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      I never intended to start a war. I never intended to get myself dragged into one either, and yet I had somehow managed to do both. I laid my forehead against the window, letting the icy glass cool my heated skin. It had been three days since the gala and the levels of frustration, anticipation, excitement, horror, and fury in this house were building to unbearable levels. Ciarán had been his usual insane self, and after a quick warning about ‘being in touch when it was safe,’ he disappeared off of Theo’s back as quickly and silently as he had originally arrived. I had thought Killian was going to fall off of Theo in his fury, and I had learned several interesting curses as he hurled them one by one at his brother.

      The last few days had been tense while we waited, as we each processed everything that had happened in our own way. When Ciarán reached out to us this morning, encouraging us to meet him this afternoon at, of all places, a coffee shop in downtown Anchorage, we had all started counting down the minutes. I had thought Killian would go through the roof at Ciarán’s cryptic message, not that I could blame him. After the bombshell Ciarán had dropped, for him to disappear and then to send a note full of hearts and smiley faces with our meeting location, I would probably have lost it as well had he been my sibling. But he had merely clenched his fists and stalked off to cool his temper. I had been proud of him for keeping such a tight grip on it when I knew it was a struggle for him.

      Snow was falling in fat, thick flakes, a stark against the thick trees behind the house. I snagged the warm purple, wool hat and gloves from my desk before heading for the door. I wasn’t surprised to see all of my men gathered in the living room, each dealing with the stress in their own way. Theo was active on his phone, and I had no doubt he was busy searching for any information he could possibly get his hands on, while Killian paced with red tingeing his face, and his mouth moving silently as though he was rehearsing what he was going to say, or repeating a mantra to keep himself calm. Hiro and Ryder sat next to each other, speaking quietly, their voices pitched low so they didn’t disturb the others. Damien stood guard by the doorway, with his eyes on all of the others like he was ensuring they were protected.

      It was Damien who caught my descent down the stairs and he sent me a warm smile. “Purple looks good on you.” He gave me a wink and I felt heat rising in my cheeks, though he managed to charm a smile out of me despite the stress.

      “Thanks.” I wrung my hands together, attempting to hide my nerves. “You guys ready?”

      “I’ll drive,” Killian offered.

      “Is that really the best idea?” Theo asked dryly. “You’re not exactly calm and we have enough to handle without a speeding ticket.” He hadn’t even bothered to look up from his phone to catch Killian’s glare.

      “We can all fit in the Hummer, it’ll be fine,” Damien soothed. “I’d prefer if we didn’t separate from each other anyhow.” I preferred that as well, so I was definitely not about to object. We slipped into our winter gear and headed out to a pre-warmed car. I briefly wondered which one of them had taken the time to warm and clear the car, but I appreciated the effort the moment I climbed inside.

      It was a little awkward to pile all of us into the Hummer, especially with only a single seat in the third row, but we all managed to fit as we traveled to Anchorage. It was a rare trip for us, especially as a group. The tension was high on the ride, and I looped an arm behind the seat, stretching to run my fingers through Damien’s hair, while my other hand landed reassuringly on Ryder’s leg—absentmindedly running my fingertips an inch up and then back down his thigh. My mind wandered as we drove, entering a city white with snow. The contrast between Orlando and Anchorage hit me once again. It was still strange sometime to remember how far I’d come—not just in distance, but also in the relationships I now had in my life. I couldn’t imagine what my life would be like without these five men and my best friend Rini, and I honestly didn’t want to. Leaving my shitty life behind to move for school had been the best decision I’d ever made, even with all the current complications we now faced.

      At this point, I was surprised I hadn’t been expelled from my classes due to my spotty attendance record, though I assumed that was just a difference between college and high school. We’d all done the best we could to keep up appearances and maintain a normal life, but it was getting increasingly hard to manage regular life while facing everything with the Council, the kidnapping, and then the gala.

      The buildings were pretty, especially with the snow, and a few of the homes and businesses had already begun decorating for Christmas, despite it only being the beginning of November. Even in the daylight the decor was pretty, and a part of me hoped it would be dark on our trip back to give me the chance to see them lit up.

      The Hummer had no problems with the snowy roads, though I caught myself occasionally holding my breath. I wanted to learn to drive, but I really didn’t want to do it in the snow. It just seemed so unnatural to drive in such a thick, slippery substance, let alone the ice it could cause. Killian drove with precision, unbothered by the impaired vision and slick streets. He appeared indifferent to the decorations that were up and the beauty of the snow—but to be fair, all of them seemed oblivious to the beautiful surroundings.

      I wondered if I would end up growing just as used to the scenery if I continued to live in Alaska, but a part of me didn’t think I’d ever take the beauty for granted. The white capped mountains in the distance just added to my wonder. I smiled as I remembered my first reaction to snow. The guys had looked on in pure amusement when I had raced out the back door, not even bothering to bring my coat, and twirled like a child under the falling flakes. After spending all my formative years in Florida, I couldn’t help my enthusiasm. While the cold still took some adjusting to, I was in love with snow. Damien had simply grabbed my jacket and stepped outside to wrap me up, playfully scolding me about getting sick, not that I minded. It was those small, daily gestures that I loved the most. The only way they could get me back inside was to remind me that we’d be getting plenty more snow in the future. Although I was looking forward to all of it, I was most excited about having my first white Christmas—my first real Christmas.

      The coffee shop was on a busy street, full of pedestrian traffic from the college, and I was brought back to the moment as the car slowed. Bundled in scarves, hats, and thick boots, it was hard to tell who the person was inside of all of the necessary winter gear. “You sure he said to meet here?” I asked hesitantly, as we parked. The coffee shop was running a steady business, the door swinging merrily under the red clapboard sign as people left with their steaming cups. If we were going to talk about a war, let alone a shifter war, I couldn’t imagine why we would be doing so in the middle of a packed coffee shop. I wouldn’t put it past Ciarán to be abducting us to another location, or to simply be playing some kind of convoluted joke on us. He’d already shown that he could appear and disappear at will, and for all I knew he was sitting in this truck with us. The thought had goosebumps creeping up my arms.

      “This is it.” Killian’s words were an irritated grumble. “He’s crazy.”

      “Well, if he’s not here, we can all at least get a cup of coffee.” Leave it to Ryder to look on the bright side. “Besides, we can almost consider it a date. We rarely get out of the house as a group like this for something that’s solely for fun. Why don’t we just make the most of it and treat our girl to a coffee and something sweet? As if she’s not sweet enough.” Ryder’s flirting had a relieved smile curving my lips. These past few days he’d been quieter than normal, more pensive. I knew he was stressed about the island, the kids, and the song. We all were, but it was more personal for him. I just wished he’d let me in and talk about what he was going through. Instead, he’d pulled into himself while we waited for this meeting. He sent me a wink, and while it didn’t have that same spark behind it, I appreciated the attempt to break the building tension.

      “It’s a good idea,” Hiro commented, from his perch in the backseat. Of course, he had been the one sweet enough to take the lone seat in the back. We filed from the car, with Theo acting the gentleman and grasping my elbow to prevent me from slipping as I exited and walked toward the busy building. It was warm inside with strong scents of coffee and sugar in the air. I perused the menu and pulled off my gloves and hat, stuffing them into the pockets of my new purple coat. In his stressed out state, Killian had disappeared one afternoon and come home with a new coat for me to replace the one that was ruined back when I’d been shot. The color and fit were perfect, and I’d loved it instantly, but I’d loved the sweet, protective nature of my grumpy Puca even more.

      “What can I get for you?” The pretty girl behind the counter fluttered her lashes at Killian, and though he appeared not to notice her, I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes at the barista.

      “Coffee,” he grumbled, running a hand through his red hair, causing it to stand up in little spikes.

      The girl chuckled, though I could see the corners of her mouth tighten as she waved a hand at the menu hanging behind her. “We’ve got several options. I can recommend my favorites to you if you’d like?”

      “How about I handle the coffee orders?” Hiro interjected, shoving Killian lightly away from the counter. “I know everyone’s favorites. Besides, you may want to save us extra seats.” He waved a hand toward the back of the coffee shop, drawing all of our attention. I would have sworn the back corner had been empty when we came in, yet there Ciarán sat, happily sipping on a coffee topped with mounds of whipped cream.

      Killian growled as he stalked toward his brother, but Theo’s hand shot out fast as a whip, his grip tight on Killian’s elbow. I was close enough to hear Theo’s quiet words as he warned, “We are in public, Kill. Watch your words, your actions, and your temper. Do not let your Puca get the upper hand. We do not need the Elders to find out and get involved.” His blue eyes were cold as they shot to me, then back to Killian, the warning clear. Kill nodded slowly, though he tightened his hands into fists as his steps shortened.

      “I’ll help Hiro with the coffees,” Ryder volunteered, pushing my back gently so I’d follow Killian and Theo. The guys knew that Kill responded better to me than anyone else when he was in a mood, and I stepped to his side and wound my arm through his, hooking us together. Damien hovered at my other side, his gaze darting as he assessed the area for threats.

      “Brother dearest!” Ciarán crowed as we drew near, throwing out his arm in a grand gesture, and nearly spilling his coffee all over himself in the process. “And you’ve brought the fluffle. Lovely.” He waggled his fingers at me in a cheeky wave. “Where’s the sweatshirt I got you, little sister? You look so adorable in it. Though you look lovely out of it as well.”

      Damien’s growl under his breath surprised me enough that I cast a glance his way. He wasn’t the one I’d expected to react to Ciarán’s taunts. I wondered if Ciar was playing another annoying song in his head and getting under Damien’s skin again. “Enough games. You told us to be here. We’re here.”

      “I hope you like the coffee,” Ciarán continued conversationally. “We’ll be meeting here regularly.”

      “Cut the crap.” Killian pulled a chair out for me, making sure I was settled, before he flopped into his own chair, crossing his arms over his chest as he glared at his brother. “Why are we meeting here? We can’t even talk. Is this just another little game for you? Because it’s not a game for us.”

      “We can talk freely here, unless you’re afraid you can’t keep your Puca under control.” Ciarán’s voice was surprisingly loud and I winced, glancing around to see if any of the humans who filled the coffee shop had noticed. My men were doing the same, a range of growls and hisses accompanying their glares.

      “Fool,” Damien snapped. “Do you want the Elders to come down on our heads?”

      “Don’t believe me?” Ciarán’s smile was crooked, and my stomach tightened. It was difficult to follow his vacillating moods, and that grin was far more wicked than I was used to seeing on his cheerful face. “Hey, Ryder!” he called out, loud enough to have me rearing back. “Get your unicorn butt over here, or do you plan on licking the sexy Kitsune right there?”

      I whirled, expecting Ryder to come charging at Ciarán, with his temper frayed by the blatant announcement of his attraction for Hiro, as well as the misrepresentation of his species. Instead, Ryder was laughing with Hiro, having dabbed a bit of the whipped cream onto his nose as they waited for the remainder of the drinks.

      “How?” Theo’s exclamation was also clearly a question, one he tossed over his shoulder at Ciarán, his eyes not leaving Hiro and Ryder.

      “We are safe to speak here, you simply need to watch your actions. They will notice if you hit me or transform, of course.” Ciarán sipped his coffee, his eyes locked on to his brother’s.

      “That’s not an answer.” Killian’s voice was a dark rumble, his hands tightening and loosening as he fought to keep a hold on his temper.

      “It’s a combination of a barrier and an illusion,” Ciarán explained. “A very neat little bit of magic, if you know where to sit.” He nodded his head toward the wall, and I studied it, looking for whatever had his attention. The tan walls of the shop seemed empty other than the generic artwork that hung in intervals, but upon closer inspection, I could see that the color of the wall near the ceiling changed ever so slightly. It looked almost like a watermark, something easily dismissed. “Ah, she sees it.” Ciarán’s chest puffed up and his smile brightened, nodding his head at me in approval. “Yes, little sister, the mark there indicates the start of the warded area.”

      “What exactly does the ward do? Obviously, Ryder and Hiro can’t hear you, but wouldn’t it be obvious to anyone else here, that they can’t hear people in this corner?” I asked, confused.

      “Smart, aren’t you?” Ciarán’s cheerful mask slipped for just a second as shrewd calculation slid over his face as he studied me. “The ward distracts anyone from paying prolonged attention to us or sending someone who could read lips. The illusions offer a constant flow of chatter, kitchen noises, things along that line. When you combine the two, it isn’t perfect, but it prevents anyone from being suspicious of us sitting in silence, despite clearly having a conversation.”

      “What about people who don’t mean to sit here?” Theo interjected, cocking his head as he thought it out. “If they try to reach out to friends or others sitting outside of the section?”

      Ciarán’s eyes sparkled as he took a sip of his drink. “This is the brilliance of the illusion. The wards only kick into effect if someone with shifter blood is within the ward. This coffee shop isn’t popular amongst shifters, so it’s usually not an issue. They generally aren’t strong enough to even feel the illusion, since it’s a passive spell and not actively keeping anyone out. A single, simple word is needed to activate the spell. It really is brilliant work.”

      “I got something for everyone, so we can warm up a little.” Hiro’s voice was cooler now that he was near Ciarán, and I turned to help him distribute the cups between us at his directions. Without missing a beat, Hiro glanced skyward and tilted his head as he caught sight of the glimmer that signaled the ward.

      Without commenting, he turned back to us.

      “Privacy ward. It works,” I told him, and he nodded once, taking my word for it.

      Hiro turned to the rest of the table. “Thank you for waiting for us. Shall we have a seat and begin?”

      “We weren’t exactly waiting,” Killian grumbled. “He’s just continuing to play with us.”

      “Quiet.” Damien’s voice was low and hard, the rumble of his Gargoyle present. “We’re all here now. We met your rules by meeting here. We played your game. No more slipping away. We need information.”

      Ciarán leaned forward, setting his cup down as we all settled into our chairs. For once, Ciar seemed more sober, but the glint in his eyes told me was enjoying himself immensely.  “I told you I’d welcome you into the revolution, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”
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      “You’re walking into something far bigger than what you know.” Ciarán had flipped the switch from playful to serious, pushing his coffee aside as he leaned forward. “There’s far more going on here than you have even begun to guess. It is not an easy thing to bring you into.”

      “Why?” Damien’s word was clipped, his eyes never leaving Ciarán as his coffee grew cold, completely disregarded. “And if it’s such a secret, and so hard to get into, how are you a part of it?”

      Ciarán sighed. “I have been authorized—”

      “Authorized?” Theo interjected, his head cocked. I could almost see his brain calculating Ciarán’s words as he said them, weighing them and cataloging them for later. “So you aren’t at the top of the chain.”

      “I’m part of the chain,” Ciarán clarified. “Our system is not run like the Elders’.” Ciarán’s lip curled back in disgust in an expression of contempt that he didn’t bother to hide. “There are leaders, they’re necessary in any running system, but we are not under their control. Not in the same way. We all seek a better world. I’ve been a part of this for years, far longer than you would believe if I told you.”

      “How long?” Killian’s words were quiet, his head down as he listened to Ciar. I had known they weren’t close, but from the slump of Killian’s shoulders, I believed he was disappointed at the realization of how little he actually knew his brother.

      Ciarán turned his gaze to his brother, his sharp eyes softening for a moment. “Since they took you from us. Since they tore a sobbing little boy from his family who loved him, leaving us to cry alone for you while they told us you were blessed and better off. Mom and Dad played along for your benefit. They thought it was better for you, but after… once you were gone… I saw the devastation your loss caused our family. I learned from a young age that people were too afraid to defy the Council. The sound of you crying for our mother over and over again in your sleep—and then you became silent as the tomb when your dreams no longer existed for me to walk in. It broke me.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes at the image Ciarán painted. “They blocked you from walking his dreams?” Taking a child from his brother was bad enough, but to block his communication with them entirely was nothing but cruel.

      “They took his dreams.” Ciarán’s words were a growl. “I heard him at first.” His eyes grew glossy as he looked back, and I could feel Damien stiffen beside me. I assumed some of Ciarán’s thoughts were seeping from him in his emotional distraction, allowing D a peek at the real man underneath the facade. “Memories of us at first, fear of being in a new country, all alone with no one there for him. They grew darker, full of blood. Then, they stopped altogether.”

      “You’re wrong.” Killian’s words were quiet, but hard. “I don’t dream anymore. Nothing but pieces. My Puca’s powers haven’t evolved the way they were expected to. It’s not the Council’s fault you can’t walk my dreams.”

      Ciarán shook his head. “That’s what they want you to believe. You’ve already seen how they lie. Open your eyes.” The words snapped out like a whip, causing Killian’s head to jerk up as he glared at his brother, his emerald eyes hot. “Don’t play the fool now. That’s generally my roll, never yours. Why would it be that all of your other powers have greatly increased, that your connection with your Puca is solid, and yet for some reason you don’t dream? Not even that you don’t dream prophetically, but that you don’t dream at all?” He stared at his brother, his hands clenched tight, his mask of the fool completely stripped away as fury and command rolled off of him in waves, his shoulders square and strong, his head held high as he challenged his brother. “You don’t wish to believe me, you’ll make yourself a fool, but it is your choice. Ask Theo, or Damien for that matter. Now is not the time to second guess yourself.”

      “So you stopped trying to connect with him?” I asked, trying to keep my own voice strong as I interrupted the two before they came to blows.

      Ciarán softened, turning his attention back to me, letting a little of the goofy side he had shown us in the beginning take over as he offered me a grin. I couldn’t believe how easily he could flip his personalities, or how completely he could do it. In an instant, he went from threatening and sincere to impish and candid. “Yes, little sister. I stopped trying, and I learned to be careful. They watched us, though they pretended not to. Testing us. I wasn’t going to let myself be taken. I learned to hide what I was.”

      “So that’s when you joined?”

      “Over time.” Ciarán nodded. “I was still very young. Walking dreams is nearly as useful as your Gargoyle’s mind reading. I see behind people’s walls. I became a good judge of character, knew where to walk. I slowly found the right people, asked the right questions.” He grimaced for a moment before adding, “Passed the right tests.”

      “Tests?” Hiro’s voice was sharp, his hand moving protectively to my shoulder.

      Ciarán arched a brow. “You really believe they will let everyone join them? That’s a good way for a rebellion to be quashed early on. They’re far too smart for that.”

      “This has been going on a long time, hasn’t it?” Damien voiced it as a question, but I could hear it for the statement it was. He was focusing hard on Ciarán, trying to ensure we received as much information as we could, and working to ensure we were told the truth.

      “A very long time,” Ciarán affirmed with a nod. “They are not willing to let it be derailed. I’ve felt your contempt for the Council, for the rules that they impose on us. You believe in justice.” He turned his eyes to me, offering a small smile. “You believe in doing what is right, in everyone having a say in how their lives are run. Add in your strength, your rarity,” he turned his eyes to Damien and arched a brow as he added, “as well as your intimate knowledge of the Council. It makes you ideal candidates for us.”

      “Only candidates,” Theo mused.

      “Yes. Only candidates. The rebellion is bigger than any one of us, even any group of us.” Ciarán reached for his coffee again, taking a sip despite the now melted whipped topping, and licking the mustache it left behind off of his upper lip. “However, it works to your advantage that they want you. All of you. They’ve been watching you for some time, and Nix’s appearance only solidified their standing. It’s rare to have such a powerful group of mythologicals, such as yourselves, all set against the council. If you make it past the tests, you’ll all be assets.”

      “So what happens if we don’t make it past candidates?” Damien was stiff beside me, unmoving under this flow of information. “I assume our knowledge can’t be maintained, it’s too big of a risk.”

      Ciarán chuckled, the sound oddly bright for such a serious conversation. “Smart Gargoyle, always one step ahead of me. Yes, you will only be given pieces of information at a time to ensure that you won’t betray us, even unconsciously. One of the reasons I am speaking to you instead of someone else is because I impressed upon the others that your minds are strong. That you would not offer anything in the way of leakage that may cause the Council to become suspicious. I still need to maintain a constant eye on you, but you’ll be fed information a little at a time as you prove your ability to keep it—and prove your worth, of course.”

      “And should we prove untrustworthy?” Theo’s voice was cold, the threat clear in his tone.

      Ciarán grinned widely, throwing up his hands. “My brother dearest, untrustworthy? And his dear, honored friends? It would never happen, of course.”

      “Cut the crap, Ciar,” Killian snapped. “We’re not putting Nix in danger. What are the actual risks?”

      Ciarán shook his head. “I wouldn’t risk your mate, Kill.” I blushed at his blunt statement and his obvious acceptance of our group, of what we were to each other. “I’m not telling you it won’t be dangerous for her. I’m just telling you I think you’re stronger than the risk. If you fail, we will probably wipe these memories from you. If you actively betray us to the Council, well, you would be at a far greater risk from them than you would be from us. Which I think you well know.”

      “Did you know?” Ryder’s voice was husky, hard as ice, cracking across the tension of the table. “About the island? About what they were doing there? About them taking Nix? Is that how you knew where she was, you let her get taken?” The darkness in Ryder’s words was chilling and more impactful than shouting would have been coming from the generally upbeat Ceraptor. The frigid, strained atmosphere that rose had me glancing around to see if the glacial threat was noticeable to anyone else, because even with the wards in place, it wouldn’t be hard for someone to notice the tension radiating from our little gathering.

      I pushed from my chair and wove behind Theo to grab Ryder’s hand, offering a reassuring squeeze. I knew the events of the island still tore at him, even more so now that he believed his sister was somehow involved. I stroked my thumb across the back of his hand, giving all the support I could in public. If his temper frayed much more, I’d either need to climb directly into his lap or encourage Hiro to haul him out of the restaurant to cool down before he drew any unnecessary attention to us.

      “We’ve known for some time that there were things going on.” Ciarán chose his words carefully, and he was watchful as he considered Ryder’s temper. “We did not know the extent of it, since it was far too dangerous to put anyone onto the island.”

      “Then why did you tell us about it?” Hiro’s voice was quiet, his eyes on Ryder, with concern clear in the turn of his lips and the way he rubbed his hands against his thighs. “Why lead us there if it was too dangerous for the rebellion?”

      “I believe in the rebellion.” Ciarán’s voice was soft, and so low that it was almost hard to catch his words. “I believe that there is a much better world out there for shifters and we have a right to take it for ourselves. I understand, logically, that there may be casualties in regard to the war we are creating.” He reached out a hand, clasped his brother on the shoulder, and squeezed softly. “I would not let your mate be one of those casualties, especially not when I thought we could justify your taking her back from the island with no effect on the rebellion. I will do what I can for my family—my role in the rebellion does not change that. The second I suspected Nix might have been taken to the island, I tried to confirm my theory and let you know. Nix is important to you, and thus she is important to me too.” Tears pricked at the back of my eyes as Killian slowly reached up to mimic Ciarán’s gesture.

      “Thank you.” Damien spoke up, his voice low surprising me. “We never really had the chance to say this, but thank you. Without you, we may not have found Nix, may not have gotten her out. Thank you.”

      Ciarán nodded, but before he had a chance to say anything more, Ryder’s tension grew. “What is the rebellion going to do about the island?” The muscles of his jaw worked as he clenched his teeth, biting off any further questions he wanted to lob at Ciar.

      “They’re still investigating. Our leaders have to weigh the risk in every decision and move they make.” The answer was vague and I felt Ryder nearly vibrating in his seat.

      “There are people on that island who need help. People’s loved ones! Who knows what shady shit is going down over there?” Ryder leaned forward, his stomach pressing into the edge of the table as he tried to get his point across. “We don’t even know exactly what they did to Nix.” I flinched, squeezing his hand tighter, this time unsure if the support was for him or me.

      “This is much bigger than any of us.” It seemed like Ciar wanted to say more, but instead he looked at each one of us in turn before he continued with a warning, “No decision is taken lightly. Just keep that in mind.” I knew his words were meant for both the conversation about the island and the initiation it seemed we’d need to pass.

      Pushing his coffee aside, he stood up to regard us. “You will find out more soon, I promise. You will receive another message from me, and we will set up the next step for you to begin. Just remember, blood is strong between all of us.” His eyes landed on Theo as he gave a nod. “Even those of us not directly connected by it, blood weighs heavily on everything.”

      Ciarán brushed a kiss across my cheek as he passed, causing a riot of growls and hisses from my men. “Sweet little sister, I’ll see you soon.” He gave a wave before striding toward the door and letting in a swirl of icy air as he left.

      “I think I’ll take that coffee now,” I murmured, my hands shaking slightly as I headed back to my chair.

      “It looks like we could all use it.” Hiro sent me a small smile. “Let’s warm up, and we can go home and try to figure all of this out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Ryder

        

      

    

    
      Sitting behind my desk, I ran a hand through my hair and pulled the purple strands between my fingers. Scattered paper surrounded me on all sides, and even more of it covered the floor by my wastebasket. The crumpled, wadded up balls of paper mocked me, and I let out a sound of frustration as I ripped yet another piece from my notebook and sent it to its death. The rustle of it sinking into the metal trash can was satisfying, but I hardly noticed. I went back to drawing, focusing hard on the task at hand.

      Rocks and my poor attempt at trees formed under my pencil, while I drew everything I could remember about what I’d seen on the island, but the image of blood on the ground and strands of black spinning from my hands like a poisoned web continued to intrude on my memories of the landscape. No matter which way I turned the page, I didn’t have enough information to be useful. Dozens of attempts, and different angles and views covered the pages sitting on the desktop, but the most prominent picture was one of Nix in her Phoenix form, surrounded by black, smoky tendrils. My fear over hurting her—or hurting one of my brothers—was enough to spike my heart rate as my fear rose. With so much going on in our lives, I hadn’t brought up the strange powers again, but they’d left a lasting effect in the form of nightmares that plagued me most evenings. The only time I got any relief was if I had Nix in my arms. Sometimes, I wished I could be selfish and ask her to stay with me every night, to chase the dreams away. I knew my sweet girl would absolutely do it, and I doubted my brothers would actually object, but I couldn’t be that selfish with her time.

      Dropping the pencil, I held my hands out in front of me with my palms facing the ceiling. I’d always been a healer. I’d never doubted that was my calling. Becoming a doctor was a lifelong dream of mine, and with my powers, it was a natural choice.  Between my classes at the university, all the volunteer hours at the hospital during the summer, and being able to help people, I’d never felt more myself until I’d met Nix and grown closer to Hiro. Everything in my life, barring the complications with the Council and the threats against Nix, had been perfect. But now, it felt like I was on the precipice of something big, and all I knew was that I didn’t want things to change unless it meant a more stable world for me and the family I’d formed.

      At the core of my being, I knew these new powers didn’t fit into that category.

      A soft knock sounded on my door and I scrambled to gather the evidence of what I’d been up to. I wasn’t ready to share my obsession over the island with everyone else, although it was one of the unspoken elephants in the room, this rebellion being the other one, until today. Now it was all any of us could talk about.

      When I was sure I had the surface area clean, I called out, “Come on in.”

      “Hi.” Nix peeked around the door, offering me an easy smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She seemed unsure whether she should bother me, and I hated that my closed off behavior had put that look on her face.

      “Hi.” I smiled and stood from my chair, walking to the door and opening it farther so she knew she was always welcome. “What do you have there?” I smiled at the plate of food and the tall glass of soda she balanced in her hands.

      “I brought you lunch. You disappeared when we got home and I know you didn’t eat much while we were out at the cafe.” Her chocolate eyes met mine as she looked up at me, and a sparkle of happiness finally shone from their depths when I leaned down and gave her a light, lingering kiss.

      “Thank you, mikró pouláki.” I took the plate from her while she carried the drink over to my desk and set it down.

      “What’s all this?” she asked, eyeing the mess littering the floor around the trash can.

      “Nothing,” I answered dismissively, hoping she would drop it. Instead, she arched an eyebrow at me and propped her free hand on her hip.

      “Listen, Ryder, I know you’ve had a lot going on lately… even more than the rest of us. I don’t blame you at all for needing some down time to yourself to process everything, but it’s been days. You’re not yourself…” Trailing off, she tilted her head, watching my reaction.

      I sighed and plopped down in the computer chair again, swiveling it from side to side as I tried to figure out how much to tell her.

      Truthfully, I felt like a jackass. Yes, I had an overload of shit going through my brain, but she’d been through more than any of us had. I didn’t know how she was holding up. I knew she didn’t always see it in herself, but she was so incredibly strong. Sometimes it was a quiet strength, the kind that grew from simply continuing to live life in the face of all the hardships. Sometimes, it was in the way she stood up for herself, or in the way she balanced my brothers and me so seamlessly. She just fit, and I thanked whatever greater power sent her our way every single day for the gift she was to all of us.

      Holding out my hand, I waited for her to take it, and then pulled her forward and down into my lap. She folded her frame into me, sitting sideways and bending her knees up, and resting her back on the arm I had around her. Twisting so we were facing each other, she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      I ran my knuckles over the exposed golden skin of her lower back where her shirt had risen. “I’m sorry, Nix. For so many things. The first being that I’ve been quiet and reserved lately. I just… I needed time to process everything.”

      “That’s understandable.” The sweet sound of her voice soothed me but I shook my head, not accepting her easy forgiveness.

      “I know, but in retrospect, it’s not what I should have done. I just haven’t wanted to burden everyone with my spiraling thoughts when we had so much going on. I’m used to sharing shit with the guys whenever I’m ready, and usually they don’t press, but things are different now. We have you and that changes things. Everything's better with you. You bind us together. You’re like the glue that makes us all stronger and better than we were before. I shouldn’t have closed off. I should have brought you in and shared with you what was bothering me…” I rested my free hand on her leg and rubbed my thumb over the dark denim of her jeans.

      “I do the same thing. Most of us seem to, it’s normal and not something to be sorry for, really. It’s just that we’ve all seen what closing off can do to us as a group, what hiding things can do. We all have to learn to open up, but it won’t be an immediate thing and we’ll need time occasionally.” She shrugged, letting me off the hook. “We always have so much shit going on at the same time that I tend to prioritize and keep the rest to myself. I’m not saying it’s always the right call, but I am saying that I understand the coping mechanism. I wish you’d talk to me, though. I know you’re worried about your sister.”

      “Getting right to the point.” The smile I tried to give was weak and broken, and she reached up to gently stroke a finger down my cheek

      “With how serious things are getting, I figure we shouldn’t waste time beating around the bush. Everything we learned this morning comes with very real consequences.” Her tone dropped to a hushed murmur as she spoke, almost as if she was worried the wrong ears would hear her words.

      I simply nodded. “The Council is dangerous enough already. Getting caught… it would seal anyone’s fate,” I whispered to her. She brought her hand around my neck, and cupped my cheek as she leaned forward and rested her forehead on mine.

      “I don’t want anyone to get hurt. You all mean so much to me…” Emotion filled her words and pulled at my heart. I was in so deep for this girl, and I wanted nothing more than to tell her that. I needed time with her, just the two of us, and soon. However, I kept quiet, sensing she wasn’t done with her statement yet. “But… I also think it’s a risk worth taking. I won’t decide for any of you, though. This decision is one we need to make as a group.”

      “A family,” I agreed.

      “But enough about that and back to what we were talking about. Really, what is all this?” Nix pulled away enough to eye the mess on the floor and the stacks of paper I’d thrown hastily together earlier.

      With a deep breath, I dove in. “They are drawings,” her eyebrows rose, “of what I recall from the island.” Sympathy radiated from her gaze at my words.

      “You’re trying to remember it all.”

      “Yeah. I hoped it would help us when we finally decide what to do. I know Theo is working on tracking who owns the island, and I get that he wants to be sure of his findings, but I know the Council is behind everything going on there. I just don’t know if it’s one, a few, or all of them. That song, Nix, it’s haunting every waking moment.” Her fingers played with the short hair at the back of my neck, and it helped ease some of the tension I’d been holding there. “I never had answers about my sister. I always thought she was dead.” I nearly choked on the last word. “But the song would have died with her. The fact that I heard it that night, my mind is running wild with various theories. You were on that island for a day and fuck only knows what happened to you.” My voice strained just thinking of the unknowns we still had no answers to. I felt Nix tremble in my arms but she remained silent, letting me vent my frustrations and fears. “It’s been years since I’ve seen my sister. If she’s alive… if they’ve had her this whole time—” I couldn't continue past the giant knot in my throat, and I swallowed hard, willing myself not to fall apart in front of Nix. I’d kept it together this far, letting my anger sustain me, but actually giving a voice to the desolate feelings swirling through me these last few days made it all seem more real. It gave the thoughts more life and fuel, and suddenly I had to move.

      I gently pushed on Nix and she crawled off my lap, then I jumped up, pacing the few steps across my room, back and forth. I couldn’t stand still, and my hands dove into my hair again, tugging at the strands as I attempted to center myself.

      “I don’t have all the answers. I wish I did, but you’re not alone. I’m here. So are Hiro, Damien, Theo, and Killian. We’re not going to let this drop and we will figure out what’s going on with the island… and with your sister.” She walked up behind me and wrapped her arms around my middle, making me pause in my stride. Her cheek pressed into the space between my shoulder blades and she held me tightly. I covered her hands with mine. The heat of her body warmed my back and I felt her magic surround me, twining and sparking with my own. The effect sent a shiver sliding down my spine.

      “I know this whole thing is so fucked up, but we’re truly at a crossroads. We can’t just leave and bail on Theo and Damien’s family, let alone the friends we have here, and we can’t storm the island—at least not yet. We don’t have any idea what we’d be walking into or how dangerous it is. I know you want to make a move, to find a way to get more answers, but everything is interconnected. We’re still trying to figure out whom we can trust and turn to for help and whom we can’t. I know asking you to wait is nearly an impossible request, but we’re all working to find a solution. At least we have a little more info now that we’ve meet with Ciar. Just… just have faith,” she whispered.

      Confidence radiated from her, and I latched on to it. She was being so fucking strong for me, and I was enough of a man to take the support she freely gave. We were more than physical attraction and flirtation. We were there for each other in the hardest moments, and she had my back as much as I had hers. Each one of us was a pillar on our own, but when you put Nix, my brothers, and me together, we were a fucking fortress.

      Turning in her arms, I cupped her face. “I do.” My lips crashed down on hers in the next breath. Her soft mouth glided against mine roughly, her sweetness bolstering me and pulling me from the darkness roiling inside. Breathing her in, I backed her against the wall, sucking on her bottom lip before diving back in. The kiss deepened, becoming a battle of clashing teeth, and dueling tongues. I needed her like I needed air. I was desperate for her to know how much I cared for her. I wouldn’t push her, but my Ceraptor and I wanted her in every way—in my bed, as my mate… someday as my wife. Every moment I spent with her only made me fall harder and deeper for her, and I poured all of that into this moment, hoping my actions would convey what I hadn’t said yet.

      Her hands slid over my abs, chest, and shoulders, landing in my hair as she grabbed hold and dragged me closer. I followed easily, groaning low when she arched her back and pressed her body to mine, molding against me. I knew she could feel the need I felt for her growing hard against her stomach, and I ground my cock into her, drinking in every breathy little moan she gave me in return.

      By the time our kisses slowed, all I could think about was throwing her onto my bed and exploring her body, but I wanted to do things properly. I wanted to take her out and romance her.

      “Go on a date with me.” Her chest rose and fell as she panted for breath, and those beautiful eyes flicked up to my face. Surprise shone from their depths, but warmth quickly followed and was mimicked by a slight blush of color tingeing her cheeks. I loved the openness and eagerness in her expression. “Please,” I added, with a sly smile tipping my lips.

      “Are you sure… with the timing and all?” She bit her lip and studied me.

      “I think we’ve let these people take enough from us already. I want to spend as much time with you as possible. I have a feeling life isn’t going to slow down anytime soon, so we should grab our time where and when we can.”

      “Then, yes.” That three letter word had never made me so happy. Swooping down again, I captured her mouth with mine. My Ceraptor neighed loudly in my head, prancing proudly. We were going to take our woman out, and for the moment, we were filled with peace and contentment. I didn’t want it to end. The storm that had been raging inside of me for days had been wearing me out. I was physically and mentally exhausted from going around in circles about everything. I knew it was a temporary reprieve, but I’d take what I could get while it lasted.

      Hopefully, this break would give me a clearer head.

      Pulling away from me, Nix bent down and picked up one of my discarded drawings. Smoothing it out, she ran her fingers over the untalented markings that marred the white page.

      “You know, Killian might be able to help you with this. Damien too, since he was there. Kill helped me draw out the shards of memories I remembered after the island.” Breaking away from my gaze, she looked toward the ground and her hair cascaded off of her shoulder, acting like a curtain between us.

      I reached out and tucked it behind her ear, then tapped her chin with a finger, bringing her focus back to my face. “Did it help?”

      Blowing out a breath, she nodded. “Yeah. I don’t have all the answers, but it was good to get all the pieces I could remember out of my head. Everything is still hazy and choppy, but I feel better for having purged it onto paper—or letting Killian do it for me. Talk to him, alright?”

      “I will. Maybe it will help me feel more settled.” Taking Nix’s hand, I pulled her toward my bed and she followed me, settling in at my side when I laid down. Having her pressed against me, curled up and comfortable, was like heaven. The ache inside of me hadn’t diminished in the slightest, and I shifted slightly on the bed to ease the strain of my jeans.

      “You haven’t been sleeping, have you?” Her finger traced the dark circles under my eyes, a soothing gesture that I couldn’t resist turning my head into.

      “Like I said, that lullaby and the little girl who was humming it have been infiltrating my dreams. I just can’t get her out my head.” I wished I had Killian’s talent with drawing. Maybe if I could get her face exactly right, rather than the shifting image in my mind where it merged with my sister, it would stop haunting me every time I closed my eyes.

      “I didn’t even see them and they haunt mine,” Nix murmured against my chest. “The idea of the Council stealing children is sickening.” Tension made her body taut. “I have no idea what they do on that island, Ryder, but every time I think about it my skin crawls.” Nix grew quiet, and although I knew she wanted to say more, I had a feeling she stopped herself, realizing how I funneled everything she told me back into my worry about both her and my sister. Leaning down, I kissed the crown of her head.

      “We need the rebellion.” Steel coated her words and I felt her tension as her body grew more rigid in my arms. “It’s the only way we can get the numbers to change things. To take on the island. To take on the—”

      “I know.” I placed a finger over her lips, lightly running it over the soft flesh as I cut her off. Something that Ciarán had said had stuck with me.

      Rule number four. Stay alert—assume someone is watching. Someone is always watching and listening. You need to make sure it’s you.

      We’d already said far too much within these walls with only our basic wards in place. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier.

      Mentally, I reached out for Damien. We need more protection around the house. I pushed for him to share my thoughts with the group. Both to keep our conversations and our actions more private, and also to up our security.

      I agree, Theo chimed in, and I was happy Damien was projecting the conversation to everyone.

      I’ll reach out to Ciar, Damien and Killian said in unison, and Nix and I both chuckled.

      They have to have some serious security measures in place and that would be a good place to start, Damien added.

      How soon can you make this happen? The comment came from Theo. As the leader of the group, our safety was his first priority, always. We’ve probably taken too many risks already, and I’d like to rectify it as soon as possible.

      I’ll reach out today. Kill’s mental voice was weary, and I knew today had been hard on him. However, he was probably the best person to reach out to his brother. As he, Damien, and Theo continued their conversation, working out the details, I threw my mental wall back into place to tune them out.

      “Good idea.” Nix beamed up at me.

      “I’m glad you think so.” The cheeky smile I gave her was full of flirtation. Being with her was making me feel more and more like myself again. She was a breath of fresh air in the stale bitterness I’d been feeling over the last few days. “I’m full of good ideas.”

      “Oh yeah?” She took my bait. “What else you got?”

      Instead of answering, I slid down in the bed so I was more in line with her body, and leaned in to place a sweet, lingering kiss on her lips.

      “That.”

      “Pure genius,” she breathed into the scant few inches between us. The way she bit her lip while she was absorbed with staring at my mouth made my cock strain harder against the zipper of my jeans.

      “I thought so too.” Without another word, we tangled ourselves together. Her lips were a balm to my soul, and when I swept my tongue against the seam of her mouth, she opened for me, letting me in and giving me the solace I desperately needed in return.
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      I pushed my glasses farther up my nose as I scribbled my findings into my notebook. I’d have to take the time to type everything up neatly this evening, but right now my computer was running an intricate search as I looked into the offshore accounts that were associated with the island.

      The need for answers was driving me, and I glanced at the running sequence again, triple checking my work before returning to my handmade notes. A second later my computer dinged, a notification that I had an email, and I turned my attention to the screen, navigating to my inbox. The sight of Councilman Ishida's name had me gritting my teeth as I quickly read over his message. I had a dozen more like it from the other Councilmen as well—each one looking for information on when the database they'd requested would be completed. Truthfully, I was close to being finishing, but I continued to stretch out the work, unwilling to give the Council a tool that could be that powerful—especially after recent events.

      Reaching for my cuppa, I sipped from the kraken mug sitting on my desk, grimacing at the unpleasantness of swallowing down cold coffee.

      “Please tell me that’s not the same cup from this morning?” Damien entered the room like an avenging, coffee wielding angel.

      “Sadly, it is.” I pushed the old mug away from me, spun my chair toward the door, and held out my hand. “I hope that’s for me.” The look I sent Damien was pleadingly optimistic.

      Damien rolled his eyes and held out a new, steaming mug. “I’d like to point out that none of you would survive without me.” The scent of strong coffee wafted toward me and I took a drink, sighing in happiness as the flavors hit my tongue.

      “You’re probably right. We’d all starve.”

      “Damn right. Or you’d have to live off of campus food.” The way he wrinkled his nose at the thought was amusing. I was sure that the cafes and cafeterias on campus weren’t half bad, but we rarely ever ate there. There was no denying that Damien’s skills in the kitchen far outweighed anything we could get elsewhere, anyway. We ate like kings, and you’d never find me complaining. Changing the subject, Damien nodded toward my copious notes and vials of Nix’s blood sitting on my desk. “How’s the research going?” he asked, interest alight in his gaze.

      “I’m just at the beginning of my research, but so far my hypothesis has been correct. Preliminary tests with Nix’s blood do show a mild reaction, but it was honestly easy to miss. All my research so far had concluded that phoenix blood does contain powers, just as we thought. Skin to skin contact with her blood didn’t cause a reaction until I began to channel my powers. Even then, the only side effects I could sort out were extra energy and strength. They were there, but they were not drastic.” I tapped my pen on the notebook before me.

      “It makes sense. We’ve been in contact with her blood before and none of us noticed a change,” Damien mused, moving closer to glance over my shoulder at my nearly indiscernible notes. I had what I liked to call ‘doctor’s writing’ when I was in the zone. I was one of the only people who could decipher what it said to transcribe it into legible, typed notes later on.

      “Ingesting it, on the other hand, made a difference.” I didn’t look up at Damien. I could all but feel him stiffen behind me.

      “You drank her blood?” Surprisingly, his voice didn’t sound as disgusted as I’d expected.

      “For scientific purposes, yes. You make me sound like a vampire.” A hint of mirth slipped into my tone, and I peered up at the Gargoyle who only blinked at me in response.

      He took a deep breath through his nose and I noted that his eyes were slightly dilated.

      Interesting. I wondered if the thought of tasting Nix’s blood appealed to his alter somehow. I filed the thought away for later inspection. Snapping out of whatever trance he’d been in, he shook his head and cleared his throat. “Alright, then. Going to share your findings?”

      “The effects were more noticeable. Even in my human form, I could feel the extra dose of magic her blood provided.”

      “Feel it?” Damien echoed, shaking his head slightly as though trying to process it.

      I chuckled, taking another gulp of the caffeine I desperately craved. “Think of it like a giant caffeine buzz. It’s like it escalated and enhanced the powers I'd already been naturally gifted with. The urge to use my powers and the need to shift were stronger as well.” I tapped my hand on the arm of my computer chair, watching Damien process the information.

      “But no new powers like what Ryder experienced on the island…” Damien pursed his lips as he spoke, phrasing his words like a statement rather than a question.

      “Correct.”

      “What’s next?” he inquired, walking to the wall that my computer sat on, and leaning against it as he tucked his hands into his pockets. “We need to keep going.”

      I scoffed. “As if I’d stop my research there. I need more time and testing before I can come to any final conclusions.”

      He nodded once, sharply. “Good.”

      “This is where it gets more difficult.” I scrubbed a hand across the back of my neck, leaning back in my chair and swiveling it until I faced Damien fully. “I don’t think I can continue the testing on my own. I hate to ask for help, but I admit that I may not be the best test subject within our group.” Without speaking further, I opened my mind to D, pushing my thoughts and memories his way. I let him feel the itch to shift and the bulk that had pressed under my skin from my Kraken after my last test with Nix’s blood. While I could manage the amount of strength the blood had enhanced, I wasn’t about to chance shifting into my Kraken form on dry land. I worried that taking my testing to the next level was too much of a risk. Not only was it dangerous for me and my alter, but I wouldn’t allow anything to draw attention to us or bring the Council down on our heads. Especially after our meeting with Ciarán yesterday and the rebellion hanging in the air.

      A giant Kraken in the middle of Anchorage in some college student’s backyard was bound to be noticed if my testing went awry, no matter how strong the wards around our property were.

      Damien nodded, all business, which I appreciated. He knew how I felt about the weaknesses my Kraken presented. At that thought, my alter roared a protest in my head. He hated being thought of as weak, and I soothed him. It wasn’t that he himself was weak, but that having such a large alternate form created… challenges. Unless we were in open water far enough away from civilization, I couldn’t let him out.

      “Who do you have in mind?” Damien brought my focus back to the topic at hand.

      “You or Hiro are probably our best options,” I speculated. “Killian’s Puca can be unpredictable, even without the power boost, and after Ryder’s experience on the island with his magic, I’m counting him out for now as well. Taking myself out of the picture, that just leaves you two. You both have good control over your alters and neither of you are particularly large when shifted. We can easily hide your alters indoors if it becomes necessary.”

      “I’m completely open to helping, but it’s only fair that we include Hiro in the conversation as well. He’s pulling his R.A. shift at the dorms today, but he should be home this evening.”

      “Good. Maybe you can open a conversation between the three of us when he gets back.” With a plan in place, we chatted a little longer until we heard the front door open and close downstairs.

      “Honeys, I’m home!” Nix’s sweet, melodic voice carried up the stairs, followed by her snicker of laughter. Just having her nearby made my heart lighter, and I willingly tossed my pen aside, stretched, grabbed the bag I needed, and followed Damien out into the hall.

      What’s that? Damien pressed into my mind, eyeing my bag with a backward glance as he descended the stairs.

      My medical bag. Now that Nix is home, I need a few more samples for our extended testing. Besides, I'll have to start the testing over on whichever of you decides to help me if I want to be accurate in my case study. I informed him with an edge of excitement, while I jogged downstairs behind him.

      Damien’s chuckle echoed in my mind. At least give the girl a chance to get through the front door first and settle in. She’s probably hungry.

      I shot Damien a sheepish look as we reached the first floor, and walked with him toward the kitchen where a perfect view of Nix’s ass greeted us.

      Damn, she’s beautiful. Damien grinned at the sight.

      I didn’t disagree. She was.

      Bent over at the waist, Nix rummaged through the fridge before straightening. Humming to herself, she spun around and jumped at the sight of us.

      “Shit!” Clutching the sandwich fixings she held in her hands to her chest, she playfully scolded, “You scared me!”

      “Sorry, sweetheart.” Damien sauntered into the kitchen and leaned forward to give her a kiss, sneakily stealing the supplies from her hands as he distracted her. “I got this, go sit down,” he murmured as he pulled back.

      “I’m capable of making a sandwich.” Nix arched an eyebrow and propped her hands on her hips. “In fact, I’m capable of cooking complete, delicious meals.”

      “I know.” Damien didn’t turn around as he got to work making us all lunch.

      “Men.” Nix threw her hands up in the air, capitulating, and exited the kitchen, but I didn’t miss the smile playing over her beautiful lips.

      After all of the stress of the last few days, it was nice to witness this little slice of normalcy.

      Walking over to me, she wrapped her arms around my waist, and I hugged her against my body. “Did James escort you today?” I felt guilty for forgetting whose scheduled day it was to accompany Nix around campus, but I assumed since none of my brothers had walked through the door with her that our friend James had been her bodyguard.

      “He did,” she answered with a sigh.

      I pulled back just enough to see her face and read her expression. “What’s wrong?” I knew that look on her face. Something was bothering her, but just as quickly as it had appeared it vanished, as she pasted on a smile that I could easily see through.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head and drew closer again, leaning her head on my chest. “I’ve just got a lot of classwork.” I could understand that. It was unfortunate that so much had been going on lately. We’d all missed numerous days of classes and our coursework was piling up faster than we could get through it. Each of us had been lost in our own heads about the Gala, the rebellion, and island, and with the studying we needed to accomplish, it felt like all we did was work and stress.

      “Come here.” I disengaged from Nix and took her hand, leading her over to a chair at the dining room table while Damien clattered around the kitchen, whipping up elaborate sandwiches. “I know everything has been difficult lately. None of us have gotten to spend much time together and our responsibilities are adding up.” I got Nix settled where I wanted her and slipped behind her chair. “I can feel your tension.” I worked my thumbs into the tightness of her shoulders, rubbing circles into her taut muscles.

      She moaned gratefully, and the sound slid straight through my body and down my spine. If I’d realized a simple massage would have produced such a response, I would have done this a long time ago. “Holy shit, that feels so good.” She dropped her head forward, relaxing into my touch as I continued to knead her shoulders, back, and neck. “I’ve missed this,” she murmured, just for my ears.

      “Missed what?” I added more pressure and smiled when she groaned.

      “Your hands on my body.” Her soft, lilting voice was barely audible, but I heard it nonetheless.

      “I miss it too.” I leaned forward, letting my mouth graze her ear as I whispered, “I miss my mouth on your body as well.”

      Nix drew a breathy inhale into her lungs and I saw a rosy hue stain her cheeks. A hint of her arousal made its way into the air around us, and I breathed it in deeply. My Kraken roared in my head, reacting to the heady scent of our mate. He missed her and wanted more time with her, and I mirrored his desires.

      The appearance of white plates filled with food clanking against the table shattered the intimate moment. Before pulling away, I let my nose skim against the outside of Nix’s ear. “Soon.” The word was huskier than I had meant it to be, but my Kraken was close to the surface, deepening my voice.

      Nix must have picked up on my tone, because she angled her head toward mine and reached behind her to cup the side of my face with the softness of her palm. “My Phoenix misses him too.”

      Pressing myself against the back of the chair, I angled myself toward Nix and let my mouth graze over her lips, sealing an unspoken promise that we’d find the time to spend together as soon as we could.

      It occurred to me as I pulled away that it was a promise we’d all need to make to each other. Time to spend with Nix and as a family was becoming a precious commodity, and if we didn’t carve out the time we needed, life could easily run away with us and weaken the strength we had together. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      “You two sure are cozy over here.” Damien smiled at us, and I looked at him from behind the rim of my glasses, searching his face for any sign of jealousy. When none turned up, I smiled in relief and navigated to the place setting he’d set out for me, taking my seat.

      Nix’s cheeks just blushed more as she dared a glance at Damien and then me, as if she was looking for the same signs of jealousy I’d just inspected D for.

      “You all make it hard on a girl,” she lamented in exasperation, and reached for a chip, popping it into her mouth with a crunch.

      “Why’s that?” Damien’s eyes sparkled as he joined us at the table, setting a pitcher of lemonade in the center.

      “It’s hard not to be affectionate with you.” She stared at her plate.

      Damien angled toward her and lightly gripped her chin, forcing her eyes to meet his. “That’s a good thing, sweetheart. You should want to be physically affectionate with your mates. I’d be worried if you didn’t want to be close to us.”

      “I’m just always worried the other shoe is going to drop and I’m going to make someone upset,” Nix stated honestly, her voice wavering as she finished the words.

      “It may be challenging at times for us, Nix. I can’t say that we will never encounter any problems, but we’re a family. A unit. We work together.” I reached over and took Nix’s hand in mine, offering it a light, reassuring squeeze. “If any issues arise, we’ll deal with them. However, I think we’ve all been doing a pretty great job at sharing and I’ve yet to see any problems occur. You don’t need to worry. Have faith in us as your mates and follow your heart. I’ve learned it very rarely leads you astray.”

      The soft smile that curved her lips made my heart swell, and I realized just how gone I was for this girl. My mate. My Kraken roared his agreement in my head. The urge to mate with her washed over me, and I ran a hand down my thigh as I shifted in my seat, trying to tame the growing hardness in my jeans. I’d been trying to keep myself controlled from the moment I touched her, but my mate didn’t make that an easy task.

      Our conversation moved on to easier topics while we ate, until Nix’s eyes landed on my medical bag stashed below the table near my seat.

      “What’s your medical bag doing down here?” She looked to me as she finished off her sandwich.

      I felt heat crawl up my neck at having to ask her for more blood, but I forged forward anyway. “I need more samples, if that’s alright.”

      Nix bit her lower lip and eyed the bag but nodded. I knew she wasn’t a huge fan of needles, but she’d been a good sport every time I’d needed to draw her blood.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this Nix? Just say the word and we’ll drop it,” Damien told her, double-checking, and I felt his mind prodding against mine. My best guess was that he’d done the same with Nix, trying to gauge all of our true thoughts and feelings on the topic.

      “D is right. I know doing all these experiments with your blood might seem invasive, and the last thing I want to do was is make you feel uncomfortable.” I shifted nervously in my chair, tapping my fingers in a steady rhythm against my thigh.

      Nix’s steady gaze landed on me and she shook her head. “No. It’s important to see what your research shows. Michael wanted me for my blood. I know your theory behind Ryder’s new power. We need to do this.” She rolled up her sleeve and laid her arm on the table.

      “That’s my strong girl.” The look Damien sent Nix was full of fire and radiating proudness. I felt the same way.

      “I just need a little from your human side,” I got my supplies together, but flicked my gaze to Nix as I delivered the rest of what I’d need. “Then I’m hoping to gather some blood from your Phoenix.”

      Nix looked up and took a deep breath, but then nodded her agreement.

      I quickly filled two small vials and then disengaged the needle, pressing gauze to the small wound on Nix’s inner elbow.

      I took my time labeling everything properly and storing the blood before standing.

      The wind whipped against the glass as I joined Nix and Damien at the back door.

      “Fuck, it’s cold.” Nix winced as she peered out the glass and into the yard beyond. “I love the snow, but I’m still getting used to the drastic temperature change.”

      Damien snickered. “You can’t really have one without the other, babe.” His hand landed on the handle of the door, ready to pry it open, when Nix covered it with hers.

      “What are you doing?” She looked pointedly toward his jacket, which hung just a few feet away.

      “Going outside?” He looked at her quizzically.

      “Without your jacket?” She arched a brow at Damien.

      “Nix, we’re making you go outside, strip, and shift for us.” Damien’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t feel the cold all that much thanks to my Gargoyle’s skin. I think I can survive the small chill I’ll feel in solidarity.”

      “That’s just dumb.” Nix rolled her eyes and then arched a brow, propping her hands on her luscious hips, waiting for Damien to comply with her wishes.

      With a grumble, Damien donned the jacket, zipped it up, and gestured his hands toward his attire. “Happy now, mate?” Nix blushed a deep, satisfying color at the claiming word.

      She let her gaze drop down his body in sheer appreciation before her eyes returned to his face. “Very.”

      “Your turn.” He smirked back at her, tucking his hands into the pockets of his coat.

      “I don’t think phoenix wear jackets when they fly. Besides, I happen to have a little trick, remember?” She held up her hand and let her power surge forth, making flames erupt from the ends of her fingertips. Just as quickly, she shook her hand and they disappeared. “I'm hot… I mean… you know… fire?” The smirk that curved her lips was full of confidence. Nix bounced on her toes, clearly enjoying her logic, and claiming a win against Damien.

      “What about Theo?” The grin slipped from D’s face as he tried to find a foothold and one up Nix.

      “Hello… Kraken?” Nix smiled sweetly. “I’m convinced that big lug doesn’t feel the cold at all.”

      I grinned at her, teeth and all, and shook my head, amused from their banter.

      Damien chuckled, and then let out a weary sigh as he slid the back door open, leading the way into the backyard. “So that’s the way you’re going to play it.”

      “I do it because I care.” Nix stepped up to his side, went to her tiptoes, and kissed the Gargoyle on the cheek.

      The way Damien gazed down at her told me he wasn’t all that upset about having been singled out as the bearer of Nix’s care and affection.

      Slipping past me, Nix brushed her fingers along the back of my hand, making my heart happy.

      The chill in the air was bitter against my exposed skin. Even though I was impervious to the cold temperatures, thanks to my alter, I could tell how chilly it was outside and my gaze followed Nix, unable to help my worry. Instead, I found her smirking just before I felt the tingle of her power.

      “See? Nice and toasty?” She threw her arms out and spun in a circle, enjoying the light coating of snow that covered the ground, melting under her feet.

      Watching her in that carefree moment was like watching joy. I wanted to capture it and keep it for the days ahead. Days I knew were going to grow more serious and more difficult.

      I shook off the descending gloom the moment Nix started slipping out of her clothing. First her shirt, shoes, and socks disappeared, and then she was shimmying the thick leggings off her legs in a mesmerizing dance that I couldn’t tear my attention away from. The confident way she stripped was sexy as hell. When she stood against the wooded landscape in nothing but her underwear, I swallowed—hard.

      She reached back to unhook her bra, but before letting it drop from her arms, she looked up and glanced between Damien and me. I felt her hesitation the same time Damien did. Although we’d both already seen her naked, I could understand her feelings of being on display and the shyness that suddenly overtook her. Clearing his throat, Damien turned and gave Nix her privacy. I drank her in one more time and then averted my eyes.

      “I’m s-sorry,” she stuttered, and I heard a note of insecurity creep into her tone.

      “You have nothing to be worried about,” Damien assured her, pouring sincerity into his voice. “We take all of this as fast or as slow as you want.”

      “We’re all still growing in our relationships, Nix. Familiarity… intimate familiarity… doesn’t need to be something we rush. It will build in time. Let it happen naturally. We take our cues from you and what you’re comfortable with. None of us will ever do anything to make you feel uncomfortable,” I promised.

      “And what’s right one day may not be what feels right the next. Just because we’ve had sex doesn’t mean you don’t have a right to your own body anymore. That’s so far from the way we were all raised. You control the pace and the yes’s and no’s, sweetheart,” Damien added, and I nodded my wholehearted agreement.

      “I… I don’t know what I did to get so lucky.” I could hear tears in her voice, and I wanted nothing more than to turn around and take her into my arms to comfort her. Instead, I remained the gentleman I was and kept my eyes off her stunning figure.

      Without another word, I felt the tingling wash of her energy run through me as she let the shift overtake her.

      Sparkling lights danced off the snow in a fiery display as her Phoenix emerged, appearing where Nix once stood. I glanced up, taking in the glory of her alter. Deep red, orange, and yellow feathers covered the wings that Nix’s Phoenix spread wide. A slight breeze worked over me when she flapped as she stretched, and then ruffled her feathers. I smiled when she settled and folded them away, cocking her head at Damien and me. She had a sharp beak, dark eyes, and a long tail that held every color of fire. She was beautiful, and I told her as much.

      “As much as I wish we could play, I’m going to just get this done so that it’s over.” I pulled a pair of latex gloves on and nodded to Damien who moved closer to assist me.

      He ran a hand over the soft, sleek feathers in awe. It was rare that we got time with Nix’s alter this way—with her shifted and us in human form—and it was an experience I wanted to make more time for in the future.

      “Can you hold her for me, Damien? Just lightly,” I requested, and he agreed. We both stooped to her to level, and I ran my hand down her neck before gently lifting up one of her wings. Nix’s Phoenix squawked at me and I could practically feel her raising her brow. Chuckling, I answered her unspoken question. “I need to access the brachial vein on the underside of your wing.” I traced a finger over it, and then motioned for Damien to hold the wing for me. “It’s the easiest place to draw blood from in birds. Not only is it a thick vein, but it’s in a lightly feathered area.”

      Nix chirped and relaxed into the hold.

      I took a deep breath and inserted the needle, happy when my research paid off. I’d never drawn blood from a bird before, and it’d required a proper amount of research before I felt comfortable enough to attempt it on my mate. Luckily, it turned out to be a rather easy task.

      Two vials were filled before I pulled the needle out. I was hesitant to take more from her at the moment. Her alter wasn’t large, especially in comparison to the rest of us, and I wasn’t sure what the side effects would be if I took too much, though the volume difference made for interesting math.

      “Are you alright?” Damien stroked Nix gently as he released her wing, setting it back into place with care. While she wasn’t a tiny bird—about the size of a peacock—she still felt small to our human halves.

      In a flash of sparks and tingling magic, Nix transformed back to herself. Damien shucked off his coat and covered her nakedness with it. Wrapping it around herself, Nix stood on shaky legs.

      Alarm shot through my chest. “Are you okay?”

      She offered me a wobbly smile. “Yeah, it didn’t even hurt. I’m just feeling a little lightheaded, is all.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.” I stepped toward her, leaving my bag and supplies forgotten in the snow.

      “Theo, don’t look so worried. I’m just a little woozy.”

      “Maybe I took too much,” I mused, running a hand through my messy blond hair. Guilt ate at me for making her feel less than her best, and I quickly ran through my mathematical equations looking for any errors.

      “Theo.” Nix clung to the sides of the coat, keeping her nakedness modestly tucked away. “Stop fretting. You’re going to make me mad. I’m fine. This is important, and I’m a big girl. I can handle a little lightheadedness. It’s certainly not the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.” She raised her brows, giving me a hard look until I relented. My shoulders sagged and I nodded.

      “If you’re sure,” I hedged.

      “I am.” Then she grinned. “Besides, I know where Ryder keeps all the best sweets. I’m sure after a glass of water and something sugary, I’ll be back to one hundred percent.”

      Proving her point, she straightened, shrugged off Damien’s help, and sauntered her sexy body back up to the porch and inside. The jacket barely covered her ass and I watched, riveted, until she was out of sight.

      I just hoped that putting Nix through so many blood draws and making her feel like a test subject would pay off in the long run. We all needed these next tests to provide the answers we required.

      I had a gut feeling they would.
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      I slammed my books onto my desk, fed up with the teetering tower that was precariously balanced there. It all seemed so pointless. Theo had insisted we go about our usual routines, to try and keep the eyes of the Council away from us, but what was usual? It was only the beginning of November, not even an entire semester had passed, and every week was more eventful than the last. I had already died multiple times, and missed more class than I would have thought possible now that I was away from Michael. It didn’t help that I had absolutely no motivation to continue struggling my way through Calculus and Introductory English when I knew the probability of getting my degree, let alone using it, was nonexistent. I settled at my desk, scrolling through my laptop for messages.

      I winced when I clicked open the e-mail sitting in my inbox. I knew exactly what it would say, and I wasn't looking forward to the scolding I knew I was due. The sharp, succinct message from my professor reminded me that I had missed class yet again, and that if I wasn't willing to take their class seriously, then I should consider dropping it and picking a class that was better suited for my needs. I blew out a breath as I stared at the simple, black and white words on my screen. I had known I'd need to deal with this sooner rather than later, but I still hadn't come up with a good way to handle it. I had e-mails similar to this from other professors as well—at least the ones who seemed to care whether I was in class or not. While I had medical excuses for missing my classes, thanks to Theo, the truth was I had still missed far too many, and my professors were only willing to give me so much leeway.

      Withdrawing from my classes, or even from college altogether, would be such a final decision, and I wasn't sure I was ready for that, though I wasn’t ready to flunk out either. I knew the Council would prefer me to remove myself from college—they had made that abundantly clear. They saw me solely as a breeder and taking on mates was far more important to them than my studies toward a degree they would never let me use. Even though I hadn't been attending due to the number of disasters I’d experienced this semester, I wasn't sure I wanted to withdraw. This was my last tie to my normal human life. Although that life had been far from pleasant, I had been moving into the period that was supposed to be enjoyable—or at least normal. I had left the past behind, focused on what I wanted, and took the steps that led me to the freedom I had dreamt of—living away at college for a new start. Giving that up kind of felt like my past won, like I was giving up on what I needed.

      Except now my needs had changed.

      I growled to myself, pushing away from my desk. My phoenix chirped at my anxiety, her feathers ruffled from my irritation. She didn't understand the conflict that was raging inside of me, even though her emotions were pushing me to face it head on instead of continuing to run from it. That was almost always her preference. She didn’t back down from a challenge.

      She also wanted to be with her mates—come hell or high water—and she desired to confront and demolish anything that may be a threat to them and our being together. If giving up school truly made me miserable, she wouldn’t want it, but her ultimate desire was to be with her mates, and in her mind, that solidified where she wanted to cast her vote. I just wished it were truly that easy.

      I was honestly surprised that the Council had been as quiet about my future as they had been. I wasn't sure why, but I had appreciated that they weren't forcefully shoving my suitors at me. I assumed after the Gala I’d be inundated with flowers and dates galore, but I welcomed the lack thereof, although I knew that was going to start changing. Gaspard was due to visit this afternoon, and I knew he would be bringing information about the next step in my ‘courtships.’  I was also positive he would advise me in the areas where I was slacking in my role as the Council’s puppet, playing into their plans to use me as a breeder for the continuation of a nearly extinct bloodline.

      As if my thoughts had made him appear, I heard the doorbell and I groaned, glancing down at the sweats and the oversized purple sweater I had stolen from Ryder. It wasn’t exactly what I’d like to be greeting Damien’s grandfather—and my Elder—in.

      “Nix!” Damien called up the stairs. I took a deep breath and a moment to exchange my sweats for jeans. I wondered if he'd notice that the sweater I still wore was Ryder's. If he did, I doubted it would bother him. Wearing my mates’ clothing made me calmer and more centered, as if I was always wrapped in their arms. It wasn't a habit I wanted to give up anytime soon. At this point, I’d stolen at least one article of clothing from all of their closets. I justified it at first as practical—I needed more clothing and I didn't want to take the time, or the money, to go out and buy more. It had quickly devolved, however, to simple enjoyment. I buried my nose in the sweater, breathing in the spice, magic, and sweet berries of my Ceraptor’s scent that clung to the fabric, letting the familiarity of his fragrance calm my nerves before I left the room.

      “Nix!” Damien yelled up the stairs again, this time with exasperation lacing his words, and I could only chuckle. Apparently Gaspard wasn't going to be irritating only me today.

      I bounded down the steps, joining Damian and Gaspard in the living room as they faced off. The others had made themselves scarce, whether that was for duties, hobbies, or simply to avoid being dragged into Gaspard's lessons, I couldn't be sure.

      “Ah, there you are.” Gaspard beamed at me as his deep voice boomed out into the room. I sent him a smile while bouncing on my toes. Gaspard had been nothing but a friend to me, and even when he drove me crazy, I always enjoyed our time together. He never treated me as though I was injured or impaired for not understanding what he was saying. He was always patient, and I loved that he never sugarcoated information. The man was straight to the point, and I looked forward to his visits. “Good. You kept me waiting. Now, that's a fine tactic to use if you have a suitor over, but it isn't the best thing to use if you're interacting with Council members.”

      “I know, I know,” I muttered, and stopped myself from playfully rolling my eyes.

      “Grandfather, can't we just have you visit us without it relating back to suitors or the Council?” Damien asked, shoving a hand through his hair and glancing at the kitchen. I wondered what he had cooking. From that look, I assumed he had been in the middle of a project when he had been interrupted, and he wasn't enjoying having it put on hold.

      “I think my visits can be educational, as well as emotional,” Gaspard challenged, raising a brow. He flicked his gaze toward the kitchen, and then back to his grandson, with an all-knowing smirk curving his mouth. “Of course, if you have some other plans I'm interfering with, don’t let me keep you.”

      “It's fine, Damien.” I shot him a smile, before tilting my head toward the kitchen. “Something smells good.” I let the hint linger in the air, hoping he would take it. My visits with Gaspard always grew more complicated if one of my mates insisted on butting into them. They spent the entire time growling at the both of us, displeased with our talks about the Council, etiquette, and suitors, and it was both attractive and distracting.

      “I was baking cookies,” he admitted, glancing at the kitchen again. “There was a new recipe I wanted to try for snickerdoodles…”  He trailed off, the hesitation clear on his face as he glanced between Gaspard and the kitchen again.

      “I love snickerdoodles.” I really did, so it wasn't like I was lying. “We're fine here, Damien. Promise.”

      “Well…”  He shot his grandfather a pointed look. “If you need me, I'll just be in the kitchen.”

      “Good, then we can begin.” Gaspard clapped his hands together as Damien disappeared into the kitchen. “Now, as you well know, you really need to start taking steps to look as though you're considering your suitors.”

      I flopped down onto the couch, burying my face in my hands. “You do realize how many problems that will cause, right?” I asked, my voice cracking as I imagined my mates’ reactions to me returning from a date.

      “I'm well aware of what their reactions will be,” Gaspard acknowledged with a nod, though there was no sympathy in his hard tone. “I just don't want you to forget, or underestimate, what the Council's reactions will be if you don't continue to take steps they consider appropriate.” He shot me a pointed look and I winced.

      “I know.” I sighed, rubbing at the back of my neck. “Some of them were very nice,” I admitted. “It's just hard to convince myself that this isn't, well, cheating.” The word had heat flooding my cheeks and my eyes sought the floor as I shrugged.

      Gaspard settled himself onto the couch beside me with a sigh. “I know, Nix. It's definitely not something that humans would have to face. But my grandson is well aware of why you're doing this. They all are, even if it bothers them a bit.”

      “Why does everything have to be so hard?” I muttered, and clenched my hands into fists as I banged my head on the back of the couch.

      “Of course it's hard.” Gaspard settled beside me, surprising me when he patted my knee. I tensed for a moment, before relaxing into the couch again. I knew Gaspard wouldn't hurt me, and I was becoming comfortable enough with touch that a light pat wasn't enough to send me into a tailspin. “It's different, it's challenging, and it's about your future. But do you really think you wouldn't run into incredibly hard obstacles if you were living in the human world?” I winced, thinking of my life before moving here, and he patted my knee again. “My point exactly. You never know what kind of hard you'll run into. It could be a tragic illness or accident, the loss of a home or income, or, in this case, handling a handful of suitors. No matter what it is, you have to face it head on and know that those who really care about you will be there to support you through all of it.”

      “I know.” I snuck a glance at him, smirking a bit as I added, “But it still sucks.”

      He laughed, shaking his head at my antics. “Enough feeling sorry for yourself. It's time for action. Now, let's focus on your different suitors. You're likely to begin receiving presents, so don't be surprised if that comes up. Many families will seek to impress you with their wealth.”

      “Like chocolates or something?” I inquired, wrinkling my nose. I wondered if my mates would object to chocolates since they could eat them as well.

      He shook his head ruefully. “You may see a car show up in the driveway, and no one would blink or complain that it was too extravagant.”

      “A car?” I squeaked. “And that's considered normal? How rich are these people?”

      “Not all of the families are rich, Nix, that's what you have to understand.” Gaspard shifted so he could look me square in the eyes. “They have been saving up their entire lives for this. Shifter groups help each other live. Most expenses, such as housing, are communal as long as they are a contributing member to their pack or other grouping.”

      “Like Rini's mom?” I asked, curious.

      He nodded. “Exactly. Though you do see more of it with animal shifters than you do with mythologicals, since depending on rarity we tend to separate ourselves more. I highly doubt that Rini's mother owns the house she lives in, but she wouldn't pay rent for it either. Each group is given a stipend by the Council to help them live, then money can be used communally for the good of everyone who lives there, though, of course, there will always be some who have more—if they work special jobs, possibly, but usually just if they are rare or favored by the Council in some way.”

      “So they save up all of their money for mating bids?” I couldn't believe that someone would be willing to do that, although I had heard of dowries before, so I assumed this was merely the shifter version.

      “Yes. That's why bids are strategic. If a shifter bids but feels they truly have no chance, they may not waste their bidding fund. Others take drastic measures in the hopes it will change their position. Remember, even if you choose not to take one as an actual mate, if they bear a child with you, it will still greatly raise their esteem in the eyes of the Council and the people, and will bring in rewards of its own.”

      I swallowed against the nausea that wanted to rise in my throat. “I don't think I'm quite comfortable with that idea. It's like they're paying to, well…” I blushed, letting Gaspard fill in the rest of my sentence.

      “Of course that's what they're doing. I assumed you realized that already.”

      “So, I take it I’m not allowed to refuse any of these presents?” I questioned wearily.

      “I would suggest you do not refuse any gifts you are given,” Gaspard said, tapping his chin as he thought. “If the Council sees you attending dates and receiving gifts, it may simply seem as though you are one of the more high maintenance females.”

      “But isn't that almost like I'm stealing from them?” I thought briefly of Cedric whom I had met at the gala. It had been clear his family hadn't had much money, and for me to accept gifts from him, potentially draining his fund and the main method for him to gain a mate… It was a disturbing prospect.

      “I'll speak to Cedric's father,” Gaspard offered, then chuckled when I gaped at him. “I could see the thought running through your mind. I won't tell him to remove himself from your suitors, if you're alright with that.”

      “Why?” I asked curiously.

      “The longer he remains a potential suitor for you, the better his chances are for a different potential match in the future. They'll see that he was wanted by you, an extremely rare shifter, and that you seriously considered him. It may seem foolish to you, but it's a huge step up for him and his family.”

      “Is that why you let him bid?” I hedged, considering him with shrewd eyes.

      Gaspard offered a small smile, before shrugging his shoulders in an elegant gesture. “I know where your choice lies, however wise I may find it.” I blushed, but he merely continued as though his comment hadn't fazed me. “I also know that you're a kind girl. You needed fake suitors and his family, though poor, is incredibly kind. I count his father among my few true friends. I will mention that you do not find gifts appealing to his father, a holdover from your days in the human world. He'll understand. Although, that does mean you will be expected to go on an actual date or two with him in order to show that you are maintaining interest.”

      I grimaced, but nodded my head in acquiescence. I was sure my mates would understand when I explained it to them, and at least something positive would come out of this situation. “Alright. Is there anything else I need to know?”

      “There's much you still need to know, but for the moment you should be good. I'll report back to the Council that you will be making steps with your suitors soon, so you will need to take the initiative in arranging the next meeting. And I don't need to warn you that immediately dismissing all of the Council's choices for you would not be a good idea.” He tapped my nose, giving me a telling look.

      “I'll reach out to Joshua and Cedric.” I felt nauseated at the thought, but we all knew we had to play the game until we could find more answers. “Ciarán's always around, so I think he should count just by bugging me.”

      “That young man is very odd.” Gaspard's brow wrinkled as he considered their interaction. “It's hard to see his relation to Killian.”

      “It's hard to see his relation to anyone sane,” I muttered, in my irritation. “Come on. I think the first round of cookies are done.” I led him toward the delicious smells of cinnamon that were permeating the room, ready to get my distaste out of my mouth with a little bit of sugar.
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      “Family meeting,” I called out the moment Gaspard pulled from the driveway. I knew Damien would hear me and spread word to the others. Footsteps echoed throughout the house as everyone pulled themselves out of hiding, drawn to the sweet scent of the snickerdoodles.

      “How did that go?” Ryder asked, around the cookie in his mouth, his hands already full despite Damien swatting at him in an attempt to get him to leave some sweets for the others.

      I blew out a breath, shaking my head and helping myself to another treat. “Okay, I guess.” I toyed with the cookie, nibbling on the edge of it as I played things over in my mind.

      “Did you want to talk about something?” Theo prompted gently, repositioning his glasses as he studied me.

      “A few things, actually,” I admitted with a shrug. The cookie was landing like lead in my stomach, crashing against the ball of nerves that was active there.

      “Did Gaspard stress you out?” Hiro inquired worriedly, rubbing a gentle hand across my knee.

      “A little. But he wasn't saying anything I didn't already know.” I puffed out a breath and set my cookie aside, so I could twine my fingers together. “He was letting me know what was going to happen with the suitors.”

      Killian growled, a quiet sound that was mirrored by most of my mates. “We'll send whatever gifts they give you back in pieces,” he snapped, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I arched a brow. “Yeah, I'm sure that would go over really well with the Council. We all agreed to this.”

      “She's right.” Theo rubbed at the bridge of his nose, massaging away the headache I was sure was developing. “We all knew what would happen. Molly's suitors have already been active, I'm surprised none of Nix’s have done anything so far.”

      I winced, realizing I had yet to inquire how Molly had fared. “How's she doing?” I asked, backtracking from my own thoughts slightly. I liked Molly, and though I knew that Theo would be looking out for her best interests, I still couldn't get past the emotions it drew up in me. I didn't care for the idea of young girls being bid on or seen as potential breeding stock.

      “She's excited,” Theo grimaced, “and happy with some of her choices. She'll listen to Mom, I think, so we should hopefully avoid any really bad matches.”

      “Good.” I wasn't sure that was exactly the sentiment I should express, but it was better than lashing out about the misogynistic treatment of teenagers.

      “What else is on your mind?” Ryder pressed, jumping up to sit on the edge of the counter, and earning himself a whack with a spatula from a frowning Damien.

      “Well, with everything going on…”  I chose my words carefully, keeping them as vague as I could. I knew that Ciar's friend had recently been over to help strengthen the wards we had on our house again, but I still wasn't sure about speaking freely. What we had was nowhere near as sophisticated as the ward placed at the coffee shop, but we all understood that with the possibility of Councilmembers showing up at our house, the risk of installing such a secure warding method was too great. They’d be sure to notice and it’d put not only ourselves but the rebellion at risk. “I figured we needed to try and look at things realistically. I have to attend events with suitors, and there's so much training I still need.” I tugged at my interlaced fingers, letting the motion draw my eyes so I didn't have to look at any of the men.

      “You know we're happy to help in any way that we can,” Damien said, rubbing a soft hand down my hair. “If you want to train with us, you can. We want you to learn. And for the suitors…” He cleared his throat, shifting slightly. “I know what they mean for us. We'll help you there as well.”

      “I think I should drop out of school.” I spat the words out in one quick stream, unable to hold them in any longer. Silence greeted me and I swallowed, beginning to fill the silence with babbling. “I mean, as much as I want to get my degree, I've missed so much at this point that I'm going to struggle to catch up. Add that to the fact that I should be spending time training or with you, especially since what little free time I would otherwise have if I continued school would be spent with other males and that's not what I'd want, I mean—” The rest of my words were muffled when Ryder laid a hand over my mouth.

      “Okay, let's calm it down,” he suggested, his hand still firm on my mouth. “You're making me dizzy.” I glared at him, attempting to bite his palm so he'd remove it. He laughed at me, pulling his hand away and wrapping his arm around my shoulders in a hug. “Do you really want to quit school, Nix? We can make this work.”

      “We can, Nix. You don't have to quit if you don't want to,” Theo assured me.

      I sighed. “I don't want to, but I really think it's for the best. My professors have already noticed my extended absences, and let me know it's becoming a problem. My grades are dropping. Some teachers have even gone as far as suggesting I drop their classes.” I winced, looking away from them. I had always been proud of my schoolwork, using it as an escape, and the fact that it had become nothing more than a drain on my time with my mates was hard on me.

      “I hate that you're doing this just because you're expected to spend time with suitors.” Hiro pushed up from his seat and paced across the room. “We'll still be at the university ourselves, maybe we can help ease some paths for you. I could speak with your professors. Or maybe Gaspard… “

      “It's fine.” The words were bitter in my mouth as I spoke them.

      “It doesn't have to be forever, you know,” Damien reassured me. “How about thinking of it as a hiatus? We'll get through everything we need to with the Council and Ciar, and then we can address you attending school again if that's what you still want?” I hesitated, unsure. I hadn't actually considered that option.

      “A lot of people take a year off,” Theo added. “You live off campus anyhow, so you won't be missing out on the activities.”

      “True.” I shrugged a little. “I guess I just still feel like I'm failing.”

      “It's not failing.” Ryder placed a kiss on my cheek. “I’d consider it myself if it wouldn't alert the Council that something was wrong. I hate being away from you so much.” He paused, and then narrowed his eyes quizzically as if a thought just entered his mind. “Besides, think of how happy it will make the Council to hear that you’re dropping out. We can spin it, and make it appear like you’re taking their wants seriously and considering your duty to create more little phoenix. It will most likely get them off our backs for a while, which isn’t a bad thing with the political climate we’re in.”

      “Honestly, I hadn’t thought of that.” I pursed my lips, thinking through the positives now, instead of all the negatives of making such a massive decision.

      “You've progressed so far already with your training,” Killian chimed in, adding to the growing list of pros versus cons. “Imagine how far you could get if you focused solely on that.”

      “Well, I wouldn't be just focused on that,” I pointed out with a chuckle. Trust Killian to try and ignore the suitor portion of the events.

      “As we said, we'll support you,” Theo assured me. “We can figure out the rest as it comes, but Killian's right. Let's focus on your training for now. We'll just consider this a lateral move.”

      I nodded, and some of the knot in my stomach eased at the way they handled my news and supported me. “Alright. Thank you.”

      Killian pushed to his feet, crossing his arms over his chest. “Since we're already in a family meeting…”  His words were drawn out, his eyes on the floor as he spoke. “We made an agreement for no more secrets. And while I wouldn't exactly consider this a secret, it was more strange.” We all stiffened, uncertainty and nerves thick in the air. “Before Gaspard arrived, I'd dozed off for a moment. I've been working late, and I was more tired than I thought.”

      “That's your secret?” Ryder dramatically threw a hand against his chest. “Killian finally caved in and napped when exhausted. Someone notify the papers.”

      Killian glared and I tapped Ryder on the head. “Be nice, Ry,” I scolded.

      “The nap wasn't the anomaly, I assume?” Theo interjected, indicating for Killian to continue with a wave.

      “No, it wasn't.” He hesitated, rubbing his hands together as small sparks of light flickered around him. My eyebrows shot up, and everyone tensed at the sight. If Kill's Puca was this irritated, then it meant that whatever had happened was more serious than he was letting on. “I had a dream,” he spat out. “Well, a sort of dream. It wasn't like I slept for very long, only a few minutes.”

      I gaped, and my shocked expression was mirrored across the kitchen on my mates’ faces. “An actual dream?” I squeaked. I knew he had flashes at times, which was why he tried so desperately to sketch them out.

      He nodded, with color working its way into his cheeks for a moment before draining away to leave them paler than before. “I guess you'd call it a nightmare, really. There was so much blood. All of us were in shifted form on a rocky coastline. There were other shifters there that I didn't recognize. They wanted Nix.” He sent me a worried glance before continuing, “We had to have been fighting for a while, because we were all gasping for breath, and all of us were injured to some extent. Nix had a giant wound down her arm that she was nursing and Theo was shooting water jets out of the ocean to try and keep everyone away from her. Then this dark shadow approached and Nix screamed.” He shivered for a moment, his eyes dark and haunted. “I woke up before I could figure out what was coming at us and had her so afraid.” He bowed his head as if apologizing, and I darted across the kitchen before wrapping my arms around his waist.

      “I'm right here, Kill,” I reminded him, rubbing my hands over the tense muscles in his back. “Safe, whole, and right in front of you.” His arms came up to wrap tightly around me, his hand massaging the nape of my neck as we rocked back and forth together.

      “It's possible it was just a nightmare,” Theo said hesitantly, but I didn't miss the glances the guys exchanged while Killian was distracted.. “A rocky shoreline is not exactly uncommon in Alaska, you could be assigning more meaning to it than it needs due to residual feelings about our island experience.” It was my turn to shiver at Theo's words as a rapid image played through my head of water spraying against jagged rocks, hulking trees, and shadows in the distance before pain shot through my skull. Damien hissed.

      “Ryder, she's giving herself a headache.” Ryder's hands were cool on my temples before Damien even finished his sentence, pulsing blue light as he fought against the headache that now raged there.

      “Could it have been your Puca?” I asked, resting my forehead against Kill's chest and letting Ryder's healing powers wash through me.

      He hesitated before answering me. “I don't think he's sure. I know I'm not.” Multicolored sparks winked around me and my Phoenix chirped, apparently agreeing with Killian's statement. The sparks seemed more confused and apologetic than playful, but how I understood that, I wasn't sure.

      “You know, there’s another part we haven’t considered,” Hiro spoke up. “If this is really a premonition, we need to try to figure out what it’s for.”

      “What do you mean?” Damien asked, with a growl in his voice.

      “Well, if it’s about the island, then logic states that it involves the Council. If it involves the Council, then there may be a connection to the rebellion as well. The question would be, is it because we joined the rebellion or because we didn’t?”

      I winced. I knew we hadn’t really talked about the rebellion yet mostly, I assumed, because we didn’t have much information. It didn’t seem we’d be able to hold off on that discussion for much longer. “Whatever it is, Abra, we'll face it together,” I murmured, as my other mates surrounded us. “I trust you, all of you. Whether we're facing nightmares, or there really is a battle ahead, I know I'll make it through. I've got all of you and you have me.” My Phoenix hissed her agreement, finishing the thought with a battle cry at the idea of anyone touching our mates. “I guess that means it's time to train for battle. Come on, let's go while there's still light outside.”
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      I let hot water of the shower beat down on me, soothing my sore muscles after the workout Killian had insisted on. His dream had made him edgy, and he was more persistent than ever that I learn to protect myself in both forms. My Phoenix cooed as the steamy water flowed over me, content in the idea that she was gaining strength.

      I washed the soap from my hair, pulling at the dark strands. The scent hit me and I chuckled, realizing I had used Ryder's shampoo instead of my own. Well, it was his own fault for putting them in matching bottles. My Phoenix chirped as our attention shifted to thoughts of Ryder. He was still spending so much of his time alone, his mind focused on the island and his sister. It wasn't like I could blame him. My own thoughts attempted to return there frequently also, but it usually ended in a headache as my memories jumbled together.

      Damien? I called hesitantly, unsure if it was a good idea to reach out to him mentally while I was in the shower. However, I was enjoying the luxury and warmth of the water too much to give it up in favor of the cold that awaited me outside of the steamy bathroom.

      Are you okay, Nix? His voice was worried and guilt gnawed at me.

      I'm fine, I just wanted to ask you something.

      His laughter danced across our connection. Then why didn't you come ask me?

      I'm in the shower, I admitted, blaming the blush staining my cheeks and neck on the heat of the water pounding against my skin.

      Oh, well that's a pretty image. Damien's voice roughened and my heart beat faster within my chest.

      I just wanted to ask while the question was on my mind, I rushed to add.

      Ask away.

      Ryder's been so distant lately and I wanted to cheer him up. He asked me on a date the other day, but we haven’t made any plans yet. I didn't know if it’d be weird if I, well, took the initiative to plan something and surprised him. Truthfully, I’d never really dated before and I didn’t want to make a faux pas by taking the date planning out of Ryder’s hands.

      Amusement was clear in Damien's tone as he replied, Sweetheart, you never have to worry about it being weird. We all love our time with you, and it wouldn’t matter to any of us which one of us chooses the activities. We just want to spend that one-on-one time together. Besides, it's about time something was done about Ryder—I was debating having Theo take him out and toss him in the ocean to shake off this funk. I think a date with you may be just what he needs.

      I hesitated, thinking it over. Do you think you can get the others out of the house for the day? I requested, considering my options. I wanted to be alone with Ryder, not spend our time in the middle of a crowded mall or restaurant, not that I really knew any good places to take him on a date anyhow.

      Of course. Damien's answer was immediate, no hesitation at all, and it helped relieve some of my nerves about there being resentment amongst the guys in regard to my one-on-one time. We've been meaning to go see Angela anyway, so this would be the perfect time. I'll grab the other guys and we'll slip out so that you can surprise Ryder.

      Thanks, Damien.

      Of course. Anything for you, although I do hope I can sweep you away for a date sometime soon myself. His voice sent goosebumps over my skin when he added, I so enjoyed our time in the kitchen. I'd love to see what we could do with a little time alone. My nipples pebbled, my skin suddenly tender under the heat of the spray as I groaned. He chuckled as my arousal flowed through our connection, and he teased me in return with his own. Have fun, sweetheart.

      I took my time getting ready after the shower, dressing in a purple tank top and a flowing white skirt, which I was sure Rini had snuck into my closet on one of her visits. I wouldn't be warm, but with the plan I was sketching out it wouldn't really matter. Curious to see if I could, I let my Phoenix radiate her heat, helping me dry my hair faster than I would normally be able to. I debated taking the time to put on makeup before deciding against it. It wasn't something I normally wore or was very comfortable with. As much as I wanted to impress Ryder, I figured that being myself was a bit more important. Besides, I wasn't sure that makeup would last through what I had planned.

      I listened intently on the staircase landing, the quietness of the house around me indicating that the others had all made themselves scarce, as promised. I took a deep breath, adjusting how my top lay on me, before knocking on Ryder's door.

      “What?” he barked.

      “It's me,” I responded, tentative now after his brusque reply.

      “Nix?” I heard a ruffling sound before he appeared at the door. His hair was disheveled and his shirt was rumpled as though he'd been napping. Except from the light emanating from his desk, and the chaos of papers and maps spread around his room, I highly doubted that sleep had been on his agenda.

      “Hey, Ry.” I smiled at the way his eyes widened, taking in my outfit.

      “Did I forget something?” He rubbed at his ruffled hair with a grimace.

      “No, I just… I'm hijacking you tonight.”

      He blinked at me in confusion, shaking his head. “Huh?”

      “I want you all to myself for that date you asked me on.” I beamed at him, indicating my clothing with a wave.

      “A date?” A smile teased at the corners of his mouth. “Really?” His eyes widened, glancing down at his own attire. “I'm not exactly dressed for going out.”

      “That's okay. I thought we'd stay in.”

      He chuckled. “Then it's not exactly having me all to yourself, now is it?” He cocked his head to the side, considering. “Did you want to ask the others to play board games?”

      “Nope.” I bounced on my toes. “I sent all of them out of the house. It really is just the two of us.”

      “You did?”

      “Yep. A date. Just you and me. I figured it's long overdue. I'm sorry for staying at home, but I don't really know the area well enough for me to take you out, so I wanted to do something here instead.”

      “Wow.” He glanced behind himself again, hesitating for a moment. “Alright, just, let me get changed real quick.” I nodded, threading my hands together as I stepped away, letting him close the door. My Phoenix chirped at me, confused by my anxiety, but it wasn't exactly possible to explain to her that I wanted to cheer him up and was unsure if I could. Still, I attempted to soothe her before Ry reappeared.

      “You ready?”

      “Shouldn't I be asking you that?” I teased, taking his hand in mine. “I'm the one who knows what's coming.” I led him downstairs, heading for the back door.

      “We're going outside?” he inquired hesitantly, his eyes focused on the snowflakes falling steadily.

      “Follow along and you'll find out,” I winked at him, tugging him out of the sliding back door. I pushed hard on my powers, testing the new skills I’d been practicing, and let a wall of heat surround us, evaporating the snowflakes as they fell so we'd both stay warm. I remembered he didn't like the cold and I wasn’t fully acclimated to it myself, but my plans had to take place outside, since I didn't think Damien—or Theo for that matter—would approve of hoof prints or burn marks on the floors inside. I tugged him into the clearing with warmth still radiating around us. “My Phoenix doesn't really get a chance to play with you, and I thought maybe we could use today to help remedy that.” My Phoenix chirped her approval of my plan. “Besides, I'd like to see you shifted again while I'm in human form. It's not every day a girl gets to see a unicorn, you know.”

      Ryder scowled at me. “Ceraptor. Why is it so hard to remember the word Ceraptor?”

      I laughed, enjoying the way his eyes crinkled when he scowled. “It must just be your sparkling personality. All that glitter, Twilight Sparkle, and all I can think of are unicorns.” I teased a finger down his chest as he continued to force a frown. “But if you shift for me, you may be able to change my mind.”

      His features relaxed and he chuckled. “Well you could have just asked me to shift without the unicorn comments.”

      “And what fun would that be?” I retorted. “I do want to stay unshifted and meet him again, if you're okay with that? Then I'll shift too so they can play.”

      “Fine with me.” He kept his eyes on mine, then grasped his t-shirt at the neck and pulled it over his head, leaving his tanned muscular skin bare to my sight. He unhooked his jeans, sliding them down his legs as well, as heat crawled over my skin. I pushed the warmth toward him, unwilling to let him grow cold as he showed off for me. He arched a brow as he put a hand on the edge of his boxers, and I wasn't sure if it was a dare or a warning.

      “You're gorgeous,” I admitted, having to swallow hard before I could get the words out. It was true too. If I hadn't been intent on shifting together, I would have been tempted to touch him here and now, the snow be damned. His body was lean, but full of taut muscle, and his golden skin contrasted with the stark white snow coating our frozen paradise. My gaze wandered over the hard planes of his chest, and I couldn’t help but stare at the line of golden hair that forged a trail down his lower abdomen and disappeared into the waistband of his Ralph Lauren boxers. Ryder was sheer perfection—a work of art—and I nearly shook my head at the fact that he was mine. I wondered if it was weird to call a guy gorgeous? Maybe that was a descriptive word limited to females? This was all so complicated, but even if it was the wrong word, it was true.

      The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled at me. “You're gorgeous too, mikró pouláki, and sweet as can be.” A wicked grin flashed across his face as he tugged on his boxers and I shot my eyes into the sky, his laughter echoing around us. “You’re going to see it at some point, beautiful, but I’ll let you off the hook for now,” Ryder murmured, just before I felt the surge of his energy when he shifted, and I pulled my eyes back down as it faded away. The large, black Ceraptor pawed the ground, tossing his head and demanding admiration as I moved forward, giving him a wide smile.

      “And you're gorgeous too,” I told Ryder’s alter, petting his nose gently. “Your other half is all trouble. Did you know that?” I teased Ryder as I marveled at the velvety soft feeling of the Ceraptor’s coat. He whickered his agreement, tossing his head and extending his wings for my inspection. “May I?” I asked, indicating his horn. He nickered, leaning his head down for me to perform my inspection. I slid my hand along the smooth surface of his horn, marveling at the shifting shades of black and the curves that angled toward the sky. The tip was incredibly sharp, far sharper than I would have expected, and I wondered if he used it as a weapon. I knew he had said he didn't battle much, preferring to be the healer of the group, but with a weapon like that it was a bit surprising. Except, it may hurt him to use it as a weapon. I'd have to ask him about that when he shifted back.

      He pulled from my hands, spreading his wings and prancing around me, headbutting me and chuffing in the cold air. I laughed, spreading my heat shield out even farther, trying to keep him inside of it without completely wearing myself out. My Phoenix chirped wanting to play as well and I soothed her, comforting her with the fact it would soon be her turn. He headbutted me again before kneeling next to me, his wings extended as he motioned for me to climb onto his back.

      “Oh, no way.” I shook my head. “This isn't Harry Potter, you know. Riding flying things is a very good way to ensure I die again.” He snorted, flicking his wings in derision as my Phoenix encouraged me. Well, if I died again he better be the one taking care of me through all of it—that was all I had to say about it. “Fine. Fine.” I climbed above the wing joint, fisting my hands tightly into his mane. I could see more of his horn at this angle. Leaning forward, I ran my fingertips over it once more, tracing the lines and the barely visible grey starburst mark that was mostly obscured unless you were as close to him as I was. I patted the side of his neck. “Just be careful,” I warned him.

      He released a resolute neigh that sounded like a promise, and then his wings flapped hard as he raised us a few feet into the air. I was grateful for his restraint as I squeaked, my hands tightening in his mane and my legs clamping tightly to his side as I slipped on his slick coat, his wings were fluttering behind me and jarring me with every motion. “Down, down, down,” I squealed, leaning forward to bury my face in his neck. I didn't care if he thought I was a coward. I much preferred flying as a Phoenix, with all of the control it provided, than on his back. He complied, bringing us back down, and I slid off shakily. “Not my favorite means of travel, Ry, though I can now say that every dream I had as a little kid about riding a unicorn has been fulfilled.”

      He reared, his wings spreading wide, and I chuckled at his antics. Turning my back to him, I removed my tank top and tossed it to the side. I hesitated a moment before removing my skirt and took a deep breath. I knew he'd already seen me naked before, and I decided to be bold. Another look at my butt wasn't going to end our date prematurely, and if the date went well and my plans panned out, he'd be seeing a lot more of my naked body. I folded my skirt and added it to the pile, before calling to my Phoenix. I hoped she'd keep throwing heat into the clearing so we could stay outside for awhile, but I wasn't positive if it was something she could do when I was in shifted form. She squawked her irritation at my doubt, my body tingling as the transformation took over.

      My Phoenix chirped her approval of the change, stretching her wings wide to show the red, golds, and yellows off to our mate, and she carefully observed the boundaries of the wards I’d been shown before. He snorted, pawing at the ground again, and we took to the sky together, circling around each other. Her small size allowed her to dart and weave around Ry's bigger form, continually brushing him with her wings or tail. The falling snow didn't seem to hinder her at all, as she tucked and flew, chirping and calling her happiness over the freedom the air provided. I was happy to see she kept the heat barrier up as well, preventing Ry's coat from being covered in the thickly falling flakes.

      We played as the sun sank below the horizon, and Ryder's shape was mostly lost in darkness. My Phoenix's eyes were sharp, however, and she could make out his frame even in the shadows as we settled down again. I was growing tired, and there was still more I had planned. I shifted back, the call of my magic causing Ryder to shift as well, and we both panted from exertion as we struggled back into our clothes, giggling and laughing madly.
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      We stumbled back into the house, heading right for the kitchen. I figured we could both use a cup of cocoa to warm up, so I assembled the ingredients, ignoring my windswept hair and rumpled clothes.

      “That was fun,” Ryder admitted with a smile. “My Ceraptor hasn't been out in ages, and he loved having time to play with your Phoenix.”

      “Well, we should try and do it more often. All of us, really. We rarely shift unless we're training, and I'm sure it's confining for them.”

      He barked a laugh. “Well, if we're going to keep shifting this winter, then I vote you're always around. I hate shifting in the snow. He was very pleased that he didn't have to freeze this time.” I chuckled as well, stirring the bar of chocolate into the hot milk and watching it melt, as the scent of chocolate rose around us. “Thanks, Nix.” He stepped up behind me, wrapping his arms tightly around my waist, and burying his face into my hair. “I'm sorry I've been so gloomy.”

      “You have every right to be,” I reassured him. “But I wanted some time with you despite that. I wanted to cheer you up.”

      “And you have.” Ryder inhaled my scent and I felt him smile into my hair. “You smell like me.”

      “Compliments of your shampoo.” I grinned. “We really should put them in different looking bottles.”

      “I don’t know…” Ryder nuzzled his nose into the crook of my neck, brushing past my hair to plant a sweet kiss on my skin. “I rather like you smelling like me.”

      I hummed my approval and bit my lip as I finished stirring the chocolate beverage.

      “So, is there anything else you planned?” He pressed closer and peered over my shoulder, while I filled the mugs I’d set out with the thick, chocolate mixture before tossing a few marshmallows in. “Cinnamon?” he asked, surprised, as I sprinkled it on top.

      “It's good,” I said defensively, but hesitated before I put it into the other mug. “Do you want to try it on mine?”

      “I'm all for risks. Load me up.”

      I did as he requested, shaking cinnamon onto his as well. “You're going to have to let me go so that we can drink this, you know.” Humor laced my tone and I didn't try to break his hold.

      “But I like holding you like this,” he replied. “Maybe we can just use straws?”

      I laughed at the picture he presented before lifting my cup to my lips for a sip. The cinnamon and chocolate played well off of each other, and I closed my eyes in enjoyment as I sipped again. “You're really missing out,” I warned him, taking another taste.

      “Well, I'll wait until mine's not molten anymore. Unlike you, I don't have an immunity to the heat,” he retorted, rocking me back and forth gently so he didn't spill my cocoa.

      I pondered that for a moment, wondering if there was a chance it was true, before shrugging it away. If it meant I could drink hot cocoa or coffee before it cooled, it was enough of a superpower for me. “I thought maybe we could cuddle? Watch a movie?” I offered, taking another drink. “I know it's boring.”

      “Nothing is boring with you.” He finally released my waist and grabbed his own mug. When he took his first sip, his eyebrows shot up at the taste, before he glanced at me then back down at his mug again. “This is actually really good.”

      “You don't have to sound quite so shocked.”

      He flushed. “I just wouldn't have thought of putting cinnamon in hot cocoa, that's all.”

      “You can put a ton of stuff in it, depending on what you like. Cinnamon’s my favorite, but I've also done mint, ginger, nutmeg, and cayenne.” He choked on that, looking down at his mug again, and I snickered. “No, it's just cinnamon. I didn't sneak anything else into it.”

      “Good.” He led the way into the living room, settling down on the couch and patting the seat next to him. “I think cayenne hot cocoa may be just a little bit too far outside of my comfort zone.”

      “Don't knock it until you try it,” I quipped. “What do you want to watch?” I turned our attention to the large TV that occupied the other end of the room.

      “Anything. I just want to enjoy my time with you.”

      I flicked the TV on, scrolled through to a rerun of Supernatural, and at his murmur of assent, let it play as I leaned against him. “Do you ever watch these shows and comment on how wrong they got it?” I asked curiously.

      “No.” He drained his mug, set it aside, and took mine from me as I finished. “I just like shows or books to have a good plot. I don't really care about things that don't mesh. Who am I to judge? In the world on this show, there's angels and demons, and who's to say it's not just a different reality where shifters actually do act like that?” He shrugged as I studied him. “I just think it's silly that people complain about little things like that, despite the major improbability of the whole show's premise. I like to just enjoy things. I take them for what they are meant to be—entertaining. It isn't always necessary to pick them apart.” He hesitated, blushing for a moment as I watched him. “Um, unless you want to pick them apart, I mean.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “I'm not used to you being nervous. It's unusual. And a little…” I looked for the right word.

      “Dumb?” he asked harshly.

      “Sexy,” I declared, arching a brow at him.

      He blinked, unsure at my statement. “Huh?”

      I shrugged, threading my fingers into his. “I like that I can make you unsure and nervous. It's the way I usually get around you—any of you, really. I’m always questioning myself and my thoughts or needs. It's nice to see that it's not just a one way street.”

      He pulled me tightly against him, wrapping an arm around my hips as he slid me onto his lap to cradle me. “Well, then I'll take it.” We watched another episode of Supernatural, him nuzzling at me, running his fingers through my hair, and massaging my shoulders. I enjoyed the pampering and the scent of chocolate still heavy in the air, as we snuggled together, just enjoying the comfort of watching TV together. I slid my hand along his leg, his massage warming my blood as he rubbed at the sensitive skin of my throat.

      My body heated and I shifted on his lap, causing him to groan. “Nix…”

      “Hmm?” I hummed in response, fully aware of the new hardness I felt pressing against my thigh. I shifted again, this time purposefully.

      “I… fuck…” Ryder trailed off and canted his hips more fully into my body, adding pressure where he gripped my hip, and pulling me closer to him. “You feel amazing.” He let out a hoarse whisper.

      My heartbeat picked up and I turned to face him. “Ry…” It was the only sound that made its way between us before his lips crashed into mine in a needy kiss I returned wholeheartedly.

      The noise of the TV faded into the background as I leaned into Ryder, angling my body into his. The taste of sweet chocolate and cinnamon lingered on his tongue, and I lapped at him, teasing the recesses of his mouth. The way he groaned and tightened his grip on me was heady, and I drank in every response he gave, feeling powerful and in control as he matched me stroke for stroke.

      Nipping at his bottom lip, I pulled away only to turn my attention to kissing along the shell of his ear. His breathy response spurred me on and I moved, straddling his lap to gain better access to all the areas of his body I wanted to tease and taste. My skirt rode up my thighs from the new position.

      “Nix,” he breathed.

      I froze. “Is this alright?” It was barely a whisper over his ear. My hot breath brushed against the area I’d just wet with my tongue, causing a shiver to run through his body.

      “Fuck yes.” His hands gripped my hips, quickly sliding around my body to cup my ass. He squeezed and then thrust his hips up against my center, which was already growing slick with my desire for Ryder.

      “Do you want me to keep going?” I inquired, with a hint of a smile curving my lips.

      “Do I even need to say it?” His chest heaved with his breath, rising to brush against mine before falling away again. The friction of each caress had my nipples standing at attention as he unknowingly teased them through our layers of fabric.

      “Yes. I want to hear it, Ry.” I lightly skimmed my nose along his neck. “I need to hear it.”

      Ryder tipped his head back into the soft cushion of the couch, pulling away from me momentarily. The twinkle in his eyes sparkled brightly as he flicked his gaze between my eyes. “Seduce me, babe. I am and always will be yours. I want you, Nix. I have from the moment I met you.”

      Staring down at Ryder took my breath away. Though we’d never said the words, I could see the depth of his feelings for me reflecting in his hazel eyes, and I hoped he saw the same sentiment mirrored back in my chocolate gaze.

      My hands slid up his chest, trailed up his neck, and cupped his face. My thumbs roamed back and forth over the light stubble coating his jawline, letting the texture of it abrade my skin. For a minute, all I could do was stare and marvel at how lucky I was to have someone like Ryder in my life. Pressing closer, I let my lips graze his in a sweet kiss I could feel to my toes.

      Ryder’s hands slid under my shirt, rubbing up my lower back, and then back down again in caressing touches that made my blood simmer. I rocked my hips into his, setting a slow but steady rhythm for the both of us. I pulled my skirt out of the way and ground my panty-clad clit against the hard outline of Ryder’s cock. I could feel the rough denim of his jeans through the thin layer that separated me from him, and I moaned. My pussy clenched around nothing as I worked myself up, and my need to have Ryder inside me skyrocketed. I rested my forehead against Ryder’s as my breathing increased.

      “Nix!” Ryder exclaimed, and his hands faltered, gripping desperately at my waist to slow my movements. “If you don’t stop… I’m going to explode in my jeans and embarrass myself.” Color that I so rarely saw on Ryder’s face infused his cheeks as he threw his head back, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths. I loved knowing that this side of him was only for me. He loved to play the cocky, self-confident playboy with others, but with me he was gentle, sweet. It was nice to learn things with him, and sexy to feel as in control as he allowed me to be.

      “I thought… I thought that was the point.” I felt insecure and hesitant, and Ryder must have picked up on that in my voice.

      His eyes flew open and he tipped his head back up. “Mikró pouláki, it is. I’d just… rather do that… you know…” He struggled past the words that were lodged in his throat.

      One of my eyebrows rose in confusion, and then my face settled into a marvelous grin. “Are you saying that you… want to…” My whole face was lit with amusement at our inability to say the word ‘sex.’

      “You thought I wouldn’t?” His brows furrowed.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to be ready, but I want to do it on your time. I know you’re a virgin, Ryder.” I smiled softly at him. “There’s no rush. There are plenty of other things I can do for you… that we can do for each other… if you’d rather wait. I want you to be comfortable. I just want to be close to you right now.”

      “I’m ready, Nix. I held off my whole life because I’ve been waiting for you.” He reached for my hand and intertwined our fingers. “You make me whole.”

      I couldn’t help the tears that built behind my eyes at Ryder’s sweetness. For all his joking, playful, and mischievous tendencies, he was a complete romantic.

      Ryder sat up and scooted me off of his lap. Keeping his hand tangled with mine, he pulled me up from the couch as he stood. He raised my hand to his lips and pressed a small kiss along my knuckles. “Let me show you how much I care about you, Nix.” His voice was a husky tenor that settled low in my belly. I nodded and let him lead me upstairs.

      Hesitating outside his door, Ryder peered over his shoulder at me. “I wasn’t expecting this today, so my room isn’t the cleanest nor the most organized at the moment.” He brought his other hand up and ran it through the thick purple strands of his stylish haircut.

      “All I care about is that we’re together. It’s sweet that you want everything to be perfect, but I’m going to be happy and satisfied just being with you. I don’t need fancy. I don’t need organized. I don’t need anything but you.” I bit my lip and fought the urge to look toward the ground. Instead, I held Ryder’s gaze and let him read the truth in my eyes for himself.

      He must have seen what he needed, because he hurriedly opened the door and practically dragged me inside in his eagerness. The shy smile on his face as he led me to the bed would be something I always remembered, and I took a minute to memorize the moment.

      I stepped into Ryder’s space and pressed my body against his, letting my hands trail under his shirt. Rock-hard abs met my palms as I journeyed my hands upwards, taking the shirt with me. Ryder embodied the word ‘sexy.’ Etched lines of muscles were revealed inch by sexy inch as I slid his shirt up and over his head. He was a naturally tanned golden god and I wanted to worship his body.

      His hands mimicked mine as he peeled my shirt over my head. The way his eyes traced over my curves had me squirming. I could almost feel the caress of his gaze on the bronzed skin of my body. His hands went to the waistband of my skirt, and he tugged it down with a smirk, until I stood before him in nothing more than a white set of underwear.

      My hands slid behind my back and I unhooked my bra, letting it fall from my shoulders and slide down my arms, landing in a pool on the floor between us. Feeling a boldness that was new for me, I shucked off my underwear and stood proudly in front of my Ceraptor.

      His breathing was uneven as he drank me in, his chest heaving and his eyes alight. “You’re bloody perfect,” he whispered reverently, causing color to stain my cheeks in a light blush.

      “I want to see you too.” I took a small step toward him and trailed a finger along the line of his waistband, biting back a smile when he sucked air in through his teeth and his abs tensed. Next, I traced that same finger down the trail of golden hair that ran from his belly button down… down…

      Ryder groaned and I pressed my thighs together at the pure sound of his desire.

      My fingers dipped into his waistband and snapped open the button on his designer jeans. The zipper made a metallic sound as I slipped it down, grazing my knuckles over the outline of Ryder’s cock straining to break free from the tight confines of clothing. In the next second, Ryder was standing only in a pair of boxers that I quickly helped him out of. And then he was gloriously naked in front of me.

      His long cock jutted proudly toward the ceiling, and his muscles rippled under his skin as he shifted under my gaze. “Ryder,” I gasped, as I unabashedly stared at him. “You really are gorgeous.”

      “So are you, mikró pouláki. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful.” Ryder walked toward me, closing the distance between us, and glanced down at my body as he brought his hands to my waist. He swept his fingers up, trailing over my hourglass shape, and rousing every nerve in my body to life. He stroked his palms over my skin in feather light touches and my Phoenix cooed at the tender way he handled me.

      I took hold of Ryder’s forearms, staying his motion, and moved onto the bed, coaxing him down with me.

      Bracing himself over me as I settled into the pillows, Ryder looked torn.

      “What’s wrong?” I soothed my hands up the corded muscles of his arms.

      “There’s so much I want to do to you. I almost don’t know where to start.” His eyes were wide and I couldn’t contain the mirthful sound that escaped my lips.

      “We have plenty of time in our lives to explore whatever vivid images your mind has conjured up. Just touch me, Ryder,” I begged.

      A sinful smirk settled in place as he did just that. His hands wandered over my body, testing every sensitive area I had. Each roving touch drove me higher until I was nothing more than a panting mess by the time he brought his mouth to my breast and licked.

      “You have no idea how sweet you taste,” he murmured, before drawing my nipple into his mouth and suckling it, sending sparks straight to my clit. “Fuck, you have great tits,” he mumbled into the dip between my boobs, and I could feel him smile against my skin when I giggled. He rubbed his face back and forth against the tender skin, and the stubble on his cheeks scratched in a way that only heightened the sensation as he traced his tongue under the curve of my breast.

      He looked up at me as he blazed a line of kisses down my body, his hazel eyes a darker mixture of greens and browns in the dimly lit room.

      By the time he reached the top of my pussy, I was mindless with want. “Ry… Ryder,” I panted, letting my hands delve into his hair as he took his first tentative lick up my slick folds.

      “Fuck,” Ryder breathed over my mound, and focused all his attention on what he was doing. Another long lick, followed by his thumbs prying me apart, stole my breath and I threw my head back into the pillows, biting my lower lip as he let his tongue circle my entrance. He took his time exploring me, finding out what I loved and discarding what I didn’t. And he became damn good at exploiting what I liked so he could tease the fuck out of me.

      “I’m gonna…” My hands gripped Ryder’s hair tightly as he flicked his tongue quickly over my clit before sucking it into his mouth, pushing me over the edge. I moaned long and loud, riding the waves of my crashing orgasm as Ryder refused to let up. When I was completely spent, I tugged at his hair and he lifted his face.

      His eyes were sparkling and he grinned. “I had no idea I was going to like that so much. Fuck, you may seriously be my favorite dessert, and that’s a hard feat to accomplish.” His grin turned impish as he crawled up my body, looking suddenly bashful.

      “You’re a master at that,” I murmured, heaving air into my overworked lungs.

      “And you’re magically delicious.” He waggled he eyebrows at me, making me grin widely.

      “Oh, now you’re a leprechaun as well as a unicorn?” I asked with a giggle, which stole what little breath I had. He scowled for a second, but then his warm laugh filled the room as he nuzzled against me, enjoying the buzz he had created in the both of us.

      When he settled at my side, I turned toward him, cuddled close, and peppered kisses along his neck while my hand roamed over the topography of his chest and stomach until I took him in hand. Ridges carved down the length of Ryder’s long cock, standing out in contrast to the silky smooth skin. I pumped my hand over him, relishing every grunt, groan, and clench of his body as he gave his pleasure over to me.

      “Nix, I’m too close.” He gripped my wrist, staying my motion. Tossing his head back and closing his eyes, he swallowed hard.

      “Come here.” I settled myself comfortably onto the mattress and boldly opened my thighs, letting my legs fall open to make room for where he would settle over me. He hesitated for only a moment, grabbing a condom out of his nightstand as a slight blush tinted his cheeks. His hands were sure as he rolled it down his length, his gaze coming back to meet mine.

      Ryder’s eyes blazed with a fire and a passion I hadn’t seen before, and it filled the room in a tangible way. One second he was beside me, and the next his golden skin was sliding against mine as he aligned us.

      His arms were tense as he held his body over mine, and I gripped his biceps, roving my hands up and down over the hard ridges of his muscles.

      I tipped my hips up toward Ryder and it was the only invitation he needed. His eyes locked with mine as he pressed the head of his cock inside of me, slowly inching forward. His arms shook and he hung his head as he forged inside me. “Oh fuck, that feels good,” he rasped.

      I moaned at the feelings he was inspiring inside of me, and rose up to meet him as he sheathed himself to the hilt.

      “Nix,” he called my name like a prayer and began to move, fucking me in sweet, slow motions that began to build in pace and rhythm.

      I writhed below him as he glided into me over and over again in long, smooth strokes, grinding my clit into him with every roll of his hips.

      My nails dug into his back as I held on to him, loving the way his chest brushed against mine as he leaned over me. The slight shift in position had every thrust rubbing over my g-spot, and I lost my mind. My pussy pulsed around him in endless waves.

      “Ryder!” I cried out, and was met with the sexiest groan as he sped up, losing himself to pure, scorching need.

      He rocketed into me with a wild, reckless abandon that made me shudder, ache, and throb. The pleasure that had settled over me earlier grew, spiraling higher, until I was at the peak, ready to fall over the edge with Ryder.

      His hips bucked as he surged forward one last time before release claimed him. The sight of Ryder so free, and powerful, and lost in rapture made my heart swell with love, and the thrill of watching him find pleasure in my body sent me careening into my own climax.

      We clung to each other as our breathing mingled and eventually slowed enough for us to speak again.

      “That was incredible.” Ryder watched me with an awestruck expression.

      “You were incredible.” My tone was low in the dim sanctuary that was our room. Everything felt heavier and more intimate after the experience we’d just shared together.

      Ryder rolled off of me, quickly cleaned up, and pulled me into his side. “You’re stuck now, you know.”

      “What do you mean?” I scrunched up my nose while I tried to reason out what he was saying.

      Reaching up, he stroked my hair, pushing it away from my face and tucking it behind my ear. “I’m hooked on you, Nix. You’re everything.”

      I brushed his lips in a sweet kiss, putting all of my feelings into it. “I can’t imagine life without you, Ry. I’ll always be here for you. You’re mine and I’m yours.” The need to say more, to speak that four letter word, hung on my lips, but I didn’t give it the freedom it deserved. It was just one more thing I worried about. I had four other men to think about whom I cared for deeply, and I was worried that if I said it to one person first, the others would be upset that they hadn’t heard it yet for themselves. The truth was, I had those feelings for each of the guys, but I didn’t know how to go about expressing it. It was something I added to my list of things to talk to Rini about. She’d certainly been through this already… and she was mated to actual brothers.

      Instead, I cuddled into Ryder and made sure he knew how I felt with actions rather than words.

      We lounged together in weightless happiness, enjoying the languorous, sultry atmosphere as we dozed off together.

      Before sleep fully claimed me, I heard Ryder’s sleep-filled whisper float through the room. It was nothing but a breathy mumble, but I heard it anyway, and it seared itself indelibly onto my heart. “I love you, mikró pouláki.”
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      I slapped my sketchbook closed with an irritated growl, before glancing at my cell phone again. I'd been trying to get ahold of Ciarán for the last few days, and he still wasn't responding. Out of everyone I knew, Ciar was my best chance for finding out if the dream I’d had was prophetic or merely a nightmare, and if he didn’t have the answers for me… he would at least make a good sounding board, someone to talk it through with. The air was bitterly cold as it whipped against me, making my eyes water, but I didn't bother moving yet.

      Ryder and Nix were home alone for their date, and it surprised me that I didn't feel jealous at all. I was curious—definitely curious—what the two of them were up to, and why we had been banished to the sleuth's property, but Damien had shut down the link, leaving only what he called an emergency button available if they called to him in a panic. Nix was sweetly trying to draw Ryder out of his depression, I was sure, but I missed my time with her. My Puca did too. He pressed up against me at the thought of her, wanting to return home to be cuddled and petted. I had spent more time in my Puca form in the last few weeks than I had in my entire life. He was greatly enjoying the freedom our new relationship offered, and I had wondered a bit if it was why I had finally dreamed.

      My Puca was as nervous as I was about the dream, and any threat to his mate was a threat to him. He swirled inside of me, wanting to find answers, but unfortunately he was as unsure as I was, which surprised me.

      Movement at my side caught my attention and I glanced toward the edge of the tree line, my nerves beginning to hum. I knew I had seen movement there, but I doubted anything would be a threat to me on the sleuth's property. I hesitated, debating calling out to Damien, but I decided that whatever it was I could handle it. If anything, it was probably Molly or Rini trying to get a look at why I was out here in the snow rather than inside where it was warm.

      I pushed to my feet with a growl, shaking my head so the snow that had landed on me fell into the piles at my feet. I knew Nix was thrilled about the stuff, but even after all these years it wasn't something I found enjoyable. It was merely frozen water, nothing to get up in arms about.

      I stalked toward the trees with my sketchbook in hand, and my gaze locked onto where I had seen movement. If it was Rini or Molly, they were going to get an earful. I had enough on my mind as it was without having to worry about someone watching me. Then a small glimmer of hope ran through me at the idea that maybe it was Ciarán trying to get in touch with me. It was completely feasible that he wouldn't want to discuss important topics over the phone, and he had been spending a lot of his time with Rini lately. Then again, Ciarán was far too good at hiding, as I had now found out, and I highly doubted he would have let me see him until he was right beside me.

      Hurt bloomed inside of me, and I did my best to push it back. Logically, I understood why he hadn't told me about the rebellion or about his powers, but I couldn't help but feel a little bit betrayed. He was my brother, and even when he drove me crazy I had assumed he had my back. To know the huge secrets he was keeping from me, from everyone, was a complete and utter shock. It was hard to look at him as my annoying, numbskull of a brother when he was involved in something so dangerous. It made me wonder if I really knew him at all.

      The shadows moved again and I stiffened, my Puca on high alert inside me as we stood still, scanning the shadows. I heard branches shift to my left, a product of my Puca's increased hearing, and I lunged quickly, grasping onto the figure hidden in the shadows and pulling them into the light.

      “Zanoah?” I dropped her arm as if I’d been burned and stepped back. There wasn't any way to hide who she was, her looks were far too distinctive, though I had rarely had a chance to see her at anything more than a distance. I flung my connection to Damien and the others open wide, letting them see everything. If she decided to erase whatever memories we were about to form, I didn't think it would affect Damien's link.

      “Killian,” she greeted me breathlessly, her dark eyes wide in her pale face.

      Careful. Damien and Theo hissed the warning at the same time, but I knew they wouldn't dare charge out here and interfere. We needed to see what she was doing—and what she knew—and couldn't take the risk of her wiping all of us at the same time.

      “What do you need, Zanoah?” I asked, sticking my sketchbook into the back of my jeans. My Puca was going crazy inside of me, and it was taking half of my focus to control him. There was something about the Baku that set him completely on edge.

      “I needed to speak to you. Away from everyone else.” Her long hair fell over her face, but she didn’t bother tugging it away.

      “I think this is about as ‘away’ as we're going to get,” I pointed out, indicating the distance to the cabins with a wave of my hand.

      “I...” She stumbled on her words and my eyebrows shot up. I didn't think I'd ever seen her stumble on anything before. As a Baku, she was one of the most feared creatures in our society, able to strip our minds completely. That lent a sense of power that led to little flexibility.

      The snow fell around us silently, and I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to keep some of the heat inside of me. I was definitely regretting staying outdoors at this point. “Did you need help with something?” I prompted, hoping to get her moving again.

      “I saw your dreams,” she said rapidly, half burying her face in her coat. The jacket, her waterfall of hair, and even the cold, weren't enough to hide the flush that worked over her cheeks.

      I blinked, confused. “I don't dream.” I told her with a shrug. “Ask the Council. They've monitored me for it since I was a boy.”

      “You dreamed when you first got here,” she pointed out, and my eyes widened at the depth of her knowledge.

      “How did you...”

      “What do you know about the baku, Killian?” she inquired, her eyes still turned away with the flush of scarlet staining her cheeks.

      “Uh, just what most do, I guess. You can mess with minds.” I kept my emotions in check, my mind away from the night of the Gala.

      You're doing well. Theo reassured me. Just let her lead.

      It's not a fucking dance. I shot back, nerves pricking at my temper.

      “Do you know why there are so few baku left?” she asked quietly, the snow muffling her whispering voice.

      I shrugged. “Some of our species are just dying out. It happens. If you want a scientific answer on that, I'm not the one to come to. I do planes, not science. You'd want to nab Theo or Ryder for it.”

      She scowled for a moment, before the expression slid away. “It's you I want to talk to, Killian. It's you I've always wanted to talk to.”

      “Huh?” I had absolutely no idea what that meant.

      “I know you have feelings for the Phoenix.” Her quiet words sent a shard of fear shooting through me, the ice filling my veins no longer from the chill in the air. “I've watched you for years, you know. So many years. I waited, yet you've never seen me, not really. When you met her, your dreams began to fill with color and energy and hope…”

      “I don't know what you mean,” I replied softly, shifting my stance. I could feel the tension of the others radiating down our connection. “And like I said, I don't dream.”

      “And isn't that odd?” she replied, cocking her head, still staring into the distance. “An extremely powerful Puca who never dreams—ever. Your illusion powers keep getting stronger, but your dreams just disappeared.” Her eyes finally turned to mine, surprising me with their watery sheen, even as she spoke in her same placid tone while she studied me. “What most people don't realize about bakus, about why my kind is basically extinct, is how we feed. We can eat food to sustain our bodies, but it does nothing for our minds—our powers. And the more we use our powers, the more we need sustenance to sustain them. We feed on dreams, Killian, and not just any dreams. I can eat the dreams of any one of your friends and I'll stay just on the edge of starving. It's enough to get me to the next meal, but only that. If I continue to use my powers, I'll collapse, my mind eventually giving out.”

      “And?” I knew the word was harsh, but I wasn't sure what else I could exactly say to her. It was definitely unfair that her species had been given that burden, but there wasn't anything I could do to change that.

      “We need the dreams of prophesiers, Killian.” Her dark eyes glittered as she stared at me. “The power that they contain. That power is what we need to survive. Power like what you have.”

      “What I have?” I gasped. My Puca was fighting hard to push to the front now, and sparks of light danced amongst the snowflakes, adding full-fledged color to the pristine white landscape.

      “Of course.” She arched a brow before her eyes pulled away from mine again, color mantling her cheeks as she twisted the ends of her hair. “You remember flashes of them I'm sure—bits of image or color. It's hard to get everything at times, especially if you're woken abruptly. You'll usually keep the tail end of your dream before I'm able to consume it. It's not pleasant to have my meals interrupted.”

      “You're...” I could feel my friends’ shock radiating through me, each of them as speechless as I. Even inquisitive Theo hadn't begun peppering questions at me. “You're telling me that I really do have prophesy dreams and you've been consuming them for years? Because you need them?”

      She shrugged a slender shoulder, turning her head away as she blinked rapidly to clear her eyes of the emotion she'd let sneak into her usually unshakable nature. “That about sums it up. As I said, I'd most likely die without them. Prophecy is not a common gift, as you're well aware. And though I do not need to have an actual connection with someone to seek their dreams, the same way a dreamwalker would, it makes it far easier for me to find my meals.”

      “For all this time? I mean, you're, what, eighteen, nineteen years old?”

      She chuckled though the sound lacked humor. “Trust you not to notice, despite us growing up nearly on top of each other. My mother was dying when she brought me here. She hoped that the Council would know of a way to save me, possibly even a way to save her. My powers had only just begun to appear, so I had time yet before they began to drain me.”

      Irritation and indecision rippled through me. “You could die of this even as a kid?”

      “Of course. Many of our kind don't survive past the time our powers arrive. The only reason my mother made it is because there was a prophet in the tribe she joined, but his powers were nothing like yours. She was always weak, always hungry and drained.” She shifted, wrapping her arms tightly around herself. “Like you, this wasn't my original home. My mother found a home amongst others of our kind in a small province in China. While she bore other children, none of them survived very long past the arrival of their powers. Then our prophet died. Mother was aware she did not have much time, and using the last of her strength, we arrived in Alaska to seek the help of the Council. She made a deal with them, you see. You had arrived not long before that, a scared little boy who still dreamed of his family and returning to see them one day. I was just a little younger than you. My powers, like yours, had appeared early.”

      “What deal did she make?” My voice was hard, my hands numb from how tightly I was squeezing my fists.

      “When the Council told her that they did have a prophet, she was ecstatic at first. She believed that maybe we could both thrive here. But there wasn't enough for us both. Your dreams were strong, yes, but not strong enough to sustain a full-grown Baku and one growing one. She sacrificed herself for me. The Council took control of me, and she left, wasting away over time.”

      “I'm sorry for your loss, but why was I never...” I trailed off, swallowing hard to control the furious words that wanted to rip from my throat in a scream.

      “At first you were so young, they were able to justify it.” She rocked back and forth, her fingers returning to mindlessly twisting and braiding the ends of her hair. “Then, the Council began to realize you spoke of your home less and less. I was consuming those thoughts, taking them upon myself, making you easier to control.” I hissed, but she continued as though she hadn't even heard me. “I'm sure you can see how that was useful for the Council.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I spat the words at her. “Did the guilt become too much for you?”

      “In a way,” she admitted. “I've wanted to tell you for years. Sharing your dreams every night, it was impossible for me not to gain a connection to you. You see, I don't just consume your dreams. I see them—feel them—live them as though I’m experiencing them myself, much like you would if I didn’t feed off of them. It made me very useful, I was able to warn the Council of anything you foresaw while still sustaining myself, ensuring that my bloodline did not extinguish itself entirely. But because dreams are a part of you, an analysis of what you've seen or felt, I grew… ” She hesitated before adding, “Close to you. The Council decided it was for the best to keep us apart.”

      “So what are you going to do now?” I asked, though a worm of guilt worked its way into me. “It's not like I can say I want you to keep eating my dreams.” My Puca railed against me, flaring angry red sparks over and over as he agreed with me, furious at the violation as well as the resulting dismissal of his own powers through the years. If what she was saying was correct, then if I insisted on her no longer eating my dreams, I may as well kill her myself right here—she'd end up dying anyhow.

      “I knew it would come to a head at some point. There was only so long I could avoid the issue.” She shrugged again, the movement jerky as she twirled her fingers over and over through inky strands of hair. “Your visions have gotten darker and darker as you've aged, more and more violent.” I thought of the flashes I remembered, of blood and pain that haunted my drawings, my latest dream about Nix flashing through my mind. “I've had to be more and more selective about what I told the Council, in case something came back on me. But now...”

      “Now what?” I snapped, grateful that Nix was home with Ryder rather than here with me.

      “It's interesting seeing your own death through another set of eyes.” The conversational way she said it had me reeling.

      “I—you—death?” I was happy that my voice didn't squeak while I stuttered.

      “Death,” she affirmed, that one word holding more emotion in it than our entire conversation. “I won't be of use anymore. Not once they realize that I haven't shared everything with them. I'll be far more useful in the same capacity my mother was in.”

      “And what capacity is that?” I questioned, unsure if I wanted the answer.

      “As a reproductive tool. You've seen the island, of course. They should have no trouble keeping my body stable, not that they'd really need it. They have other shifters who can perform mindwipes, though probably not as efficiently as I can.” There was no pride in her words, and the calm certainty of them was more chilling than the Alaskan air.

      “The island?” Footsteps sounded behind me as Theo and Damien jogged up, flanking me on both sides. It was Theo who had spoken. Apparently unwilling to channel their questions and thoughts through me, my friends had made the executive decision to join me. I was sure Hiro was probably adjoining us in the shadows of the woods somewhere, ready and able to manipulate the trees around us should things take a darker turn.

      “Of course. I can’t deny that it does have its uses. We have ensured bakus will never completely disappear from the world—or, at least, not for a long time. But the genetic games that they have played will have more consequences than they can even begin to know. Though I'm sure you'll see that in time—your dreams hint at enough of it.”

      “Why are you telling us this?” Damien snapped, with enough of his alter bleeding through that I could see the start of wings tearing through the shoulders of his shirt.

      “Because I want to help. At least as much as I can. I don't have much longer in this world—there is only so much about a prophecy that can be altered. And, even without the Council's interference, I have come to my own decision.” Her eyes sought out mine and sorrow, and something else I couldn't quite identify in the gloom, sparkled there. “I can't eat from you any longer. I will no longer be a parasite. It is not the life I chose. I’ve done things… things I cannot atone for, but during the time I have left, I’d like to make amends. Then I will end things my way—when and where I choose rather than at their perverted hands. But I can arm you as much as I possibly can before that happens.”

      “So you want to share secrets?” Theo's voice was skeptical.

      She tilted her head side to side. “Partially.” She hesitated before adding, “There is one more thing I am able to do, but it will require an act of trust on your parts.”

      “And what is that?” Damien asked quietly. I wasn't sure if he voiced the question because Zanoah's shields were so strong, or he simply didn't want to waste energy and time on searching her mind.

      “I can restore your mate's memories.”
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      Dragging my feet up the stairs, I tried to fight off the weariness I was feeling. The only thing I wanted to do was crawl into bed with Nix and Ryder, and share in the peacefulness I knew they were experiencing in each other’s arms. The three cups of coffee I’d had only served to wake up my mind, while my muscles still felt sluggish.

      Heading to the bathroom, I took a quick, steamy shower in hopes that it would wake me further. I was a college student, for fuck’s sake. Pulling all-nighters was part of the job description.

      I stood in front of the mirror staring at my reflection past the steam that curled over the glass, fogging it up from the drastic temperature change in the room. Tense shoulders, dark circles, and worried eyes were reflected back at me. Sighing, I ran my hand through my hair, combing my dark strands before I grabbed my brush and styled my hair so it would dry to my preferred look.

      With my towel wrapped firmly around my waist, I left the bathroom behind and stepped into the hallway. Four strides later, I found myself pausing outside of Ryder’s room. The scent of Nix and Ryder’s pleasure permeated the air this close to the doorway, and I drew it deep into my lungs, rumbling with approval just as much as my Kitsune was doing within in my head.

      My body awoke instantly, growing hard under the terry cloth of the towel.

      Finally, Ryder and Nix had enjoyed the carnal pleasure their bodies could give them. As happy as I was that they’d gotten to explore each other, I couldn’t stop the seed of jealousy, nor the one of need, that rose inside my chest. I didn’t envy them their one-on-one time together. I just simply wanted them both. I needed to see pleasure overtake their expressions as they came for me. Over and over and over again.

      My cock throbbed at the idea of slipping into bed between them, and against my earlier resolve, my hand landed on the cool metal of the doorknob, and turned.

      The sight that greeted me both warmed my heart and heated my blood. A naked Nix was cocooned against Ryder’s side with her leg tossed over one of his. Where she was all soft curves and smooth skin, Ryder was hard muscle and defined lines. The even rise and fall of their chests told me they were asleep and I crept closer, dropping my towel on the floor to match their naked state. Pulling up the covers, I slipped into bed on Nix’s other side, trying hard not to disturb their slumber as I pressed my body up against the lush curve of her ass.

      Laying my head on the pillow, I sighed in relief at the instant comfort that surrounded me, and I brought my arm to Nix’s waist, enjoying the slid of our skin as I cuddled into her body.

      Nix hummed breathily as she stirred, arching her hips back into mine as she adjusted to the extra weight holding her down. I grunted a suppressed moan as Nix’s ass cradled the hard length of my cock.

      “Hiro.” She called for me in her sleepy state, turning her head to try and peer over her shoulder without opening her eyes.

      I chuckled. “It’s me.” I kept my voice low and leaned toward her, planting a sweet kiss on her cheek before I nipped playfully at her ear, nearly purring when she wiggled against me once more.

      “Missed you,” she murmured, before her arm landed over mine, pulling it tighter across her waist.

      “Did you enjoy your mate?” My tone grew husky as I thought about Ryder sharing his first time with Nix.

      “I did.” The smile was evident in her voice, even though she was tired.

      “Did you please him? Make him come inside the sweet walls of your pussy?” I skimmed my nose over the sensitive skin behind her ear as I spoke the dirty words to her.

      She gasped and shifted between Ryder and me, clearly getting worked up. “I did,” she answered bluntly, as a rose colored tint worked its way into her cheeks.

      “Good girl,” I growled and splayed my hand over her abdomen possessively. “What I wouldn’t give to watch you fuck him… to watch the way he loses himself in your body… in the desire you ignite inside of him.”

      “Oh fuck,” Nix breathed and bucked back into my body.

      Ryder stirred then and squinted an eye open, smiling at the sight of me on the other side of Nix. His grin was earth shatteringly happy and my heart grew two sizes in my chest.

      “I was just telling our mate how much I’d love to see her riding you, milking every last drop of come from your body as she makes you cry out her name.”

      “Shit.” Ryder roused, suddenly fully awake as he propped himself up in bed and glanced down at the needy look on Nix’s face. “You’re getting her all worked up again.” Ryder grinned, looking like a cat who just got the cream.

      “You up for helping me take care of our mate? I know you both had fun last night, but I’m desperate to touch her again. To touch both of you.” I let my gaze sear into first Nix, and then Ryder as I spoke, showing them the raw need I knew covered my face. After last night, and everything the guys and I were going to have to share with Nix and Ryder about Zanoah, I wanted to be selfish and claim this little bit of time before things grew stressful again.

      Ryder, ever observant, must have caught the look in my eye because he asked, “Is everything alright?”

      “Right now, in this room, yes. The world stops here and now… it’s just the three of us.” He must have seen my determination, because he nodded and let any outside topics drop away, allowing the veiled curtain I wanted to cocoon us in blanket the room.

      Nix, however, opened her mouth to ask what we were talking about, and I swooped in, taking full advantage as I covered it with my own. My tongue lashed out to tease hers, letting the cool metal of my tongue ring drag along the sensitive areas of her mouth the way I knew she liked. When she moaned into my mouth, I swallowed the sound and ground my cock against her ass.

      I let my hand trail down between our bodies and my knuckles brushed over the rigid length of Ryder’s erection, eliciting a hissing moan, as the pads of my fingers delved down to find Nix’s clit. Stroking her in a circle, I teased around her most sensitive area.

      “Hiro!” she cried out, making my length pulse and drip.

      Then I moved my hand, wrapping it around the long, girthy length of Ryder’s cock. With a sure stroke, I touched Ryder for the first time, watching his face scrunch up in molten pleasure.

      “That is so fucking sexy.” The husky note in Nix’s tone was punctuated with the sharp, sweet scent of her arousal releasing into the air. Neither Ryder nor I were unaffected, and dual groans floated through the room as her essence made her slick. “I… I want to see you guys kiss again.” She bit her lip and her blush deepened.

      I pumped my hand over Ryder in slow movements, teasing him with the pressure of my fist and the glide of my hand over the sensitive area just under the head of his cock.

      “You never have to be ashamed of your wants with us, Nix. Don’t be embarrassed. All you have to do is ask for what you want, and Ryder and I will oblige you in any way we can.” My eyes met Ryder’s dazed gaze, and like two magnets drawn together, we leaned over Nix’s body, our mouths meeting in a clash of tongues and teeth. It’d been much too long since I’d tasted my Ceraptor, and the fact that Nix had a front row seat ignited my blood in my veins.

      My hand worked over Ryder in a faster pace, which had him growling and grunting in my mouth as our tongues dueled in a fierce dance of need and desire. I felt the moment Ryder’s muscles drew taut as he chased his release. It was the some moment I realized that Nix had a wandering hand and was giving herself pleasure as she viewed the show we were putting on for her.

      Slowing my movements on Ryder, I cut off his release with a wicked gleam in my eye. He panted for breath, his chest rising and falling as his eyes flew open and he begged me, wordlessly, for more.

      “What’s this?” I released Ryder and trailed my hand down Nix’s arm to where her fingers were working over her sweet, swollen clit. “I don’t think so.” I gently pulled her hand from her body. Her cries of protest just spurred me on. “You’re not allowed to touch yourself. You’re not allowed to come until I say so.”

      Even as she writhed between Ryder and me, pleading for release with her chocolate brown eyes, I knew my orders turned her on. Her breathy gasps and flushed cheeks were a dead giveaway.

      “You need more, Nix?” I asked, making her respond to me as I shifted positions, leaning up farther in bed and peering down at her gorgeous, caramel skin on display. The mounds of her breasts were firm and round, and her nipples stood at complete attention, drawing my focus while she answered me with an unintelligible mewl.

      My lips closed around a nipple, tugging at the sensitive flesh and making her press her thighs together. The moment Ryder joined in with the ministrations, closing his mouth around her other nipple, she jolted and drove her hands into our hair, holding us to her body as we worked her with our lips, tongues, and mouths.

      “Don’t stop,” she demanded, and I stopped. Ryder, picking up on my game, slowed to a stop as well, lifting his mouth off of her tit only to blow cool air across her tender flesh, watching it harden and pebble to a diamond. “Fuck,” she cried, and my cock jumped at the pure need we’d elicited in her.

      Our play continued in a game of give and take, until I finally kissed a trail between her breasts and down her stomach, hovering over the promise land that was her center as she pressed her hips up to meet my lips. “Please, Hiro.” Her need was like a balm to my soul, offering peace and a sense of rightness that settled into my heart. My mate needed me, and I would oblige.

      My tongue lashed out at her, laving over her clit in one hard stroke that had her arching off the bed. I took my time, exploring every inch of her, sucking and licking and stabbing my tongue into her pussy over and over again. Focusing on her clit, I started in a wide circle, drawing closer to her center with every pass while I enjoyed the flavor of her. By the time I reached her clit, I gripped her thighs and held her down while I flicked my tongue ring over her lightly, chuckling at her frustrated groan. I tortured her with varying degrees of pressure as I licked over her clit, and Ryder kept her wrists pinned over her head to keep her from trying to force my tongue where she wanted it the most.

      “I need to come.” The shaky quality of her voice told me how close to the edge she truly was, and I pulled my head back to peer up at Ryder and Nix.

      “What do you think, Ryder?” I smirked. “Should we let her fall over the edge into bliss yet? Or should we play with her some more?”

      “Ryder, please!” Nix turned her head toward him, begging him with those fathomless brown eyes of hers.

      I saw the moment he wavered, wanting to give her what she wanted, but I wasn’t done yet. With either of them.

      Deciding to give her a little more control, I came up with an idea.

      “As a reward for your obedience, I’m going to let you choose what happens next.” Staring at Nix’s swollen, pink lips as she dragged in a breath, I asked her the question burning on my tongue. “What do you want, Nix? Your wish is our command.”
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      My mind spun with the millions of possibilities that Hiro offered me in that moment, and as much as I wanted to beg him for the orgasm he’d been denying me, there was one pressing idea tattooed on my brain that I’d played through my head during my own private time. My breathing sawed in and out of my lungs as I forced myself to voice one of my most private fantasies.

      “I want to watch you suck him,” I blurted out, panting hard as Hiro grinned at me from between my thighs. Ryder stiffened for a moment next to me and then chuckled, relaxing back onto the bed.

      “You want me to suck him, hmm?” Hiro asked, repositioning himself, and reaching over to grab Ryder's hand and pull him off the bed. “Then sit up and watch sweetheart. But don't touch yourself until I say you can.” I groaned but sat up hurriedly. I wanted to see this. I gripped the edge of the bed tightly as Hiro pulled Ryder to a spot right in my line of sight and just out of my reach. His eyes locked on Ryder's as, ever so slowly, he knelt at his feet.

      Ryder moaned, reaching out to tangle his tan fingers in Hiro’s dark hair. “Stroke yourself for me,” Hiro ordered, his eyes still on Ryder's. I shifted in the bed, my core aching as I watched them.

      Ryder slowly wrapped his fist around his own length and groaned, giving the shaft a squeeze and beginning his gliding movements. I moaned at how hard and ready he was. He shot me an impish grin. “Is this moment everything you've imagined, sugar?” I nodded, speechless.

      Hiro turned his eyes to mine as he wrapped his fingers around the base of Ryder's cock, replacing Ryder’s hand with his. We all groaned in unison. I bucked my hips off the bed. “You want to watch him fuck my mouth?” Hiro’s smooth, sweet voice saying such dirty words was so hot. I nodded, moaning with need. Hiro kept his eyes on mine as his tongue snuck out to lick the weeping tip of Ryder's cock. Ryder's hand tightened in his hair, pulling his mouth more fully toward him. Ryder’s eyes didn’t leave Hiro while Hiro’s gaze was locked on mine as he opened his mouth wide, allowing Ryder to thrust his cock deep into his mouth.

      I squirmed. The pressure in my abdomen was intense and I needed to relieve it. Hiro broke eye contact with me to lick and suck at Ryder’s cock, allowing Ryder to guide his mouth over him again and again. As I watched his mouth work Ryder, I used his distraction and slid my fingers between my legs. I was already so fucking close.

      Hiro was up and on me before I had even noticed him move. Damn, he was fast! He chuckled darkly, gripping my wrists. “None of that now, sweetheart. If I can’t trust you to behave on your own, I’m going to have to make you.” He tugged on my wrists, pulling me over to a panting Ryder. Placing his hands on my shoulders he forced me to my knees, inches from Ryder’s hard cock. “Ryder, hold her hands,” he demanded, pulling my arms over my head so they were in easy reach for Ryder’s grasp. A second set of hands tightened around mine. I moaned, leaning into them. I was so close to going over the edge, I just needed to touch or taste them!

      Hiro chuckled again, kneeling at my side and grasping my chin. He brushed soft kisses around my mouth, enjoying the way I was panting with want for them. “Uh-uh. I’m in the business of making fantasies come true. You wanted to see me suck Ryder. You can’t appreciate it if your hands are busy. I guess you just needed a closer view. Watch.” He flicked his tongue over my lower lip, nipping me quickly as I tried to arch into him. Ryder’s grip restrained me, keeping me precariously balanced on my knees, just out of reach. His hips canted forward as Hiro knelt before him again.

      “Fuck!” he spat, as Hiro swallowed him in one swift motion. “I’m not going to last.”

      Hiro deep-throated him again, and again, before pulling off to lick him lightly. “You like me sucking you, Ryder?” Ryder only groaned, thrusting his hips toward Hiro’s mouth. Hiro grinned. “Oh no, that won’t do. Use your words. Do you like me sucking you? The feel of my tongue on your cock?” He licked forward quickly, swirling his tongue from the base to the tip before pulling away again, teasing him with his tongue ring. “Do you like that my sucking you is driving Nix crazy? Knowing that she wants to help me suck your cock? That it’s making her wet watching this?”

      “Fuck yes!” Ryder hissed. Hiro rewarded him, running the hard steel of his tongue ring along the underside of his cock, teasing a sensitive spot there that Ryder seemed to love, before swallowing him again. Ryder and I groaned in unison. Watching Hiro pleasure him like this, driving Ryder crazy, was killing me. I twisted, trying to tug my hands from Ryder’s grip, but he only tightened his hold.

      Hiro pulled his mouth away again, ignoring the pained moan that dropped from Ryder’s lips. “That’s not very nice, Nix. If you fight him, I have to stop sucking to reprimand you.” He leaned forward, slowly dragging his tongue over and around the swollen head of Ryder’s cock.

      “God dammit, Hiro, I’m so close.” The words were ragged and pushed out around gasping breaths as he clenched my wrists tightly.

      Hiro kept his eyes on mine. “Do you want me to make him come? Do you want to taste him on my lips when I’m done with him?”

      I groaned, nearly coming at the thought. “Yes!”

      “Well, let’s give the lady what she wants.” Hiro smirked, holding his eyes on mine as he went back to working Ryder’s cock in long, smooth strokes of his mouth. I arched and twisted, unable to stop myself as my body ached in time with each pass of Hiro’s lips and thrust of Ryder’s hips.

      The bones in my wrists ground together as Ryder bucked and moaned, losing himself in Hiro’s mouth. Hiro pulled back, leaving Ryder sated in his wake, and turned to look at me, his eyes hot and needy. He arched an eyebrow in question and, feeling Ryder’s grip on my hands release, I lunged for him, pressing my mouth to his. I could taste Ryder’s saltiness along with the sweetness that was only Hiro. Ryder’s mouth closed hard around the nape of my neck as Hiro thrust his tongue in and out of my mouth, sweeping against mine again and again. When Ryder’s teeth sunk deep into my shoulder and his hand cupped my pussy, I couldn’t hold back any longer. I groaned, pushing deeper into Hiro’s mouth as I came hard, my muscles twitching and pulsing in relief.

      Hiro pulled back gently, sliding his tongue across his lips in satisfaction. “Good girl,” he murmured softly, stroking his finger over my swollen lips. “Now let's see what else we can do with that mouth.”
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      The picture of Hiro and Ryder collapsing together onto Ryder’s bed and losing themselves to sleep would forever be ingrained in my memories, as would the multitude of hot moments that led up to their exhaustion. I still had the taste of Hiro on my tongue as I slipped out of the room.

      My muscles had never been so deliciously sore before, but I’d kept my shower brief, fully aware of how much hot water would be needed when the guys all woke up. I could hear Theo and Damien rustling around in their rooms, and wondered why they were all awake at such an early hour. Creeping down the hall, I closed myself in my bedroom and padded my way to the dresser. Pulling out all the essentials, including a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt, adorned with a pattern of small white feathers—compliments of Ryder—I threw on some chapstick and called it good.

      Outside, the sun was still below the horizon, leaving the house dark as I headed downstairs. Flipping on the lighting under the cabinets to create a soft glow, I danced around the kitchen, prepping the coffee pot at the same moment I heard the shower click on upstairs. Choosing to brew the caffeine now, I set the coffee maker and went about grabbing a quick bowl of cereal to hold me over until later in the morning when Damien usually prepared a more elaborate meal. Normally, I would have insisted that cooking wasn’t necessary, but I’d learned over the past few months that preparing meals was part of Damien’s love language—a way to show he cared and could provide for all of us.

      Each of my men had a similar skill. With Killian, it was our training sessions, and Ryder always knew how to cheer me up and make me feel better. Hiro kept me calm and eased difficult situations, while Theo was my researcher, always coordinating the family and going the extra mile to make sure we were prepared for whatever came our way. I’d never felt so cared for and loved in my entire life.

      Love. I was surprised that the sentiment didn’t scare me or make me nervous. The word had been popping into my thoughts more and more lately, and instead of instilling panic, it came with a sense of rightness I couldn’t explain.

      I deposited my empty bowl in the sink, grabbed a coffee mug, and filled it, before quickly setting the carafe back under the dripping machine to catch the rest of the precious dark liquid for the guys.

      Loading it with lots of milk and sugar, I settled back at my spot behind the kitchen island, and waited for whoever was awake to join me.

      As the sun peeked over the horizon, I smiled at the happy weightless feeling in my chest. While it may have seemed reckless to cling to an emotion that could change so quickly, I had a sneaking suspicion that just like a frost covered flower could survive a hard freeze, this was the kind of happiness that wouldn’t be easily destroyed. No matter what life threw at it.
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      We were all on edge after meeting with Zanoah, but we hadn't wanted to wake Nix when we got home. She and Ryder appeared to have worn each other out, and they were asleep curled up on his bed. Hiro, Killian, Theo, and I had stayed up late into the morning, discussing Zanoah’s disclosures and whether she could be trusted enough to be close to Nix for anything as complicated as un-wiping her mind.

      Eventually, Hiro had headed upstairs while Theo and I chose to stay up—too lost in our thoughts to even try to sleep. We had only been home for a few stress-filled hours when Ciarán's message had come through, letting us know that a meeting would be occurring this morning as well.

      I wasn't sure I was able to handle a meeting with the insane Celt after another sleepless night, but we needed more information about the rebellion and we needed it quickly. I would be lying if I also didn't want his take on what Zanoah had disclosed. Apparently the rebellion had been well aware of the island, so they may be able to confirm what Zanoah had told us.

      I tugged on clean clothing. Sadly, the icy shower I had taken had done little to wake me up. I would be relying heavily on caffeine this morning to try and get anything accomplished. I wasn't looking forward to letting Ryder and Nix in on what had occurred. Ryder would immediately want to go after Zanoah to try and gain answers about the island and his sister. Nix may or may not want her memories back, though knowing my strong girl the way I did, I was sure she'd choose to have them restored just so she could confirm exactly what had happened, rather than having to continually face the nightmares her mind was making up.

      “Good morning,” Nix chirped happily, curled up at the kitchen island with a cup of coffee. “I heard the shower.” A blush coated her cheeks as she took a sip from her mug. “I figured you might all want coffee. I was grateful you gave us time alone together, but I didn’t mean you had to stay out until the wee hours of the morning.”

      I chuckled. “It wasn't the wee hours of the morning when we first got in. I believe you were just worn out.” I arched a brow at her with a smirk on my face as I assembled my own cup of coffee, hoping she had made it strong. The color in her cheeks darkened and the mug wasn't big enough to hide the brilliant smile she wore. “Did you have fun at least?”

      I really didn't need to ask the question, the expression on her face was enough of an answer, but teasing her was far more amusing than thinking about the reality of today. “Yes, I did. And again this morning.” She smirked and then changed the subject. “Do you have anything planned for today? I thought maybe we could do another group training session or something. I like when we all spend time together and I miss all of you.”

      “I'd love another training lesson, but there isn't time for that today.”

      “Why?” she asked curiously, setting her mug aside.

      “We have to meet Ciarán this morning.” Killian's gruff voice interrupted us as he made a beeline for the coffee machine. His eyes were rimmed with red, and I doubted he had gotten any sleep at all, not that I blamed him. My focus was mostly on Nix, but I was worried about him as well. It's not that I advocated starving the poor girl, but I had to wonder what the side effects of dream removal had been on Killian for all of these years. It wasn't as though he could avoid sleeping for very long, but now he would never know if someone was inside of his mind, stealing visions they weren’t meant to see. It was a horrible invasion of privacy. At least when I interfered, their thoughts remained their own.

      The fact that the Council was behind his missing dreams and half visions only enraged me, and fueled the fire of my growing hatred over the way they toyed with shifters’ lives. For that reason alone, I was looking forward to seeing what Ciar had to say.

      “Really?” Her eyes widened as she glanced between us, assessing our sleepless state. “What's going on? What happened?”

      I sighed, draining the rest of my cup. “Let's get the others together and I'll tell you then. There's too much to tell to do it quickly, and we need to leave.”

      It took us only about an hour to get everyone up, ready, and into the Hummer, heading back to the coffee shop to meet Ciarán. He had warned us that it was only an initial meeting place, and we would be moving forward in meeting others like him, although he wouldn't say more over the phone or even mind to mind. The streets were clear, but more snow swirled through the air. Nix stared out the window at it, her jaw set in a stiff line now that she had been filled in on our conversation with Zanoah. She hadn't said much, but the fury and confusion radiating from her were clear enough that I probably would have understood them even without a mental connection.

      Ciarán hadn't bothered to wait inside for us. His dark red hair was noticeable as he stuck his tongue out, chasing snowflakes in the parking lot, much to Killian's groaning dismay. He bounced over to the Hummer, his steps light and quick, with a wide smile plastered across his face as the snow melted on his eyelashes. “Brother dearest! And all of your lovely fluffle members.” He eyed us consideringly, noting the lack of sleep and firmed jaws of our group. “I assume things have either taken a very positive turn in regard to your sleepless looks, or a very negative one.” He took a look at Nix and grimaced. “I'm unfortunately prone to guessing it's the latter.”

      “Let's just go where you want, and we'll talk after that,” Killian grunted.

      Following Ciarán’s directions, Theo steered us onto the highway heading out of Anchorage. Mundane conversation filled the car for the first twenty-five minutes of our drive, while Nix stared out the window at the passing scenery. Eventually, the mood in the car was thick enough that Ciarán had had enough, and prodded us into divulging all that we’d learned the day before.

      Ciarán tried to maintain his joyful attitude, but after hearing what Zanoah had shared, a glint of steel was clear in his eyes. His mental static stayed strong, however, never faltering despite the mental strain we were putting on him. “I knew there was a reason that your dreams were disappearing and that the Council was behind it. I had forgotten the lore about bakus dying if they did not consume dreams, however. There hasn’t been one outside of the Council's pocket in so long that the results were mixed in what’s actually true and what’s lore polluted by humans.”

      “You thought someone was stealing my dreams and you didn't do anything about it?” Killian snapped.

      “I tried to warn you when I was here,” Ciarán sniped back, his brother's irritation finally provoking him slightly. “It wasn't as though I could make the Council stop, even if I had outright revealed the problem. You aren't even able to make it stop now, it’s her own choice.”

      “So, what do I do then?” Killian roared. “Let her die in order to keep my dreams? Try and turn her to our side so that she can eat them, and I can still find out about them? How long would that last? You know the Council would immediately be after her.”

      “And what about Nix?” Theo jumped in, glancing in the rearview mirror before settling his gaze back on the road.

      “I believe that's my call,” Nix interrupted, her voice calm and cool, cutting through the yelling males. “I need to know what happened.”

      “No!” Killian and, surprisingly, Ciarán spoke at once, both staring at each other as they shared the same protective sentiment.

      Nix pivoted in her seat, glaring at the pair of them. “No?” The word was skeptical and full of fury, as she stared the two of them down. They both dropped their heads, shifting in unison, and I realized it was the first time I had ever seen the two of them acting like brothers. Side by side the physical similarities were impossible to miss, even their personalities echoed each other, though Ciarán was far better at hiding the darkness that roiled inside of him. If he ever dropped that boyish facade he used, he would be an entity beyond compare. “I believe this is my mind we're talking about here. If she's convinced she can bring it back, she may even already know what happened to me there. It can't be anything good with what she was hinting at. I will let her renew those memories, and there isn't a damn thing you can say that will make me change my mind.” Her finger stabbed at their chests, and heat crackled around her as she neared the edge of her control.

      A smile twitched at my lips, and I was sure the same expression was echoed on Hiro's face beside me as well. Theo merely cocked his head, studying the rearview mirror to see the explosion that Nix was creating. It was nice to finally see this demanding, assertive side of her as she stepped outside of her own comfort zone to put them in their place.

      “It is a safety issue, Nix,” I said, drawing her attention to me to give Killian a moment to breathe. I held up my hands in a soothing gesture as she opened her mouth. “I'm not saying we won't do it. I'm saying there needs to be a way to control it.” I turned my attention to Ciarán. “Is there a member of your team who may be able to do what she suggested? With less risk than trusting someone so intimately involved in the Council?”

      Ciarán scowled. “No. At least no one I have access to. If she wants her memories reconstructed, this is probably going to be her only option, at least for an extended period of time.”

      “Until we prove ourselves,” I guessed, my eyes narrowing as I stared at Ciarán. He only grinned dopily, not agreeing or disagreeing with my statement. I pressed a hand to my temple as the chorus to “Barbie Girl” began to play on repeat through my brain at a louder and louder volume. Preventing me from questioning him further, Ciarán directed Theo to hop off the highway, and navigated him down a few rustic roads while I tried to think past the mental noise he created. “I can maintain a constant connection to her, if she’s willing,” I suggested, trying to think over the music. “If she begins to think about doing anything other than what she said she would, or shuts me out, then we can remove her before she’s able to do anything to affect Nix. Her ability to control minds isn’t instantaneous and it requires contact.” I held up a hand to forestall the objections I knew were about to fall on me. “Let’s focus on whatever Ciarán has in mind, and then we’ll discuss this in greater lengths when we’re home.” Mutters of agreement filled the car while the strains of music quieted and disappeared, and I resisted the urge to sigh in relief.

      An entrance to a gravel driveway appeared up ahead, and Ciarán had Theo turn and pull up the long drive to a large cabin buried in the woods.

      At least it’s secluded. Theo pressed his thoughts toward me and I projected them to the group.

      Less chance of getting caught. Hiro echoed what we were all thinking. If the Council found out about our involvement with the rebellion… I couldn't even fathom the repercussions

      Let’s just hope all this trouble is worth it and my brother isn’t getting us in over our heads. Killian grumbled as he pushed the door open, letting chilly air invade the warmth of the car.

      Gravel crunched underfoot as we all climbed from the Hummer, stretched our legs, and clambered up the steps behind Ciar as we followed him inside the rustic home. There, on the front door, was the barely visible shimmering symbol that marked the place as safe space to converse within.

      Ciarán led us down a long hallway, with the ridiculous fool’s smile still painted across his lips as he glanced back at us, ensuring we followed. “Since you’re excluding me from your little family chat, we may as well get on with things. Now, there's no need to stand on ceremony here, the way you would if you were at the Lodge.” Ciarán tossed the words lightly, without seeing the grimaces on my brothers’ faces—or at least ignoring them if he saw them. “That's not to say that you're to be rude, of course. Not that I would expect that from such dear friends.”

      “What about shifting?” I asked, receiving an approving nod from Theo. I knew he preferred to take a back seat in these situations. He was often the most observant of the group, and he liked to watch and listen to everything going on rather than being the one asking questions and talking—at least until his curiosity got the best of him. As long as I stayed on track with what he wanted to ask or kept our mental link open, I knew he wouldn't mind.

      “Well, there should be no need to shift in front of each other. We're all friends here.”

      Killian scoffed, narrowing his eyes at his brother's back. “That's one way to put it. Another way would be that we're as relegated here as we are at the Lodge.”

      Ciarán stopped and turned to face his brother. “I really hope you don't mean that, Kill,” he said quietly, searching his brother's eyes. “I wouldn't put you or your mates in any kind of jeopardy if I could avoid it. The only reason we're meeting here, rather than at a place of your choosing, is because it's safer.” He stared him down, waiting to see if he'd apologize, and the silent moment stretched between them until Nix stepped forward, laying a soft hand on each of their arms.

      “We're all a bit on edge. It's not that we think you want to hurt us, Ciarán, I'm sure that's not what Kill meant at all.” She sent him a soft look, but she didn't wait for him to agree. “Now, you said we were going to meet people?”

      “Yes. A few of the members who head their factions,” Ciarán explained, patting her head gently before turning away again.

      “Factions?” The word reverberated in the hall as we all spoke it at once, shock, confusion, and plain curiosity coating it.

      “There are different groups?” Nix inquired curiously. “How do you get along?”

      “We all have the same current goal.” Those words came from a soft female voice, spoken from a doorway I hadn't noticed hidden in the recesses of the wall. A woman stepped forward. Her blonde hair was soft around her face, her skin fair, as she sent a soft smile to Nix. “While we may not agree on what will be coming in the future, what kind of life is best for all shifters once the Council is removed, that one fact is enough to keep us going.”

      Ciarán smiled, reaching forward to grasp her arm, squeezing just below the elbow in a form of handshake. I noted the gesture, filing it away for later. I wasn't sure if it was just a personality trait of his, or something that could potentially be used later on. “I want you all to meet Valleria.” He turned, his arm wrapping around the young woman's shoulder. “She's another person you may end up having contact with.”

      “Hi,” Nix murmured softly, though the rest of us merely nodded our acknowledgment of the greeting. My Gargoyle was pacing inside of me and I fought against the shift rippling below my skin.

      “It's nice to finally meet all of you.” Though she smiled, it was easy to see how tense she was holding her body, her arms wrapping around her waist and her hands gripping her hips. I hoped it was merely unease at finally meeting so many powerful shifters at once, and nothing more sinister.

      “Valleria is a Valkyrie,” Ciarán explained quietly. “We've worked together for many years.” He ignored his brother's hiss at that statement, keeping his focus solely on us.

      “A Valkyrie?” Theo cocked his head, examining her. “That's a version of a harpy, is it not?”

      She nodded. “Yes. The myth has similar origins. Our transformation is a bit easier than our sister species’ can be, and we don't lose any of our mortal looks. It's made our transition into groups a little bit easier.”

      “I've heard of valkyries.” Nix studied the woman. “I keep being surprised by all of the different people I meet.”

      Valleria grinned at her. “You will continue to be surprised too. I never, in my wildest dreams, thought I'd meet a phoenix, and I've grown up in this world. It doesn't get any easier, believe me. There are many creatures thought to be a myth that have a seed of truth to them. The only question is whether they exist anymore—not whether they existed at all.”

      “So, what faction are you?” Ryder asked with a scowl. “One of the ones who wanted to leave the island alone and not rescue the people who are suffering on it?”

      “Ryder,” I barked his name, though he refused to look at me. Watch your mouth. We don't know exactly what we're up against yet. Play carefully—and kindly. Don't cut off potential allies before we've made them.

      Her mouth firmed and she shook her head. “I was one of those who voted for destroying the island as soon as we learned what was going on with it. Unfortunately, I was outvoted.”

      “There's enough of you to vote?” Hiro inquired softly.

      She nodded. “You won't meet everyone today—I doubt there will ever be a time you truly know everyone. Our ranks have grown exponentially over the years. It's one of the reasons we have as many different factions and group leaders as we do. It's far easier to keep a handle on everyone's actions that way.”

      “What are the factions?” Nix asked, her eyes darting to mine. I knew she worried about overstepping, but I was sure her curiosity was raging.

      “It depends on who you ask,” another voice answered. A male stepped up behind Ciarán and Valleria, and my sense of smell was able to acknowledge that he was animal, not mythological. “Ma'am, the others are waiting for you.” His attention was clearly on Valleria, though he didn't move his eyes from us. His body was taut and his lip was pulled back over his teeth in a warning snarl. A bodyguard of some type, or at least that would be my guess.

      “Of course.” She turned her attention back to us with a smile. “I’m only one part of the welcoming committee. The others are waiting. If you'll follow me?”

      “They really thought we needed more than one tour guide?” Ryder muttered, as we followed both Valleria and Ciarán.

      “Enough, Ry.” Hiro's voice was quiet, but not quiet enough to be missed by my Gargoyle's sharp hearing. “Rail against them later.”

      He snorted, but kept his mouth shut. We approached a door and Ciarán swung it open, guiding us into the center of a room. A few people stood gathered there, a mix of male and female, and all turned their eyes to us.

      “Meet the Rebellion.” Ciarán offered a sharp bow, striding over to stand with his fellow members, with Valleria following in his wake, waving a hand to encompass the others beside him.
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      “Ciarán, there's no need for dramatics or games,” another female scolded, shaking her head, her short red hair flying up in little spikes.

      “There's always need for games, Risa.” He smiled and she scowled in return.

      “You invited us here, so would it be possible to get some more answers?” I asked, letting my voice carry across the room.

      “We've seen that you do not agree with the Council.” A male stepped forward, his white blond hair gleaming in the light. “You seek to protect yourselves, and those whom you care for. We're offering you a way of doing that, this is the difference.”

      Ciarán darted back to our group, tossing an arm around Nix's shoulder, and ignoring the warning growl of his brother. “We're going to welcome you all first, then we can get down to the nitty-gritty,” he chided the male. “You've met the pretty Valkyrie of course. She's the leader of Faction Topaz. The male with her is her bodyguard, Leo.” He blew a kiss at Valleria, who rolled her eyes but grinned, as her silent bodyguard stood stoically behind her. “Risa's our resident water nymph, representative of Faction Opal.” The tiny redhead tilted her head in acknowledgment, though no smile covered her lips. “Rio is her bodyguard.” A tiny Asian girl with dark hair in a long, thick braid past her butt, sent us a small smile.

      “It is nice to meet you.” Rio considered Hiro for a moment and smiled again. “It's nice to have a fellow kitsune amongst us, though my specialty is fire, not forest.”

      Hiro blinked. “You know my specialty?”

      She laughed, the sound bright and happy, and contagious enough to have even my own lips twitching. “We know all about you, about all of you. This meeting has been a long time in the making. That's Rune, representative of the Amber Faction.” Rio indicated the white-haired male with a wave of her hand. Despite her attempt to introduce him, his scowl didn't change.

      The pretty brunette in the corner stepped forward, spreading her hands wide and smiling in greeting. “Welcome, all of you. I'm Victoria, leader of Malachite Faction. This is my friend Alexandre, he's a werewolf.”

      “How many factions are there?” Nix asked, her fingers twitching. I was sure she wanted to rub at the headache I could feel brewing in her temple.

      “Only these four,” Rio informed her. “You'll get used to it. We all tend to declare whom we associate with, so you'll be able to put faces with groups soon.”

      “What about you?” she addressed Ciarán, stepping away from him where he was nuzzling her hair as Killian's growls were ramping up louder and louder.

      He blinked lazily, his foolish grin wide. “Why would I content myself with one stone when I can collect them all?” Snorts echoed around the room from the other rebellion members. Apparently Ciarán's behavior was as unique with them as it was with us. I wondered when we'd see him drop his mask completely, or if we ever would.

      “You're all mythologicals?” Nix and Theo spoke at the same time, and shared a small smile before turning their attention back to the rebel leaders.

      “Of course.” Victoria cocked her head, considering us quietly. “Why wouldn't we be?”

      “So, is that all this is?” I inquired. “You're merely attempting to unseat the Council members from the throne and replace them?” Irritation was raging through me, and I could feel the sensation echoed by my friends.

      “What did you expect?” she countered, her words still calm and quiet.

      “That you were trying to make things better,” Ryder commented with a shrug.

      “That you had more in mind than power,” Theo added softly.

      “That you considered all shifters when you made these plans,” Nix finished, grimacing as she shook her head. “My best friend is a bear. I thought this rebellion would be about, I don't know, equalizing things? Changing things? Not just about putting new leaders on a Council that's corrupt and ineffective in its working.”

      The door squeaked open behind us, drawing our attention to the newest member of our gathering. Gasps sounded from all of us, but it was Nix who stepped forward and then froze in her shock. "Rini?"

      The word was a mere whisper on her lips. The Sun Bear waved and offered her a tentative smile. It was clear Nix didn’t know how to respond, but her protective instincts seemed to surge forward before she allowed herself to question the situation. Nix simply grabbed Rini and acted like a shield between her best friend and the rebellion members, plastering a fierce look across her face.

      “Does that answer your question, Rune?” Valleria asked with a laugh. “She's quite protective of her friend.”

      “It's okay, Nix,” Rini soothed. “It was part of the test.”

      “Test?” Nix questioned, her arm still holding Rini back. “What the hell?” she growled, lending a voice to the sentiments we were all feeling.

      “Breathe, little sister,” Ciarán ordered, reaching out to squeeze her cheek. Nix scowled at him, but she did relax her arm slightly. “I told you that you would be facing tests, you don't need to act quite so surprised.”

      “They wanted to see if you were just looking to put yourself on the Council, to see if you'd be looking out for all the shifters—animal as well as mythological,” Rini explained.

      “So you’re in the rebellion?” Nix glanced at Rini with a furrowed brow, clearly confused.

      “Guilty.” Rini shrugged and looked hopefully at Nix, who appeared to be digesting that little fact. Fuck, we all were.

      Nix rubbed her head, squeezing her eyes shut as she concentrated. “This is so complicated.”

      “Of course.” Victoria shrugged, the movement smooth and elegant. “It's not as though we welcome everyone into our numbers, not yet at least. We expect many will be willing to move against the Council once all of their misdeeds come to light and they see that there's a solid, protective backing for them. But until that point, we need to be selective. Careful.”

      “This has been going on for years, and years,” Risa explained, her voice quiet. “We cannot risk what will be for what we want in the moment.”

      “So, if you're all different factions, whatever the hell that means, then why are you working together?” Ryder pressed, unhappy with the non-answer he had received from Valleria.

      “Because they realize there's one enemy.” I didn't bother moving my eyes from the rebellion members as I answered him. “They have different beliefs for what they want when the Council is removed, but they all need the Council removed. No other action will allow them to create a new government.”

      Rune arched a brow, nodding slowly as he considered me. “You are correct, Gargoyle.”

      “So what are the factions?” Hiro asked.

      “Not important at the moment,” Risa responded with a wave. “You'll come to see those ideologies in time. We don't have much time until you need to be back, or the Council will be looking for you. Let's discuss the most important issues for now.”

      “Come on, Rini.” Ciarán held out a hand for her, executing an elaborate series of bows. “Let's let them yammer on with each other while we do something actually important.” She chuckled, but laid her hand willingly in Ciarán's, allowing him to tug her away. My brows shot up as I watched the pair of them and the familiarity between them. I'd have to find a chance to speak with Rini soon and see when that had occurred. I wasn't sure her bears would be fans—I knew I wouldn't be if I saw Nix that familiar with another male.

      The pair of them exited while Nix watched them go, with a mixture of emotions flitting across her features. When she turned back, my family and I faced off against the leaders of the rebellion, shoulder to shoulder, a solid wall, waiting for more.

      “This was only part of the first task.” Victoria's words took on a formal tone, her bodyguard moving closer to her as he watched us. “I think three altogether, will give us a nice idea of how you really feel about our group, and how you work with us.”

      “So, if this was part of the first one, what's the rest?” Ryder’s scowl punctuated his question.

      “We need to see how committed you are to our cause,” Rune spoke, his gray eyes glinting flatly in the light. His words were cool, his posture rigid as he studied us. “A little show of blood should do. Her blood.” His eyes moved to Nix, considering her quietly.

      “No way,” Killian denied him, shaking his head.

      “That's an... interesting request.” Theo cocked his head as he spoke. “Phoenix blood has plenty of power, to be sure. However, Nix is in no condition to give blood at the moment.”

      “Theo, I—” Nix interjected.

      Theo and I both held up our hands, stopping her. “No, Nix.” I shook my head, though I offered her a small smile, reassuring her I wasn't mad at her. “You can't donate at the moment.” I knew their eyes were watchful on us, so I worded my choices carefully. “You've been injured too often lately in training, and I don't want to risk you losing too much blood at one time.”

      “While we understand your request,” Hiro began, nodding his head in acknowledgment, “you must realize that the health of our family is of the highest importance. While it may be a possibility in the future, as Damien has indicated, Nix has a tendency to become injured in training. With everything going on, I'm sure you can understand why there is a need for an intensive training regimen for her. We must make up for the years where she received no training at all.”

      The rebellion members exchanged a look among themselves, and withdrew to speak quietly with each other. I wondered for a moment if one of them had more powers than they let on, because even my Gargoyle couldn't make out their words, even though the room we stood in was not that large. “We understand your reluctance,” Risa spoke up, “though blood is in the first task. Before it is completed, unfortunately, your other tasks may not begin.” She shook her head sadly, offering a small shrug of apology.

      “Take my blood.” I whirled to look at Ryder, where he stood with his chin up and chest thrown out as we all stared at him.

      “Ry…” I began, but he ignored me.

      “If you're aware of who we are, you'll know exactly what I am. Although my blood is not as strong as Nix's, it is not without its own strengths.”

      “Interesting.” Victoria studied him, her lips pursed. “I hear you have been expanding your powers. Have you mastered your control of the weather yet?”

      “My specialty still resides in healing,” Ryder replied. “Weather control has never been a strength but I will be training in all areas to increase my abilities. My blood contains other traits though, as all ceraptors do. I'm not unaware of its uses—honesty, healing, weather change...” He trailed off, letting his words hang in the air.

      The members exchanged a look, assessing his offer. “Agreed,” Rune declared. “We will gather that immediately if you agree.”

      “On one condition,” Theo interrupted. “I'll collect the sample. I've performed all medical care for our family, including the drawing of blood, for the past few years. They're comfortable with me.”

      “Of course,” Valleria soothed. “It's no problem. We don't ask for much.” She turned and murmured to Leo, who nodded, eyeing Rio for a moment before he disappeared, returning quickly with a small blood draw kit.

      “If this meets your requirements, then maybe we could move on to what the other tasks are?” I suggested with a small smile. Theo was carefully drawing Ryder's blood, though Ryder's eyes remained glued to the members of the rebellion, not evening appearing to notice the pain of the needle. No one answered me, their attention between themselves until Theo pulled away with a small, full vial. I heard Nix swallow hard, and I was sure she wasn't thrilled with the sight of the blood.

      Leo held out a hand, accepting the offered blood, and disappearing again as Valleria smiled at me. “Part two will be quite a bit harder, I'm afraid.”

      “And part three?” Killian asked with a growl.

      “Let's focus on one part at a time, it makes it less confusing for everyone.” Victoria avoided the question smoothly, her eyes on Ryder's skin as he focused his energy, healing the small pinprick in the bend of his arm.

      “Go ahead,” I stated, crossing my arms over my chest. Let her finish before interrupting her. I suggested through our mental link. I have a feeling we really aren't going to like what she has to say. That means all of you. I pushed the words hard at Killian and Ryder, making sure they understood me. I received murmurs of assent, though their focus was on the shifters around us rather than on me.

      “There will be many weapons working against us when we approach the Council, things that could stand in our way from potentially winning and remaking our world.” Risa's voice was smooth, her words soft, but it was impossible to miss them with our attention so focused on her. “We need to start finding ways around those issues—other weapons, weaknesses, antidotes.”

      “With that in mind,” Valleria continued, “we came up with your second task. We are well aware of how...” She searched for a word for a moment, shaking her head before adding, “Strenuous this task will be. However, the future of our movement hinges on you performing it successfully.”

      “We need you to obtain and return at least one vial of Basilisk venom,” Rune finished, with no emotion leaking through as he spoke.

      I froze, shock echoing through our mental connection as we all processed their demand. “You want us to obtain venom from a basilisk?” I was sure that was what I heard, but the complete inability to process such an insane request forced me to repeat it back to them.

      “You do realize that there are only two basilisk in this entire hemisphere?” Theo asked, as incredulous as I was. “Alaska isn't a hot zone for snakes, let alone rare, famous, deadly ones.”

      “And that those two are a Council member and his son?” Hiro inquired, his voice shaking a little on the words, both fury and fear running through him.

      “You'll have time to think about a plan of action, of course,” Valleria offered, although she didn't acknowledge our horror.

      “Not too much time, though,” Victoria stated, shaking her head. “I know the task is daunting, but we need that weapon sooner rather than later if we hope to develop an antidote to their venom. If you succeed, you could save countless lives when this war comes.”

      “We'll see what we can do.” I pushed the need for silence down the mental link, trying hard to shut out my family’s emotions—Nix's fear and anger particularly—trying my best to focus. We needed to speak privately, not where other ears could listen. “For the moment, we need to go home and talk this out amongst ourselves so we can form a working plan.” Each of the rebellion members nodded their heads in turn, a form of goodbye I assumed, as Rune and Risa turned their attention to each other, talking quietly.

      “We'll call Ciarán for you,” Rio spoke up, her dark eyes glittering. “He'll escort you home.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It was a pleasure meeting you,” Hiro and Nix spoke at the same time and I smiled. Those two knew how to handle people, that was for sure. It was a useful skill, and one we'd need as time went on.

      Our return trip was silent and tense, and Ciarán even kept his mental static down to a minimum. “I know what's been asked,” he finally said, breaking the tension. “I am not allowed to help, at least not in any visible way. They're looking to determine your dedication and test how you work as a group. I apologize for the shock, I wasn't involved in choosing this challenge.” For a moment I thought I saw fury in his eyes, though it faded just as quickly.

      “It's fine,” I replied on a sigh, the car pulling up to the same location we’d picked him up from.

      Ciarán didn’t open the door like I expected. “Good. I'll see all of you soon, so keep your eyes open.” He evaporated into mist, gone in a snap. I sighed.

      “He could have just told us that we could head straight home instead of making us detour back to the damn coffee shop,” Killian grumbled. “I hate that trick of his.”

      I sighed as the car grew silent once more. No one moved and most of us stared out the windows of the vehicle, all lost in thought.

      “Before we all begin talking about this, let's let it settle and give ourselves time to process. I know we're all feeling the same things, and we need to let the anger dissipate or we're going to make decisions based on emotions rather than having a solid plan.” I unbuckled Nix’s seatbelt and drew her into my arms, holding her close and rocking back and forth, soothing her even as her presence calmed me. “No matter what happens, if we decide to do this or strike out on our own—fully knowing the risks—we're doing it together.” I tugged on Nix's chin, forcing her to look at me. “You're our world, our family, and that's what's important. Everything else we'll figure out as it comes.”

      Tears tracked down Nix's cheek as she buried her face in my chest. The others reached out, stroking their hands down her head and back in long, soothing strokes. “You're everything, Nix. This family is everything.” Hiro brushed a kiss over her head, his eyes bright as they met mine. “That's what's most important. So let's go home.”
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      I let out a weary sigh as I left the administration building on campus feeling more deflated and depressed than I had in a long time. Giving up my classes had been harder than I’d imagined, but Theo’s advice about looking at this change in my life as a temporary break helped ease some of my discomfort.

      “How’d it go?” Killian inquired, as he pushed off the pillar he’d been leaning against to come and meet me.

      “You mean other than humiliating?” I sighed. “I can’t help but feel like a failure, although I know this is the best decision. It’s just hard. My academic counselor looked at me with enough disappointment to rival an Italian mother.”

      Killian guffawed at my analogy and it was enough to turn my lips up into a small smile. It felt foreign on my face after yesterday’s meeting with the rebellion. The shock of the whole meeting was still ringing inside of me. Add dropping school on top of the emotions I already had roiling away inside of me, and I felt more confused and conflicted than I had in long time.

      “I know this is hard, but we all agreed that this was the best course of action. If you want to continue your studies though, baby, I will support you. Whether that’s now or later on.” Killian looped an arm around my back, pulling me into his side. At six feet plus, I often felt dwarfed by Kill, but I also found our height difference sexy and comfortable. Like right now as I sidled up to him and let him tuck me under his arm, his large body warming my side enough to stave off the cool temperatures that sent flurries of snow floating through the air.

      “I know, and I appreciate it more than I can say. I think I’m just going to need some time to process all this change.” I knew it wasn’t just school I was trying to wrap my mind around, but everything with the rebellion as well. Learning about Rini’s knowledge of the resistance had been almost as shocking as the test we’d been tasked with for our second challenge. I was feeling more than overwhelmed. I held myself back from rubbing at my breastbone to try and dislodge the weight that had settled there. It felt like a new, permanent part of my anatomy.

      As if the universe was playing a cruel joke, I gazed up just in time to see Rini walking down the sidewalk with a hopeful half smile. I looked away to compose all the emotions that swamped me before glancing back in her direction. She’d lied to me and I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel. Her involvement with the rebellion was monumental, and the fact that she’d kept it a secret hurt. I understood her need for silence on the subject, and maybe it was irrational of me, but I wished she’d been able to trust me with the news earlier. Especially once she knew I knew about it. And there was no way she didn’t know that Ciar had told us. Those two had been spending more time together lately than her and I had.

      I slowed as she approached and Killian matched his pace to mine, though the small, slow steps he had to take did look a little ridiculous coming from such a large man. Something in the way we moved reminded me of a slow wedding march down the aisle, stilted and unnatural. Had I been in a better mood, I would have smiled at the picture we made.

      “Hi,” Rini chirped, with a hopeful sweetness to her voice and a sparkle in her eyes. “I brought coffee.” She shrugged and held up the cups she carried, one in each hand from the place on campus we often frequented. “Peace offering?” Rini held out a cup, the pleading countenance that covered her face wrinkled her forehead as she waited for my response.

      Sighing, I reached for the coffee and let it warm my palm. The scent of sweet caffeine wafted toward me, steam escaping from the small hole in the lid. I breathed it in appreciatively.

      “I can’t stay mad at you, can I?” I took a sip of the scalding beverage, realizing that the heat didn’t bother me in the least. My Phoenix cooed happily at the warmth that trickled into my belly, heating me up from the inside out.

      “I’m not going to lie, I was kind of hoping that would be the case, although I suspected I’d have to splurge on a few more fancy coffees before you forgave me.”

      I pursed my lips and pretended to think about it. “Well, now that you mention it… I said I couldn’t stay mad at you… not that I forgave you.”

      “Semantics. You love me and you know it.” Rini grinned and the expression was contagious.

      “I’m not sure what all this girly shit means, but I’m guessing you’re both okay with each other again, am I right?” Killian asked, peering back and forth between us.

      We both laughed and I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, that’s about the gist of it, babe. Although I do think that Rini and I are overdue for a very in-depth girl date.” I leveled an arched eyebrow in my best friend’s direction, letting her know that while I accepted her truce, she owed me a lot in the way of an explanation.

      Rini motioned her finger in an ‘X’ over her heart. “Cross my heart, whatever you want to know… I’ll be an open book. A transparent piece of paper. A—”

      I cut her off. “I get it. You’ll tell me the truth.” I eyed her and she nodded resolutely.

      “Yeah. I think it’s time we had more of that between us.” Rini checked her watch and clicked her tongue, a habit she occasionally did when deep in thought. “Honestly, I could blow off my last class if you have time for a girl date this afternoon?” Rini looked hopeful, and I realized that I no longer had a mountain of schoolwork to get done.

      I looked at Killian, gauging his reaction. We hadn’t spent a lot of alone time together lately—other than when he was training me—and this afternoon was supposed to remedy that… at least for a few short hours until the rest of the guys returned home.

      Killian surprised me by squeezing me to his side in a hug, before he stooped over and kissed the top of my head. “You go ahead and have girl time. I can take a rain check until later.”

      His sweet gesture only endeared him to me more. Taking a risk that was so like Killian, his banded an arm around my back, pulled me close, and he hooked a finger under my chin to raise my face to his. In a bold move, he leaned down and locked his mouth against mine, blocking out the world around us.

      His lips slid effortlessly over mine and he angled us toward each other, pressing me flush against his body. Without a care for who was watching, he bent me backward, arching my body more fully into his as his tongue invaded my mouth. I groaned and met his passion, countering every dart of his tongue with one of my own. By the time he pulled away, my cheeks were mantled in rose and my breathing caused my chest to heave against my jacket.

      “Get a room.” Rini’s tinkling laugh ran through the quad, making me acutely aware of our audience. Other students snickered and walked by, while others either rolled their eyes or ignored us entirely. Such was the mix of students that milled around, making their way to their next class.

      “I would have had a room had you not decided to steal away my girlfriend. I think I’m entitled to a consolation kiss for being so gentlemanly.” Killian’s gruff voice was full of challenge and Rini raised her free hand up in surrender.

      “I read you loud and clear, Romeo. Sorry for busting your balls.” Rini smirked, not looking the least bit sorry. “Besides, it’s not like I haven’t seen a steamy kiss before. I probably participate in more of them then you do on a daily basis. Let me tell you, the things that Barrett can do with his tongue…” Rini leaned toward me like she was telling me a secret, but she didn’t change the volume of her voice to match. “Magical,” she finished, pretending to look out into the distance at something grand, with a dreamy look on her face.

      “That’s gross. Knock it off. I don’t need to hear this shit,” Killian griped. “You’re practically my sister.” He looked disgusted at being privy to any part of Rini’s sex life—mild or not.

      I bit my lip to hold back a smile, but it didn’t work and I ended up laughing at Kill’s distress.

      “I’ve got my truck today and can drive us to my place if we can give your bodyguard the slip,” Rini teased, and I looked to Kill, unsure if he’d be comfortable letting me go alone.

      We stared each other down, each holding our ground on separate sides of the issue, until Kill finally broke. “Fuck,” he muttered. “You call me the second you get to Rini’s house and check in. And then I want an update when you’re safely inside with the doors locked. Do you understand?”

      Part of me wanted to argue with him that I could defend myself, but as my trainer, he knew that better than most people. The truth was, I understood his hesitancy after all the shit that had happened in the past, so I simply wrapped him in another hug and agreed before disappearing down the sidewalk with Rini.

      “He cares about you a lot.” Rini broke the growing, tense silence as we made our way to her truck and tucked ourselves safely inside. My phone dinged before I could even respond, and I tugged it from my back jeans pocket. Killian’s name flashed across the screen and I smiled, shaking my head at his overprotectiveness.

      “I know.” I held up the device to show Rini how he was already checking up on me.

      Rini rolled her eyes in jest, but then her teasing smile melted into something more genuine. “Honestly, it’s really sweet. Overkill, but I understand why he’s worried.” She steered us onto the road. “I’ll never forget the feeling of not knowing where you were when you were kidnapped, and what those guys felt was ten times worse. I can’t imagine not knowing if your mate was okay or not, or where they were.” Rini took a deep breath. “So Killian gets a pass for being an overprotective bunny.”

      I typed back a quick response to Kill and hit send before staring out the window.

      “You okay?” Rini prompted gently.

      “I just wish I could remember more about what happened on the island. Some of my memories seem to piece together, but others make no sense. It’s unsettling to have lost all that time. To know that something happened, but not understand what.” My voice took on a gravelly quality and I stopped talking to clear my throat. “It feels… violating.”

      Rini reached over and squeezed my arm in support. “I don’t know if we’ll ever find out what truly happened.” I almost opened my mouth to tell her about Zanoah, but I was too emotionally tired to delve into that conversation just yet. Rini glanced over at me and continued, “But you’re a survivor, Nix. You always have been. Your background, your powers, everything that you’ve been through… you were forged in flames and it’s only made you stronger.”

      Huffing out a pent-up breath, I looked over to Rini with emotional tears pressing behind my eyes. “Thank you. You have no idea how much that means to me.” The fact that she saw strength in me where others may only see a broken, complicated mess from the outside just solidified why she was my best friend.

      “I’ve missed you lately.”

      “I know. I’ve missed you too. Gods, it feels like I’ve been surrounded by nothing but men for ages. I’m so glad I’m cutting my last class today to get some estrogen back in my life!” She laughed as she pulled up the private gravel drive that led to the house tucked back from the road. The worn, red siding came into view and she pulled the truck to a stop, hopped out, and headed toward the front door as I followed along behind her.

      The inside of Rini’s house was cozy and homey, with touches of bright decorations she claimed added ‘sunshine’ to the interior. The warm mixed scents of Rini and her bears filled the air, and while enhanced smell wasn’t a superpower my alter came equipped with like Rini’s Sun Bear, it wasn’t difficult to pick up on the subtle hints of clover, and something darker blended into their familiar fragrances.

      Arching an unseen eyebrow at Rini’s back, I walked behind her as she bounced her way into the kitchen and tossed her bag on the table, immediately digging through the fridge and acquiring a large bowl of berries and two flavored bottles of water.

      “Babe, is that you?” A deep rumbling voice called from down the hall moments before a towel-clad Cayden came strutting into the room, his firm, muscled chest on display for the world to see.

      I tipped my head to the ceiling and cleared my throat at the same time Rini answered him back. “No, it’s a burglar,” she joked.

      “Fuck, I’m glad you’re home early, I was just getting ready to jump in the sh— Oh, Nix.” Cayden rubbed a hand over the top of his head and eyed me in all my cockblocking glory. “I didn’t know you were here. I’ll just…” He hitched a thumb behind him, backtracking the way he’d come with a sheepish look.

      “Sorry, love.” Rini hopped over to her man and gave him a lingering kiss. “Girl time.” She sent him a pointed look. “We’re going to be in the living room for a while.”

      “Got it. I’ll make myself scarce. You ladies have a nice visit.” He kissed her nose before releasing her and vanishing back to the bedroom.

      “Looks like I interrupted a little afternoon delight.” I smirked at her as we carried our snack to the living room and settled onto the couch.

      Rini sighed dramatically. “Looks like neither of us is getting laid this afternoon.”

      I blushed, shook my head, and tossed back my bottle of water, taking a healthy swig. My eyes narrowed and I squinted, making sure I was seeing things correctly. There, on the ceiling of her living room, was a shimmering symbol. Every line and curve of it matched the one from the coffee shop where we’d met Ciar. The symbol of the rebellion and a sign that we were safe to speak freely. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice that before.”

      “Well, it is nearly invisible unless you know what you’re looking for. That’s why I wanted to talk in here. The rest of the house isn’t warded, but in this room, we don’t need to worry about what we say.”

      “I’m surprised you convinced them to ward your house.” It was puzzling since we’d been meeting with Ciarán at the coffee shop, due to our lack of confidence in the reinforced wards.

      “Well, I dabble in sensitive information that the rebellion wouldn’t want to be overheard, so it made sense for them as well as for me. Being so close to the Council, it would have been too much of a risk to work without the barrier. Although, ever since I began working with Ciarán it’s been safer for me.”

      “Hold up and rewind.” I cocked my head and studied her. “How long have you been working with Ciarán?” Rini wiggled on the couch under my gaze and took a sip of her water, clearly stalling answering my question. “Oh my stars. You knew him already when you ‘met’ him at my house, didn’t you?” I threw the word ‘met’ into air quotes, my eyes growing wider at her clear avoidance of the topic. Her cheeks pinked and she wouldn’t make eye contact. “Holy shit.”

      “It was the first time I’d actually met the guy,” Rini defended, wide-eyed and flushed.

      “What does that mean?” I wouldn’t let her out from under my intense gaze.

      “He’s a dreamwalker,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “So you dreamed of him?” A sly smile curved my lips and both my brows rose toward my hairline.

      “Not like that,” she sassed. “Sheesh. You make it sound like more than it was.”

      “Enlighten me.” I crossed my legs and propped my hands on my knees, the picture of patience.

      Rini narrowed her eyes but a smirk tipped on one side of her mouth. “He met me in my dreams to exchange messages and information. It was safer to handle such dangerous and confidential information that way, rather than risk talking—even within the wards. It’s been great for setting up rendezvous and receiving orders too.”

      “Rendezvous, eh?” I latched on to the one word.

      “I can’t talk to you if you aren’t going to take this seriously.” Rini threw her hands into the air, water bottle and all, in her exasperation with me.

      I giggled. “Alright, I’ll focus. It’s actually really interesting. I can see how Ciar’s certain set of skills would be useful. Besides, I’m convinced that even if someone captured him, he’d annoy them to death before they could ever crack him. His playlist of irritating songs is off the charts.”

      “He does get an insane amount of pleasure from ticking off Damien.” She grinned and shook her head at Ciarán’s normal antics.

      Pursing my lips, I considered diving into the question burning on my tongue. “Is that the only thing giving Ciarán pleasure?”

      Rini’s eyes were wide and her mouth formed a little ‘o’ as she focused her attention to me. She blinked twice, appearing the picture of guilty innocence, before she snapped herself out of it. “I…” Stuttering, she shook her head as if to clear it.

      I leaned forward in my seat, placing my hand on her knee with a pat, letting her off the hook. “If I’m prying, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s completely fine. I’ve just noticed that you two seem close and I want you to know that you can talk to me about things… even if they’re hard. You’ve always been there for me and I want you to know I’m here for you too.”

      Rini nodded, and then leaned forward and gave me a one-armed hug. “Thank you. I know and I appreciate it. I’m just… confused. There’s so much happening right now, and I can’t seem to find my calm in the middle of the storm. Does that make sense?”

      “Fuck, of course, it does! Have you seen my life?” I ran a hand through the long tresses of my hair, brushing the silky length with my fingers while I gathered my thoughts. “After everything we’ve been through, and everything ahead of us, it feels like there’s not enough time in the day to get everything done. Sometimes it feels like I’m drowning. Hopefully, getting rid of my coursework will help.”

      Confusion covered Rini’s face. “How did you manage that? Did the Council pull some strings?”

      I blinked at her, realizing I hadn’t talked to her since I’d made my decision to withdraw from college. “I’d never ask for their help. I don’t want anything from them.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “Yeah… no, I dropped all my classes today.” I set my water bottle aside and fidgeted with my fingers, avoiding her steady gaze.

      “You dropped out of college?” Her voice held a note of sympathy and a world of understanding that I hadn’t expected.

      I glanced back up at my best friend. “Yeah. I did.”

      “That couldn’t have been an easy decision. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “It definitely sucked, but I do think it’s for the best right now. Between the Council’s expectations of me and trying to keep up appearances, the start of this suitor business, and making sure I have time for my actual mates, not to mention everything with the rebellion now… I just couldn’t hold everything together. Given how much class I’ve missed, it just made logical sense. The guys have all been very supportive. Theo told me to look at it as a break instead of a final decision. So I’m just taking some time off.” I shrugged.

      Rini reached out and squeezed my knee. “I understand, Nix. And it’s a smart move where the Council is concerned. They’re going to be fucking thrilled to learn of your ‘obedience.’” She rolled her eyes at the word. “You know, I almost didn’t go to college. I’ve always known that at some point I was going to have to drop out myself.”

      I gaped at her. “You’re planning to drop out?”

      “At some point. It’s inevitable, really.”

      “Why do you feel that way?” I was truly curious. I’d felt alone in my decision, but hearing that Rini might feel the same way I did actually made me feel a little better. Validated in my decision. Less alone.

      “You can’t really join a war and expect life to be normal, can you?” She shook her head in defeat. “Plus, I’ve always known that someday I’d need to settle down and mate. The triplets have been so patient. Hell, they moved here for me and bought me this house. They left the commune to be closer to me while I went to college. They followed me into a rebellion for fuck's sake. They love me and I love them.”

      “They’re in the rebellion too?” It made sense, but I wanted to hear the answer from her lips.

      “Donovan was actually more involved in the rebellion than I was. They’re all firm believers in disbanding the Council.” The disdain for them was clear in her voice and it fully resonated with me.

      “So you’ve been involved in the rebellion for…” I trailed off.

      Rini picked up my thought. “It’s been years. I was kind of raised in it.” Her gaze pierced mine. “My mom. But it’s really been these last few years that I’ve become much more involved.”

      A million questions ran through my head and I barely contained them from spilling off my tongue. Last night I’d lain awake thinking of what Rini’s role in the rebellion was, and if there had been any signs I’d missed along the way that I should have clued in to. Without knowing about the rebellion though, only one came to mind that had seemed unusual. “What’s your role in the rebellion? You mentioned sensitive information and receiving orders. What kind of work do they have you doing for them?”

      “I’m a spy,” Rini said nonchalantly, like you’d think we were discussing the whether.

      I, on the other hand, had to pry my jaw off of the damn floor. Images of Rini dressed as a female 007 ran through my head, and I had to mentally shock myself out of my stupor. A spy? “That sounds ridiculously dangerous.”

      “It is.” She didn’t sugarcoat the reality of her job.

      “So, you gather information on the Council and pass it back to the rebellion.” It wasn’t a question. I just needed to verbalize it so I could wrap my mind around the massive bomb she’d just dropped on me. “Holy hell, that’s what you were doing as a waitress at the Gala.” My eyes implored her for the truth. I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d been working as a waitress at the event, and I hadn’t had time to bring it up. Now, it made perfect sense.

      “I thought you were going to rain down an inquisition over my head on why I was at the Gala. I wanted to tell you I would be there, but I didn’t know how to explain it at the time.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t tell me, because I’m pretty sure you would have had to lie.” It was unsettling to realize that there was such a huge part of my best friend’s life that I didn’t know about before now, and I vowed that we’d always be as open and honest with each other as we could be. Rini’s friendship was invaluable, and I never wanted anything to jeopardize it. She was the first true friend I’d ever had.

      “I’ve never lied to you, Nix, and I don’t plan on starting now.” A promise shone in Rini’s gaze. “I’m going to try and answer as many of your questions as I can, but just as Ciarán has told you, there are some topics I’m not allowed to discuss until you’re an official member of the rebellion.”

      “It’s so much larger than I ever imagined. Do you trust them?” For someone who’d served in the rebellion for as long as Rini had, I was truly curious about her answer. Rini was a good judge of character. If she thought they were trustworthy, and had the best interests at heart for the future of the shifter world, that would definitely weigh into my decision about the leaders I’d met and whether or not I was comfortable moving forward and joining their cause.

      “For the most part, yes.” Her short brown hair bobbed as she nodded. “I know that the rebellion isn’t perfect, but it’s really developed since I was a child, and every day we’re gaining new members… not just here in Alaska either. It’s all the communes. The only thing I’d change about any of it are the factions. Ideally, we’d have a better grasp on the type of government that we’d like to see in place when it’s all over and form one united group, but right now overthrowing the Council is the most important end game.” Rini slid her eyes to mine. “And it’s going to take all of us.”
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      Rini and I talked into the afternoon and I was feeling better about the rebellion, although I had no idea how we were going to go about completing the impossible task they’d asked us for. However, I was more peaceful after having spent time picking my best friend’s brain. There were numerous things that Rini couldn’t divulge, but overall I felt like I had more information walking away than I had going into our conversation, so I claimed it as a win.

      The front door opened and closed silently as Donovan entered the house on quiet feet, placing a finger to his lips when he spied Rini and me in the living room. Rini’s back was to him, unable to see anyone enter. Taking his time, he crept into the room, ready to scare Rini. I made sure my eyes were glued to my pixie-like best friend so as not to give away his surprise, but a moment before he pounced, Rini’s lips tipped up in a Cheshire grin.

      “Good try, honey,” she called, before polishing her nails on her shirt in victory, and then glancing over her should at a pouting Donovan and tapping her nose. “You can’t beat the super smeller. You’re never going to win.” Her voice sparkled with mirth.

      “That won’t stop me from trying.” he wiggled his eyebrows, resembling Ryder.

      “We’re having girl talk.” She smiled sweetly at her mate and he winked at her.

      “I know when I’m not wanted.” He threw his hands over his heart in mock injury. Heading toward the kitchen, he motioned back and forth between the two of us. “Do you ladies need anything before I disappear?”

      “We’re good, babe.” She blew him a kiss as he sauntered out of the room, whistling a happy tune.

      I smirked at Rini’s overly happy face. It was nice to see her so settled and content. “Can I ask you something?” I prompted with a slight bit of hesitation, my mind awash with curiosity.

      “Of course.” Rini picked at the label on her water bottle, eyeing me and the way I bit my lip before I finally spit out my question.

      “Why haven’t you mated with your bears? Officially, I mean.” It’d been something I’d always wondered about but hadn’t voiced. They seemed so in tune with each other and wildly in love. They’d also been together much longer than I’d been with my guys, and yet they weren’t officially mated.

      Rini let out a long sigh and gazed around the room. I gave her the time and space to form her answer. Shifting on the couch, Rini brought her legs up, crossing them at the ankle, and hugged her knees to her chest, folding in on herself. “I haven’t been ready.” She paused. Her brown eyes swam through a million emotions before she finally spoke again. “At first, I wondered why, and I figured maybe it was because I needed to do something more with my life. It’s one of the reasons I always planned to go to college. To earn a degree. To become more than just a mate and future mother. Then I blamed it on the rebellion. It’s grown so much and I became involved. Really involved, and I told myself that I wanted to wait for a better world. I wanted to be part of something bigger than all of us. Create the change I want to see in the world—at least our world.”

      “Those are all very valid reasons.” I waited, sensing there was more.

      “The truth, though, is that I didn’t feel settled. I wasn’t ready. But I think I will be soon.” There was hope in her brown-eyed gaze. “What about you?” Rini diverted the attention from herself and put me in the hot seat.

      “What about me?” I played innocent.

      “I’ve never seen the guys so hooked. I’m telling you, they’re all in love with you.”

      The blush that worked its way up my neck was enough of a tell, and Rini had a satisfied gleam in her eyes.

      “We haven’t said it to each other… not really.” I reached for the bowl of berries.

      “Maybe not out loud, but the feelings are there. It’s so obvious.” Rini leaned forward and snatched a handful of berries from the bowl, popping the mixture of blueberries, strawberries, and blackberries into her mouth.

      “I hope it’s not too obvious. I’m supposed to be playing the role of swooning debutant for the Council.” I couldn’t keep the acrid tone from my voice.

      “Being your best friend grants me a backstage pass to your life. From the outside, I don’t think it’s discernable. You guys are very careful.”

      “We have to be. Especially now that I’m supposed to be showing interest in other men.” My nose wrinkled in distaste.

      “Just remember it’s short term. It’s just a part you have to play for now. Not forever.”

      “I feel guilty. Some of those guys actually seem nice, but I’ve found my group.” I popped a strawberry into my mouth and hummed at the sweet flavor. “It’s going to be extremely hard to ‘date’ other people.”

      “Fake date,” Rini murmured around another bite of berries. “And speaking of dates…” She checked her phone for the time. “Molly is actually going to be here any minute! I’m helping her get ready for a date with one of her suitors.” Rini waggled her eyebrows at the same time I winced. “What’s that look for?” she asked quizzically.

      “She’s so… young,” I finished. “I can’t be the only one who feels uncomfortable about such young girls choosing mates.”

      “She’s not that much younger than us.” Rini shrugged, clearly not as bothered about the whole ordeal as I was.

      “I get it, but at our age… even two years makes a big difference.”

      “I know it’s got to look odd to someone who was raised in the human world, but remember that just because girls like Molly choose who they’re going to mate with at a young age, doesn’t mean they’ll actually mate until they’re older.”

      “Or they’ll simply get knocked up and be praised by the Council for reproducing.” I rolled my eyes.

      Now it was Rini’s turn to wince. “I know. I don’t agree with how pressured the mythologicals are to breed. While the Council generally treats us like crap, they do tend to leave us regular shifters alone in our mating and breeding choices… a perk, if I ever did see one.”

      A knock sounded at the door, prying us away from our private conversation.

      Grinning, Rini bounced her way to the door and dragged a wide-eyed, giggling Molly into the living room after her.

      “Nix!” Molly screeched and rushed toward me. “I didn’t know you were going to be here!”

      I tensed from the hug attack Molly smothered upon me, but quickly released a deep breath and focused on relaxing each of my muscles one by one. Molly may be overly enthusiastic, but she was harmless. “Surprise! Honestly, I didn’t know I’d be here today, but I hope you don’t mind if I crash your girl date with Rini.”

      “Not at all.” Clutched in Molly’s hand was a makeup bag that was larger than any purse I’d ever used in my entire life. I had no idea who needed so much makeup or what half of it was used for, but in zero seconds flat Molly and Rini had it open with various tubes, powders, lipsticks, and nail polishes spread across every inch of available surface space.

      As the two got to work, I found myself studying Theo’s little sister. She was the same height as me and her hair was a few shades darker than her brother’s golden blond. Her eyes were cerulean, with a sandy gold starburst effect that ringed her pupils. She was petite, curvy, and gorgeous. I didn’t see why she needed makeup at all, but Rini powdered her face, lined her eyes with a brown pencil, and thickened her lashes with mascara while we chatted.

      “Are you excited about your date tonight?” I queried, smiling at the way Molly was vibrating with energy.

      “I can’t wait. Hawthorne is dreamy and has been such a gentleman so far,” she gushed.

      “What kind of mythological is he?” I picked up a bottle of nail polish and shook it before inspecting the color.

      “He’s a Manticore.”

      I ran through my knowledge of mythological creatures, hoping I’d landed on the correct information. “That’s a lion shifter with the tail of a scorpion, right?”

      “Mmhmm,” Molly hummed, while Rini covered her lips in pink gloss just darker than her natural color. It suited her. When she’d pressed her lips together she turned to me. “Except he also has wings, so he can fly.”

      “Does your brother like this guy?” I felt terrible for not getting all the details on Molly’s suitors from Theo. I wished, not for the first time, that our life wasn’t so complicated. The more time I got to spend with Molly the more I liked her, and while I’d grown up alone without any family to speak of, she was starting to feel like the little sister I’d never had. My protectiveness over her was growing the longer we were together, and I suddenly wanted to know every detail about the guys she had chasing after her.

      Molly gave me a soft smile and pivoted in her seat to face me. “Don’t look so worried, Nix. Do you really think Theo would let me go out on an unsupervised date with a guy he didn’t approve of?”

      I thought about it and saw her point. “I’m glad you’re letting him help you through this journey. He’s a good judge of character. If he likes this Hawthorne guy, then I hope you have a great time tonight.”

      Molly beamed at me. “And what about you and my brother? Has he asked you out yet?”

      I gaped at her. “We… uh… I mean… we live together?” I ended on a high-pitched note, unsure how to answer her question or how much she knew of our situation. Just the other week I’d been at her house for family dinner and Theo had practically introduced me as his mate. However, now we were playing by the Council’s rules, and I had to pretend like I didn’t already have my mate choices picked out.

      “Just because you’re living together doesn’t mean the courtship has to stop. I’m going to have to have a word with my brother. He can be clueless sometimes. I swear… he’s so smart, but that technical brain of his isn’t geared toward romantic gestures.” Rolling her eyes, Molly inspected her face in a handheld mirror, going over every little detail to make sure her makeup was perfect. “Thank the stars in the sky he has the other guys to make up for the skills he lacks. Maybe I should talk to Damien instead.” She ran away with her commentary, musing over which of the guys in my group were the most romantic while I stared at her, trying to keep my jaw closed.

      “Don’t worry. Molly understands your unique situation, and she’s a vault. She’d never share what she knows about your relationship status with the guys. Especially while the courting is going down.” Rini, having picked up on my emotional turmoil, eased the situation.

      “I’d never do that to my brother, the guys, or to you. You make him so happy.” Molly smiled softly. “I will say though, you have some good guys in your group of suitors too… you know… if you decided to take on more mates.” Molly broke eye contact, mindlessly sorting through her makeup.

      It made me wonder. “Molly,” I said softly, my heart aching a little. “Is there someone you like that put their bid in on me instead?” I felt terrible, but if I was reading her sudden avoidance correctly, then I needed to know.

      She tensed and then melted on a sigh. “Joshua. He’s a good guy… deep down.”

      “Councilman Williams’ son?” Rini shot me a look that clearly said ‘uh-oh.’

      “He’s so much older than you.” I shook my head and Rini sent a warning look in my direction. I grimaced, realizing I sounded more like a mother than a friend. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” I threw an apologetic look at Rini, worry creasing my forehead. I had no idea how to handle this.

      “I know.” Molly met my gaze with a sad smile. “There’s just something about him. He’s refined and handsome and even though he’s on the track to power, he holds differing views to what most of the Council believes.” Guilt rose up in my stomach, sending bile up my throat that I had to swallow down. The fact that Joshua was one of only two basilisks in the area had my hands growing cold in anticipation and anxiety over having to collect his venom to pass the rebellion’s ridiculous challenge. Out of him and his father, Joshua was the easier target, a fact that I knew the guys would land on shortly… the same as I had.

      Clearing my throat from the gravel that had settled in, I responded, recalling the only interaction I’d had with him thus far. “I’ve noticed that about him. At the Gala, he talked about moving away from the old ways.” Out of all my suitors, Joshua had been one of the ones I’d walked away respecting and hoping to form a friendship with. Hearing Molly thought highly of him only solidified my own opinion of the man that much more. This sucked.

      “I’ve talked with him a few times and he seems like a really nice guy. He’s never bid on anyone and I thought after befriending him, there may have been a chance he’d have bid on me.” She sighed.

      “How did you meet him?” Rini’s eyes were serious as she observed me from the far end of the couch. I widened mine in protest, but the look she refused to relent, and seemed to say ‘use this opportunity to your advantage.’

      “We actually ran into each other on a hike. We both love the outdoors. On the west side of the commune is this beautiful waterfall. I’d wanted to see it before it froze for the winter and Joshua did too. We got to talking, and before I knew it, the entire afternoon had passed.” Molly waved a hand in the air as if to clear it of the memory. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. Really. I have a great group of guys and I’m happy that Joshua finally placed a bid on someone. It’s the first time he’s ever shown romantic interest before. If there’s anyone I think would fit with your current group of men, it would be him.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” It was a fib. It didn’t matter how nice any of my suitors were, I wasn’t comfortable adding any additional men into my harem. I was happy with the ones I had. We were a family, and we were perfect just the way we were. It was one of the reasons I had such a hard time going through with this whole suitor business. The men trying to date me were just wasting their time, energy, and resources on a match that would never take place.

      Guilt ate at me, taking up permanent residence in my heart.

      Rini struck up another conversation about the other men Molly was dating, prying for information while at the same time distracting Molly from her disappointment over Joshua. Apparently, Molly had received numerous gifts already, ranging from elaborate flower bouquets to a freaking boat. I had a hard time wrapping my head around the expense that went into mating. It seemed so political and unnatural to me. The men strutted around like peacocks, flashing their feathers, money, and connections, in hopes that it would land them the female of their choosing. I couldn’t imagine fawning over such trivial things.

      I cared more about honesty, integrity, and faithfulness—all of which Damien, Hiro, Ryder, Killian, and Theo had in spades. I loved learning about their hobbies, their likes and dislikes, and what they were passionate about. A good heart would trump a good wallet any day of the week as far as I was concerned. I’d rather live poor and be happy, than be rich and live a pseudo life.

      Being around my guys brought me joy. It was an emotion that had been absent in my previous life, but I wouldn’t have changed the broken road that led me to happiness.

      “She has that dreamy look on her face again,” Rini whispered to Molly, and the two of them giggle as I snapped myself back to reality.

      “I do not.” I scoffed a laugh.

      “You so do. Now that I’ve put Molly on the hook, I think it’s your turn Nix. Somehow we keep getting distracted from the topic, but you can’t escape it this time. What are your plans for mating with the guys?” Rini and Molly paused in their cleanup, both looking at me expectantly.

      “I hate to disappoint you, but I don’t have an answer for you.” I ran my hands over my thighs, the texture of the denim rubbing against my palms.

      “You’re making her nervous,” Molly play whispered to Rini, before turning keen eyes back on me. “Why are you hesitant?”

      “I’m not hesitant about wanting the guys as mates. I do. And I definitely plan on mating with them.” The girls squealed, their high-pitched girly sounds branding my ears. Then I added, “Someday.” I pressed my lips together as I tried to find a way to explain my feelings in a way my friends would understand. “Just a few months ago I considered myself human. I grew up in that world with human expectations and ideals for things like relationships, dating, and marriage. It’s hard to wrap my mind around how different things are in the shifter world.” I shook my head at the silliness of what I was going to say next. “You know that funny song ‘first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes baby in the baby carriage’?” The girls laughed.

      “Even shifter children sing that rhyme,” Molly chimed in.

      “Well, I still believe in that order of things, even though in the human world many consider that an old-fashioned view. It’s not that I believe it’s right for everyone, just that it’s what I’d always pictured for myself. I’m young, and I just want to enjoy spending time and deepening my relationships with my mates. To me, mating is like marriage. I fully plan on marrying someday, but I want to enjoy the journey that takes me to that point. Does that make sense?”

      The room grew more serious as both Rini and Molly digested what I’d said. “It does, Nix.” Rini reached across the couch and squeezed my knee in support.

      “Besides, we haven’t had a chance to say ‘I love you’ yet—”

      “But you do… you know… love each other,” Rini butted in, but I ignored her to continue on like she hadn’t interrupted.

      “—and I want to learn more about the different mating rituals that are important to the guys and their alters. Theo told me that the traditions are different among different mythological types, and it means a lot to me to know the ins and outs of each tradition. Tally that up with how crazy life has been and the fact that we don’t even have the Council’s permission to mate, and the odds are stacked against us.” My hands balled into fists at the mention of the Council and all the roadblocks they’d thrown up against us. If there was one thing I resented the most about the Council, it was the cocky way in which they thought they had a say in my life.

      “The Council believes they hold more power than they do,” Rini bit out, clearly feeling the same way I did about their overinflated self-importance, but the way she’d expressed her disgust had my focus shifting from Rini to Molly faster than a speeding bullet. I waited, trying to gauge Molly’s reaction to the borderline treasonous way in which Rini had shown her distaste, but Molly just nodded her head—looking to be in full agreement.

      Skipping over the worrisome comment, Molly tapped at her chin like she’d just come up with a brilliant plan. “You know, you could be the one to make the grand ‘I love you’ gesture first. Who says we have to wait on men to do these things for us.”

      “Huzzah! I’m with Mol’s on this one!” Liveliness rolled over Rini as if the earlier gravity in the room had never existed at all. Checking her watch, Rini stood and pulled Molly to her feet. “Alright lady, it’s time for you to go get your cute butt changed. You don’t have much prep time left!”

      Molly disappeared down the hallway to the guest bathroom on an excited squeal, talking the whole way about not knowing which outfit she should wear.

      Sitting down beside me, Rini propped her feet on the coffee table, rested back into the couch, and sighed in contentment, while we waited for Molly. Shocking me, she brought up another random topic that gave me whiplash. “Did you ever happen to read those marked pages in the stack of books I lent you?”

      “I’m still reading through the first book, but I’m nearly to the part you marked.”

      Rini seemed confused. “Wait, you’re reading the whole book? But I folded the sections you needed to read.”

      I held up my fingers, ticking off my points. “First off, it’s blasphemous to dog-ear pages in a paperback. Those poor books. Bookmarks were invented for that exact reason. Secondly, there’s no way I can jump into the middle of a book and read a few paragraphs out of context. That’s like watching the end of a movie, only to go back to the beginning after you already know the outcome. So many spoilers, it’s not even funny.”

      Rini sighed and threw up her hands in defeat. “Just promise me you’ll read through them soon, okay?”

      My forehead wrinkled as my brows pulled together at Rini’s crypticness about this whole romance novel thing, and my curiosity spiked. “I promise.”

      “Good.” She sighed and pushed herself back up when Molly reentered room.

      We both gasped. “You look gorgeous, Molly,” I praised, and Rini threw in her own handful of compliments.

      “Now then…” Rini’s typical grin spread over her lips as she said, “Let’s get our Cinderella to the ball.”
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      I’m sorry about this, I projected to my friends and Nix for the millionth time as we headed up the walkway to my parents’ house. This dinner was planned before our schedules grew to be so crazy. I kept all thoughts of the rebellion locked down tight. Being home again had me on edge. The risk of a hole in my carefully guarded mental wall while I was in close proximity to so many powerful mythologicals—some with mental powers that rivaled or surpassed my own—would be devastating, not only to our cause, but our safety.

      I focused all my energy on keeping the mental shield I’d erected around the guys, Nix, and myself in place. Every afternoon I’d been practicing my skills, trying to improve and expand on the mental abilities I possessed. If I had powers like my father before me—which I believed I did—then I had more mental abilities I’d yet to explore, and I was determined to learn how to wield them all.

      You’re doing a good job, D, Theo reassured me.

      Let’s just get in, get out, and get home, Killian mumbled, his large frame bringing up the rear of our group. I knew he was pretending to hang back out of sheer unwillingness to be here, but I easily picked up on the true meaning behind his actions—to guard Nix’s back and keep our mate safe. It was the same reason that Hiro and Ryder flanked her on either side, while Theo and I took the front of our group. I wasn’t sure that Nix noticed our protective formation. Even though we all knew our Phoenix was capable of protecting herself—especially with the extra training she’d been receiving from Killian, as well as the rest of us—she was our mate, and we’d always protect her to our fullest ability.

      Nix played with her fingers nervously as we neared the front door, but Ryder reached over and gave her hand a quick squeeze before releasing her. It wouldn’t be safe for any of us to be overly friendly in my father’s presence for fear of his involvement on the Council. I hated that I couldn’t waltz into my home and announce Nix as mine, but I was determined to keep that information to myself for now. Hopefully, someday the need for secrecy wouldn’t be an issue and I’d be able to introduce her to my parents as my mate. It was a day I looked forward to.

      I took a deep breath, turned the handle on the front door, and pushed my way inside, calling out to my mother in the process. “Mom! I’m home.”

      I heard the clanging of pots and pans in the kitchen, and the fresh scents of a home-cooked meal filtered toward us as we entered the house. A swirl of spices that hinted at a savory meal had my feet moving toward the kitchen with everyone trailing behind me.

      “Damien!” my mother exclaimed, as I slipped in behind her at the stove, giving her a hug from behind before dipping a finger into the white sauce she was stirring on the stove, and stealing a taste. Smacking my hand, she let out a light laugh and turned to greet the rest of the guys with warm hugs. “Nix!” my mom said, pulling her into a similar hug. She tensed slightly, and I watched Nix relax into the hold and return my mother’s gesture. I knew she still wasn’t comfortable with touch, but she was already healing in leaps and bounds, becoming more accustomed to casual touch with others, as well as the more intimate ones between our group. A proud feeling filled my chest.

      Across the room, Theo and I locked eyes and I read the same sentiments running through his mind.

      Nix’s nervousness eased as she hopped into a seat at the kitchen island that my mother waved her toward.

      You have nothing to worry about. She loves you. I tried to help her feel more comfortable, smiling at the light blush that worked its way onto her cheeks.

      I’m not used to all this family. You guys have such great ones. I felt a lingering sadness that she hadn’t grown up with something similar, yet behind the resentment of her past was a strong hope for the future.

      It grows on you. Ryder’s mouth curved into a gentle smile and he settled on the stool next to Nix’s at the island, his shoulder brushing against hers.

      Careful. I hated to warn the guys. Technically, the only one of us that has the ‘rights’ to touch Nix in a caring way is Theo, since he’s one of her official suitors.

      Ryder’s face grew dark at the reminder but he casually shifted in his seat, placing a few inches of space between Nix and himself.

      Luckily, my mother was busy flitting around the kitchen, getting dinner ready for us while she made small talk with the others.

      Cutting in when the opportunity arose, I asked after my father.

      “Oh, you know…” My mother smoothed her hair—just a few shades lighter than my own—out of her eyes as she peered around, as if just noticing that he had yet to join us. “He must be in his office. Working, as always.” She shot me a look that was somewhere between good-natured and frustrated. I knew she wished he’d step away from Council business more often… especially on days like today when they were entertaining company—even if it was their own son. “I’ll go get him.” She waved a hand, making her way toward the hallway.

      “No need, Mom. You stay here. I’ll get him,” I offered. “You’re right in the middle of cooking.”

      “Perfect. Tell him work stops until after dinner. Wife’s orders.” She flicked a spatula at me, giving me her ‘I mean business’ face, as she went back to tending the food on the stove.

      “Can I help with anything?” I heard Nix offer, as I slipped down the hallway, smiling at my mother’s protests that she was a guest. While it was a rather inopportune time, it was nice to be home. To have some semblance of normalcy, even just for one night.

      Knocking on the thick, wooden door that led into my father’s office, I waited for his assent before opening the door.

      Piles of paper surrounded my father as he bent over his desk, reading through a file folder that was spread out across the surface. Glancing up, my father startled and looked at the grandfather clock that sat in the corner of his office, ticking away the time.

      “Looks like time has run away with me again.” He chuckled and shuffled the papers back into the folder, putting his work away. “I can’t believe your powers didn’t even snap me out of my work. You’ve grown much stronger since I last saw you. Your shields are remarkable.” He stood and strode forward, shaking my hand before pulling me into a more familiar hug and patting me on the back.

      “I’ve been working on expanding my powers. It’s nice to have a strong mentalist such as yourself acknowledge that they are, in fact, increasing in strength.”

      “Exponentially. It’s remarkable, really. I always knew you would be powerful,” he mused. “I’m looking forward to seeing your skills surpass my own.”

      “You think they will?” I hedged, truly wondering just how much I would be capable of if I put my mind on training my skill set.

      Leaning back against his desk, my father crossed his arms over his chest. His build was similar to my own. Even at his age, I knew he worked out, keeping his body fit. Luckily, with our Gargoyle genetics, staying in prime, muscular shape wasn’t difficult. We were protectors, first and foremost—our mental abilities were just another facet of our primary duties. “I’ve always known you would be stronger than I am. Never a doubt in my mind. It’s one of the reasons I’d like to see you start putting more interest toward joining the Council—taking my place someday.”

      I bit back a sigh and nodded my head, as an idea suddenly worked its way to the forefront of my mind. Carefully erecting my mental walls to keep my brothers and Nix out of my thoughts, I responded, “I’m actually very interested in making that move myself. I think it’s time that I start thinking about my future and what it truly holds.”

      My father’s shoulders straightened and he cocked his head at me. “Really?” he said with a measure of surprise, before a smile curved his lips. “That’s fantastic news!” He clapped his hands together and pushed off his desk, coming to where I stood to congratulate me with another hug. “Why do I have a feeling this has to do with Annika?” He arched a brow as he pulled away, and my heart stuttered in my chest. Did he know how I felt about her?

      “Well,” I started, carefully choosing my words, “watching her handle everything she’s been through with grace, and seeing her step aside from the university she worked so hard to gain entrance to, has been inspiring. I figure if she can embrace her future, I can do the same. It’s made me think.” I spoke the words with sincerity—the half lie buried in the truth. I did respect Nix for all of her decisions, but I also knew I was lying about her future and my own. We belonged together, and I wasn't going to let anything stand in the way of that. However, the less my father knew, the better.

      “It sounds like I will need to thank her for the good influence she has had on you. I’ll admit, I had my doubts about her staying within your care, not because I didn’t believe in your protection skills, but because I knew having a beautiful woman living under your roof may be… tempting.” He paused for effect and I kept any reaction to his words off my face, simply waiting for him to continue. “However, it seems as though I was wrong. Annika appears to be taking her future responsibilities seriously and has started courting, and my son is finally taking an interest in Council business.”

      “So what is all this?” I took a step toward the desk, motioning to the stacks of folders and paperwork.

      Taking my curiosity as enthusiasm, my father chuckled and rounded his desk. “It’s a mixture of things. This stack over here is full of suitor requests. A once over of who bid on who and what each pairing would produce. It’s simply a way for the Council to track possible statistics, beneficial matches, potential census, that sort of thing.” He dismissed the work as boring, but my eyes lingered on the pile, wondering what was in the folders for Nix’s suitors. “This stack contains papers and reports that need to be reviewed on some of the Council’s business holdings. That’s what had my attention when you entered.” He tapped his index finger on top of the mountain of file folders and I moved closer, leaning over and whistling at the assemblage of work while I eyed the titles on the folders, trying to memorize as many of them as I could in case they’d be of any use to us later. Various business names jumped out at me and I opened my mental link enough to recite some of them to Theo, who picked up on my unspoken request to remember the company names.

      “Those are pretty large stacks.” I eyed my father’s leather bound schedule book lying on the desk. “Do these all have to be done now?” It was an innocent question, but one I hoped would angle the conversation in the direction I wanted it to go in.

      My father ran a hand over his dark hair. There was barely even a hint of grey, thanks to his Gargoyle’s lifespan. “Thankfully not, or your mother would kill me and it would probably deter you from ever wanting to fill my shoes in the future. Don’t let me steer you wrong. Being on the Council comes with a plethora of work, but you’ll still be able to maintain a life. Find a mate. Have children of your own.” My father raised an eyebrow at me, and I knew he was digging for information on whether I had my eye on anyone. I shook my head at him and smiled, letting my fingers skim over the planner I wanted to open.

      “Nice try, but I’m not ready to discuss girls with you just yet.”

      “Fair enough.” My father grinned. “I won’t push my luck all in one night.” My mother called for us from the kitchen and my father snapped to attention. “I believe we’ve kept your mother and your friends waiting far longer than will please her.” He started for the door and I discreetly tucked his schedule book into the back of my pants, hiding it from view with my shirt before following after him.

      “You’re right. She sent me to get you and instead I distracted you further.” Reaching the hall, I eyed the door to the bathroom and nodded my head toward it. “I’ll be right there. It was a long trip here from Anchorage.”

      “You could always move home again…” My father trailed off, leaving the invitation open.

      “Remember that thing you said about not pushing your luck?” I smirked, fully knowing I’d never move back to the commune, no matter how much my dad desired it.

      Holding up his hands in surrender, my father backed away and turned on his heel, heading to the kitchen. “I relent for now, but it would make your training easier if you didn’t have to travel back and forth as often.”

      “Dad,” I warned with clear exasperation.

      “Alright, alright. I fold.” He threw a grin over his shoulder before entering the kitchen and giving my mother his full attention. “It smells wonderful, dear. What are we having?”

      I slipped into the bathroom and quickly opened the book, flipping to the schedule for my father and the other council members for the next two weeks, quickly whipping my phone out and snapping pictures of the pages. When I was done, I went through the motions of using the bathroom so as not to draw suspicion from the shifters with excellent hearing just a few walls away, and then hurriedly exited, popping back into my father’s office and leaving the book as I’d found it before making my way to the kitchen.

      Having picked up on my covert mission, the guys were thoroughly distracting my parents with their antics as they set the table and helped lay out the food.

      “Everything okay?” Nix asked, fighting back the urge to wrap her arms around me. I so wish I could hug you right now. She pushed her need to me telepathically.

      I nodded my answer to her first question, expanding on it through our mental link. I have an idea. Something that might help us. It was all I felt comfortable divulging while we were still on the commune, and Nix appeared to pick up on my hesitance to say more, simply nodding and giving me her heartwarming smile.

      “Alright boys! Hopefully I’ve made enough food to feed you all. Nix, I don’t know how you do it back in Anchorage. These boys can eat their fill!” My mother carefully looked over the overloaded bowls as if worried she truly didn’t have enough food.

      “Honestly, Damien does most of the cooking at home. I can see where he learned all his skills from.” She blushed slightly from the social interaction as Theo pulled out a chair for her, getting her situated at the table. We all filtered around and took our seats, digging into the food while we kept the conversation on safe, comfortable topics.

      What was all of that about? Theo inquired, keeping his eyes fixed on the mountain of food he had piled on his plate.

      I’ll fill you in on the way home, I told him, for once happy about the long trip we’d have to make. A trip where we wouldn’t have to worry about prying ears or minds.
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      “This is ridiculous!” I burst out, shoving up from my chair. We all sat around the dining room table, debating our best chances at succeeding with our mission. Damien's plan to retrieve his father's schedule book and make notes of the Councilmen's schedules had been genius, and we'd been delving through the calendar all morning, trying to find the best day to make a move and collect the Basilisk venom that presented the least amount of risk. “Even if we manage to catch Councilman Williams or his son, how in the hell are we going to get the damn venom from him?”

      “We could drug him?” Theo suggested. “If we can force a shift while he's drugged, we could try and extract the venom that way.”

      “How are we going to force a shift if he's drugged? None of us have that skill,” Killian growled. “And if we manage to, we'd have to kill him afterward, it's not like we could let him go back to his normal life. LaCroix would figure it out after he dug around in their head a bit.”

      “First of all, we are not drugging someone. And we're definitely not going to kill anyone!” Nix objected vehemently. “We aren't taking anything from anyone without their permission.” From the way she shook, I knew she was thinking about her time on the island, and I sighed in understanding.

      “If we join the rebellion, we may end up killing a lot of people,” Damien pointed out.

      “It's not a war yet,” Nix argued, her mouth in a steely line. “People will die, I'm not an idiot. It doesn't mean we have to be the one to kill them—especially not yet.”

      “I agree, but it's not like we can just ask for it,” Hiro muttered, rubbing his temple. “Williams involvement on the Council would automatically rule him out and we don't know what Joshua's reaction would be. There’s no reason for us to need a venom that only has use as a weapon to kill. Even Nix asking for it as a suitor gift doesn’t make sense and will only raise red flags. It's too dangerous. He could easily report us to the Council, and the consequences of that would be devastating for all of us and the rebellion. I won't put Nix at risk like that." Hiro's eyes flashed with a determination that mirrored my own. I completely agreed with him.“Maybe it's a psychological test as well? I mean, if we kill someone—especially a Council member—it's going to get back to us very quickly and right back to the rebellion. We'd be far too dumb for them if we tried that. I wonder if we made an attempt along those lines if the rebellion would remove us before the Council even got a chance.”

      Goosebumps crawled over my skin at that idea and I shook my head. “Okay, so what does that mean? We can't kidnap one of them, we can't force a shift, we can't drug whomever we choose, and killing is obviously off the table. We've ruled out that it's far to risky to simply ask for it. Hiro’s right, I can't even come up with a good enough lie to explain why we'd need it in the first place. What else are we going to do? Provoke him into a fight and let him bite one of us?” I shouted the words in frustration, tugging at my hair.

      Theo cocked his head, pursing his lips, as he seemed to consider my words. “It could work, if we could control it correctly.”

      “What?” Nix and I screeched the word at the same time.

      “You could get hurt!” she added.

      “I was joking. I just wanted to show you how crazy that idea was.” I couldn't believe that levelheaded Theo was buying into this madness.

      “If we had something set up, if we got him to bite in the right place, then we may be able to collect something,” he murmured, glancing at Damien.

      “And if he misses?” Killian asked, rubbing a hand down his face.

      “It'd be problematic,” Theo admitted.

      “Do you think you could heal us, if he missed with a bite?” Damien addressed me, tapping his fingers together as he thought.

      I shook my head. “No. Even if I was right next to you, I don't trust that I'd be able to stop it, and I'm not willing to risk any of your lives to try an experiment.”

      “You wouldn't need to heal me.” Nix's words were soft, quiet, and I whirled to face where her eyes were glued to the tabletop. A thick silence hung over the kitchen as all of us focused on her. Realizing we weren't going to speak, she looked up with a small, tight smile on her lips. “I rise from the dead, remember?”

      “No way.” My words were barely audible as shock crawled inside of me, turning my veins to ice.

      “You can't,” Killian gasped. “We aren't risking you for this. That's insane. We just tell them they're asking too much. It's putting them and us at risk. Maybe Hiro was right, it's a test.”

      “A completely unpassable test?” Nix shook her head. “Isn't that a bit ridiculous? Look, I don't relish the idea of dying again. But if I do, we know that unlike all of you, I'll come back. I'm the best person to get this venom.” She sighed, "While it's not a perfect plan, it also solves all of the problems. No killing, no drugging, and we're not taking something from him without permission exactly... if it was provoked... he'd be giving it to us in a sense. I'm not happy about it, but I'm not against it either. I can do this. I know I can."

      We all eyed each other, the silence in the air so thick you could have heard a pin drop.“Suppose we let you do this?” Damien asked, his voice hard.

      “You can't be ser—” Damien held up a hand to stop my explosion.

      “Suppose we let you put yourself at risk to get bitten. What would make the Councilman bite you? He wants you kept safe, taken care of, so that you can breed. An attack like this would put you directly in the center of their attention.”

      “It depends,” Theo spoke up. “What if it wasn't the Councilman, but his son? We can get his schedule too, and unlike the rest of us, you have an established reason to see him.”

      “Joshua.” Nix breathed the name as she mulled over the option. Cocking her head to the side, she said, “I’d need to get Joshua to bite me.” It was a statement rather than a question, and one that she was clearly pondering over how to accomplish. “He's been nothing but nice to me—” she trailed off as she bit her bottom lip, her words wavering with a hint of indecision. “The Councilman would be easier to provoke…”

      “Joshua is our safest option.” Theo insisted. “His father is bound to be more powerful and potent. Joshua isn't much older than us. He's still learning, still growing, still improving upon his power and skill. I'm sorry, Nix, but I think if we're going to do this, he's our better option.”

      “You're all insane. All of you,” I snarled, tugging at my hair. “Why are you even considering this?”

      “For once I'm with him,” Killian added, standing up to join me. “None of you can be thinking clearly.”

      “If she treated this like a date, an acknowledgment of Joshua's quest for her hand, it would give her a reason to be alone with him. It's not uncommon for courting shifters to change together, to let their alters meet each other,” Theo reasoned.

      “No.” I slashed the air with my hand. “We've suffered through Nix regenerating before, we don't need to do it again. That's too much to ask of us and you.”

      “You think I want to?” she retorted, pushing up to face me. Damien and Theo stood as well, the air charged with energy around us.

      “I'm not going to watch my dream come true,” Kill said quietly. “You can't ask that of me.”

      “I'm not asking it of you,” Nix whispered. “Abra, I would never want to hurt you. But what are we going to do? If we don't do these tests, if we don't join them, what's your plan for us?”

      Killian growled. “We can run away.”

      “Where?” Nix pressed. “How would we avoid the Council's searching for us? How would we make money, get new identities? How would we take care of Theo's family? Hiro's family? Ciar? Rini? Her mates?” she argued, her hands waving in the air, clearly having reached a decision within her own mind.

      “We'd manage,” I muttered shortly, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “We'd be taking an entire small colony with us. That's no way to stay hidden. We can't reach out to Hiro or Killian's families and force them to come with us, especially since not all of them would want to betray the Council. That doesn't even begin to touch Damien's family.” She shook her head as Damien laid a supportive hand on her shoulder.

      “If we join the rebellion before we run, we'll have support. We'll have a place for all of us to disappear to, and can try to convince our families to join us. It's the safest way for us to get out from underneath the Council,” Theo remarked. “You think I relish letting her put herself at risk for injury? Let alone a fatal injury?” His voice was hard. “It is the last thing that I want to do.”

      “You don't understand, Nix,” I pleaded. “Even if I were to hide somewhere nearby where you want to do this, I doubt I could save you. Basilisk venom is fast, very fast. I don't think I could get you away from there and healed before it took effect.”

      “I do understand, Ry.” She reached out a hand, stroking it down my arm. “You're the one who doesn't. I trust you, all of you, to guard me, heal me, protect me. There's more to me than just that, though. All of you have been training me to work with my Phoenix, yet you discard her—and me—when there's something that fits our skill set. This is what my power is, the same way healing is yours.”

      “Nix, we do trust you, but you have to think of us,” Killian beseeched her.

      “I am. I'm thinking of all of us. I'm thinking about what our future will hold if we don't do this. I'm not an idiot,” she clarified, squaring her shoulders. “I don't want to die again. I don't want to have to essentially trick Joshua into giving up his venom. It doesn't sit right, but neither does letting our family continue to live under the dangerous threat of the Council. We've already talked about all of the reasons that the rebellion is our best chance—our only chance—at the life we want together. Why it's the best chance to change the way things are for all shifters. This is so much larger than just ourselves. So I'm going to make peace with it, even though I don't like it.  My Phoenix is as adamant about this as I am. She knows she can help, she knows she can protect her mates by taking the risk off of you. Why do you get to protect me, decide what's best for my safety, but you'd deny me the chance to protect you?”

      “It's not the same thing!” I cried out in frustration, grabbing her arms. “You'd die.”

      “And you'd risk it,” she snapped, tilting her chin up in challenge. “You have all put yourself in the way of bullets, knives, poison, the Council, kidnapping, an insane woman, and probably more that I don't know about or can't think of. You've done all of those things as friends and because you see the potential for us, what our lives can be together in the future.”

      “Yes, but...” Kill trailed off.

      “There are no buts.” Nix pushed my hand away, turning her attention to Theo. “Are you certain you can separate the venom from my blood?”

      “It’s not an easy task, but yes. I’m certain I can do it.” Theo rubbed at the back of his neck, but kept his gaze on Nix as she nodded.

      Nix then addressed Damien as well as Theo. “We know their stances, what are yours?”

      “I don't want you to do it,” Damien admitted, and I breathed a sigh of release. “I don't want you to, but I don't see another way.” I nearly gagged on the air I had just tried to breathe in, staring at him in betrayal.

      “I agree. It goes against every protective instinct in my body, my Kraken is furious,” Theo added. “However, it's the only thing that makes sense.”

      “She's right.” Damien faced me. “We continue to protect her, over and over again, putting our own lives at risk. How can we say we respect her power, her rights as our mate, if we refuse to let her do the same thing?”

      “I don't want to,” Killian objected, tightening his hands into fists. “She's risked herself in other ways, I'm not saying she's not an equal. This is different. This basically guarantees she'll die.”

      “It also means I'll wake up again. I'm the only one of us guaranteed to live,” she pointed out.

      “You don't know that,” I muttered. “You hope that. You think that because you've regenerated before you're going to do it again? What if you don't?”

      “And what if your healing powers stop working?” Nix threw back at me. “What if Killian's dreams aren't prophetic? If Damien's mind reading fails? You don't expect your powers to stop working. It's not like I'm trying to use iron to kill myself. There’s no proof that basilisk venom is harmful to me or would prevent me from regenerating. I trust my Phoenix, I trust myself, the way you've taught me to. All I'm asking is that you do the same thing.”

      I tugged at my hair, turning to face Killian. His eyes were as wide and wild as my own. “I can't accept this. I don't think I could ever accept this,” he pleaded, his eyes on Nix. “I can't lose you.”

      “And I can't lose all of you either.” She rounded the table, wrapping her arms around Killian's waist and laying her head on his chest. “Your chances of losing me, of my powers suddenly not working despite what my Phoenix is telling me, are far smaller than the chance that I'll lose all of you if we don't do anything. Why does your choice matter more than my own?” Her words were quiet, muffled a little by his shirt, and he sighed before wrapping his arms around her in return.

      “That wasn't what I meant,” he murmured.

      “We've always been a team,” Damien spoke up. “There was always a vote. Right now, it's three to two.” He turned his attention to Hiro. “You're the only one who hasn't spoken up. What do you think in all of this?”

      Hiro approached Nix, tugging her from Killian and tipping her face up to his. “I would do anything to protect you. I would take you far away from here, live at the edges of the world with you. But I want better than that for our future. I don't want you living your life in fear, always on the run. I would never ask you to do this, just like I wouldn't ask any of them.” He indicated the others with a wave of his free hand. “Is this what you want, Nix? Don't sacrifice yourself for us. We will find other ways. Tell me, right now, exactly why you're doing it.”

      She smiled at him, cupping his cheek in her palm. “Because it’s our best option. Because I know I can. My Phoenix knows she can. She's not very happy with anyone who suggests she doesn't know her own strengths.” She glanced at Killian and me as she added that.

      He sighed, leaning in to lay his forehead against hers, before turning to face me, tugging her tightly back against him. “I vote for Nix.” Even as I grimaced he arched a brow. “You think she'd be safer than this on the run? That there won't be dangers we can't help her with? If we do join them, you think this will be her only challenge? What about in a war?” He stepped both of them forward, until Nix was pinned between us. “You either look her in the eyes right now, tell her you don't think she's strong enough to do it, or you just deal with it. The same way she's going to have to deal with us putting ourselves in danger for her and each other.”

      He reached out, grabbed my hips, and pinned her completely between us. Her chin was up, her mouth firm, as I looked between the pair of them. “I know you're strong enough, that's not what I meant.”

      “Then that's the end of it,” he interjected.

      “Killian?” She turned her head to Kill, though she soothed a hand down my arm as I shook with tension.

      “I'm sorry, Nix.” Kill shook his head. “I understand what Hiro is saying. I understand what you're saying. But it doesn't change the fact that no matter how much logic you throw at me, I will never be alright risking you.”

      “Killian,” she said softly, but he shook his head.

      “You mean the world to me. I would do anything and everything for you. I won't stand in your way, but I can't say I approve. All I'll say is that you better come back to me perfectly safe, or I will tear this world apart.”

      “Then we're decided. How are we going to do this?” Theo asked.

      “Simple is best, I think,” Damien added. “I already hinted to my father that Nix is ready to move forward with her suitors, to take her place among other mythologicals.”

      “I still don't want her going alone,” I objected.

      “If we don't let them have an unsupervised date, I doubt he will shift for her,” Theo countered.

      “We get them somewhere we can control,” Damien mused. “Somewhere one of us can hide, just in case. We can ensure you come home with us immediately and aren't taken by the Council.”

      Nix shivered against me, but nodded. “Molly said something about meeting Joshua before. She said it's because he likes to hike. Something about a waterfall on the far side of the island. If we found that secluded area and one of you could hide, it could work.”

      “Which of us though?” Killian asked. “I—I don't think I could face it.”

      “Basilisks have a strong sense of smell,” Theo mussed. “We'd need to be very careful.”

      “I'll do it,” Hiro said, offering me a small smile. “My scent should be easily masked if we do a hike. I'd have an excuse for being out there as well, with my powers no one would think differently.”

      “Fine,” Damien agreed. “I'll reach out to Gaspard, let him know Nix wants to setup a date with Joshua. Let's find a day when the Council is away from the Lodge. The less Councilmen around, the better."

      “Let's get this over with, then,” I grumbled, even as Nix's arms tightened around me. “I just want you back safe in my arms. We'll do this ridiculous date, get it done, and then focus just on us.” I brushed a kiss over her lips, and stepped away. “What else do we need to do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nix

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight slanted through the tall windows of the Lodge, catching and lighting the small particles that floated through the air as I walked through the massive front door. The silent hinges were swung open by a man not much older than myself, outfitted in a uniform that clearly marked him as an employee of the Council. One of many who helped run the hotel-like building that housed the Council members and their families—at least, the ones who choose to stay within its walls.

      I dipped my head in a nod of thanks, and inhaled to try and scent what type of shifter the guy was. While I wasn’t the best at picking up animal scents, the sandy musk that filled my lungs and the feline way he moved had me guessing that he was a lion shifter. It made sense that he would be a predator, since he was the first line of defense at the front door of the house. However, it didn’t escape my notice that the guards who were stationed outside were mythologicals, albeit lower ones, each dressed to militaristic perfection—honored in their position through their clothing and metal rankings pinned to crisp shoulder patches—whereas the regular shifter was in simple, dark tailored slacks and plain black button-down shirt. His position was clearly lesser, and I knew he was thought of as such from the mythologicals who lived within the Lodge.

      Stepping inside, I shrugged out of my jacket while the lion shifter all but prowled forward to take it from me.

      “You don’t have to do that.” I clung to the material, refusing to release my hold on the coat, perfectly happy to hang it myself or bring it with me.

      “It’s my job, miss,” he said politely, making me feel much older than my mere eighteen years. His sharp, light green eyes flashed as he shot me a hard gaze, and then he quickly flicked his eyes sideways, indicating something beyond us without so much as moving his head.

      Peeking off to the side, I saw Councilman Maldonado with his eyes narrowed on my interaction with the doorman, analyzing every move I made. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I made eye contact, and an uncomfortable smirk, edged with the ever-present danger that Maldonado seemed to carry, tilted his lips as his eyes turned steely. Fighting the urge to purse my lips and glare back at the man, I turned back to the shifter and relented.

      “Thank you,” I murmured as he took the jacket. “What’s your name?” I whispered almost silently, but I knew his hearing would allow him to catch my words.

      He gave a minuscule shake of his head, just enough to dislodge a few locks of his perfectly styled golden hair, as he tried not to glance over at the Councilman watching us. It was easy to see how uncomfortable the guy was. How nervous he must be to not even feel comfortable offering me his name when I asked. Anger rose within me, bitter and hot. Without making further eye contact, he bowed curtly in my direction—which made me wildly uncomfortable—and disappeared into a large coat closet to hang up my article of clothing.

      I refused to allow my nerves to show, straightened my shoulders, and pivoted toward Maldonado, facing him head-on. I had to walk straight past him to get to Joshua’s quarters. My feet moved forward before I had a chance to hesitate and my Phoenix squawked her approval in my mind. We were strong, and we wouldn’t show weakness to our enemies. Whether we joined the revolution or not, I knew that Maldonado was an enemy.

      Goosebumps rose on my arms, the only outward sign of my nervousness as I strode forward. Just as I reached the Councilman’s side, he tilted his head downward in a nod, his dark eyes never leaving my face, and the unsettled smirk never leaving his lips.

      “Annika,” he greeted me in his thick, Puerto Rican accent. I had to fight back the need to roll my eyes at his use of my full name. I allowed a slight smile to bloom on my face, but even without a mirror, I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. “It is wonderful to hear you are finally taking your responsibilities seriously.” His drawl rolled over me. “We have been waiting for you to acknowledge your suitors, and yet this is the first date you have had since the Gala.” Clicking his tongue, Maldonado tsked. “We have been worried about your…” He paused, and seemed to mull over his words like a man rolling tobacco across his tongue. Standing almost shoulder to shoulder with the man, I watched as he gestured with his hand while he continued to speak, landing on the word he wanted to make his point. “Commitment. It does not look good to have such a sought after mythological so disinterested in saving her own species.” He dipped his head closer to my ear, his shoulder rubbing against my own as he spoke quietly. “I would hate to think that more drastic measures must be taken to ensure the continuation and survival of the Phoenix.” Fear crept down my spine from his implied threat, and my Phoenix rose inside of me in scorching flames. I felt her heat press against my skin, and I gritted my teeth to hold her back.

      His light, brushing touch had my stomach turning over in a sudden wave of nausea, as did the dark swirling power I felt radiating from him. There was no doubt that the dude creeped me out, but I wasn’t about to show him that, nor give him the satisfaction of knowing that his sheer presence affected me in any way. I’d be damned if I was going to let Maldonado see me cowed by his menace and intimidation tactics.

      Still, my Phoenix and I filed his words away to analyze more closely later. Something in the way he’d phrased his threat had raised all kinds of red flags, and I couldn’t help the gut-wrenching feeling that he knew more about what had happened to me on the island than I did, and that deep within his barely veiled threat was the information I’d been looking for.

      Taking a deep breath, I faked sincerity for his benefit. “I can assure you, Councilman, that I take choosing mates very seriously.” The promise was not hard to infuse into my tone. I did take choosing mates seriously. Just not the ones they were forcing upon me. I’d already chosen, but the Council didn’t need to know that. I’d play their game their way—for now. Maldonado opened his mouth to speak again, but I hurriedly continued on before he could get a syllable out. “In fact, I’ve made a very important decision I believe the Council will be pleased to hear.”

      He studied me cynically. “And what decision is that, girl?”

      I smiled sweetly, as if this was the best news I could deliver. “I realized that my education seemed to be taking up the majority of my time these past few weeks, and with all the classes I had missed, my backlog of studies had been keeping me very busy. So busy, in fact, that I couldn't keep up, and decided it was in everyone's best interest if I withdrew from the university.” I gauged his reaction, catching the spark of victory that crossed his features before he shifted his stance and appraised me shrewdly. For a moment, I worried he would see straight through my coated lies, but instead he smiled a creepy, chilling smile.

      “This is good news. I will make sure to inform the rest of the Council members of your decision. We look forward to seeing you more dedicated to your future mates and to our cause.” His eyes flashed, congratulating me while challenging me simultaneously.

      A familiar voice called out to me before I could respond to Maldonado.

      “Nix.” Joshua grabbed my attention as he strode down the hallway next to his father. Dressed casually in a pair of dark wash, well fitting jeans, stylish shoes, and a white button-down, Joshua looked like he’d just walked right off the pages of a magazine. I had feeling that he and Ryder would have fashion in common if they ever became friends. Offering him and his father a warm smile, I took the opportunity they provided to step away from Maldonado, more than happy to end our terse conversation.

      The way Joshua’s lips curved as he ran his eyes over my body had guilt rising in me at what I had to do today, and I glanced away, fidgeting with my fingers as they approached.

      “How are you today, Nix?” Councilman Williams held a hand out and ushered me forward, casting a hard glance at Maldonado as he gave the man his back, clearly not appreciating the delay that took time away from his son. Dressed similarly to his son, Williams was decked out in tailored slacks, a blue button-down that brought out the blue of his eyes—which I promptly made sure never to meet directly—and an expensive watch glittering on his wrist. The likenesses between father and son was striking.

      “I’m doing well, thank you Councilman,” I replied, as he ushered me toward his son.

      “Joshua, why don’t you and Nix disappear, and make the most out of your time together,” he encouraged, with a sparkle in his eyes that eluded to his excitement over this potential match. While I didn’t appreciate feeling as if I was a prize to be won, it was endearing to see the affection the father had for his son. For whatever reason, Joshua had decided to place his bid on me after years of inaction when it came to competing for a mate, and his father was clearly happy to see him making an effort.

      “Nix, would you do me the honors?” Joshua held out a bent elbow and I latched on to the opportunity to escape the hallway, and the Councilmen filling it. Taking his arm, I let him lead me away.

      “Thank you,” I breathed quietly, keeping our conversation just between us.

      “I grew up here, and it doesn’t get any easier to face some of the members of the Council.” He peered over his shoulder before we rounded the corner, taking in the two Councilmen who were watching our retreat.

      “So it’s not just me then?” I wanted to say more, but it was hard to know how if Joshua was in the Council's pocket, or how closely they monitored him,, so I decided to let him forge the way through the politics and simply follow his lead.

      “Not at all. Maldonado is always hard to bear. The same can be said for Stepanov.” He nearly rolled his eyes and I gained a new level of respect for Joshua. It was good to know that not everyone saw golden gods where the Council was concerned. It also told me that Joshua might not be as power hungry for the spot he was practically being raised to walk into. Like Damien, Joshua was a Councilman’s son… a legacy, and his path in life had been set at an early age. I wondered if it was a path he wanted to take, or one he’d rather avoid. As much as I didn’t want to necessarily date Joshua, I was looking forward to getting to know him—even if that made my job today harder.

      I swallowed down my guilt and turned my attention to the elegant hallway we were heading down, trying to memorize the turns we took as we made our way through the Lodge.

      Descending a set of stairs and turning down two more hallways, we finally stopped in front of a large wooden door that Joshua pushed open.

      “You either like games way more than I would have guessed, or this is not your bedroom.” I laughed as I disengaged my arm from his and strode into the room on my own, turning around to take it all in. Lush, green carpet covered the floor, and windows lined one side of the room, admitting plenty of daylight. A large pool table was centered in the middle of the room, surrounded by a poker table, an air hockey table, and various machines that reminded me of an arcade. On the far wall was a humongous TV boxed by three couches. In the corner was a set of double doors with the word ‘Theater’ written in gold lettering above the entrance to the room. My eyebrows skyrocketed, but I realized how naive it was of me to think that the Council didn’t indulge in every luxury the world had to offer. “No wonder you like to live here,” I mused.

      “It has its perks.” Joshua smirked, rubbing a thumb under his bottom lip as he gazed around, trying to see the room from an outsider’s point of view—my point of view. “Someday, I’ll have my own place, but until then, I figured this is a good place to crash.”

      “I can understand that.” I walked to the pool table, running my hand along the smooth walnut wood as I rounded the table slowly. “I know you’re a little older than I am. Did you ever go to college?”

      “I’m actually in my last year.” He walked toward me and tucked his hands into his pockets, watching me with his intense, light blue eyes. “Online classes.”

      “That’s amazing.” I was slightly envious. “What are you studying?”

      “Business and Management.” There was a scoff in his voice that drew my attention.

      “Not what you wanted to study?” I asked with an arched eyebrow, making sure to look to the side of his eyes just slightly.

      “They were the practical choices,” he hedged.

      I called him out. “Because you’re going to be on the Council and you were encouraged to seek a relatable field.” It wasn’t a question, and he noticed.

      He huffed a laugh. “You don’t mince words.” Luckily, he didn’t seem upset or put out by my bluntness.

      “I figured we would only get so much time together.” I shrugged. “We might as well make sure we use our time wisely to get to know each other, don’t you agree?” It was the first bait I dropped, and I worried the inside corner of my lip as I waited for his response.

      He lowered the pitch of his voice, his eyes growing softer from the intensity they always seemed to hold, and he said, “I can’t lie. One of the reasons I bid on you was for the uncanny honesty you hold. My father was amused by it, although he would never admit as much in front of the other Council members. It’s one of the things I respect about you.” He took a step closer, leaving a few feet of space between us as I ended my trek around the pool table. “I appreciate the new perspective you have.”

      I sucked in a breath and decided to take a chance. “Of the shifter world?” I let the question hang in the space between us.

      His gaze ran over my face, and for once I didn’t glance away from the deadly promise his eyes held. When they locked on to mine, I saw the way they widened, the pupil dilating and darkening the natural sky blue of his eyes. I didn’t think he was used to anyone making eye contact with him. As a basilisk, he’d have spent his life with people’s constant avoidance.

      “Yes.” His breathing increased in speed and he stepped forward. “You don’t play by the rules. I’m rather drawn to that.”

      “A quality I’m not sure your father or the other Council members appreciate,” I said quietly, fully aware that there were no protective wards to keep my sentiments from being overheard elsewhere. The guys would be ridiculously unhappy at the risk I was taking, but if my womanly intuition was right, the direction of my conversation with Joshua would only help our cause.

      “And yet it’s one I respect.” Joshua sauntered nearer. “You’re not a vying miss, you’re not cold nor calculating. You don’t play the games that other girls do, nor do you bend to the will of others like a reed in the wind. You’re strong, and I can see that strength within you. I could sense it from the first moment I saw you.”

      Bile rose like hot lava in my throat, and I swallowed harshly, trying to push it and my guilt down. Part of me had hoped that Joshua would be more like the Council, a person easier to despise and blame, and yet he was standing in front of me, nearly admitting that he didn’t approve of the way things were. That he chose to fight for me as his mate because of the different ideals I represented. Ideals I was prepared to fight for by joining the rebellion. A rebellion that needed me to all but steal the venom that ran through Joshua’s alter. Just like Michael and countless others wanted to steal the blood that ran through my veins.

      He called me strong, and yet he had no idea I needed to use that strength against him.

      I felt sick. Breaking the moment, I spun on my heel and faced the pool table, bracing a hand on the smooth wood. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to center myself.

      My Phoenix pressed against my skin, offering me her support.

      I wasn’t stealing his venom. We had a plan. I chanted the thoughts to myself, but a small part of my brain countered back that it was all semantics. My Phoenix cooed, trying to soothe me.

      A warm hand landed on my shoulder in a gentle support I didn’t deserve. At first I flinched, but instead of pulling away on instinct, I slowly ran through my muscle groups and eased the tension from my body. I allowed his hand to stay where he’d placed it, hoping it would inspire trust and friendship. “You’re the first person to look at me, Nix. Really look at me…” Joshua whispered, trailing off in awe. “Like I said… strength.”

      I sighed, but didn’t stop the small grin from tipping up one side of my lips. Pulling away from Joshua, I turned, making sure there was a little space between us, and attempted to lighten the heavy mood that hung in the rec room. “Or stupidity.”

      He chuckled and shook his head, his styled blond hair, which was swept to one side, falling across his forehead. Brushing it back into place, he smirked. “Well, some may see it that way, but I’d never hurt you, Nix.”

      I struggled to keep the wince off of my face, knowing full well that I needed him to do just that. Taking a deep breath, I looked around at the games surrounding us and took the leap to move this date outside. “I know you probably meant for us to have a fun afternoon full of games and movies, but I was wondering if you’d be up for something else.” I bit my lip, hoping he’d jump at my offer.

      “What would you like to do instead?” He leaned casually against the pool table and crossed his arms.

      “I want to see how our alters do around one another. I think it’s important to see if they’re drawn together, how they react.”

      Hesitancy crossed his face, but he quickly cleared it. “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. Most people… they get uncomfortable when I shift.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.” I kept my voice soft.

      “Maybe you should be. Maybe you should be less brave,” he murmured, running his hand through his hair.

      “I thought you liked my strength.”

      “I do…”

      “Then let me be strong. Let’s see how our alters interact together. Without them, how are we ever supposed to know if we have a connection?” I bit my tongue, nearly drawing blood at the lie that slipped past my lips. While it wasn’t impossible that my Phoenix would like his Basilisk, I wasn’t planning on taking any additional mates. I had five wonderful, incredible men who were mine, and I didn’t need any more. They belonged to me and they made me happy.

      Watching me for a prolonged minute, Joshua finally nodded and relented. “Alright. If you’re sure.”

      “I am.”

      “Did you have a place in mind? It’s going to be freezing…”

      “Afraid of a little cold?” I challenged, heading for the door we’d walked through earlier.

      “I’m an Alaskan.” He jogged after me, following me into the hallway.

      “You’re also a Basilisk. Cold isn’t exactly your alter’s favorite,” I reminded him.

      “I can’t argue with that, even though I was born here, but for some reason my Basilisk seems rather content to go out today.”

      I fidgeted and kept walking, realizing a moment later that he’d stopped by the entrance to another hallway while I’d plowed right past. I grasped the change in subject, refusing to touch Joshua’s flirtation with a ten-foot pole. The less I could lead him on, the better in the long run. I backtracked and joined him as he traversed the never-ending hallways and stairways that lead us back to the front of the Lodge. “This place is seriously a maze.”

      Just as we ascended the stairs to the main floor, we heard perverse shouting echoing down the halls, and Joshua muttered back to my last comment. “Much like the politics that take place within its walls.” I hurried after his quickening footsteps. Placing a hand in the center of my back, he ushered me forward. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”
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      The shouting increased the closer we got to the throne room, but Joshua kept his eyes laser focused on the front door of the Lodge as he powered forward.

      “You imbecile!” The rich Puerto Rican accent of Maldonado could be heard loud and clear through the intricately carved wooden doors that happened to be propped wide open.

      Joshua’s pace faltered the closer we got to the throne room, and I paused to glance inside at the scene playing out in front of the Councilman’s throne.

      Maldonado was on his feet, brushing a pool of liquid off of his ornate robe, letting the wine he’d apparently ordered roll down to splash onto the floor at his feet. A shiver raced down my spine, warning me of the danger that seemed to be growing within the room. My Phoenix squawked agitatedly, flapping her wings and spreading her feathers as the atmosphere grew thunderous. A handful of other servants—regular animal shifters in their black uniforms—froze around the room as Maldonado’s rage built in ferocity and violence.

      Reaching out as fast as a snake, he struck the blond server across the face hard enough to knock him sideways and off his feet. The tray the server was carrying clattered to the ground as he threw his hands out and caught himself on the marble floor to keep himself from smashing into it headfirst. The impact of the fall and the metal clang of the tray echoed through the cavernous space.

      I stepped closer to the doorway against Joshua’s protests, and realized with a chilling horror that the server on the ground was none other than the doorman from earlier. The lion shifter.

      “I’m sorry, Councilman,” the server spoke lowly, practically groveling from the place where he’d fallen, not daring to move under the weight of Maldonado’s fury.

      Maldonado responded without words, letting out an inhuman roar that had my muscles tensing and the hair on my entire body standing on end. My Phoenix shot her flames into my fingertips, and I fisted my hands hard to hold back the power that begged to escape. Sharp nails dug into my palms while my eyes ping-ponged back and forth between the server on the ground and the Councilmen on the dais. Seated next to Maldonado’s throne was none other than Councilman Stepanov, who was supposed to be out of the Lodge today.

      It became more of a struggle to draw air into my lungs as Maldonado’s eyes went red, his alternate side drawing closer and closer to this surface as his control disappeared.

      “You should know better than to anger my friend, here, shifter. I wouldn’t have expected you to be quite that stupid,” Stepanov said without a hint of remorse, while a small dark smile played over his lips as he watched the lion shifter begin to visibly shake. He straddled the line between amused and annoyed as Maldonado began to shift forms.

      Maldonado’s lips pulled back over his teeth, which elongated and sharpened into deadly points. His eyes turned into pure dark pools of death, and his body began to decay and wither. Skin met bone and leathery brown wings sprouted from his back. The sharp talons that adorned the top wing joint easily ripped through the thick fabric of the robe, shredding it in the back. The hiss that escaped the Manananggal’s lips broke the deadly calm before the storm. The sheer sound of it struck fear into the hearts of everyone in the room except for Stepanov, who radiated a wickedness I couldn’t fathom.

      “Please…” The lion shifter let the word slide almost wordlessly past his lips. Reaching up, he held a hand out to ward off the impending attack, but even I knew that such a weak gesture would do nothing against the creature who had set its sights on its prey.

      “You were blatantly careless.” Councilman Stepanov hardened his gaze on the shifter. “Besides, my friend is long overdue for a snack.” He leaned back in his chair and the movement seemed to be all that Maldonado needed to strike.

      With an otherworldly, high-pitched scream, Maldonado’s body separated in half with a nauseating rip, his spine becoming visible as he fully allowed his alter to consume his human half. The bile I’d been fighting off earlier scalded the back of my throat and I turned to shield my eyes from the terrifying sight, but it wasn’t enough to miss the elongated tongue that shot out of the Manananggal’s mouth with what seemed to be an endless length and enough force to pierce through the lion shifter’s chest, wrap around his heart, and rip it from his body in a sickening squelch that had both my mind and my stomach reeling.

      Joshua’s breathing increased and he turned his head away, blocking the scene from his vision.

      Gasps and shocked cries rang around the room from the other regular animal shifters. Some had their eyes shut tightly, others turned their heads, while the rest seemed unable to pull their gaze away from the monstrous scene, just like me.

      Blood pooled in an ever-spreading puddle along the smooth white and gold marble, creating a stark contrast of light and dark as it seeped outward from the fallen, lifeless shifter. Blue, unstaring eyes were unfocused in death, and I forced myself to look at him. To take in the gravity of what had just been done.

      A man died. An innocent man who did nothing more than spill a drink by accident. Contempt ran hot through my blood, and the fire inside of me roared through my ears in a ravenous inferno. I wanted revenge. I wanted someone to stand up to the Council members currently sneering at the mess on the floor as if it was an inconvenience to have a dead shifter at their feet.

      “I know what you’re feeling right now, but don’t.” Joshua grabbed my arm, anchoring me to his side to keep me from raging into the room and lighting the place on fire. He must have seen the molten anger in my eyes because he squeezed me, harder than I’d ever expected him to touch me, and shook his head sharply once. “This is not the time nor the place. Do not make yourself a target.” I breathed heavily through my nose, trying to calm the rapid beat of my heart, which felt like it was going to explode in my chest.

      The coppery scent of blood floated in the air and I closed my eyes, but it was no use. No matter what I did, the scene was burned into my brain, etched into my very memories.

      Having devoured his bloody snack, Maldonado let the shift reverse, his body knitting itself back together again, though his robe was ruined and his clothing was torn and bloody. His eyes remained dark pools, even after his human form returned. Licking his lips, he backed up until his legs bumped into his throne and he sat down casually, as if he hadn’t just become a terrifying creature and taken a life.

      Stepanov’s icy gaze slid across the room and his eyes narrowed on a shaking blonde girl with tears streaming down her face. Her hand was covering her mouth as she tried to choke back the sobs that racked her shoulders, working hard not to make a sound as her eyes stayed riveted on the dead shifter.

      “You.” Stepanov locked his attention on the girl with a sick smirk on his face.

      The young teenager’s breath froze in her lungs as she pried her eyes from the floor to the Councilman.

      “M-me?” she stuttered, barely able to get her lips to move.

      “Does it look like I am talking to anyone else?” Stepanov snapped, irritation flashing across his face before he took a deep breath and glee entered his eyes. “You are his sister, are you not?” He waved a nonchalant hand toward the fallen shifter, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Wide-eyed, the girl nodded. Golden hair clung to her cheeks, sticking to the wet trails that blazed in her sorrow.

      “Good.” Stepanov steepled his fingers together. “Good,” he murmured again. “Then you are responsible.” His voice carried through the room, and no one uttered a word against him. My heart stopped for the girl as I watched her fidget under the attention of the mythological. “Clean this mess up,” he ordered.

      She sucked air into her lungs, and I saw her visibly sway as a fresh wave of tears spilled from her eyes. She looked to the shifter next to her, but he kept his face turned downward, tracing the veins in the marble rather than offering her any kind of support.

      I gritted my teeth as she took one shaky step after another while Stepanov watched. Joshua’s hand tightened against my arm hard enough to leave a bruise, but I had a feeling the guys wouldn’t be mad about the mark, knowing he was trying to keep me safe and unnoticed by the members of the Council sitting on the dais.

      A broken cry left the girl’s throat as she dropped to her knees, her skirt soaking up the swirling blood of her brother as she reached a hand out and closed his eyes, before trailing her fingers down to his chest and running her fingertips around the gushing wound where his heart had once been. Her hair fell like a curtain as she leaned forward, letting her tears mix with the blood still welling from the dead lion shifter.

      Another shifter hurried forward and placed a bucket of cleaning supplies near her before retreating backward. Grabbing a towel, she began to try and soak up the blood on the floor, but the towel was soon saturated and her hands were stained red. While she didn’t dare glance up, I knew she was lost as to what to do and emotionally shaken to her very core.

      A growl of anger must have left my lips because Joshua cursed, and then Stepanov and Maldonado settled their eerie gazes upon me, noticing me in the doorway for the first time.

      “Ah, Annika.” Stepanov opened his arms like he was giving me a warm welcome to a party. “I didn’t know you were visiting us today.” Fake sincerity rang around the room and I pulled away from Joshua, who curled his hands into fists at his sides.

      Play the game, I told myself, letting the litany repeat in my mind as I controlled my movements, not letting any weakness show in front of the two of the most dangerous shifters on the Council.

      “I’m here to go on a date with Councilman Williams’ son, Joshua.” I motioned behind me without turning around or letting my attention sway from the two men in front of me. “We were on our way out when we heard a commotion and I came to investigate.”

      “Quite the curious one, you are.” Stepanov sat as straight as stone in his chair, watching me with scorn. I’d known ever since I’d met him that he hated me, and the feeling was mutual.

      My Phoenix chirped angrily in my head in full agreement. I knew that if Damien could be in my head right now, he’d be warning me to be careful, and I proceeded with caution, fully aware that whatever occurred in this encounter would make its way to the entire Council, and reflect on their opinion of me. Now was not the time to be drawing attention to myself, and yet I couldn’t stand by and watch the injustice of what had occurred without stepping up and helping in some manner. The cards had been dealt and I couldn’t change that, but perhaps I could bluff and bend their will to my own.

      I let my eyes wander to the girl who had frozen over her brother’s body, seemingly unsure of what to do next. My heart bled for her and I turned back to the Council as a plan worked its way into my mind. There was nothing I could do to save the lion shifter, but I could help his sister and get her out from under the eyes of the Maldonado and Stepanov. I could get her to safety before they decided to spill more blood.

      Plan in place, I stepped closer to the dais and held my hands out. “I’ve come to offer my services.” I let my gaze penetrate the two men, making sure my back was straight and I didn’t hunch my shoulders under the weight of danger they projected.

      “What services?” Maldonado growled, his voice still far from human. After witnessing my interaction with the lion shifter earlier, he clearly knew I didn’t hold the same disdainful hate for normal animal shifters that he, and many other mythologicals, seemed to cultivate. If my estimation was correct, he’d been expecting me to plead for leniency for the girl on the floor, or rage against the death he’d just dealt. Instead, I let my flames heat my hands before allowing my power to burst forth.

      Hot red blazing flames played over my fingertips and I arched an eyebrow at the Council members. “It’s awfully inconvenient to have a dead shifter in the throne room, and there’s no way the girl is strong enough to lift him without help. I can easily take care of the problem for you.” I so badly wanted to say ‘for her,’ but I continued down the path I’d set and played to the Council’s whims.

      “You want to give us a demonstration of your powers?” Stepanov leaned forward with interest.

      “I’d like to take care of the problem.”

      “These animal shifters are nothing. Worthless. Why do you care to help?” Maldonado challenged.

      Cocking my head to the side, I shook my hands and recalled my flames, putting the fire out and crossing my arms behind my back, calling his bluff. “If you’d prefer to let this ordeal drag on…”

      I bowed slightly at the waist, as if I was done with this conversation and about to retreat.

      “Come now, Maldonado. You’ve had your fun. I believe it’s my turn,” Stepanov addressed his friend, before turning back to me. “I’d like to see the little bird perform. After all, none of us have seen her in action yet.” Something in the way he worded that made a shiver race down my spine, but I didn’t give it any outward acknowledgement while I waited for the final decision on whether or not I could help. “Go on. Show us a magic trick.”

      I pursed my lips and gave the Council members my back, much to my Phoenix’s displeasure, as I strode to the girl. Kneeling down on the edge of the pool of blood, I dipped my head and caught her eye. In a whisper I hoped no one else could hear, I murmured, “Let me help you.”

      Stark blue eyes gazed up, shell shocked and disbelieving, but she nodded and I told her to scoot back. Smearing blood across the flooring, she did as I asked.

      My Phoenix rose inside of me with a sureness I grasped on to as I let my fire consume my hands, sending my flames over the body of the fallen shifter, and keeping careful control over the blaze so I didn’t burn any of the shifters standing near me with the incredible amount of heat I would need to use. With a loud squawk, my Phoenix pushed against my skin and rose higher and higher, the flames ignited into an inferno that dominated the shifter, making quick work of incinerating his body. The scent of burning flesh and bone was quick, but it singed my nose before all that was left in its wake was a pile of ash. On pure instinct, I swirled my hands together, and the ash obeyed my command, floating through the air until it was nothing but a twirling tornado between my separated palms. Standing, I searched the room until I found a small box. Gesturing to a nearby shifter, I let my eyes fall on the box and he rushed forward to open it for me. Settling the ash inside, I released my hold on it and placed the lid on the makeshift urn.

      Brushing my hands against the soft denim of my jeans, I turned to face the two members of the Council.

      “Now all that’s left is the blood and you’ll be all set.” I tried to keep my voice neutral, void of the emotional turmoil that was roiling inside of me. “Back to business as usual.” I folded my hands in front of me, my skin still hot from the power I’d just used.

      Stepanov clapped a slow, patronizing sound that set me on edge.

      “Since the girl is filthy, she’s of no use in the clean up.” I turned and spotted some strong looking shifters in one corner of the room and nodded to the bloody mess in the middle of the floor. “If you could finish the job.” Taking the box, I handed it to the girl who grasped it so tightly her fingers went white. Walking to the dais, I paused. “You’re all set. Councilmen.” A tight smile worked its way over my lips as I bowed at the waist, showing a deference I didn’t feel. “If you’ll excuse us,” I said as I straightened. “Joshua and I have a date to get to and I have a feeling that Councilman Williams find it very remiss if I didn’t give my suitor all the attention he deserves.” I sent as lovestruck a glance over my shoulder as I could, playing the part of smitten girlfriend before spinning on my heel and making my way back to the Basilisk’s side.

      “Of course. Mating should be your utmost focus, child. I am not the only member of this Council satisfied with seeing you finally taking your duty to your species seriously.” Dismissing us, Stepanov turned his attention on the two men mopping up the blood and snapped, “Hurry up, already. Let us be done with this whole ordeal and move on with our day, you worthless idiots.”

      Joshua took my hand and looped it around his arm, bowing to the Council members as he bid them goodbye, and then proceeded to all but drag me from the room.

      I felt Stepanov’s steely gaze on my back all the way out of the throne room, only shaking the chill when we were striding down the hallway toward the door. Stopping at the coat closet, I retrieved my jacket while Joshua did the same. Just as I was zipping it up, I spotted the girl across the hallway, with another shifter wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. The box was still clutched in her hand. Her blue, watery eyes met mine from across the span of the hall and she mouthed, “Thank you.” Tears built behind my own eyes, and I nodded to her, mouthing back, “I’m sorry.”

      Sensing my emotion, Joshua took hold of my elbow. “Not here.” He leaned down to whisper the caution in my ear, and I knew from an outsider's perspective that it could have easily appeared as a lover’s gesture rather than the warning it was.

      Ushering me outside and into a grey Range Rover, he shut the door and rounded to the driver’s side.

      “I know a place we can go.” He turned the car on, the engine flaring to life. “A place where no one else goes. I like to go there to think, sometimes. To be alone.”

      I sat numbly in the passenger seat as my adrenaline left me a shaking mess, barely registering what he’d said and the mission I still needed to accomplish. My Phoenix pushed her heat into my limbs, warming me up, and gave a gentle coo in my mind, waking me from my shocked stupor. “Um, I don’t know if I’m up for that, but there is a place I had in mind. I’ve been wanting to see the waterfall on the island.” I tried to get the words out. “A friend of mine told me about it.”

      “That’s perfect, actually.” Joshua reached over and cupped my cheek, running the pad of his thumb along the curve of it. “That’s the place I was talking about.”

      Nodding, I pulled away from his touch, feeling guilty and conflicted over the familiarity he felt growing between us that wasn’t fully reciprocated. I let out a breath, releasing all the tension that had been growing inside me.

      I changed the subject. “Is it always like that?” I managed to voice the question, although I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

      Focusing on driving, Joshua placed both hands on the steering wheel and navigated us onto the road, heading to the far side of the island. “Animal shifters have always been treated as lesser, but it’s been getting worse as the years go by. Now it’s often a fucking shit show.”

      “They just kill them… just like that? For spilling a damn drink?” I was aghast, unsure how to feel.

      Joshua’s silence was enough of an answer. “Do you agree with those types of… politics?” I didn’t even know what else to call the Council’s cruelty, especially while I was still trying to feel out where Joshua stood in all of this.

      “Like I told you the first time I met you, Nix, not all of us are into the old ways.” Joshua’s voice was low, his eyes serious. “I fully recognize the need for change. It’s the reason I’ve stayed at the Lodge and continued down the path that my father has mapped out for me. Becoming a Council member may not be my first choice for a career, but it’s the only one that will allow me to have a say in the change I’d like to see.”

      “That’s very self-sacrificing.” I eyed him.

      “I’d say it’s a lot less painful than what that shifter just went through.” For the first time since I’d met him, he sounded angry, and it lightened my heart to know I wasn’t alone in my outrage.

      “You’re different than I expected you to be.”

      “In a good way, I hope.” He smiled while keeping his attention on the road.

      “Yeah.” I smiled as he pulled the vehicle to a stop. The more time I spent with Joshua, the more I realized he’d be a perfect choice to join us in the rebellion, especially if he was willing to take his life in a different direction to create the change he wanted to see befall the shifter world. First, however, I needed his venom to secure my own place in the fight against the Council.

      “The waterfall is just a short hike up that path.” He turned off the ignition and pocketed the keys, rubbing his hands together to keep warm. “Luckily I keep spare shoes in the car. Like I said, this is one of my favorite spots. You ready to do this?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” I let a gust of air escape my lungs, and with renewed purpose, fueled by my hatred against the Council, I climbed from the car and followed Joshua into the woods.
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      The hike through the woods was invigorating and the cool air woke me up, snapping me out of any of the remaining shock I may have been under after leaving the Lodge, and letting the events of the day sink in. The closer we got to the waterfall, the more nervous I became about having to shift with Joshua.

      Drawing the fresh air deep into my lungs, I tried to scent Hiro, who should be somewhere close by already. Not catching his particular blend of mossy forest, spice, and flowers, I focused on the view that opened up before me as Joshua stepped out onto a ledge overlooking the waterfall.

      “Holy shit.” My breath fogged around me as I stood in awe. “That is amazing!” My words were practically a squeal. I stepped up beside Joshua and buried my hands in my coat, trying to keep my fingers warm before I pushed some of my Phoenix’s power into my hands, warming them supernaturally.

      “It’s beautiful with every season, but there’s something majestic about the falls when the water freezes over like that.” Most of the waterfall was solid, cascading ice, but the temperatures would have to drop further to freeze the remaining trickling water that fell in a glassy sheen over the ice.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket and bypassed the messages the guys had sent me, checking in to see if I was alright. Clicking the camera app, I snapped a few photos of the scenery, knowing I’d regret it if I didn’t. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever make it back to this spot, and it was too beautiful to pass up remembering.

      Hiking after Joshua, I followed him down to the base of the waterfall, spotting the way the water acted as a curtain, covering the opening of a rocky cave beyond. While I couldn’t make out much in the darkness behind the waterfall, I knew Hiro would be hidden in its depths.

      Stretching my arms, I felt my Phoenix’s desire to be free in such a spacious, beautiful place. There were no wards to be wary of close by, since the entire exterior of the island was encased in a barrier, and we could fly freely here without worry of being discovered. Feeling like a Debbie Downer, I reminded her that we were here for a reason, and she chirped in complacency, though I could feel her disappointment.

      I promise we’ll find a time and a place to fly freely soon, I assured her, as well as myself.

      “Are you… uh…” Joshua cleared his throat, appearing less than his confident self for the first time since I’d met him. “Ready to shift?” Pink tinged his cheeks as I realized he was basically asking me if I was ready to strip down with him, right here and now.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, gripping my biceps with my hands, as I realized the gravity of what I was about to do. I was about to face a fucking Basilisk in shifted form. A snake. A giant fucking snake that I was going to provoke to bite me. And then I was more than likely going to die for the rebellion.

      No. I stopped my train of thought. You’re going to die to keep your men safe. To provide a future for you and your future mates. Without the rebellion, there’s no chance in overturning the Council.

      Steeling my resolve, I nodded to Joshua. “Do you mind if we shift privately?” I glanced around the clearing. “Maybe you can shift behind those boulders over there and I can shift here?” I suggested, planning to keep Joshua far away from the cave where Hiro was stationed.

      His eyes softened. “Of course. I know you’re new to the shifter world and probably not as comfortable around nudity as the rest of us.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, with a soft smile.

      Turning to go, Joshua paused and spun back around, taking a few steps backward as he spoke. “Listen, I’ve rarely shifted around others, so my Basilisk isn’t used to be around other creatures often.”

      “Are you worried?” I hedged, trying not to let my excitement show. This may be easier than I imagined.

      “Maybe a little.” He shrugged.

      “I’ll be careful,” I assured him, but couldn’t help but add, “His actions aren’t your fault, though… if he doesn’t like my Phoenix… that is.” I rambled almost incoherently.

      Smooth, Nix. I mentally rolled my eyes at myself, taking a moment to enjoy the fact that no one was privy to my embarrassing internal monologue.

      “I don’t know, Nix. We both seem to like you.” He grinned and turned, heading for the boulders and slipping out of sight.

      Biting my lip, I made quick work of stripping while I was alone, piling my clothing neatly off to the side on a rock, before letting my alter free in a storm of licking fire and heat. Red flames covered my human body as it gave way to my Phoenix, letting her come forth in a spread of wings and feathers.

      Feeling more powerful in my shifted form, I squawked that I was ready and kept my gaze glued to the boulders as a giant snake slithered along the pine needle encrusted, forest floor. Joshua’s Basilisk must have been as long as two semi-trucks, with a body rounder and thicker than that of a large beach ball. He was covered in blue and grey scales, which gleamed in the soft, overcast light that filtered down into the clearing. Everything about him screamed danger and I found myself taking flight, rising in the air as fear rolled through my Phoenix and me. Entering the clearing and drawing nearer, Joshua’s snake coiled and then rose up, his light beige underbelly lifting off the ground as his head came level with my Phoenix. Flapping our wings, we rose higher, but Joshua’s snake matched our height once more.

      Agitated, my Phoenix let out another squawk and started flying around the snake. She knew what the plan was, and she dove and wove around the Basilisk in a seemingly playful dance that was meant to provoke.

      The fast, darting movements didn’t disappoint and Joshua’s Basilisk let out a hiss as it tried to track us, his tongue flicking forward in a reptilian way that creeped me out. Gliding around his head, my Phoenix dared to move closer on each pass. Another hiss and the Basilisk bared its long, curved fangs at us, whipping around as we flew behind his head. With the sharp snap of his jaws, he lunged at us. Self-preservation kicked in and my Phoenix swooped away just in time, and I cursed from the missed opportunity.

      Heating herself up, she tipped her wings in fire and made another pass. The warmth of her fire teased along the Basilisk’s skin and he lunged.

      Sharp, piercing, knife-like fangs sunk into the body of my Phoenix and with a terrified shriek, we fell as he yanked us downward, crashing toward the unforgiving ground when he let us go. The hard covering of rocks near the waterfall broke our descent, and pain shot through my Phoenix’s body as more than one bone broke. The searing burn of Joshua’s venom had us gasping for air.

      “Oh fuck! Nix!” Joshua cried out as he shifted back to human form. He scrambled to my Phoenix’s side and reached for her, but I knew if he touched us, he’d try to help, and I needed him to leave me here. Alone.

      Using the last bit of energy we had, my Phoenix called her flames and lit our body on fire, keeping Joshua’s reaching hands from touching us. With a startled sound, Joshua pulled away with wide, frightened eyes.

      “Shit. What can I do? What do you need me to do? You can heal, can’t you? I never meant… oh fuck. I never meant to hurt you. I should have shifted back as soon as I realized your flight was agitating him.” My heart ached almost as much as my body did, when I saw the regret and terror covering Joshua’s face. Even in all my agony, my guilt over what I’d done—what I’d had to do—had me blinking back tears and wanting to soothe the fear in him.

      A growl echoed toward us as Hiro’s Kitsune came bounding toward us in a flash of white and green. Delicate tribal-like markings swirled up his paws and decorated the ends of his nine tails. His eyes flashed in anger and the ground underneath us rumbled as Jonathan scrambled to his feet, holding up his hands to stave off the angry Kitsune, completely uncaring of his nudity.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt her.” His voice quivered, the strong emotion bouncing off the rocks as he called out to Hiro. Having grown up in the same circle of mythologicals, it made sense that he recognized Hiro in his shifted form. “It was an accident.”

      Hiro growled again as vines began to crawl their way out of the forest. The thick ropes of vines quickly converged to form a barrier between the Basilisk and me, while the ground shook in a localized earthquake. The rock beneath us began to split apart, the cracks wedging themselves open and spreading to where Joshua stood, making him jump farther away from me.

      “Hiro,” Joshua pleaded, his eyes landing on me. “I just want to help her! I’m so fucking sorry!” He drove both hands into his blond hair, thoroughly mussing it from the styled perfection it had been earlier.

      Hiro barked and moved closer to stand over my body, clearly defending me from the shifter he found dangerous. With a high-pitched howl, Hiro let his shift ripple over him until he was human again.

      “You’ve done enough.” The predator was still close to the surface and clear in Hiro’s tone. “I’ll take care of her from here.”

      “What are you even doing here?” Joshua asked, clearly bereft as to what to do.

      “Nix is dying and you want to get into semantics?” Hiro’s eyes went to steel. “I’m the one who brought Nix to the commune today. I was waiting for her to finish her date.” Hiro partially sneered the word. “In the meantime, I’ve been running the forests, letting my Kitsune free.”

      Joshua nodded, clearly lost as to what to do next. “She’ll heal, won’t she?”

      “She might, or she might have to go through a rebirth. Either way, she’ll most likely live.”

      The Basilisk sighed in relief that was almost palpable.

      My Phoenix and I drew a wheezing breath, fighting the black spots that formed in our vision. I could feel her control waning, the shift she was holding on to starting to slip. The last thing I wanted was to be naked in front of Joshua. Knowing me as well as he did, Hiro seemed to sense my desires.

      “It’s time for you to go. Nix is getting ready to shift, and I know she’s not comfortable with you seeing her naked.” Hiro braced himself, every muscle in his perfectly toned body primed for a fight if Joshua didn’t relent.

      “What about you?” Joshua said, appearing hesitant to leave.

      “I’m her friend. I’ll get her dressed and see her through her rebirth.”

      Nodding absently, Joshua took a step backward. “Are you sure? I don’t feel right leaving you out here. We could take her back to the Lodge. My father and I can ensure we get the top medical professionals from the hospital to oversee her care…” Joshua trailed off.

      “I’ll take her home. She’ll be much more comfortable in her own bed,” Hiro reassured Joshua.

      “I have a car.” Joshua motioned over his shoulder, a last ditch effort to help fix the wrong he felt he’d done. “Please, let me give you a ride, at least.”

      I writhed on the floor, a pain filled chirp leaving my lips.

      “My car is parked nearby and I have Killian on speed dial. He’s got a plane.” Hiro sighed, “I know you want to help, but we’re all set. Just let me get her home. It’s what she’d want.” Hiro stood his ground. “It’s time for you to leave.” I’d never heard Hiro with such an edge to his voice before, but the effort he put into defending my honor paid off.

      Joshua finally relented, hurried into his clothing, and started up the path, clearly realizing he wasn’t wanted. Regret emanated from him as he turned and called out, “Please, tell her I’m sorry. So fucking sorry.”

      Relaxing a little, Hiro nodded. “I will.”

      My Phoenix and I held out as long as we could, giving Joshua plenty of time to disappear before the shift tingled over us as her magic fizzled. I tried to breathe, but it was nearly impossible past the dagger that felt like it was shoved into my lung.

      “Easy,” Hiro soothed, bending down and gently scooping me into his arms. The feeling of his skin sliding against mine was comforting, and I clung to him as he carried me hurriedly to the waterfall. Rounding the sheets of frozen water, he brought me into the cave and gently set me down on a pile of blankets. “I think you broke some ribs in that fall.” He ran his hands over my body clinically, and I saw the pain in his eyes as he assessed me.

      “It’s okay,” I rasped, trying to assure him that I knew getting hurt beyond being bitten was a possibility. It’d been my choice.

      “This was a foolish plan.” His brown eyes were impossibly black in the darkness of the cave, but I knew if I could see them clearly they would be full of self-loathing.

      “Don’t. My choice.” I coughed and moaned at the pain. Pressing my hand to the source of the burning pain inside my body, I felt two large holes gaping in my side. “Venom.”

      “Nix…”

      “I’m going to die. Get… what we need.” I used the last of my energy to talk, and then collapsed back onto the blankets, shivering from the cold and no longer able to heat myself. I needed all of my energy to keep my blood pumping.

      Leaning down, Hiro kissed my brow, covered me with a blanket to keep me warm, and moved away, quickly pulling on his own clothing and getting the medical bag and supplies set up next to my makeshift bed.

      I felt myself slipping, my soul starting to separate from my body as he pulled the side of the blanket up, pooling it on my abdomen to gain access to the puncture wounds Joshua had inflicted.

      Hiro’s hands moved fast and sure as he got to work, and I watched the concentration crease his forehead, all while he murmured sweet nothings to me about how I’d done a good job, how much he couldn't wait to take me home, and how much he was going to pamper me rotten until I was feeling back to one hundred percent. In that moment my heart swelled and I wanted to tell him how much I loved him. How very much I cared, but my tongue was like concrete in my mouth.

      Instead, I kept my gaze locked on his as I took my last breath, his eyes meeting mine as darkness crept in. I felt the telltale tugging that turned into a fiery rip as my soul left my body behind. Hiro’s face was the last thing I saw as death claimed me.
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      I attempted to ignore the slamming of the door downstairs, my gaze focused solely on the girl still lying motionless on the bed. I could hear Killian’s grumbling even upstairs, despite the door we had closed to allow Nix peace, quiet, and calm while she regenerated. It had only been two days, but the pallor that had robbed the golden color from her cheeks had finally disappeared. I was hopeful that meant she would be waking up soon.

      The whole escapade had been logical, but it hadn’t diminished any of my doubts about putting Nix into this situation. My Kraken was still furious with me—with all of us, really—but seeing the improved health of his mate was helping soothe him. I hoped we would have time soon for another swimming adventure together, since I was sure that was the only way he would completely calm down.

      The door creaked quietly and Damien stepped in, rubbing his eyes before studying the sleeping Nix. “How’s she doing?” he asked quietly.

      “She still hasn’t moved, but her color and breathing are both better. I don’t think it’ll be much longer.” I knew I didn’t need to speak higher than a whisper for his acute hearing to pick up on my words. He approached the bed, reaching out to stroke a soft hand down her hair. Nix shifted as his hand brushed the side of her cheek, arching into the movement, and I jolted from my chair, striding over to join him. “Nix?” I called softly, as her eyelashes fluttered rapidly against her cheek.

      “Hey guys.” She offered on a smile, her voice a little husky as she rubbed her eyes. “Did it work? Did we get enough?”

      “That’s the first thing you say?” Damien’s chuckle was strained as he threaded his fingers through hers. “How about telling us how you’re feeling?”

      “A little stiff, but I’m good.” She pushed herself up a bit on the pillow as I reached out a steadying hand, grasping her elbow and waist to balance her. “The venom? I’d really rather not have to do that again—not that I think he’d fall for it twice.” Guilt and remorse covered her face.

      “We got it.” I rubbed her hand softly, enjoying the warmth of it against my own. “I ducked out to the university and extracted it, I wasn’t going to risk giving it to them mixed with your blood. We were storing it until after you woke up. I wasn’t going to separate us by sending one of us to a rebellion meeting while you were still regenerating.”

      “Good.” She sighed, leaning her head against my arm. “That stuff burned.” Damien winced, but she didn’t seem to notice. Running her hands over her ribs, she checked to make sure everything had knit together properly. Seemingly happy with her regeneration, she yawned from the exhaustion she always felt after a rebirth and then forged forward. “So, when do we head over there?” She shifted as though she intended to rise from the bed, and I put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

      “They’ve waited two days, I think they can wait a bit longer,” Damien told her, staying her movements.

      “No need,” a low voice spoke from the doorway, and I whirled, a short roar escaping my lips before I recognized Ciarán lounging easily against the doorframe. “Hello, little sister.” His words were quiet, his eyes soft, as he approached Nix.

      “You really need to stop avoiding my sensors and wards, or at least tell me how you’re doing it so I can increase our protections,” I scolded, pushing my glasses back up my nose while I scowled.

      “I just vote for you stopping,” Damien added with a snarl.

      “Hi, Ciarán.” Nix smiled at him, squeezing my hand reassuringly. “Are you taking us to another meeting?

      He smiled at her, shook his head in answer, and then turned to address Damien and me while he tucked his hands into his pockets. “What fun would that be? Besides, few have access such as I, and those who do may know even more tricks than I do.”

      “That’s… not exactly reassuring,” Damien murmured.

      “It’s not meant to be. It’s meant to inspire you to stay conscious of your safety—and her safety in particular—at all times.” He approached the bed, ignoring our growls, and kneeled next to Nix with his eyes locked on hers. “You did so well, little sister. You’re everything I could have asked for in a mate for my brother.”

      Nix’s eyes were wide as tears gathered in the corners, and she gaped at Ciarán. I was sure shock was as clear on my face as it was on hers. Who would have expected ridiculous, goofy Ciarán to be as emotional as that? “Ciar?”

      His face suddenly shifted, a goofy grin spreading wide over it, and his green eyes lit up. “Besides, who else would make such a beautiful fluffle for him?”

      “So, what are you here for?” Damien asked, rolling his eyes and then wincing. “Will you stop that?” His Gargoyle was clear in his growl. “You don’t need to play that idiotic music when it’s just us!”

      “What music?” Ciarán questioned innocently, his eyes wide. “Do you have an instrument I can use? Music isn’t really my major skill set, but if it’s your wish then I’m always willing to try.” Damien snarled, reaching for Ciarán who slid away with a laugh. “Now, now. Injury will only mean I need to climb right into bed with your little Phoenix.”

      My Kraken roared in my head, unable to recognize the teasing. “Ciarán, one of us is going to end up dismembering you, no matter how quick you think you are,” I warned.

      “All of you settle down,” Nix scolded, shifting slightly on the bed.

      “Stay in bed, please,” I pleaded softly, brushing my thumb across the back of her hand. “Just because he's causing chaos doesn't mean you need to be the one to deal with it.”

      Nix giggled, but she complied with my request, snuggling back down into the covers. “If I don’t deal with him, then one of you is going to kill him.”

      A soft knock sounded on the door. “I thought I heard Nix?” Killian's voice was a deep grumble through the door.

      “Kill!” Her eyes lit up and she nearly bounced out of the bed to answer as I sighed.

      “I'll sit down and hold you there if I have to,” I warned.

      “If we're pinning people to the bed, I vote that I’m allowed to be involved,” Ciarán chirped. “Though I'm not quite sure if I want to be the pinner or the pinnee.”

      Killian poked his head in the door, freezing when he saw his brother. “What are—When did—” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Nix, I'm glad you're awake.”

      “Brother dearest! No warm greeting for me? No throwing yourself into my arms and telling me that your heart has ached without me?” Ciarán pouted, sticking his lower lip out as he shook his head. “What is becoming of our relationship?”

      Killian studiously ignored his brother, approaching the bed to brush a hand down Nix's hair. “Glad to see you up.”

      “Damien, you didn't tell them?” Nix asked, glancing at him.

      “Ciarán here distracted me a bit,” Damien admitted with a shrug. As feet pounded up the stairs, I realized he had corrected that oversight, and Hiro and Ryder tumbled into the room a moment later. “I think he was just about to tell us what he's here for,” Damien said dryly, as Hiro and Ryder took their own turns greeting Nix, their smiles wide and bright. The pair had been inseparable as we waited for our mate to revive, and I hoped this meant they would finally be able to relax. It wasn't as if Killian would be able to, not with everything else we had to tell her.

      “I came to get the venom you extracted.” Ciarán stood up, brushing imaginary dirt off of his clothing as he addressed us. “We didn't want you having to leave your home at this time, and we thought it would be better if I came to collect it personally. I was less likely to disturb you than some of the others.”

      “I really don't think that's true,” Ryder muttered.

      “I thought you might also want an update on what's coming up next.”

      “You're satisfied with this?” I inquired, considering him. For a group as secretive and ordered as the rebellion, it was a surprise they'd so easily believe we had extracted the venom for them as promised.

      “It will be tested, of course, but I don't think there's any doubt in its viability,” Ciarán assured us. “We will want to meet with you all in the near future so we can congratulate you as a group, so please be expecting another call.”

      “Are they going to move us onto the next test?” Nix asked warily. Though she was excited to see us, I was sure exhaustion still hung over her, and the idea of another test this soon was not something that would sit well with her.

      “No, not yet. There will be time while things are arranged. For now, we want you to rest and recuperate—all of you. This next meeting isn't to stress you in any way, it will merely be a conversation.”

      “Isn't that what you said last time?” Killian challenged. “I think we all saw how well that conversation went. Our mate ended up bitten by a snake, and now we have the fallout to deal with.”

      “I believe this is my cue to go,” Ciarán declared. “Fluffle emergencies are just between the fluffle, I'm sure. Remember to keep an ear out for me.”

      “I'll take you—” I began, but Ciarán cut me off with a wave.

      “I know where you have it stored, Kraken. I can manage it. Sit with your girl. If anything, she may listen to you. Or you can cool off my brother's head. He looks like he's about to explode.” He waggled his fingers in a tiny wave, striding from the room with purposeful steps.

      “It should probably bother me that he seems to know exactly where I put that, but with him, it just seems normal,” I mused. “Not exactly comforting that he's becoming our new normal.”

      “What's wrong, Kill?” Nix interjected, her eyes solely on the brooding Celt. He had been gentle in his greeting, but it was easy to see by the flush on his cheeks and the set of his jaw that something was bothering him.

      “I just don't like it, that's all,” he muttered.

      “Ciarán?” she asked blankly, glancing at the rest of us. “I mean, we all know he's a bit insane, but I didn’t think he was actually that bad this time.”

      “He's not talking about Ciarán,” I clarified. “Or at least, not entirely.”

      I sighed, joining her on the bed as my Kraken screeched at me to remain close to her. “Nix, when you agreed to the date with Joshua, it seems to have acted as a catalyst for your other suitors. Although we've managed to hold them off for the moment, gifts, messages, and requests to be the next suitor to take you out have all begun to come in.”

      “On an annoyingly regular basis,” Ryder grumbled. I arched a brow at him, mildly surprised. Of all of us, I had actually expected Ryder to have the least issues sharing her time. He had no objections when that time was split with us, and actively encouraged her interactions between him and Hiro. Apparently, however, that generosity with her time and attention didn't continue outside of our group. I warmed a bit at the idea, wanting to keep her solely to ourselves.

      “You've received simple gifts so far, thanks to the warning Gaspard put out,” I explained. “I believe they're trying to woo you as they think a human would. You've received mostly flowers and chocolate, though I think there have been a few pieces of jewelry and other things included as well. We didn't go through them, the presents are for you, so when you're up to it that will be a task for you to complete.”

      “It's filling up the kitchen,” Hiro added on a laugh. “We didn't feel comfortable putting anything in your bedroom, but of course it’s your choice.”

      “I felt more comfortable throwing them back outside,” Kill added with a sneer.

      “I probably would too,” Nix admitted, shifting uncomfortably. Only Hiro's grasp on her hand prevented her from wringing them together. “It still seems wrong to be getting all these gifts when I know I'm not going to be choosing any of them.”

      “Well, for now think of them as get well gifts,” Damien suggested with a smile. “I'm sure that would be true as well if they knew you were injured.”

      “They don't?” she inquired, blinking at us.

      “No.” I shook my head, offering her a reassuring smile. “Joshua was beside himself when you were injured, he didn't put up much of a fight with us taking you home. He did go directly to his father, however. Gaspard involved himself and ensured him that we were the best place for you at the moment, since you being in the hospital on the commune would cause far too many questions. Councilman Williams agreed, with the stipulation that once you were up and about you would be willing to meet with him privately.”

      She swallowed hard. “Privately?”

      “It's okay,” Damien assured her. “We believe he is going to request that you not spread information about his son biting you. Basilisks have had some struggles in our culture, in many ways the same way werewolves have. They're considered by some to be more animal than shifter—controlled by their needs. Add into that their ability to kill very effectively in more than one way, and you can see how they would be feared despite their status.”

      Nix picked at the blanket absently. “I’m glad that Joshua is alright and didn’t cause any issues that hindered the rest of our plan.” She paused, and then her eyes glanced up. “I assume meeting with his father is another area where I don't really have a choice?” she asked softly.

      “We'll be right outside,” I promised her. “Damien will leave your connection open as well.”

      “Alright.” She settled back into the pillows. “When do we leave?”

      “Sleep a little more,” I told her, glancing at the others for confirmation. “You've only just woken up. Rest a bit more, and then we can go from there.”

      “You'll stay?” she questioned on a yawn, her eyes tracking over each of us in turn.

      “We'll stay,” I assured her. “Sleep, Nix. We'll watch over you.” She smiled before cuddling down into the warmth of the covers, as we stood around her bed, solid in our decision to protect her no matter what.
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      I resisted the urge to groan when the Hummer hit another bump on the road to the Lodge. I wasn't sure if it was the quickly approaching winter that made the roads so bad, or if it was merely because I was tired and sensitive after my regeneration. Either way, I wished I was back home, curled up in my bed with my mates around me. Surprisingly, Gaspard had insisted on coming with us and sat up front in the silent car, his silver and black hair shining in the light.

      “Since we've almost arrived, I assume you will not mind me breaking into this productive silence to actually create a plan amongst us?” Gaspard asked dryly. “As much as I enjoy listening to all of you breathe, speaking may be of more use before her meeting.”

      “What do you think, Grandfather?” Damien inquired wearily, not turning his eyes from the road.

      “Firstly, I believe there was no reason for so many of you to come with us,” he stated, glancing over his shoulder to where I sat between Ryder and Theo. Killian perched on the small seat in the back of the Hummer, and Hiro had agreed to stay at home, although I knew he was far from happy with the decision. From the expression on his face, I assumed some kind of gambling had gone on behind my back to leave him as the odd man out of a seat. When Gaspard received no answer—like he hadn't since we left the house this morning—he snorted, shaking his head. “Nix, only you will be meeting with Councilman Williams. I highly doubt any other Councilman will be in attendance, so that should not be a worry for you. If it weren't for the fact that he has multitudinous duties at the moment, I believe he would have chosen to meet you at your home, or anywhere besides the Lodge itself.”

      “That's a good thing, though, right?” I asked, clearing my throat when my voice squeaked slightly.

      “It is always an honor to be singled out by a Councilman, so make sure to treat it as such. He will probably want to know how the date went before this disaster. I still don't know how it ended up happening,” Gaspard lamented.

      I blushed, shrugging my shoulders. “I keep hearing about how both sides of a shifter should be in harmony if they're going to mate. It seemed like a good idea at the time to test the theory. Besides, the weather was nice and I don't get many chances to let my Phoenix out.” I rushed through the words, keeping my eyes glued to my hands, unable to look at Gaspard as I spoke. I just hoped he took my fidgeting and fast speech for shame, embarrassment, and discomfort, rather than dishonesty.

      “Well, whatever the case, it is done now. You need to be more careful in the future, Nix. You do not value yourself highly enough if you're willing putting yourself in risky situations. I believe from here on out, we may need to institute a policy of you having a chaperone on your dates—at least until you learn to behave yourself.”

      “I didn't misbehave, really,” I muttered.

      “Whichever word you choose. He will probably apologize for the situation, intent on remaining one of your suitors. I can understand your reluctance having been bitten, it is not a pleasant experience.” From the icy words and the far away look in his eyes, I was sure he was thinking of executions he had witnessed in his years on the Council. “However, it would most definitely behoove you to try again if you believe you can.”

      “Joshua was nice,” I admitted. “It was all an accident. I'm not mad at him about it.” If anything he should be the one who was mad at me.

      “Well, then.” He nodded sharply as we parked. “Keep that in mind when you answer any questions he may have. And remember, an apology from a Council member is incredibly rare. If that is what he has in mind, he will want it to be as private as possible.” He turned to look at me, offering a supportive smile. “You've survived one basilisk, Nix. Don't fear another.” I weakly returned his smile, hopping from the Hummer and rubbing my arms as nerves worked their way through me.

      Gaspard didn't bother looking back as he led us through the maze of rooms and hallways that was the Lodge. Rather than the main throne room, he took me to a smaller area of the Lodge, one I wasn't familiar with. “I trust some of you can find something to occupy yourselves with?” he asked, eyeing my mates. “One of you with me will suffice.” They considered each other for a moment, and Ryder stepped forward, planting himself beside Gaspard. I knew exactly what their thought process on that was, putting the healer only feet from me. They'd trust Gaspard to fight for me, and Ryder to help heal either one of us.

      We won't be far, Damien assured me through the mental link. You're near the library, we'll only be a few doors away.

      I knew better than to nod my response, so I smiled at them instead and watched them trudged down the hall, with Killian continuing to throw guarded looks over his shoulder as they went.  “We're meeting him here?” I inquired softly, looking around at the hall studded with carved wooden doors and thick wool carpets that muffled our footsteps.

      “Williams has a study in this part of the Lodge, and prefers it to other areas.” He strode forward, knocking sharply on an unlabeled door.

      “Enter,” Councilman Williams called, and Gaspard shoved the door open, revealing a large, cozy office. The air was warm, warmer still with the large fire that crackled merrily in the hearth. The floors were decorated with thick rugs and comfortable chairs, and a carved wooden desk stood against the wall surrounded by dozens of bookcases, each filled to the brim. Councilman Williams stood by the fire with a book in his hand, and he smiled at us, giving us his full attention when we entered. “Gaspard, thank you for bringing her.” Ryder remained outside of the room, but his presence in the doorway was enough to reassure me. “Would you mind if I spoke to Annika alone for a few moments?”

      “Of course.” Gaspard inclined his head. “Ryder and I will wait right outside for her. Nix?” He winked as he turned away from the Councilman, and a smile danced on my lips.

      “Thank you, Gaspard. I doubt this will take very long.” Williams nodded as they left.

      “Take your time. We'll be here if you need us.” Gaspard shut the door behind him. The only sound remaining in the room was the crackle and pop of the fire.

      We're here too, Nix, don't worry, Theo soothed.

      “Would you care to take a seat?” Councilman Williams asked, setting his book on his desk and waving a hand at the soft, sapphire blue chairs that stood before the fire. “I hope it's not too warm in here for you. I tend to prefer it hotter than many of the other shifters care for.”

      My Phoenix chirped inside me, unsure of this polite man. Having spent time with Joshua in both of his forms, the scent of his basilisk was much clearer to me now, although I doubted scent would ever be one of my strongest skills. “The warmth doesn't bother me,” I said, sinking into the velvet chair as I rubbed my hands on my thighs. “I think my Phoenix enjoys it, actually.” I tried to make small talk.

      “Good, good.” He settled in the chair next to me, silence reigning for a moment as we both watched the flickering flames. “I assume you know why I called you here today?” he began softly.

      “Because of my date with Joshua?” I replied, keeping my voice as low as his. I knew Gaspard had said he wouldn't want to be heard, and despite the thickness of the walls, I was sure that Gaspard and Ryder were both listening intently outside of the door.

      “He was quite taken with you, you know,” the Councilman murmured, his eyes not leaving the dancing flames. “Spoke very highly of you. Still does. He’s devastated to have caused you injury.”

      “I know,” I admitted. I couldn't make Joshua out to be the bad guy here, there was simply no way to do it—not that I even wanted to. “It was all just an accident, I knew he didn't mean it. Our alters got agitated. I'm not used to being in my Phoenix form...” I trailed off with a wince. As much as I didn't want the Councilman blaming Joshua and causing any harm to him, I didn't want harm to come to me either.

      “I'm glad you see it that way.” Councilman Williams shifted in his chair. “Basilisk have gotten a bad name in the past, you see, and it's not a stigma I want associated with my son. Others may not be quite as forgiving as you are. Joshua is a good boy, he has a very promising future in front of him. If word of this were to get out, to anyone...” He trailed off. “I'm sure some of it has leaked amongst your friends already, but I'm hoping we are able to contain it there. They don't associate with many of the other shifters, and Damien is well aware of what any kind of rumors may do to someone with political aspirations.”

      “I told them it was an accident,” I hurried to say. “I was unaware of how my Phoenix’s natural behavior would agitate Joshua’s Basilisk. I'm still learning all of this… the ins and outs of the shifter world.” I hoped he would take that into account as I let the half-truth slip from my lips, working to keep my expression believable and not guilt-ridden.

      “As is Joshua, as hard as that may be for you to believe. He spent his life among our family, removed from the others. In many ways, he is as new to this as you are.” He tapped his fingers against his thighs. “I don't expect, however, that you will keep your silence for free. It isn't as though this was a bad date or an inconvenience. We are lucky beyond words that your healing abilities surpass our venom. I'm sure it was agony.”

      I winced as the memory of the pain flared through me, making my Phoenix hiss. “It was quite painful.” The words I spoke were soft, more to myself than to him, but he sighed.

      “I have heard so, though you are the first to ever survive and tell me. I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am. We are not all animals, I promise you. There is far more to us than that. Joshua is a good boy, I promise. He would be a caring mate. In some ways, your ability to overcome his venom is an asset and a strength, not that I expect he would ever attack you again. It will be a very long time, I suspect, until he is comfortable shifting around anyone again. I ask that you not immediately dismiss him from your choices.” My heart ached at the pain I’d put Joshua through with all of this and I sighed, opening my mouth to accept the Councilman’s request when he held up a hand to stop me. “I understand that it will be a big choice for you, and will require an act of faith and trust that you may not be comfortable with. I'm sure Gaspard has advised you to accept, no matter what your emotions are at the moment. I truly hope that any fear that remains will dissipate as you spend more time with him. To help speed that comfort along, I'd like to offer you some... compensation.”

      “But I—” My head was spinning as I struggled for words. “I don't know if I can put a price on a resurrection.” I stumbled over the words, unsure where he was going with this. The last thing I wanted was to set a precedent allowing Council members to kill me and pay me off for it.

      “A favor,” he said, turning to face me, his face set in stern lines. “A favor from me, for you, without strings. You can use it now, if you wish. Anything that is in my power to give I will. Or, you may hold it for the future. There isn't a time limit on it.”

      “A favor?” I repeated, shaking slightly as I tried to think it over. A favor from a Council member could go a long way for us. It could be the defining difference between being allowed to have my mates in the future or having to run. “You would give it to me due to this... accident? It wouldn't be conditional on me choosing your son?”

      Councilman Williams sighed. “No, it would not be conditional. If you and Joshua do not fit as a pairing, as much as I hope you would end up choosing each other since I believe it would suit both of you, the favor will remain. I merely ask that you try again with him, and put this incident behind you.” My mind was reeling, my heart pounding in my chest.

      It's your choice, Nix, Damien said quietly. It would be a wise one, being owed a favor from a Councilman, but I won't force you into it.

      “I won't say no to a favor,” I told him, my words slow and soft. “I will say that I think Joshua is a good person, and I'm not doing this because I'm afraid of him.”

      “All the better,” Councilman Williams replied, and a surprisingly soft smile flitted over his lips, reminding me of Joshua. “Then it's not truly bribery, it is simply an apology. I believe we're set then. I appreciate you coming to visit me.”

      “Thank you, Councilman.” I pushed up from my seat, ready to go home again.

      “One more thing, actually.” He stood with me, crossing to his desk and opening a drawer. “I'd like you to take this with you. It doesn't relate to this issue, I promise.”

      I took the envelope he offered, nearly dropping it when I looked inside and saw dozens of hundred dollar bills. “What?” I gasped. “I can't accept your money.” I tried to hand him the envelope back. I had no idea why he'd be handing me cash, but it felt far more like a bribe than the favor had.

      “It's not from me,” he explained, arching a brow. “Or not just me, at least,” he clarified when I could only stare at him. “You still don't understand how all of this works. You're a rare shifter under our care. The Council is more than just a governing body, and we have pull outside of the shifter community as well as inside of it. You dropped your classes, resigning from your studies to focus on becoming a part of our world. You began fulfilling your duties to the shifter community by dating Joshua and starting activities with other suitors who are part of your courtship.”

      “But, why does that mean I get money?” I asked, confused.

      “This is a return of the money you spent for your tuition, your housing, even your travel. You don't have much savings, and we want to do what we can to help you, no matter what you may think. It is a gift, part of our duty to you, no strings attached. Think of it as a goodwill gesture from us.”

      “Even as a goodwill gesture, that's a lot of money,” I pointed out. “If I were to follow your decision for me, I'd be finding a mate, bearing children.”

      He sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Yes, you would. That doesn't mean you would be subservient to any mate you have. Speak to Gaspard, to your friends. You will probably rank above anyone whom you would mate or bear children with. It's not like the human world, Annika. You will have help with any children, with your expenses, with your mates even. You can still have goals, dreams, plans for your life outside of bearing children. Just because we want you to focus on this for the moment, doesn't mean you need to give up your dreams for yourself altogether.”

      I gaped at him, unable to process what he was telling me. “I-I don't...” I trailed off inelegantly, truly at a loss for words.

      “I'm not asking for you to respond. I'm just saying that it's easier to see what we're doing for our people if you're one-on-one with us, actually studying our culture and our traditions, rather than viewing us from the outside and only when you're forced to see us at our most intense.” He frowned as he added, “I know you've had a lot of negative associations with us since you became aware of your heritage. There are many things about our world that are not pretty or appealing in any way. There are those of us who really do want you to be happy, though. Who want to see you content and successful in this life.”

      “Thank you, and I'll think on what you’ve said.” I slid the cash into my pocket. I wasn't willing to say more to him, unsure if this was a plan by the other Council members to see what I thought of the Council. I wouldn't put it past them to try and get me to confess to something by disarming me with cash.

      “Of course.” He motioned to the door, and I headed for the exit, pulling it open to find Gaspard and Ryder waiting for me. Ryder's lips were pressed tightly together, the only outward betrayal of his stress.

      “Ready?” Gaspard asked with a smile. I nodded, allowing him to lead me down the maze of hallways. Damien, Theo, and Killian were quick to join us. As we twisted down the halls and headed for the front door, I froze for a moment, unable to look away from the throne room. I recognized the very spot the lion shifter fell, now clean, leaving no trace of the incident behind. Still, I shivered as the memory flashed through my mind, making my stomach churn all over again.

      Picking up on my inner turmoil and the memories haunting me, Damien inched closer, his body warming my back as he offered me silent comfort without physically touching me. After I’d woken up for the second time following my rebirth, I’d told the guys about what I’d witnessed, and their anger over Maldonado and Stepanov’s actions was just as prevalent as mine. It was just one more positive to having completed the rebellion’s second challenge, each completed step bringing us closer to the change we were all so desperate for.

      Now, Damien was reliving the memories with me as I let the horror of the lion shifter’s death plague my mind.

      Come on, sweetheart, Damien pressed, and I felt his desire to wrap his arm around me. I reciprocated his need, but neither one of us reached for the other, maintaining our friendship status while we were still in view of the Council and anyone lurking within the Lodge. Instead, I forced my gaze away from the throne room floor to follow after the guys as they led the way out of the Lodge so we could leave. We had a lot to talk about, and I was more than ready to go home.
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      I popped another strawberry in my mouth, enjoying the fresh taste of a summer berry at the start of winter, while I carefully turned the page in the small romance book I was reading. After having regenerated and gone through the meeting with Councilman Williams, the guys had been insistent that I rest, banning me to the couch until my energy fully returned. Without classes to attend, I’d spent the last three days reading books and trying to decipher the reason behind the tower of dog-eared paperbacks that Rini had shoved at me.

      I was buried in a sexy moment when a wolf claimed his mate for the first time, scenting her and burying his teeth in her shoulder so she would bear his mark for the world to see. I pressed my thighs together as the scene grew steamier, trying not to writhe on the couch. Another unfortunate side effect of rebirth was the amount of time the guys declared me celibate, refusing to touch me sexually until I was back to normal. My sexual frustration was at an all time high, and I squirmed with need the sex scene was inspiring in me, knowing full well that I was simply torturing myself.

      The guys had been keeping busy all day as well, slipping in and out of the house for classes, and some project they were working on that they’d all been rather tight lipped about. Right now, the only person who was home with me was Theo.

      The Kraken strolled downstairs, pausing on the bottom step to inhale deeply. Tipping my head back, I smiled at him as he groaned lowly. “Nix, I can scent your arousal from here. What are you reading?”

      I grinned, not the least bit sorry about my state or the way it was affecting him. Wordlessly, I held up the book, letting him see the bodice ripper cover while I popped another strawberry into my mouth.

      “I didn’t realize you were into erotic novels.” Theo straightened his glasses and adjusted himself as discreetly as possible, before heading off toward the kitchen with his empty coffee mug in hand, this one with the saying ‘I hug ships too hard.’

      “They’re not erotic…” I scoffed, pulling the book back down and burying my nose into it to continue reading. “They’re romance.”

      “Romance full of sex.”

      “There’s still a difference.” I chuckled and turned the page. “Now, unless you’re going to come over here and solve my problem… let me get back to the good stuff and placate myself until one of you decides you’re allowed to give me the orgasm I’m craving,” I stated boldly, surprising myself. While sex was a new adventure I’d embarked on with the guys, I hadn’t been quite so open to talking about it with them out loud. My cheeks tinged pink as I realized how brazen I must have sounded.

      Theo groaned loudly, hanging his head as he took another inhale of my scent. “I swear, hearing you say that has my control slipping. If I touch you, the guys will kill me.” He glanced up from the kitchen island to observe me with hooded, darkened blue eyes.

      I sent him a sultry, pleading look that had him abandoning his mission for fresh coffee as he stepped out of the kitchen and toward the living room, where I was currently making myself comfortable. Before he could reach me, however, the doorbell sounded and he let out a frustrated moan. Taking a deep breath and running a hand through his shaggy blond hair, he deviated his trek to the front door instead.

      Sighing, I tired to focus on the words printed in black ink that created the story I’d been lost in, but no matter how invested I’d been earlier, my mind was now on Theo.

      “Nix,” Theo called for me with a note of curiosity in his tone. “Do you have any suitors who are birds?” he asked me, staring out the front door he had yet to close.

      Resting the book on my stomach, I propped myself up on my elbows and thought over his question. “No, I don’t believe so. I did have one that was a griffon shifter, but I dismissed him the night of the Gala.” I pursed my lips, remembering how rude Griff had been, and patted myself on the back for getting rid of him so early on in the process. “Why?” I questioned.

      “You’ve got a letter, and there are feathers with it. I can’t seem to place the particular scent.” He brought the feather toward his nose, breathing in the smell of it and narrowing his stare outside. “Do you want me to put it with the others?” he inquired, his gaze searching the tree line across the street from the house.

      I set my book aside, climbed off the couch, and strode to the door. I ignored the chill seeping in from outside and took the cream colored envelope from Theo. Turning it over in my hands, I noticed the messy scrawl that was my full name on the front, and the black smudge marks near the edges, like whoever had written it had stained their fingers with the ink. Except these fingerprints didn’t look exactly human—pointed at the ends where they should have been rounder.

      “Theo.” I grabbed his attention. “Let me see that.” I held my hand out for the small bundle of feathers that had been tied together, already noticing the multicolored hues and the way they gleamed in the waning sunlight of our Alaskan afternoon.

      Clearly picking up on my distress, Theo handed the feathers to me, peered out the door once more, and shut it, throwing all the locks.

      The familiar scent of the feathers hit me at once and my breath stalled in my lungs as flashes of a white padded room, iron shackles, and a small barred window filled my mind. The cries of children and other women echoed in my ears as I strode away from the front door and into the living room, barely breathing.

      My Phoenix rose within and let out a furious cry.

      “Nix…” I heard, as well as felt, Theo drawing near, his worry for me evident in his fast stride.

      “I’m okay,” I said, trying to reassure him, but the words caught in my throat, coming out raspier than I’d meant them to.

      “What is it?” Theo’s body warmed my back and he cupped his palms over the edges of my shoulders, pouring his love and support into me while I stood rigid, staring at the letter in my hand.

      “I think…” I almost couldn’t verbalize my thoughts, feeling like I was in some twisted dream and about to wake up before it morphed into a nightmare. “I think it’s from someone I met on the island.” I shook slightly, cursing myself for the weakness but unable to stop my reaction. The impact that the island had had on me was deeper than I realized. I thought I’d been healing, but with this one connection to that part of my past, I was a shaking, panicked mess. My Phoenix wrapped her wings around me in comfort, even though she was just as agitated as me.

      Theo’s form bulked up behind my back and I knew his Kraken had joined us, pressing against his skin and most likely roaring his need to shift. Turning in Theo’s arms, I placed a hand against his chest, my palm flat over his heart, and I focused on the ocean mist scent that always surrounded him. Simply drawing it into my lungs helped ease my tensions, and I let my eyes wander over the golden skin of Theo’s neck and face before I focused on his blue eyes. White flecks, like cresting ocean waves, swam in the cerulean depths that beamed such love and intensity at me.

      “I’m okay,” I murmured. “I’m okay because you’re here with me.”

      “Nix.” The hard gravel in Theo’s tone was full of his Kraken’s power, and I leaned up and kissed him softly, hoping it would ease his alter and hold his shift at bay. Out of all of us, Theo was the one who couldn’t hulk out at will, unfair or not, so I did my best to soothe his beast.

      I pressed my body into his, and hung on tight until I felt his extra bulk recede and his chest heave deeply against mine as he released his tension.

      “Thank you,” he mumbled into my hair, as one of his hands came around to cup the back of my head while he held onto me for another minute. When he let me go, I stepped back and let my gaze wander over him, assessing his level of control for myself.

      Satisfied, I sat down on the edge of the couch, and placed the feathers and letter in front of me on the coffee table. I steepled my fingers and pressed them to my lips, as I tried to decide whether or not I wanted to read whatever was contained within the ink stained envelope.

      “You should read it.” Theo surprised me with his opinion.

      “I thought you’d say the complete opposite,” I admitted.

      “You don’t have any peace over what happened on the island. I know that we are waiting to hear back from Zanoah, but so far, Killian has been unable to reach her. Without going and tracking her down ourselves—which would alert the Council and garner their attention—this is the closest clue we’ve received to learning more. I have a feeling that whoever left that letter probably did so at great risk to themselves. Why else would they have dropped it and run?” Theo pondered, attempting to arrange the ordeal into some semblance of logic.

      Reaching out, I trailed a finger over the envelope and then snatched it up, unable to resist the mystery of it any longer. I tore it open and extracted an equally ink stained piece of paper that had been ripped straight from a notebook and shoved inside. The rough edges of the paper were messy, but I ignored all of that as I began to read.

      There was no name at the top of the message, it just started.

      
        
        You’re not safe, and I’m not sure you ever will be. They want certain things from you. More phoenix. Your power. Your blood.

        For some reason, I want you to be safe. You talked to me as a person and not a mutated monster. You looked at me and didn’t turn away as all the others have. I don’t know why, but you feel familiar to me.

        They took things from you. Things that never bothered me before. Things that bother me now, because it’s you who they took them from.

        My venom was not the only one they injected you with during your stay with us. You were also primed with venom from a succubus. It made you fertile, and they took eggs with the intent to inseminate them and create more of the creature you hold as your alter. The Phoenix. You’re the last one, and he wants more of them. They all do.

        You’re not safe, but you don’t have to worry. No one will take from you again. They only took a few, but I destroyed the eggs they stole, just like they destroyed me so many years ago.

        The island is now empty, but they won’t give up. Like a virus, they simply spread, intent on their twisted mission, but I won’t let them touch you again… because of the connection we share and the kindness you showed me, I won’t mind the cost.

        Beware, and watch your back. Your enemies are everywhere, and they are always waiting in the shadows.

        

      

      A talon like scratch ended the missive, and for a while, all I did was stare and breathe.

      Gently taking the letter from my hands, Theo slid his glasses up his nose and began to read the disturbing words I was still digesting.

      Rage colored my world red. They’d stolen eggs.

      Eggs that the strange bird-like humanoid shifter I’d had contact with on the island claimed he’d destroyed. My stomach churned and I ran to the kitchen. Leaning over the trash can, I heaved the contents of my stomach into the bin. I felt violated, and I clutched my abdomen as I finally straightened and wiped a hand across my mouth.

      Theo was in the other room, pacing with his phone clutched in his hand. His size was bulked up once more. I could see the strain of his muscles pulling his shirt taut across his chest, and the veins that were standing out in his arms and neck. Tipping my head to the ceiling, I braced my hands on my head as I worked to compose myself so I could go take care of him.

      “Just get back here… and soon.” Theo smashed his finger over the glass screen of his smartphone much harder than necessary to end the call, and came to meet me in the kitchen, wrapping me up in his arms without a word. He crushed me to his chest, and I simply nuzzled into him, closing my eyes against the world and it’s cruelty.

      “You’re going to be okay. I will never let anyone lay a finger on you again.” His chest rumbled against my cheek.

      “We’re joining a rebellion… there’s so much danger surrounding us. You can’t promise that, and I don’t want you to,” I mumbled into his body. “I just… I want to not feel so…” I didn’t even need to speak the words. Theo just understood.

      “I know,” he murmured, soothing a hand down my hair. With very little effort, Theo reached down and hooked one arm under my knees while the other supported my back, and he carried me to couch, settling me onto his lap.

      We stayed that way until the others walked in the door over an hour later.

      “Nix!” Ryder rushed around the couch, practically hopping over it in his urgency to reach me. Settling against Theo’s side, he reached for me, pulling me from the Kraken’s arms and into his own. “What happened?”

      Theo, who had finally calmed down, rolled his neck as he seemingly fought down a fresh wave of anger from his Kraken.

      Damien, Hiro, and Killian made it inside the door and into the living room on Ryder’s heels, each breathing heavily, clearly having rushed here from wherever it was they’d been.

      Theo glanced at Damien from behind his glasses and held up the note, handing it to the Gargoyle.

      Damien paced as he read it, bulking up in his own way as his Gargoyle grew furious. “When did this arrive?”

      “A little over an hour ago.” Theo stood from the couch and joined Damien.

      “Do you have a scent?” Damien asked, with authority in his tone.

      Theo pointed to the feathers. “But I don’t agree with going after him.”

      “Why not?” Killian snarled. “He was part of what happened to Nix.”

      “He… he drugged me… but other than that, he wasn’t directly involved.” I rubbed at my head as I tried to remember what had happened, but my brain was protesting, refusing to knit all the scattered pieces together. “He warned me. I’m not sure if I can trust him, but he’s the closest link I’ve got to finding out what happened. I just hope…” My stomach churned again, but there was nothing left to make me sick.

      Finishing my sentence, Hiro chimed in, “You hope he did what he said and destroyed your eggs.”

      “Is that even right to say? Fuck, it feels wrong… but yes. I don’t like the idea of the choice being taken out of my hands, of never being sure if there are children I’m related to somewhere out there, maybe in homes like the one I grew up in, or worse.”

      “It doesn’t sound like they were embryos when he destroyed them, merely eggs, if his note it to be believed. You have nothing to feel guilty about,” Theo assured me, and I nodded, letting it all sink in. “It would be no different than shedding your eggs every month in menstruation.” I blushed at his words, though they did offer me a sense of relief.

      “So they’re taking genetic material from rare shifters and… what… breeding them on their own?” Ryder carefully shifted me off his lap, before standing and pacing away from the couch as he drove his hands into his hair and pulled at the stands harshly. “Is that what…” He swallowed hard. “Is that what they’re doing on the island? Fucking breeding whatever mythologicals they want?” All the color drained from his face as he spun on his heel to face us all, looking from one to the next in succession.

      “I…” I’d been so focused on myself that the larger picture hadn’t dawned in my mind until Ryder pieced it all together. “Oh fuck.” Everyone in the room looked as aghast as I felt on the inside. “Those children… you don’t think they’re children they breed, do you?”

      Damien looked sick and Hiro’s chocolate eyes had darkened to nearly black.

      “What do we do?” Ryder dropped his hands, gesturing at all of us wildly. “We have to do something!”

      “What do you suggest?” Theo snapped, but we all knew he wasn’t truly mad at Ryder. The stress of the situation was eating at all of us. “The letter claims the island is shut down, but we don’t know that for sure. We also don’t know if it’s still under surveillance if it is. It could be a trap that would expose our involvement in the rebellion, or at the very least, capture us in action against the Council. That puts not only our group but also our families at risk. We’re all nearly positive that the Council owns the island and is behind the nefarious activity. If they’ve vacated the island, they’ve most likely set up another facility somewhere. The best thing we can do is try to search out where there new location is, but even that will take time.”

      “Our only course of action is to join the rebellion. We need their numbers and power to fight against the Council. Our group is strong, but we stand no chance against them alone,” Damien reasoned.

      “So we just wait some more?” Ryder sounded broken, so I stood from the couch and wrapped my arms around his middle.

      “Yes. And I know that’s hard.” I held him tighter until his arms finally came around my body, holding on to me just as tightly. “I don’t want to either, but we don’t have enough leverage to do anything about what we’ve learned. And as much as I hate to admit it, we need more information. I won’t see any of us or your families hurt, just because we mindlessly rushed forward without making educated decisions. Even if we’re mad. Even if we’re fucking enraged. We’ve survived this long because we’ve been playing it smart. If we don’t do that now…”

      “It’s not a chance I’m willing to take. I won’t put Nix in that kind of danger,” Killian growled, running a hand over the red scruff that lined his jaw, his eyes locked on me in his brother’s arms.

      “Agreed,” Theo chimed in. “I have my mom and Molly to think about also.”

      “We’ll get answers Ryder, I promise you that.” Hiro moved closer to Ryder and me, and placed his hand on the Ceraptor’s shoulder, squeezing in support. He gazed at me over Ryder’s shoulder, a promise shining in his eyes. “For both of you.”
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      I landed another blow on the punching bag, letting the impact reverberate down my arm as the sweat tickled over my skin. My breath was coming in pants from the intense workout, but it helped to burn off the energy that was raging inside of me after the note I’d received the other day. It felt good to have my energy back, and even better to hit something.

      “You're supposed to be resting, you know.” I turned to see Killian leaning against the doorframe.

      “I was resting,” I panted. “I just needed to do something. Clear my head a little. Burn some of this energy off. Purge out some of the tension we’re all feeling.”

      “There are other ways to keep your mind occupied, ones that don't involve you injuring yourself or beating the living daylights out of my sports equipment,” Killian said with a small, understanding smile.

      “Thanks, but this works,” I told him, turning back to the bag.

      “Oh?” I glanced back at him as he arched a brow. He tugged his t-shirt over his head, dropping it onto the floor.

      “I thought you wanted me to rest,” I remarked, a smile playing at my lips. “I don't exactly think that having sex is restful.”

      “You've really put your mind in the gutter since you met us,” he teased. “Who said anything about sex?” He flicked the button on his jeans, letting them pool around his feet for a moment before kicking them off.

      I turned to face him, letting my gaze rove over his bare skin and sleek muscles. “If not sex, what did you have in mind?” I asked, my voice turning husky.

      He surprised me with a wide grin, and I gaped at him for a moment before the air around us charged with energy and he shifted. No matter the mood I’d been in before, I couldn’t suppress the giggle that escaped as his Puca hopped from his boxer shorts. I started toward him to scoop him up. “If you wanted to cuddle, you could have just said so. You know I love it when you shift for me,” I began, but he ducked away from my hands.

      Before I could reach out again to grab him, he sat up on his back legs, jumping and bouncing, and flicking his ears back and forth as though boxing with an invisible opponent. A laugh rolled from me as I watched the small, black Puca take on his invisible foe, kicking, dancing, and lashing out with his paws. He somersaulted forward into a roll, repeating the motion again as I lay on my stomach on the thickly padded floor, facing him as he continued his antics. I was content to let all my worries and stress leave my mind as I put myself fully in this moment.

      “That's not exactly how I thought you'd get me to lay down when you began stripping, you know,” I informed him, as he darted over to me, touching his nose gently to mine and darting away again. “I'm laying down now, are you happy?”

      He made a sound, although I wasn't sure if it was actually assent or mere amusement as lights danced around him in a sparkly show of fireworks. “I'm not overdoing it, I promise,” I reassured him. “I just don't want to stay in bed again, and I'm just as sick of the couch.”

      “I think we could all use a little fun.” Damien's amused voice sounded from behind me. “As much as I enjoy watching Killian take a leaf out of Ciarán's book…” Damien ignored the thumping of Killian's paw and the short growl he let out, though it made me smile. It was always such a shock to hear a rabbit growl or hiss. “Theo had an idea. What do you think, Nix? Are you up for going out together? A relaxing date? Something to jar us out of the cloud that’s hanging over the house?”

      Killian hopped on to my outstretched hands, finally allowing me to pick him up and cradle his soft, warm fluff against my chest. I pushed to my feet and smiled at Damien as I stroked a hand down Killian's ears. “I'd like to get out of here. What do you have in mind?”

      “James knows of a place that he thinks we'll enjoy. All you need's a bathing suit,” he told me, leading me from the room.

      “A bathing suit?” I asked dryly, glancing at the windows where a few snowflakes danced along the blowing wind, bouncing against the glass. “I know I run warm, but that's still a bit extreme, don't you think?”

      “Not when you're in a hot spring,” Damien said with a wink.

      “A hot spring?” I squealed the words in excitement, my Phoenix chirping happily at the thought as well. “And we're all going?”

      “Of course. Go get ready,” Damien said. “We're all waiting for you. And bunny butt here.” Killian hissed at Damien, but jumped happily from my hands when I placed him on the floor.

      “Nix!” Ryder yelled, bounding over to us with a light in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in days. “Please, please tell me you've agreed to our date idea and I'll finally get to see you in a bikini?”

      I laughed. “That depends. How many other families are we going to have to contend with?”

      “None,” Theo answered with a grin, tugging on his jacket when I entered the living room. “James' mate is a mermaid. She's drawn to water. About a year ago, she found a small hot spring on Kodiak Island. We've been going occasionally ever since then.”

      “And someone else from the island isn't going to see us?” I asked curiously, pausing on the staircase.

      “There are only about thirteen thousand people on an island of about thirty-five hundred miles. It's mostly isolated, and friends have erected wards around the hot spring to keep out hunters and other unwelcome visitors. They’ll be deterred a few miles out to keep the surrounding area private.”

      “Well, then what are we waiting for?” I jogged upstairs with a lighter heart, digging through my drawers for one of my swimsuits. I found one in red and gold, my Phoenix chirping happily at the colors that were so similar to her feathers. I stripped quickly from my workout clothes before sliding on the swimsuit, yoga pants, and an oversized sweater to help ward off any chill. Grabbing some extra clothing and a pair of flip-flops just in case, I descended the stairs. “Everyone else ready to go?” I called, heading to where the guys were gathered, talking animatedly among each other. Even Killian had beaten me back, but I could have sworn I hadn't taken longer than a few minutes.

      “One of my friends is prepping the plane for us now,” Killian told me, tucking his phone into his pocket. “I’ll have to run standard checks when we get to the airstrip and it's about an hour's flight. We'll be there and having fun before you know it.”

      “You need this, we all do.” Theo rubbed my back, warming me as I zipped up my jacket.

      “I know we do.” I turned to Ryder, worrying about him the most. He’d been taking the news we’d sussed out the other day harder than even I had—and I’d been directly involved. I was worried about him, and my heart lightened some at the look of excitement in his eyes.

      “Everyone into the Hummer!” Hiro called. “The faster we get out of here, the faster we can get into those springs.”

      “I call the middle of the backseat!” I grinned and darted out the door, hurrying to the car.

      “Uh, babe…” Ryder called, right on my heels. “I think you’re supposed to call shotgun.”

      “Phh…” I made a sound with my lips. “Why would I want to sit shotgun when I can be surrounded by sexy men on two sides instead of just one?” I threw a grin over my shoulder and threw open the door, climbing into the middle seat.

      “Fuck, we’ve corrupted her.” Ryder chuckled and I reached out to pull him in after me.

      “Get in here Celestia and shut the door. It’s fucking cold!”

      “Don’t worry.” Ryder complied with my wishes just as the door on the opposite side opened, admitting Hiro. “I think we can warm you up just fine.”

      “All I’m hearing are promises, unicorn. Where’s my action?”

      Ryder arched a brow, moved closer, and nipped at my ear, before teasing the sensitive spot just behind it with his tongue. “Cer-ap-tor.”

      “I’ve heard it both ways.” I shrugged like the semantics didn’t matter.

      The rest of the guys filed into the vehicle, and we took off toward the airstrip as Ryder tickled me mercilessly, making me laugh on the short ride there.
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      I gripped the handle of the plane hard—my knuckles going snow white—while Killian steered the seaplane into a landing. Water sprayed up and droplets pelted the windows as he decreased the speed, while monitoring the ridiculous amount of dials that were displayed in the cockpit. It never ceased to amaze me the way Killian flew. There was something wildly sexy about seeing him in the pilot's chair, and once the plane came to a stop and my heart ceased pounding as hard, I took in my fill of his tall, built frame going through his post flight checklist.

      “We’re here!” Ryder rubbed his hands together anxiously, leaning excitedly over Hiro in his haste to look out one of the small, rounded windows on the side of the plane.

      “You ready?” Theo smiled at me while he undid his seatbelt and then clicked mine open next.

      Peering out of the small window I was seated next to, I turned to Theo with a skeptical look. “How are we supposed to get out of here without getting soaked? Need I remind you that it’s cold outside, and not everyone in this plane is impervious to the temperatures which will only be made worse if we’re wet?”

      “I don’t know babe, I quite like it when you’re wet.” Ryder shot me a cheeky grin and heat flooded my face.

      “It’s adorable that you still get so shy about sex.” Theo’s eyes took on a new light, shining in the midday light that streaked into the plane and bounced off the white interior walls.

      “I… it’s still all… new,” I finished lamely. “I’m not used to talking about it so openly, but I’m not opposed to it either.”

      “It’s sweet,” Hiro murmured, his chocolate eyes darker than usual.

      “Is it me, or is it getting hot in here?” I waved a hand in front of my face, trying to cool my thoroughly rose tinted cheeks.

      Killian chuckled from the cockpit, and then slowly motored the plane forward to a short dock I hadn’t seen earlier. Angling the plane toward the wooden dock, he threw the door open and disappeared onto one of the skis, guiding the plane as it made gentle contact with the dock. Jumping out of the plane, he grabbed a rope attached to the ski and guided us into place alongside the wooden planks. He worked quickly and tied us off so the plane wouldn’t float away. When he was done, his shock of red hair reappeared in the cockpit as he flicked off the controls and then motioned outside. “Your date awaits.” He grinned at me.

      Theo and Damien left the plane first, both offering me a hand down as I disembarked.

      The first thing I noticed was the rocky water’s edge and the secluded tree line of Kodiak Island. The fresh air was incredible and the chill lit up my lungs in a refreshing way.

      The guys all stretched, and it was like the stress of the last few weeks melted away—at least for now. It made a genuine smile break across my lips and I bounced on my toes excitedly. “So where is this hot spring?” I asked, glancing around but not seeing anything obvious along the rocky coast.

      “It’s a little bit of a hike,” Ryder grumbled, but there was a playful note to his tone that told me he really didn’t mind being out in nature.

      “Hiking and me don’t seem to go together.” I worried the corner of my lip and studied the trees, knowing I’d have to traverse through them to get to wherever this date was supposed to be held.

      “Don’t worry.” Damien’s protective rumble slid down my spine in a pleasant way that warmed me despite the weather. “We’ll take care of you, sweetheart.”

      “Damn right.” Killian looked like he’d tackle a bear for me in his Puca form.

      “I trust you.” I reached up and ran my hand over Damien’s hard pectorals, enjoying the feel of the etched lines of his chest as my hand wandered.

      “Don’t get frisky yet, mikró pouláki. Save the good stuff until I get you into a bikini first!” Ryder sent me a wink and a suggestive look, which traveled straight through me from my head to my toes.

      “Technically, I’m already in my bikini, so shouldn’t that mean we should start now?” I darted away as he playfully attempted to grab me, dancing from his outstretched fingers. “Well, what are we waiting for?” My body was ripe with need after my rebirth. None of the guys had touched me in days. I wasn’t sure if I should be appreciative of the way they seemed to care for my sexual needs so well, or worried that I was already addicted to their touch. Either way, I realized that I’d be seeing a lot more of their bodies shortly. The vision of all those naked chests and hard, sculpted muscles made me swallow—hard—as my pulse raced and excitement sparked within me. My Phoenix cooed her agreement, swirling around in a fiery haze in my mind, matching my enthusiasm. Biting my bottom lip to try and contain my smile, I ran and leaped onto Damien’s back, wrapping around him like a monkey. He didn’t even stumble when I situated myself on his back, instead laughing at my sneak attack. “Onward to the hot spring,” I ordered, pointing toward the tree line, giggling as he simply adjusted me on his back and began the trek down the dock and into the woods with his strong hands wrapped around my thighs.
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      Damien’s wings flapped in a hover as he began to lower us to the ground. Turned out, the hot spring were a decent hike from the shoreline and the guys decided to use their alters to make the trip faster. As much as I’d protested that I was a damn bird and could fly by myself, Damien refused, scooping me up in a fireman’s carry and shifting into his Gargoyle. The sight of his rippling abs shut me up rather quickly, and I leaned into his chest and enjoyed the ride. Watching his leathery wings lift us into the air had done nothing to cool my rising sexual tension. All I’d wanted to do was reach out and stroke my hand along their leathery texture. It didn’t help that I remembered exactly what kind of reaction Damien had to that the last time I’d attempted it.

      I still plan on making that fantasy come true. Damien’s Gargoyle had a raspier tenor than Damien did, and I loved the way it rumbled through my mind, deep and gravely.

      I blushed deeper and glanced up into his chiseled face. The line of his jaw was more defined in this form. His brows and nose were sharper and when he sent me a wicked smile, the flash of his fangs caught the light.

      Squirming in his arms, I responded to the promise in his eyes. I hope you do. It was a tease, just as much as it was an invitation. The idea of having sex again, while being held up and pressed against the wall sounded like fucking nirvana. It was quickly becoming a favorite position, and I added ‘date with Damien’ to the top of my to-do list, while Damien pushed image after image of the two of us together through my head.

      By the time he landed, I needed a water hose to cool myself down, not even the chill in the air had the desired effect. I was worked up and he knew it. They all did, given the looks that were being sent in my direction. As soon as Ryder landed in his Ceraptor form, Theo slid from his back and set Killian, in his Puca form, on the ground so he could shift. Handing both Killian and Ryder their clothes as the shift sparkled over them, they both only donned their swimsuits, leaving the rest of their bodies bare for my ogling pleasure. A moment later, Hiro broke through the forest, not even winded from the speed at which he’d been traveling on the ground to keep up with the guys in the air. While Ryder had offered to carry him as well, Hiro insisted his Kitsune had been itching for a run. His nine tails swished around him in a dance, and my fingers itched to bury themselves in the thick, green and white fur. I hadn’t had much of a chance to spend time with Hiro’s Kitsune, and it was something I hoped we could rectify soon.

      Finally allowing me back on my feet, Damien set me down, only releasing me once he was sure I had my balance. Hiro strode forward and nudged my hand, and I stroked my palm over his head and down his neck as he nuzzled into me. He was truly beautiful. Then he straightened and nudged me again with a yipping bark. Laughing while I tried to decipher his animalistic communication, I turned around—as per his insistent primal instructions—and went breathless. In front of me was a large hot spring surrounded by snow dusted rocks, with steam rising off the water and into the surrounding forest. Flat boulders were stationed sporadically around the area, almost like they’d been placed there for seating for those not in the water. Covering the ground were heaps of soft, comfortable looking blankets and a slew of throw pillows. Candles in glass votives were placed around the area, and I knew it would create a dreamy scene when they were lit. As if reading my mind, Hiro—back in his human form and dressed in a pair of boardshorts—stepped forward with a lighter and got to work setting each one aflame.

      Trying to catch my breath, I turned with an awestruck expression on my face. “I can’t… this is…” I struggled to get the words out. “No one has ever done anything like this for me before,” I whispered, rubbing a hand over my chest where I felt my heart pounding. “This is incredible.” I motioned around, my gaze bouncing from one thing to the next.

      “We’re glad you like it.” Ryder stepped forward and picked up my hand, then brought it to his lips and kissed my caramel skin.  “You should feel special every single day of your life, mikró pouláki.”

      “I do. With you. With all of you.” I gazed at my gathered men. Mates.

      “Good. Now go get that sweet ass of yours in your bikini. I feel like I’ve been waiting my entire fucking life to see you in one.” Ryder’s grin was Cheshire.

      Pursing my lips to hold back my smile, I playfully smacked him on the arm.

      “He can’t help himself, Nix.” Hiro grinned. “I’m convinced his mind is always just one step from being back in the gutter.”

      “That’s the best way to live.” Ryder shrugged, completely unapologetic. “Go on,” he dared me. “Go change.”

      Smirking at him, I reached for the hem of my shirt and peeled it over my head in a slow, languid movement. Discarding it, I reached for my yoga pants and shimmied my hips in what I hoped was a seductive way as I slid them off my legs.

      “Fuck,” Ryder exclaimed, and his focus progressed downward as he took in my body.

      “Worth the wait?” Hiro asked in a huskier tone. He stepped up behind Ryder and clamped a hand on the Ceraptor’s shoulder.

      “Fuck yes.” Ryder only seemed capable of breathy curses and one word answers, and it made me feel powerful and sexy.

      Damien’s alter receded and allowed his human half to take over once more, and his russet eyes drank me in much the same way Ryder’s had. “You’re gorgeous, sweetheart.”

      Feeling confident, I gave the guys my back and strutted to the steaming water. The groans that were left in my wake vibrated over me. I knew the back of my red and gold swimsuit showed off the curve of my ass extremely well. I wasn’t a vain person, but their attention had my Phoenix ruffling her feathers while I glowed from their approval.

      Damien opened the link between all of us, and I felt the strong emotions of the guys swirl through my mind as I carefully tested the heat of the water. I sat the edge of the hot spring, dipped my toes into the heated water, and then slipped into its depths on a sigh.

      “It’s like a natural hot tub!” I let the silken water play over my skin.

      Wasting no time, Theo was at my side in an instant, wanting to be back in the water with me. I felt the happiness of his Kraken through the mental connection Damien left open, and I reveled in it.

      Soon, all the other guys were in the spring with us. There was plenty of space to fit all of us comfortably and allow us to still swim around a little.

      “I’m going to have to thank James’ mate when I finally meet her.” I glided through the water, tipping my head back to wet my hair.

      “We’ll have to arrange a dinner one of these days,” Damien commented.

      “If life ever calms down,” Killian grumbled in his typical surly demeanor.

      “It will.” I swam over to Killian, and soothed my hands up his abs and over his chest, before wrapping them around his neck. “Someday. And for now, I think we should leave all of our problems back in Anchorage and enjoy the time we have together. If we don’t take the time where and when we can, we’ll never have a stress free moment again. I have a feeling that things are only going to grow more intense from here.”

      His large hands landed on my back as he stroked his lightly calloused hand over my skin. The sensation had me arching further into him more, and his green eyes sparked with the power of his Puca, who’d come out to greet me. Leaning up, I kissed him lightly, letting our lips play together before pulling away.

      Growling, he pulled me into him roughly and tipped his head down to meet mine again, giving me a passionate kiss. Our lips battled for control of the other’s and each press, nip, and glide of tongue set us on fire. Killian’s hands ran up and down my sides in teasing caresses that had goosebumps breaking out on my arms. Everything Killian did was consuming, and I was totally lost in him.

      “Nix,” he pleaded, my name sounding like a prayer, as he pulled away to suck in a breath of icy air. Then he dove in again, completely unaware of the others surrounding us, watching the show we were putting on.

      An extra set of hands landed on my shoulders, trailing down my back in kneading, massaging motions, before settling just above where Killian gripped my hips, and then a warm body pressed me further into Killian, sandwiching me between the two hard bodies.

      “Are you enjoying your mate?” Hiro traced his lips over my ear so lightly I shivered.

      I hummed my answer, still consumed in Killian’s kiss and unwilling to pull away to speak.

      Without warning, Killian reached down and hitched my leg up around his hip, pressing the impressive length of his cock against my center. My blood heated to twice the temperature of the water and I let out a moan Killian easily swallowed.

      Then Hiro moved closer, closing the mere inches between us. His long cock rubbed against my ass, and I ground my hips into him before rotating them into Killian.

      “I think she likes being pinned between you,” Damien mused from somewhere close by. “In fact, I know she does.” He let my desire fill the connection between all of us, and groans sounded from everyone in the water.

      “Fuck. It’s already been too long.” I pulled away from Killian, who moved his lips to my neck, and found Ryder standing only feet from me. His hand had dipped below his waistline as he lounged against the rocks that made up the side of the hot spring, his hand slowly stroking over his length with smooth, confident strokes.

      “You like watching him.” Damien didn’t question it. He stated it, but I nodded nonetheless. “You want to see more of him, don’t you? You want to watch his hand work over his cock while Hiro and Killian tend to your needs?”

      My breath hitched and I let out a needy sound in complete agreement with his dirty, raw words.

      “Take your clothes off, Ryder,” Damien commanded, his eyes never leaving my face. Both Ryder and I moaned at the order. Why it was so hot to hear Damien demanding Ryder’s compliance that way, I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t stop to contemplate it.

      I watched Ryder’s eyes heat as he withdrew his hand and shucked off his swimsuit, leaving him gloriously bare in front of me.

      “Fuck, the way you look at me…” Ryder grabbed his cock and massaged his shaft from root to tip, the red purple of his cock straining with every stroke.

      “Killian,” Damien called next. “You too.”

      Killian growled at the order, working his lips along the curve where my neck met my shoulder, biting down on the exposed flesh, and causing me to arch into his body. The contour of his cock against my clit had me writhing against him, trying to give us both the friction we sought.

      “If you don’t ditch your suit, you won’t be able to slide inside of Nix’s sweet, tight body,” Damien warned, slightly frustrated at being ignored.

      Hiro chuckled at Kill’s incredulous expression as he lifted his face from my shoulder, but the Puca made quick work of disrobing the rest of his clothing, before taking the condom packet Damien held between his fingers and ripping it open. I squirmed in place, rubbing my ass against Hiro who gripped my waist, and began a grinding rhythm that worked me up.

      “Someday soon, I’m going to claim this ass of yours,” he murmured into my ear, just loud enough for me to hear, but I knew everyone else had picked up on our conversation mentally from the rumbles the other guys let out. “Sounds like I’m not the only one fond of that idea. Can you imagine it, Nix? One of us taking that sweet pussy, one of us buried in your ass, and one of us claiming that pretty mouth of yours… all at same time? Can you imagine the pleasure we would give you? How many times you’d come?”

      I let out a breathy gasp while my pussy clenched around nothing. “Oh fuck.”

      “She definitely likes that idea,” Damien mused. “We should start working on that.” He angled his words toward Hiro, and I had exactly no time to ask what he meant before Hiro’s fingers were edging my swim bottoms off. His questing fingers pried my ass open, the water easing his way as he ran a finger around my rosebud.

      I had no idea something like that would feel so good, but I gasped from the sensation and then moaned. Killian slid back into place and slipped his hands around my body, gripping the cheeks of my ass and holding them open to free up Hiro’s hands. The entire scene was so explicit that I felt myself growing wetter than I’d ever been as my guys worked together to give me pleasure.

      Leaning forward into Killian, I clung to his shoulders and rode through the pleasure of Hiro’s fingers working in small circles.

      “Good girl,” Hiro murmured while he played. “With a little practice, you’re going to be crying our names when we enter you here.” He put a little pressure on the spot and I sucked air in between my teeth. “But that’s not today.” His fingers retreated and he stepped back, allowing me to straighten, and Killian to wrap his arm around my back and haul me into him.

      “Well done,” he said approvingly, and the heat in his eyes had my pussy fluttering.

      “You…” I took a second and caught my breath. “You want that someday?” I was too shy to ask using the correct terminology.

      “I want all of you, baby. Miss you.” His voice was rough, and he spoke the words into my neck as he began teasing me with his lips, the scruff covering his face scraping along my skin. Reaching for my hips, he easily lifted me and my legs went around his waist.

      “This isn’t weird for any of you?” A burst of worry exploded inside of me and I checked on each of the guys, scrutinizing their faces, but I only saw openness, acceptance, and heat.

      “We all care for you, sweetheart. We plan to be together for a very long time. We’re all comfortable with this. You’re our focus, Nix. Let us take care of you in any and every way we can.” Damien pushed the connection toward me, letting me experience everyone’s feelings clearly, and for that moment, no one moved.

      The strength of their feelings matched my own, and I knew we were all thinking the same four letter ‘L’ word that had yet to be shared when any of us were truly concious. At my nod of understanding, Killian groaned and shifted his hips, lining us up. Without another word of hesitancy between any of us, he entered me slowly while his brothers watched.

      Giving me time to adjust, he pulled out and thrust forward in one, fluid movement. Water caressed our bare skin as he set a steady pace, lifting me and settling me back down—working my body expertly.

      “Shit, that’s hot.” Ryder’s hand matched Killian’s thrusts, teasing himself to my cries and pants. Moving through the water, Hiro neared Ryder, and my eyes tracked his movement through the blissful haze Killian had me in.

      “Hands off,” Hiro ordered, grabbing Ryder’s arm and pulling him off the rock wall where he leaned. He moved behind him and his hand came around to replace Ryder’s.

      “Oh my gods!” I groaned from the sight, my gaze riveted on the waterline. Every movement of Hiro’s hand stroking over Ryder sent ripples into the water. The Ceraptor moaned with his eyes trained on me as Killian increased our pace.

      Then Ryder’s growing pleasure infiltrated my mind, as Damien shared all of our pleasure, increasing everyone’s bliss.

      Killian’s thrusts became more punishing as his thick girth speared into me over and over again. Hiro’s hand sped up, keeping time with Killian and me. Ryder’s chest heaved, and he leaned back into Hiro who leaned forward and bit his neck, leaving teeth marks behind and sending Ryder over the edge.

      Ryder pulsed into Hiro’s hand, and the sight of him losing himself to the pleasure Hiro gave him drove me higher. The moment Killian shifted his hips, the head of his cock rubbing against my sensitive g-spot, my release crashed over me. A keening cry pierced the air as I came, my breath turning to fog that mixed with the rising steam of the hot spring.

      Shuddering, Killian growled and buried his head in my shoulder as I clung to his neck, my fingers digging into his hair while I rode out my bliss. The feel of Killian quaking under my fingertips was powerful, and I ground myself down on his cock while he finished.

      Both of us fought for air, holding each other, until he eventually let me go and my feet found the smooth, round stones along the bottom of the hot spring.

      A second later, Theo’s hands were on my body, wrapping around my waist from behind. I giggled and leaned back into him as he kissed a path up my neck. “Are you too tired for more?” It was a considerate question, but one I wanted to laugh at.

      “Never.” I bit my lip as he teased the sensitive spot behind my ear, with one hand splaying wide across my stomach to pull me back into his body, pressing us together. Theo was taller than I was, and I felt his erection press into the curve of my lower back. Angling my head, I gave him better access to my neck as he sucked the water droplets from my skin. I felt the bulk of his Kraken with us, and knew he enjoyed being together in the water again—even if it was small hot spring and not nearly big enough to contain his Kraken if he was to shift. There was something about being in the water with Theo that was sexy as hell. My thoughts were only amplified by the way his hand trailed down my body until he cupped my sex.

      His finger feathered lightly over my folds, slipping easily to the spot he desired. The pad of his finger grazed over my clit and I arched backward in a gasp. Having sex with Killian must have made me ultra sensitive, because stars erupted behind my closed eyelids and I bit my lip to hold back the groan that wanted to escape.

      “Theo.” I whispered hoarsely.

      “I’m going to make you scream my name.” The confident way he said it had my hips bucking, but his other hand moved down to grip my hip. “Stay still,” he instructed, “and I’ll make you come in a way you never expected.”

      My entire body clenched and I moaned from the sheer mind game he leveraged. Curious, I held as still as I could while his finger circled my clit, growing closer with every pass. Precious minutes ticked by and I found myself up on my tiptoes, wild with impatience and on the precipice of coming already, while Theo seemed in no hurry to let me explode.

      “She’s so compliant, such a good little listener,” Hiro murmured from close by, and I felt the water surge against my stomach as he moved closer.

      Then Hiro’s hands were on me, lifting from the water to undo my bikini top, toss it away, and cup my breasts. He weighted and plumped them in his palms before pinching my already erect nipples. The contrast of cold air and warm water had my skin sensitized to a level I’d never felt before, and I loved it.

      Reading my thoughts, compliments of Damien, Theo released my hip and my eyes tracked his hand. I felt the surge of his magic sparking along mine as he called upon his power. Water rose from the spring at his command and then ice formed in midair. Hiro held out his palm and let the ball of frozen water drop into his hand.

      Eyeing Theo over my shoulder, Hiro smiled and then set the ice to my skin.

      “Eek,” I squealed, the shock of the cold distracting me from my pleasure until Theo strummed his finger directly over my clit, making my head reel. A moment later, ice met my nipple and I gasped. “I… you…”

      “I think you’ve made her speechless.” Damien’s voice was deeper as he spoke quietly.

      “Good.” Theo flicked his fingers over my clit once, twice more. Then he pulled away, uncaring of my protests. I was so damn close.

      “Theo.” I was nearly begging when I said his name, but I didn’t care. I was on the verge of an orgasm and he was denying me. I needed him, and I wanted him right now.

      Invading my space, Hiro leaned forward, his glasses slightly foggy from the mixture of hot steam and cold air. “I believe your Kraken made you a promise, and he intends to keep it.” Long fingers landed on my shoulders and he slowly turned me around to face Theo. Cupping my face, Theo glided his lips over mine and then swiped his tongue across the seam of my lips. I let him in, yielding control over to him while Hiro’s hands cupped my breasts again, pinching my nipples lightly between his fingers as he did so. Theo plundered my mouth and his tongue tangled with mine. The ocean scent of him mixed with the sulfur from the hot spring. I drove my hands into his hair, which had grown into a shaggier length since I’d first met him. The golden strands of his hair were silky between my fingers.

      Theo’s lips broke from mine and he slid down my body as I watched, his blue eyes remaining glued to my gaze as he peppered light kisses down my stomach. Then, with a deep breath, he disappeared below the surface of the water.

      I watched him grasp one of my legs and hike it over his shoulder, while Hiro helped me keep my balance with his hands staying my hips.

      “What is he doing?” I asked in confusion, and then a shocked squeal left my lips when Theo licked over my pussy, long and slow. “Oh my fuck.”

      “He did say you’d come in a way you never had before. Ever been eaten out underwater? Theo has an impressive record with being able to hold his breath.” Hiro’s words were accentuated by another long, slow lick right up my center, making me thrust my hips toward Theo as his tongue glided over my clit.

      My body began to shake, ready to come from the targeted pleasure of Theo’s mouth, and he gave me another two quick licks in succession. My muscles tightened and my nipples grew impossibly harder in Hiro’s hands. Theo’s tongue danced down to circle my opening and then his fingers filled me, curling inward immediately and putting hard pressure on my g-spot, making me see stars.

      “Oh fuck. Oh gods,” I mumbled incoherently, totally oblivious to anything around me as I threw my head back onto Hiro’s shoulder and dug my fingers harder into Theo’s hair. My pussy pulsed around Theo’s fingers as he stroked them in and out of me, making sure to not only fill me, but also hit every erogenous zone on the way.

      Hiro released one of my breasts and then his hand was on my ass, slipping in between my cheeks to tease my back entrance. The tingling sensation of his finger, coupled with Theo’s mouth and fingers, had me keening for them both, mindlessly begging them not to stop.

      Brazenly, Hiro’s finger breached my rosebud, and I clenched against the intrusion. Another few licks to my clit, however, and I was relaxing enough into pleasure that Hiro was able to work his finger into me slowly. “Such a good girl. Let us make you feel good, Nix.” His fingers plucked at my breast and his finger slipped back out to rub soothing circles over my rosebud. “I can’t wait to bend you over and claim you here,” he purred.

      Theo nipped at my clit and his fingers pounded into me faster and faster. My pulse raced and I grew heady, the haze of desire clouding every other thing except for the way my men… my mates… were making me feel. My body clenched and I writhed greedily, taking every single thing they offered and were willing to give. I was shameless in my begging, in the way I dragged Theo’s attention back to where I wanted it the most, in the way I gyrated between my two men. Pulling my clit into his mouth, Theo sucked and swished water over the sensitive bud, making me cry out.

      “Theo!” It was the scream he’d been waiting for. His tongue lodged a merciless barrage against my clit, and I screamed again as I spiraled into the sky and broke apart. My body shook. I quivered and arched my back, pressing into both Theo and Hiro as I cried from the force of my orgasm. I swore my heart stopped and the breathe froze in my lungs until Theo’s movements slowed, letting my pleasure gently wind down to a pleasant buzz that sent quakes through my thighs and shivers throughout my body. His fingers worked me into a slow satisfaction, until they stilled altogether and then slipped away from my slick pussy.

      Theo released me, broke the surface of the water, and drew in a deep lungful of air. I’d never seen such a sparkle in his eyes before. They glittered just like the water that dripped off his hair and trickled down the firm, defined planes of his golden chest.

      I couldn’t believe the amount of want in me. I felt bold, flushed, and wanton. Heated stares followed me when I moved to the far side of the spring and braced my palms against the rocky edge. Bending over slightly, I arched my back, putting my ass on display under the water. I glanced over my shoulder and sent a sultry smile to Theo.

      “Come here.” It was my time to order my men around, and I summoned the one I wanted. He answered my call, his chest heaving as he joined me. I squirmed in clear invitation and Theo’s eyes grew wider.

      “Nix—” He started, but I cut him off.

      “I want this.”

      Theo let his gaze drop below the waterline and I saw him crack his neck, his alter very close to the surface. I could see the bulk building at his shoulders and the way his eyes grew indescribably bluer—which I hadn’t even known was possible.

      Damien tossed him a condom and then Theo’s hands were on me. I felt the thick head of his cock rubbing over my clit, lining up with my entrance. Between the water and the orgasms that had already made me slick, Theo was able to pound into me in one long, hard stroke that jolted me forward. I braced my arms and moaned. Theo was finally inside of me. I’d dreamed of moments like this, and I felt myself heat up for a third time. I used to think that one orgasm was nearly impossible, but here I was building my third as Theo pulled back and slammed into me, gripping my hips and massaging my ass. His palms smoothed reverently over my rounded flesh, and then a stinging slap landed on my butt, making me squeal and then groan as the sting warmed.

      Theo leaned over my back, grunting a sexy sound with every thrust, and plunged into me powerfully. His hands gripped my hips and I felt the shudders that racked him as he fucked me. His cock grew even thicker inside of me, stretching me to the fullest. The ridged texture of his length rubbed differently along my walls than the others did, and I enjoyed the unique feel of Theo. I pushed back into him, meeting him pound for pound, squeezing him hard with my body as my pussy clenched and released, seeking the bliss my men were so good at providing me.

      “Fuck!” My voice singsonged as I climbed higher, rocking back into Theo with an energy and boldness I didn’t even know I possessed. “Fuck me!” I cried.

      Our bodies moved in a rhythmic dance older than time itself. Wrapping my hair in his hand, he pulled my head back, pressed his lips against my hear, and whispered, “You like knowing that the others are watching us right now?” Theo’s voice was deep and hard. “That watching me fuck you is turning them on? That every time you rock back on my cock with that slick pussy of yours, they wish it was them you were riding, pleasing?”

      My moan was broken as he delved into me, spearing my pussy time and time again until we were both heaving and sweaty. Reaching around my body with his other hand, he rubbed my clit, and I saw stars.

      “Yes!” he shouted, as my pussy locked around him, making him force his way out and then back in around the strength of my pleasure. “That’s it,” he growled, “milk me, Nix.”

      His dirty talk prolonged the climax consuming me, swallowing me whole and not freeing me until Theo had spilled every last drop of his release.

      My legs shook when I tried to stand, so I let them sink instead, dropping into the water, and letting it carry my weight.

      “Just give me a minute.” I smiled at Hiro and then Damien, both of whom looked amused by my statement. “What?” I asked, still catching my breath.

      “You’re amazing, you know that?” Damien grinned, more than entertained for some reason.

      “Thank you?” I giggled, trying to get a grasp on what was running through their minds. Damien, playfully, shut me out before I’d gotten a good read on their thoughts.

      “You don’t have to sex us all up, Nix. That’s not why we brought you here.” Damien smiled so widely that small dimples appeared on his cheeks.

      “Isn’t it?” I smirked and arched an eyebrow, letting the heat soak into my skin. My Phoenix cooed at the temperature, happy to be mostly out of the cold.

      “Well, it was a perk,” Ryder joked and tossed me a wink.

      “We brought you here to relax and have a good time. Foreplay and sex were just a bonus, albeit one we all wanted to partake in,” Damien clarified.

      “I don’t want to leave you and Hiro out,” I told him with a sigh, tipping my head back into the water in pure exhausted relaxation.

      “Nix.” Hiro caught my attention and I languidly glanced in his direction. His grin softened into a smile that was full of love, my heart swelled. “Contrary to your beliefs in how sex is ‘supposed to go’ today,” he used air quotes, “we all just enjoy seeing your pleasure, whether that’s with one of us or all of us. None of us harbor any ill feelings for not getting a turn with you. We all participated in what just went down, each of us is satisfied.”

      “But… didn’t… you haven’t…” I blushed. “You especially. We’ve never…”

      “It’s so fucking cute how she can’t even say the words.” Ryder chuckled and I splashed water across the spring at him.

      “It just makes the time we will get that much sweeter. Think of the teasing, the build up…” The molten heat that filled Hiro’s weighted gaze had me shivering from the image alone, making my traitorous body wake up all over again. I squeezed my thighs together and breathed heavily, and it didn’t escape Hiro’s notice. “Good girl.”

      That phrase had me pressing my thighs tighter. I couldn’t wait to get my time with my Kitsune.

      “You’re exhausted. I can read it on you, Nix,” Damien scolded lightly. “You had a major rebirth just a few days ago. Rest now. This isn’t our only time to be together.” He moved to my side and stroked a hand over my hair. “We have a lifetime.” The words were soft and brought tears to my eyes. Blinking hard, I nodded. Love filled my entire being and I saw it reflected back to me in Damien’s russet eyes.

      “Who’s hungry?” Ryder quipped, and the entire mood in the pool changed as the guys called out in affirmation. “Sex’ll do that to ya.” Ryder laughed and hopped out of the water, opening a picnic basket Damien had packed earlier and passing out water bottles and food.

      We stayed in the seclusion of our forest paradise until the sun was sinking low on the horizon, only climbing out when we were pruned and wrinkled, and the threat of flying in the dark intruded on our relaxation. Dressing quickly, I let Damien scoop me up and carry me back to the plane. Nestling into his side on the ride home, I fell into a dreamy, satisfied sleep, safe with all my mates around me.
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      “I don't see why we have to go back and meet with them again,” I grumbled. I was squeezed into the Hummer between Killian and Theo, having lost the draw to sit next to Nix. I didn't even have Hiro near enough to relieve some of my stress and boredom. “I still don’t see why Ciarán picking it up wasn’t enough. There’s no reason we should have to go visit them.”

      “None of us want to, but I assume they're going to be giving us some more information on the next task, so it's not like any of you really wanted to wait at home,” Damien shot back from his spot in the driver's seat. He was right about that. If I had a choice between being squeezed like a sardine between my friends, and having to wait at home for them to return and share everything with me, then I would much rather be the sardine.

      Damien turned onto the bumpy side road that led to the rebellion's meeting house and I gritted my teeth as I was jostled. I swore it felt as though he was hitting every one of those bumps on purpose, just to shut me up.

      I took in a deep breath of frosty air as I left the car, the chill of it bitter, even through my jacket. I wanted to call out to Nix and ask her to warm me up, but I wasn't willing to draw her attention away at the moment. Her mouth was set in a firm, stubborn line as she stared at Valleria who was waiting at the door to greet us. A pretty woman stood with her, one I wasn't familiar with. Her coloring was similar to Nix's with her golden skin and dark hair, but her posture was severe, her shoulders back in a firm line, and her mouth hard as she gave Nix a nod of greeting.

      “Welcome, all of you. Come inside and warm up,” Valleria called. “I want you to meet Viviana, she's from Faction Opal.”

      “Welcome,” Viviana added, though she didn't soften her expression at all. Her accent was thick and heavy, making me think of dark red wine and summer nights.

      We filed inside, following Valleria as she twisted and turned us through the winding home. I was sure she did it on purpose, trying to confuse us on our location. All of the members we had met in our previous visit—Victoria, Rio, Alexandre, Rune, Risa, and Leo—were present, lounging together around a wide dining table when we arrived.

      “It's good to see you,” Risa said, popping up from her place to join us. I glanced from side to side, but didn't notice Ciarán anywhere in residence at the moment, nor was Rini nearby. I wondered if they were here frequently, or if they had only attended the first time to make our introduction easier. She cocked her head to the side, studying each of us in turn. “It seems none of you are any the worse for wear after your little test.”

      “Not for your lack of trying,” Killian spat out, his words bitter.

      Victoria stood, reaching out her hands in a placating gesture. “Killian, we meant for no harm to come to any of you. We would never want to lose any of you.”

      “You sure have a funny way of showing it,” he snarled. “You’re lucky Nix can regenerate.”

      “Kill,” Nix murmured, her voice soft, as she stroked a soothing hand down his back. I wished it was me she was soothing. I was on edge and my Ceraptor was furious in my head.

      “So, why are we here?” I asked, staring them down and ignoring Damien's subtle shoulder bump. “We provided what you asked for. I'm sure you've realized that by now.”

      “Oh, we did,” Victoria assured us, ushering us toward seats that none of us were willing to take. I knew we would all rather be on our feet to hear what was coming.

      “Does that mean you're giving us the next task?” Hiro inquired with a tilt of his head.

      “You are in a rush, aren't you?” Valleria asked, and though a smile played on her lips, there was no humor in her words. “No, it's not yet time for another test. For now, we just want you to rest and recuperate. We brought you here to congratulate you. Not everyone believed you could pass this test. Many assumed you would return and say your only option was to try and kill the Councilman.”

      “That would have been foolish,” Theo pointed out. “We did consider it, admittedly, but it was quickly dismissed as an idea.”

      “We aren't the Council members,” Nix said, her usually warm voice cold as she squared her shoulders. “If we had simply killed one of them, we would be just like them. That's not who we are—it's not who we'd ever be. It’s the exact type of behavior and politics that we’d be fighting to change if we join your rebellion.”

      “Good,” Victoria said on a sharp nod, returning to her seat, with Alexandre at her side. “We wouldn't have wanted you to end up captured for such a ridiculous mistake.”

      “If all you wanted to do was congratulate us, I'm sure that could have been passed through Ciarán,” Theo commented. “I assume there is something else?”

      Valleria sighed and picked up a glass to sip from as she faced us. She leaned against the edge of the table rather than taking her seat, crossing her legs at the ankle while she took another drink. “We decided that after your display, a reward was necessary. Your task, after all, was risky and one that we greatly appreciate, seeing as how it gives us the means to try and work on an antidote for Basilisk venom.”

      “A reward?” Killian remarked dryly. “I think the Council would notice if we were suddenly drowning in money.”

      “Not all rewards are monetary,” she countered, uncowed by his irritation and anger. “We were thinking more along the line of information.”

      “Information?” Damien echoed, studying her. “About what?”

      Viviana spoke, her accented voice cool as she stated, “Ryder.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and my friends glanced at me quickly and then away again. “What about me? I assure you, there are no secrets between my friends and myself.”

      “Maybe not, but there are secrets that have been kept from you,” she declared, tapping her fingers softly on the tabletop.

      I snorted. “I doubt that. None of my friends would keep anything from me.”

      “So you are not interested in finding out about your sister?” Viviana challenged quietly.

      I gasped, staggering under the weight of her words. “You know about my sister?” My voice cracked, and only Damien's firm grip on my arm kept me from lurching forward to grab her and focus her attention on me as she idly sipped from her glass.

      “We told you we knew of the island,” Valleria interjected. “And it was hard, for many of us, not to infiltrate immediately. Now that they have removed themselves from the island, we were able to break through the barrier and search. They took almost everything, but some information and equipment was left behind.”

      “Skip to the part where my sister is involved,” I nearly growled, fighting hard to hold my Ceraptor in check. He wanted to rear and pound his hooves into the ground, demanding answers from these people.

      “I'm sorry, Ryder,” Valleria whispered, a light sheen of tears in her eyes. “She's no longer alive.”

      I staggered, shaking my head. “That can't be. I heard…”

      Valleria shook her head. “She was alive, until a few years ago. Even if we had taken the island when we learned of it, she would have already been gone.”

      “How did she…” I trailed off, gasping for air as fury and sorrow raged through me. I had buried my sister once before, and now I would have to do so again—but this time I knew for certain she was gone. I wasn't positive I was strong enough to go through all of it again.

      Risa spoke now, confusion clear in her tone. “It didn't really make sense. Something about her powers. It was only a small note, something that had slipped past as unimportant. I think… I think she somehow managed to kill herself.” Her voice shook as she delivered the punch that stole the rest of the air from my lungs. She took a gulp of water, as if to clear the taste of the words from her mouth. Nix darted to my side, wrapping comforting arms around my waist, heedless of the gaze of the others on us as she stroked and soothed, her hands gentle against my back and side.

      “It still doesn't make sense,” I murmured, glancing at Nix and trying to decide if it was more painful to let myself keep hoping or to accept that she was lost to me again.

      “She had a child,” Valleria divulged quietly. “A little girl.”

      The wind was knocked from my chest, and the image of the little blonde girl overpowered every other thought in my mind. “A niece. I have a niece.” The words were more of an afterthought, spoken without my control, as I remembered the little girl. “We need to find her!” I glanced frantically at my friends who had gathered to support me.

      Watch your words and your thoughts, Ry, Damien urged me. We don't know who else here may have powers like mine. You're projecting like crazy. She went home with one of the families from the Gala, remember?

      It's probable she's safe and comfortable, Theo soothed. It's an honor for a child to be gifted in the adoption ceremonies, they wouldn't be ill-treated. It will take some searching, but we will find her.

      I'll reach out to my family as soon as we're home, Hiro soothed, rubbing gently at the back of my neck. I know they took a child home. They'll probably know the others who were adopted as well.

      “Thank you for telling him,” Nix told the rebellion members, covering up our mental conversation, while her eyes remained on me as she continued to gently rub my back. “Is there anything else?”

      “I believe you know what else the island was used for,” Victoria added, her eyes sharp.

      Nix shivered, and nodded. “We have an idea.”

      “Other than that, we didn't get much. They were fairly efficient in their cleanup. Most of what we got were bits and pieces.” She wrinkled her nose, shaking her head. “Some of it was disturbing. They were experimenting. A lot of the scents were just—wrong, somehow.” She glanced between us. “Is there any other information you can provide us about that place? Anything that may help us?”

      “If there are others, we want to find them,” Valleria spoke up. Her hands were as tightly fisted as my own, her mouth set in a grim line as disgust curled her lip. “What they were doing, it was beyond horrible. If we can get more proof, it may be enough to get those who oppose us onto our side when it becomes necessary.”

      Don't say much, Damien warned. We need to talk about this as a family.

      “Unfortunately we know very little now, though hopefully more of Nix's memories will return with time,” Hiro said, without any hint of distress in his voice. I admired that about him, his ability to remain cool, calm, and confident in almost any situation. If I had spoken right now, I knew they would have heard my alter close to the surface and my words wouldn't have been nearly as polite. “For now, this has been a shock to all of us. If you are not ready to gift us with the third task, I ask that you allow us to return home. Nix is still healing, and Ryder now has much to deal with.”

      “Of course,” Valleria said, setting her cup aside. “I'll lead you back out if you're willing.”

      “We'll be calling you again soon,” Rune called after us. “Don't get too complacent in the meantime.”

      Don't let him provoke you, Theo warned, as we wound our way back through the house and out to the car. I didn't even notice where I was sitting. Ice was running through my veins, even as Nix cuddled up next to me, her hands still stroking softly against me in a nonstop rhythm.

      I can't let this go, I said, leaning into Nix's hands. She was there. Now my niece is missing too. What else was on that island? What else didn't they find?

      “I want my memories back,” Nix stated, her voice firm in the quiet car. “Killian, I know I asked before, but can you please try to get ahold of Zanoah again? If we can get some answers from her, maybe we can get more answers for Ryder—and for me.”

      Killian sighed. “I'll try to contact her again. She hasn’t been returning my calls. I’ve been trying not to be too obvious. She's not anyone I've really spoken to in the past, so tracking her down in person isn't exactly an option since it will probably draw the attention of the Council. I may try to reach out and see if my brother can help me. It may take a some time to get in contact with her and arrange something, but I will make sure she gives you your memories back, Nix.”

      “They can't take my niece too,” I said firmly, burying my face in Nix's hair. My sister's song played hauntingly in my mind, the strains repeating over and over again as I let Nix comfort me. “I won't let them have her too.”

      “Of course not. We'll bring her home, Ry,” Nix reassured me. “We'll all bring her home. Just give us a little time.” The soft lilt of her sweet, feminine voice was what I held onto to keep myself grounded, and I nodded, swallowing hard against the scream of rage that wanted to pour from my throat. I would wait for now, but not for much longer. We needed to get back to that island. I needed to see it for myself… search for any evidence or information the Council and the rebellion might have missed. Once Nix was strong enough, that was exactly what I was going to do.
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      I wasn’t above admitting that I was currently pouting at Theo, with my arms crossed over my chest as we sat outside of his mother's house. “I thought you were staying. Another girls’ day? Do I have to go back to the mall again?” I really hoped I didn't—one mall trip had been more than enough. I had loved the company, but that many shops and people was more than I wanted to deal with at the moment. “Shouldn't we be focusing on other things?”

      “Nix, you don't have to stay if you don't want to,” Theo assured me. “Rini, Molly, and my mother only wanted some time with you. They promised to make sure you don't run off this time.” My pout deepened to a scowl. “We thought maybe it would give you a chance to talk to them about things you don't want to talk about with us.”

      Shaking off my mood, I thought over what he said and blushed. “Like what?”

      Theo smirked. “Do you really want me to go into detail? Periods. Pregnancy. Birth control. Relationships. Sex.”

      “Okay, okay!” I held up my hands to stop him, choking on an embarrassed laugh. “I see your point.”

      “You can always talk to us about those topics, of course,” Theo said, cocking his head. “Though you weren't too happy when we tried to speak with you about it before.”

      “It's not that I don't want to talk to you about it. I just… it's awkward.”

      “You could just talk to them about what movies you like too,” he proposed with a chuckle. “I was just offering some suggestions.”

      “I think maybe we'll stick with that,” I squeaked.

      “Good. Besides, I know Rini has missed you.”

      “I've missed her too. Molly and your mom as well,” I admitted. It was odd having so many people I was connected to. I wasn’t used to having such a wide circle.

      “Then have fun. That's all I ask.” He tugged a bag from the back seat and handed it to me.

      “You packed for me?” I gaped.

      He shrugged. “It's one of your go bags. I make sure we all have a few. It has the basics in it, nothing special.”

      “Thanks, Theo.” I hesitated for a moment, glancing out the window before leaning over to place a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “I want some alone time for us soon, if we can manage it,” he said softly, twirling a strand of my hair. Slowly leaning in, he pressed his lips to mine in a sweet kiss before pulling back. “My Kraken misses you.”

      “I definitely think we can work in a swim.” I grinned, remembering our last one as I left the car. Heading to the front door, I knocked softly.

      “Nix,” Angela greeted me with a smile. “It's nice to see you, sweetheart. We've missed you here.”

      “I've missed you too,” I replied.

      “Good, then that means you'll come around and see us more often.” Angela moved aside, letting me duck into the kitchen. “The girls are waiting for you in Molly’s room. They've taken a ton of sweets in there so be prepared for a sugar rush.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled at her, heading toward the back of the house to knock on Molly’s door.

      “Nix!” The dual squeal came from both Rini and Molly as they flung open the door, before dragging me inside the light ocean, teal colored room. I laughed as they slammed the door shut, knocking me into a pile of pastel pillows they had stacked up on the floor.

      “Did I interrupt something?” I asked with a laugh, looking at the potato chips that were now scattered over the fluffy white rug that covered the hardwood floor.

      “We were reading and waiting for you,” Molly said, indicating the books with a wave.

      “Oh, shoot, Rini. I forgot to bring yours back.” I grimaced as I set my bag next to her bed. “I'll get them back to you soon, I promise.”

      “Have you read them yet?” she inquired, grabbing a soda from the bedside table.

      “You gave me a huge stack of books.” I arched an eyebrow at Rini. “I haven’t had time to go through all of them,” I admitted. “I’ve enjoyed the ones I’ve read, though. It's been interesting, all the talk about mates.” I snagged a chip from the bag and eyed my best friend, wondering what her angle with the whole ‘stack of romance books’ thing was. Either way, there’d been a common theme among the books I’d been able to read, and I voiced my thoughts on a sigh. “Aside from them being super hot, it must be nice to have a specific way of knowing who you're meant to be with—fate and no doubts.”

      Rini hesitated for a moment, before glancing at Molly. “What if you could have that?”

      “Huh?” I asked, completely confused.

      “I want to show you something.” She pushed her sleeve up and reached her arm out, showing me a birthmark on her arm—a small spiral that looked like part of a crescent moon.

      “Your birthmark?” I questioned curiously.

      She chuckled. “It's hard sometimes to remember you didn't grow up in this world. It's not a birthmark, it's my mark. All animal shifters are born with them. They're always in a clear place on our skin, and you see them when we are in either form.”

      “It's pretty.”

      “It's my mate mark, Nix.”

      I cocked my head, considering her. “What… what is that?” I stuttered, leaning closer to get a better look at the mark she seemed determined for me to notice.

      “It’s a mark specific to only me. Each female’s mate mark is different… much like how every snowflake is formed differently. There are intricacies to it. And it's on my mates as well. It marks them as mine.” She took a deep breath and held it, waiting for that information to sink in. My eyes flicked to hers, growing wider.

      “Why haven’t I heard of this before?” It came out breathier than I expected it to.

      “Truthfully?” Rini flicked her gaze to Molly and she nodded, clearly agreeing that Rini should say whatever it was that was on her mind. “It’s just one more piece of valuable information that the Council has corrupted over the years. It doesn’t fit with their ideal ‘breeding program.’” Rini scoffed, disgust clearly coming across in the frustrated anger that seeped into her words. “If they allowed mythologicals to believe in the mating marks, they may not be able to control the types of mythologicals that are born and bend their devote followers to their will.”

      I gaped at her. “They’ve covered up this information? You’re saying it’s not widely known?” It made sense, the guys had never so much as mentioned the mark, and it would have been in their best interest to do so. Unless, of course, they wanted me to make up my own mind about them before ‘forcing’ the choice on me. A few months ago, I probably wouldn’t have reacted so well to the news that my mating choices had been taken out of my hands—sealed by fate. Now, however, things were so much different. I cared for them. Hell, I loved them. I just hadn’t admitted as much out loud yet.

      Rini nodded her head, confirming my suspicions. “Animal shifters believe in the marks. We spend so much time together, in both forms, that it's easy to see which males share your marks. It's why I've been connected to my bears for as long as I have. Once we saw the marks, we grew up knowing we were meant for each other.” She smiled. “For us, marks are a sign of the female's power. She's the center, you see. It's common for females to have several mates, each one bearing our mark. We're seen as the center of our males.”

      “That's... kind of incredible,” I said. “But it’s a little hard to prove scientifically, right?” I spouted the question, feeling like I’d borrowed some of Theo’s skeptical personality on wanting to verify the facts before I bought into the whole thing. “I mean, being told exactly who to mate with just because they have a similar mark?”

      “Not similar. Exactly the same. Down to every curve and line. Always. Just like those snowflakes I mentioned. No two mate marks are the same.”

      My mind spun as I leaned back against the bed, propping myself against it. “So why don't I have one? I mean, I don't have any birthmarks. I haven't seen anyone else with them either.”

      “Mythologicals marks don’t show in the same way that regular animal shifter’s marks do,” Molly said softly. “It’s why the Council has been able to spin it all as a myth. They say that animal shifters believe in fairy tales, that mythologicals have evolved past that, and it's what makes us different. It's one of the reason our matings are different.”

      “When I complete a mating, I don't need the Council's approval,” Rini began. “They don't issue a license like they would for you as a mythological. We consider anyone with marks to be true mates, and no matter what the Council may say, we're meant to be together and no law outweighs that.”

      “Okay, so…” I took a minute to process, making sure I was understanding what they were saying. “Mythologicals don’t believe in the mating marks. So they don’t even care to look?”

      Molly nodded. “Most mythologicals have dismissed the whole concept as nothing but lore. I only learned about its validity because Rini showed me. She wanted to make sure I was prepared before I started choosing mates from my suitors.” Molly sighed. “The trouble is, marks on mythologicals only show up in our shifted form. As a Kraken, it’s been hard to spot mine on my own. Rini’s promised to come out with me while I shift to help me find it and document it so I can use it to help guide me in my mate choices. I…” Molly hesitated. “I don’t want to choose someone I’m not meant to be with. Even if I never find them.” Sadness moved in like a heavy rain cloud over Molly’s head.

      “You are going to find your mates,” Rini soothed, rubbing her hand over the back of Molly’s. “You’re giving up before we’ve even started. Chin up, girl.” Rini chucked Molly under the chin, making her lift her face, and she plastered a watery smile on her lips.

      My hands were shaking with anxiety and I started fidgeting to keep my nerves at bay. “So, hypothetically speaking, when you find your mates as a mythological, you still need approval from the Council. How does that work with… what was that term you used earlier?”

      “True mates,” Rini answered.

      “Yeah… how does that work with true mates?” I asked.

      “The Council has their followers believing that no mythological has had a mark in decades. It hasn’t been hard for them to twist information to their own will. They have everyone believing they have the final say on who mates with whom in the mythological world. It’s how the whole suitor business started. Matings became political rather than about love, family, and true matings.” Molly shook her head. “With the way things are run now, I'd need a license, gifted to me from the Council, in order to take a mate. Of course you know that we can bear children with whomever we choose, but if we intend to mate, to have one person or even multiple mates for the rest of our lives, we must have the Council’s approval.”

      “We’re convinced it’s just a power play by the Council. A way for them to choose what types of mythologicals are born. The stronger, the better. Much like how they’ve limited who can even bid on you. They want more phoenix. Not more—for example—kraken. That’s why Theo was allowed to place his bid, but Ryder wasn’t. It’s all about the rarity of the type of shifter. It has nothing to do with who would actually pair well.” Rini expanded on some of the knowledge I already knew, but the severity of what she was saying was making me sick to my stomach. Who the fuck was the Council to insert themselves into such important matters. It just solidified my opinion of them that much more.

      “They’ve rejected many pairs too. Many times, those mythologicals choose to live together, breed, and raise their families without the license at the expense of giving up their good standing in the Council’s eyes. But depending on what rank they are—if they’re high ranking—sometimes the Council will push hard enough that they cave and accept an approved mate.” Molly played her fingers through her ponytail, which she’d pulled over her shoulder.

      “It’s a fear tactic,” Rini added, grabbing a handful of chips.

      Stealing one of Rini’s chips, Molly continued, “It's one of the reason so many of us have rituals of our own. If the Council denies us, we can still consider ourselves mates among our own cultures.”

      “The guys mentioned something about that. They each have their own mating rituals based on their mythological side.” I pursed my lips and tried to connect the dots. “So, it's almost relatable to marriage in the human world?” I inquired, trying to sort through everything they’d said. “You need a marriage license to legally marry in the United States. Many times throughout history, people have been denied licenses. If you were gay, different religions, different races—the government wouldn’t sanction the marriage.”

      “Yes, it's similar to that,” Rini agreed.

      I tilted my head to one side and then the other as I worked to release the stress building up in my shoulders. “So...” I hesitated for a moment, glancing between the pair of them. “If mate marks show up differently between animal shifters and mythologicals, does that mean that animal shifters and mythologicals cannot mate?” It’d been a question that had been plaguing me since I noticed the growing relationship between Rini and Ciarán, and with the added complication of the mating marks, I was dying to know the answer. I kept my eyes locked on my best friend, gauging her reaction as the question slipped off my tongue.

      Rini froze for a moment, looking like a deer caught in a pair of headlights. “It's unusual for animal and mythological shifters to mate. Some animal shifters never meet anyone with their marks. Others have mates who die, or they simply make a choice. Some believe that their mates may develop a mark over time.” She shook her head.

      “But, if they're true mates...” I let the sentence hang before whispering, “Like Ciarán?” When she gaped at me, I smiled and shrugged. “It hasn’t been a well guarded secret… at least not to me.” I patted Rini’s hand. “It's easy to see there's a connection between you. I thought it was just surprise at first, but I see it when you're together—when you talk about each other. And after I questioned you the other day, I was pretty sure my suspicions were confirmed, even though you weren’t ready to talk about it at the time.”

      Rini rubbed her hands down her cheeks. “I'm not sure, Nix. I'm really not. You know I was hesitant to formalize my mating, and that was before Ciarán came to Alaska. When I met him for the first time, something inside of me just... lit up. I knew him in some way. It was the same sense of knowing I have with the others. I don't know why, but something just felt… complete.”

      “What do your mates think?” I nearly whispered, giving the delicate situation the respect it deserved.

      “It's been an interesting conversation. They trust and love me. They aren't pressuring me. Ciarán, he feels something too. That's what makes this so hard. I can't betray my mates, but if I feel the same way about him, then how can I truly be separated from him without it hurting? I mean, my mates are brothers. They're used to the idea of sharing. We never considered there might be a fifth member of our family. It's taking some adjustment.”

      “They're going to let you mate him?” I was shocked that they'd even consider it.

      “They feel it too,” she murmured. “As jealous as they are of him, they're connected as well. They don't like being separated from me, but they always know I'm safe if I'm with him. It's an adjustment period right now. I don't even know if Ciarán will want to be with us long-term, or what that will mean.”

      “Does he have your mate mark?” It seemed that would be a tried and true method for finding out what the future held for all of them, if they all chose and accepted the change.

      “We haven’t checked yet.” She bit her bottom lip, looking at Molly and me with wide eyes. “I haven’t been ready to take that leap. Besides, much like I’m sure you’re feeling right now… I want to make sure my feelings are real, solid things before I let fate make an irreversible decision for me. And it’s as much Ciarán and my bears’ decision as it is mine.” She released a shaky breath. “Who knows if Ciar will even want to be mated to animal shifters. I’m sure he’s grown up planning to have a normal mating… you know… with a mythological.” It was the first time I’d heard such insecurity in her voice, and I didn’t like it.

      “Rini,” I scolded her gently. “Nothing about Ciarán is normal. You, of all people, should know that. And if what I’m picking up on from him is any indication, that man child is head over heels for you. You being a regular animal shifter probably hasn’t even crossed his mind.” I pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry this has been so tough on you. I hope you know you can come to me anytime to vent or talk.”

      “Same here,” Molly chimed in, scooting closer and joining our group hug.

      She smiled weakly as we pulled away. “Hey, we've all got mate issues. Molly's still dating, I'm stretching boundaries, what about you?”

      “Me?” I squeaked.

      She chuckled. “Yes, you. All of this talk about mate marks. You can’t tell me you’re not itching to get home, make those men yours strip and shift so you can check them over for your mate mark.” She arched a knowing brow at me, giving me a taste of my own medicine.

      “I won’t lie, I’m curious…” I worried the inside corner of my lip, and Molly and Rini gazed at me with unbelieving smiles. “Okay, fine! I’m dying to fucking know. And worried about the possibility that they won’t. And unsure of what my next move will be if they do!” I flopped down onto the floor, grabbing a small round donut from a stack on a nearby plate. “This is so much to take in,” I muttered around the chocolate covered donut.

      “Have you noticed any marks on any of the guys when they were shifted?” I had the complete attention of both girls while I thought about it, distinctly remembering the starburst birthmark I saw on Theo’s Kraken, the similar mark I’d seen on Killian’s Puca, and the mark I’d traced on Ryder just the other day. “Holy fucking stars.” The color drained from my face as I glanced at Rini and Molly, both of whom had caught on to my excited panic.

      “You have!” Molly squealed. “Oh my gods, you’re so lucky. I’m jealous. Can I be jealous?” She swooned into Rini playfully.

      I jumped from the floor, quickly pulling my shirt over my head and popping the buttons on my jeans before shimmying them to the floor.

      “While I always appreciate a good strip tease,” Rini giggled, “what the everloving hell are you doing?”

      “We need to double check!” My heart was racing a million miles a minute as I shucked the rest of my clothing, deciding it wasn’t a huge deal to be naked in front of my two friends, and let my shift consume me, being careful to contain my flames so I didn’t singe any part of Molly’s room. The shift took longer with my concentration on protecting the interior of the space, but once it was complete, my Phoenix reined in all her fire, leaving us in simple bird form.

      Molly’s eyes were wide and shocked as she crawled forward slowly. “I’ve never seen a Phoenix shifted before. Wow!” she exclaimed, while Rini immediately started ruffling through my feathers, pulling at my wings, and inspecting me for the mark I was desperate to locate.

      “Is it sort of starburst shape?” Rini asked in excitement, and I let out an affirmative chirp. She let out a girly squeal and joy surged inside of me. “I’m going to draw this for you… one second!” She hopped up and started rifling through Molly’s room.

      “In my desk! Top drawer on the left,” Molly instructed, crawling to my other side to see the mark that Rini had supposedly located. “There it is!” If hearts could shoot out of someone’s eyes, I had no doubt they would be pinging around the room… all coming from Molly.

      As soon as the girls were done, I shifted back and quickly donned my clothing, blushing after the fact I’d legitimately bared all to my best friends.

      “Girl… we are all so used to nudity. You do not have anything to worry about.” Rini waved my concerns away and handed me the drawing pad. “Now, I’m no artist, but this should give you a pretty good indication if your mark matches theirs.”

      I studied the round center of the starburst, and the way rippling triangles of sun rays surrounded it. It almost reminded me of the sun shaped mark in the Disney movie, Tangled. I let my fingers trace over the shape, my heart swelling as I realized it matched. I nodded to Rini and Molly, as tears threatened to spill down my cheeks. Blinking, I held them back and swallowed hard, clearing my throat to regain my composure. The guys were mine. My heart sang.

      “So what are you going to do now?” Rini inquired with stars in her eyes, clearly enjoying the romantic moment I was having with myself.

      My mouth opened and closed as I tried to come up with an answer. My mind raced with possibilities, but I had no idea what to do with this information. I knew what I felt, and I knew that I wanted the guys to know, but I had no idea how to go about it.

      I was saved from answering when a knock sounded on the door and Angela stuck her head in.

      “You girls doing alright?” she asked with a smile.

      “Yes, Mom,” Molly replied, shaking her head as a smirk played on her lips.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Relaxing. You're welcome to join us, Angela,” Rini offered, indicating the other cushions spread across the floor.

      She laughed, although she didn't close the door. “I don't want to put a drain on your party.”

      “Mom, you aren't a drain. It's a girls’ night, right? Come, join us. I was going to show Rini how to braid her the way that you braid mine,” Molly said, snagging a brush from the bed.

      Angela chuckled, stepping inside as Molly brushed Rini's short hair and began to weave pretty, intricate braids into it. “Well, if you're sure.” She settled on the floor beside me, nabbing a donut as well. “So, since we actually have a few moments to talk, how is my son? It's not as if he keeps me updated on what he has going on.”

      “He's doing well,” I informed her, unsure exactly what she wanted to know. “He's been busy, all of us have, really.”

      “Is he happy?” Her words were quiet as she rolled the donut between her fingers.

      I paused, thinking about the other day at the hot spring and how happy he’d been then, but quickly forced my attention away from that memory to really consider her question before I started blushing. “I think so. I mean, he's stressed out at times and he's working too hard, but I think he's happy.”

      “Well, that's something.” She sat up, tugging on my arm to draw me with her. “How about I do your hair too?”

      “Oh, let her!” Molly bounced excitedly, ignoring Rini's snicker as she dropped the strands of hair she was holding. “She does mine all the time.”

      “Okay.” I sat up, letting her tow me in front of the mirror. “I'm not really used to anyone doing my hair.”

      “You may like it, I know I do,” Angela told me, brushing the lower strands as she spoke. “I always enjoyed having someone play with my hair or playing with my daughter's.”

      “Have you seen Theo shift yet?” Molly asked, as she threaded strands together.

      “Yes,” I replied, blushing brightly as I remembered the events of our last swim together. Molly squealed.

      “Good! He deserves to be with someone who's comfortable with that side of him as well.” She bit her tongue as she concentrated on Rini’s hair.

      “We’re not official—” I glanced panickedly at Angela as she brushed my hair in long, smooth strokes. Angela smiled at me, her eyes connecting with mine in the mirror.

      “I'm under no illusions about your relationship with my son or the other boys, Nix. No one here will rat you out, you don't need to worry. The only thing in the world that I care about is my children's happiness—the rest be damned.” Her hands were soft and sure in my hair, the motions soothing. Her eyes locked on mine in the mirror as she ran the brush over my scalp. “I care about your happiness, too, Nix. You may not be my daughter yet, but I consider you mine, just as much as Molly is. You'll always have a home here, sweetheart. A mother, sisters... You're family.”

      Tears burned the back of my eyes as she smiled at me, and I returned it, blinking hard to prevent the tears from falling down my cheeks. Molly and Rini sniffled behind me, and it was a relief to know I wasn't the only one affected by Angela's words. “Thank you.”

      “So what have you decided about what we talked about before?” Rini asked, wiggling her brows. “Are you going to tell them how you feel?”

      “Oh, have they told you yet?” Molly chirped. “I can't believe they've waited this long.”

      “Not yet. They know I'm getting used to things. I think they feel the same way I do...” I blushed, remembering Ryder's declaration. “I just want it to be special, for all of us, together. I’ve been struggling with telling them all one-on-one because it just feels… singular.” I didn’t have a better word.

      “Why don't you plan something? It's easier telling all of them together if you plan it,” Rini suggested.

      “I thought about it,” I admitted. “I had some ideas, but I just can't decide.”

      “Well, that's what girls’ night is for—talking about men!” Angela chuckled. “Try bouncing some ideas off of us, maybe we can help a little.”
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      I paced nervously around the house as I ensured that everything was in place for the third time in a row. To say I was anxious would have been the understatement of the year, and I rushed back in to my room to study my reflection in the mirror. I wanted to look nice for the guys, and Rini, Molly, and Angela had all voted on this outfit. The dress hugged my waist and then flared, flowing around my thighs and ending just above my knees. The maroon color bled to black at the bottom, and I loved the way it looked on me. It was impractical to wear outside with the temperatures so low, but my plan didn’t include heading out. I wanted this moment to be special, and there was nothing more special to me than being at home. Just a few months ago the guys had opened their house to me, keeping me safe and offering me security I’d never had before. Sometimes the complete one-eighty my life had taken still shocked me.

      Right on time, I heard the car doors slam outside and I tensed. With the help of James and Rini, I’d been able to delay the guys’ schedules today so that they’d all arrive home together—catching a ride home with Killian from campus. I knew they’d be nervous that I’d been home alone without any protection—the numerous messages on my phone told me as much—and I hoped they wouldn’t be upset when they learned it was me who had them waylaid.

      Fidgeting nervously, I combed my hair through my fingers. It was cascading down my back in long, thick, straight layers, looking lustrous even in the indoor lighting. Mascara and a light line of eyeliner had been applied to my eyes, and I covered my lips in a light pink that Molly promised went well with my skin tone. While both Rini and Molly had wanted to paint my finger and toenails, I had refused, opting for coating them in a clear gloss that felt more natural to me, rather than a color I’d have to commit to. The only downside to that decision had been the numerous choices of attire I’d had. If I’d at least had to match my outfit to a specific color, I may not have taken an entire day to search through my closet—which had been well stocked thanks to Ryder's online shopping habits—agonizing over what to wear.

      Fleeing to hide out in the downstairs bathroom, I heard the guys clamoring up the front steps, each trying to beat the other inside to check on me. I smiled and shook my head at the picture I knew they were making. Then they paused, and I strained to listen as they found my note taped to the front door that would lead them on a small scavenger hunt around the house.

      “Nix?” Killian called, the first one in the door. I figured he’d have shoved his way past the others in an attempt to make sure I was okay. I placed a hand over my mouth to keep myself from laughing and giving away my hiding spot. My instructions had been clear. They were to search the house until they each found an envelope with their name on it, and then reconvene in the living room.

      “She’s not going to answer you.” Ryder bounded in the door, filled with more excitement than I’d seen him with in days. My hope that something different, something game-like, would lift his mood, if only for a short while, seemed to be working, and it lightened my heart. He’d been through so much lately, the weight he carried on his shoulders over his sister and his niece monumental. The black circles under his eyes and the fading purple color in his hair were enough of an indication that he wasn’t taking care of himself. Damien had been keeping an extra eye out to make sure that the Ceraptor was still eating enough, while Theo tracked his health from afar. Killian had tried to help Ryder take out his emotions on the punching bag, and while it helped for a little while, it was just another temporary balm. Hiro and I were there for support, but there was only so much we could all do, even as a family team. I’d been worried about him, but I hoped that what I had to tell him would help him feel less alone.

      “Nix!” Killian called again, ignoring Ryder, though he was correct. I planned to keep to my hiding spot until each guy had their envelope in hand. “I just want to make sure you’re alright!” Killian’s voice boomed through the house and I signed, rolling my eyes at his insistence.

      Damien. I pushed my thoughts toward my Gargoyle. I knew he’d heard me when the connection between the two of us opened.

      Are you okay? Damien asked.

      I’m fine. Tell Abra to stop fussing over me and to play by the rules. I made sure to inject my playful mood into my thoughts and Damien chuckled, letting my orders slide to Killian. I felt him begin to grumble that he just wanted to check on me, but Damien erected a mental wall against him, blocking him mid thought. Have fun! I told Damien before throwing up my own blockade brick by brick.

      Pounding footsteps rang through the house as the guys started their search, and I winced briefly when I realized they could turn the whole house upside down in the process. Hopefully, the damage done wouldn’t be monumental or too much of a task to clean.

      Ryder’s whoop of victory sounded from upstairs and I smiled. I placed my palms on the vanity counter and hauled myself up while I waited for the rest of the guys to find their notes, swinging my feet to pass the time.

      Killian was the next to find his envelope, the hard sound of his footsteps descending the stairs was a tell that he was heading to living room to wait for the others.

      “Any ideas? I can’t seem to find mine.” Hiro’s voice was muted through the walls that separated us, but I could tell he was confused as he searched the house for what I’d left for him.

      “Uh, Hiro…” Ryder sounded amused. “Behind you,” Ryder stage whispered.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t see that when I first walked through the door.” Hiro’s voice grew louder the closer he got to the other guys, and I knew the moment he’d pulled his envelope off of the wall I’d taped it to.

      Rustling could be heard from the kitchen as doors and drawers were searched, followed by the distinct sound of the refrigerator being opened. Nix, Damien called for me. A hint? Where in the kitchen did you hide mine? I can’t find it.

      I laughed out loud, nearly giving away my location, and lowered my mental defenses. Get more creative, batman. That’s all you get. I threw my barriers in place again before he could tempt me into releasing my secrets.

      “Damien’s cheating.” Ryder’s whine was good natured and playful.

      “You pointed out Hiro’s. I think that makes it even,” Killian reasoned.

      Damien jogged up the stairs and I lost track of his movements from there. For a large man with the alter of a Gargoyle, he could move surprisingly light on his feet.

      A few more minutes and both Theo and Damien had joined the others downstairs. I took a deep breath, slid to the floor, and smoothed my dress with sweaty palms.

      Now or never, Nix. I gave myself a pep talk and my Phoenix ruffled her feathers in a soothing way. She was just as excited as I was about my proclamation, but unlike me, she was free from the nervous butterflies that fluttered in my stomach.

      Steeling myself and finding a calm within me that I could work with, I left the bathroom and entered the living room. It was almost a flashback of the first time I’d been in the house, coming to face the guys after having shifted into my Phoenix form for the first time. So much life had happened to us in the last few months that it felt surreal. Who I was then and who I was now seemed like two totally different people.

      “Hi,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear in a nervous gesture as I entered the living room. Five sets of eyes landed me on and I smiled at each of them in turn.

      Ryder’s gaze trailed down my body and back up again in full appreciation of the outfit I was sure he’d placed in my closet. His whistle of approval had me blushing and I laughed at his shenanigans, but my heart warmed immediately.

      “Hi.” Theo grinned, turning his envelope over in his palms.

      “I’m sure you’re all wondering what the notes are for and what this whole little game has been about,” I started, trying to swallow past my nerves. “This past week I’ve been working on a little project for you. I want you guys to open your letters, but then I need a minute to explain what it is you’re looking at before you ask any questions,” I instructed, and they all agreed, ripping into their envelopes and extracting two items, a handwritten note from me and a four by six picture.

      Killian opened his mouth to ask a question, but I held up a hand and stopped him before he could get a word out.

      “You guys can save the letters and read them later… they’re each personal… something just for you from me,” I told them. “But the pictures… that’s what I really wanted you to see.” Each guy inspected their snapshot and then glanced at the ones clutched in the hands of the person next to them.

      “Nix, is this what I think it is?” Theo asked, pulling his glasses from where they were hooked on his shirt, and placing them on his nose to get a better view, as if to double check what he was seeing.

      “The other day when I had my girls’ night with Rini and Molly, I learned about a myth that’s not really a myth. Rini told me about mate marks, and showed me hers.” The guys drew a collective breath and looked down at their pictures again. “It was hard to believe at first, but then I started thinking about it and realized I’d seen a mark on Theo when he’d shifted for me.” I pointed to the picture Theo held in his hands. “And then I saw the same mark on Killian’s paw.” I motioned to his image. “Ryder has the same mark on the back of his neck, near his mane, and Damien’s wing is marked with the same symbol.” I turned to Hiro next. “And your mark is hidden in the intricate design that decorates your middle tail.” I faced them all, and continued, “I spent the last week trying to get time with each of your alters so I could show you the mark.” Reaching for the extra envelope I’d set near the TV, I opened it. “This is mine.” I handed the picture Theo and let him pass it around. “It matches all of yours, or rather… your marks match mine.”

      “This is incredible,” Theo said, handing the picture off to Ryder. “I had no idea the myth was true.”

      “I figured as much when you didn’t say anything about it.” I gave him a gentle smile, loving the way he traced a finger over the starburst shape with awe. “In a way, I’m really glad to find out about the mark now and not back when I’d met you. It’s given us time to solidify what we already knew… that we belonged together. I care so much for each one of you.”

      “We care about you too, Nix.” Damien clutched his picture in his hand, his attention solely on me instead of the printed ink.

      I forged forward. “There have been so many times that I’ve wanted to say this to each of you individually, but the timing never felt right. It didn’t feel like the right move to clarify my feelings for one of you when it might make the others feel left out and excluded or jealous,” I rambled, playing with my fingers while I tried to get my point across. “What I’m trying to say is…” I paused, feeling like I was messing this whole thing up.

      Damien must have picked up on my feelings, my mental wall having dropped as I explained everything, and he nodded at me, encouraging me onward.

      “I love you.” The words burst forth. “I love each of you… so damn much.”

      Theo, Damien, Killian, Ryder, and Hiro all stared at me, and then animalistic growls, groans, and rumbles filled the room as their gazes grew intense and heated.

      “Nix,” Ryder breathed, breaking away from the pack and rushing forward to wrap me in his arms. “Fuck. Nix,” he whispered, pulling back just enough to slam his mouth over mine. I moaned from the ferocity of it, our lips battling for control, tongues dueling in the passionate wake of my declaration. When he came up for air, he rested his forehead against mine and stroked my cheeks with his thumbs, the picture forgotten on the floor beside us. “I love you too.”

      I laughed from the mere pleasure of hearing the words reciprocated. “I know,” I told him. “I heard you say it the other day when you were falling asleep. It’s why I left your envelope on your bed. It’s my favorite memory of us.” Ryder tilted backward and let me go to swipe at a tear that dripped from his eye. The sight of it made me blink back my own emotions.

      Then Hiro was there, studying my face with an intensity that made me squirm. “I love you, Annika,” he murmured, and I melted into him as he banded an arm around my back and kissed me, tasting the lingering flavor of Ryder on my lips. The coolness of his tongue ring rubbed sensually against my tongue as we played, our kiss slow, gentle, and sultry. As Hiro pulled back, I explained why I’d taped his card to the wall. “That’s the same spot where you kissed Ryder for the first time.” I blushed, remembering how hot that kiss had made me, even just as an observer. “It started this wonderful bond between the three of us, in addition to what we have with the rest of the group. What we have together means the world to me. You let me be myself. You let me be comfortable enough to try new things. It’s just one of the many things I love about you.” I leaned up and locked my lips onto Hiro’s one more time.

      When Hiro moved to make room for Killian, I grabbed my Puca’s shirt and pulled him close to me. “It was hard for me to decide where to put your envelope,” I informed Kill, and my eyebrows drew together as disappointment crossed his face. Reaching up, I ran my palm over his scruff-covered jaw. “You misunderstand me.” I soothed my fingers over his light beard. “It was hard for me to pick where I wanted to leave it because I have so many fond memories of us together, Kill. I wasn’t sure if I should leave it on the couch where we had our first kiss, or in the basement where you’re always teaching me about self-empowerment in the home gym. Ultimately, I chose your room because it’s where we were first together. You made me feel comfortable and powerful, and I will love you forever for that.” Killian’s arms crushed me in a hug, lifting me straight off my feet and into the air.

      “I fucking love you,” Killian grumbled. “I’m so fucking glad I answered that stupid uber call that day. Meeting you… it’s unfathomable.” I giggled, recalling our rocky start, and then leaned down and sealed his words with a lingering kiss.

      Turning to Theo next, I watched as he shook his head, still in shock over the image in his hands. “This changes everything for so many mythological shifters. I always knew animal shifters believed in marks, but I’d never put properly tested the theory. This… this is incredible.” He glanced back and forth between his picture, and the one of my own mark that Rini and Molly helped me take.

      “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to study mating marks later.” Damien nudged Theo, snapping him out of his scientific mode.

      Theo blushed and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “I’m sorry, Nix. I get carried away sometimes.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Your curious mind is just one of the many qualities I love about you.” I stepped closer, gazing up into his face. “Your pure, caring heart is another one. It’s why I left your card in the bathroom. I’ll never forget that day you brushed my hair for me after my rebirth.” His hand came up to thread into my hair, and he massaged my scalp gently as he remembered the day just as I did.

      “You are the glue that binds us all together. We were strong before, but we’re boundlessly strong with you at our center. You have to know that I love you too.” Leaning down, Theo kissed a teasing trail along my cheek, nipping at my bottom lip before claiming my mouth in a kiss that set me on fire. The slow way he kissed me, teasing me with the tip of his tongue, only to pull back again, left me wanting and needy.

      When he moved back, my breath was coming in rapid pants that increased my heart rate.

      And then my Gargoyle descended on me, his strong hands hooking themselves under my butt and lifting me until I had my legs wrapped around him. I felt his hard length rubbing against my panty-clad center, my dress leaving little covering between our bodies. “You left my card in the bathroom too,” he rumbled.

      “I did. Do you remember that day you eased my fears when I was too afraid to even move the shower curtain?” At his sharp nod, I continued, “You made me feel protected and safe, the same way you make me feel everyday. It was the first time I’d gotten to see your Gargoyle too. Even when I’m afraid, you bring me back and remind me of the power I have inside of myself.”

      “I’ll always be here for you, sweetheart. We all will.” Gravel tinged his tone and I knew his Gargoyle was here with us, close to the surface. “I love you, Nix.” He angled our bodies close, rocking us together slowly while I leaned down and grazed my lips over his. When he growled, I deepened the embrace, pressing my body more firmly against his and tilting my head to give him the access he craved. His tongue teased the recesses of my mouth, eliciting a moan that rocketed through me.

      By the time he set me on my feet, I was a panting mess.

      “We have something for you too, babe.” Killian smoothed a hand down my back as the guys all gathered around me.

      “You do?” I asked in confusion. “But how?” Damien grinned and my eyes widened. “You knew? About all of this?” I waved my hand around frantically. I’d worked so incredibly hard to block my thoughts from his these last few days only to fail.

      “Not all of this, sweetheart. Just that you were thinking about telling us you loved us.” His grin was cheeky and unapologetic.

      “I can’t believe it.” I let my hands fall to rest against my outer thighs.

      “My mental abilities have been growing stronger. It’s hard to keep stuff from me, but I promise you I’ll help your barriers grow sturdier so you always feel like you have privacy.”

      “Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that we have a present for you.” Ryder smiled and I took a moment to enjoy the way it sparkled in his hazel eyes.

      “You didn’t need to get me anything,” I hedged. “I didn’t get you guys anything other than the pictures, although I do have a romantic dinner planned.” I motioned toward the kitchen where the roast I had was baking as savory smells floated toward us from the oven. I just had to work my magic on the side dishes, and set the table with plates and the few candles I’d purchased, and we’d be all set.

      “You don’t have to cook for us, you know,” Damien chimed in.

      “Neither do you, but you do it because you enjoy it and you like to take care of us, and I do it for the same reasons.” I bopped him on the nose and he sent me an incredulous look that made me laugh.

      Hiro cleared his throat as he sauntered across the room with a small box in his hand that he’d procured from some hidden hiding spot that I hadn’t been paying attention to while Damien distracted me. “This is from all of us to you.”

      “We picked it out together, and we hope you like it,” Theo added.

      “It’s a small token of how much we love and care for you.” Ryder beamed.

      “We had to be careful with what we picked because we didn’t want it questioned…” Killian trailed off, waiting for me to open the box.

      I ran my fingers over the velvet of the square box, marveling at the softness before I used my thumb to flip the lid open. There, nestled in the middle of the box, was a beautiful silver colored necklace.

      “It’s made of platinum so that it can’t hurt any of us,” Damien interjected, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the beautiful piece of jewelry to glance up at him or respond. I simply stared at the necklace and ran my finger over the smooth, cool surface. Hanging off a delicate silver chain was a charm in the shape of Alaska with numbers engraved across its center.

      “We wanted to get you a ring, but we figured that it would draw too much attention with the Council,” Ryder explained.

      “We searched for something that would be memorable and yet easily explained.” Hiro reached out and tucked a strand of hair back behind my ear so he could see my face better. “Are you happy with it?”

      I blinked back my tears and nodded my head, unable to get words past the knot in my throat. “No one has ever given me something like this.” I swallowed hard, “I freaking love it.” I finally pried my eyes away from my gift to offer a watery, emotion filled smile to all my guys. “I freaking love you. All of you.”

      “And we love you too, Nix,” Damien whispered. “So fucking much.”

      Gazing down one more time, I ran my thumb over the engraved numbers. “These look like latitude and longitude numbers,” I noted, and Killian confirmed my guess.

      “Yeah, they are.”

      “They’re the coordinates for Anchorage.” Theo gazed at me from behind his lenses. “The place where we met and our lives forever changed.”

      “No matter what happens going forward, with the Council, with the rebellion, we’ll always be together, and that’s what matters the most.” Damien looked to each of us in turn, and all of my guys pledged their agreement.

      “We love you, baby. Now and forever,” Killian promised, and Ryder joined him.

      “You’re ours.”

      My heart soared, and my Phoenix danced and twirled in my mind, more joyful than she’d been in her entire life. Her fiery jubilance warmed me from the inside out, and I knew I was glowing with happiness.

      We had our fair share of hardships heading our way between evading the Council and completing our last and largest task for the rebellion. With Zanoah still a no-show, my memories from the island were still just a mash-up of disjointed fragments that didn’t form a complete picture, and now that we knew Ryder had a niece, we all had renewed motivation to connect the pieces and track down the little girl from the island. Danger waited for us around every corner, it seemed, and yet, I knew without a doubt that whatever was coming our way, we’d face it together. The way we were meant to. As a family. As mates.

      “Mates,” I murmured the word, letting it settle into the center of my heart. “Mine.”

      Rumbles of agreement surged around me, before I was whisked off my feet and shown just how much they liked those two little words.
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      I had never been normal. It was a fact I’d known about myself my entire life, and one I’d learned to live with. So I guess it stood to reason that like my life, my death would be anything but mundane.

      I stood riveted to my spot as dark red eyes stared down at me, boring into my flesh like burning lasers. The breath of the beast was rancid as it bared its blood-red fangs, the unearthly slits in its eyes widening as a puff of hot breath washed over my face, chest, and arms. Magick tinged through my veins as I narrowed my gaze and assessed the enemy, looking for the best way to end it before it ended me.

      Everything about the creature was unformed, its edges undefined. Instead, its body was a pitch black mass of thick, swirling, cloudlike whisps, but that did nothing to detract from its deadly appearance. It did, however, make it hard to figure out where the beast was most vulnerable. Lethal claws tipped each of the creature’s long fingers, and horns jutted out from the top of its wide, triangular shaped head. When it blinked, the beast’s eyelids lifted from both the bottom and the top, meeting in the middle in an unsettling, otherworldly display that had panic squeezing my heart in a vice-like grip. A piercing, all encompassing roar unleashed from the beast spurring me into action, and I raised my hands, letting go of the carefully guarded magick that I always kept locked away. Adrenaline coursed through my body and my heart started racing just before I jolted awake on a scream.

      Panting from my subsiding nightmare, I groaned as awareness seeped back into my body. It took a few moments for my thoughts to find their way to the present, and I pushed myself up, my palms meeting the rough texture of what could only be the forest floor. The sticks, stones, and leaves of my impromptu bed stuck to me as my shaking arms lifted my upper body off the ground. Every muscle ached, giving homage to a wicked workout session that I knew I hadn’t done. I was completely exhausted down to a soul level, but I forced myself to crack my eyes open. Bright, blinding daylight greeted me, filtering down through the trees, their green, swaying leaves dancing in a cheery display that did no match my pre-coffee mood.

      “Shit. No. Not again!” The adrenaline that was dying off after my nightmare surged back to life within my chest as reality crashed over me. My cheek stung from the sharp stone I must have used as a pillow and dirt clung to dark hair that tumbled freely around my shoulders. My very naked shoulders.

      Wincing, I glanced down before shutting my eyes again with a disheartened sigh. Totally. Naked.

      This is not happening. Not today! I scrambled to my feet while embarrassment ate at me and my worry became nearly tangible. The possibility of being discovered like this made my stomach drop and my pulse race much like it had during my overly realistic dream. Getting my bare ass into motion, I hurried through the thick forest, hoping the trees would offer up enough camouflage that I’d make it home unnoticed. The soles of my feet were sore after only a few steps, but I pressed on anyway, heading to the extra stash of clothing I kept outside for exactly this occasion.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d found myself outdoors, naked, with no idea how I’d gotten there. And it probably wouldn’t be the last. These ‘episodes,’ as I called them, were happening more frequently. The fact I’d had one last night, just two days after my previous one, was more than a little concerning, but I needed to handle getting home before I let myself freak out. They’d never happened in such quick succession before, and deep down I recognized this change for the bad omen it was.

      After a year full of dealing with them, I was still no closer to figuring out what the ‘episodes’ were about, or what happened when I was ‘under.’ As far as I could tell, there were no patterns or commonalities. The one thing I did know was that I couldn’t blame them on alcohol and bad decisions. At nearly twenty, I was still under drinking age and a strict rule follower. You had to be when your adopted father was a warlock on the High Coven. Eyes were always turned in our direction, and as the blemish that already stained the Kentwell name, I did everything in my power to stay as unnoticeable as possible.

      The sun was well over the horizon line, and I knew there was a possibility it would be too late to sneak back into the house and pretend nothing unusual had happened. Especially if my absence had been noted. So far, I’d been able to hide these weird occurrences from my family, but today might require some creative storytelling.

      A whoosh sounded and a hawk flew overhead, deftly moving through the branches before extending its wings and gliding to perch in a nearby tree. My heart nearly leapt from my body as I momentarily freaked out, throwing my hands over my nude body while a scared, embarrassed shriek left my lips. I skidded to a halt just as the ground beneath my feet trembled with unrestrained magick that slipped out unwarranted, taking advantage of my heightened emotions. It was a dangerous oddity of mine, this magick I wasn’t supposed to possess. I looked around frantically while I calmed myself and processed that the noises had simply come from a bird and not a person. Working to retract the free reign energy, I mentally contained it all back in the box I kept it hidden in. With sharp movements, the creature watched me through it all.

      “You get off on scaring people?” I scolded the hawk with an icy glower. It simply tilted its head—like it was actually listening to me. I knew hawks were known for being incredibly smart, but it seemed impossible that it actually understood the accusation I’d thrown at it.

      Thoroughly shaken by the entire morning, my rising anxiety had my feet moving again as I sped toward home. The very last thing I needed was to be discovered by an actual person in the state I was in. I had no way to explain any of this, and if word got out, it would probably mean the ruination of the sliver of reputation I had left.

      Taking in my surroundings, I knew I was getting closer to my house. Almost there. At least this time it seemed as though I’d stayed on my parents’ property. A few nights ago I had ventured far enough away that I’d ended up in the state game lands. Easily a five mile hike from home. If there was one shining bright spot in having returned home from the Witching Academy—a two year, college-like program all witches and warlocks had to attend—it was that these odd occurrences were easier to hide here than they had been when I lived in a dorm room full of other students.

      I drew lungfuls of clean—albeit humid—air, the unsettling dream I’d had still buzzing in the back of my mind. It wasn’t the first time I’d awoken to the nightmare, either. The eerie creatures stalked my sleep, and while it wasn’t the same monster every night, each was just as deadly and creepy as the last. Despite the summer heat, a shiver raced down my spine, but I suppressed the memory of those eerie red eyes and buried the haunting remnants away as deeply as possible.

      “Well hello there.” A deep, masculine voice washed over me, freezing me in my tracks. I whipped around, which I realized too late was a terrible, terrible idea. The dark, handsome stranger let out a low whistle, openly appreciating the curves I was flashing him. Quickly crossing my arms over my chest, I darted behind a tree and used the trunk for cover.

      Peeking around the bark, I let myself study the guy. He was tall, tanned, and sexy, and my cheeks, which were already heated with embarrassment, blazed as I realized just how good looking he was.

      Holy bad luck batman! Humiliation burned through me and I decided the earth could officially open up and swallow me whole. I’d never seen such a handsome man before and, of course, out of everyone in the entire world fate dictated that he was the one to stumble across me while I was in such a state. Such a bare naked state. Karma was definitely a bitch, I just had no idea what I’d done to deserve her wrath for all these years. It seemed to be cruel and unusual punishment.

      The mysterious stranger took me in equally while I regarded him. His posture was casual—in complete contrast to mine—and nothing about him immediately screamed “danger Will Robinson,” but I wasn’t about to let my guard down. If there was one thing I’d learned as a witch, it was that looks could be deceiving.

      The man smiled at me and the crooked slant of his lips and the sparkle in his eyes were enough to have me squirming in place, but I willed myself to hold still and stand up straight. My mother’s words ricocheted through my head ‘appearance is everything.’ The non-loving lecture had come after a particularly bad day of teasing when I was in middle school, and the lesson stuck with me through all these years. It was probably the only one that had ever actually been helpful rather than degrading or mean mannered.

      Narrowing my gaze slightly, I tried to appear in charge. He didn’t need to know that inside I was a quaking mess. “Who are you and what are you doing on our property?”

      The stranger glanced away, rubbing a thumb under his lower lip before his gaze found mine again. The motion almost seemed like a nervous tick, but then he responded.

      “I’m working here today.” It was all he offered, but I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead to the rough texture of the tree. Of course, he was. It was a valid excuse. The grounds of the Kentwell estate would be crawling with extra help today in preparation for the Summer Solstice event this evening.

      I sighed.

      Now what? This guy was well within his right to be here and my leverage was exactly zero. How was I going to get out of this situation relatively unscathed? I’d long given up giving people the benefit of the doubt and I prepared for the worst as I opened my eyes. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, but his mischievous smirk and the intense glimmer of interest reflecting in his gaze caught me off guard.

      The man couldn’t have been much older than me, but he was quite a bit taller. Dark hair hung across his forehead, making him flick his head to swish the locks back. His eyes gleamed in the sunlight, and while there were a few feet of distance between us, I could see the varying shades of brown that made up their depths. They reminded me of roasted coffee beans, the color dark yet warm. His tanned arms were perfectly muscled, just enough not to be overwhelming but plenty to make a woman swoon. He looked strong. The black tee-shirt he wore stretched across a broad chest and covered a set of rippling abs that I could barely make out under the fabric. Dark jeans hung off of his hips and I knew if he turned around, he’d have a perfect ass to accompany his toned physique.

      Holy shit. He is beautiful. Something about him had me swaying closer. His warm gaze was glued to mine, and I could have sworn I saw a flash of heat flare to life within making the breath catch in my lungs. The strength of his magick was like a magnet, the pull of it drawing me in, the tingling power mingling with my own in the space between us.

      I’d never reacted to a guy so strongly before and I mentally filed the interaction away for later inspection as a slight breeze tickled across my skin, reminding me of the precarious situation I was still in. I redirected my attention elsewhere before I started drooling, stammering, or blushing. I wasn’t known for my prowess around the male species, and I was sure I’d make an idiot out of myself if I continued to ogle him. Besides, I was pretty sure I looked like some crazy swamp thing right now. I quickly reached up and plucked a leaf from my hair. Definitely not the best first impression.

      “The question is,” he continued in a low, sexy drawl, “what are you doing outside sans clothing… not that I’m complaining.”

      “That is…” I floundered for what to say. “ … none of your business,” I stammered, realizing that I probably sounded rude. It had been ingrained in my upbringing to be respectful, but everything about this day was turning out utterly wrong. Trying to save myself, I pushed through the awkwardness and pretended like I wasn’t naked… outside… hiding behind a tree. This wasn’t my life. Or maybe this was exactly my life. My luck had always been non-existent. If I could have dropped my face into my palm, I would have. Instead, I responded to the magick I could feel thrumming through the air. “Which coven are you from?”

      He chuckled. “So you can dish out the questions, but you can’t take them, huh?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him with a small smile curving my lips. “It’s a simple question.”

      He crossed his arms casually over his chest, appearing relaxed as we bantered. Humor sparked in his brown eyes and he lifted his chin up just slightly in a nod. “So was mine.” His head tilted to the side, studying me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t figure out. If only I was actually that interesting.

      Shaking my head with a small laugh, I took a deep breath. I glanced over my shoulder and eyed the distance I needed to travel to get back home. I wasn’t far, but I wasn’t fully out of sight from the house either. The grey Victorian house I called home peeked through the trees. I was too close for comfort to be caught au natural, yet not close enough to seek refuge within its walls so I could put this entire morning behind me and focus on what today was really supposed to be about.

      You know, today… the day I would be assigned a witching specialty and a fiancé during the Summer Solstice event. The day every good emerging witch looked forward to her entire life. It was only held once a year and it was finally my turn to be presented, which was enough to give me anxiety all on its own. As much as I’d have liked to spend some time getting to know this mysterious guy and figure out why I was so drawn to him, I didn’t need any extra complications or distractions right now.

      Pull yourself together, Lorn, I chastised myself. Focus. In a handful of hours, I’d be as good as engaged to some random guy I probably didn’t know. It was a sobering thought.

      My eyes trained back on the mystery man’s face, and I took a brief moment to soak up the attraction I felt. If the guy was truly a powerful as the magick I sensed in him indicated, then there was little doubt that we would ever be matched together—if he was even available. I’d be lucky if I received a decent placement tonight. Sending a plea to the stars that I’d be as drawn to my future match as I was to this stranger, I forced words to come out of my mouth, ending what had to have been the weirdest conversation of my life thus far.

      “Well, I should get going. The longer I stand here… the worse this gets… so…” I fumbled as it dawned on me that my dignity was about to become non-existent.

      Squeezing my arm over my breasts more tightly, I tried to cover the rest of myself as best I could with my free hand. I realized no matter how I maneuvered, I would be flashing the stranger more of my body the moment I moved away from the tree. A stranger who apparently had not one polite or chivalrous bone in his body. I mean, couldn’t the guy at least turn around?

      With a look somewhere between smoldering and mischievous, Mr. Tall-Dark-And-Handsome swiftly reached behind him and pulled his shirt over his head, flashing the defined ridges of his abs at me.

      “What? Are you trying to level the playing field?” I arched an eyebrow, but I was sure the effect was lost due to the fact that my attention was glued to the hard planes of his body.

      Holding the black fabric in his hand, the man’s fingers found the button of his jeans and my face flamed again.

      “I… I was kidding,” I stammered, but despite my blush and the rapid beat of my heart, I almost wished he would continue.

      He chuckled as though he could read my mind. “Nice to see the interest on your face, but no… I wasn’t planning to strip for you. Although, I’m a willing negotiator.” My gaze flitted to his face and the sinful smirk I found curving his lips. Everything about his demeanor radiated confidence from the way his arms flexed to the way he unabashedly looked at me.

      “You’re evil.” I refused to let my attention slide back down his body. He may be hot, but he seemed to have an ego the size of Mars.

      “So I’ve been told.” Holding out a hand, he offered the shirt to me, making me eat my words.

      “You’re giving me your shirt?” I questioned hesitantly. It was rare that anyone ever went out of their way to help me.

      I must have appeared shocked because his features softened.

      “I am, but I require a favor in return.” His voice was gentle and he dipped his head, catching my full attention.

      “This shirt comes with strings, then?” I was sure my face looked as confused as I felt.

      “Only one.” The quality of his smile was irresistible, and his muscles rippled as he leaned closer as if he was going to confide a secret. His eyes were bright and he drew a deep inhale into his lungs before sating my curiosity with his answer. “I want to know your name.”

      A sigh of relief left my lips. The request was easy enough to fulfill. “Oh, uh… I’m Lorn.” I went to reach out a hand only to quickly put it back in its place, keeping the essentials blocked from view. I ended up doing a weird shrug that I was sure made me look spastic, adding to the awkward allure I was expertly spinning. Not.

      The smile on his face was genuine as he laughed at my distress and I couldn’t help but smirk at him and the whole weird situation.

      “I like that.” He took a tentative step closer, extending his arm as far as he could to hand me the shirt while still keeping a respectable distance. It was a move I appreciated.

      With a rueful smile, I stepped from my hiding spot and took the offering. Just as my hand closed around the soft fabric, his smile faltered and his eyes widened just enough that I noticed. He inhaled deeply and then released the shirt. Brows furrowed in confusion, I ducked quickly back behind the blessedly wide tree trunk. His reaction to me had me lifting an arm to smell myself. Seriously? I didn’t smell shower fresh after waking up in a freaking forest, but I certainly didn’t smell terrible enough to warrant that kind of response. Frowning, I pulled the fabric over my head fully encasing myself in the shirt. The spicy outdoor scent of the still nameless man assaulted me in the best way. The fabric smelled good. Incredibly good. The mixture of spice, woods, and something sweet washed over me, and an involuntary shudder raced down my body.

      Stars, get ahold of yourself! I smoothed my hands down the shirt, making sure it covered everything while I tried to shake off my reaction. The black tee-shirt hit mid thigh, and for the first time since I awoke that morning, I finally relaxed.

      I stepped from around the tree. “Thank you—” I held the note, waiting for him to fill in the blank.

      “Axel.”

      Nodding, I tucked my hair behind my ear. “Nice name.” Smooth, Lorn. Real smooth. I internally rolled my eyes at myself and hurriedly covered my artlessness with another question. “You sure you can survive without your shirt?”

      More like was he sure he could avoid being jumped now that all his gorgeous, golden skin was out on display, but I didn’t think that would be appropriate to voice out loud. Besides, he looked more than capable of handling himself if he needed too.

      “I’ll survive, and I think you needed it more than I did.” He winked at me, but I didn’t miss how his eyes scanned down my body, taking in the bare skin of my legs before his focus returned to my face. “Besides,” he held up his hands and wiggled his fingers, “I’ll survive. I can just magick another one.”

      “Right. Thanks then.” I gave him a tiny wave as I started walking backward, nearly tripping in my hasty escape. The last thing I needed was him questioning why I didn’t magick myself any clothing. The truth was, magick and I had a love-hate relationship. I loved to try and use it, and it hated to work correctly. I was safer walking around in the buff than I was trying to summon and use my wand. Every spell I tried to cast ended in disastrous chaos. I gave him one last cursory glance and then turned and high tailed it toward my destination.

      “Just as beautiful going as you were coming!” he teased, the scintillating notes of his lowered voice clearly relaying the dirty innuendo of his words. I pursed my lips trying not to smile. The pervert. Anyone could be listening, and I knew that had been the point. From knight in shining armor right back down to hellion.

      “You just had to make that sound dirty didn’t you?” I called over my shoulder, just loud enough to reach him as I retreated.

      Axel’s hands were tucked into the pockets of his low hanging jeans as he watched me go, every defined ridge on display. “It wouldn’t be fun if I didn’t, sweet cheeks.” The grin on his face was also present in his tone.

      I shook my head, but my lips were permanently tipped upward. Axel was by far the most interesting guy I had ever spoken to, and I didn’t even know him.

      “Will I see you again?” he asked when I didn’t dignify his vexatious flirting with a response.

      I stopped and turned around. Such a large part of me wanted to stay outside and spend time getting to know him. I longed to hide away from the world and forget that today existed, and the allure he presented was hard to pass up. But I needed to get back inside. Every minute I wasted outdoors was just an increased risk in being found out, and I had no idea what the repercussions of bailing on the Solstice would be. Nothing good.

      With a sigh, I resigned myself to my fate. “I’ll be at the Solstice tonight.” Biting my lip, I didn’t wait for his reply. I turned and hightailed it through the forest.

      Moving from tree to tree, I tried to stay out of view of the house as I made my way to the gnarly old oak with a hollowed out trunk I’d used since I was a child. It was my perfect hiding place, but lately all it held was an extra pair of clothing.

      A sense of nostalgia flared in my chest as I reached into the familiar knot of the tree and retrieved my clothes. I'd spent my childhood in this yard, playing in this forest, and I ached for just one more day of carefree living before my life changed permanently. A lazy afternoon spent outdoors with a favorite book sounded like heaven, and I let myself dream for a second more before I shut down my delusional musings to get back to the task at hand. Adulting sucked.

      Slipping into a pair of cotton shorts, I stripped out of the good smelling shirt and donned a sports bra and my own loose, oversized tee-shirt. If I walked back indoors wearing clothing that clearly smelled like the handsome man I’d left behind, my parents would be sure to notice and draw their own conclusions. It wouldn’t matter that those conclusions would be inaccurate, the evidence would be implicating. I threw on my old pair of tennis shoes, combed my hair with my fingers, and called it as good as it was going to get.

      Quickly coming up with a plan, I tucked the guy’s shirt under my arm, started jogging, and left the tree line. The property was crawling with maids and ground staff, and they glanced up from their work as I made my way toward the house. Ducking my head, my footsteps thudded against the wooden decking as I made my way up and inside.

      Cool air greeted me as I slid the back door shut, enjoying how refreshing it felt against my overheated skin. The back entrance led into the kitchen area, and I glanced longingly at the fridge, desperate for a cold drink—maybe some much needed iced coffee—but the sound of my mother’s voice from deep within the house had my feet moving past the appliance as I scrambled for the stairs. It was best to try and avoid her at all costs.

      My perfectly coiffed adopted mother walked into the entryway, dictating to the floating notebook next to her. The pen scribbled furiously to keep up with her notes, undoubtedly about the Summer Solstice event. Since my father was on the High Coven—a council of powerful witches and warlocks formed from the various covens around the United States—it was my parents’ turn to host the event for our region of magick users. As much as I was dreading having to attend, I was happy that it had brought my father home. His position so often kept him out of the house, leaving me alone with my mother.

      Avalon Castalia came from powerful witching bloodlines. Her family was considered royalty among the covens, and it was no surprise that she had married a man just as powerful—merging her family line with the Kentwells. She ran her household with an iron fist, and I’d never felt like I measured up to her high expectations. My adopted father, on the other hand, I adored. Cardoc Kentwell was a religious rule follower and believed in the old ways of the witches and warlocks, but when it came to me, he was just a big softy.

      Our vastly different appearances was a constant reminder that I wasn’t blood related—a fact that Avalon liked to make sure I never forgot. Both of my parents had golden blonde hair—my father’s a bit darker than my mother’s—and their skin was creamy white. I, on the other hand, was their complete opposite with a head full of dark brown hair, and golden skin. The only thing I had in common with either of them was the cornflower blue color of my eyes.

      “Lorn, there you are!” My mother’s call floated toward me, making me pause right as my foot hit the first stair. So close and yet so fucking far.

      Turning slowly, I hid the black shirt I was holding behind my back.

      When her blue eyes locked with mine, I offered her a tentative smile. Confusion crossed her face as she evaluated my appearance. With a wave of her wand, the notebook snapped closed, and it and the pen promptly vanished into thin air.

      “What on earth happened to you?” she queried, her eyes racking me from head to toe. I knew my mother was a clean freak and wouldn’t appreciate me dirtying her foyer—or her stylish, crisp, white outfit.

      I tried not to let the disappointment I saw on her face get to me. I hated lying, but I also knew there was no way I could explain the odd sleepwalking that had been happening to me lately. They’d never done well with the oddities that surrounded me, and I’d spent the last number of years trying to appear as normal as possible.

      Downplaying the morning’s events, I took a deep breath and dove in. “I went for a run but I tripped and the ground broke my fall.” I hoped my absence this morning hadn’t been noted. It was completely possible for us to miss each other in this big house, as long as none of us went looking for the other.

      She tsked and shook her head. “Lorn, today of all days you decide to go running?” She looked exasperated. In her defense, running never had been my thing. Who the hell liked to run? “While I appreciate your effort toward physical fitness, you’ve got just over an hour to clean and prep, but then we have nail, hair, and makeup appointments this afternoon to get ready for tonight.” Her phone jingled, saving me from the scolding and gloating portion of the conversation about how I could work harder, how wonderful her own Solstice was, and all the minute details that would make tonight's event a smashing success—as long as I didn’t ruin all her hard work with a crappy placement. I escaped to my room as she answered her cell and quickly became preoccupied.

      The covers on my bed were still a mess, and I scrutinized every inch of my room, searching for clues as to what happened last night. Other than having left the sheets in a tangle—a federal crime according to Avalon—nothing looked out of place other than the neglected suitcases in the corner that I hadn’t put away after returning home from the academy following graduation.

      Huffing out a frustrated sound, I plunked myself down on the bed and fell backward across the mattress, letting my hair hang over the other side while I rested my hands on my stomach. The softness of my mattress was a welcome comfort compared to my inner turmoil. Nothing about my life made sense any longer, or maybe it never had. Maybe all the small, weird occurrences that had happened to me fit together like jagged pieces to a larger puzzle.

      I reached into my nightstand and pulled out my journal flipping to the next available blank page. Writing as fast as I could, I detailed everything I could remember about the night before, noting down all my observations about the episode. Writing everything down had become my salvation when I had no one else to confide in, and it also allowed me to look back over each occurrence to check for similarities and differences, hoping that someday I’d be able to connect the dots and figure out what the hell was going on.

      Glancing at the clock, I knew I was out of time to stew as I tried to figure everything out. The Summer Solstice was hours away, and Avalon’s strict schedule was not to be trifled with. Apprehension settled in the pit of my stomach.

      There was no way that my being assigned a witching specialty was going to go well, and if it didn’t then I held no hope of snaring myself a good match.

      I lifted my hand, cupping it as I brought my fingers together and whispered, “Suvasa.”

      Magick gathered at my fingertips, and with a quick downward sweep of my hand, my wand appeared. Tentatively, I reached for it, wrapping my palm around the beautiful wooden handle. The moment my skin made contact sparks flew, branding the palm of my hand with a wicked shock.

      I dropped the wand and rubbed at the black soot marks left behind.

      This was hopeless. Growing up, I’d always tried my very best in the witching schools my parents had sent me to. I’d never had the knack for magick, and neither of them could understand my struggles. I was an anomaly among my own kind—the witch who couldn’t even use her wand without wreaking havoc on the world around me.

      Sighing, I picked up the black tee-shirt I’d dropped onto the bed, hugged it to my chest, and buried my nose in it. Axel’s scent was somehow calming, an earthy mix all his own.

      With a groan, I pulled myself up and headed for the bathroom, flipping on the shower. It was time to get ready and face the music. Whatever the outcome of the Solstice, I’d deal with it. I’d been juggling difficult situations my entire life, and this was no different. No matter what specialty I ended up with, I’d make the most of it, and if I was matched with someone I didn’t like, I simply wouldn’t marry them. It wasn’t a common option, but I was sure it had to have happened in the past. And if not, I’d just have to be the first. I wasn’t going to let one night change my entire life.
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      Blood was life, but spilling it was just for fun. Waves and waves of it would fill the room, the scent thick and heavy enough that I could taste it when I entered before a single drop ever touched my tongue. Even the heat radiated, lingering for a time after it was spilled, warming my skin wherever it splashed, leaving sticky, lingering patches against the ivory of my skin. Cackling laughter echoed off the stones of the walls, mixing and flowing with the shrieking screams and pleading voices. It didn’t matter what they promised or how they begged, they wouldn’t leave the chipped stone walls of the castle alive, the only remainder of them the drips of blood that escaped our reach and stained the cracks of the stones.

      I stepped from the tower, licking the blood from my fingertips with a shake of my head. I didn’t see the necessity of scaring the living daylights out of my victims before their sacrifice, nor did I see the point of the mess. It wasn’t as though blood was easy to remove from my clothing after I fed. There were far more civilized ways to have a meal or gain the advantages of blood against my skin; I did not appreciate the grit that tended to embed itself there as well no matter how much the servants scrubbed away the dirt. Part of that could be due to lack of motivation; most were unsure if they would end up the next visitors to the tower, their own blood spilling over the icy stones, adhering to the stone as it cooled.

      Traditions were traditions, however. From the time of my great-great-grandmother, the vampires had fed this way. Most of us enjoyed it, the fear and despair fueling something in us just as the blood we consumed fed us. Others believed that fear was what contributed to the healing effects of the blood, as that emotion was so rare for our kind. Family lore stated that as we lost the ability to feel fear, it hardened our skin, cracking and peeling it, turning us into something more monstrous than human looking, preventing us from mingling with our prey and acting as the predators we are. I had experienced the painfully cracking, peeling skin myself, which is one of the main reasons I still partook in “family dinners.” I knew they were termed as such with mockery, a mere nod to the humans we may have once been, a way to lure our victims in with a sense of pride. Only the washing of the affected skin with blood would soothe the weeping sores, the loss of use that would affect the limb if blood were not imbibed.

      It wasn’t that I liked being a vampire; it was merely my existence. I had too high of a level of self-preservation to let myself rot away, though I had considered it on occasion. The passing of the years tended to lower the thrill of killing and expanded my knowledge about other subjects, amongst which was my own prey. Much experimentation had followed, and I learned, rather painfully, that only human blood would suffice to keep me strong and whole. While I didn’t see humans as chattel, the way many of my kind did, I also wasn’t of strong enough moral fiber to allow myself to die in their stead.

      My suggestion of not bleeding our meals entirely, of taking only minor amounts that could be replenished from our stock, was met with nothing more than mockery and disdain. This was our life and the traditions would not be changed; not for me, not for anyone else. My mother called it my “rebellious phase,” though I figured that something that had evolved over a decade was far from a phase. My father merely sneered when the issue was brought up, commenting that the disintegration of my skin must have traveled to my brain, and he suggested a more frequent feeding schedule to combat the issue.

      The blood on my skin had cooled enough for me to know that it had done its job, and I increased my speed towards my chambers, intent on washing the offending stain away. “What is with you vampires?” Scorn was clear in the cool, clipped voice that spoke from the shadows, and I raised a brow, pulling my lip back to expose my fangs. We were inside the walls, no one was able to enter who we did not allow. It wasn’t as if they would be able to do anything to me if they had. Humans, even armed with weapons, were far weaker than we were. It wasn’t exactly fair when my own teeth and nails acted as weapons and my body healed with every wound I placed upon them.

      While fear may not be a sensation I was accustomed to, surprise was. Identical men stepped from the shadows, their movements a mirror of each other. They towered over me, though I was considered tall for a female; they must have been close to six and a half feet in height and rippling in layer after layer of hard muscle. Their hair was a dark brown, the rich color of freshly turned soil. The light was too muted in the hallway to give me an impression of their eye color, though it wasn’t dim enough to match the disdainful curl of their lips and show the only visible difference between the two -- one sported a ring in his lower lip.

      The site caused my own lip to curl in response. “Witches.” No vampire would be foolish enough to decorate themselves with a ring through their lip, and they were far too outspoken to be human. Blood witches were the only humans who escaped our hunger, many living in comparable peace within our walls. Although they didn’t consume blood, they needed it for their spellcraft, and enjoyed our practices, joining in with eager abandon as they collected the offerings they needed. “As if you have room to talk about my practices.”

      Although I hadn’t seen the two of them in the castle before, it was far from a surprise. I preferred my solitude and my studies, inevitably ignore the ebb and flow of both the humans who acted as both servant and food supply and the blood witches who came to utilize our resources in exchange for their manipulation of the technology in the castle. “We tend not to roll in our food,” the one with the lip ring grumbled.

      “At least we utilize the food source.” I retorted, crossing my arms and ignoring the blood that crackled there with the movement. “Rather than simply wasting it on spells for your fake idea of power.”

      Both sets of eyes flared, the pair moving in harmony as they held up their hands, red lightning sparking in their palms. “We are far from faking our power.”

      I drew my shoulders back, unintimidated by their display. “I am Elsie Crauford. This is my home and my people. I am next in line for the vampire throne, and you will give me the respect which I am due.”

      “I’m Draven.” The man with the lip ring executed a mocking bow, and I hissed my irritation. “This is Crowe.” He indicated his twin with a lazy wave of his hand. I merely arched a brow, turning away from them to continue my course. Witches weren’t worth my time. “I assume we’ve missed the bleeding?” he called after me, and I snorted. As if that was a challenge to deduce. Besides, our family fed at traditional meal times and all visitors were made aware of when those times were -- even if just to ensure that they did not end up on the menu themselves and were safely ensconced in their chosen rooms. Witches were fools, there was no question about it.

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      

      The door to my chamber clicked shut behind me and I sighed, wrinkling my nose at the stale smell that now emanated from me. Dried blood aged far too quickly, especially when pressed against our skin as if we leached every source of life from it into ourselves. I headed to my shower, letting the spray warm as I stripped the clothes from my body and dropped them to the floor heedlessly. Blood had even soaked through the thin cotton of my tank top and shorts; barely a tint of my ivory skin could be seen through the crust that had formed on me.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief as the water cascaded over me, letting me rinse away the reminder of what I was -- and what I could never be. Even my hair was stained with blood, and I began to scrub it enthusiastically, knowing it would take time to return it to its natural shade of blonde. The flush on my body remained as I washed away the blood, my ivory skin holding a rosy, healthy glow that wasn’t due to the heat of the water.

      I often wished I could get the enjoyment out of water that I got from fresh blood coursing over my skin. The sensations were similar; the liquid heat, the warming skin, the momentary sense of peace at the soft sound of flowing liquid. Yet no matter how many showers or baths I took, the scents of herbs I chose for the soaps, there was still a difference in the two that was unavoidable. Blood was sultry, sending a pulse deep into me with every wave as if pouring life and pleasure into me. Water merely cleansed the human dirt that remained.

      Flicking the water off with a sigh, I reached for my towel and grumbled when empty air met my hand. I really needed to learn to check for those before I got in. I preferred the privacy of bathing alone without the aid of an attendant. With a grumble, I rang the cord that hung in each of my rooms, calling for assistance. I rarely utilized it. Servants meant interference with my work and my solitude; it also ran the risk of me becoming attached to a human. I didn’t relish the idea of knowing my food intimately.

      A soft series of knocks heralded the arrival of a servant, and I debated a moment sending them away rather than requesting their services. Servants were a hard lot to measure. Some were forced into service, owing us a debt or being sold to us to pay off the debt of another. Others hoped to become one of us, to claim what they saw as a gift. I wasn’t sure how any of the humans who had seen our daily lives would see them as glamorous or as a goal to achieve, though I had never lived in the squalor that was common amongst humanity after the plagues had decimated the population.

      Maybe I would feel differently about life if I lived every day hungry, cold, tired, and in fear. Despite that, and our consumption of them, humans still bred rapidly both inside the castle and outside of it. Few were blessed with the witch gene and, instead, faced a life of destitution.

      “Come in,” I called. At the soft creak and click of the door, I continued. “There were no towels placed in the bathroom.” Shuffling and shifting noises met my ear as the servant dug through the storage cupboards on the far side of my rooms that held the linens. I didn’t bother concealing my body; nudity around humans was not something that many were hesitant about.

      The young man who entered was surprisingly attractive for a human, enough to have me shifting slightly as he approached, his head angled to prevent himself from staring at my naked, dripping body. He was only a few inches taller than my own five foot eight, his hair a golden brown, nearly blond in some spots and dark in others, an oddly appealing mixture. His skin was heavily tanned from his work, adding an attractive healthy glow that had hunger tickling at the pit of my stomach--though which type of hunger I was hard-pressed to say.

      “Miss,” he offered, his husky voice quiet as he held out the towels for me.

      I accepted them quickly, tightening the thick cotton around me and letting it absorb the water that lingered on my skin. I twisted my hair up into another towel, knotting it to absorb the weight and stay on its own as I studied the servant. Apparently it was the day for new faces.

      “I apologize for your rooms not being properly stocked. The servants are undergoing a shift, though it is no excuse for your discomfort.”

      I arched a brow at the apology, considering him. There was no blatant pleading, which was not uncommon from servants who believed one of us to be angry at them, merely a statement made in a calm, quiet tone.

      “You aren’t normally in these quarters,” I stated, as he etched a bow and placed extra towels on the nearby racks, ensuring I would not run out again soon.

      “No, miss. I am assigned to this wing for the foreseeable future, should you not have an objection to it.”

      I cocked my head to study him, interested in the human who showed so little fear. I had never had a pet human, unwilling to take on one of the fawning, quivering, weeping women who were my usual companions. None of them had appealed to me as sexual partners, nor had any of the personally claimed servants that were mockingly referred to as pets.

      “Your name?” I asked quietly, the question falling from my lips for the first time with a servant.

      “Sebastian, miss.” His reply was low, his head still bowed.

      “Are you claimed, Sebastian?” It was rare, though not completely unheard of for a pet to continue to work in a general capacity for the servants. Usually it was seen in sexual pets whose companionship and servant skills were not necessary for the vampire’s day to day life. Even rarer, a blood witch might be granted a pet whose blood was incredibly powerful for the spells they specialized in. Once claimed, even if rejected later, a human could not be claimed again.

      Many pet humans bore a mark of the one who had chosen them, though it was not a necessity to mark ownership. Some were possessive of their pets and chose to warn other vampires away from them. Others enjoyed inciting fights amongst their peers by not openly marking their ownership and allowing another vampire to essentially trespass against their pet.

      “No, miss.” His reply was so quiet I could barely hear it, let alone distinguish his thoughts.

      “Look at me, Sebastian,” I ordered, my tone even and calm.

      Eyes of brilliant blue met mine, his head lifting proudly. Neither fear nor resignation were in his eyes, though it was the most common thing I would see in the humans here. Not even worship, which was oddly disconcerting in some of the humans. Instead they were heated, anger flaring in the brilliant blue. That was unique. I wondered how this human had come not only into the castle but into such a high level of service if he contained that much fury inside of him towards my people. Not that he would be a threat, merely an inconvenience.

      “Can you read?” I asked curiously. He blinked, surprise momentarily replacing the anger in his eyes as he considered my unusual question.

      “Yes, miss.” His reply was slower this time, most likely from confusion at my odd question, though it lacked none of the propriety that vampires required from their humans.

      “Can you write?” I asked next, moving past him into my room, letting the towel fall from my now dry body.

      Surprising me with his speed he trailed after me, sliding my clothes from the wardrobe and approaching to lay them on my bed before responding. “Yes, miss. I can write as well.”

      “Why?” Even amongst vampires, literacy was not common. I was sure it was fairly minimal amongst humans.

      His mouth twisted down, his lips tightening, and I was sure he didn’t want to answer me though he knew better than to ignore my question. “My mother was a witch. I learned from her.”

      Interesting, I thought. We knew that the witch gene was not always passed, but if any of my other servants--or meals--had been part-blood I had been unable to tell.

      I slid my shirt into place, letting the silken fabric skim my thighs as I faced him. “You know my next order, Sebastian.” I didn’t bother stating it, merely waiting for him to step in front of me and offer his wrist. While I could smell his blood through the skin, if I chose to take him as a pet I would feed on him regularly, bonding him to me and providing additional sustenance. It would also offer him protection; a pet could not be chosen for a meal unless given up by his owner. His blue eyes flashed again, anger and defiance clear in them, his movements slow as though he was hoping I would rescind the order.

      I kept my eyes on his, arching a brow to let him know I noticed the delay, and the order was not going to change no matter how much he stalled. He was brave, for a human. If he had delayed this way with many of my kind, he would have been the next meal for sure. I appreciated the independent spirit, the fact that he wasn’t completely broken down by this life and able to have that spark inside of him still. I hoped he tasted good.

      He held out his wrist, allowing me to grasp it and draw him closer to me, my ivory skin a contrast to his deep tan. “This won’t hurt,” I assured him, drawing his wrist to my mouth. I didn’t need to actively feed off of him after my meal, but I refused to consider him as a pet until I knew his blood was compatible with my system.

      I kept my eyes locked on angry ones, not looking away as I my fangs dropped and I laved my tongue over the skin of his wrist, allowing the venom numb his skin before I pierced it. He blinked, surprised, as my fangs pierced his wrist right above the small veins, and I let the flavor of him fill me.

      He was hot and salty-sweet, his blood richer than any I had tasted before. There was an edge to it, though, a bitterness that reminded me of the scent of the alcohol the witches enjoyed. Inexplicably I found the taste appealing. I pulled away, laving my tongue across the wound to encourage healing and help it remain numb while it knit back together.

      “There are bandages in with the linens,” I directed as I licked the salty liquid from my lips.

      Sebastian moved to the cabinets, shock having replaced some of the anger in his eyes. “How did…” He trailed off and I wondered if he worried about speaking out of turn.

      “Blood drawing does not have to hurt. It can feel pleasurable for the donor, even.” I shrugged, sliding on the rest of my clothing as he bandaged his wrist. “Most simply don’t prefer it that way.”

      He opened his mouth for a moment before ducking his head, and I was positive he wanted to interject his own opinion, likely on what the prey would prefer, though I pretended I did not see. His blood had sealed the question for me. It was as unique as he was, and I was intent on him not becoming a meal for the others.

      I dug through the drawer of my bedside table, hunting for my seal. I pulled straps of leather from the drawer as well, selecting what I needed with care before turning back to Sebastian, who waited with his hand clasped over his wrist, protecting the bandage. “Come here.” I ordered, sitting on the bed and indicating the space in front of me.

      I grasped his wrist, lifting it to wrap the wide leather strap around his wrist, clasping it with a thin leather band used as a tie. I picked up my seal next, sliding the medallion onto the thinner leather strap I had grabbed, tying it tightly around the leather cuff and threading the knot through the clasp. The angle was awkward and the knots intricate, making the band nearly impossible to remove himself.

      “You know what this means?” I confirmed with him, not expecting any questions in response. Humans brought into the castle were informed of their potential future as pets, and many hoped for this eventual outcome, believing it brought them one step closer to their goal of being turned.

      “I am aware, miss,” he responded, his voice stiff with unchecked fury.

      “Good.” I arched a brow, part of me hoping he would challenge me outright. “Then you don’t need me to go through what the general rules are.” It was a mild relief not to have to deal with the formal aspect, notifying him of his new rules and his higher standing amongst the current humans. “Then my personal rules are all you should concern yourself with.”

      I indicated the chairs and table behind him and he cocked his head, questioning my order. I smiled and he winced, apparently not used to see a vampire’s fangs bared in a smile rather than in feeding. “I am not unaware of the rumors that spread throughout the walls.” I offered as he took the seat I had indicated, his back stiff at the unusual change of circumstances before him. “I am odd for a vampire. I make no qualms about that. Your experience will be different with me than as a pet for another vampire. Most of my time is spent in research, and I will require you to help me once I can ensure that you read adequately and have enough common sense to recognize what is of importance. As my research partner, you will need to speak to me freely, so you may ignore the normal command of only replying to orders.”

      “Research, miss?” His voice was quiet, and I could tell he was uncomfortable with the idea of speaking out to me outside of a direct order. Not that I was surprised--he would have been soundly punished for it in the past if he had made that mistake.

      “My history. Human history.” I indicated the shelves of books, the precarious stacks that dotted the room. “I am not satisfied with the idea that how we live now is how we lived before the plagues took over, nor am I convinced that it is better. I believe that there is always room to learn and to grow.” I waved a hand as his eyes widened in shock, his mouth opening slightly as he gaped at me. “You will learn more about what I am researching in time. I will feed off of you.” I stared straight into his eyes, not allowing him to hide his expression at the words. “I will not make it painful, but I will require sustenance and I prefer to receive it from you rather than at family meals.” Mutual expressions of distaste crossed our features at the thought.

      “Yes, miss.” The words were calm and submissive, though his eyes were anything but. I knew my lip quirked up at the corner, amused at the dichotomy of this man.

      “I will not punish you for speaking your mind, as long as you do so in the privacy of my rooms.” I knew he would be skeptical of this, although I meant it. I needed someone who would speak with me, help me to evaluate theories, and I was in need of someone to amuse me as well.

      “I do not intend to take you as a sexual partner.” I studied him closely, expecting a response to that at least.

      “Miss?” The word was choked, a response in expectation to my statement, rather than a betrayal of his actual thoughts.

      I smirked, leaning back onto my palms. “Do you object to that, Sebastian?” At his lack of response I sighed. I saw so much spark in him, but he wasn’t yet willing to let go of the rules he had been trained in and play with me. I really hoped he would come around, as I would hate to have to turn him in to a meal.

      “No, miss,” he replied, his chin lowering as he turned away, preventing me from reading the emotions in his eyes.

      “I have too much work to consider taking on partners,” I explained. “Do not be fooled by anyone claiming to be a partner of mine and stating that they have a say in your ownership,” I warned. “Even my parents may give you no unusual orders, and their needs shall always be deferred for mine. Simply bow and show your wrist, there is no need to speak to them and risk them taking offense.”

      “The witches, miss?” His husky voice was quiet, though I was impressed that he had taken the initiative to ask.

      I scoffed. “Witches will be witches, no matter whether you are a pet or not. They will comply with my medallion, or they will be intensely punished. You do not need to donate to them, and I order that you do not without my express permission--I highly doubt that will ever be granted so it should not be a concern for you.” He nodded shortly, accepting my statement. “Your duties will be attending to me. However, as I said, most of that time will be spent on research. I will clear it so you are not required to be at other chores.”

      A knock at the door had me hissing my irritation. Few intruded on my rooms, fewer still did so more than once. “Open it,” I snarled to Sebastian.

      He was quick to obey, his steps quiet and sure as he strode to the door. He bowed when it opened, his eyes on the floor as he asked, “May I announce you, sirs?”

      “She’s got a pet?” I recognized the scornful voice. “I hadn’t heard of her having one.” The deep, rumbling voice had me growling my frustration.

      “What I have is none of your business, witch,” I called out, letting them know I knew who was at my door. “You have no business at my rooms.” I waved a hand at Sebastian, indicating he should step back, allowing them entrance if they so chose.

      He complied, opening the door enough to show both of the twins as I stood to square off with them. “At least you’re clean this time.” Crowe offered up a twisted grin. “You look far better like that than with the macabre decorations.”

      “As if I care what you think I look like. Why are you in my rooms?”

      “Well, you did invite your pet to let us in,” Draven pointed out. I scowled, resisting the instinctual urge to bite him. Crowe smacked the back of his brother’s head, the two exchanging a meaningful look before facing me again.

      “We were directed to approach you,” Crowe explained. “Your mother suggested you would be the best source of information.”

      “For?” I drawled the words, irritated at his need to drag this out and prevent me from my work.

      “Apparently you’ve been taking all of the history books that have been recovered.” Draven indicated the piles around me with a wave. “We came here for research, and you’ve been hoarding the information. I thought you were a vampire, not a dragon.”

      I hissed, pulling my lip back to show my fangs fully as I approached them. Neither flinched, merely cocking their heads to study me. “You will mind your tongue or I will tear it out. Do not underestimate me. Your status as a guest does not protect you.”

      Crowe held up a placating hand. “My brother does not always think before he speaks.”

      “Then he should learn.” I snapped back, “Or someone less patient than I will prevent him from gaining that opportunity.” I glanced at my pile of books, debating what I would be willing to let leave. “What are you looking for exactly?”

      “We are interested in history,” Crowe explained. “Specifically history before the plagues and the formation of the witches culture.” I blinked in surprise and at the correlation to my own work.

      “Why?” I had my own reasons for my research, and a small piece of me wondered if maybe their reasoning matched with my own.

      Both shrugged, the movement identical and instant, as though they had had the thought at the same moment. “Understanding the past brings us power,” Draven stated. “It allows us to prevent the same mistakes and gives us the capacity to garner spells and other powers that may have been lost with time.”

      I prevented the sneer that wanted to form. Of course, the witches were doing it for power, I didn’t know why I had thought it would be for another reason.

      “I’m not sure that much of what I have applies to the witches, though I admit I wasn’t making note on anything about them I came across.” I considered the stack with worry, not wanting to release anything that I might need at a later date. “You are aware of how to care for books, properly?”

      “Says the woman who tried to drown herself in blood?” Draven muttered, earning himself an elbow in the ribs.

      “We simply want to borrow a few from your collection.” Crowe offered up a smile with his statement. “You won’t even miss them.”

      Torn, I considered my options. I could release my books to them, unsure if I would ever receive them back or what information they may damage or remove from them. Or, I could allow them intrusion into my space, which was not exactly an appealing prospect. The two didn’t move, expecting an answer and unwilling to remove themselves before I gave them the chance.

      I sighed, my frustration evident on my face and in my tone. “You can select what you wish, but they cannot leave these rooms. I won’t risk losing the information. The books are valuable and they stay in my possession.”

      “Really?” Draven’s words dripped with scorn. “You’re going to actually hoard them all?”

      “Not hoard,” I retorted. “Protect.” I warmed to my excuse, crossing my arms over my chest and staring them down. “If I or Sebastian are in this room, you may use it for study purposes unless I find you are damaging any of the books. Anything you see or hear in this room shall be considered private.”

      “We will not be made your pets as well.” Draven stepped forward, his hands sparkling, and I snorted.

      “As if I would take a witch for a pet. Disgusting creatures.” I shook my head, my nose wrinkled. “You all taste terrible. This is a study, nothing more. Think of it as you have private access to my personal library.” I could see that both wanted to object, though after a short exchange, they nodded their acquiescence. “Good. Then let’s all get to work.”

      I headed to my preferred seat, taking back up the book I had been studying before dinner tonight. I was going to find answers to my questions, even if it took my entire lifetime. Now, at least I would have help.
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