it didn’t seem as though they were planning to harm me. From what the guys and Rini had said, they were simply looking to expand the Phoenix numbers and, if anything, would be keeping me confined rather than physically harmed.

      I began to trace the intricate pattern on the gold and green carpet with my eyes, unwilling to let anyone who may be monitoring see me pace or twitch. The lodge was as lush and palatial on the interior as the exterior. Obviously, they did very well for themselves, which made sense if they had been able to gift Killian a plane. The doors were pulled open to reveal a warm, plush sitting room with a large conference table. I couldn’t resist the raised eyebrow. This was their version of a court? It felt more like a study, albeit one that I would never be able to relax in.

      I spared a glance at the men who had opened each of the doors. Really? Was that necessary? I couldn’t help but wonder what type of shifters they were to have gotten those jobs. Maybe they were bodyguards and this was an act? I’d have to pick Theo’s brain later. I was sure there wasn’t much about the Council that he didn’t know. A guard appeared behind me, pushing on my back to usher me inside.

      “Don’t!” I whispered harshly but quietly. “Don’t touch me” I couldn’t help but flinch away and quickly step out of his reach. I felt bad when he looked confused and contrite, but my reaction to touch hadn’t changed outside of the guys and Rini. Moving into the room through the large double doors, I took in the environment. Seven men sat at the slightly elevated conference table, each studying me in turn, their expressions ranging from curiosity to mild interest, to outright hostility. The man who glared at me from the far end of the table instantly put my back up and my Phoenix hissed. She didn’t like him any better than I did. He appeared conventionally attractive if I let myself step back and study him, if not on the thin side. His hair was nearly golden, his cheeks rounded with a strong chin, his eyes a slate grey. Yet, despite his looks, I couldn’t help my repulsion. I wondered if a Phoenix had a mortal enemy, like a mongoose to a snake? My Phoenix was flipping and whirring in anger. She obviously did not like this man, and while we both feared the Council,we had no reason to hate this man in particular intrinsically. Yet, hate him I did. I instantly ran through the list of the council members’ alternate forms that the guys had drilled into me yesterday, trying to place him.

      “Annika Coxx?” I pulled my eyes from the man who continued to glare at me in disgust.

      “Yes, but I go by Nix.” I briefly wondered if I could change my last name. If Michael wasn’t actually my father, did I have to keep his name? I was sure that Damien or Theo would be able to help me figure it out, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it.

      “Nix it is.” The dark haired, dark eyed man leaned toward me with a grin. This had to be Damien’s father. The resemblance was uncanny—the two nearly identical down to the wave in their hair. Damien’s father didn’t have his son’s warmth, though, despite the smile pasted across his face. Remembering their shared ancestry, I focused on the wall in my head, building brick after brick. My Phoenix added her strength to my wall, sealing the cracks in with her flames. I thought I saw him flinch but it was probably my imagination. “I hear that you’ve been keeping my son and his friends company—and that there has been some trouble.” His voice hardened slightly at the end of his sentence, his head cocking as he studied me.

      “Damien is my friend.” My Phoenix shrieked at my refusal to claim him as more than that.

      “Your friend?” The man who leaned forward had golden skin, a few shades lighter than Hiro’s. His eyes—which were as dark as his hair—were sharp and studious, but he didn’t evoke the instant feeling of dislike.

      “Yes. I’ve become close friends with Damien, his friends, and a few other shifters as well.” I answered as politely as I could. Who the hell were they to question my friendships?

      “Now, now gentlemen. This isn’t an inquisition. We’ve invited Nix here to meet with us so we can get to know one another.” The smooth voice that infiltrated the room came from the man sitting beside Damien’s father. He had light skin and styled brown hair that, while graying on the sides, was cut in a modern style—shorter on the sides than it was on the top. His clothing was sharp, formal, and the way he held himself screamed powerful. More than anything, though, it was his eyes that stood out: one blue and one brown. The difference was hypnotizing, and I found myself staring before I recovered my manners and averted my eyes. Damnit. I realized instantly that he must be the basilisk and there I was, like a damn fool, staring into the eyes of death itself. I hooked my arms behind my back as I tried to hide my shaking. I knew my breathing was picking up as I tried to keep my panic at bay.

      “Nix, let me introduce you to the room.” My eyes were pulled back to Damien’s father. Motioning to my left, he started with the man I knew to be a dragon. “This is Councilman Adar Khan, Councilman Eito Ishida, Councilman Santiago Maldonado, and Councilman Marius Rahal.” He paused, skipping over himself as he motioned to the man next to him. “Then we have Councilman Drake Williams, Councilman Vallen Stepanov, and I am Councilman Raphael Lacroix.” I bowed my head to them in submission and reverence as Damien had taught me to do.

      “It’s an honor meeting you.” I willed my muscles to stop shaking as I gave the customary greeting. Thank the universe that Rini and the guys had educated me on the ins and outs of etiquette. I had wanted to roll my eyes at them yesterday, but today I was immensely grateful that I had yet to make a misstep with this league of terrifyingly powerful men. I mean, the basilisk shifter alone could kill me with one look if he let his eyes shift.

      “So how is it, Annika, that you, a girl with mythological powers, didn’t know about the shifter world until now?” This time the voice came from the closest end of the table, each word spoken slowly and with purpose. The man’s eyes were an unnatural shade that could almost be considered red, and I identified him as the cuelebre dragon, Councilman Khan. Knowing I was probably more powerful than him set me slightly at ease, and I made sure my posture was straight and strong.

      I narrowed my eyes just a little, trying to force the quiver in my voice away and put as much confidence as I could muster into my answer. “Well, that kind of happens when you’ve been raised by a part-blood who keeps you hidden from the world of shifters for his own nefarious purposes. I knew I had powers, but I had no idea what I was or that shifters existed until I ended up in Alaska for school. I apparently did not live anywhere near other shifters, no one ever recognized me for what I was, or if they did they never approached me. For all I knew, I was a random mutation. While I hoped there were others like me, it seemed logical that since I never found anyone, I was safer keeping my peculiarities a secret.”

      For the next half an hour the members of the board questioned me about my previous life. I tried my best to answer their questions while keeping my commentary as vague as possible. I realized that they needed to know about the trouble I’d brought to their doorstep, but I wasn’t about to open my mouth and spill a lifetime worth of hurtful memories. I knew not trying to meet them in the middle wouldn’t end well for me.

      “So one can infer that this part-blood…” the term sounded so derogatory as it spits from his lips, “… tried to provoke your shift using violent measures since you were a young child?” Councilman Rahal spoke. Councilman Rahal was huge, towering over most of the other members and rippling with muscles. His head was shaved except for a single strip of jet-black hair down the center, highlighting his dark, golden skin.

      Clenching my teeth, I tried to steady my racing heart. I hadn’t said as much, but this group of men each held their seat on the Council for a reason. Double checking my mental barriers, I realized that they had easily read between the lines. Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm down. Even though I didn’t want to answer, I gave a brisk nod. My palms were sweating, and my muscles ached from the tension I was holding in my body. I had no doubt that they were powerful enough to ruin the rest of my life if they were so inclined. The level of danger my Phoenix and I were in just standing in this room with such powerful shifters didn’t go unnoticed by either of us.

      “Thank you for your cooperation thus far Ms. Coxx.” I steadfastly avoided eye contact with the snake but nodded sagely.

      “We will track down this part-blood and punish him for his blatant disobedience of our laws—laws he is clearly familiar with. His scheming has cost this Council and community a mythological member for the past eighteen years. The sentence will be… severe.” Councilman Maldonado spoke with a heavy Puerto Rican accent, and the menace in his words made me shiver. There was a thick evil aura around him, and my Phoenix flapped wildly, warning me away from the darkness in him. My heart rate increased as vestiges of my past bombarded me. I fought to breathe and slow the pace of my racing heart. I was sure the whole board of men before me could hear my distress and I hated it.

      Murmurs of assent rose from each member of the Council. “Nix, thank you for meeting with us today. We are happy to welcome you into our culture. It is an unbelievable benefit to our kind that a Phoenix still lives. While it is encouraging that you have begun making friends, it is the responsibility of rare shifters to take mates.”

      “Mates?” The word came out of my suddenly dry throat as a squeak, and I could have kicked myself. I knew this about the shifter community; I just hadn’t expected them to bring it up with me.

      “Extending our heritage through children is incredibly important. Even more so for shifters who are incredibly rare, as you are.” Damien’s father’s eyes were warm and sympathetic, but I wanted to wash my brain out with soap. I couldn’t believe they were giving me a glossed over version of the sex talk.

      “With that in mind, and with your statement that you’re not mated, we would like to proceed with introducing you into our society. This usually happens over a number of years once a youth reaches sixteen. While the Gala is important—you can ask your friends to fill you in on the details—it won’t happen for some time yet. Instead, we would like to throw a social gathering, a small mixer; you could say, to widen your circle and introduce you to more shifters around your age.”

      I bit my tongue, hard, hoping the pain would stop the words from falling out of my mouth telling them what they could do with their plans to use me as a broodmare. I wanted to claim my guys, tell the Council I wasn’t interested, but Damien had warned me against admitting that we were trying to see what a relationship between us could hold, that it wouldn’t be a wise opening move. “That may be interesting.” I forced the words between smiling lips. “However, I am a full-time student. I’m not sure that a party would fit into my schedule anytime soon.” I hoped the words came out cheerful and thankful as I was attempting them to. I couldn’t think of another way to politely reject their offer.

      “Yes. You said you are in a full-time program. Studying criminal justice, is that correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That is quite a dangerous career choice, young lady, especially for a shifter as rare as you are. With Michael still on the loose—not for much longer I’m sure—it may be best for you to remain in the compound for the moment. As a rare shifter, you will, of course, be granted a stipend. While we encourage continuing education for our children, there are safer ways for you to obtain said education. It would also allow you to learn more about our culture, our customs, and our people. You have years of experience to make up for, young woman.”

      I wanted to stick my tongue out at that slimy Councilman Stepanov. I could see the enjoyment in his eyes at the thought of ridding me of the future I had planned.

      “With all due res-” Councilman Stepanov cut me off with a wave of his hand and a snort of disgust.

      “That is a human saying, child. Anyone with a brain realizes that it is said as a front to a disrespectful statement, not a true showing of respect. You need the experience in our culture. You need to mate quickly. Even Phoenixes… ” his face was twisted in disgust at the word “… don’t always win out over death. You need to protect yourself, girl. Think of the future of our culture, not just of your petty wants.”

      “Now, now, Stepanov.” Damien’s father interjected, a bright smile on his face as he clapped the man on the shoulder. “Don’t go frightening the child.” He turned back to me a sympathetic smile tugging his lips. “While our culture is important, it’s not only that which has us worried. I admire my boy and his friends for taking care of you, truly I do. As you can see, however, they aren’t trained guards. Would you consent to put your coursework on hold for awhile? Until we get the issue of your safety resolved, at least?”

      Theo and others had warned me not to be rude, but there were some lines I wasn’t willing to cross, even for propriety’s sake and keeping the peace. “Councilmen, I appreciate the thought. However, Damien, Killian, Theo, Hiro, and Ryder have done so much for me. They are my friends. I’m not comfortable around many people, but I am comfortable with them. I have already experienced enough changes with discovering this culture. I need their help to balance me.”

      Councilman Ishida leaned forward, his head cocked as he studied me. I wasn’t sure what his powers were, but I could have sworn the air around him sparkled slightly. “It is understandable that you want to be with friends. While your safety is a top priority, your mental health is to be considered as well.” Looking up and down the table at the other members of the Council, gauging their reactions, he turned back to me with a contemplative look. “Perhaps we can find you a group of female shifters that you would feel comfortable staying with.”

      “My roommate is a shifter. I feel safe and comfortable with her.” I tried to interject on my behalf. There was no way in hell that I’d consent to stay with random females I didn’t know. I felt the walls of my heart constricting as I thought about every time I had been thrust into new foster homes. I was never sure what I would encounter when I walked through a new door, and this felt eerily similar as it threw me into memories and past emotions.

      “The bear shifter.” The heavily accented voice of Councilman Maldonado practically spit the words like an insult. “You can’t possibly think a regular animal shifter is strong enough to keep you safe should another threat occur. If anything, she would be a mere distraction, a blip on a more powerful shifters radar.” I bristled at his contempt for regular animal shifters and his insult aimed at my best friend, but I bit my cheek and held my tongue. I needed to pick my battles, and this wasn’t one to engage in.

      “Surely we must have some strong mythological females staying on campus.” Councilmen Ishida kept pushing. What was his deal?

      “Gentlemen. While misguided in the way they handled finding an undocumented mythological, the boys only wanted to protect this female and bring her into our fold slowly so they would not overwhelm her.” The smooth voice of Damien’s father promptly silenced the room, and I could tell he was often the voice of reason, the peacekeeper, among the Council. It was easy to see where Damien got some of his traits. “I feel, for the moment, that Nix is perfectly safe with the boys while we discuss some options for her future.” Turning to me, he addressed me directly, “Nix, everything about your particular situation is unprecedented. I cannot tell you the last time a full-blooded mythological grew up outside our community. As such, there are difficult decisions as to your housing, safety, and training that need to be made. For now…” He enunciated those last two words, stressing that his next decree was temporary, “I think it would be best for you to stay with the boys while we work out options for your future.” I pressed my lips together, trying to keep myself from speaking. Blasphemous things would spill from my lips if I gave them the opportunity. The idea that a group of old men would be deciding my future only exacerbated the already tenuous regard I held for the Council. Trying not to let my contempt show, I gave a short nod.

      Smiling at me, Damien’s father nodded in my direction. “Go ahead. I can see you have something you would like to say.”

      “Thank you, for letting me stay with the guys… for now.” I couldn’t help the small bit of sass at the end of my statement. “However, I have a problem with the school. I’ve recently been informed that I need to return to living in the dorm. It appears my absence has been noted and since I’m a freshman, living there is a requirement.” As soon as I opened my mouth and spoke those words, I worried that I’d just added provocation for the Council to push their agenda against my schooling. However, I had been stewing over the encounter I’d had with the academic advisor. My moving back to the dorms was a problem with or without the Council’s interference. While I had a mixture of emotions over the subject, it wasn’t hard to admit to myself that I loved staying with the guys. Part of me worried about depending on others too much, afraid of being let down, while the other part of me reveled in finding a family of my  choosing and overcoming my triggers and past.

      “Ah. Let me ease your fears. We will take care of the issue with the college. You are to return and live with Hiro, Ryder, Theo, Killian, and my son, Damien. Furthermore, I will have a talk with the boys in regards to your safety when you leave the house for classes and other activities. We will coordinate bodyguards.”

      “They have been taking me to classes, but I know it’s becoming a hardship while they manage their own jobs and responsibilities.” I hated to admit that I may be becoming a burden. Guilt once again swamped me for bringing them all into the saga that was my life.

      “If you will consent to guards on campus, and promise to make every effort to mingle and explore our culture, then I would assume we wouldn’t have to make so drastic of a change to your lifestyle quite yet as long as safety doesn’t become an issue. This will give us all time to discuss the issue further and make a more educated decision.” Ishida threw a scathing look in Councilman Lacroix’s direction. He didn’t look happy about consenting to let me stay with the guys.

      I wanted to flip these self-important, conceited, classist men off and storm out. Instead, I swallowed the words down. At least this was one fear behind me for the time being. They weren’t immediately removing me from my family. I nodded slowly, as if I was considering their offer. “Thank you, Councilman. If the guards on campus could be discrete, I really don’t need more attention drawn to me than necessary. What kind of commitment to mingle in your culture are you expecting? I already spend all my days at a college full of shifters and the rest of the time with nine shifters.”

      Councilman Rahal snorted, waving a hand through the air. “You have much to learn about shifter classes, child. The friends you are making are instilling bad habits into you. You are an elite mythological shifter. You need to focus on developing relationships with other elites. The animal shifters you associate with are not a part of an elite’s world. Even the little band that Damien Lacroix is involved in is more—varied—than we’d prefer for one of your status.”

      I bit my cheek hard to stop the flow of angry words, tasting the blood that filled my mouth. A slight hissing noise drew my eyes to Councilman Maldonado. His eyes were hard and dark, yet a wild light flickered in them. I swallowed rapidly, hoping to clear the blood from my tongue. I had forgotten my warning about him. Even my impenetrable Damien stated his name with awe. “My friendships with them are important to me, but I am willing to learn more about your societal classes. From there, who knows.” I angled my head toward the floor, fighting my Phoenix with every breath as I tried to show submission to this group in front of me.

      “The first step is to organize this little gathering. Nothing too large, mind you. A simple gathering. Damien and his friends would be invited to attend as long as you agree to clearly make an effort to expand your horizons.” Councilman Lacroix dangled this little line in front of me, clearly knowing I would be unable to resist. There was no way I’d go to a party full of potentially dangerous shifters without the guys, let alone the fact that I wouldn’t know anyone else there. I felt my body tensing even more as I thought about being surrounded by strangers. Dangerous strangers. My Phoenix cawed in my head, reassuring me she was strong. I wasn’t worried about her though; I was worried about myself. Shaking off the downward spiral, I tried to ease my mind, answering the men waiting patiently for my response. “Additionally, there is one other—request—we have for you. After everything you have been through, we believe it is important to have your health monitored. There is a shifter-run clinic on site. We would like you to undergo a simple check-up and a few non-invasive tests. It is standard for any of our people who are injured. Given your history, we would also like to check your overall health and development.”

      I wanted to object—desperately—but I wasn’t sure how to. The request was invasive but wasn’t off-the-wall enough to account for my refusal. Objecting to them, and having to explain why I was not willing to undergo basic medical testing, would be even more embarrassing than undergoing the tests. “I am honored at your interest, Councilmen. I look forward to learning about my people.” I knew my smile had faltered in my disgust, and I did my best to will it back into position. With a nod of my head—I couldn’t bring myself to bow, and a curtsy felt ridiculous in my pants—I turned and strode from the room. My Phoenix hissed, already on edge and irritated from the session, not liking me turning my back on a room full of threats.

      I let the thud of the doors closing echo behind me before letting my breath out in a rush. I needed my guys, and I needed them now.
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      My footsteps echoed down the hallway as I followed one of the stoic guards back towards the front of the house. While I wasn’t looking forward to this medical appointment—more like fucking dreading it—I was more than ready to leave this scary house of horror behind. I flinched at my thought and re-checked my mental wall, making sure it was intact. The last thing I needed was Damien’s father hearing how I felt about the ruling body of shifters I’d just met—or how I felt about his son. I rubbed absently at my forearm, a nervous tick I’d developed in my past, and tried to control the shivering that wracked my body. Yeah, to say I wanted out of this place and away from the creepy shifters I’d just met with was an understatement.

      The second I saw the front door, I almost tripped over my own feet in my hurry toward it. Seeing my pace increase, one of the guards quickly jogged to the door and opened it for me, as his job must dictate he do. Geez, did these dudes do nothing for themselves?

      Nodding my thanks, I rushed out the doorway and started jogging down the steps.

      The sight of my guys at the bottom of the stairs was like a breath of fresh air, and I felt my eyes getting watery as I fought back the tears. I knew it was a girly reaction, but all my strength had just been used up trying to keep myself together during that meeting.

      “Nix!” My name was a relieved whoosh of air from Ryder’s lips more than it was a coherent word. It garnered all the guys’ attention, and everyone rushed toward me as I reached the bottom stair, pausing there and letting it elevate me so I was closer to their heights.

      “How’d it go?” I felt Damien prodding gently at my mind, but I held my barriers in place with everything I had. I wasn’t about to let my guard down while I was still this close to the Council.

      “They’re letting me stay with you for now. There are just some things they want me to do. Starting with this medical appointment.” I twisted my fingers, a little unsure. I knew having all of them with me for it was illogical, and would probably lead to someone getting punched in the face. Would it be crossing a line if I asked one or two of them to come with me though?

      Strong, soft fingers gripped my chin, and I looked up into ebony eyes. “Of course one of us will go with you. We’d be more comfortable that way as well. You don’t need to keep worrying that you’re crossing a line or being a burden. You’re our friend. It’s what friends do.”

      My smile was shaky, and I had to resist throwing myself into his arms for a hug. I hadn’t realized how much I would come to not only enjoy their hugs, but actively need them as part of my happiness, comfort, and sense of security. I was sure we were being monitored, however, and I wasn’t ready for the Council to know quite how close we were. “Okay then. Um, so, deciding who goes with me.” I glanced around the circle. “Hiro? Maybe you could come?” This was such a hard choice. Killian would probably punch the nurse when she drew blood, though, and I didn’t like the idea of Damien in my head if a test was invasive. He shot me a slightly weary smile and I winced. I hadn’t meant that in a negative way. Theo and Ryder would probably be extremely interested in what the doctors were doing, and I just wanted to move it along quickly. Hiro seemed the wisest choice, plus, he was good at keeping me calm.

      “No problem, Nix. We’ll all wait for you.” Ryder wiggled his fingers at me in a silly wave, and I gave him a smile. Goofy boy.

      “If it’s okay with you, Nix, I’ll walk with you.” Damien stretched his arms over his head as he joined me. “I’d like to try and see my father for a few minutes before we leave.”

      “Medical wing is this way. Just follow me.” Hiro strode off down the hallway, twisting and turning down narrow side corridors. Damien’s going to try and keep the mental link open and shielded. He will turn it off during your exam, so if you’re uncomfortable, you’ll need to actually tell me.

      “Do you know what kind of testing they’ll do?” I couldn’t keep the nerves from my voice, and my Phoenix cheeped in my head, trying to reassure me. I knew she would help to protect me, but it didn’t make the thought of needles or some stranger prodding at me easier to bear.

      “My guess is they’re going to run a full diagnostic on you. They’ll draw blood, test your vitals, probably do an ultrasound, maybe even a CAT or an MRI.”

      I gaped, nearly tripping over my own feet. “They’ve got all of that stuff here?”

      I thought I saw a pained look cross Damien’s face for a moment, but it was gone as fast as it had come. “There is a shifter hospital not far from here, but the Council prefers to have their own medical facility on site. The island is rather large, so there are a few smaller clinics located around the commune.”

      It seemed as though they just had money to burn here. I couldn’t begin to imagine the cost of all of this, especially when the hospital was nearby. I was grateful, however, that I wouldn’t need to worry about insurance payments for something like a CAT scan. Located a few yards behind the massive lodge was another wooden building. Hiro held the door for me as I entered, and I shivered at the sterile feel of the interior: white tiled floors with obscure artwork on stark white walls. I absolutely hated hospitals, and this definitely had a similar feel.

      The lights brightened as we entered a small sitting area. Surprisingly, I saw Councilman Lacroix waiting for us. “Dad!” Damien called out, grinning as he rushed forward. I watched in surprise, both eyebrows raised, as the two enthusiastically hugged each other. Councilman Lacroix  wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulder as he turned to look at me.

      Councilman Lacroix smiled brightly at me. “Nix, I’m sorry for all of the stress of that meeting. Thank you for behaving so maturely. These tests shouldn’t take very long. Hiro, it’s good to see you again. You haven’t been up here much lately.” Hiro stepped forward to shake his hand.

      “No, sir. We’ve been a bit busy with the start of classes, and meeting Nix, of course.”

      “Well, Nix, if you’re ready, the nurse will take you back to begin the tests.”

      I shifted on the balls of my feet, unsure of how to proceed. “Thank you, sir. I had planned on Hiro joining me if that’s alright.” I didn’t want to make it a request, but I also didn’t want to overstep my bounds. Even though he was Damien’s dad, I found that I was nervous around him.

      “Of course, of course. We’ll try not to make things too rough on you here. There will be a few needles, I’m afraid, but we’ll try to make it as painless as we can.” He tugged on Damien’s shoulder and, after a quick knock on the door nearest him, he led Damien away.

      “Nix?” I didn’t recognize the woman who stepped from inside the small doorway. ‘My name is Rebecca. I’m a nurse here. If you’re ready to come with me, we can get started.” Her smile was warm as she waited, holding the door open for me. I nodded at Hiro who shot me a reassuring smile.

      “Okay. Um, what all can I expect?” I stepped through the door with no small amount of trepidation. The setup was warmer than I had expected, the stark white of the hallways softening to cream. The medical equipment here was simple and familiar, a basic triage station.

      “Don’t worry. We’re going to keep this as simple as possible. I’m going to do your basic information and medical history here. Then I’ll place an IV.” She smiled softly at my grimace. “I know. It’s not pleasant. But I’ll need it for the CAT scan. Contrast scans are easier to read.  Are you afraid of needles? I could see if we can give you a mild sedative.”

      I recoiled at the thought. “No. Thank you, but no. I’d rather deal with any discomfort than be sedated.”

      “No problem. Is Hiro coming in with you?” I turned to Hiro surprised that the nurse knew him.

      “Yes, Rebecca, I’ll join her unless she becomes uncomfortable with it. It’s good to see you; it’s been awhile. Nix, Becca grew up in the same sleuth as Theo.” Hm. I wasn’t quite sure if that made me more or less comfortable. I liked that she knew Theo, the other guys, and probably Rini as well. At the same time, it still felt odd to me that someone who knew my friends was going to be examining me so intimately. Especially since I didn’t want the exam in the first place, and I was being forced into it.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Rebecca.” I decided to stick with her actual name since I didn’t know her, but it hadn’t crossed my notice that they were friendly enough for nicknames. I tried not to be jealous; I’m sure they had tons of friends before me. Girlfriends too. I tried not to cringe. “I’m ready to get started if you are.” I just wanted this to be over with as quickly as possible and go home with  my guys. Maybe I could convince Damien to make something special for dinner or dessert tonight, and we could continue our Marvel marathon. That had ended so well last time. My Phoenix swirled inside of me at the idea of staking more of a claim on them. I couldn’t keep the small smile from my lips as I remembered tasting Kill for the first time. I let my mind stay focused on my guys as she took my blood pressure, my pulse, my weight, and my basic information.

      “Doing great so far.” Rebecca turned to a cabinet and began pulling packages from inside. “Ready for the IV now?”

      I wasn’t sure if it as the smartest move, but I couldn’t resist. “Hiro, can you hold my hand?” He didn’t even pause to question, immediately reaching out to twine his fingers through mine.

      “Alright, let me clean your arm.” Hiro’s fingers played with mine as the nurse prepped the area, humming to herself. “Good job. Now, there’s going to be a big pinch.” I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, gripping hard on Hiro’s hand. Remembering my training, I reached out to my Phoenix. Hold tight, girl. This’ll hurt, but it’s not a bad thing. I tightened my hold on her as I felt the pressure start on my arm. I hissed through my teeth at the pain, focusing on the way Hiro’s fingers were stroking across mine. “Good job. The worst is done.” I breathed out, thankful she had been quick.

      “Great job, Nix.” Hiro’s voice was warm, his eyes soft as they met mine. I smiled shakily, releasing the hold on my Phoenix. She chirped at me, irritated at the strong hold I had used and upset that we were in pain. “Just a few more tests. There’s a benefit of not going to a human hospital—the wait time is much shorter. We’ll be in and out quickly.”

      “Hiro, for this part I need you to step out.” Rebecca’s expression was series as she stood at the foot of the bed. “You can wait right outside of the door. I’ll come get you when she’s ready for you.” I swallowed hard, but, having been in the hospital many times I had an idea what was coming. She turned to me as the door closed, her smile sweet. “Alright, Nix. Just a few questions. Whatever you say to me here is confidential, alright?” I nodded, though I didn’t trust a word of it.

      “Are you sexually active?”

      “No, not at the moment.”

      “Are you on any form of birth control and do you have or want access to birth control should you become sexually active?”

      I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks, and I dug my fingers into my thighs. “I’m not on birth control. I do have access to contraception should I choose to become sexually active.” This was always so embarrassing.

      “Nix, are you safe where you are?” Rebecca looked up from her notes. “I’ve known the guys for years, but it can be overwhelming and emotional to find yourself in an entirely new situation. Are you being pressured at all?”

      “No.” I bit the word out. I wasn’t going to give them more than this. I was sure that everything I said and did today was being reported right back to the Council. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of knowing my thoughts as well. I would tell my guys how I felt about them, no one else.

      “Good. You can always come to the Council if you have concerns. They protect their people well.” Brain dead lemming.  I couldn’t help the thought that popped into my head. My Phoenix hissed her agreement. “Alright, I’m going to do an ultrasound on you. Now, you can have Hiro here for this, but as it’s internal, I thought you might  be more comfortable alone.” I considered that for a moment. I kind of wanted Hiro in here to hold my hand. I knew this wouldn’t be pleasant for me. It would be uncomfortable bordering on painful, not to mention the psychological effect. At the same time, for Hiro to be next to me while I was naked from the waist down and a stranger did an internal ultrasound. That was a little nerve-wracking as well.

      “Why do you need the ultrasound, anyway?” I was trying to buy myself a few minutes to sort through my feelings. My Phoenix hissed her displeasure. She didn’t understand my embarrassment. She wanted Hiro here to comfort and protect us.

      “It may be a long time in the future, but you’re extremely rare Nix. The best thing for our species is if you have children. We are checking to see if any issues that will arise with that. Some things can be treated if they’re caught early.” They really did just want to use me as a broodmare. These people were insane. Okay, a part of me did want children one day, but I was only eighteen. That would be years in the future.

      “I do think I’d like Hiro here. Will you tell him to come in?”

      “Of course.” She stepped over to the door, pulling it open to find Hiro waiting patiently. “She’d like you here for the ultrasound if you’re comfortable with that.” Her tone was cool. I wasn’t sure if she disagreed with Hiro being there, or she was trying to be professional.

      Hiro’s voice was equally cool. “Of course. She knew all she had to do was ask for me. I assured her you’d respect her choices.” Apparently, Hiro had picked up on the tone of  the nurse’s voice as well as I had. He strode to me, his face softening in concern. “Nix, I know they want to do an ultrasound. Did you want me next to you, or do you want me to hold your hand?”

      I bit my lip. I honestly wasn’t sure which would be better. I had no idea how I was going to react to a full ultrasound. “Can we start with you holding my hand? I’ll tell you if it gets to be too much.” Ugh, I hated being so nervous. I wondered if seeing me like this would change the way he thought about me. Hiro angled himself so he could see my face slightly but was mainly facing the wall, and reached for my hand.

      “If you get uncomfortable with her actions or with me holding your hand, you tell me.” His voice was warm but firm. “We can pause, re-evaluate, or stop and try a different day.”

      The nurse’s voice had warmed a little and was now tinged with laughter. “You’re getting a little ahead of yourself. She’ll need to at least remove her clothing, and we need to take her to a room with a bed. I can do several things, but a fully clothed, standing ultrasound isn’t one.” I chuckled despite myself. Obviously,  Hiro was as nervous as I was to have missed that. She waved a hand, indicating for us to follow her from triage and down the hallway into a warm room with a small examining table. “It’s your call how much you want to remove for this part. I’m going to need you completely undressed for the CAT, so you will need a robe at some point. However, if you feel more comfortable just removing your bottoms for this test and using a sheet, that’s fine too.”

      “Let’s just get this over with.” I sighed, shaking my head. Rebecca pulled a robe from a cabinet, bringing it over for me. I was surprised—though at this point I probably shouldn’t have been—at the quality of the fabric. No thin cotton or scratchy paper for shifters here. The gown was soft and warm. As Rebecca turned her back to prep the equipment, I twirled my finger at Hiro. “Now you can turn your back.” The grin he shot me was wicked and, with his quick glance at Becca’s back, I could tell he wanted to tease me but was watching himself due to the listening ears. He turned his back so that I could change quickly, shielding myself with my clothing and the gown in the process. My skin prickled and my Phoenix was on edge—I felt like we were being monitored and I didn’t like it at all.

      “Ready?” Rebecca called. I murmured my affirmation, and she turned, indicating for me to sit on the table. “Alright, Hiro, if you want to take her hand now, we can get started. Nix, I’ll have you scoot to the very end of the table. If you extend your arms over your head, Hiro can maintain a good grip on your hand and easily face the other direction.” I shivered, biting my lip hard. It was helpful, in a way, to have my Phoenix to focus on controlling. I couldn’t give as much of my mind over to what was happening as I had to hold tightly to my control of her. She didn’t like this room, the examination, or my nurse. She felt threatened and on edge—as did I. “Okay, you’ll feel a little pressure.” I hissed as the cool gel made contact with my skin and the ultrasound began. I’d had one once before, so I wasn’t unfamiliar with the process or the discomfort involved. Hiro stroked my fingers, and I kept my eyes glued to his back, tracing the way his shirt fit across his shoulders. I hissed as she pressed on a tender spot and Hiro’s grip tightened on me. I was surprised that I was doing as well as I was. Although edgy, nervous, and wanting the whole process over I had been worried about flashbacks or extreme panic. Between Hiro and my Phoenix, I was able to hold at least partially steady.

      I sighed in relief as she removed the probe, wincing a little as I moved my legs. “Good girl.” Hiro murmured, low enough I’m assuming only I heard him. “One more test and you’re done.” These words were brighter, for anyone listening I assumed.

      “You said the next is the CAT?” I used the towels she tossed me to clean up as she put away the equipment, knowing Hiro was giving me my privacy.

      “Yes, that’s the last one on the list today. I’ll draw blood from you first, and then we’ll do the CAT scan. It shouldn’t take too long. Hiro, I’m going to draw a fair amount of blood from her. She may be dizzy or feel slightly unwell. Her system will rebuild in a day or two, but make sure she takes it easy.” My Phoenix squawked at the woman. I was an adult and could take care of myself, thank you.

      “I’ll make a note of that.” My tone was dry, betraying my indignation.

      “If you’ll just follow me, the CAT scan is down the hall. Have you been given a contrast dye before?” The quickly thrown factual question gave me pause. This girl went hot and cold faster than I could follow.

      “Yeah, I have.” I followed her a few doors down, careful to keep a tight grip on the gown. While it was more comfortable than other ones I’d been in, the damn thing still kept falling off. Hiro’s chuckle behind me said he had noticed my predicament.

      “Good, no allergy then?”

      “No, I don’t think I had an issue.”

      “Alright.” She waved her hand to indicate the bed attached to the CAT machine. “No metal on you, correct?” At the shake of my head, she checked my IV site. “Your IV looks good. I’m going to hook the saline up to help make sure it’s flushed out. Then, I’ll add the contrast. I’m going to do a blood draw from your other arm, first, though.”

      Frickin’ hospitals and their stupid needles. Hiro snorted. Whoops, hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Rebecca ignored me, whether because she hadn’t heard me or from professionalism, I wasn’t sure. Hiro gripped my hand, tracing patterns on it to distract me as the needle slid in. She hadn’t been kidding about the quantity of blood she would take. I was slightly dizzy by the time she was done, and Hiro helped me to lay back on the bed for the CAT scan.

      “I’m going to start injecting the contrast. It’s going to make you feel really warm, even like you have to pee. The feeling will pass. It will also probably leave a strong metallic taste in your mouth.” I felt it rush through me and fought against the sensation. It was extremely uncomfortable. My Phoenix hissed, hating it as much as I did. I felt her press against my skin, wanting to try and fight the medication as it filled our body.

      “Good girl.” Hiro murmured. “I’m going to step behind the radiation window. It’ll only be a few more minutes. Then you can sleep on the boat and in the car.”

      I murmured my assent, heavy with exhaustion. Today had just been too stressful—physically and emotionally—and my body had had enough. The scan was over quickly, despite the clunking of the magnets startling me with every pass. I had begun to doze off by the time the scan was complete. Hiro’s fingers tangled gently in my hair as he helped me up. “Almost done.” His words were a whisper, almost sounding as though he spoke down a tunnel. I murmured my assent, trying to get up on legs that wouldn’t hold me. My Phoenix was as numb as I was, curled deep inside of me.

      “Rebecca, I know she undressed, but do you have a blanket we can wrap around her? I realize the robe has a tie, but I’m not sure she’d be comfortable with either me or you dressing her. I can have Rini meet us back at our house to help her out.” I wish I could have smiled at my sweet Hiro, but my face didn’t seem to want to work. A quick shock of pain—the removal of the IV—had me jolting and my Phoenix squawking her outrage. Hiro’s murmurs in my ear soothed me, though, and I let myself slide back into the fog that was wrapping around me. I felt myself sway as he lifted me and gave up entirely, leaning my head onto his collarbone and letting myself float away.
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      Damien carried me through the doorway and into the house as I tried to wake myself up. I was groggy and wanted to slip back into sleep, but the shock of cold air that had hit my bare legs when they opened the car door had roused me enough that I was aware we were home. Home. It felt good to think of it as such.

      When the door shut behind all of us, I wanted to laugh, or drop to my knees and kiss the floor while I cried—nevermind that I wasn’t sure I would be able to stand due to the amount of blood that damn nurse had taken. My foggy mind briefly wondered if she had taken so much blood out of some misguided vengeance or if they had truly needed that much to run the tests they wanted.

      The relief over getting to stay together, albeit ‘for now’, was palpable and Damien leaned down to kiss my forehead as he swiftly carried me up the stairs and into my room. I was going to claim it as mine now that I was going to be staying here. I needed to talk to Rini. I hoped that the Council would take care of the problem with the school administration as they had promised. It was the last coherent thought I could form as my head swam and I reached for sleep.
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* * *

      “Nix,” A light shake roused me from my sleep. “That’s it, wake up, sweetheart.”

      “Good girl,” Hiro added, and I tried my best to open my eyes.

      Sunlight spilled through the window at the end of the room, bouncing off the white walls and brightening the room around me. Scooting up in bed, I groaned. My body felt like it had been through a war. I felt weak—like I couldn’t make a fist even if I wanted to—and exhausted.

      “You’re still recovering from the blood loss. I trusted her not to take too much, but you’ve been solidly asleep since we left the island yesterday. Rebecca and I will be having words.” The steel behind Hiro’s statement was unmistakable.

      “No, don’t.” I croaked. “It’s not worth pissing off the Council. I agree that she took too much, but we finally have some peace. Please. Don’t rock the boat.”

      Smoothing a hand over my hair—which I was sure looked like a hot mess—he gave me his assent. The grey shirt he was wearing accented his dark eyes, which looked resigned after agreeing to my request.

      “Good morning sleepyhead.” Ryder burst into the room like another ray of sunshine wearing a beige knit sweater, light brown pants that hugged his ass perfectly, and a pair of sharp brown dress shoes. His purple hair styled and his signature scent—coffee and caramelized sugar—followed him into the room. The scent matched his personality perfectly—sweet and energetic with dark undertones. He carried a tray of food, and I must have pulled a face because he immediately pouted as he placed it over my legs which were cocooned under the comforter.

      “Oh, ye of little faith. I didn’t make it if you must know. It was all Damien.” He threw me a conspiratorial look, apparently already over my lack of faith in his cooking skills, “You can thank me for the drink, however.” I eyed the large glass of orange juice and lunged for it. My mouth felt like cotton. The citrus soothed me as I gulped it down but I quickly felt foolish for chugging so much so fast.

      “See D; she likes it. We should keep OJ in the house more often.” He nodded at me with a goofy grin as he used me as an excuse to fuel his sugar habit. Truthfully, I didn’t want to disagree with him. I did like juice.

      The sugar must have helped wake me up because I suddenly remember that Damien had met with his father yesterday while I was going through medical hell. My heart constricted as I worried over the guys getting in trouble for hiding my existence.

      “Damien,” I sought him out. He was standing near the head of the bed, and I had to look way up to meet his face. The strong contour of his jawline was sharper from this angle, and I had an excellent view of the way his white t-shirt stretched across his chest and accented his muscular abdomen. His hair was left natural; a bit messy instead of styled, just adding to his appeal. “What happened with your Dad? How much trouble are you all in?”

      The gentle smile on his face helped me relax and calm as he spoke, “We’ve been reprimanded but not punished, per say. It could have been much worse, but I believe that the Council’s excitement over having you among our ranks lessened their wrath.”

      “They’ll be monitoring us a little more closely as it pertains to our jobs for the Council, and I’m sure they’ll be checking that you’re well taken care of, provided for, and that you’re safe. Otherwise, we got off scot-free.”

      A slap on the hand was not what I expected, but I also didn’t appreciate the extra eyes that may be prying into our lives now. The Council wasn’t a governing body that necessarily made me feel safe. Terrified was more like it. Those guys were worse than the monsters you worried about under your bed or in your closet at night when you were little. Thank God humans didn’t realize what was really out there. I wasn’t sure I appreciated knowing about all the evil in the world. I winced and glanced at Damien as he caught my thoughts. Fuck, I’d forgotten to put my walls in place.

      “They’re not that bad.” He ran a hand over his messy hair.

      “Your dad’s great. Please don’t think that I don’t like him. It’s just that the Council was intimidating as hell and half of those guys are scary as fuck. I don’t want you to think I hate your family or anything, and I know you grew up there, so maybe you’re close to the other dudes who make up the ruling body, but coming from an outsider's perspective…”

      Damien cut off my nervous rambling. “No, it’s ok. I understand. They’re all dangerous, dominant males. They’re on the Council for a reason, and one of those reasons is because they’re powerful and most are deadly. I’m glad you don’t feel that way about my father though.”

      “Oh, he’s definitely powerful, but he worked hard to make me feel more comfortable in what felt like a room full of predators.” I softened my voice, “I thought he was great, Damien, and I can see how close you are.”

      The small lift in his lips was genuine. “After the dust has settled some, I know he’d like to meet you in a less formal setting. My mother would love you.”

      I had planned to watch my thoughts and emotions throughout the rest of this conversation, but I didn’t have to do that now. The idea of meeting Damien’s family in a more relaxed way was genuinely something that I wanted to do. I knew Damien’s family, was close and I wanted to meet the people who had made and raised such a wonderful son. A son I happened to be very interested in. The way his face warmed told me he’d been listening in to my thoughts. Good. He should know that he meant something to me.

      “Do they live in the Council’s headquarters?” I tried not to flinch at the thought of going back there.

      “They have a residence there, but they prefer to have their own home. I spent my childhood bouncing between the two places.”

      “And every time he would show up, he’d be dragging me into trouble.” The narrow-eyed look Ryder shot Damien had me laughing. I almost forgot that the Council raised Ryder. How had he turned out so joyful when such darkness had surrounded him? I wondered what his childhood was like.

      “Are you sure it wasn’t the other way around?” I took a bite of my eggs, which were now cool. I didn’t care, and neither did my stomach. I was starving.

      “Don’t let the Gargoyle fool you… he was a rebel rouser in his younger days.”

      “You make me sound old.” Damien scoffed.

      Hiro looked on approvingly. “Eat up, Nix. You need your strength, and your class starts in…” Hiro checked a rather expensive looking watch fastened to his wrist, “… one hour.”

      Nodding, I shoveled food into my mouth graceful behavior be damned. I didn’t want to be late, which meant I needed to leave in half an hour to make sure I had time to make it to campus and walk to class.

      “Ryder,” I addressed him with my mouth full, covering my mouth to at least keep some of my decorum. “Aren’t you supposed to be in a lab right about now?”

      “I finished it early, and the professor let those of us who were done leave early. I walked in just in time to serve you, princess.” He gave a playful little bow. I just shook my head and scarfed down more food.

      “When’s your next class?”

      “In about two hours. My lab is usually a longer class.” I knew that Damien and Killian didn’t have classes until the afternoon and Theo was taking a few online courses during his Monday, Wednesday, Friday schedule. Hiro didn’t have any classes on Mondays.

      Turning to my Kitsune, I asked, “Are you escorting me to class today?” I was hopeful. While I didn’t want to feel like I needed a babysitter, I did enjoy having that extra time with whoever was taking me to class. The guilty look that crossed his face told me I had assumed wrong.

      “I wish I could, but the Council wants me to in the freshmen dorm more than I have been. That doesn’t mean that I won’t be here too, just that I need to make sure I’m covering my shifts as the resident advisor. Today, I need to be in the dorms. I’m getting ready to leave, but I wanted to see you first, make sure you were feeling better.”

      “I understand.” The look on his face told me I needed to elaborate. “Don’t look so down; I’m fine. If it weren’t  for me, you wouldn’t be under the Council’s thumb.”

      “Oh honey, we were under the Council’s thumb long before you got here. We had to sell our souls just to form our own group because they wanted us to spread our mythological around.” Ryder, who often spoke with his hands, was mimicking a circular spreading motion as he explained.

      “No, what they really want is for us to mate.” Damien didn’t sound happy about the idea. Did he not want to settle down? Why did that thought bother me?

      With the right person, I do. The smolder in his eyes said more than any spoken words. I blushed and turned my face down to my tray.

      “Our friend James will be here shortly to escort you to class. I think you’ll like him.” Hiro leaned down to kiss my cheek, and I closed my eyes, taking in the sensation. As he pulled back, he elaborated. “He’s a bird shifter.”

      “What kind?”

      “Just ask him. He likes to show off.” Ryder rolled his eyes and I giggled. From the horse’s mouth.

      “CER-AP-TOR! Good grief! I’ve downgraded to horse now? What have I done to deserve such a demotion?” Ryder pouted as he flailed his arms.

      An inelegant snort bubbled out of me at his mini-outburst, and everyone chuckled in the room. I wasn’t even mad at Damien’s invasion into my head; it was worth it.

      Hiro waved from the door as he stepped from the room. Ryder leaned down and kissed my cheek as well. “I’m going to go grab some breakfast. A man can’t live on sweetened coffee drinks alone.” He ducked as Damien tried to slap his arm.

      “Where are you getting this stuff?” He demanded as Ryder fled the room. Turning back to me with an exasperated look on his face, I laughed. “I don’t keep this stuff in the house.”

      I knew about the guys’ secret stash of sweets and coffee but my lips were sealed, so I just smiled serenely and finished off my orange juice so that Damien couldn’t swipe it from me and dump it down the nearest drain.

      “You’d think as a med student he’d eat better.” He shook his head and grinned down at me. It did funny things to my stomach as butterflies took off.

      Looking at my robe clad arms, I realized that I was dressed and I couldn’t remember getting into such a state.

      Holding up his hands, Damien denied his involvement as he read my mind. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t touch you. Not that I don’t want to.” His grin turned into a smoldering look as he raked his eyes down my body. I was in a tank top but quickly realized that I had no bra on as my nipples pebbled under his attention. Shit! I pulled the robe closed in front of me, but a quick look at the Gargoyle told me he’d already noticed. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, he brought his eyes up to mine. “Rini came over and did the dressing part after we returned home. Hiro had wrapped you up in a robe and a blanket before he carried you out of the medical building.”

      Nodding, I couldn’t help the relief that swamped me. I didn’t want to admit the violation I’d have felt if it was one of them. They knew me though and knew the demons I still struggled with. It was one of the reasons I was so comfortable around them. They never made me feel stupid about my issues. Instead, they made me feel validated and let me work through my emotions as they sprung up, always helping and never pushing.

      Shoveling the last of my food, I sprung up and grabbed some clothes. “I’m just going to shower, and I’ll meet you downstairs. When does James get here?” My unspoken question was the more important one: Are you sure you trust him?

      “He should be here by the time you’re done getting ready. I trust him completely. He’s a good friend of ours, mated to a wonderful girl, a mermaid.

      The little girl inside of me squealed. “Mermaids are real?” The excitement in my voice was off the charts. Who didn’t want to be the little mermaid when they were growing up? My Phoenix huffed, clearly thinking we were the better mythological. I mollified her. Don’t worry girl. I’m happy to be a phoenix! We’re pretty damn badass.

      I knew my inner monolog was amusing Damien because he covered his mouth to hide a smile as he tried his damnedest not to laugh.

      What, you seriously never talk to your Gargoyle? Poor batman must be bored to death in your head.

      Batman?

      His name. Your wings look like a giant bat’s… get it? Batman? I told you I was going to name all your creatures. It’s happening. It’s just a work in progress. I shrugged as I headed out the door.

      But Batman is already taken. You should pick something else.

      Hey now, Batman is badass and cool. You should be thanking me. At least I didn’t call him Rocky. Swinging my hips I walked into the bathroom as I heard him rumble through the mental line as he watched me walk away.
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      I couldn’t help but take to liking James immediately, which was odd for me. He stood only a few inches taller than I did and his friendly nature set me at ease right way. He was playful like Ryder minus the innuendo and something about him gave me the “big brother” vibe, even though I’d never had one. He had beautiful, naturally tanned skin thanks to his Native American ancestry as well as dark, long hair that he kept pulled back into a bun at his nape. Dark eyes were shadowed by thick lashes and eyebrows.However, what I liked most about him wasn’t his looks nor his personality—he was practically married, and I had more men than I knew what to do with.

      It was his complete understanding of my safety and privacy that I loved. Plus, it seemed like the guys had filled him in not to touch me or make quick movements in my direction because he was extra careful around me, and I appreciated the effort. The fact that he would be able to follow me around discreetly in shifted form—flying above me—well that was my favorite part. The Council had signed off his bodyguard status and permitted him  to shift outside of one of the spelled areas. Supposedly, it was against the rules to be shifted around humans unless it was sanctioned.

      When I had found out he was a Thunderbird I had been awed, and nearly at the level of a fangirl. Hearing about them in Harry Potter had peaked my interest in them greatly. Come to think of it, him being a Thunderbird may account for my familiarity with him. If I remembered my lore correctly, Thunderbirds and Phoenix were considered to be relatives. My Phoenix chirped, sliding her feathers against my skin. Apparently, she felt the same way I did about him.  It was still so odd to me that many of the creatures I had heard about were actually real. Maybe I could talk Theo into making a list for me of which ones were fake or extinct so I could memorize it? I may be less shocked that way when meeting new shifters.

      “You good for your first class?” James flashed a grin my way as I played with the strap of my bag. “If you keep messing with that the whole thing is going to come unraveled. You don’t have a test or something today, do you? You’ve gone all quiet on me.”

      “It’s not that.” I tried to keep my fingers from messing with the strap of the bag and betraying my agitation. “I still don’t really feel like I fit here. There’s so much other stuff going on right now. It feels pointless, in a way, to be here; especially since I’m dragging you and the guys into more issues because of it.”

      “The Council could change their mind, Nix.” James’ voice was low, avoiding any prying ears. “Just because they’re extremely protective of you for the moment doesn’t mean it won’t lessen. They were that way with me at first as well. The reins have loosened over the years. You’re still only eighteen. Don’t count yourself out just yet. Give yourself time to enjoy just being in college and being with your friends.”

      I shot him a smile, though it wavered a little at the edges. “Thank you for the advice, oh wise one.”

      “Wise one, huh? I like it.”

      I giggled, wanting to roll my eyes at him. “Well, it was wise one or Newt. I figured I could go back and forth until I decide.” He snorted, understanding my joke but refusing to acknowledge it. Hey, not everyone could be cool enough to be a super fan. “This is me.” I gestured to my building, noting that I was already cutting it close to my start time. “You going to wait for me here?”

      He hesitated a moment, then nodded reluctantly. I knew he would have preferred to follow me inside so that his bodyguard duties were complete. However, he knew that drawing attention to me was not a wise choice, nor would it sit well with me and I could begin to rebel. While I wasn’t bitchy enough—well, most days—to do it purposefully, I needed my freedom and my Phoenix did too.

      I continued twirling the straps on my bag as I walked towards class, noting the twinge of cramps starting in my abdomen. Crap. Had I remembered to toss pads and tampons in my backpack ? Being so irregular, I always tried to carry a supply, but I wasn’t sure if I had remembered to replace them when I cleaned my bag out.

      “Annika.” The cool voice gained my attention, and I tried hard not to groan. Standing next to the doorway of my classroom was Ms. Stone, the guidance counselor, and a young man who looked to be about my age. He was what I would have classified as a surfer boy type. His skin was tanned, though looked like it would begin to fade once the weather cooled. His hair was a dark blonde, lighter at the tips and highlighted, with eyes of apple green. I paused, trying to paste a smile on my face. “I’ve heard from Ahmya that special circumstances have allowed you to stay outside of your dormitory.” She frowned, highlighting her disapproval. I didn’t bother to offer up details. If she didn’t have them, I doubted she was a shifter, or at least a highly ranked one. My Phoenix hissed. She remembered this woman well and was not happy to see her. At least the Council had delivered on their promise. I tried to breathe deeply to both calm myself and to try to ease some of the cramping in my abdomen. A very light shifter scent reached me, and I cocked my head. It must be the boy because I don’t remember her having any scent of shifter during our first meeting.

      “Yes, ma’am.” As she was still staring at me, I realized she had been waiting for  an answer to her statement. I had always hated that. If you were going to state something, state it and move on. If you were going to ask a question, even if it were a question that needed a yes or no answer, just ask the question. Playing word games where people had to guess whether you wanted a response, or if you were talking to yourself, annoyed me.

      “As I mentioned in our last meeting, I think it is essential for incoming students to have as normal a student life as possible. Without living in the dorms, there will be quite a bit you miss. As Ahmya has told me that you have not shown an interest in any of the student groups nor seem to be socializing with most of the other students, it seemed you have not heeded my advice.” Was this woman serious? Albeit I had told her off politely before, but I had still told her off. She wasn’t a council member, and therefore I didn’t have to defer to her.

      “The school has approved my living arrangements as well as my class schedule.  My teachers have all been notified of the reasons for my absence, and have no issues, nor have I fallen behind in any of my work. Is there something else you need?” I knew I was being brusque, a risk with a woman who had some power over my grades, but I couldn’t help it. I had too many people interfering in my life at this point, and this woman who didn’t even know me and allowed rumors to form her opinions was the last straw.

      “Yes. If we have students who are having issues adjusting, we do sometimes offer a student counselor or student buddy. Someone who can introduce them around, show them the sights, and get them acquainted with appropriate student living. I think that Mason would be a good fit for you.” She indicated the boy next to her who squirmed slightly, a flush riding his cheeks.

      I gaped at her in shock. I had specifically told her the last time we had spoken that I was making plenty of friends and was comfortable and doing well in my college experience. Why was she pushing so hard for this? And then to bring a boy I had never met and encouraged me to spend time with him; weren’t buddies usually of the same gender, or was that just in the movies? “Ms. Stone, I appreciate that you have followed up on me. Ahmya is not the best source of information as we aren’t close friends.” That was like trying to swallow gravel. Not close friends was about as accurate as saying that snakes and mongooses weren’t friends. “I have made quite a few friends since coming here, and I am absolutely in love with Anchorage. My classes and adjustment are going well, and since, for the most part, I am healthy now, a student buddy is just a waste of time.” Belatedly I glanced at the boy who had gone an odd shade of red under his tan. “No offense, Mason.”

      Ms. Stone opened her mouth to speak, and I held up a hand to ward her off. “Ma’am, I’m running late to class. I assume you know this as you were waiting here to speak with me.”

      “At least give Mason your contact details. You never know if you may change your mind.” She sent me that forced, sweet smile again. It did nothing to lighten the steel in her eyes. My Phoenix squawked and hissed in irritation.

      “Thank you, Ma’am, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I can reach out to your office if it does become the case.” I tried to walk around her. I hadn’t been joking when I said she was making me late for class, and I was sure our conversation outside of the doorway was drawing the attention of other students and quite possibly the professor as well.

      “Fine.” Her tone was mulish, her face drawn down in distaste. “I’ll give him your contact details instead. He can follow up with you to see how you’re doing.”

      I froze, breathing deeply to try and control my Phoenix, who was raging to be let out. We had escaped Michael’s control to be thrust into the control of the Council and now this. Why did adults all believe they knew what was best for you, even if they didn’t know you? “Please don’t provide any of my contact information. Mason, I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but that would make me extremely uncomfortable. There is no reason that you should even be offering to breach ethical guidelines and share my personal information—whether that’s my student history, my medical history, my contact details, or even my class schedule—with another student even if you were hoping I would accept your offer and let him be my ‘buddy’. Now, I’m going to pretend like this conversation didn’t happen. I don’t feel well, and you have made me late for class. Excuse me. Have a good day, Mason.” I ducked into the classroom, sucking air in between my teeth. The tiny, twinging cramps were starting to ramp up, and I had had enough. I wanted to sit down, wait out the end of this lecture, and go home to curl up with my heating pad. I had had enough for the day, and I was sick of being polite. Ignoring the stares of the other students, I grabbed my notebook from my bag, tuned into the professor, and tried to drown out the world around me.
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      “Dinner is served!” I called as I heard Nix walk through the door. I had been waiting for her cute butt to march into the house after classes. She was later than I had anticipated, but James texted and told us that she needed to hit up the library on the way home to do a little research for one of her classes. I hoped the smell in the kitchen was enticing.

      “Uh, Ryder. Please tell me you didn’t cook?” She sniffed the air, and I could tell she was trying to see if I had burned anything or set the kitchen on fire. When surprise crossed her face as I pulled garlic bread out of the oven, I felt triumphant.

      “Ha, ha. I promised not to try and cook again, and I didn’t. I am very good, however, at ordering dinner.” I beamed at her as I pulled bowls out of an overhead cabinet. You had to work with was you had, and what I had was a huge list of takeout menus.

      “What did you get?” She tried to peer into the pot I had warming on the stove, but I shooed her away. “Is it Italian since we’re having garlic bread? That does seem like your kind of carb-filled heaven.”

      “Nope. It’s soup. Now march that beautiful ass over to the table and sit down. I’m serving tonight.”

      She grinned and held her hands up, acquiescing to my request and sitting down in her usual seat at our wooden table. “What kind of soup?” I could tell she was curious about my secretiveness.

      “It’s healthy.” I kept my answers vague as I carried a stack of dishes to the table.

      “Alright.” She hedged, “What’s in it?”

      I quirked a grin at her. “It’s got vegetables in it to appease the Gargoyle.” I saw her wince and shift in her chair and I watched avidly, wondering what was wrong with Nix. “What? You don’t like soup?”

      “No, no. Soup’s great.” She waved me off, but I kept my attention on her as I continued to set the table. Turning back to me, she caught my eyes as I set the bowls at each place setting. “So vegetable soup?” She pried, but I knew she was trying to keep the topic of conversation off of herself.

      “Nope.” I headed back into the kitchen, and she pivoted in her seat to watch me prepare the garlic bread. It was toasted to perfection, a warm yellow with golden edges sprinkled with plenty of garlic and a dash of salt. This part I had done myself. I mean, not like bake the bread, just slather it in deliciousness and toast it. Still, I counted it as an accomplishment. My mouth watered as I sliced it and returned to the dining area to drop the chunks of bread into the basket in the middle of the table.

      “Alright, spill it Applejack. What’s for dinner?” I nearly laughed. I had apple pie for dessert—although I’d much rather have her as the delicacy—so her little nickname was almost fitting. She crossed her arms under her breasts, pushing them together and up. Dropping my eyes, I ate up the view. The damn woman was trying to use her wiles on me, and I wouldn’t lie… it was working.

      Looking up at her with heat and mischief in my eyes, I challenged her. “How about a taste for a taste?” I was acting playful, but if she said yes I’d be on my knees before her in a second flat, yanking down her sweater. Her face blushed a pretty pink as she dropped her arms. I didn’t think she was embarrassed; instead, I thought the flush was from sudden desire. Her eyes were sparkling when she looked up at me, and I couldn’t help but waggle my eyebrows, trying to elicit a laugh from her. Damn, but it was my new favorite sound.

      “You are incorrigible!” She yelled in mock frustration. I loved teasing her.

      “It’s potato soup.” I relented to her questioning, knowing she was dying to know what I’d be serving.

      “That’s one vegetable, and it’s a starch.” She pointed out as I went back to the kitchen, stirring the pot once more. The stovetop was on low, just enough to heat the soup, but I absolutely did not want to mess it up lest the teasing would never stop. I may not be able to provide dinner for Nix in the traditional way, but I could certainly do it this way. I felt a little like I had something to prove, and I didn’t want to fail at it.

      I knew that when I became a doctor many long years from now, I would be able to give Nix a good life. I would be able to support not only her but my brothers too—if they needed it. Until then, I was paying my dues and working hard in class. I liked to volunteer at the local hospital as well as at the clinics back home. Thinking about having Nix in my life long term just felt right, even if I couldn’t explain it. Growing up parentless was difficult. The Council was not made up of what I would call parental figures. Damien’s dad was as close to a father as I’d ever had and Theo’s mom had practically adopted all of us, but it still wasn’t the same as having my own flesh and blood mom and dad. I didn’t even know who they were, let alone what happened to them. Allie had been older than me and often took on the role of mother, but after she was gone, I’d honestly had no one. The guys were like family; we grew closer every year. Now that Nix was in our life, the bond I felt toward everyone had strengthened; intensified.

      “Earth to Ryder!” Nix snapped her fingers, bringing me back and I realized I had been absentmindedly stirring the pot. “Where’d you go?”

      Giving her a grin, I returned to our conversation. “Just thinking is all.”

      “About how Damien is going to throw a fit over dinner?” She seemed to sense that I’d gone a little melancholy, and I loved her for not prying. I wanted to share all of this with her, but when we were alone. I knew everyone would be descending soon, ready to eat.

      “Hey, it also has onions.” I shrugged my shoulders and raised my arms up in a “what” gesture—wooden spoon and all. “And cheese. Lots of cheese.” I gave her my best grin.

      She chuckled. “Oh, Damien is going to hate this.”

      “You’re enough cheese for me Ryder.” Damien walked into the dining room, shirtless, with a pair of soft flannel pants hanging from his hips. I could make out the top elastic of his boxers as he entered the kitchen to check on me. I glanced at Nix and saw her eyes roaming over Damien’s physique. I couldn’t help but take a gander myself. The man was a beautiful specimen. It’s not like I had never noticed how attractive my brothers were, but Hiro had awakened something in me that I hadn’t realized was there. My appreciation bordered on attraction. I already knew I was attracted to Hiro and Nix. I had deep feelings for them both. I took a minute to evaluate whether I was attracted to Killian, Theo, and Damien. I wasn’t opposed to the idea that was for sure, but they had always been my brothers, and I wouldn’t mess that up. I wanted us to be a unit with Nix to be at the center. Her arousal over seeing me with Hiro was part of what drove me during our sexy encounters. The way we heated her blood, it made me ripe with lust. Bloody hell, I needed to change my train of thought, or I was going to be serving dinner with an obvious boner in my dark wash jeans.

      “At least serve a salad.” Damien threw his hands into the air—thankfully oblivious for once to my internal musings—and started rummaging through the fridge in search of what he’d need. “Seriously. There is nothing green in this entire meal. Not even a healthy lean protein.” He shook his head in exasperation as he emerged from the stainless steel fridge holding more vegetables than I could even name. What the heck did he plan to do with those sprout looking things?

      I just kept the grin on my face, letting him do his thing. I was getting a deep level of enjoyment out of his perturbed state.

      “What’s going on?” I heard Killian emerge from upstairs. He’d just barely beaten Nix home, but he’d walked through the door covered in engine grease, and Hiro ordered him to take a  shower before he accidentally knocked into a wall and left stains everywhere.

      “An epic battle over the perils of carbs and cheese. Ryder picked up dinner. Honestly, I’m just impressed he bought soup instead of Chinese food.” She scrunched her nose.

      “You don’t like Chinese food?” I gaped. She had to be kidding, right? I could live off of the stuff.

      “Oh, I do.” She wrapped an arm around her middle, and I didn’t even think she realized she was doing it. “Just not in the mood for it tonight.” She shifted in her chair slightly, and I narrowed my eyes, suspicious as I started doing some math in my head. Hiro jogged down the steps catching the end of the conversation.

      What’s going on? He asked telepathically and, thanks to our resident psychic, it rang through our heads.

      What? Is something wrong with Nix? Killian asked, a worried edge to his thoughts.

      She’s going to be fine. Stop worrying. I interjected, trying to lessen my brothers’ worry. It didn’t take a scientist to figure out what was wrong with Nix. Apparently, just a med student who’d grown up with a sister.

      I think she’s focusing on keeping her mental wall in place, and she’s doing a good job. There must be something she doesn’t want us to know. Damien mused while he furrowed his brow.

      I shook my head. Call Theo for dinner. I think he’s blocking us out while he focuses or we would have heard from him now. I knew he was working on that program again. It was the Council’s most significant request when we’d gotten in trouble, but Theo told them that these things take time to code. Luckily, they were willing to wait the allotted amount of time he had asked for, but I knew he’d be working his ass off to get it finished up.

      “Theo! Dinner,” Killian said as he stalked to the stairs and then back to Nix’s side. Well, I guess that would do. What do you know that I don’t?

      Everyone grab whatever the bloody hell you want to eat and let’s go sit down so that we don’t freak Nix out. The last thing I wanted was for my brothers to embarrass Nix when it was apparent  she was self-conscious of her situation. I was trying to figure out a discreet way to bring it up—see if she needed any feminine products—without outing her to everyone. The guys and I didn’t keep much from each other. We’d always been very open and honest. It’s one of the reasons we’d grown so close, but it stood to reason now that we were living with a girl that there would be some things that were too private to share. This seemed to be one of those things for Nix. Maybe it would be best to call Rini?

      As we settled at the table, Theo clomped down the steps and joined us. As soon as we were all seated, I filled everyone's bowls as fast as I could, hoping that eating would help divert attention from Nix’s predicament.

      Nix only picked at her food, holding a hand across her stomach as she tried to get more comfortable in the chair discreetly. When a small groan escaped her lips and sweat beaded on her forehead, Killian erupted.

      “Nix, baby, what’s wrong? Are you sick? You’re in pain, aren’t you? Ryder! Fix her!” The Celt demanded, not alright with her in discomfort—hell, neither was I.

      “It’s natural, Kill.” I wasn’t sure how to respond and still keep Nix’s privacy. I saw her drop her head into her hands. Damn, I’d made her uncomfortable.

      What’s going on? Theo was on alert, realizing he was missing some vital information.

      Sighing, I decided to just come out with it, carefully of course. There was no reason not to make my brothers do a little deductive reasoning. It’s been over four weeks since she’s been here.

      Ah. I see. Theo pinked a little. She shouldn’t be worried. It’s an entirely natural process. He turned his attention to Nix.

      That’s what I’ve been trying to say. Was it me or did it sound like a broken record in here?

      I saw the moment Damien understood my comment, but Killian hadn’t caught on, and Hiro was looking at me, cocking his head to the side as he worked out the significance of the timeline.

      “It’s embarrassing.” She said slowly.

      “What could possibly be embarrassing?” Killian just dug himself in deeper, and I groaned.

      “I never know when I’m going to start. Ever since I was young things have been sporadic, and it took me a while to figure out that it was probably tied to my re-births. I mean, it’s not something I can control or plan for. Do you have any idea how terrible it is to never know when you’re going to start? Let me tell you; it can be damned inconvenient. I thought when I moved here things would steady out, but no, I just had to die. Twice. Not to mention this whole thing could be worse as a shifter, or around shifters! Dear God, I didn’t even think of that. I need to call Rini.” She continued to mumble incoherently—face hidden in her palms.

      The look on Killian’s face as he finally understood was priceless, and I couldn’t help my wide smile. Hiro covered his mouth to contain a laugh and Damien’s eyes were lit up as he held his mirth inside.

      There you go. Theo teased Killian.

      Took you all long enough. I ribbed everyone.

      “It’s not a big deal.” Nix gritted her teeth as a cramp wracked her body and she tensed up.

      My Ceraptor reared in frustration. We hated that she was hurting. “Nix, you’re in pain.”

      “There’s really nothing you can do. I’ll take some pain meds. I’m sure that will help.” She clutched her lower abdomen. I could tell her cramping was severe.

      “Baby…” Killian cleared his throat, working his adams apple and he strived to find the right words.

      “I think what Killian is trying—and failing—to say is that we’re not bothered by this. I grew up surrounded by woman. As Ryder has said, this is completely natural.” The pink in Theo’s cheeks deepened, but I gave the man credit as he pushed forward and said, “Do you have everything you need? I could run to the story for you to get your preferred… feminine products.”

      Nix had never blushed such a deep shade before, but she gave Theo a strained smile anyway. “Rini threw what I’ll need in my bag for me, but thank you. That’s very sweet, Theo.”

      “Hey now! I’d go to the store and get you any girly items you’d need too, by the way!” I winked at her, hoping to ease the tension with a little lightheartedness. She smiled, and my Ceraptor pranced. Growing a little more serious I continued, “For real, though, let us help you.” Murmurs of ascent sounded around the table.

      “I don’t think there’s much any of you can do to help, but thank you.” Turning her attention back to her soup, she sipped a small spoonful into her mouth.

      Like hell there wasn’t anything I could do—that we could do. My Nix was hurting, and I’d be a… a fucking unicorn… before I just stood by and let her suffer. Looking at  my brothers, I saw the same resolve in their eyes that was in mine.
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      I could feel all the guys taking turns glancing my way as I tried to survive my cramps. Why were they all being so damn nosy? I knew they were worried about me, but couldn’t they see that this was hard to talk about with them? I pushed my food away, leaning back in my chair. I wondered if this last death had messed me up more than I thought. I’d cramped before, badly on occasion, but it had never been this bad before. My Phoenix was hissing and writhing, in as much pain as I was. My abdomen burned and ached fiercely, a twisting sensation that was making me dizzy and lightheaded.The cramps had been steadily growing worse as the day progressed and I was quickly turning miserable.

      “Thanks for dinner, guys, but I just want to go lay down.” And die. I didn’t add that part because from the look on Killian’s face he’d probably hurl if I did. I stood, biting my lip to hold back the moan that the movement wanted to tear from my lips. I needed my bed, and I needed to sleep before I either started crying or passed out.

      “Nix.” Hiro’s gentle voice drew my gaze his way. “I’m going to pick you up as carefully as I can,alright? I can tell you’re shaky on your feet, and I’m worried about you climbing  the stairs by yourself.”

      I considered for a minute, then nodded. I wasn’t sure if it would hurt more to try and walk all the way to my bed or to have Hiro lift me, but it seemed that logically it would hurt less overall. He cupped his arms around me gently , cradling me against his body as I hissed.

      Surprising me, it was Theo who stepped up to stroke a finger down my cheek. “I think I’ve got some painkillers I can grab for you. If you have a preference for your cramps, I can run out. I’m sure I have a heating pad I can bring to you.” He was so sweet, even with the light flush of pink staining his cheeks.

      “No preference.” I murmured, trying to breathe through the cramp.

      I leaned into Hiro, breathing in his scent as I tried to keep my breaths shallow. It seemed the deeper I breathed, the worse the pain flared. Hiro moved smoothly and quickly, barely jarring me at all, though I did have to fight my Phoenix a few times for control. Hiro laid me on the bed, and I turned to my side, moaning as I wrapped myself around my pillow. The bed sank a bit, but I sighed in relief when I felt a warm piece of fabric press against my abdomen. Theo had found the heating pad.

      “Nix, I brought you some strong ibuprofen and some ginger ale. I know it may be hard on your stomach to get these down.” Ryder’s soft words surprised me. Ryder knew I might want ginger ale for my stomach? Well, I guess he was a med student. I turned slightly, swallowing the pills quickly and praying they would stay down and that I didn’t vomit in front of the guys. From my quick glance, I realized they were all gathered around my bed. I wanted to bury myself in a sea of blankets; I was so embarrassed.

      “Thanks, guys. You can go.” I let the words hang in the air, but no one moved.

      Startling me, Ryder knelt by the side of the bed, a brush in his hand. “Allie always liked her hair brushed when she had cramps. She said it gave her something else to focus on and a sensation to enjoy. You know, they say that pleasure travels to the brain faster than pain does. I think that’s why the hair trick always worked for my sister. Would you mind if I brushed your hair? ”

      I had forgotten about Ryder’s sister. I had never asked for details of what happened, and I guess a part of me assumed she was still little when he’d lost her. Theo had a sister too, so I imagine  that’s why he knew about using a heating pad. I nodded slowly, confused. It was difficult enough to accept their care when I wasn’t wracked with  pain and humiliation.

      I gasped at a pain so sharp my vision began to grey out. Cool hands stroked my forehead while warm ones stroked my legs. “Are your cramps typically this bad, Nix?” Theo’s voice was a mix of cool logic and sharp concern.

      “Never like this.” I spit the words out. Fingers began to thread through my hair, and the brush was stroking through. It really did feel nice, a soothing counterpoint to the cramps. Suddenly, his fingers paused, and Ryder swore softly.

      “Nix, I’m so sorry. I think this may be my fault. I hadn’t even thought to check and see if all the venom was out of your system from the re-birth. I assumed it had all been burned off by your Phoenix. There’s something there, though. It’s faint, but I can tell it’s a kind of venom. Fuck, Nix. Losing all the blood the other day at the clinic probably caused a reaction. No wonder you feel so bad.” Ryder’s fingers tightened slightly before he let go and continued brushing.

      “Not your fault.” I murmured. “I assumed it was all gone too. I’ve never reacted  after healing.” I felt myself dozing off, the pills starting to  work along with the heat from the pad and the comfort of my hair being brushed. “Guess that explains why I’m not bleeding, just cramping.” Fuck. Stupid mouth. I couldn’t believe I said that out loud.

      “Annie girl, none of that.” Killian’s voice was gruff. “You don’t need to be embarrassed with us. I’m sorry we reacted poorly. We aren’t used to having a female around anymore; we fell out of the habit. You don’t need to hide from us.”

      “We knew that you weren’t bleeding yet, anyway. There’s no extra metallic scent. Shifter senses…” I heard a wack and figured one of the guys had knocked Theo on the head for his comments. Truthfully, I was mortified. Why had I not thought about this aspect of living with men before! Shifter men at that. I buried my face into my pillow as Theo apologized. “Sorry… ” I nodded from my hidden position.

      “I can try to drain the residual venom, but I don’t know if I’m strong enough to.” Ryder’s voice was gruff. I could tell he was hurting from the idea that he was helpless, remembering the loss of his sister. “I don’t seem to be a match for the venom.” The strain in his voice was hard to bear.

      My Phoenix chirped at him. I didn’t want him to worry or feel bad. “We’ll be fine. My girl can handle anything. Just let me rest.” I was so tired. Fighting off the pain all day had drained me, and I sought the peaceful oblivion that sleeping offered.

      “At least let me try to help the pain. Please, Nix. If this is a result of the venom, I may at least be able to ease your pain.” His tone was pleading. Lulled by the soothing strokes of the brush, I murmured my assent. The pain began to edge off and, unable to resist, I let myself slip into a pain-free sleep.
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      I settled the rest of the dishes into the sink, trying to keep quiet so I wouldn’t wake Nix. I was so glad she was sleeping. I hadn’t expected how hard it would be to see her in pain. I knew Ryder was nearly beside himself with worry at the thought that not all of the venom was out of her system. Ryder’s comforting her and the simple healing had helped ease her discomfort.

      The ring of the doorbell had me cursing a blue streak, darting to the hallway. I vainly hoped that the noise hadn’t woken our girl up. Hiro and Killian met me in the hall, their faces as hard as mine. No one should be ringing our doorbell in the first place. Hiro peeked through the doorway and swore, fisting a hand in his hair. “It’s Councilman Ishida with his daughter. Game faces.”

      Theo, Ryder. Councilman Ishida is here. With Ahmya. Try and keep Nix asleep if possible. I called up to my brothers.

      Too late, dude. She heard the doorbell. She’s insisting on coming down. Ryder’s mental voice was thick with frustration. She’s shooing me out so she can get dressed, says she’s feeling better.

      “Bloody hell.” I wasn’t sure if Killian was swearing about Nix waking up or about Councilman Ishida.

      “Guys, this is going to get awkward,” I warned before opening up the door. We had already kept the Councilman waiting long enough.

      “Damien. Good. Just who I wanted to see.” Councilman Ishida’s smile was wide. Ahmya was clearly not dressed for the weather, in a short dress more appropriate for a clubbing party rather than for a morning visit with her father.

      “How have you been, son? Hiro!” His grin was wide. “Ahmya was just saying that she hasn’t seen much of you all so far this year. We’ve got a lot of events coming up. We really should be making plans to get together.” Ahmya crossed her arms, purposefully pushing her breasts together and up. On Nix, the move was alluring. On Ahmya, it made me want to gag.

      “Where’s young Ryder?” I moved aside so that Councilman Ishida and Ahmya could enter. I bit my tongue at their blatant disregard of Killian. The action wasn’t unusual as they always ignored Killian and Theo.  It made myself and my Gargoyle furious every time they did it.

      “Good afternoon, Councilman,” Ryder called from the staircase. Nix stood beside him, nodding her head at our guests.

      “Ryder! And Nix.” The words trailed off as the Councilman studied them. Ryder wore only his sweatpants and a tank top, gear that was mirrored by Nix. It was clear they had both been laying down only minutes ago. Ahmya’s sneer bordered on feral.

      “We didn’t mean to interrupt your… workout.” The contempt was clear in her voice.

      “May we help you?” Nix ignored the inference and kept her voice polite, but cool.

      “Nix, my dear. Lovely to see you. I was hoping to get some time with Ahmya and her boys.” Her boys, my ass. I bit my tongue to hide my grin. I loved when she got sassy and possessive. “However, I did want a moment of your time as well. Ahmya, dear, do you want some time with your men? I’ll speak to Nix for a moment.”

      “Of course, Daddy.” I nearly gagged. I couldn’t believe she still called him Daddy. It had been one of the warning signs I had mentioned to Hiro when she first showed interest in him.

      Ishida has no psychic abilities. His are entirely defensive. Keep your walls down; I’ll listen in and try and help. I waited for Nix to pass me and continue towards the kitchen with the Councilman.

      Don’t let her badmouth Hiro. I don’t think slapping that bitch in front of her father will encourage support from the Council.

      You’re on your own guys. I’m heading up with Theo. I can’t be around this viper. And if that man says something rude to Nix, I’m not the best one to handle it because I will kick his ass, Killian’s mental voice was a snarl as he disappeared up the stairway.

      Hiro, ever the gentleman, directed Ahmya to a seat in the living room. I leaned against the doorway, allowing myself to be removed enough to focus efficiently on both conversations. Ryder and Hiro sat down on chairs opposite of Ahmya, ignoring her encouragement for them to join her on the couch as she patted the cushions and let her dress slide indecently high up her thighs. Now, I was all for a girl dressing however she was comfortable and confident. However, I happened to know Ahmya didn’t dress this way for that reason. She dressed provocatively in the hopes of enticing one of my brothers or me, or even another powerful shifter—she wasn’t exactly picky—into making a pronouncement of intent. She wanted to trap one of us into a mating and pull the others she wanted in as well, discarding any she saw as unworthy of her.

      “Daddy is inviting that—friend—of yours to a party that I’m holding on Saturday.” Ahmya arched her back, thrusting her breasts at us, and I could see Ryder had to work hard to keep from rolling his eyes. “I’d like you three to come as well. I’m going to host it at Daddy’s Anchorage estate. You haven’t been to any of my parties in months.” She pouted prettily, turning herself to her best angle. “All of us have been missing you. Alex said he hasn’t heard from you in weeks.”

      “Ahmya, you know why we haven’t been there.” Ryder’s voice was hard. “There’s no relationship between us. You need to move on.”

      “I know that girl has got you a little confused, but you know as well as I do that a match between you is illogical.” Ahmya’s voice was wheedling. “The Council wants to foster more ceraptors like Ryder, and they want more celestial kitsune like my Daddy, which Hiro has every chance of producing. I know your little friend is rare and powerful, and the possibility of your offspring…” she spit the word distastefully, “… being phoenix is highly likely. The Council won’t like the possibility that her lineage will overpower yours or vice versa. You see? It’s doomed to fail, and you’re just wasting your time.” The way she sang her words grated on me. “If she wanted Killian or Theo, they’d probably allow it as having more of either of their creatures is of no significance. But the rest of you?” She shook her head. “Her bearing as many phoenix children as possible is the most important thing, as is you breeding more of your own species. They won’t risk her with a human or a common shifter; they don’t want to water down the line. However, with me, Hiro has every possibility of fathering a celestial kitsune; and Ryder, any child we produced,  would undoubtedly be a ceraptor. I’m a perfect fit for you. Anyway, Daddy says they want her mated in the next few months. It’s why he’s insisting on this party.”

      Through the connection, I felt Nix freeze, her attention on the Councilman requesting her presence at a party this weekend moving closer to our conversation in the living room. She was pissed off, self-conscious, and confused. The politics of our world were complex and antiquated. She didn’t know whether to be angry at Ahmya or the Council.

      Sweetheart, she’s wrong. We’ll make it work. We all want you. I know we haven’t defined our relationship yet, but we all want one with you.

      She relaxed some, returning her attention to the Councilman. She still wasn’t feeling well and wanted to refuse the so-called invitation, but she knew as well as we did that it was a command.

      We will be going, Annie girl. Killian’s voice through the link was strong. Not because Ahmya invited us, and not because we’re looking for someone else to fill our time. We’re going to go with you to support you and to have fun.

      Besides, you said you wanted to dance with us, mikró pouláki. Ryder’s voice was teasing and flirty, and I could feel her humor respond to his.

      “We’ll go, Ahmya.” Hiro’s voice was hard as he stood, indicating for her to do the same. “We’re going with Nix. Politics be damned. There’s no relationship between us, there never truly was. Now, I think it’s about time for you to go.”

      I could hear Nix assuring the Councilman that she would keep her promise and attend the event he had planned. “Your father will be done in a moment. You heard my brothers; you heard Nix’s warning, now hear mine.” I stepped closer, keeping my words from the Councilman’s prying ears. “We do not want you as our mate. We will not break our group. You cannot entice one, or any, of us to bond with you. We will not fall for your games. Do not attempt to make us publicly claim you. It will not end well.”

      Ryder stepped up as well. “We will have Nix. Politics and lineage be damned. She’s ours, and we’re hers.” I could feel Nix’s appreciation for our championship of her, running through our bond. Nix led Councilman Ishida back into the room, and Ahmya joined him, adjusting the hem of her skirt.

      “The party begins at seven on Saturday. We’ll see you there.” Ahmya’s voice was cool, though she tilted her hips and smiled flirtatiously.

      “It was good to see you again, Nix. I hope this party will be good for you. Hiro, Ryder, Damien, I know Ahmya will appreciate having you boys there. She’s missed you fiercely.”

      Nix closed the door behind them as they left, nearly shaking with exhaustion and fury. “Well, with those assholes gone I’m going back to bed.” Her movements were stiff and sharp as she headed for the staircase. Hiro caught her around the waist before she got more than a few steps up, pinning her to the wall behind her.

      “Do you honestly think we have feelings for her? Do you think that we have thought of any other woman since you walked into our lives?” Hiro’s voice was hot and firm as he pressed her into the wall, slipping a leg between her thighs. “We’re mad for you, sweet girl. Each and every one of us. When you’re no longer sick, we’ll show you just how much you’re driving each of us wild. For now, however…” He trailed off, looking to me. I grinned wickedly and—pushing hard—sent every last bit of attraction, arousal, and desperation we were all feeling directly into her. She gasped, arching hard against Hiro’s hips and shivering in his hold. “There’s my good girl.” His lips brushed hers, just a whisper. “Time to get you back into bed.”
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      The rest of the week passed in a blur of classes and pain—although I was starting to feel better now, the pain receding to more of a dull ache. James and the guys took turns escorting me to class, the counselor hadn’t shown her face again since our encounter on Monday, and Ahmya had even left me to my own devices—simply throwing scathing looks in my direction. I had just rolled my eyes and proceeded to ignore her. I’d never seen someone so intent on embarrassing themselves over and over. How many times did the guys need to tell her that they weren’t interested before she took it to heart and found someone else? Part of me felt sorry for her. A very small, well-hidden piece.

      Waving goodbye to James on Thursday afternoon I entered the house, and all that greeted me was silence. My Phoenix squawked at the flood of adrenaline that swamped my system. I gripped the strap of my bag tightly, assessing the area for any threats. Pushing my hearing out, I heard a scuffle in the backyard and went tearing in that direction, worried that maybe Michael had reappeared and gotten to the guys. I dropped my bag on my way to the sliding glass door and went tearing through the opening and out onto the deck. The sight I saw stopped me in my tracks and stole my breath. Ryder was shirtless, and I couldn’t help my stare as I took in his hard abs and lean, but muscular frame. Theo was also shirtless, the waist of his sweatpants hanging low on his hip. His arms rippled with strength as he lifted a log the size of a small tree above his head. I gaped. That thing had to weigh a ton. I noticed his form wavered slightly as he straightened his arms; his creature was close to the surface, lending him strength as he pressed against his skin.

      “Come on, Kraken.” Ryder taunted and clapped. “All the way up!”

      Afraid to interrupt lest Theo drop the log on his head, I kept quiet until he lowered it to the ground and the two of them whooped together in shared victory.

      “What on earth are you two doing?” I waved a hand between them and the log that now lay on the ground.

      “Hey, babe!” Ryder called as he spotted me rooted to my spot on their deck. Jogging over to me, he jumped the few steps and swooped in for a hug. The feel of his smooth, golden skin under my hands as I hugged him back had my body responding immediately. I grew warm as I let my hands trail down his back. Wait, what was I doing? Hadn’t I just asked a question? Ryder had thoroughly distracted me. The second he let me go, Theo—in all his half-naked glory—was standing next to me with a sheepish look on his face as he held out his arms. He wanted a hug too? That was cute! I smiled and stepped into his arms. His skin was warm but not sweaty from his workout, and he smelled like fresh, salty ocean air—lent to him by his Kraken—and something warmer. Theo smelled like home to me, not the kind I’d been raised in, but the one I’d come to know living here, with all of them. It was refreshing and comforting all at the same time. I nuzzled into his chest as I let my hands slid up his back, reveling in the feel of his muscles moving under my fingertips.

      “Training,” he mumbled as he held me close, not letting go. I was surprised that Theo hadn’t stepped back yet, but I would enjoy any cuddle time he would give me. My Phoenix was thriving under the attention, basking in their affection—so was I.

      “Hmm?” I tried to jump-start my brain and follow along with what he was telling me.

      “You asked what we were doing. We’ve been training.”

      “For what?” This time it was Damien who answered me as he joined us on the porch.

      He was wearing a tight white t-shirt that set off his tanned skin and brown hair. The blue athletic pants he had on fit him just right, clinging to his toned ass, and I couldn’t keep from gaping from my spot in Theo’s arms. With a little squeeze, Theo released me to stand up on my own again.

      “We’ve realized we’ve become complacent in our training schedule. We’ve been slacking off for some time now, but we all agreed that we could push our powers farther, both in shifted form and in human form. After the fight with Michael, we made up a training schedule and have been working to hone our talents.”

      “Have you found it’s been working?” I was eager to join them and train again. My Phoenix flapped her wings in my head, liking the idea of being useful and strengthening our skills.

      “I’m trying to make progress on developing a greater range with my telepathic abilities. I’ve been able to read James, but I’m having trouble extending that coverage out to multiple people outside of our group.” He ran a hand over his neatly styled brown hair. It had grown  longer since the first time I had laid eyes on him, and he was always trying to get it to lay correctly now.

      “That’s a huge accomplishment given the short time you’ve been working at it.” I beamed at him, trying to ease his slight disappointment. “I know you’ll get there. Give it more time. Maybe Rini, Barrett, Cayden, and Donovan could come over for dinner soon and give you willing subjects to practice on.” I was eager to have them all over again, to mend the fences and get my “extended family” back. Plus, I could just see the hilarious things that Rini and her bears would try to project for Damien to pick up. I almost giggled at the thought. I was going to talk to Rini about it, knowing she’d agree and work to drag the guys back together again to kiss and make up. Now that thought had potential. I thought back to the sexy kiss between Ryder and Hiro.

      Damien—the eavesdropping sneak—pushed my thoughts to everyone and Ryder stepped up to my back. Leaning over, he whispered, “I’m sure a repeat show could be arranged if you promised to join us.” He teased me, I knew, but my desire from earlier increased and I squirmed in place as the idea of the three of us kissing washed over me. My skin prickled, and goosebumps raised along my arms as a shiver raced down my spine, going straight to my core.

      Wow! What was going on with me?

      “I don’t think you and Hiro should get all the fun.” Theo stepped up to my side, his bare chest almost grazing my arm. “I’d like another taste.” I almost got lost in the depth of his cerulean eyes as I watched them grow lusty.

      Shaking my head, I took a step forward just to escape and find some fresh air. The combined scents of them were going straight to my head, and I was feeling rather vertiginous—hot and needy in a way I had never been before.

      Trying to find my footing and give myself some time to breathe, I started the conversation up again. “What have you been practicing Theo?”

      “I’ve been working on my strength since it’s the most useful thing my creature offers me outside of the water.” Turning to face the guys, putting Damien to my back, I watched as  Theo looked at  the ground, placing his hands on his hips. I knew he was self-conscious of his Kraken’s usefulness outside of the water, but I thought his creature was crazy impressive, and I couldn’t wait to meet him. I pushed those thoughts toward Damien, hoping he might share them with Theo. When he looked up with a small grin on his face, I felt triumphant. All my men were amazing, and they should know it.

      “It definitely looked like you were succeeding out there. That thing must weigh a ton!” I waved a hand at what Theo had been lifting.

      “Come on, short stuff; it’s your turn!” Ryder jogged back down the steps, turning and moving backward when he reached the grass below.

      I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest.  “I cannot lift that!”

      The guys all chuckled, but it was Damien who answered. “He means it’s time for you to do some training. None of us expect you to lift like Theo. Most of us couldn’t keep up with him, even if we wanted to.”

      “Go change and come back down to join us. I’ll get the targets and the fire extinguisher, and you can have another go at controlling your fire powers. If we have time, I’d like to run you through a series of tests to gauge how well your senses have improved.” Theo headed back down the steps to get set up.

      “Do you think we can shift tonight?” I was dying to see the guys shifted again as well as spread my own wings. My Phoenix pushed against my skin as she stretched her wings, wanting to be free.

      “I’ll talk to the guys, but I don’t see why not. I know your Phoenix is probably itching to get out by now.”

      Running inside, I rushed to get ready, excited about the idea of shifting and hoping I’d be able to entice the guys to join me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The cool air felt good against skin overheated from strenuous exercise. I reached up to pull my hair back, letting the breeze bite at the back of my neck while I watched the slight shimmer from the spelled barrier catch in the light. I was excited for this part of my training exercise. The guys had acquiesced to shifting together, so after a quick break to grab some sandwiches, we all gathered at the back of the house again. This time, Hiro and Killian were there to join us. I had completely shifted only once, and I ached to do so again. I knew that the others had to be just as antsy to let their creatures out. I had no idea how Theo managed living in an area where his Kraken never got a chance to breathe. He would just be observing today. We had all made the decisions to dress in large, thick robes before coming to the clearing. It made shifting easier rather than having to find an isolated spot to undress, redress, and repeat the process. The robes were incredibly soft and plush. I assumed mine had to be Theo’s, and it was dragging the ground around my feet. I’d had to tie it tightly to prevent any slippage.

      Once all of us had entered the spelled area, we spread out, giving each other plenty of room. "It’s easiest if we do this one by one. We’ll shift, greet each other, and then shift back for the next person to go. It’s our safest option that way we don’t have to worry about crossing the barrier in shifted form should it be necessary, nor about accidental injuries from too many large bodies and emotional creatures.”

      “Me first, me first!” Ryder was buzzing like a kid on Christmas morning. I grinned—his excitement was so contagious. Killian rolled his eyes and Damien snorted. My Phoenix soared through my head, just as excited to see Ryder in shifted form.

      “Fine, Ryder.” Theo sighed. “You can go first. It’s not exactly fair, considering she’s seen you altered before. However, you can show off for a few minutes.” Ryder immediately began to strip off his robe. I giggled, but turned my gaze to the sky. I wanted to look at his body, but I also wanted to see his Ceraptor again.

      “It’s fine to look away, Nix, but concentrate so you can feel what he’s doing. Feel the change in the air. Let your Phoenix feel it. She’s new to this. Let our experience help guide her,” Theo called across the clearing to me.

      I breathed deeply, doing as he asked and opening myself and my Phoenix, pulling down all the walls I had been learning to hold in place.

      “Good girl,” Hiro called. “Some of this will be instinctual, but it will also take practice. The more you practice, the faster and more efficiently you will learn to call her when you need her. You will also learn how it feels to have her forcing the shift so you can rein her back in. Her first instinct is going to be to protect you. However, being in shifted form isn’t always a benefit, and can be harmful rather than helpful.”

      “It’s why I rarely shift, Nix. Maybe one time out of one hundred does it become necessary for me to shift and that’s only if I have the ability to if we are near deep enough water. Yet even after years together, after growing up as a shifter, I still have to fight my Kraken. Our other halves rely on instinct and emotion. Their belief of what is beneficial holds no logic and can be extremely harmful. You rely on your Phoenix, but she also relies on you. You need to be strong for her as well, help guide her and direct her.”

      I breathed deeply, concentrating hard. I could feel the air around me begin to crackle with energy, pushing and licking at my skin. My Phoenix chirped her interest and encouragement—she wanted to be part of that. She rippled against my skin, her feathers brushing and pushing trying to take control.

      “That’s it. Hold her,” Killian called his encouragement. “It’s always more difficult to hold a shift back when she can feel others shifting around her. Their energies call to each other. Great job, Annie girl.”

      The energy crested around us and I focused hard, letting the waves of it ripple over and through me as I breathed deeply in the chilled air. As the sensation of sparks slowed, I lowered my gaze, allowing my eyes to cross the clearing. Ryder’s Ceraptor was exactly as I remembered him. A coat so black it was nearly purple shone in the fading light. He stood tall and regal; his head tossed back to show off the glowing horn and his half-spread wings before he pranced over.

      “Hello, again,” I whispered the greeting. It seemed a little silly, as I knew Ryder could hear me just as his Ceraptor could hear when Ryder was in control. His Ceraptor nudged my hands with his nose, as eager as a puppy for a scratch. I laughed but complied, enthralled by the velvet texture of his fur under my fingertips, the silken strands of his mane. I reached for his horn, pausing as I voiced a sound of question. He snorted and, if possible, smirked. He dipped his head, angling it so that it was clearly not a threat, and allowed me to reach out and stroke my hands down his horn. It was smoother than I thought it would be and nearly warm to my touch. He snorted, pulling from my touch, prancing back and forth, flapping his wings to cause a breeze across my face. I couldn’t stop the giggles rolling from me. He was as much a show-off as Ryder.

      “Come on, Ryder. The rest of us still have to shift as well.” Kill’s voice was irritated. I knew he was nervous about shifting in front of me for the first time. I, on the other hand, was excited. I already knew he was playful; I wanted to see him for myself.

      The Ceraptor tossed his head but walked back to his place in the circle. I turned my gaze to the sky again, feeling the air ripple and crackle as he shifted back. My Phoenix continued to coo in my head. She had enjoyed being so close to another mythological, especially one whom she felt safe and comfortable with.

      “Nix, I want you to go next. Use the energy that’s remaining from Ryder. You’ve just felt it, give it a shot.” Theo’s voice was encouraging. “Everyone, turn your backs.” Once I was sure that all backs were turned, I dropped the robe. Feeling the cold air flowing around my bare skin was a unique—and appealing—sensation.

      “Ready for this?” I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but my Phoenix chirped in agreement. She was excited to get out again, to feel the air the way I was feeling it. Breathing deeply, I gave over control, allowing her heat to transfer across my own. There was a slight burn, like an overworked muscle, and then I was seeing through her eyes. She chirped, ruffling her feathers, flapping her wings. She had not yet had a chance to fly and wanted to desperately.

      “Steady, sweetheart,” Damien called. “You still have some say, even when she’s shifted. I don’t want you flying yet. You’re new to all of this, and that’s a lesson for another time. For now just get to know each other.” With the bond open, I could feel his concern that my Phoenix or I would be injured if we flew without practice. My Phoenix hissed at him, ruffling her feathers in disgust, as if to say, “I would never let us get injured.” I couldn’t help but snicker. I wondered if some of my sass came directly from her, or if we just shared the same type of personality. Our eyes tracked across the clearing and landed on Killian who was watching us with his arms crossed, his eyes alight. He was interesting,to both my Phoenix and me. The two were polar opposites and yet seemed to be completely bonded, despite the differences.

      “Good girl. Ask her to let you switch back. Push yourself forward. Share your intent.” Hiro’s voice was warm and admiring. My Phoenix preened, enjoying the fact that he liked her. She didn't want to change back, especially when he spoke to her in that sweet tone. I pushed more assertively, assuring her that I would not wait as long before we shifted again. I wanted to see the others, though. Slowly, she complied and, with another slight burn, I was back in my own skin. I breathed deeply through the slight sense of vertigo.

      “It’s the size change,” Killian called. “You’ll get used to it, and it won’t seem disconcerting anymore.”

      “Kill, your turn.” Hiro’s voice was commanding. I was sure that he was trying to avoid Killian claiming we had been at this for too long.

      Killian grumbled slightly, and Damien pushed his thoughts at me, “She’s going to think I’m weak. I’ll lose her before I have a chance to have her.”

      I rolled my eyes. My words wouldn’t mean anything—I had tried them again and again. Just as I had to see that none of them would leave when I disclosed my broken pieces, he would have to see that seeing his alternate form wouldn’t have any effect on how I felt about him. Turning my head, I heard him remove his robe and take a deep breath before the energy of his shift danced across the clearing—as playful and light as his Puca. I tried not to twist where I stood, afraid that the robe would fall open. When the sparks began to clear, I felt movement near me. My Phoenix made a sound that was a combination of a purr and a coo. Wow, I hadn’t known she could make that noise.

      I looked down at my feet, and my mouth dropped open. At about two feet long, a small, black, fuzzy bunny with emerald eyes stood at my feet, his ears up, his paws batting for my attention. Without thought, I let out a small squeal and scooped him from the ground into my arms. Holding him in front of my face I couldn’t help the ridiculously sweet speech. “Oh my God you are so cute! So fluffy! My fluffy!” I was grinning like crazy. I had always wanted a bunny when I was growing up. Of course, I was never allowed to have pets. This was a dream in the same way that seeing Ryder’s Ceraptor was. His Puca’s nose twitched, and small lights flickered around him first yellow, then orange, then back to yellow again. I laughed. Apparently, the Puca was a good communicator. I didn’t even need Damien in our mental link to tell me that the Puca was happy and Killian was embarrassed by my babying him. “You’re mine now, Bugs.” After a quick glance at my borrowed robe, I considered. The Puca was small, only about four pounds. I nodded and, quick as a bunny, slipped him into the front pocket of the robe.

      “Did she just—” Ryder trailed off, before beginning to howl with laughter. I continued to pet and stroke the velvet ears and silken fur as I watched the others. Ryder was on the ground now, pounding it furiously in his usual dramatics. Theo had raised his eyebrows at me, cocking his head in confusion. Hiro wasn’t even trying to hide his grin, and Damien merely shook his head.

      “I always wanted a bunny,” I explained. “He’s so cute! Most people would think he’s stuffed, anyhow. He can ride with me. Oh, I can get him a ribbon!” I scratched behind his ears as the Puca turned in to my hand. Lights again flickered around us, every color of the rainbow. “Oh, hush you. He’d like a pretty ribbon, wouldn’t you? Mean old Kill being ashamed of such a sweet, pretty little bunny like you. What do you say? You can ride in my hoodie.” I cajoled the Puca.

      Even Theo had lost the battle at this point and let out a deep laugh of amusement at his brother’s plight. I felt the air begin to crackle and shook my finger in warning. “Don’t you dare. If you shift now, you’re going to tear my clothes right off. What kind of friend would that make you? Besides, you never let him out to play.” I turned, continuing to stroke the bunny, and headed back to the house. From the increasingly raucous laughter, I assumed that lessons were done for the day. That was fine with me. I had a brand new pet to pamper.
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      By the time Friday night rolled around I was in desperate need of girl time! Luckily, Rini felt the same way and had set up a girls night. While we were able to see each other in between classes throughout the week and talked on the phone, it wasn’t the same as living together, and I missed my best friend dearly.

      “To best friends!” Rini held her neon pink shot glass in the air to slap it against my own. Her grin was slightly wavy, and I couldn’t help but snicker.

      “Thanks for the girls night.” My voice quavered a little, and I fought back the sentimental tears. “You’re such an awesome friend.” When Rini had suggested an outing for us, both sets of men had put their foot—feet, ha!—down. My guys had understood that I desperately needed to go somewhere that was fun. Between school and the Council, I needed to just let things go. So, after much debate, we had decided that I would go out for a night of just girl fun—without my guys in tow. To keep us safe, however, we would be hanging out at the triplets’ house where they could be far enough away to ensure some privacy but close enough in the event of an emergency. When Rini had stated—in an insanely serious and peppy voice—that we were going to do a girls’ night, I had expected romance movies, chocolate, and maybe some nail polish. Apparently, we had very different ideas—or had seen very different movies.

      Rini’s version of girls night, however, involved high proof liquor, shot glasses, pizza, and movies with hot actors. She proudly stated that if men were allowed to watch something  just for a woman’s body, then we could do the exact same thing. So, with Magic Mike playing in the background we began to slam shot after shot of tequila—compliments of the triplets’ liquor collection. With my head currently spinning as I watched multiple copies of Channing Tatum grind on stage, I shot Rini a watery grin. “This is totally awesome.”

      “Alright, girly. We’ve both got a buzz. It’s time to spill.” Rini nodded, trying to keep her expression sober but dissolved into giggles after a moment.

      “I don’t want to spill! This shit is good!” I tossed back another shot, giggling all the while. Rini snorted so hard that she fell over backward, landing on the pile of pillows surrounding her.

      “So? You like them. I know you like them. Theo’s nuts for you—anyone who knows him can see it.”

      The grin I shot her was wide and warm. “You think so?” That made me feel very proud that they could tell he was into me. Hearing it from someone else made it feel more real, and I felt special.

      “Of course! He’s like my brother, I can totally tell.” Stretching out her arm for another slice of pizza, she studied the television screen. “They would kill me for telling you this, but they can all dance. Like, actually dance.” She gestured to the way Channing was rolling his hips into the floor.

      I cocked my head to better watch the strippers bump and grind. “All of them?” I could absolutely  picture Ryder doing this. Even Theo, though? And Killian? That was an exciting  image… now I really did want to go dancing with them.

      She snickered as she filled my glass. “Each and every one. Ryder started it. He saw the craze for guys who can dance. When the other guys started to tease him for it, they made some kind of bet. I don’t have all the details, but he totally won. They all took lessons for a while after that. Theo would try to lock his door, or they would go out to the woods, but like that was going to stop me.” She snorted, choking on the liquor she inhaled, and I laughed at her expense.

      “That’s… interesting.” Okay, the word I wanted was hot, but it seemed a little twisted to mention that to a girl who was like Theo’s sister—even though I was seriously buzzed.

      It was Rini’s turn to snicker at me. “Nice word choice. It did make for some interesting evenings, and Ryder was right, it increased their popularity.”

      My Phoenix hissed, ruffling her feathers in agitation. Yeah, she genuinely didn’t like that idea. “You know, I teased them about going dancing with me, but I can’t move anything like that.” It’s not like dancing had ever been a priority in my life, nor that I would have had the time or privacy to learn.

      Rini jumped up, stumbling over her pillows as she reached for my hand. “It’s so easy! You’re limber and agile; you’ll pick it up fast.” I was reluctant, but let her pull me to my feet. Keeping my eyes on her—and on the movie—I tried to copy her moves. She was fluid, all hips and shoulders— rocking, grinding, and dipping to the music. I wasn’t sure I was mimicking her very well, but she shot me a grin. “Just loosen up, you’re doing great. If it helps, close your eyes and imagine one of the guys dancing with you. That’s what I always do. Dancing is a giant tease, so pretend to wind him up.” I grabbed the tequila bottle for some liquid courage before following her directions. My head and body were light anyway from the alcohol. It was easy to close my eyes, listen to the music, and just let my body move.

      “Well now.” That purring voice was definitely Ryder. I glanced at the door, my grin wide and bright.

      “We’re dancing!” I couldn’t stop the giggles that rolled from me, my body still writhing to the music. Now that I had begun, I really didn’t want to stop.

      With a cocky grin Ryder slid over to me, his movements smooth and fluid. His body twined with mine, rocking, weaving, and bumping as we finished the song together with his hands locked on my waist, our hips pressed together and my arm slung around his neck.

      “Told ya.” Rini was smirking from where she had apparently fallen to the floor while Ryder and I finished our dance. As the next song began, I tugged on Ryder’s arm, unable to contain myself.

      “Dance with me!” He pulled me close, obviously willing to comply with my request, when a snort interrupted us. Killian lazed against the door frame with his feet kicked out. I ran my tongue over my teeth as I watched him. This position put his abs and his arms crossed over his chest into sharp view. I really wanted to bite him and see if he was as firm as he looked.

      A loud crashing on the stairway was followed up by a vicious round of swearing, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Apparently, I had projected that reasonably loudly into Damien’s head. Killian’s eyebrow rose slowly, the muscles in his arms rippling as he shifted slightly. I assumed from the heat in his eyes that Damien had told him exactly what I had been thinking. “Interesting thought, Annie girl.” His voice was a purr. “However, I think you’ve stayed long enough.”

      “Pffttt.” The sound that came out of my mouth was a combination of a snort of disdain and a whistle. It was obvious I was a little tipsy. Alright, more than a little tipsy. Ryder lost his battle for seriousness behind me, doubling over, holding my waist for balance as he howled with laughter. Rini joined in, her laughter slurred from the amount of liquor she had had tonight.

      Kill’s lips twitched as he strode towards me, wrapping a hand around my waist to pull me flush against him. “Let’s go home, Annie girl.” I tried to tug him into the dance with me, rocking my hips and shaking my shoulders; Killian just shook his head and scooped me into his arms.  I tittered at the flying sensation.

      “I really should shift again. I think I’d like to fly.” I reached up to twine my fingers into Kill’s hair, marveling at how soft and bright the strands were.

      “I’ll fly with you!” Ryder hurried over, waving a hand at Rini who had yet to rise from her sprawled posture on the floor.

      “Yay! Let’s fly!” I closed my eyes to concentrate and pull my Phoenix forward, and Killian juggled me slightly. Damien stepped forward as my eyes jolted open so I could glare at the clumsy Celt.

      “Not the best idea to shift while you’re being carried, sweetheart. Besides, flying while inebriated isn’t a safe practice, especially as a beginner. Ryder or I will take you up for lessons. It will be good for you to learn and your Phoenix is probably burning to stretch her wings.”

      My Phoenix cooed in agreement, wanting to reach out and stroke my guys. She had liked the alcohol and dancing as much as I had and still twirled inside of me. I studied the guys with a wary eye. I hadn’t thought about how alcohol would affect my shifter side. Now I tried to imagine how it would affect theirs. Damien’s impenetrable Gargoyle stumbling into walls and causing them to break, Ryder’s unicorn running his horn into things and getting stuck, and Killian’s Puca hopping around in dizzying circles. Peals of laughter fell from my lips as the image danced behind my eyes. What the hell would Theo’s creature even look like sober let alone drunk?

      “Do we know what has her so amused?” Theo’s voice was dry as he studied us from the bottom of the staircase.

      “Do your creatures get drunk? Does Kill do the bunny hop?” The laughter returned, echoed by the guys as they caught on to my train of thought. I assumed Damien shared the images that were playing through my head.

      Ryder’s eyes flashed with silver and purple as he caught my chin, a wicked grin on his face. “Well, I can’t say I’ve ever gotten stuck somewhere, but I definitely get a little horny.” He winked as he let me go.

      Theo grinned. “It depends on your creature and the amount of alcohol you consume. If I consumed enough for a man my size, my Kraken might have a bit of a buzz compared to me being blindly drunk. Killian, however, would have a much more adverse reaction as the amount needed to inebriate him would be much smaller in his Puca form.”

      Killian huffed, tightening his grip on me. I couldn’t help myself and began to hum, “Little Bunny Foo-Foo”.

      Ryder snorted and stumbled hard on the staircase, nearly missing a step in his amusement. Killian froze, tightening his grip on me. His eyes were a brilliant green as they met mine, his Puca apparently amused by my drunken antics. It seemed he wanted to play as small, vaporous rabbits appeared around me and began to dance in time to my tune. I squealed, reaching out in glee to touch the rabbits while Killian swore darkly, squeezing his eyes tightly shut in an attempt to get his Puca back under control.

      “Can one of you take her? I may have better luck if she’s not pressed up against me.” Killian’s voice was gruff, interrupting my wiggling. He was totally killing my buzz. I stuck my tongue out at him, intent on returning to play with the illusions but they had disappeared.

      Damien scooped me from Kill’s arms, locking my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck as he carried me outside. The cold night air woke me slightly but did nothing to sober me up. “Don’t stick it out if you don’t intend to use it,” he cautioned playfully, leaning his head down to nuzzle at my neck.

      “Who says I don’t intend to use it?” I teased in return.

      It was Damien’s turn to stumble and swear. Killian laughed at his brother’s fate. “Not as easy as you think, is it?”

      Damien nipped the tip of my ear, causing me to jerk into his body. “Behave, sweetheart. Let’s get home in one piece.” As he strapped me into the car, I continued humming to myself. The silly songs had morphed into some of the music I remembered from the radio and the movies we’d watched.

      I leaned back in my seat, closing my eyes at the gentle sway of the vehicle, as I thought about what Rini had said. She thought Theo liked me. I had hoped so. The brief kiss we had shared seemed to indicate it, but it was nice to have those feelings validated. The part about the dancing though, I didn’t know if she was pulling my leg. My wing? I really had to figure out how euphemisms worked for shifters. Cuddling closer to the seat and enjoying the heat in my veins, I pictured all of the guys dancing for me. I couldn’t contain the smile that felt permanently plastered on my lips. It was a very good daydream. I wiggled in my seat as my blood sizzled.

      I heard a low hum from Hiro at the same time that Killian cursed. “Fuck me.”

      I chortled. “I’d like to!” I heard grunts and groans from all the guys and the distinct sound of  shifting leather as they re-adjusted in their seats.

      “Such a tease, Annie girl.” The deep, dark, and husky sound of Killian vibrated through me.

      “Who approved the alcohol usage?” Ryder whined. “She’s killing me here!”

      “It was all Rini! Blame the bear!” I reached forward and turned the radio on, desperate for my music back. I flipped through the stations until a good dancing song came on, preceding to wiggle in my seat, moving as much as the seat belt would allow.

      Well, if they wouldn’t let me physically play, I damn well would mentally! I made sure all of my walls were down and shoved image after image down the link: Theo stripping off his shirt, his abdomen contracting as he moved his hips in time to the music. Hiro grinding against Ryder, their bodies slick with sweat as they held out their hands for me to join them in their bump and grind; Damien rocking his hips into the floor, his dark eyes locked on me, his wings extended behind him; Killian pulling his jeans down his muscled thighs as he ground his hips to the beat of the song.

      “Holy fucking hell!” Damien swore between his teeth, his hands white-knuckling against the steering wheel. “Trying to make me crash, Nix?”

      I pouted. It was Ryder’s turn to groan. “Don’t. Don’t make that face.” I couldn’t help it though. My blood throbbed with every beat of the music, the ache building and building inside of me. The whole car was spinning, and I couldn’t stop the giggles and the moans that were falling from my lips one after the next as I rocked my hips against the leather of the seat, trying to ease the ache that was building faster and faster inside of me.

      “Damien, pull over.” Hiro’s voice was soft but strong. I moaned as the car stopped and my world twisted even faster, all the lights blending into a rainbow of colors. Gentle hands scooped me from my seat, placing me on a hard lap. I groaned, arching against the hardness pressing against my spine, needing more of the friction. “Shh. That’s a good girl, I’ve got you.” The car started again, and I was starting to get angry.

      “Why won’t someone fuck me!” The bitchy, irrational cry tore from my throat as I rocked hard, desperate for contact.

      “Bloody hell. She’s going to kill me.” Killian’s voice was scratchy; the words pulled from a dry throat.

      “Fine. I’ll just do it myself.” Moans and gasps followed that pronouncement. Arms as hard as steel held me in an inflexible grip, not allowing me to move my hands to where I needed them.

      “Ryder, think you can help?” Hiro’s voice was remarkably calm considering how hard I could feel him pressing into my hips as I rocked against him.

      “Wha- what?!?” Ryder’s voice was nearly a squeak, and I giggled, rolling my head to try and get him into my line of vision.

      “Come on, Twilight Sparkle. You’re a unicorn. You’ve got to be horny.” Ryder gaped at me, his gaze jumping between mine and Hiro’s.

      “Imbecile.” Of course, that would be Theo.

      “Mr. Succinct and scary.” I thought that was what I said at least. My tongue didn’t appear to want to work with me. I stuck it out, crossing my eyes to try and study it.

      “She’s trashed, Ry. She’s going to start getting sick any minute here. You can already see the sweat on her skin.” Hiro’s voice was moving into impatient, his grip on me still solid as I tried to free my hands.

      “I’m not sick,” I protested, continuing my attempts to pull away. Though, to be fair, that ache inside of me was starting to twist, settling painfully into my stomach rather than pulsing between my legs. The pretty, swirling, spinning colors were beginning to take on a mild edge. I groaned, this time not in pleasure, however. I dropped my head onto Hiro’s shoulder, squeezing my eyes shut against the too-quick spinning of the world.

      “We’ve got you, Annie girl.” Kill’s voice was a caress. “Ryder, can you start healing her before she actually hurls?”

      “I can try. Her Phoenix may not let me, though.” Ryder’s voice was doubtful, but he placed his hands on my neck, his power pushing into me. My Phoenix objected to being ill as much as I did. She pulled back some, allowing his power to fill me, to target the ache in my stomach and the pain in my head. As they began to lessen, I breathed easier, and Hiro’s grip on me loosened slightly. I turned in to him, burying my face into the crook of his neck. I was so tired.

      “Sleep, sweetheart. We’ll get you home safe.” Unable to resist Damien’s soothing voice, I let myself fall into the dark.
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      I absolutely hated parties. If it were up to me, we wouldn’t be going, order from  the Council or not. I was reasonably  skilled at finding a work excuse to avoid these insipid events.

      “Cheer up, Theo!” Ryder stood in front of the bathroom mirror, slicking pomade through his hair. “At least we get to have fun with Nix. We’ll probably get a chance to dance with her.”

      “Why can’t we just dance with her here?” I couldn’t keep the sulking tone out of my voice. “It’s not like Kill or I will actually dance in public, anyhow. It’ll just be you and Hiro. Besides, you know what this party will be like. Guys will be all over Nix, trying to hit on her and steal her away. We’ll be expected to be good little minions and encourage her. That doesn’t even count the useless females who will be all over us, trying to get us to make a commitment in public that we don’t want to make just so that they can claim our status.” Ok, I was slightly anti-social. I just didn’t see the point in it.

      “You always find someone to talk to. You could loosen up for once. Drink a gallon of vodka, have a little fun.” He continued to style hair that was already artfully mussed.

      “Why the hell are you so cheerful?” My Kraken was roaring inside of me, jealous in a way I hadn’t even known was possible.

      Ryder turned to me with a grin. “Look at this from my perspective. We are literally being ordered to go out, get drunk, and have fun. Yes, guys will hit on Nix and girls will hit on us. We’ll show Nix we’re not into anyone else, that she truly is the only one we see.”

      How the hell did his brain work? He was one of the most intelligent men I knew, and yet sometimes I felt like I needed to get drunk to follow any of his thought processes. How did he manage to get to answers without being able to think linearly? “So, how are other men hitting on Nix a positive thing for us?”

      “Easy. Nix hates liars. She hates anyone who is a blind follower, a user, or only sees her as a baby-maker. That’s pretty much all of the guys who will be there tonight. They see a phoenix as a way to raise their own status. You know the kind of guys that Ahmya and her father hang out with! This will show her how different we really are, that we truly are a perfect fit as mates for her, just as she fits us.” He turned back to the mirror with a shrug, this time adjusting the lines of his jeans. “Besides, it means we get to see her drunk again and in sexy clothes.”

      I gaped at my brother, completely shocked. I would be dizzy all of the time if my brain worked like that. It made a little sense, in an odd way. Ugh, now not only did I have to go to a party, but I also had to go to one while I had a headache. “Bloody hell, Ry. You’re insane.”

      I second that. Damien’s voice was a dry echo.

      Guys, enough of this. Hiro called. Nix is nervous, so are the rest of us. Let’s just focus on getting to this party. Ground rules—we need a sober one.

      I’ll stay sober. I offered up. Ryder’s right, it takes a gallon to put me on my ass anyway.

      None of us mess with any other girls. Hiro’s voice was ice cold. If you think there’s even a risk, stay away from the booze.

      Fuck that. Killians’ voice was nearly a roar. Why the hell would any of us touch another woman. You all know how we feel about Nix.

      Fine, then it shouldn’t be an issue. Final rule—never let yourself be alone with Ahmya. She’s trying to find a way to get us to signal our interest and lock us in. We can’t let it happen.

      Again, dude, duh.  Ryder rolled his eyes at me in the mirror as he began to put all of his tools away. Come on, all of you. Let’s go have fun. Nix is stressed, we’re stressed, it’s time to show them they can’t manipulate us. Let’s enjoy our girl.

      Ryder jumped ahead of me, heading straight for Nix’s door. “Come on, Nix! The party’s already started. Let’s go already!”

      “I’m coming; I’m coming,” Nix grumbled as she opened the door. I froze, nearly slipping on the top step of the staircase.

      A cream, off-the-shoulder sweater bared the skin of her throat and cropped high enough to reveal the tiniest sliver of her stomach. The high-waisted red skirt nipped in, highlighting her figure. We had never seen her in a skirt, before. This one was short, stopping just above mid-thigh. Sheer black stockings caught my eyes as I tracked down her body. Dark black hearts traced down her thigh in a line until the stockings darkened at her knees. I wanted to lick that line, over and over again. A sturdy pair of boots stopped at her ankle bone, drawing my eye to the shapely curve of her calf. With her dark, silken hair cascading around her shoulders—offering peeks of her neck—she looked utterly edible.

      Ryder and I simply gaped at her. “What, don’t I look okay? I mean, Rini picked this stuff out…” She trailed off, tangling her fingers in the fabric.

      “What’s taking you guys so…” Damien trailed off as he reached the top of the staircase. “You’re stunning,” he breathed the words reverently as he studied her. A light flush infused her cheeks as she smiled.

      “You guys are sweet. Come on, let’s go. The faster we get there, the faster we can leave.

      I don’t want to take her anywhere. I want to lay her down, strip every piece of that gorgeous outfit off of her with my teeth, and make her scream. Hiro’s mental voice was thick with need.

      Bloody hell, Hiro. You’re going to make me lose it before we’re even out the damn door. Killian hissed the words. “Let’s go, everyone!” He bellowed up the staircase. I indicated that Nix should proceed me down the stairs, enjoying the way she moved down them. Maybe this night wouldn’t turn out so badly after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I had been right, this party was awful. As if the pounding music wasn’t enough, the tight press of bodies, the inability to breathe, and the overwhelming smells of booze, sweat, and vomit had my Kraken thrashing, wishing for the cool, open space of the sea he missed.

      We had been here for an hour already, and I was itching to leave. I had angled myself to be able to keep an eye on all of my brothers as well as Nix, shifting my position when they changed theirs. I preferred to be in the background, to keep watch on those I cared for. So far Ahmya had been heeding my brothers’ warnings, watching only from a distance with her gaggle of followers.

      While some of her peers had approached Nix, each had been turned away. I could tell the catty comments of the other women bothered her, see it in the shifting of her body, the increased flush in her cheeks. Shifter culture was based on social climbing; it was impressed on us at a young age. Nix wouldn’t see it that way, however. She’d see that kind of conniving behavior as a betrayal, rather than a simple cultural move.

      The men had been impressed by her looks as I had expected—and feared. She had been surround by men off and on all evening, yet none seemed to hold her attention. She laughed and smiled with some, and outright told off others. Each time she still returned to me or my brothers’ sides.

      Sighing, I glanced at my watch yet again. Another hour. That’s all I would give this charade. None of us wanted to be here. We wanted to take Nix home and adore her, and that’s exactly what I was going to do. Damn the Council and their politics. I needed time with her and my brothers, and I was damn well going to get it.
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      The party was wearing on me. I wasn’t sure how long we had been here, but it felt like years. To my surprise, I’d met some friendly people. There were even a few girls I could see myself trying to befriend, but the majority of the people I’d met—male and female—hadn’t been worth the time or energy. Social climbers, lewd comments, and catty drama had followed me around everywhere I went, and I had heard more lousy pickup lines this evening than I’d heard in my entire life. I rolled my eyes as dipped my head to take a sip out of the closely guarded plastic cup in my hands. I’d been careful all evening to make sure no one tried to slip something into my drink. I didn’t trust anyone here except for my five men.

      I wished with all my might that Rini could have been here with me tonight. Her confidence and humor was greatly missed as I stood awkwardly amongst the crowd, doing a poor imitation of trying to look interested to appease the Council. Instead, I wished I could go home, curl up on the couch with my guys, and watch a movie or go hang out with Rini where I’d actually have a good time. Aside from the fact that I wanted my best friend here with me to make this party more fun, I wouldn’t wish this boring shindig on anyone, much less Rini. No, what grated at my nerves was the reason she wasn’t here to begin with. When I’d asked her if she’d come, she had winced and informed me that even if her and Ahmya had been friends—like that would ever happen—she wouldn’t have been invited because of her shifter status. She wasn’t “high class” enough—meaning she wasn’t a mythological. The more time I spent in this world the more I seemed to loathe it. Even the guys had looked uncomfortable when I’d addressed it with them. Thank God they didn’t agree with the stupid classism imposed upon us, even though they were mythologicals.

      I braced myself as a muscular guy with spiky brown hair swaggered in my direction.  I tried not to scoff. Did he think that walk was going to help him look cool? Win him brownie points? Make me want to drop to my knees and beg him to mate me? I had to look away so I wouldn’t outright laugh, and I caught Damien smothering a smile at my train of thought a few yards away. I appreciated that they were never far away from me.

      “So you’re a phoenix named Nix, huh?” The shifter said. I inhaled deeply, trying to gauge what his creature was, but all I could pick up on was a musty smell mixed with too much cologne.

      I winced—partly from my assaulted senses and partly from his comment. When you put it that way, it did sound kind of dumb.

      “It’s actually a nickname based on my name, not my creature, but sure. Let’s go with that.” I snarked my answer, ready to be done with this guy. I was getting tired of all the male attention—well, male attention from anyone that wasn’t one of my five.

      “Hey there Annie girl.” Killian slid up next to me, a red solo cup in his hand. What the hell had he been drinking? The alcohol on his breath was telling.

      “Annie? So which is it… Nix or Annie?” The guy looked at me with a skeptical look on his face. A look that pissed me off. He had no right to know my name. His arrogance was giving me a headache. Time to put this piece of work in his place.

      “None of your damn business. Read my lips: I’m not interested.”

      “I like my girls with a little fire.” He flicked his tongue at me, and I wanted to barf. "You haven’t even gotten to know me yet, sweetheart.” The sound of Damien’s endearment for me on this guys lips made me grind my teeth together. Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention to Kill.

      “Hey. Back the fuck off!” He roared at the guy standing much to close to me. I moved to Kill’s side and soothed a hand over his chest.

      “It’s alright there big guy. I think you’ve had a little too much to drink. Let’s go get you something non-alcoholic.” I slid the red cup from his fingers and sidled up to him when he slung his arm around my shoulders. The possessive contact didn’t even bother me. I wanted others to see me in his arms and know I was already taken. This whole event was ridiculous. I fucking hated the Council for making me do this. I wasn’t some piece of meat.

      “Big guy… you do know you’re hanging all over a rabbit shifter don’t you?” The idiot leered, clearly thinking he had one-upped Kill and gotten under his skin. Truthfully, any mention of Killian’s Puca did just that. Before the Puca could utter a word, I narrowed my eyes at the douchebag.

      “There’s a reason for the phrase ‘breed like bunnies’, sweetheart.” I threw as much sass as I could into the nickname, “And this ‘rabbit’ is better than any vibrator any girl in this place has ever tried, which was already ten times better than anything you could do with your dick. So back the fuck off if you know what’s good for you.” I let my fire creep into one of my hands, letting the orange glow of power shine, brightening the dark evening around us. When his eyes widened and he shrunk back a little, I turned my attention back to Kill and dragged him away from the fray. We’d drawn attention, but I didn’t care. I just wanted out of this place. Fuck; I decided I hated parties.

      When we were a sufficient distance away, and I was sure the village idiot wasn’t in pursuit, I looked up at Killian. His smile was so big that it was about to break his face. I laughed. “How much have you had?” I nodded to the cup in my hand.

      “Eh, the last time alcohol was involved it was a pretty great night.” His smile was addictive. I wanted to see this all-consuming grin on his face more often, and I resolved to do everything in my power to make that happen. The white of his teeth flashed in the darkened night like a beacon, and I couldn’t take my eyes off his face.

      We’d walked some ways from the party raging in the background, the gathering becoming white noise along with the gentle lapping of the water that was just steps away.

      Killian turned me toward him, taking the cup and setting it on the ground next to us. I shivered from the chill in the air. Hell, chill was the wrong word. I could tell that the weather was turning; autumn was disappearing, and winter was on the verge of making an appearance.

      Tucking me in his arms, he bent his head down to catch my eyes. “Did you mean what you said?”

      “To that asshole? Absolutely. And even though I haven’t tested the goods myself, I know everything I said is one hundred percent true.” I lifted my head higher, bringing my face closer to his, challenging him.

      “You are something else, Annie girl.” His eyes dropped down my face, taking in every inch of me. My elbows were tucked inside his arms, and my hands were on his chest. He squeezed me against his chest as he leaned down and placed a simple, gentle kiss on my cheek. Lifting his head, he brought his lips down on the other side of my face, gracing my other cheek with a kiss as well.

      Trailing his nose up the side of mine, he brought his lips just an inch above mine. My eyes drifted shut as I waited for his lips to meet mine.

      “Baby, where the hell did you come from?” His voice was soft, and I could tell it was a rhetorical question, so I just hummed to him instead. “You came out of fucking nowhere, infiltrated my world, and now I can’t imagine not having you in my life.”

      My eyes flew open to meet the green of his. Neon, luminescent flecks were bright in his irises, and I knew his Puca was with him. My Phoenix rose, pushing to greet his creature, and I was sure my eyes would be glowing gold.

      “Annie.” My name was a whisper on his lips as he brushed his mouth over mine. Closing my eyes, I relished the small kisses he rained down on me. My body heated instantly.

      “Killian. My broody Celt.” I smiled when he chuckled.

      “You make me happy, Nix.”

      This time, when he kissed me, he wasn’t teasing me. Our lips slid together in a timeless rhythm that sang to my soul. Nipping at his bottom lip, I felt him growl before he deepened the kiss. His tongue swept inside of my mouth, teasing and taking. He drove me to distraction with his magical tongue, and I gripped his shirt in my hands, holding on. My core clenched, needing more. Sucking on his tongue, I heard as much as I felt the rumble in his chest and his hands wandered from my waist down my body.

      He took the movement slowly, but I wanted his hands on me, and I wasn’t going to flinch away from him—or this moment. This kiss was mine. I was starting to feel like Killian was mine. Only mine. I wanted this; I wanted him.

      His hands traced over my ass, palming and kneading me through my skirt before he dragged me tighter against him on a guttural groan. His arousal pressed against my stomach, and my pleasure skyrocketed as I leaned my body into him harder.

      It took me a minute to realize that Damien was in my mind, showing instead of telling me how sexy the scene we were putting on was.

      Breaking off the kiss, Killian looked over my head and spoke to the man behind us. “You always have to fucking interrupt, don’t you?” His voice was exasperated but tinged with humor.

      Damien’s low chuckle raced up my spine, making me shiver in Killian’s arms.

      “She’s fine. I’m not taking advantage of her,” Kill informed Damien, and it made me feel like they’d had this conversation before.

      “No, I never said you were. In fact, she’s quite enjoying you.” I heard gravel crunch as my Gargoyle moved closer.

      “Good, because I fully intend to kiss this woman into next week.” A glance upward showed me that Killian was smiling again, looking down at me, and I couldn’t contain a grin at his enthusiasm. I liked tipsy Killian. I wasn’t sure if I had ever heard him speak such forward words before.

      “Feel free to join me.” Wait, what?!

      Before I could utter a word—not that I would have protested—Killian bent down and hauled me up into him, eliciting a squeak from me. Nipping at my bottom lip, he restarted our kiss.

      Heat warmed my back when Damien stepped up behind me, running his fingers along the side of my neck. “Since you wouldn’t have protested.” His voice was low and smooth as he murmured in my ear, gently biting the lobe when he was done speaking. This was my second kiss with Killian— or should say it was my second make out session— but I hadn’t kissed Damien yet, and the idea excited me. The fact that I wasn’t skeeved out that they were both here with me told me how much I was warming to the concept of multiple mates like Rini and I had talked about. I’m sure the bit of alcohol in my blood and the encouragement coming from my Phoenix only helped to make me braver.

      The feel of Damien’s lips on the skin of my neck made me buck into Killian, and he groaned into my mouth as I pressed against his arousal.

      Bending his head  down, Damien latched his mouth onto the back of my neck, sucking and laving a particularly sensitive spot with his tongue. Tingles raced through me as my body responded to all the sensations they were creating within me.

      “You smell so fucking good,” Damien whispered as he kissed his way up to my ear, sucking on the lobe while Killian plundered my mouth, battling with my tongue.

      “Kill, did you know this is a fantasy of Nix’s?” Kill broke our kiss as he tried to focus on Damien, and before I knew what was happening—my kiss addled brain was simply trying to keep up— Damien stooped and lifted me off of the ground. With Killian’s hands still on my ass, Damien guided my legs around Killian’s waist, pressing my center right against his friend's hard length. The way I was now straddling Killian had my skirt bunching around my waist showing off the top of my thigh-highs, garter belt, and my red lacy underwear. When Killian shifted his hands down to my thighs, he grazed skin, searing me with his heated palms. Damien moved in behind me, pressing himself against my lace clad ass. I could feel the rigid arousal trapped between us, and I wiggled, eliciting moans from both of the men sandwiching me. I was wet and slick for them in an instant.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Feel what you do to us.” Breathless, I tested out my new position, rocking my hips first into Kill and then back into Damien. Oh hell yes, a girl could get used to this. The alcohol burned warm through my veins, the liquid courage giving me the boost to do what I’d wanted to do. I wanted to please my men. I wanted to prove that I was enough for all five of them.

      Two distinct growls rumbled through me “You’re more than enough, baby.” Kill’s low voice was gruff and sexy.

      Two sets of lips landed on my neck, one on each side, and I keened in pleasure as they hit areas that made me flood my panties. I had a sensitive neck, and every suck, nip, and lick of tongue shot straight down my body. I felt my nipples pebbling beneath my bra, and each man trailed a hand up my body slowly, waiting for my permission. I could feel their desire through the connection that Damien had zinging between us.

      “Yes, please!”

      Killian claimed my kisses again as he cupped my breast over my clothing, palming the weight of it in his hand. Damien let his thumb graze over the hardness of my other nipple—pinching it to the point of pain which quickly melted into pleasure—and I started to rock between them. They were setting me on fire!

      I didn’t think I could burn any hotter, but the second that Damien scraped the fangs of his alter against my neck, I threw my head back on a moan, breaking the kiss with Kill who didn’t skip a beat as he bit down on my shoulder instead.

      I felt wild as they lightly marked me, and I wanted so much more. I don’t know where the thought came from, but I wanted to feel Damien sink his teeth into my flesh while Killian sucked his mark into my skin on the other side.

      “Thank fuck.” I heard Ryder’s voice holler, breaking the pleasure induced fog that rattled my brain. “I am so done with this party. I was trying to track her down, claim her as ours, and take her the fuck home. Looks like you two got started without us.” Ryder was equal parts relieved, jovial, and intrigued.

      My men didn’t stop their sweet torture; instead, they seemed to heat further under the watchful eyes of their brothers. Hiro’s eyes were glowing, and I could see the approval shining in them. Theo trailed after them, hands buried in his pockets as his eyes took in the sight of us. I hoped he liked what he saw.

      Killian started to give a little grunt with each thrust of his hips against mine, and each low noise raised my temperature.

      As the others drew near, forming a loose semi-circle in front of us, Killian and Damien lifted their heads, looking at each other as they communicated silently. With a grin, Killian slid me down his body as Damien stepped away. I couldn’t contain the small whimper that slipped from my throat. Were we done already? I was burning up and needed more.

      “Turn around.” The huskiness of Damien’s voice reverberated through me as I followed his direction. Stepping into me, he breathed deeply. Even I could scent the pheromones in the air. They were driving me crazy, increasing my lust, and turning me on more with each inhale. “I’ve been waiting a long time to do this.” He scooped me up, my front pressed against his as his hands slid under my skirt, and when his hands wrapped around my upper thighs, I felt his fingertips grazing my pussy.

      “Wrap your legs around him, Nix,” Hiro commanded, and I gushed, willingly complying.

      When I spread my legs and wrapped them around Damien’s waist, he rotated my hips to rub against him seductively. The friction from the movement felt amazing on my clit, and I threw my head back and moaned. The guys all growled, reveling in my pleasure and scent. “That’s it, sweetheart. Use me for your pleasure.” He ground himself into me again as Killian stepped up to my back this time, pinning me to his friend—his brother. My body was on fire while my breasts felt heavy and tight. Reaching around me, Killian took both my breasts in his hands, caressing them. I had never felt need like this before. I felt like I wouldn’t survive if I didn’t have one of them inside of me soon!

      “That’s it, Nix. Rock between us. Let all your mates see your pleasure,” Damien rasped, and I turned my face from the heavens back down to him. My hands were on his shoulders, but I brought them up to his jawline, running my thumbs over the ridge as I took in his features.

      Lost in his eyes, I had slowed my movements, instead letting the rock of Killian’s hips drive me into Damien. The idea of Killian controlling our pace, pleasuring Damien and I as well as himself, had me spiraling higher. My breathing was ragged as I dropped my lips to Damiens. I wanted him to kiss me more than I wanted anything else in that moment.

      “That’s the thought I needed to hear,” he whispered. He must have communicated with Killian, because when his hands left my thighs, Killian grasped my hips to steady me. Plunging his hands into my hair, Damien pulled me slowly to his lips, searing me with his controlled intensity as he claimed me as his with his mouth.

      I moaned as his tongue sought entrance, sliding like silk across my own. His flavor was dark and rich, and I wanted more, but the grip he had on my head told me he was in complete control. Pulling back, he held my head still as he lightly rubbed his lips back and forth across mine, teasing me, before he pulled me back down to deepen the kiss once more. I felt like he was branding me with each suck on my bottom lip, each swipe of his tongue, and each silent command he made as he led me through our first kiss, and I loved it.

      “Uh,” Killian’s little grunt as he thrust himself against my ass again had me dragging  my head away from Damien and gasping for air. That one little sound went straight to my clit, and I rocked quickly between my two men, enjoying the weight of three more sets of eyes on us as I worked my body. Knowing Hiro, Ryder, and Theo were watching—hopefully turned on from this little show—only fueled my passion. This was the best sex I had ever had, and no one was even inside of me yet.

      That thought must have made its way through all of the guys because Ryder laughed out loud.

      “I think it’s time we take our girl home.” My gaze swung to Hiro as he spoke. He was going to end my fun? I pouted a little—on a complete high thanks to the buzz of alcohol and the intoxication of pleasure.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Damien drawled, his eyes heavy and molten hot. “We’re not nearly done with you yet.”

      Killian groaned his agreement. As my feet touched the ground, Ryder strode up to me, waggled his eyebrows—as he always did when he was up to mischief—and swept me up in his arms in a fireman's carry.

      Squealing, I tried to cover my ass, which I was sure had been on display thanks to the flare of the short skirt, giving everyone a good view of the curve of my ass covered in red.

      “Don’t worry, babe. That view is only for us.” He playfully smacked my ass, and the small sting quickly morphed to pleasure. I groaned.

      “She likes it.” Hiro’s eyes were on fire as I lifted my head to see him from my upside down position. “That opens up so many possibilities.” His words were full of desire and promise, and I knew I wanted to find out what dirty images were running through his mind. Maybe not tonight, but someday.

      Theo closed his eyes tightly. “Home. Now.” My fearless leader didn’t sound so in control at the moment, and I giggled, feeling powerful and wanton.

      “Yes, take me home boys, and show me who I belong to.” After this night, filled with powerful forces trying to keep us apart, I wanted to show them that I only had eyes for them. I knew we needed time to develop our relationships naturally, but we were shifters, and I was learning that things worked differently in this new world. I was trying to embrace this side of myself I never knew I’d had, and I was more than ready—and very willing—to stake my claim on my men, because I’d be damned if I lost them after having finally found them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nix

        

      

    

    
      “Ours,” Killian growled as he carried me through the doorway. “Don’t you ever doubt that.” I’d never been happier to be home, alone with my men. My men. My body was thrumming, ramped up by my claim of them.

      Damien was all too happy to project the thoughts loudly to the others and growls, groans, and curses echoed around me as they soaked up my declaration.

      Stepping through the door, Killian made it as far as the living room before setting me down and letting the rest of his brothers surrounded me. The buzz I had going provided the courage I needed to relax, and I welcomed them as they pressed into me on all sides. I looked around at the five men standing before me. The heat in their eyes only increased my libido, and I squirmed, legitimately worried about my arousal running down my thighs.

      Hiro chuckled. “Looks like our girl is more than a little turned on.” He breathed deeply, taking the scent of me into his lungs. The action was so predatory, so animalistic that I gushed again. “Good girl. That’s it, get nice and wet for us.” Hiro challenged.

      Hands found my back, stomach, and shoulders, and I drank in the feel of their hands on my body. Leaning forward, Hiro nipped my earlobe as he whispered. “May we touch you, Nix?”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. I wanted this. I wanted them.

      Slowly, torturously, Hiro slid his hand up to palm my breast, and I arched into his touch. As I moved, my ass brushed against the two sexy men at my back, Killian and Theo, and I felt how hard they were. I luxuriated in the knowledge that they were hard for me. How I had been lucky enough to fall in with them I didn’t know; I just knew I was happy Killian had been the one to pick me up from the airport over a month ago. I felt Theo’s hand snake around to the front of my stomach as he pulled me to lean back into his chest. His fingers slid along the sliver of skin showing between my skirt and my top; back and forth. “You smell delicious. I can’t wait to flick that little clit with my tongue before I plunge it into you, making you scream.” Holy fucking hell! I shook from the intensity of my pleasure.

      “Have a taste Ryder,” Hiro demanded. “You know you’ve been dying to have those lips on yours.”

      I watched as Ryder’s eyes dropped to my lips. His hands were running up and down my arms over my sweater, and I reached out to bring him in closer to me. He was the only one I hadn’t gotten to kiss yet, and I wanted him fiercely.

      “Do you hear that Ryder? Fiercely.” Damien joined in the teasing as he ran a hand over my back while he pushed my musings to my Ceraptor.

      “Doesn’t she smell fucking amazing?” Killian’s voice was gravel, deep and rough—just the way I fantasized about them taking me. I wasn’t sure it was something I could handle anytime soon, but that was why they called it a fantasy right?

      Ryder groaned from the direct connection he had to my mind, and it went right through me. I couldn’t explain the intense desire that gripped me, and somewhere in the back of my head, I knew there must be a reason for my deep seeded need. It felt supernatural, strong and unstoppable, but I was tired of the growing sexual tension. I wanted release. My nipples throbbed with the thought.

      “Go on, Ryder. Kiss her.” Theo dipped his fingers under the waistband of my skirt, and I silently begged for them to continue their trek south. Reaching for Ryder’s shirt, I fisted the front and gently pulled him toward me, my nipples grazing his chest through all the layers of clothing. Why were there still so many of them?

      His eyes were on my mouth, and he bit his lip. Watching my tongue sneak out to wet my own lips, he swayed toward me. Slipping his hand into mine, he raised it to his mouth, pressing a kiss to my palm, and then my wrist before he froze and cursed.

      “What?” Hiro straightened and dropped his hand. My Phoenix cried in protest.

      “She’s ovulating, but it feels supercharged somehow. This is the first time I’ve gotten my hands on her skin tonight. Do you smell that?” He looked around at the dazed expressions of his brothers.

      Inhaling and scenting the air, each man made deep inarticulate sounds as they picked up on what Ryder was babbling on about. I blinked, trying to make sense of what he was saying while my body burned, aching for their returned attention.

      “No wonder, we’re all drunk on her pheromones!” Damien tilted his head to the ceiling, nearly shaking.

      Ryder nodded. “It’s one of the reasons she’s so turned on right now. It’s not a normal cycle for her. It’s almost like she’s in… some sort of heat? Something’s going on. First her bad cramps, and now this.”

      Nuzzling into my neck, Theo started mumbling to himself, keeping his hands still as he tried to reason out an explanation for my high sex drive. “I don’t believe there are any documented cases of a female shifter going into heat—at least not that I’ve read—but I’d have to check my resources to verify it. I’m not going to lie; I’ve been having doubts about the accuracy of some of our texts since I started feeling so drawn to Nix. The pull is indescribable, too strong to call it merely a compatible match between our alters. I wonder if this may factor in? Perhaps we’ve set something off in her? In each other? Or it could be attributed to her shifting so late?” His mind was furiously calculating, trying to find an answer. My brain felt muddled, driven by my need. Seriously? Couldn’t a girl just be turned on?

      “Whatever the case, her heightened hormones are probably lending to her increased sex drive,” Ryder explained and ran a hand through his hair, looking pained as his eyes dropped to my lips once more.

      “Is this really a problem?” I wanted their hands back on my body. I felt them all pulling away, and I wanted to cry.

      “We’re not rejecting you, sweetheart. Don’t be upset.” Damien came forward and pulled me into his chest.

      “It’s just that your hormones—this so-called heat—could be clouding your judgment.” Theo sighed and slowly withdrew his fingers from my skirt. “The most important thing is that you don’t regret anything we’ve done when you wake up in the morning.”

      “I’ll regret not doing things!” I wailed. Why were they always stopping me? Didn’t they want me the way I wanted them?

      “Holy fuck; of course, we do!” Killian cursed and started pacing.

      Walking up to me, Hiro grabbed my hand and brought it to his waistline, giving me ample time to pull away as he slowly slid my hand down to feel how hard he was. “That is all for you.” He guided my hand over him a few times before he closed his eyes, swallowed hard, and stepped away, releasing me as he went.

      “Don’t you dare think we don’t want you.” This was from Ryder. He stalked up to me and cupped my cupped my face while Damien still held me tight. “I’ve been planning our first kiss since the moment I saw you. I want to kiss you more than anything, but when we look back on our life together, I want our first kiss to mean something special.” I teared up as he explained his hesitation. Ryder could be incredibly sweet, and this was one of those times. Nodding, I let him pull me into his arms and hug me, kissing the top of my head, then my eyes and cheeks. I sighed and tried to reign in my raging hormones.

      “Come on, Nix.” Damien pulled me toward the stairs.

      “I can’t believe none of you are going to ravish me.” I knew I sounded pathetic, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Oh, our night’s not over,” he promised as he dragged me up the stairs and the guys followed.

      “It’s not?” I was confused. If they weren’t going to touch me… then what else was there?

      “No, Nix. Go get ready for bed.” Raising an eyebrow at him, I crossed my arms in front of my chest.

      “I’d do what he says, woman.” Killian smirked at me and crossed his arms as well, leaning against the wall at the top of the stairs.

      Giving up, I marched into my room to follow their orders, disappointed about the turn the evening had taken.
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      When I heard her door click shut, I let out a sigh of relief. We were barely hanging on by a thread, and if she had looked at me with those pleading eyes one more time and asked me to touch her, I’m not sure I would have been able to hold back. Her pheromones were swirling through the air, surrounding my brothers and me, and the need in the house was at an all time high. Whatever was going on with Nix was driving us all crazy. I could feel everyone’s desire for Nix flooding my mind, fueling my own into a raging fire.

      I could see the same resolution in my brothers’ faces. We had left our girl worked up and turned on, and none of us had wanted to send her to bed alone. Earning her trust and not pushing her, especially when she’s had a little bit to drink and her hormones were at an all-time high, was worth walking away from, though. None of us would ever compromise her faith in us. Our first kiss tonight had been more than perfect, and the fact that my friends were there to watch had only increased the pressure my hard-on was putting against the zipper of my jeans. I liked to watch as much as I enjoyed being watched, and I nearly groaned aloud as I replayed our kiss in my mind.

      Each of us had headed off into our rooms, and I kicked my shoes off, reaching behind my back and pulling my shirt over my head, tossing it into a pile on the floor. I could feel Nix’s sexual craving through our connection as I tuned in to her. I could almost picture her climbing into bed and writhing under her sheets. Her need was almost suffocating, and I let out a hiss as I pulled my zipper down, giving my body more room to expand. She wasn’t writhing yet, but she would be soon. I fully intended to make sure she was sated before the evening was over. Four distinct murmurs sounded in my head as we each lost ourselves to the scent of her seeping under our doors.

      Damien? She reached out tentatively through our link.

      I’m here, sweetheart. I finished undressing down to my tight boxers and climbed onto my queen sized bed. I wished with every fiber of my being that Nix was next to me. I sent her an image of my hand snaking below the waistband of my boxers and heard her gasp. It was like a soft echo in my head, hearing her gasp through our connection but also hearing the small intake of breath faintly through the wooden barriers of our bedroom doors. My room was across the hall, on a slight diagonal from what I now considered Nix’s bedroom.

      Touch yourself for us, Nix. I widened the telepathic link as much as I could and let the guys communicate mentally with our girl as freely as the could.

      Killian groaned. Yes, baby.

      The idea of Nix’s fingers sliding underneath the thin cotton of her underwear surged through me, and I heard the resounding appreciation of such an image from the other men in the house.

      If we couldn’t touch her ourselves, this was the next best thing.

      Do you have any idea what we want to do to you? Hiro’s deep, low voice simmered to Nix. What we’ve been fantasizing about for weeks?

      Tell me. The breathy reply made my blood hot as our girl pushed images of what she was doing to herself through our connection, making us crazy. Her fingers were sliding through her slick folds, teasing herself the way she wished we would touch her. When her finger brushed over her clit, she threw her head back from the overwhelming sensation on a silent cry.

      The emotions and lust of the other four men in the house battered me, and my body thrummed with sexual frustration. Gripping my steely length, I squeezed to contain myself before I exploded prematurely. Funneling all these feelings made sex unbelievably intoxicating. Fisting my hand over myself, I leaned my head back into my pillows and let the images the guys were sending wash over me as I acted as the conduit to Nix.

      An image of her sandwiched between Ryder and Hiro blasted through me on its way to Nix, and I had to bite my lip to contain a cry. It was sexy as fuck to see what played through Hiro’s mind. Ryder’s arms tied to the bed with Nix straddling his hips, taking him deep inside of her pussy while Hiro buried himself in her ass. Her hands were tied just above Ryder’s, causing her back to arch heavily. Her breasts were positioned right above Ryder’s eager mouth, leaving Hiro in control of the punishing thrusts as Nix cried out from the dual penetration of the two cocks rubbing against each other through her thin, sensitive walls and Ryder’s eager tongue on her nipples. A beautiful, feminine cry echoed through the walls.

      That’s it baby, slide your fingers into your pussy. Imagine us buried inside of you, pistoning in and out, making you wild. Let us hear how good you’re making yourself feel. Hiro demanded of Nix, and I matched pace with her slow movements as she guided her fingers through her wet heat, pulsing as she moaned for him—for us.

      An image of Killian and Nix appeared next, his hands pushing gently on her shoulders as she fell to her knees in front of him. Her small hand wrapped around his large cock, stroking slowly as she glanced up at him through her lashes. He imagined her taking him into her mouth slowly, suctioning her lips around his wide girth as her warm, wet tongue teased him to distraction. I lost myself in the image of her head sliding up and down my brother’s cock as I stroked my own in time with the mental movie.

      Think about how powerful you’ll feel, controlling our pleasure like that. Hiro groaned. To feel Killian shake with his sheer need for you.

      Killian switched the movie, showing her legs thrown over his shoulders as he canted his hips into hers on the couch where they shared their first kiss. I want you any way I can have you, Annie girl. I just want to slide deep into that tight, sexy body of yours and feel you squeezing around me.

      Oh fuck, yes! She shouted through the line as her fingers picked up the pace, sliding her other hand over her stomach as she ratcheted up her own pleasure. I need you. Please! Her begging almost undid me. Killian lost it as he roared his release.

      Theo was next. The first chance I get I’m going to bury my head between those gorgeous thighs and lick you until you come all over my face. My tongue is going to fuck that beautiful pussy before I capture your clit between my teeth and tease it, each hand gripping your ass as I hold you against me. Oh fuck, Nix! I want to feel your legs shake. He careened over the edge, crying out sharply. Nix writhed on the bed, spiraling higher as she gushed at Theo’s dirty words.

      Ryder’s pleasure slipped through the line as he lost his concentration to hold his fantasy away from Nix. I could feel his deep anxiety as it reached her, but it quickly dissolved. Her moan rocked him as she spread her legs, latching onto his desires as she pictured him slamming into her g-spot while Hiro slammed into him from behind, controlling the pace and torturing both his lovers. Nix keened at the same time that Hiro gave a resounding, animalistic growl.

      I need one of you inside of me. At least your fingers! She tried to entice us to come to her.

      On your knees, Nix. I demanded, the need to drive her over the edge riding me.

      She whimpered but obeyed.

      Good girl. Hiro purred.

      Now lower your shoulders toward the bed until your breasts just brush the sheets, teasing those tight nipples. She groaned but did as she was asked. Spread your knees, Nix. I teased my cock as I pictured what she must look like. I wanted to be in that room with her, letting my eyes roam over every inch of her.

      Her ragged breathing told me she enjoyed taking direction.

      Slide your fingers back inside of yourself, sweetheart, and imagine it’s me claiming you from behind. Sliding into you slowly at first as you work to take my length inside of your sweet body, then faster as you stretch to take all of me, letting me brand you from the inside out. Curl your fingers into that sweet spot and picture four sets of eyes watching the radiance on your face as we mate, Nix. All their want, all their pleasure centered on you. The intense mixing of our magic as our creatures stained to join in our lovemaking would spark along your skin. She cried out as she set a punishing rhythm, rocking her hips into her hand and teasing her clit against her wrist as she spasmed around her seeking fingers when they hit just the right spot inside her inner walls. I knew she was right on the cusp of flying, and I wanted to see her soar.

      Let those tits bounce as you rock, baby. Feel the way the fabric teases them, just like we would do as Damien fucked you. One of us on each side, touching you and making you delirious. The rough voice of Killian drove her higher and added to her imagination, and she gave him a broken cry.

      One of us would slide underneath you, licking and sucking your clit, flicking it with our tongue and teeth while he pounded into you from behind. Theo’s words had Nix groaning a wanton, desperate sound that edged towards a whimper.

      That’s it, mikro poulaki. Let go. Ryder prompted. Drench those fingers.

      Shattering, she came apart on a scream that shuddered through my body. Losing control I savagely worked my cock and came on a hoarse cry, the intensity of the moment rocketing through my body. The heady scent of her spent arousal floated through my door, and I breathed her in.

      I could feel how spent she was and I wanted to go to her, clean her up gently, and tuck her into bed.

      Sated, for now, she settled in and reached out to us. Best. Sex. Ever. I don’t know if I should be impressed by your skills since none of you were actually in the room or mad at your damn self-control. She yawned as aftershocks shot through her body, making her shiver. Does that count as sex? Probably not, but it was so sexy and so hot. Another yawn. I want you all.

      Sleep now, Nix, before you get us all riled up again. I chuckled at her but listened to her mind as she fell asleep slowly. I wanted to be next to her, sharing her bed and holding her all night long. What happened tonight had changed things for me. I was ready to publicly claim her, the Council be damned. My Gargoyle bared his teeth at the thought of their irritating involvement in our love life. For the first time in my life, I started questioning their methods because anything that wanted to keep Nix apart from the guys and me was unquestionably wrong.
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      Once again waking up in the bedroom that was mine, I stretched, loving the bone-deep satisfaction of having, at least in some ways, claimed the guys as mine last night. The memories flooded my mind as I thought back over the evening, and a smile etched itself on my face.

      I took stock of my arousal, feeling the steady hum of need still coursing through my veins, but I felt steadier than I had the previous night. The guys were right; there was something off with my overwhelming need to mate last night. I’d felt like I was spiraling out of control, but even though I logically knew all of that, I couldn’t help but wonder about the what ifs. I had been so ready to take that leap into sex with any of them the night before, and I couldn’t help but wonder. With the heightened arousal and my slight buzz coupled with the fact that I was falling for each of the guys, would I have been able to actually participate in the act without having any triggers? Even now, I desperately wanted to find out.

      Checking the clock on my phone, I realized it was already after ten in the morning, and I rushed to grab a shower. Throwing on my favorite pair of jeans, comfy socks, and a soft, long sleeve vee-neck shirt, I dashed down the stairs, enjoying the tenor of morning conversation that reached my ears.

      Reaching the first floor, I blushed as five sets of eyes found mine from various places around the room. Their expressions ranged from happy and content, to heated—replaying my performance from the night before.

      “How are you feeling?” Damien asked cautiously, and I felt his magic flow over me, wanting to get a read on my thoughts. Smirking, I let him in, and he gasped as I replayed the image of him sliding into me from behind.

      “I’m quite well,” I teased, swinging my hips as I walked into the kitchen and stuck my head into the fridge, letting the chill cool my heated cheeks while I searched for the orange juice. Pulling it out, I poured myself a glass and caught Damien’s broad smile.

      “No regrets,” he announced, and a collective exhale whooshed through the room.

      “Of course I do.” I furrowed my brow, causing him to hold his breath and narrow his eyes as he searched my head again. Before he caught onto me, I continued.

      “I absolutely regret that not one of you had your way with me last night.” I smirked. “My ‘jets’ may have cooled, but I still want you.” I used my free hand to make quotations. “I think I always will.” I said those next words so quietly, mostly to myself, but I was surrounded by male shifters who had super hearing. I hid behind my glass as I drank the juice and set the glass on the counter as they studied me.

      “We’re always going to want you too.” Ryder moved closer, and the serious look in his eyes took my breath away. He was already committed, and I couldn’t help but feel the same way. Being paraded around last night had only solidified my connection to my guys. None of the other men who had sought my attention could come close to stacking up to even one of my males. It might be soon to want to claim them as my own, but the connection to them was bone-deep, ingrained in my soul. My Phoenix rose in jubilation.

      “So what you were thinking last night is true. You want to claim us?” The hope in Killian’s voice made my heart squeeze in my chest. He hopped up from the couch where he had lounged and rounded on me, locking eyes with mine. I wanted him to know how wanted he was. I was angry at the damn upper echelon of shifter society making people feel like they were less because they weren’t rare enough, or powerful enough. The whole idea that just because you shifted into a normal animal versus some form of mythological being put you into the dregs of society was stupid. Killian was enough. He always would be, no matter what he shifted into or how powerful or consistent his psychic visions were.

      The powerful sound that escaped his lips as he rushed at me made me flinch as he scooped me up, but I quickly got my heart rate under control. “What the hell did I do to deserve you?” He spun me around the room, and I threw my head back and laughed, thanking Damien for letting Killian feel my conviction about the matter. Never, in my entire life, had I been more happy, than in this moment. The other guys all beamed at us.

      “To answer your question, yeah, I think I’ll keep you.” I looked around. “All of you.”

      The eyes all around me shifted, pushing the unnatural glow of their creatures into their irises as primal sounds rumbled through the room. The alpha vibes from their reaction to my claim prickled over my skin, and I felt the magic around us grow to unbearable levels. My Phoenix spread her wings, the surge of her power and strength pushing against my skin as my eyes glowed with golden fire. It wasn’t official; I’m sure their world had plenty of pomp and ceremony over matings. After Ahmya had marched her bitchy ass into our house and spewed her venom, I’d been plagued with worry about whether the Council would even let us mate should we choose to. However, I tried to push those concerns away. That was a hurdle for another day. This moment was more important than any of that, and I wouldn’t give the Council the power to taint it. This was me, standing in front of my group of guys, claiming them as mine. I wanted them to know that I was all in.

      Killian set me on my feet and proceeded to kiss me softly, cradling my face between his calloused hands. Each of the guys came in for a kiss, and I was thoroughly dizzy by the end of their attention, careening toward wanting a repeat of last night.

      “Now that can be arranged.” Ryder let his eyes travel over my body appreciatively.

      Theo walked over and placed a hot cup of coffee in my hands, warming me up; the aroma teasing me while I waited for it to cool until I could take a sip.

      Damien ushered me to the dining room table and placed a steaming plate of eggs and bacon in front of me, and I ate heartily as Hiro sat next to me, reading some news article on his phone as he absently stroked his fingers over the arm I had propped on the table.

      Killian laughed from the other room, watching some silly cartoon while Theo lounged in the chair next to the sectional. He was reading a paperback, his glasses perched on this nose as his eyes scanned the pages rapidly. With his brain, it was no surprise that he read quickly.

      Ryder propped himself up behind Killian with another glass of orange juice, watching the show and smiling happily.

      This right here, it felt like everything. I loved having all of us together. A family.

      The ringing of a cell phone brought me back down to earth, and I watched Damien slip onto the porch as he answered the call. A gust of cold air blew over me from the brief moment the door had opened and shut, and I downed my coffee to warm myself from the inside out. I was going to need some more sweaters and thicker socks. I had a sinking feeling that the weather would get much colder before it started its ascent again.

      I was smiling, bantering back and forth with Hiro about his news article, when my Gargoyle stepped back into the room, a somber look pinching his face.

      “We’ve been summoned by the Council. They’re expecting us there in four hours.”

      And just like that, the calm, happy bubble that had formed was popped as stress and adrenaline battled for space inside of me.
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      I highly doubted that a mandatory audience with the Council could be anything good. Although my guys assured me that events large and small frequently happened in the throne room so that the Council could show their power, my Phoenix was hissing and flapping inside of me, clearly agitated. The doors that we were escorted to were even larger than the doors to the meeting room in which I had been introduced. These were etched with intricate carvings of hundreds of different kinds of mythological creatures, each one life-like and writhing as they twined amongst each other. I could have studied that door for hours, finding something new in it each time. The doors were swung wide to reveal a room edged in gilt, filled nearly to overflowing with people. I instantly froze, not wanting to step a foot into the writhing mass of people so reminiscent of the carvings on the door.

      It’s alright, Nix. Hiro’s face betrayed no sign that he was soothing me through our connection. It can be overwhelming at first, but we’re with you.

      The crowd parted as we walked through, the faces ranging from excited, to curious, to furious. I spotted Ahmya with a small group of men and women who looked to be about our age. Every face was hostile as they glared at our group moving through the room. As we neared the center, the room opened up enough to allow me to see the seven carved and gilt-edged thrones placed on a raised dais. The carvings mimicked the ones that made up the entryway. The mythologicals on the thrones, however, looked far more imposing. Each ornate creature was emphasized with gilt leaf and what appeared to be gemstones. Every throne held one of the Councilmen, dressed in elegant, severe black and white tuxedos.

      You’ve got to be freaking kidding me, what is this? Some twisted monarchy?

      Walls, Nix. Damien’s mental voice was amused. I’m working to keep you in our connection, but if you shout like that, I can’t guarantee who else might pick up on your sarcasm. I could sense the underlying concern in his statement. Respect was so important to the Council, what would they do if they knew I viewed them with scorn and contempt?

      Don’t fool yourself, Annie girl. They know that most of us hate them. They don’t care. As long as we continue to show them that they’re powerful, what we honestly think of them doesn’t matter. They don’t need to be adored—they just want the power being on the Council gives them.

      Councilman Lacroix stepped from his throne, striding forward with a smile to grasp his son’s arm. “Damien. Good. I knew you would respond quickly.”

      “Councilman.” Damien’s voice was stern, but I could see the smile twisting at the edge of his lips. I hadn’t realized he would address him formally in a group setting.

      Councilman Lacroix turned to me, his smile still in place. “Nix. Thank you for coming. You’ve never answered a call before, so I’m sure this is a little confusing for you.”

      Councilman Stepanov also rose from his throne, brushing a hand down the sharp lines of his tuxedo—as if it would dare wrinkle. “Always remember that response to a call from this Council is not optional. Now, if Councilman Ishida will bring in the prisoner so we can get this over with?”

      Prisoner? What the hell was going on? Theo shifted at my back, reaching a hand out to rub across the back of my neck, wanting to help ease my tension.

      Councilman Ishida raised his hands, silver light sparkling and moving in waves. He strode towards a small door that I hadn’t noticed on the back wall. Unlike the rest of the room, this door stood out due to its starkness—it was more of a panel than a door, as there was no handle that I could see. The light on his hands melded with the door as he got closer until the door glowed with the same silver light as his hands.

      My guys had all stiffened at my sides and back, though I could tell they were trying to hide it. Killian was growling lightly under his breath, and Theo was hissing through his teeth. This was not what they had been expecting when we had been called.

      Nix, I’m sorry. My father is walling me out. I don’t know what’s about to happen. They’ve put out a full call, so if they are planning a punishment here, we won’t be able to stop it. I could hear the panic in his tone, feel it wafting in waves over me from the others. My Phoenix was hissing, whirling madly in an attempt to get out. I may not know what was going on, but apparently, she was not going to approve of whatever it was. We mentioned this Nix. I wish we could have prepared you more. The Council is the punishing body as well. It could be a banishment or a beating. It could… He trailed off as if unable to continue.

      It could be an execution. Theo’s mental voice was hard as steel; cold as ice. If these bastards are going to put on an execution in front of you, I’m going to find a way to punish them. I don’t care if they hear me. If these bastards think that after everything you’ve gone through, we’re going to let them get away with putting you through monitoring an execution they’re dead wrong.

      Holy shit. An execution? Seriously? Yes, I had known it happened. Hell, even the human world had the death penalty. People came and watched those. I had always pictured them as solemn affairs, though. Crying, broken relatives, hard-eyed reporters, sullen guards in sterile rooms. This was a party for God’s sake! The dress may range from jeans to black tie, but there was laughter still echoing around the room, the delicate smells wafting from the banquet tables, champagne flutes full of golden liquid. How was an execution appropriate here? Murmurs had begun to ring out through the crowd as Councilman Ishida focused on whatever he was doing with the doorway.

      He’s opening all of the doors behind that panel. It leads down to the jail. He’s a celestial kitsune, remember? He handles all the barriers. He’s incredibly skilled at it. He’s leading the prisoner up from the cells through the hallway. Only his powers are keyed to these doorways. It’s to prevent anyone from escaping. Damien’s mental voice was soft, even a little distracted. I wondered if he was trying to scan the room, to see if he could gain any more information about what was occurring shortly.

      Hiro’s hand was ghosting lightly over the small of my back. I know he wanted to pull me into him, to help shield me and control my emotions, but we all knew that was impossible. Not only did the Council still view us as friends, but it would make me look weak in front of the mass of shifters that surrounded us. Weakness here would not be tolerated—it would be exploited.

      I turned my attention back to the other Council members, trying to see if I could get any kind of read on them. Councilman Rahal and Councilman Williams were speaking quietly, their lips shielded by their hands so that even if someone in the audience could read lips, they would struggle. Councilman Khan was nearly sprawled in his seat, sipping from a glass of what I assumed was a dark liquor, his focus on the women milling close to his throne rather than the drama that was unfolding. Councilman Maldonado worried me, however. A small, dark smile twisted his lips, and he was practically vibrating with excitement. His eyes were flashing lightly, and he gripped the handles of his throne tightly as if he would lose control of himself if he couldn’t keep himself grounded.

      He is excited by the potential of blood. Hiro’s voice was laced with disgust. Most of us try not to fall into the stereotypes of our supernatural half. Wolf shifters don’t usually howl at the moon; fairies don’t hold drunken parties… some of us though, either can’t or won’t break the stereotypes. Councilman Maldonado is the only Manananggal I have met—he lives for the fear that his creature inspires and for what he calls “the beauty of blood in the song of death”. He’s twisted, Nix. Stay away from him.

      I shivered slightly, wanting to lean into his touch. It’s not like he needed to tell me that again. My Phoenix and I had been wary of him when we had first heard his description. When we saw him at our first meeting with the Council, we knew he was not a man to cross. There was something about him that wasn’t quite right—as if he lacked any of the natural graces of humanity. My attention was drawn back to Councilman Stepanov when he took his seat. His eyes were hard as they studied me, and I assumed he hadn’t removed them from me before this point. He had been making a study of my perusal of the room and my reaction to everything I was seeing and thinking. He crossed his legs slowly, his fingers pressed against his lips as if holding in a secret.

      With a creaking moan, the panel slowly began to slide from the wall. A figure staggered into the room, cocooned in silver light as if it was creating a wall around him to separate him from the observers in the room. I gasped, nearly staggering as he took another sluggish step forward.

      Michael. The word was almost a whimper in my head. My Phoenix shrieked, wings flapping in rage. I couldn’t quite tell who she mad at—Michael for existing and being so close to us and our guys, the Council for springing this on us, or the humor and scorn currently covering the face of Councilman Stepanov.

      Damien took a step forward, turning his body to better shield our group. My brave warrior. I was so grateful to Theo for the lessons we had been having. While my fingers ached with the need to throw up walls of flame, I was able to maintain a choke hold on my Phoenix and keep her from overwhelming me.

      Councilman Khan’s voice was surprisingly soft as he spoke, yet it echoed throughout the now silent chamber. “This part-blood,” hisses echoed through the chamber at this pronouncement, “has violated multiple laws of our society. He willfully murdered an extremely rare mythological.”

      I froze, going completely numb. Even the fire inside me sputtered at the ice that was quickly filling my veins. I had known he had to have been the one who killed my mother, but to hear it announced to the public, to have her life value reduced to her shifter class, made it all feel real, and my heart nearly broke.

      Chin up, Annie girl. They’re bastards. Don’t let them see they’re getting to you. Use your mask. We’ll make it better later. Killian’s rough voice filled my head, a soothing stroke helping to hold back the tidal wave inside of me.

      “He then stole her daughter, the only other Phoenix shifter known to have existed in over three hundred years. Instead of bringing her to the Council and turning himself in for our justice, as was his duty, he ran with the child. He decided to raise her amongst humans as he owns no powers of his own. He planned to cultivate blood from the child once she shifted.”

      The ice was slowly starting to edge from my veins at the cries of anger and disgust that filled the room behind me. He was pouring my entire past out to the public. Yes, it was in the guise of explaining Michael’s actions to allow for whatever punishment they had planned, but from the smiles gracing the faces of Councilman Stepanov, Councilman Maldonado, and Councilman Rahal, I was fairly certain that this level of explanation was unnecessary.

      They could be trying to garner pity for you. Theo's voice was hard, but considering, as he answered my thoughts through our link. If the other shifters have an idea of why you don’t understand our culture, why you may make simple mistakes, or act human at times, it may buy you some safety. Their pity will give you a buffer against any offense that may be caused.

      Or, they’re just being assholes and like hurting her for not falling in line with them. Killian’s voice was hot, and I could tell he was starting to struggle to hold back his Puca.

      Also a probability. Theo admitted dryly.

      “We have heard testimony from the offender himself, as well as from other witnesses, that instead of at least caring for the girl, teaching her of her heritage, he took an antiquated approach in her raising. Trying to force a shift so that he could harvest from her, he spent the sixteen years he had her under his control abusing and torturing her and passing her to other humans for abuse. He had hoped that physical abuse would not only make her easier to control, but that the pain and the frequent deaths would force her Phoenix to rise.”

      Ahmya had stepped closer to her father and was now studying me with an interest that made my skin itch. It seemed that most of the room had figured out that the Council was referring to me. Many looked at me with outright pity; others refused to meet my gaze. My guys took a step closer to me, helping to shield me from the other’s view.

      “Her Phoenix did not rise, however. Without the help of family or the Council, her Phoenix remained subdued, only able to lend enough power to her to help her to live through the abuse rather than protect her.” My Phoenix hissed in my head, and I mimicked the noise. How dare he speak poorly of my Phoenix? Without her, I would be dead dozens of times over. “Only fate had her moving to Alaska to start college here. As she came to realize what she was, to allow her Phoenix to rise under the direction of strong mythologicals, the offender followed her. Again refusing to follow his duties to the Council, he continued to hunt her. He killed her again.” Cries of appall rippled from some throats, followed by shouts of disgust and anger.

      “While we would have preferred finding out immediately about her when other shifters on campus recognized what she was,” Councilman Lacroix interrupted, “the shifters who found her tried to take on protection duties of their new friend. While the effort is commendable, we encourage each one of you to remember that we are here to help. You may not know some of the nuances of protection. There may be circumstances at play you are unaware of. We encourage all of you to come to us with problems. Even if you think you're protecting someone, let us help. It is our duty to all of you.” The smile on his face was soft as he viewed the room, looking from face to face. Murmurs of approval surrounded his words, and several people stepped forward, as if they needed to be closer to him to feel his words.

      Councilman Khan continued, ignoring the interruption and the mild scolding of my men. I had been angry before, but now I wanted to scream. To publicly humiliate my men? For doing exactly what I had asked them to do? For being the best friends anyone could ever have? How dare they think they knew what was best in every situation.

      Steady, sweetheart. Damien called out. I think they’re trying to get a reaction from you. Keep your walls strong. My father is keeping a general shield over the room making it harder for me to get information but I’m close. He’ll be doing the same searching I’m doing. Don’t give him anything he may have to disclose to the other members. He takes his duty seriously.

      I tried to draw a deep breath without moving my chest. I needed the air to keep me calm, but I couldn't let my body give me away any more than I could let my thoughts give me away. I had to appear as solid, confident, and collected as my guys. A quick glance showed that they all maintained cool masks. It was odd seeing the nearly bored expression painted on Ryder’s face.

      Do what I do, picture them naked. You’ll be incredibly bored—and fairly disgusted. Ryder’s teasing voice filled my head, though I could hear the strain in it.

      “When she recovered from the shooting, he again made an attempt on her life. This time with illegally obtained Vish Kanya venom.” People reeled, most of the room now turning to gape at me, standing solidly in front of the dais. “Her special skills allowed her to do what almost none have ever done—survive. The offender managed to escape and ran from justice like the coward he is. Councilman Ishida? Nix?”

      The Councilman waived his hands, drawing Michael forward. Pressure at my back from Hiro’s warm hand had me moving forward. Michael and I were both only steps from the thrones. Councilman Ishida took his seat, his outstretched hand maintaining a soft glow, I assumed locking Michael in place.

      “Now, it is the time for judgment. Annika Coxx, do you see the man who claimed to be your father? Who abused you and attempted to murder you on multiple occasions?” Councilman Rahal’s voice was harsh, echoing loudly in comparison to Councilman Khan’s soft speech.

      Point him out, Nix. Theo’s voice was almost a warning. It’s considered your duty, or you’ll be lying to the Council.

      “Councilman Rahal, yes, I do. Michael Coxx, right there.” I pointed at Michael, not wanting to turn and face him directly.

      “Please note that the man identified as Michael Coxx is actually Henri Gagnon. He is a part-blood shifter. He has been identified by both the oppressed as well as multiple witnesses. Once we were made aware of the situation, we were able to quickly find and apprehend the perpetrator. Our research has shown that all charges against him are accurate as stated. Therefore, in front of the shifter community, this Council will now pass judgment.”

      “Henri Gagnon. You have been charged with murder, attempted murder, treason, conspiring against mythologicals, child endangerment, child abuse, and assault. Councilman Ishida will now lift the wards surrounding you so that you can answer the charges and make any pleas on your own behalf to us at this time. Note that while the bonds on your person will be released, the barriers that surround this dais and this room will remain in full effect. There is no escape and, one way or another, you will answer for your crimes.”

      When the Council had begun talking, I didn’t think they would startle me. Piss me off, hurt me, betray me with the easy revelation of my story—absolutely. Startle me? I didn’t think there was anything that really would. All of these years, and I hadn’t even known his name. The name that had haunted my dreams, made me cringe when I saw it on the page or heard it from the mouth of an actor or acquaintance, had all been as fake as the life we had been living. Would that fear change? Would the name Henri now evoke the same visceral reaction?  Would the name Michael lose that?

      I tried to focus on the man standing only a few feet from me, both afraid to look in his direction and yet, needing to see this all the way through. Due to the inference of the Council’s statement, I assumed an execution was upcoming. Part of me was thrilled at that idea. I had often imagined him being punished for his crimes against me, dreamt of him experiencing a fraction of the pain that he had put me through, living with the same fear I had. Still, a part of me dreaded the idea as well. If I pushed for his execution, watched it—or worse, enjoyed it—didn’t that make me just as bad as him?

      He had clearly lost weight since the last time I had seen him. A frame that, while muscled, was always heavy due to alcohol, was now nearly emaciated. Though no marks were visible on his body, he held himself as if he was in pain—a posture I was very familiar with. His eyes were shadowed in a face that was edging towards gaunt and covered by a thick layer of stubble.

      His eyes flitted first to the room surrounding him—a trapped animal looking for an escape route. Seeing none, he began searching for a sympathetic face in the audience that surrounded us. No one stepped up to his defense, calling for mercy as he so obviously anticipated. His eyes crossed my face briefly, and he looked away before any connection could be made. Was that fear of me? Or of the men standing sentry at my back?

      Slowly, as if fighting a heavy weight, he straightened his spine and slowly met the eyes of each council member. “You’ve had me for days.” I reared back slightly, only barely managing to contain my reaction. They’d had him all this time? I’d been worrying for days needlessly. Killian was growling softly and my other guys were just as tense, striving not to radiate their anger and frustration.

      “You know why I did what I did. You will use any excuse to take your fucked up idea of revenge. Get it over with. We all know why you’re doing it.” Michael began to rev up, and I couldn’t hold completely still, my muscles shaking as memories ran through my head. When he would rev up like this is when the beating would get extremely bad. “You all know that you’re not the protective body you pretend you are. You’re in this for your own selfish, twisted-”

      I saw Councilman Ishida’s eyes narrow as the prisoner’s words cut off, but it was Councilman Lacroix who stepped forward to speak. “Enough. We did not remove your wards to hear your dribble. We removed them so you could make a request. If you do not have an appeal to make, we will sentence you now.” Michael—Henri?—remained sullenly silent as he stared at the councilman.

      Damien stiffened beside me, his arms shaking as he appeared to force himself into calm. Damien, what’s wrong? Hiro’s words drew the attention of all the guys to our protective Gargoyle. While his stance before had been solid, he appeared to be struggling to stay on his feet and working hard to hide it from our audience. His skin—usually a lush olive—was now nearly grey with a thin layer of sweat covering it.

      Damien! Ryder’s voice was worried. I’ll interrupt this, I swear to God. What the hell is going on?!

      He knew him. Shock and despair were evident in the words. It’s why he was shielding so hard. He knew Michael.

      Damn it, D, you’re not making sense. Kill growled.

      Damien’s shattered and empty eyes met mine, wide and horrified. My father knew Michael. He’s known him for years. God, Nix, I’m so sorry.

      I froze, my eyes locked on Damien’s. They knew each other? Damien’s father and Michael? One of the other Council members I could understand. That twisted Councilman Maldonado seemed as though he was cut from the same cloth. Not Damien's father, though, the gentle and protective father, the one whom Damien worshipped.

      There could be a mistake, Damien. Trust Theo to try and logic us out of the situation. Don’t overthink it yet. You could be misunderstanding what you’re seeing. Let us help you with it. Now is not the time. Compartmentalize. If it is true, he cannot know that we know. All of you. Hold your walls and keep them up. You know they always look for cracks. Don’t give them one.

      “Henri Gagnon. You chose not to plead your case. No one here will speak for you. This Council judges you as guilty. You are sentenced to death.” Murmurs of approval sounded from the crowd, and I swallowed back both the disgust and the glee that rose like bile in my throat. I hated myself.

      Councilman Maldonado rose from his seat, the elegance of his tuxedo not able to hide the savage anticipation in his movements or the feral joy of the smirk that crossed his lips.

      “Councilman Khan.” Ryder’s speaking voice, rather than his mind voice, surprised me enough that I turned to look at where he had moved forward, drawing the eyes of the gathering to him. “As citizens, we honor the decision of the Council; however, we do have a plea.”

      “You wish for leniency?” The shocked question came from Councilman Ishida.

      Ryder shook his head, spreading his hands in a flowing gesture. “I ask for leniency, not for the convicted, but for Nix. She has already witnessed enough in the way of violence in her life. While she cannot—and would not—choose to be spared from all violence in her future, as her friend and a party more versed in the laws and traditions of our culture, I request leniency on her behalf in the method of execution.” He shot a glance at Councilman Maldonado when his growl began to build. “It is tradition under our law that crimes of this order be punished under the old laws and without mercy to the extent of pain or time of death. I ask that the Council override this decision. Please allow Councilman Williams to complete the execution. His method is clean and has no true outward signs of violence. It would be a better psychological step for Nix than seeing the…” He paused as if trying to find a word that was emphatic, yet respectful “… the carnage of other methods.”

      Councilman Maldonado was shaking with anger, his glare on Ryder. Surprising me, it was Councilman Rahal who stepped forward, laying a restraining hand on the Manananggal’s arm. “The boy is correct, Santiago. While punishing her abuser will give her some sense of completion for that stage of her life, doing so in an incredibly violent manner and forcing her to watch it will not help anyone. Our goal is to protect our people, that includes protecting them from emotional discomfort as well.”

      Councilman Maldonado’s lips were drawn back tightly over teeth that had begun to elongate, but he did not resist his friend’s hand. He allowed himself to be led back to his throne, though he appeared unable to prevent the rolling snarl from spilling continuously from his lips. When he turned around and took his seat upon his throne, his eyes were pure darkness. It was Councilman Williams’ turn to step forward, drawing my gaze. His tux was cut tighter than the rest of his companions, the material slicker and more defined. He moved with grace in it, apparently feeling no restrictions from the tight fabrics, severe cut, and formal attire. “Henri Gagnon. I do not take a life easily. It is one of the duties of the Council, and one I will perform. This death is a far easier one than the one you deserve. Be grateful for that.”

      He stepped from the dais, striding until he was face to face with Michael—no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t think of him as Henri. I remained frozen where I was, knowing I was required to watch, wanting nothing more than to run. Why did I have to leave one world full of violence only to find myself in another? Michael tried to avoid the slender hands that reached for his chin to no avail. Their grip on him was firm and sure as Councilman Williams turned him until their eyes met. They stared into each other’s eyes for a minute, then two, like lovers who had been apart for years. Then, without a sound from either, Michael slumped to the floor. I clenched my hands into fists, wanting to pierce the skin with my nails, let the pain center me, but not wanting to draw the attention of an already hungry Manananggal.

      Councilman Lacroix stepped forward, an air of disappointment in his posture, a small resigned smile on his lips. “Justice has been enacted. Our laws upheld. Go in peace, friends.” He lifted his hands in a gentle gesture of farewell and returned to the dais. The crowd happily obliged his instructions, slowly streaming out, a laughing, chattering, cheerful mob who acted as though a life hadn’t just been ended right before their eyes.

      “Annika,” He motioned for me to come forward, which meant we all went because the guys wouldn’t leave my side—for which I was grateful. I gritted my teeth, upset and ready to go home, but I forced my legs to move, avoiding looking in the dead part-blood’s direction. I swallowed down the bile that had risen, worried about what they could want with me now and confused about Damien’s proclamation just minutes earlier. I needed to get him out of here before all hell broke loose. I was mad, upset, confused, and scared out of my damn mind as I stood before the imposing Council seated on their thrones. Damien’s father turned his attention in our direction, and I made sure my wall was in place to block him from picking up on my distrust. I felt Damien tense—nearly shaking—as he stood an inch behind me near my right shoulder. I just needed to get through this and get us out of this room—away from this island. “The Council has spoken regarding your living arrangements.” We all tensed more than we already had been—if that was even possible. I hadn’t expected them to have convened so quickly about the matter. I thought I might have months, or at least weeks before they called me back to talk about this again. Panic swirled inside of me as I waited for this last slap across the face. “We have decided to let you remain with Damien, Hiro, Ryder, Theo, and Killian.” Relief swamped me, and I gave them as serene a nod as I could. I wanted to pat myself on the back for my acting skills—amateur as they may be. It was the best I could manage given everything that had already taken place within this room. “However, changes must be made to ensure your safety going forward. This threat may be passed—this fire snuffed out—but there are always others lurking in the smoke.” My mouth was drawn tight as I nodded again, wondering if he could be one of them. I tamped down the thought immediately. Not only did I not want to risk the Council finding out about my traitorous thoughts, but I didn’t want Damien to pick up on them either. Not now.

      However, it was Councilman Williams who spoke next, his voice hard, demanding that we listen and heed his orders. “The boys have, to this point, refused help in creating barriers around their house. If you will consent to a barrier and continued use of extra protection for you, the Council will consent to Annika staying in your home. She is under your protection.” He eyed each one of the guys, and I shivered from the threat his eyes posed. I’d seen him kill with those very eyes. The proof was lying in a crumpled heap just a few feet behind me and to my left.

      “We consent,” Damien spoke for the group.

      “If anything happens to her, it will be on your heads.” Councilman Rahal’s words were clipped as he let their weight settle in. “She is not only a rare mythological shifter, but she is also a female of breeding age. As she is the only phoenix shifter we know about, she is extremely valuable to our society. We try to keep shifters from going extinct, and your species is precariously close to that edge… Do you understand what I am saying Nix?” I appreciated his use of my preferred name, but I hated the words coming out of his mouth. I nodded my agreement though because there wasn’t any other choice.

      “With that in mind, we would like to extend an invitation to Nix to be our guest at our upcoming Gala to be held in a few weeks. Your attendance is required—all of you.” Williams waited for our agreement. I wasn’t sure what was so crucial about the Gala, but luckily I’d have time to ask the guys. I’d get to stay with them. We had time. As the Council dismissed us, I turned the wrong way and caught sight of Michael.

      “Let’s go home.” Hiro’s voice was soft in my ear. I pulled my attention back to my guys, away from the body that was sprawled like a broken mannequin on the floor. Killian and Ryder framed Damien, their touch on his shoulder and back a light, but solid presence. Theo and Hiro mimicked the posture, framing me as we withdrew from the room.

      I reached out to take Damien’s hand, our fingers intertwined as I met each of their eyes one by one. “Yes, let’s go home.” I wasn’t sure what our next step would be, what Damien had seen, or how I felt about being part of a world that revelled in death; whatever would happen next, though, would happen together, and that’s what mattered. I would keep our family strong, no matter what the cost.
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