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Description
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My father is back from the dead.

He won’t leave town without me and no one can figure out why. Is it because of what I am? Does he want to use me as part of his religious cult? My mates are furious and I can’t help but feel like I have brought this trouble on them. The supernatural community is upset by the light I’ve brought on them with the rightful murder of my mother and Jed. My classmates have been swayed by the cruel rumors that my bully has put out. Worst of all? The boys keep saying I can shift but I have had no luck. And what is this about a possible mating heat?

I don’t miss the basement but it sure as heck was less complicated than this.

This is a slow/medium burn PNR Shifter RH that features a naive but strong FMC with a troubled past and a secret about what she really is. Come meet Maya and her protective and possessive shifters!

Warnings: Please be advised that this book contains darker themes such as child abuse, PTSD, swearing, and violence. Additionally, sexual themes are suitable for mature audiences +18.
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Mental Health Hotlines
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Due to the abuse that Maya suffers throughout her past and the resulting PTSD and anxiety, I felt it was necessary to include mental health hotline numbers for my readers. Not only because of possible triggers but also to promote how important mental health is, even while it is overlooked by many. Please reach out, even if you just need someone to listen. You are not alone! 

United States of America: SAMHSA/1-800-662-HELP (4357)

United Kingdom: NHS/03444-775-774

Canada: Crisis Services Canada/1-833-456-4566

Australia: Beyond Blue/1-300-22-4636
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Prologue
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Maya

Three years ago...

I was starting to wonder if they had forgotten about me. 

With all things considered, it was a possibility, especially since the room above me had been eerily silent. My eyes darted to the barred basement window. How hard would it be to open up those bars? Or attempt to slip through? A shiver of fear trailed up my spine at how mad my mother and father would be if I left our house. Left my small basement room. I curled up further into a ball, my chin resting on my knees as I tried to stay warm. No one ever told me what time of year it was but I had to assume winter considering the snow on the ground. 

Maybe my parents went somewhere to celebrate Christmas. 

I had asked once to celebrate with them, especially since it’s a religious holiday, I figured they would be okay with that. Apparently, not. I’d listened to the mass in the church above us and then the celebration that went on above me for hours as I waited for my mother to bring me food. I went to bed hungry that night. 

Hungry like I was right now. My stomach rumbled quietly as I tried to think about how many days and nights had passed since they’d last been down here. I mean... don’t get me wrong, I was thrilled that my body had healed from my mother’s beating. This time it was because I’d apparently made a face at her she didn’t like. I wasn’t positive what she was talking about, but I would try to not do it again because that hurt. A lot. 

I was pulled from my thoughts as the door swung open, revealing a bit of the dark hallway behind Pastor Malcolm. My father’s blonde hair looked freshly washed and he was dressed in his pastor robes. As he brought in a tray of food, I forced myself not to rush to stand up. The one time I’d done that, he’d called me greedy. My nails bit into my palms as I waited for him to speak. Children were meant to be seen not heard.

“Maya.” He placed the tray down in front of me, squatting to keep almost eye level with me. His eyes were so cold that it made me uncomfortable. I felt like a little bug that was going to be squashed. It was why I never killed any of the insects down here. It wasn’t their fault they were so small. 

“Father,” I offered, attempting a small smile. 

“Pastor Malcolm,” he corrected as I nodded, waiting for him to say what he planned to. Instead of saying anything, he stared at me for a few more moments before standing up and leaving. 

I deflated, wondering what he was looking for. I didn’t think I had changed at all, but lately it seemed like he was waiting for something to happen. It made me nervous that it wouldn’t happen and he would be disappointed. If he was disappointed, mother would hurt me... 

I quickly grabbed the sandwich in front of me and ate it, not even minding that the bread was a bit stale. Were there other children that lived like me? I didn’t think so because outside there were children that played whenever it was warm. They weren’t stuck in a basement like myself. Why couldn’t I go outside?

Probably because the devil was inside me. 

Everytime I healed from one of my mother’s beatings, that's what she said. She said I had the devil inside of me. That was why I was down here, after all. My stomach hurt after finishing the small meal. As I curled on my side, my face against the stone, I watched as a small little mouse moved under the window, against the wall, keeping quiet. Not wanting to attract attention to itself and get hurt. 

Was I always going to have to live like that mouse?
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Chapter 1
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Maya

“A birthday party?” I tilted my head curiously as I nibbled on the Peanut butter toast that Ledger had slid across the counter towards me about ten minutes ago. It was getting a bit cold but honestly, my stomach was hurting a bit this morning and considering my poor night of sleep, I just wasn’t very hungry. Something Marco was not only noticing, but unhappy about as his eyes continued to flash down towards the toast during our conversation. 

But I was also distracted because I was on a mission. A highly important mission. 

I was sitting on one knee as my other leg was snug against the island bar stool I’d perched myself on. My hand was sliding against the smooth marble surface, the texture still fascinating to me and very different from the stone in the basement, as I tried to reach Atlas’s coffee. He was currently looking through his sleek computer and I didn’t think he’d caught on to my efforts, which was good...because I fully planned on stealing it. 

It was an understood fact that his coffee tasted better than mine. Now, I had yet to establish what the actual difference was, but it was there. I was pretty sure that as his mate, I was allowed to steal his coffee, right? I may have made that rule up...but I didn’t think he would tell me no. He sort of liked me. 

And I totally liked him. 

“Yes,” Marco answered his voice laced with amusement, obviously watching my attempted thievery. 

My fingernails, pale pink with sparkles, neared the cup. Inches. I was within inches of it. I had to admit, my nails distracted me just a bit. I was finding I had quite the thing for glitter. 

Did you know they had places that did your nails for you? I hadn’t until yesterday after school. The twins decided to take a detour on the way home since Henry had to stay at school for something. 

Apparently, because he was so smart, he helped with some after school program that aided in preparing kids for college; another unique concept that the guys had explained to me. While it sounded like something that would benefit some people, I didn't think it was for me. I felt like there was a lot more I could be doing...such as painting, drawing, and my new favorite—kissing. So as I said, lots to do. Lots of mates to kiss. 

I’d been so caught up in talking to Anani about Henry’s program, that I’d barely noticed when we pulled into a large parking lot. Someone had taken our car as the three of us went into a modern white and green building. Over the door was a fancy script that I assumed was the name of the business. It looked French to me, but it could have been something completely different. The only experience I had with the language was to the extent of geography and maps that Pastor Malcolm had shown me. 

The moment we had stepped inside of the salon, I had found myself a bit shocked at the luxurious furnishing and the overwhelming scents from the products that seemed to be everywhere. I’d been whisked away almost immediately, where a small pixie-like woman with bright blue hair had asked me what I wanted.

I was confused at first until they handed me a type of menu of different options. It was a bit easier at that point because I remembered in Vogue that they had shown a series of different pedicure and manicure trends that were popular right now. So now my toenails and fingernails were painted a light sparkly pink and near my temple, tucked behind my ear was a single strand of pink hair. They’d offered to cut my hair but instead, I opted for a tiny bit of color in it, just like Ledger. Of course, the twins loved it. 

I was nearly positive the others liked it as well. Last evening, as I sat between Marco and Atlas watching some shows before dinner, the first continued to play with the band of color. Wrapping it around his finger before letting the curl go. I didn’t think he realized he was doing it, which was good because I had been bright pink myself, blushing a ridiculous amount at how good it felt to be wedged between the two of them.  

Atlas turned to tell Ledger something and my hand closed around the mug. I turned quickly, bringing it to my chest and hiding from his sight by facing Marco. My mate's mint green eyes lit up, as a smile broke on his slightly sleepy, but completely handsome face.

I loved sleepy Marco. Sleepy Marco didn’t wear suits and was super touchy. No really, the man usually was touching me in some way, but when he was tired? I felt like he was attempting to absorb me into his body. Even right now we were very close and I had to resist the urge to touch him more and instead focused on my coffee. Taking a sip of the stolen liquid heaven, I considered his birthday party proposition. 

“Marco, I’m not positive how birthday parties work, but I thought usually they are on your birthday...right? My birthday was last Friday, it’s Tuesday. We can’t hold one now. That would just be lying to people,” I noted, nodding as I took another sip. I was finding I loved coffee. 

Sai was upset that I’d already gotten a ‘caffeine addiction’ and blamed the twins and Atlas, but he usually said that before his own coffee...so I didn’t think I was the one with the issue. 

“I don’t give a sh... crap. I don’t give a crap about timing, Maya. Do you want a birthday party?” he asked, his attempt to not swear had me smiling more. 

I was finding he and Croy were terrible about swearing. Honestly, I sort of found it attractive. Was that weird? I just liked how it sounded because Marco had such a smooth voice and Croy’s accent made my toes curl. When they swore it was such a stark difference that immediately my ears perked up at it. 

I think my opinion was one that wasn’t shared by most, but who knows. 

I let out a soft hum as I considered what he was saying. Did I want a birthday party? What was the purpose exactly?

“Would there be a birthday cake?” I asked curiously. 

“If you want one,” he purred, his dark hair still a bit damp from the shower he had taken only minutes after we woke up together. 

I narrowed my eyes at it just a bit, thinking about how I had almost followed him into the shower before chickening out. Besides, I had been so ridiculously comfortable wrapped in a Marco and Croy cuddle-wich. 

Have you ever woken up in a Marco and Croy cuddle-wich? If you haven’t I would highly suggest it. Well, not with them of course, they were my mates. 

I was very confused when exactly Atlas had left the bed and Marco replaced him, that feels like something I would have noticed. Then again, I wasn’t going to complain. Ideally, I would like to cuddle all of them at once, if that was possible. 

We needed a bigger bed for sure. 

Marco radiated this intensity and energy that had me feeling undeniably safe and flustered at the same time. Like I knew that I would never get hurt with him around, but I also really wanted his hands on me. All the time. Even now, my sock-covered foot was rubbing against his leg just so that we were in contact to some extent. I inhaled his vanilla and fresh snow scent as he stepped closer and leaned down so that we were nearly nose to nose. I had the urge to grab his muscular shoulders but then I would have to let go of my coffee.

“Don’t look at me like that, Maya,” he mumbled, causing a shiver to run over my skin. I offered him a small smile before tipping my head up further so that if I wanted, I could kiss him easily. 

“Okay,” I agreed quietly with a smile, “I want a birthday party, Marco.” 

“Perfect!” He flashed a dangerous smile, looking thrilled beyond measure. 

I had absolutely no idea why he got such a kick out of spending money on me, but if it made him happy then who was I to say no? I looked over his sharp, clean-cut jaw and his dark messy hair that I had to really resist touching. I wanted to touch every part of him. Maybe I had a problem. Like an actual issue. Was ‘touching your mate too much’ diagnosable? I feel like it could be classified as a medical condition with how flustered it left me. 

I swallowed, trying to not think about my dream the night before. There were multiple hands on me. And lips...I wasn’t positive where I had even come up with stuff like this. Well, that wasn’t completely true. Cosmo had an article I’d read while relaxing in the bathtub last night, on my phone. 

First of all, I couldn’t believe that I could access all of their editions in that tiny device. But second, did you know there are supposedly 10 ways to make your boyfriend stay around? I had some serious questions about that. Like why do you have to make him stay around? Why was sex included with that? I mean if you’re having sex, doesn’t that mean he wants to stay around? I didn’t think my mates would leave me, so honestly, the entire thing was a bit confusing.

I did, however, learn that apparently there were different types of sex positions. I was interested in two but they had absolutely ridiculous names. Who names this stuff?! But yes, doggy style and reverse cowgirl, were both featured in my dream. Along with most of my guys... 

“When?” Henry asked, breaking my internal ramble and making me perk up.

As I looked over at a very relaxed Henry, I started to realize my mates were not morning people. Well, except for Croy. 

He had left the bed this morning and went on a jog. He’d asked me if I wanted to come and I had sort of just blinked at him with wide, yet tired, eyes until he chuckled then pressed a searing kiss to my lips. I’d promptly curled back up under the covers. 

I liked that my other mates weren’t morning people because I didn’t think I was either. It also meant that on the weekends we would be able to sleep in like we had in Los Angeles. Maybe I could convince Croy to stay in bed longer once a week. I just had to figure out how... As it stood, today would not be that day because he was going into the office with the others. 

“Friday night?” Marco questioned as I ran a hand through my damp hair, my comfortable robe tied around my frame. We had over an hour until school and I was in no rush to go  in the first place. He continued looking at Henry, “Can you give Lesley a call? Tell her we will double the normal rate on account of the short notice.”

Who the heck was Lesley? I scowled.

“We are going to have to call the local alphas and invite them,” Sai noted, walking past me as he pressed a brief kiss to my temple.

I was momentarily distracted by the overwhelming amount of good-looking men around me. You wouldn’t blame me if you were this close to them. They were beautiful. 

Especially Sai. He was stunning and whenever I told him that, the tops of his ears turned pink. I couldn’t lie to him, he was! He literally stunned me. Take right now for example. He was wearing a light blue button-down that was open at the neck revealing a bit of his muscular golden chest that I had the random urge to bite. Was that weird? It didn’t make it any better that his obsidian hair was pulled back off his shoulder, the wavy locks glinting in the early sun of our kitchen and showing off his perfectly chiseled jaw. 

I frowned not liking the idea of the women in their office seeing how fantastic he and the others looked today.

Sai’s natural cinnamon scent wrapped around me like a blanket creating a relaxing symphony of contentment. Those sparkling obsidian eyes ran over me as his tanned hand slid over my waist gently, making me blush a bright red. His smirk was daring as he walked around the counter, leaving me feeling dizzy. I couldn’t help but watch the gorgeous man make his coffee. 

I know the guys called Sai an ‘ass’ sometimes, but he was really sweet and romantic towards me, so I wasn’t positive what they were talking about. He did get upset occasionally, but who didn’t? Plus I loved when he wrapped his arms around me, I could always feel his dragon rumbling underneath the surface of his muscular chest in greeting. 

Henry was much the same, the two of them having somewhat the most vocal connection with their animals. I wasn’t sure they realized that yet, but I could feel their connection with their animal, along with the rest of my mates. 

My toes curled thinking about how his mouth had felt on my body and I had to take another sip of coffee just to avoid blurting out the request that he do it again. I couldn’t think when I was around any of them, but Henry right now, had me feeling very out of sorts still. 

His leaner but extremely cut body was only covered in a pair of flannel bottoms, leaving his completely shirtless chest open for my perusal. 

And his abs. 

And the black tattoos that covered his fair complexion. 

And that V that led down to where I could see that he was getting turned on. 

I snapped my eyes up and found him staring at me with amusement and heat, offering me a wink and making me blush. I tried to re-focus on my coffee.

I would not think about him naked.

I would not think about him naked. 

I was totally thinking about him naked. And how he tasted when I had him in my mouth and throat. How his lips felt on my skin. Oh jeez. This was going to be a long freakin’ day. I shifted on my seat suddenly feeling like I would much rather stay home in bed. Or have a repeat of the other afternoon. I found his light, stormy eyes, which rested behind dark-framed glasses, watching me with fascination as the conversation around us continued. 

Henry tilted his head predatorily, blonde unkempt waves resting about his handsome face as my heart began to race. 

I was so glad the others were distracted right now because I knew I was ten shades of red and I was trying really hard to not get turned on. Well, more turned on than I already was. 

“She said that she would be able to,” Henry stated, finally looking down at his phone as it ‘pinged,’ reminding me what I’d been upset about again. 

I frowned, feeling a bit frustrated. Who was Lesley? I took a sip of my coffee and realized it was nearly gone. I needed to ask them about Lesley, so I waited for a moment to interrupt them. 

“Who is Lesley?” I asked in a determined voice. 

Marco, Henry, and Sai all snapped their heads towards me with half confused, half worried faces. I was going to assume it was because I had my emotions spread across my face. Actually, I knew I did. Then again, I never tried to hide my emotions from my mates, there really wasn’t a point in my mind.

“Lesley?” Marco rose a brow looking very confused. It was clear as day his mind was a million miles away and, I thought happily, not on whoever Lesley was. 

Sai intertwined our fingers as he came to stand next to me, my chest settling. See? Total sweetheart! 

Marco, as I mentioned, was a bit more intense, but I never doubted for a minute that the man would always be on my side. I’d found that for whatever reason, I was Marco’s main priority in most things. Call me selfish, but I wasn’t about to ask the man to change. 

Henry, his head tilted with curiosity, was very different from the two of them. He had a unique mix of quiet confidence and an authoritative commanding personality that had me seeking him out for any questions I had, usually. Well, him and Croy. But I was finding Croy had answers to different questions than Henry. 

For example, last night before bed, and to calm down from seeing my father, we had decided to watch a documentary together after our family movie night. We’d put on Discovery Planet and it had all but blown my mind. You see, I had a fairly good grasp on the countries that existed because of Pastor Malcolm’s World War II obsession. At the time, the names and shapes on the map were more like a fantasy tale but I had retained a lot of the knowledge.

Seeing those places for real though? Well, on TV at least? It was fascinating! I hadn’t even realized how many unique animals, insects, and cultures existed. In a way, it was intimidating and I felt like I would never catch up on learning everything I needed to know but Croy and Marco had brought up a good point. We had all the time and resources in the world to explore. Marco had essentially stated that all I needed to do was pick a place and we could go. That was a bit overwhelming though. What if I chose somewhere boring? Or what if I enjoyed it but they didn’t? See my problem?

Still. I was a very lucky woman. Do you know many other women that had six amazing dragon mates? And a brilliant wolf mate? No. I didn’t think so. It did make me wonder if there were others like us out there...

“Lesley is the party planner,” Henry offered, with a small smile as his eyes filled with realization and mirth. 

Oh. Okay. A party planner. I could deal with that. 

“Don’t worry, angel,” Atlas’s warm husky voice made me shiver as I titled my head up to see where he now stood behind me, leaning on the marble counter. His eyes lit up with heat as his massive hands smoothed over my shoulders. I knew to most people, Atlas was scary, but to me he was a massive teddy bear. Literally, I could jump on the man and he wouldn’t even budge. He was so strong and big, plus he looked like one of those fallen angels that are illustrated in some of the religious books I’d been made to read. 

His rich-toned skin against my golden arms made me smile and I found myself wondering, as I appraised his muscles, how he fit into his dark dress pants and light-colored dress shirt. I mean how did it not pop off? He was so massive and muscular. I mean what if it broke open and the buttons hit people? He should just take off his shirt... far safer for everyone. His golden eyes, like melted honey, sparkled as I reached up a hand to touch his long, dark hair that had golden rings looped through it. Honestly, the man was very overwhelming to look at. I loved that about him. How unique he was. I inhaled his sea salt scent, distracted because it mixed with Henry’s mint scent as he walked past, leaving me barely catching what he was saying. 

“We only have eyes for one woman, you know that,” Atlas ran a finger over my lip, my eyes fluttered as I leaned back against him. 

“You were jealous?” Sai reared back, looking shocked. I blushed and offered him a scowl.

“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that, kitten,” He clasped my jaw gently, “I just meant that there was no need for it.” Slightly better. 

“Is this my coffee?” Atlas suddenly asked. A small giggle slipped out, completely ruining my chance at escaping as I tried to move off my chair. I squeaked as Atlas picked me up and deposited me on the counter, stepping between my legs as I smiled up at him. 

Sai lounged against the counter, now drinking my old coffee, looking at my bare shoulder as my robe slipped slightly. I tugged it back up and narrowed my eyes at him. Now he was a coffee thief. Actually... maybe we could all just switch coffee every morning. 

“Did you steal my coffee?” Atlas arched an amused brow.

“Nope,” I popped the ‘p’ before offering a small smile. 

“Maya?” Atlas offered me a narrowed smoldering look. 

“I would say this is deserving of a punishment,” Sai hummed, his finger trailing over my palm before he kissed the top of my hand gently. 

“Is kissing considered a punishment?” I blurted out, “If not I would like to establish it as one.” Honestly, the word ‘punishment’ used to scare me and I am positive in a different situation it would... but this? No this didn’t scare me. 

Sai’s burning eyes darkened as Atlas chuckled, “Angel, the point of punishments, is for you to not enjoy them.” 

“Oh,” I nibbled my lips, “well, I don’t. I totally do not enjoy kissing. I hate it.” 

Atlas gripped my jaw and dipped his lips down to mine in a searing surprise kiss. I didn’t have a chance to even try to control my reaction, so of course, I moaned softly against his lips, gripping his massive shoulders and leaning into him. I shivered at his slow, devouring pace as my pulse picked up and my nipples tightened under my robe, almost painfully. When he pulled away, his eyes were sparkling with amusement and his chest was rumbling as if his dragon was right there. Right at the surface. 

“Oh yeah,” Atlas nodded, “totally did not enjoy that.” 

“I didn’t!” I demanded and looked to Sai, “I should really try kissing Sai though, just to make sure. I wouldn’t want to be inaccurate about our findings.” 

Sai groaned and shook his head looking in pain. I was finding that what I said affected these men a lot. I didn’t always understand why but I could see it, this time I knew why Sai was groaning. He wanted to kiss me and I totally wanted to kiss him. He had been the best first kiss ever. I had been worried that these men would find it odd that I hadn’t even had my first kiss...but they didn’t at all. 

“Maya, kitten...I can’t kiss you or I won’t be leaving for work and you sure as hell won’t make it out of the house.”

Unintentionally my bottom lip went out slightly in a pout, feeling a bit put out that I wouldn’t be able to feel his lips on mine. 

Sai’s eyes went wide in a slight panic as he tugged me towards him, Atlas shaking his head and chuckling, moved to the side. Sia’s fingers ran over my bottom lip as he spoke, “Don’t make that face, please.” He looked nearly panicked.

“What face?” I asked softly, keeping my eyes on him despite Atlas now shaking with laughter. 

“Like I’ve kicked a puppy or something.” He grasped me tighter.

“Oh, a puppy!” I grinned, “That’s a thought right there. Although, I really think I may be more of a cat person. I want something to snuggle up with.” 

I thought I heard Atlas mumble out a 'that’s my job.'

“You really want a kiss?” Sai asked, his eyes filling with burning heat. 

I smiled because he was totally the one who wanted a kiss now. “I don’t know,” I pursed my lips, feeling a bit hyper being the center of their very close attention, “you didn’t seem to want to kiss me before, I don’t want to force you...”

My lips were sealed shut as my teasing was cut off. Sai’s hot mouth invaded my own as my head tilted back. His kiss was so different from Atlas’s but both were becoming familiar. The warmth at the center of my chest lit up and I found myself running my hands through his hair, loosening it from how it was pulled back. I could feel the desire from both of them, almost palpable in the air. 

I wasn’t as connected to them as I was to Marco and Henry. I had a mating bond with them apparently, as they had claimed me and I claimed them. The connection with the others was still immensely strong.

Atlas cursed as Sai’s rough warm hand ran up my leg to rest at my bare hip. I was completely naked underneath my robe, something that made this even more dangerous. My pulse was out of control and I found myself deepening the kiss as his chest rumbled underneath my hands. I could feel his dragon’s magic wrapping around me tightly. 

Then Sai was jerked back from me.  

My eyes were wide as a small needy sound broke through my throat, but it was overshadowed by the growl from Sai’s throat. His jaw was clenched as he stared at Marco, who pointed towards the other room. 

I didn’t really understand what was going on but for a minute, I thought Sai was going to get pissed then Marco let out a threatening sound that made my skin prickle. With an eye roll, he squeezed my leg and stalked away, leaving me frowning. 

Atlas, for the record, seemed to find all of this amusing, as he played with my hand that was on the counter. 

“I was enjoying kissing him,” I mumbled with a scowl as Atlas barked out a laugh, shaking his head. 

Marco looked at me, his mint eyes darkening as he stepped into my space and dipped his head down. 

My hand, the one not being played with, slipped onto his chest as his dragon let out a dangerous rumble. I don’t think his dragon liked me disagreeing with him...oh well. It was true, on most things I referred to Marco or the others for advice, but on this? On wanting to kiss my mate? That was all my choice. 

I inhaled as Marco’s hand tilted my jaw, his lips ran over my neck before he nicked his mating mark. A soft whimper came from my throat as my head spun. Marco smiled against my neck as he pulled back looking amused and smug. I let out my own little growl as his hands tightened on my waist before he kissed my nose, making me soften a bit. 

“If we don’t stop none of us will be leaving the house, baby,” He mumbled as Atlas hummed in agreement. 

I wanted to look at him but Marco, I had a feeling, wouldn’t like it if I turned my head. I wasn’t sure how I knew stuff like that but a lot of it seemed somewhat instinctual. He seemed a bit on edge and I wondered what would happen if I pushed his buttons just a bit. I feel like it could be a really good result. 

“What would we be doing instead?” I asked curiously. 

Marco mumbled something I couldn’t hear and seared his lips to mine before walking out of the kitchen, leaving me confused. 

Atlas stood to full height, stretching his massive arms above his head as he sent me a sexy smile. He circled his arms under my butt and lifted me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, resting my head against his. 

I found Marco was already out by the car and Sai attempted to kiss me again before Henry ushered him out, eyes narrowed on Sai’s glowering face. 

Henry leaned against the door in all his shirtless glory. A lazy smirk on his face made him look all that much sexier. 

Atlas set me down despite my small frustrated protest. Why did they have to leave? Heck, why couldn’t we all stay home together? Sounded far more interesting than school. With a chuckle, he swatted my butt playfully. 

I looked up the stairs to see my wolf come down. Croy looked freshly showered and so unfairly handsome this morning. 

“Croy,” I chimed, he looked up from his phone and happiness filled his bright green eyes. The phone forgotten in his pocket now, he flashed me a charming smile and drew me into his arms.

“Sugar.” He drawled in his southern accent, making me smile. As his golden, muscular arms tightened around me, I couldn’t help but notice how his forearms were a stark contrast against the rolled sleeves of his white shirt. 

My fingers traced the ridges of his muscles, body twisting, to the flashy gold watch on his wrist. Honestly, I had an issue with noticing sparkly pretty things. Croy was very noticeable and you would never guess from his youthful energy that he was a few hundred years old. I could feel his wolf pacing between us as I ran a hand through his honey blonde hair that was messy enough that it made the dressed-up man look somewhat relaxed. 

“Are you excited to be doing something new today?” I asked curiously because I knew he had lived in Los Angeles for a very long time before he decided to follow me back here. I had felt a bit bad at first, but he had told me that it had simply been a convenient place for his business ventures although somewhat lonely. Plus, once he had found me, he said it was no longer an option.

“I’m excited we will only be miles apart today, but would much rather spend all day together.”

“We could skip out on school and your meeting,” I offered as his smile grew. I really did not want to go to school today. Wasn’t sure what Croy had in mind, but it would no doubt be far better than what I would do in school. 

“I love that idea. What would we do instead...”

“No,” Henry cut him off, “If anyone makes one more sexual innuendo before I’ve had coffee, I won’t be able to handle it.”

“Aww, Sugar, I’m sorry, I put Henry in a bad mood.” Croy offered me a smile while rubbing his nose against mine before leaving through the door. 

Atlas followed with a wink and hip squeeze, my eyes dipping to both of their butts. What? They had nice butts. I didn’t know if that was a thing, but in dress pants, they looked fantastic. 

Henry and I watched them drive away before I ventured a glance at Henry. 

“Maya,” Henry stepped towards me, “are you planning on torturing everyone all day?”

“I’m not torturing anyone,” I exclaimed, “everyone keeps getting worked up and I’m not sure why.” It’s because they liked me. I knew because I got that way as well sometimes. 

Speaking of, I could feel my pulse race as I stepped back towards the stairs. A flighty feeling in my chest. Excitement urged me.  

His eyes darkened on my movement and I smiled at his tracking like action. He was the predator and I was the prey. It was only occasionally that I felt it, usually with Henry. His dragon just had a very predatorial energy.

“You are,” he determined, looking over me head to toe before adding, “I’m about two seconds from ripping that robe off of you.” 

“Well,” I walked backwards up the stairs as he followed, looking sort of dangerous, to be honest, “I do need to change for the day...”

I let out a laugh as I sprint to my bedroom door, slipping in and locking it right as Henry pulled at the knob. I let out another laugh but my amusement was short-lived.

“Honey,” he drawled, “you will have to come out of there eventually.” 

Did I though? I didn’t want to go to school. I would much rather have painted, especially since the sky was so peaceful and grey today. I would have loved to catch the blue and grey hues. 

I heard Henry walk away and I unlocked my door, knowing if he wanted to come in here he’d find a way. He was resourceful like that. 

I looked around my massive bedroom and my large fluffy cream colored bed. Honestly, it reminded me a bit of a nest. The entire room was my own personal space and while I hadn’t realized it initially, this room had come to mean a lot to me. My eyes teared up a bit thinking about what a sweet gesture it was. 

I walked over to the bay of windows as I searched the thick, deep green forest surrounding us. I liked Los Angeles, but this was starting to feel a lot like home. 

I’d never had a home before. At least not what I understood it now to be. 

Looking over my painting easel, its bright orange and red colors making me feel a warmth in the center of my chest. 

I was a shifter. Well, that was what my mates said. I was apparently some type of shapeshifter but honestly, I felt like I would have changed into a phoenix by now if that was the case. Right? 

Then again, I had died and was reborn...so I didn’t really have a rationale worked out for that yet. I lifted a hand to the depiction of the fiery creature that I couldn’t imagine being part of me. Rubbed the center of my chest before I nodded to myself, knowing that after school today was a fantastic time to focus on figuring out how all of this worked. 

I really didn’t want to disappoint Marco or the other boys...or for them to realize that I’m not as special as they thought. I’d already become so attached to them. I couldn’t imagine my life without them, honestly. Mostly because I didn’t have a life before them. I swallowed nervously. I wasn’t certain what love felt like, but what I felt for them was powerful.  

It felt like my heart was filled wall to wall with love. The six of them, like orbiting planets filled with affection and safety, had lit a flame in me. 

Then there was my wolf, right at the center of it with me. I had chosen Croy. I hadn’t realized it, but he was mine, just like I was his. I didn’t know how else to explain it besides feeling as though everything had collided at once inside of me, creating this stunning flame that I prayed never went out. 

Turning away from my window, I walked towards the large closet and looked at my uniform. Last night I had thought of a very creative way to make it unique and I was excited to see what my boys thought. 

***
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AROUND FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later, I felt very refreshed. It was still difficult to adhere to a schedule after years of having no real concept of time besides day and night while in the basement. I was getting better though. Everyone seemed to try to do things very fast around here, humans more so than shifters, I’d noticed. I didn’t exactly know what everyone was in such a rush for.

I wandered back downstairs once ready. The entire house was very modern and masculine with glass, wood, and metal, accented by fresh flowers and some comfortable furniture. I liked the contrast and I loved all the windows around me. 

I had felt trapped. Caged. For so damn long. This was invigorating. As I walked towards the kitchen, I found Ledger and Anani. Both twins looked very awake compared to an hour ago. 

Anani was usually the opposite of happy in the morning. He offered me a smile though, as he wrapped me up in his electric scent, making me sigh happily. 

“Peanut,” he tapped my nose, “you look adorable today.”

“Thanks,” I blushed, feeling pleased with his reaction to my outfit. 

“Firefly, here is your lunch,” Ledger slid a lunch bag across the counter and I offered him a small smile. 

It was sometimes overwhelming to be around the two of them. I found myself wanting to be back in Los Angeles when they showed me just how much they wanted me in my bedroom there. I tried to not shiver at the phantom feeling of their hands and lips on me. I felt like I always wanted them. As I stated, I really had a hard time believing that was healthy. 

“I’m sort of excited about school today,” I announced, grabbing my backpack from where it sat on the bench between the living room and kitchen. I placed it on the island chair as I began sorting through it and placed my lunch box inside, not even checking its contents because Ledger always made fantastic food without question. 

It was one of the reasons I loved baking with him. Not just baking though, he also knew a lot about cooking. The man could make anything from egg salad to steak and potatoes.

“Why is that?” Ledger arched a brow, his warm indigo eyes watching me from the large stone island. 

“You’ll see,” I smiled. I hadn’t been excited before I looked through my supplies from work the night before. Before anything had happened with my father or the group that was holding a party showed up. I’d spent that entire time working on something that I fully planned on using at school. It was tucked in my backpack and was changing my outlook completely on the day. 

Before either of them could ask what I meant, Henry walked downstairs and the small sound from his throat that came out, had me lighting up under his attention. 

“Maya,” he mumbled, heat flaring in his eyes, “please go change, honey.”

“Why?” I frowned.

“Maya?” he practically begged. 

Well then, I had expected him to like my outfit. I was confused now because the twins had the correct reaction to my unique flair on the uniform, so why was he getting all rumbly. I wonder if that was normal for men. Did they all growl and rumble a lot? 

"I don’t understand why what I’m wearing is upsetting you." I tilted my head, looking Henry over and wondering if maybe he was losing his mind. “This is the same uniform I wore every day last week.”

I looked down at the accessories I’d paired with my uniform, just to make sure I hadn’t accidentally put something else on. My pale blue ballet flats matched perfectly with my translucent tights that were adorned with little daisy patterns. My freshly pressed skirt fit comfortably and was tailored at my waist, Marco having sent for a ton of school stuff over the weekend we were gone. My polo was tucked into my skirt and a cute light blue leather jacket that was lightweight and fit to my body laid over my shoulders. Honestly, I thought it was an adorable pair up and I was a bit sad he wasn’t seeing it. 

Sure, I wasn’t dressing like models in Vogue, but I thought it was an improvement. 

“Could someone back me up on this?” Henry demanded, his jaw clenching. 

Henry looked very handsome this morning, dressed in the standard school dark pants and polo, showcasing his perfect muscled arms. His perfect face was marred by a very frustrated expression and I wanted to help him, but I had no idea what he was upset about. The man was clearly terrible with communication. 

“You are on your own,” Ledger pointed out with a grin, his eyes snapping right back to me, “I think she looks absolutely edible.”

I blushed slightly as his indigo eyes heated, making me feel like I could see his dragon peaking through. Henry cursed, grabbing the keys and storming out of the house. I frowned as I twirled my pink piece of hair around my finger, wondering if I should follow after him to continue the conversation. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked the twins sincerely.

“Jealousy,” Anani chuckled. 

“He’s jealous?” I arched an eyebrow. 

Ledger hummed, “Yeah, that sounds about right.” 

I looked down at my cute outfit. “Well, I mean he can totally borrow my uniform some time but... and I don’t want to be mean... but I just don’t see a skirt suiting Henry.”

Ledger barked out a laugh, intertwining our hands together while shaking his head as Anani grabbed my backpack. I really didn’t know what I’d said that was so funny. The three of us were out the door, the misty weather had me feeling refreshed. I found myself getting a bit more excited for today and I blamed the coffee and cute outfit. 

Henry narrowed his eyes at me as I slid into the front seat of the car, the twins in the back, both of them working on some homework they hadn’t finished. I turned in my seat to face Henry, glad that he and I had finished our work already. 

“Can we stop to get coffee?”

He looked at me offering an arched brow with a small smile, “You’re becoming a little caffeine addict.”

“Am not,” I scowled and huffed, leaning back into my seat. As if he could talk. 

I smirked as we turned into the coffee shop drive-thru. See? 
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Chapter 2 


[image: image]


Maya

This was a much better use of my time. Much better than math class. I mean, who really needs math? Besides math people, I guess. I’m just saying, I’ve been walking around outside of that basement for over a week now and I’ve yet to use math in real life. 

Terrible, wasn’t I? But I just really didn’t like math class. Plus, I learned much better on my own. It was how my entire life had been set up, so being sat in a classroom as a teacher talked for the entire hour made me antsy. I think the boys had thought when I’d gotten up, that I had gone to use the washroom. I had to admit, I was a bit excited for them to find me. 

Henry had already been all growly this morning...so I was eager to see his reaction. This ridiculous urge to keep pushing his buttons overwhelmed me. I had a feeling it was going to get me into a lot of trouble. I wanted to see his velvet gray eyes darken. 

I swallowed nervously as I continued to decorate my locker.

As mentioned, before the insanity of last night, I had spent most of the time cutting out decorations, using a new kit that the shop had gotten. I had cut out flowers and hearts that I now strung within my locker. 

A moment of fear rushed through me thinking about work and my father showing up. I was alone and while I was safely inside the school, the concept made me uncomfortable. I think I continued to try to pretend that he was still dead. Unfortunately, he was very much alive and I had no idea where he was. Marco and Atlas had promised me I was safe, and I believed them. Fully. I just hoped they wouldn’t get hurt as well. 

The hearts and flowers were hung on a silky pink string as they hung from side to side in my waist-high locker that was at the perfect height for me. From the magazines, I’d cut out any travel photos I’d liked. 

Jordan had handed me an envelope of photos this morning, adding an unexpected twist on my set up. Yes, those photos...from the nosey gossip columns. I had to admit though, it was nice that they had gotten such a cute picture of Marco and Atlas holding hands with me as we left the jet. I didn’t care about the headlines because I couldn’t be ashamed at how happy I was that they were my mates. 

Finally, on the inside of the door, I placed a large picture of Paris. I had no idea what it was about the Eiffel tower that was so appealing to me. Maybe I would tell Marco that was where I wanted to go first when we traveled. 

It was officially on the bucket list. I had heard someone use that term and now I loved it. I had a very quickly growing bucket list. It is fascinating just how many experiences you miss out on being stuck in a basement. 

“Wow, that’s bright!” A voice from behind me had me turning defensively. A feeling at my center vibrated in warning to never have someone at my back. 

“Thank you,” I chirped, relaxing once realizing that this boy was very much not a threat. He was actually sort of pretty, like a girl, if I was being truthful. He had long lashes and a very angular face. His hair was a messy sandy color and he himself was very colorful with a bright paint splatter sweater over his uniform. His gym shoes were green and white with large leaves on them. I inhaled being able to smell him somehow from over here. The scent was almost a bit herb-like in nature. 

“Why are you decorating?” he asked, looking a bit tired with his eyes red and foggy. Maybe he was sick? I didn’t want to pry but maybe I should suggest seeing a doctor.

I motioned to the dark gothic hallway with shadows and rainy windows that I could barely see through. “This is my best shot at making it brighter. I doubt the school would let me decorate the hallway.” 

His smile was easy. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” I nodded and it was a bit uncomfortable for a moment. Not like how it was when that jerk Lorn was around, but more of an ‘I don’t know what to say to him’ type of thing. 

“You’re new right?” he finally blurted out, sticking his hands in his pockets.

“It’s my second week, does that count as new?” I tilted my head before going to hang up my last photo, smiling softly at a job well done.

“No,” He shook his head, looking amused, “obviously, that makes you a seasoned veteran of this place. What’s your name?”

“Maya,” I met his hand in a quick shake before I pulled back. There was nothing wrong with him but it just didn’t feel the same as when I was near my boys. It felt off and uncomfortable like I shouldn’t be touching him. Was that normal? For mates, at least?

“James,” he nodded, looking back over at my locker. 

“Firefly,” A voice called out, my ears heated with excitement at the name, my eyes darting to Ledger. 

I tried to not stare at him too much but it was difficult. Ledger Asfour was very handsome. How did I get so lucky to have so many attractive mates? Honestly though, even if they hadn’t been so attractive I think I still would have felt the way I did about them. The connection I had came from the center of my chest and it seemed very permanent. 

My dragon mate wasn’t focused on me though, instead, his gaze was on James as he tucked his hands into his dark hoodie. I didn’t understand the look on his face exactly, but it seemed a bit annoyed and his eyes weren’t blue as much as they were black. Despite my skin prickling with awareness as he came closer, I wasn’t scared.

“Ledger,” I offered a smile, “come look at my locker.”

“Of course,” He offered, his eyes darting to mine and softening for a moment before sliding back over. “James, aren’t you supposed to be in class?”

James grunted, “Yeah I should be. I was just outside smoking.” 

“Oh,” I tilted my head thoughtfully, “you shouldn’t be smoking, that is terrible for humans.” 

Ledger chuckled softly as James raised a brow, “Is she...”

“Yes,” Ledger sighed, looking annoyed with the man once again, “she means that. You should get out of here, James. Now.”

“See you, guys.” He didn’t look me in the eye as I said goodbye but that was okay. I was already turning around and looking up at Ledger, glad to not have to share my focus anymore. 

His rough fingers cupped my jaw as I stepped closer into him, his hand sliding to rest on my neck. The contact making me feel very relaxed. 

“Why didn’t you tell us that you were staying out here? I was worried about you, Firefly.” He said softly, pressing his forehead with my own. 

I shrugged. “It’s a surprise, but I needed some color on my locker. Are you ready?” 

He grinned at my enthusiasm. The darkness gone from his eyes. I stepped back slightly. 

I had to admit I was glad he was a bit worked up. It was just that they kept their dragons so pushed down and controlled, I wanted to be closer to them. I knew they wanted to be closer to me as well, so why stop it? Even now, a low soft rumble from Ledger’s chest filled my ears and vibrated my fingers from where they rested on his chest. 

“Wow,” his eyebrows shot up as he looked into my locker, “you’re right, this is very colorful.”

“Do you like it?” I preened. 

Ledger was an array of different colors himself. His stark skin made my fingers twitch because I wanted to touch him so badly. I could practically see his tattoos peeking out from under his hoodie and I found myself grasping the soft material a bit tighter. His bonfire scent had me relaxing as he tilted his head. His onyx curls were orange-tipped, a contrast to the deep indigo of his eyes that seemed to have small flames in them. 

Ledger was always so calm and relaxed. Even when he was upset about something, he handled it differently than the others. Not that the others handled it poorly, but Ledger was just so in tune with his emotions as well as my own. I could always count on him to say the right thing. The things I needed to hear, and his constant efforts to make me smile, made me feel special. Loved. Unique. 

“It’s stunning, like you.” He winked. See what I freakin’ mean? 

“Peanut?” Anani’s voice had me snapping my head over to watch Ledger’s twin make his way down the quiet hallway. The man moved so easily. 

I think I envied that about the twins. They both had this natural ease and comfort in their own bodies. Something I still struggled with. Mostly because I didn’t fully know myself. I wasn’t naive enough to believe that I wouldn’t change and adapt in my new life and if I had to guess probably quicker than most. Honestly, it was a bit mindblowing to consider all the new things I’d learned about even in the past week. 

"Clearly Maya was keeping secrets," Ledger tapped my nose, “She was decorating her locker.” 

“Oh shit,” Anani muttered as he wrapped an arm around my waist, as I pointed towards the pictures.

“Aren’t those cute? I really want one of all seven of us though,” I explained, looking back at his handsome face. The only difference between Ledger and Anani really came down to their eyes and hair. I could see Anani’s tattoos dipping under his dark polo and they were stark like his jewel stone eyes that were intensely focused down on me. 

“Well, I am sure that is a possibility,” Ledger noted. 

The bell sounded through the halls, echoing, as my heart sped up with excitement. Henry strode out of the classroom, both our backpacks over his shoulder, immediately focused on me. His jaw unclenched and he exhaled looking relieved. Had he been that worried? Well, now I felt bad. 

“Oh,” Anani teased, “you’re in trouble.” 

I felt my lips twerk up knowing that I wasn’t actually in trouble. Mind you, it didn’t stop the very little pulse of anxiety in my chest that reminded me of how much my life had changed. How much those words about being in trouble used to scare me. 

Ledger, as if knowing, intertwined his hand with mine, running a thumb gently back and forth on my hand. The warmth spread from the light contact straight to my bones. 

“Sweetheart,” Henry spoke, his voice rough as I launched myself at him. His chuckle warming my heart as he tossed the backpacks to the twins. I inhaled that spring rain and mint scent of his as he wrapped his arms around me completely. I had noticed that Henry had been looking a bit stressed since this weekend, the circles underneath his eyes worried me, so I made sure to put an extra squeeze into the hug. 

“Come see my locker!” I waved my hand towards it as he walked us backward, keeping me close, eyebrows raised. 

“That,” he sighed with a small head shake, “is about perfect for you.” My chest warmed at his appraisal as I felt all the tension melt from my body. Whenever I was surrounded by them, I felt completely at home and relaxed. I only truly felt anxious when I was left alone. Mostly because of my father. 

“Lady and gentlemen,” Malloy chimed brightly. I immediately turned to smile at my friend, his height nearly matching my own. His soft eyes peered into the locker as he grinned. “Wow Maya, that looks fantastic.” 

“Thank you,” I offered as Henry muttered under his breath. I grabbed my backpack and closed up my locker. My group and I headed towards the library, Malloy in tow.

Malloy was an interesting person. There was a lot of personality in the small man and I found myself feeling a bit protective over him. The same way that I felt towards Jordan, except I knew she could protect herself. Malloy, I wasn’t so sure about. Either way, it was nice to feel like I had more friends than before.

Not that the guys weren’t enough. They totally were. But it only made sense that I needed my own friends as well since they have theirs. Well, they had each other but it still counted. 

Sometimes my mates got frustrated with Malloy for apparently ‘hitting on me’, but as I tried to explain, I really didn’t think that Malloy was into me. In fact, I think I had somehow got myself caught up in a situation between Seth, who had asked me on a date, and Malloy. I was pretty sure, just based on the way they looked at one another, they were mates. Well, I’m not sure what it would be for them because Malloy was human...still, I could tell they liked one another. For whatever reason, they couldn’t communicate how they felt to each other. 

“So why did they cancel Policy class today?” I asked the four of them as we walked towards the library rather than our classroom. 

“Apparently she had car problems,” Ledgar stated, “it was in an email, I can pull it up for you.”

I frowned trying to remember, “My email, is that on my phone or computer?” Honestly, the learning curve for technology was pretty steep but I was doing better. At least slightly so. 

“Both,” Henry offered as we walked through the large arched doorways of the massive gothic library. 

I was hoping to get most of my homework done before the end of the day. Plans to try to finish that phoenix painting tonight and maybe try to focus on shifting held most of my attention. Oh! I also wanted to try to bake a cake. See? I really didn’t have time for school. In a way, baking and art were a lot alike, or I should say baking was an art. If that made sense. 

I was very glad that I had only planned to work Monday, Thursday, and Saturday. Anything more wouldn’t leave enough time for me and my mates. My boss did say that I could come in whenever I really wanted though. 

Ever since I had baked cookies the other day, I had begun looking up recipes. I also found this app called Pinterest. It has all these different photos of food you can make and some of them are attached to websites that will pop up if you click on them. 

When I’d asked Marco about getting a cookbook he had taken it to the next level. We were having an entire kitchen full of supplies delivered. Even though I told him that I wasn’t positive how to use even half of the things that the store associate had suggested. 

I smiled a bit thinking about how amazing my mate was. I mean really, who goes out of their way like that for just some girl they met a week ago? They were all like that though. 

The dark and very large library had tall stained glass windows that only showed off the rain falling down outside, the landscape blurred and foggy. I settled into a small lounge area near the very back. Settled on one of the two couches that faced one another, my feet tucked underneath me, I sorted through my backpack. I totally slipped off my shoes, but I figured that was okay since no one besides my mates were over here. Even Malloy had stopped to talk to a group of girls a few tables away. 

Despite their attempts not to, I could feel eyes on me. The news stations and channels had stopped reporting on the investigation of my mother and Jed’s ‘murders’ the minute Marco got wind of the human media attempting to make a big deal out of it, using his power to call a halt to it all. Including any legal actions. Although the supernatural community apparently was upset that it brought attention to this area, it seemed to have only lasted the weekend. 

None of that stopped students from watching me and occasionally taking a picture. They were probably wondering if I was the one who killed my ‘parents’. If you could call them that.

When I’d asked Atlas how Marco had gotten it to ‘go away’, as he stated, my massive mate simply offered me a smile. I didn’t think that was a good answer and I was determined to figure out more about Marco’s company as well as the place it had in the United States. I had an inkling of suspicion that my mates were a bit more intense and scary with everyone else than they were around me. Honestly, even that made me feel special. 

I saw how much they tried to keep from yelling around me. To keep from making extremely sudden movements, because occasionally I still flinched. I felt like when someone you cared about went out of their way to make you more comfortable that it showed you what place you had in their heart. As it was, I think my mates acted a lot sweeter around me than most people. Was it wrong that I wanted to keep that for myself? I’d never been selfish in my life. Well, I’d tried to not be, but I wanted to be selfish with them. 

I opened up an assignment for one of my later classes, the notebook brand new and leather bound. Sai had picked them up for me Monday during the workday and I absolutely loved them. He’d also purchased me a box of really beautiful pens that had these little crystals trapped inside of them. 

As I began working on my assignment, my mind wandered just a bit. The rain against the windows reminded me of when I used to sit in the basement, staring at the small window as rainwater flooded in, creating a cold pool against the stone. How had I not realized how wrong I’d been treated? Because you didn’t know better. Were there others there? Why didn’t anyone try to help me? I had seen children notice me from where they had played and heard my father talking openly about me being downstairs. Yet...no one ever helped me. I was starting to think that where I’d lived hadn’t been a normal place.

No kidding. 

“Maya?” Ledger asked from next to me. 

My eyes flashed up as he examined my face, reaching over to run a thumb under my eyes. I flushed to find I’d been crying a bit. Instead of saying anything, he just pulled me against himself. He massaged my hair gently as I inhaled his scent, closing my eyes. I shouldn’t have been tired because I’d slept okay, but I found myself falling into a lull of sleep. 

Because our class had been canceled and I had a normal free period, Ledger actually let me sleep a full class period. The ring of the bell and change of classes had me opening my eyes to a pair of indigo ones, already focused on my face. 

“I need to work on stuff,” I sighed, as he let me sit up. I grinned as I looked over to find Anani spread out on the other couch, eyes closed and headphones in. 

Henry, on the other hand, was working on his laptop, looking far more serious than usual.

“What are you thinking so hard about, Henry?” I asked curiously, his eyes snapped to mine, melting me when he smiled. 

“I am going through the meeting itinerary for the executive officers meeting today,” he explained, “they should be gathering here in about two hours.”

“I thought they had it earlier?” 

“They were supposed to,” Henry sighed, “apparently two of the other three are running late. Surprise, it isn’t the Oregon branch.” 

“Henry usually goes to them,” Ledger explained and then nipped my ear, “bit of a control freak.”

I giggled as Henry narrowed his eyes and closed his laptop. I spoke before he had a minute to respond. “Why don’t you go then?”

Henry shook his head. “I don’t want less than three of us with you with your dad hanging around.”

“Let’s all go to the meeting then,” I proposed, tilting my head.

“It’s boring,” Henry offered, but his eyes jumped a bit at the thought. 

“I want to go.” I insisted. “Can we?” Now that my locker was decorated, I was sort of interested in leaving. Plus, I would get to see Marco, Sai, Atlas, and Croy. 

“I’m game,” Anani yawned, stretching. “It’s such a Monday.”

“It’s a Tuesday,” I noted confused as Ledger hummed in agreement. 

Anani waved his hand, yawning again like he gave up on what he wanted to say. 

Henry was looking between us and he took off his glasses, rubbing his eyes before nodding. “Alright, let’s go then.”

My heart jumped with excitement as I gathered my bag and we all stood up to leave. I mentally groaned as a large frame appeared in front of us. One more reason I wasn’t a huge fan of school since the end of last week. Everyone seemed to have a bit of an issue with me, outside of the possibility of me being a murderer. No, apparently Lorn Matchers and Becky Ash had spread their poisonous opinions so that now the majority of the school disliked me. Well, that was what it felt like at least. 

Lorn Matchers, the very first day of school, had started his harassment which Becky Ash soon followed, upset that my mates were...well, my mates. 

After Becky had attacked me the other day, she’d been taken away and had yet to return. Her friends, well the individuals I used to see with her, had spent yesterday and most of this morning offering me dark looks. 

In a way, Lorn was a bit worse, because he was spreading rumors about me. I’d done my best to ignore them yesterday. However, when I had used the washroom before decorating my locker, I’d heard them fully, unable to escape the truth of how bad they were. No one had known I was in there so the girls had been talking openly. Calling me names that I didn’t think I deserved. 

Somehow, overnight, after our confrontation at the lunchroom yesterday, he had managed to start some pretty terrible rumors about me and they’d stuck. I didn’t feel exactly saddened by it because I knew my mates didn’t believe it, but still, it made me anxious to feel so unwelcome. I didn’t want to feel that way anymore. 

I had yet to tell the guys any of this...so I probably needed to do that before they found out through others at the school. 

“Lorn,” Henry snarled, his entire demeanor shifting, “I don’t think I need to warn you that being around me right now is a terrible idea.”

“Hey,” Lorn grinned, showing off his massive front teeth that didn’t fit his face while he raised his hands in mock defense, “I just came to make amends. I have no idea where all of these rumors are coming from. Didn’t want there to be any issues between us.”

“Rumors?” Anani demanded. Seething. I could almost see him baring his teeth at Lorn. 

Well, if they didn’t know before, they would now.

“That’s a lie,” I pointed out frowning, “I heard people saying they’d heard all of it from you. You told them... well, I’m not going to say it, but what I do or don’t do with my mates is none of anyone's business."

Henry let out a warning sound, “Lorn, you better pray I don’t find out you are the one who has spread these rumors.” 

“I didn’t say anything,” he offered a gross smile, “but hey! Is it a lie? You’re with all of them aren’t you?”

Anani practically hissed, “If I were you, I’d make sure you fucking hide the minute school is out.”

He paled and I knew that he was thinking about my other mates. 

Ledger chuckled, “Marco knows all about your bullshit, Lorn. He also knows we are stopping by. Let’s head out.” The last part was more directed towards us and probably stopping Henry from acting out some of the violence I could see in his stormy eyes. It didn’t scare me though, he didn’t scare me. 

Henry placed a hand on my back, ushering me away from Lorn. Shaking my head I followed the twins. I turned to see Henry saying something quietly to the large shifter as he nearly turned purple with anger, looking around at the humans watching. Then my mate was back at my side. 

I wasn’t positive about what exactly bothered me about Lorn’s rumors. I was with all of them. That wasn’t a lie. 

The way he talked about it though made me feel almost shameful. Why? I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but the way humans were looking at me, specifically the other girls, made me feel bad about myself. I knew the boys had warned me about all of that, and how humans viewed it, but it was different when I was faced with it right in school. 

“Are you okay?” Anani asked, his voice worried as I nodded. 

I was. I just really wanted to go home. Still, I needed to be strong about this situation. I wasn’t going to let someone like Lorn put me down. I was better than that. 

The minute we left the doors of the building, I breathed in the crisp damp air and put my hood up, jogging with them towards the truck. 

Anani intertwined his hand with mine despite the rain, saying he was worried about me falling before helping me into the large truck. I exhaled, shaking out my hair as I shrugged off my jacket. 

As Ledger started up the truck and began driving, I looked over to see a truck across the parking lot. My breath halted, panic filling my chest as I saw a flash of what I was positive was my father’s light colored hair. Maybe not? 

I shook my head and leaned back, trying to shake the thought from my head. I knew I couldn’t ignore it forever though. If I knew one thing about Pastor Malcolm, it was that the man was never happy unless he got his way. 

I had escaped once, I wasn’t willing to take the bet that I could do so again. 
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Chapter 3
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Marco

“Officer Matchers,” I spun the pen on my desk as I watched the rainy landscape outside, “I don’t really give a fuck what phase your son is going through. I have given him several warnings. He needs to be punished. Either your community handles it, or I’m going to. I expect to hear back from you within the next hour.” Hanging up I shook my head and ran a hand over my face feeling exhausted. What a piece of shit. 

It infuriated me on one level, making me want to kill him. On the other level,  it was exhausting to play these pointless politics back and forth. 

Atlas offered me a dry look from where he lounged on the leather couch facing my desk. 

This day was shaping up to be a long one. I was annoyed as it was that the executive officers’ meeting had been moved because that had been an hour I’d lost from spending time with Maya. 

Edmund had arrived on time but now that we were waiting on the other two, he had gone to run some apparent errand before our now afternoon meeting. 

On the bright side, it was becoming a far better day now that Maya was coming here. My brows furrowed thinking about how she probably shouldn’t even be in school. She fucking died last week, and I’m sorry, but the woman was already brilliant and had never been in school a day in her life. Did she have to start now? Couldn’t she just do an at home school program? Far safer with that psycho bastard walking around. 

Plus, I felt like the restrained classroom structure was the opposite of what my little artist actually needed. She should be somewhere where she could go from painting in those cute overalls to cooking up whatever the hell she wanted. 

Honestly, I would give Maya anything she wanted with just a word. She didn’t need to go through the pointless school system if she didn’t want to. Hell, I’d have her signed up with an art school in fucking Paris if that was what she wanted. Maybe, I should tell her that. Maybe she hadn’t considered that as an option, after all, everyone had been telling her it was ‘normal’ to finish school. I’d never finished school and I liked to think I turned out fine. 

My chest squeezed as my dragon let out another rumble. If I’d thought he was being a bastard before we put a mating claim on Maya, now it was ten times worse. He was constantly urging me to do stupid shit and I could barely sit through a tv show without knowing where her perfect self was. The woman was absolutely shattering me and she had no idea. No fucking idea. I just wanted to wrap her up and keep her locked in our house...preferably in my bedroom. Naked.

I inhaled trying to not think about her naked. Or else I would be holding a closed-door meeting with just her and I. Actually, that sounded pretty fucking perfect. 

My hearing perked up the minute that a familiar car pulled into the parking lot of our low modern gray building. 

Sai, his office one down from mine, stepped out eagerly, his hands stuffed in his pockets as he no doubt attempted to not run towards the door. I understood that more than anyone. In some ways, Sai and I were very alike, and in others, we clashed. Being brothers but still maintaining a flight hierarchy was a lot more work than you would imagine. 

I watched as he finally gave in and walked towards the front of the building. The building that I wanted to get out of as soon as possible. Don’t get me wrong, it was a fantastic building and honestly one of my favorites within the ‘Moretti empire’, as Atlas referred to it. I wished that I could feel guilty about dominating so many markets, but I just didn’t. 

Henry didn’t ever feel guilty about his love for investing in stocks, so why would I feel bad about monopolizing the West coast? The best part was that I could do it from home. Something I hadn’t realized the value in until now. Now, when the flexibility of my schedule allowed me to see my little artist more.

Normally, I came into work about as much as I worked from home, split evenly. I didn’t do well sitting around. Coming into work, even for a few hours, kept me busy. Only two weeks ago, I’d been trying to decide what venture to scope out next because to be this successful at twenty-four was fantastic...until you remembered as a dragon, you have several hundred years ahead of you. 

I no longer worried, ever since finding Maya. I was very aware of what I would be doing and I couldn’t be happier about it. My businesses essentially ran themselves so it gave me time to get our flight settled into this new situation. 

We had always been fairly adaptable though, so I wasn’t very concerned. I mean, shit, four years ago we had just arrived on Earth. A concept that seemed less and less real as the days passed. Our universe existed on a massive spectrum of different realms with delicate Earth being the center point through which different portals could be reached. The Dreki realm, where we had originated from, was very accessible...just no one wanted to access it. It was, in a word, archaic. 

You still had a ruling family, made up of the only other phoenix that we knew of, and the technological advancements, compared to what existed here, were lacking. Mind you, that had been changing throughout the few years we’d been here, making an active effort to relay what the dragon community as a whole were achieving here. They didn’t care though. I could tell.

Our society back home was a militant one at its heart and at ten, boys were sent to the military academy. There were very few women in the realm because any pure-blood dragons were male. That was why Maya was so precious within our community and why the council were being such assholes. 

When a phoenix and dragon mate, they create sons that are dragons and daughters that are phoenixes. Any other coupling with another supernatural creates a hybrid. Those hybrids usually weren’t welcome long term in the Dreki realm, so the families ended up either splitting up or leaving. And they wondered why the population was growing older with such a small number of youth. 

I mumbled a curse thinking about one day having a family with Maya. I mean, it had always been a thought in my head, the idea of having a family. Until you are in the position that you can see a future with someone, it is always more hypothetical. At least for me.

But yes, adaptable. Our flight had grown slowly over time. My original establishment of it when I’d been sixteen and our youngest, the twins, had been ten. I had no idea what I had been doing at the time but I knew I wasn’t about to wait around to become an alpha when I already was one. 

It wasn’t long before I got fed up with all the military bullshit. I’d been twenty when I decided we were leaving Dreki. Not only had Henry suffered a terrible eye injury during a training exercise, due to poor direction from one of our commanders, but the twin’s parents were still able to reach them. Abusive assholes. 

So I packed my flight up and we appeared before the council of four in Los Angeles, where I essentially demanded being placed on the council. Considering the importance my own father played in Dreki’s military, they conceded. What they didn’t tell us? Was how to be human. 

We spent the first year in Los Angeles pursuing whatever the hell we wanted. Except we far exceeded even our own expectations. It was possible that it was due to our lack of preconceived notions about how humans were supposed to act. Or, we were really fucking lucky. One of those. 

The twins ended up becoming media-loved music prodigies despite finding it entertaining and a hobby at best. I had to admit, I think the positive attention did help to heal some of the very deep emotional wounds that were left from being abused as children. 

Henry had started investing in the stock market. Then began developing software that was still to this day getting daily offers. The bastard found it far too hilarious. Then again, I think he might be a tad insane since he willingly subjected himself to medical school for fun while still attending high school. It was an odd situation, to say the least, and after about a full year, we realized it was too much. People were starting to notice us, and not in a positive way. 

Sai had started to train for fighting, entering underage and illegally. When the media became aware of it, the human law enforcement establishment essentially tried to blame it on me, his guardian. 

Atlas had suggested we get the hell out so we moved up to our sanctuary in Washington. It was a solid move because it allowed us to continue to become successful without the obnoxious media surrounding us. I was particularly thankful we had moved because of Maya. I had no doubt I would have found her eventually, but I was glad we had come into her life when we did. I didn’t like to think what would have happened if I hadn’t run into her that day at the gas station. 

I knew the struggle with the media wasn’t over and, in a lot of ways, it had increased because of Maya. I wanted to hide her away. Luckily, law enforcement was no longer a problem because I had practically placed half of them in their jobs. Any media trying to follow us up north was intercepted by the biker associations and criminal operations that I kept in touch with. I didn’t consider myself a criminal, but I did associate with them and benefited from their loyalty that came from small favors I’d granted. It was an interesting dynamic and I was glad for it now that I had something so essential to protect. 

I was proud of what we had built here and our missing piece had finally arrived. 

A small meow had me looking away from the door and shaking my head. This tiny fluffy creature was the reason I wasn’t in that foyer greeting my perfect sexy mate. The pulled out drawer, had a soft throw pillow in it, with my little babysitting responsibility looking up at me. I guess it was actually more parenting than babysitting. 

This was the shit my dragon got me into. I’d run out for coffee, pissed the meeting had been moved and passed a pet shelter. Now we had a kitten. 

I still can’t believe the massive, savage creature that lived inside of me was happy as fuck that we’d gotten a furball of destruction. A black and white fluffy monster. She even had a pink bow around her neck. I’d agreed to that shit and even picked the color because I knew Maya would like it. 

What was happening to me? I honestly should have been embarrassed but all I felt was contentment because I had a feeling Maya was going to absolutely love her. 

Atlas, Sai, and even Croy were all fans of the little monster. I was really undecided until I saw Maya’s reaction. Bella was pretty cute though. Yes, Bella. I didn’t pick it out, the shelter had, although I was a fan of the name. 

“Marco!” Maya sang happily as my head snapped up, a smile forming on my lips. Atlas, clearly having explained it to the others, kept them talking out in the hallway to not crowd our new little guest. Bella let out a small eager meow at Maya’s voice and my mate froze, her eyes wide with interest. 

I took a moment to appreciate Maya. She was beautiful but it was more than that, she always seemed to be glowing. Her thick dark hair was damp, making her eyes almost appear gold rather than brown, her lips were a bright red. She was simply perfect. No other word would do her justice if I were being honest. 

“What was that?” She asked, nibbling her lip as my cock hardened more than it already was. 

Everything. Literally, her breathing created extreme reactions in me. I lifted Bella from the drawer and placed her on the desk. “This is Bella.”

As the kitten stretched, Maya’s eyes went wide, watching as it walked around the top of the desk. The kitten watched Maya as her little fluffy butt sat down, tail swishing.  

My mate blinked as her eyes watered and panic hit me in the chest. Even if they were positive tears, I hated seeing her upset at all. She deserved to have a reason to smile every moment of the day.

“You bought a kitten?” she whispered, her eyes hopeful.

I swallowed trying to not sound completely whipped, “I stopped at a rescue shelter and found her.”

“You saved her?” Her eyes filled with an unnamed emotion as I nodded, not understanding fully what was going through her head. 

“I wasn’t positive you wanted a kitten but...”

Maya reached forward gently approaching the desk, not answering my lingering words. She swallowed. “What if I hurt her? She’s so tiny.”

I motioned for her to round the desk and I pulled her sexy self onto my lap so that she was relaxed against me. I picked Bella up and watched as Maya touched her, hesitant at first. I inhaled her scent as her smile widened, pulled the kitten to her, a comfortable happy silence surrounding us. 

It was unknown if she noticed, but I was hard as hell under her. It was unavoidable. She was perfect, even her holding a fucking kitten was somehow sexy. This was just getting ridiculous. 

“Hey you,” she petted the kitten gently, “you are the prettiest kitten I’ve ever seen. I love you so much.” It was all mumbled and I felt my smile growing at how absorbed with the kitten she was. 

Then, because I clearly have issues, I felt jealous that she was so attached to the kitten. Christ. What the hell was wrong with me?

“Thank you so much, Marco,” she whispered, looking up at me before she nibbled her lip. “I’m worried I won’t be able to take care of her, I’ve never had to take care of something before.” 

I went to answer but then she continued and I shut up because I was eager to hear anything about her time before us, painful or not. 

“When I was stuck in that basement, this little stray came through the window and I created a small comfortable corner for her with some cardboard and fabric torn from my dress. She ended up having these tiny little kittens and I was so scared my mother or father would find them and hurt them. I did my best to protect them and the mom cat would come back with food every day. 

“I remembered thinking that I wanted to be a good mom like that one day since my mother was never like that. I was...heartbroken when they didn’t come back one afternoon. It was what taught me to be careful about getting attached...” 

My skin boiled with fury at her parents and I couldn’t help but bury my nose in her hair while trying to not squeeze her too tightly. My sweet Maya. Even being held captive in a basement, she was taking care of fucking kittens and putting them above her own safety. 

“You don’t have to ever worry about that again,” I whispered into her hair, “you can become as attached to her, or us, as you like...preferably us also because I can’t imagine not seeing your gorgeous face every day, honey. Plus, you have seven of us to help you with her.” I tucked that streak of pink hair behind her ear. 

Her eyes, flashing with a wisdom that seemed far older than I would have assumed possible, searched my face to see if I was bullshitting her. I had nothing to hide from her though. Absolutely nothing. 

“Don’t worry, Bella,” she looked back down at the cat, “I promise I’ll be the best mom ever.” 

I could hear the truth in those words and I felt like this meant way more to her than I realized. The determination to be better than...well, her mom no doubt, was all over her face. I could relate to that though, my father had always been a bastard. 

Then I nearly groaned because the idea of Maya as a mother was not one I fucking expected. My dragon loved the idea, offering an amused look at my slight panic. Not at the idea of having a kid with Maya but at having to add another person that we needed to watch over and protect. I had no doubt we could do it...but yeah, sometimes it just seemed like a lot. 

I think Atlas was probably one of the only ones to realize how often I felt like that. I had the random urge to tell Maya about my worry but I didn’t want her to doubt me. Didn’t want her to ever think I couldn’t handle something for her. Because I could. I would handle anything and everything she ever needed, or problems she faced.

“You will,” I agreed and then chuckled, “plus she has seven dads.” My smile widened as Sai narrowed his eyes at me from where he could no doubt hear me. I knew the fucker wanted to be in here and he thought I was purposefully taking my time. And I was. The twins and Henry spent all day with her, I was bound to be a bit selfish. 

“Can I bring her into the meeting?” she asked curiously.

“I want you in there, so yes,” I explained as the kitten crawled her way up Maya’s shoulder between us and buried her nose in the same hair I was. I smiled at that because even I had to admit it was cute. 

“Are you sure you want me in there?” she asked seriously, “I don’t know anything about your business, Marco. I would love to learn but...”

“No ‘buts’,” I ran a hand over the back of her neck and examined her face. “If you are interested in the company then I want you to be able to work next to me. Even if it takes a bit of a learning curve. And if you aren’t interested, no big deal. Either way, the paperwork is being drawn up to make you a co-owner.”

Her eyes rounded as a panicked expression crossed her face. “What? Why?” 

Alright, I almost laughed a bit at her expression but tried to rein it in, figured it wouldn’t do any good. 

“Same reason you are being put on everything else. Every property and asset, you name it, you have legal rights to it, or will soon,” I smirked at her shocked face.

“Marco, I have no idea what to even do with any of that,” she frowned, looking overwhelmed.

“Still, I want you as an equal, baby girl, in all things. On top of that, if anything ever happened to me or any of the others, I would always want you to be settled and safe,” I stated softly. 

Her eyes softened and she pressed a kiss to my lips. I tried to deepen it but she pulled back offering me a teasing smile. “Not in front of Bella.” She chided, sliding off my lap to go show the others in the hallway. 

See? The cat was a cockblock. I muttered a curse and sat back in my leather chair, running a hand over my still extremely frustratingly hard cock. 

Alright. I lied. Not in all things. 

Equal except for when I had her bent over my lap, spanking her sweet ass for being a tease. And when I’m buried inside of her and she's moaning my name. When we’re in bed together I plan on absolutely owning her, to the fullest extent. I closed my eyes so I could stop imagining ripping through those delicate tights and flipping up her school skirt, fucking her right over the desk. 

Shit. This was bad. 

After a moment of trying to get myself under control, I stood and my eyes narrowed on the luxury vehicles pulling up outside. Alright, I may not have considered that Maya would have to be in the same room as these very human assholes. If they had understood mating shit they would leave her the fuck alone. As it stood, I didn’t trust them to do that.

“Baby girl,” I spoke, approaching everyone. As she turned, her eyes looking up at our height difference, Bella climbed her way up to sit on top of Maya’s head. Something my mate didn’t seem phased by in the least. I didn’t say anything but I did slide her wet leather jacket from her elegant shoulders, revealing her fucking perfect body. 

It was unfair she could walk around in a skirt like that. I tossed the jacket down in my office and shrugged off my suit jacket, pulling it on her as she inhaled and sighed looking far more comfortable. I was glad she was warm and not in damp clothes but it wasn’t about that. No this was way more selfish. I needed to see her in my clothes. 

She rolled the cuffs and then buttoned it in the center, somehow making it look sexy instead of like an oversized coat. The woman had a natural grace and elegance that women in Hollywood had tried to create for years.

Unfortunately, before I could make a second costume change, the door chimed and Henry’s eyes sparkled with amusement and excitement. The first being because of my failed attempt to cover Maya in my clothing and the second because he was thrilled to be at this meeting. Like I said, the guy was all about investing and arguing. He should have been a lawyer.

“You have this all handled?” Atlas asked as Maya walked next to Sai, their heads bent over the kitten as the twins attempted to pull Maya away from him. Which failed. 

Croy and Henry were talking about something as they walked over to Henry’s office to no doubt grab something. I was positive that some type of argument would occur during this meeting, so Henry probably wanted all of his files and records just in case. 

The three men appearing today weren’t my favorite, but they did a damn good job at running Washington, Oregon, and California’s branches. How the one from Oregon was the only one on time was past me. Humans were terrible with timing, so who the hell knows. 

I nodded to Atlas as he walked towards my office, no doubt to continue to look through shit. Last time Atlas had attended a meeting with these assholes, he had to leave the building because he got so frustrated with their bullshit and the guy didn’t have much of a temper. He had only planned on filling in for Henry in the first place, I knew he was happy to not have to deal with that shit.

Hearing voices, including my secretary, Cecile, I walked towards the front while rolling my sleeves now that I was jacketless. Inhaling, I found myself pissed that I couldn’t smell Maya’s sweet scent of sea salt, ashes, and roses. Such a unique aroma that I had begun to love. I think I was a little in love with our Mate as it was. 

Alright, that part may have not been all that little.

When I entered the room, Cecile immediately went back to her desk not meeting my gaze. Good, considering she was on extremely thin ice. I had nearly fired her but Maya had brushed the incident off so I had left it alone. That would change in a heartbeat if Maya asked for her to be fired. Then again, I would sell my entire company for her if she asked. 

I wasn’t worried about being able to support her, we had enough money in the Earth realm to last generations. The mythology behind dragons hoarding treasure wasn’t that far off, although for us it just seemed to manifest in generational wealth. Which was why it was so fucking crazy that she didn’t want me to spend any money on her. Like what the hell else was I supposed to spend it on? I wanted to spoil the woman rotten and every time I heard her mention something she found interesting, it was a compulsion to get it for her. 

I may not have loved it, but I respected that Maya wanted to work. She made a valid point. She needed to be able to make choices, even if it was hard as hell for me to let go a bit. I would admit that it was one of the reasons I hadn’t freaked out about Croy too much. One, I knew you couldn’t control mating shit. Secondly, Maya had chosen him. 

So no, Croy didn’t really bother me and the man was a walking fucking encyclopedia. Considering that Maya was a species that we were unfamiliar with overall, the help was much needed. I actually had meant to suggest they work on shifting this evening... but now I had to deal with these assholes. 

“Marco.” Our executive officer from Oregon, Edmund, offered me a knowing look and shook my hand in passing. He was younger, maybe twenty-six, but the man knew his state and the area around it very well, so I had determined age really didn’t matter. After all, I was only twenty-four myself. In dragon years that was extremely young but still more advanced than most fifty-year-old humans. 

I think Maya was similar in a way because she was very adaptable. I’d seen the woman watch something and then be able to repeat it easily. It was just that lack of base knowledge that needed to be expanded. 

As Alex and Michael both greeted me, I inhaled and prepared myself for what was going to no doubt be a long afternoon. 

***
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UNSURPRISINGLY I HADN’T been wrong. 

I leaned back in my leather chair at the head of the table and continued to stare at the PowerPoint of profit measures that Alex’s assistant was clicking through. I’m not positive if he had done it on purpose but the colors and the information were so dull I could barely pay attention. This was not the aspect that I loved about my business. 

Dragons were naturally possessive and somewhat selfish creatures. I’d always enjoyed collecting beautiful things. Art, properties, and everything in between. It was one of the aspects of my business empire and it was also my true passion, not all of these other aspects. 

My eyes flashed to Maya. One of the greatest treasures I’d come across. Not to be collected but definitely in my possession. I wanted to travel the universe and its many realms with her, collecting everything and anything that she or I found interesting. I entertained myself with the train of thought for most of the meeting. 

The twins had gone out about five minutes ago to pick up some dinner. Maya hadn’t mentioned it but I worried she would get hungry. 

Sai was in his office ‘working’ with Atlas. Avoiding this third hour of these unremarkable spreadsheets. Lucky bastards. 

Croy had wandered off somewhere after the first hour. He had appeared distracted, eyes darting to and from the watch on his wrist. The only people who didn’t seem uninterested included Henry and the three executive officers. One of which, Alex, was on a slide that had Henry and Michael arguing about something. I had no idea what specifically, but I could feel the mood of the room turn from frustrated to angry. 

My eyes went back to Maya where she sat elegantly to the right of me. Her eyes on Bella as she continued to pet the sleeping kitten before looking up at the screen. She looked focused as if she had somewhat of an understanding of what was going on. Probably finding it more interesting than myself. 

Bella let out a small meow and Michael frowned. He looked at me as if the kitten meowing was my fault. In return, I narrowed my eyes at him, his eyes darted back to the screen instantly. That’s what I fucking thought. 

I mentally dared him to say some shit. If Maya wanted to play a soundtrack of cat meows and fill the office with kittens, she could. As long as she was smiling. 

My eyes traced the Moretti logo on the PowerPoint and I found myself glad that I had emphasized the equality aspect to her. Sure she was younger than me and probably had no interest in business, but I wanted to make sure that no matter what happened, she was always safe. The rest of them as well. 

I planned on making Maya the queen of my empire, just so long as her throne was on my fucking lap. I felt like that was reasonable, I mean the woman was going to share my last name one day.

Should be sooner rather than later if you think about it. She doesn’t have a legal last name, it would be reasonable to get her one. What would be better than to give her mine?  

I shook my head a bit thinking about how much my mindset had shifted. Hadn’t it been over a week ago I’d been driving back from a meeting with the council and thinking about how I felt like something was missing? I sure as hell hadn’t thought it was our mate. Maya was an unexpected, gorgeous surprise. 

I stretched my arms above my head, a small groan passed my lips. Unintentionally snagging Maya’s attention from the PowerPoint. 

Her eyes snapped to my chest and flickered down my body. Her eyes darkened with desire. A small hitch, barely audible, caught in her throat. 

I nearly groaned at how much that simple action turned me on. Motioning for her to join me, she slid out of her chair and leaned into my chest. 

Bella looked up and licked my chin. The action had me laughing because of Maya’s surprised face. Honestly, this was now the most entertaining executive officer’s meeting I’d ever been to. Then again, they were only really stressful when you didn’t own the company. 

“Mr. Moretti,” Alex’s voice had me frowning, “are we not holding your attention?”

Was this guy for real? Michael and Alex were both in their thirties, so they tried to push the buttons of superiority. Last time I checked, though, I was the one paying them. 

“Not particularly,” I admitted as Maya blinked at them, her face devoid of emotion, unimpressed. Something she no doubt was not doing on purpose.

“... with his fuck toy,” Alex’s assistant muttered quietly, the tail end practically ringing in my over-sensitive ears. It wasn’t loud enough that a normal human would have been able to hear it. 

Henry’s jaw clenched as he stood up, hands clenched into fists. His anger permeated the board room.

Maya made a worried noise, no doubt more upset about our reactions than what he said. Maya gave little consideration to what humans thought of her and it was extremely attractive. 

“I’m sorry, what the hell did you just say?” I growled slightly while narrowing my eyes at his assistant. I was trying really hard to not get worked up since Maya was sitting so comfortably on my lap. Her hand was on the back of my neck and face pressed against my chest, almost purring against me. Almost because right now she couldn’t fully relax because of these assholes.

“Nothing,” his assistant immediately put out, his face paling. 

What was his name again? I didn’t really care if we were being honest. 

“Alex, your assistant is fired. Get the fuck out of my building. Now.” I snarled as Maya’s face dipped into a frown as she glared at the man. Except I got the distinct feeling it was because she was upset that he upset me. Which was fucking pefect. She was perfect. 

“Seriously?” The assistant turned red in the face, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. As he stood up, his chair crashed to the floor.

Alex grunted looking embarrassed, “Charles, leave. We will talk later.” 

My eyes moved over to Henry as he sent a message on his phone, to Atlas no doubt. Charles would not be returning to my company and his asshole comment would not go unpunished.  

Maya seemed to relax as I ran a hand over her leg. She kept her attention on the room, landing on Henry, the only one now not looking worried. No, instead he was staring at Maya and making her blush, due to what I had no idea. 

I inhaled trying to pull myself away mentally to focus back on the humans. “What exactly are we arguing about?”

Henry shook his head, “Alex and Michael are attempting to argue something that is idiotic. Edmund agrees with me.” Henry had a much longer attention span than I did, following along with everything going on around him. 

This was why I didn’t like to get involved in shit like this. I had enough responsibility, I didn’t want to also have to argue with humans on how to run my company. 

“If we invest in these three companies,” Alex began, “it will help us. I’ve looked into it, I promise you that it will yield results.” 

Maya frowned as they broke back into arguing as her lips came to my ear, “Marco, this sounds crazy, but I can tell he’s lying.” 

That didn’t sound crazy to me at all. I had read that part of a phoenix’s magic was gauging the truth of others’ statements. Made me wonder if Maya realized that she was using her magic.  I wasn’t positive if it was normal for a phoenix, but I often found her using her magic, unintentionally to gauge the truth of others statements. 

Henry looked over at us as his eyes lightened with surprise. “Run me through this again,” Henry sighed, despite how calculated he was no doubt being. It was rare that my brother ever did anything unintentionally, it was what made him a fantastic beta. He continued, “maybe I am not understanding this. So, you promise this will yield results. At least as far as you can predict.”

“Yes.” He answered.

Maya offered a head shake while rubbing her nose to Bella. That didn’t mean shit though, the results could just benefit him rather than the rest of the company. 

“And you believe it will help us. As in this company,” Henry frowned, “you believe it will help the company to essentially invest in competitors when it comes to our international trading connections?”

“Yes.”

Maya’s head turned as she looked right up at me, “That’s it. That’s a lie.”  

Michael paled, “What is she talking about, Marco?”

Henry arched a brow, “Do you believe the same as Alex?”

“Yes?” Michael sounded unsure. 

Maya shook her head, pressing a kiss to my cheek before speaking, “I’m going to go find Atlas and see if we can find some food for Bella, but they are lying. It’s super obvious. So...maybe they have something to gain from this that would yield a result for them but not the company?”

“Thanks, baby girl,” I chimed with a lazy smile as Henry stood up, bringing her to the door, she kissed his cheek as well and he locked the door after she left. 

Alex sputtered, “That isn’t true!”

I inhaled and smiled. Alright, I lied. This meeting was about to be far more fun. 
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Chapter 4
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Maya

“You are so sweet,” I told Bella, looking over her big blue eyes as she ate a half can of wet food. Her small tummy turned into a round ball after only a few bites. Honestly, it was really cute. 

I looked up to see Sai was standing in the door of Marco’s office watching me. I didn’t really understand the expression he had on his face, but it was soft and filled with warmth. Making me feel flustered. Not in the same way as I did after riding his dragon... but still flustered. 

Croy was sitting on the couch, his green eyes flashing up to me despite his attempts to focus. He had his Bluetooth in his ear, talking to someone in Los Angeles. Judging by his voice, he was super annoyed. 

I understood that though. This was worse than school. I’d officially decided I didn’t like school and I totally didn’t want to work. Not like this at least. I wanted to paint and maybe bake. I felt like it was a good range of skills, plus even if it wasn’t - I enjoyed it, so it was good enough for me. So painting and baking sounded perfect. 

Oh! That’s an idea.

“Hey, Sai?” I asked as he rounded the desk, kneeling down on one knee so we were eye level. Even after hours of work, he looked as handsome as he had this morning. My eyes moved over his dress shirt that was tight across his chest, making me shift slightly. My skin breaking out into shivers at the soft rumbling his dragon produced. 

“Yes, Kitten?” he asked, finally drawing my eyes up from where I’d clearly been staring at him. 

We were nose to nose, breath catching, ears warming. 

“Maya,” Sai chuckled softly with a dark undertone, “breathe, Kitten.”

“How am I supposed to breathe when you're this close, smell like cinnamon, and are so flippin’ handsome,” I demanded, frustrated with his words. “You should just turn around so I can actually focus...”

Sai’s lips melded with mine as I inhaled sharply. My fingers hesitantly reached up to twist in his long hair which was now loose of its bindings. He let out a low growl against my lips, tugging me forward so his chest was between my legs. 

When he finally pulled back I just blinked at him, not exactly knowing how the hell to go from there. Was it just me or was it really warm in here? I was so confused by these weird spikes of what I now knew to be lust. 

My brain felt foggy and I was overwhelmed by this sense of security, affection, and desire. It felt freeing like I could let go because I knew Sai would handle stuff. 

“Kitten,” Sai cooed softly, making me blink and I inhaled sharply, shaking myself out of it.

“Sorry,” I whispered as he shook his head offering me a stunning smile.

“No need to apologize,” he leaned forward, nipping my bottom lip and sending what felt like an electric current, small but powerful, through my body. “I like this look on you.”

“What look?” I asked softly as he shook his head.

“What were you going to ask me?” He tilted his head curiously, while moving past his comment. 

Oh. I grinned, perking up. “Do you think we could create a craft store that is also a bakery...that people can bring their pets in? Or what if we had pets that people could adopt?” 

Sai chuckled softly tucking hair behind my ear, “I’ve never heard of a place like that, but I don’t think it would be a problem if you really wanted it.” 

Humming I nodded, “Maybe.” A new question sprang out of my mouth. “Do you like working here? I’m not sure I could get used to this. It seems a bit boring.” I blushed at the realization that I’d admitted that out loud, “Don’t tell Marco I said that.”

Sai’s eyes flashed to my lips, “No worries, Maya, I think he agrees. But to answer your question, no, this is not my ideal workday.”

Marco found his own company boring? Well, why the heck was he doing something he didn’t love? It was clear he and I needed to have a discussion. 

“Well, what is?” I watched as Bella gave a lengthy stretch on the desk as the lamp warmed her fur. When Marco had adopted Bella, it made me fall in love with him just a bit more. 

Not only had he saved her, but now I could prove that I was better than the woman that raised me. If I ever had children of my own one day, which was an odd concept to consider, I wanted them to have an amazing life. I never wanted them to question my love for them. 

“When we first arrived from the Dreki realm, I found myself competing in human fight circles,” he explained easily. “By human standards, I was underage though, so that had to stop for a time.”

“You enjoy fighting?” I asked curiously, trying to make sense of that. I was learning that violence was normal and even expected for most shifters, but it was hard to swallow. I could never imagine hurting someone...well, that I loved. I had no issue with thinking that Becky Ash’s hair deserved to be burned a bit. 

Something dark flashed through his gaze, “It’s a release, I grew up in a military-focused family. Sent to a military school at age ten. So fighting and violence are something I’m familiar with. But enjoy it? No, not really.” His voice was soft and thoughtful as he ran a thumb over my pulse point gently. 

I nibbled my lip, “That makes sense. I think.” 

Sai lifted a hand to my cheek and rubbed a thumb over my jaw, “I know violence bothers you, Kitten. You won’t ever have to see anything like that.”

I blushed thinking about him all sweaty while fighting. I had no idea where the image came from. I swallowed trying to hide my reaction. 

A low rumble broke from his chest. That sexy sound had me looking up at him, my head tilted slightly in thought. 

“I wouldn’t mind seeing you do something you enjoy,” I explained softly. 

Sai ran a hand over Bella’s soft fur and spoke softly, “I haven’t in quite some time. That was one of the reasons we left Los Angeles three years ago. Even though we traveled back and forth a lot before this past year. When the human law enforcement found out I was part of the local fight circles, they tried to blame Marco. Tried to separate us.”

Separate them? I frowned realizing that I could have run the risk of never meeting these amazing men if they hadn’t left Los Angeles. 

“You mentioned a realm, the Dreki realm? Does that mean you weren’t born here?” I asked curiously, wishing I had a larger grasp on this universe. 

Before he could respond, the twins' voices sounded as they both appeared in the door. 

“We have food.” Anani flashed me a smile and I was up immediately. 

I gently placed a sleeping Bella on her soft pillow and left the drawer open. We walked from the room, well Sai did, seemingly okay with the pause in our conversation but I stopped, looking at Croy. 

He seemed tired and I hadn’t considered how much of a strain moving his entire life in a blink of an eye would have caused. Putting out a massive tanned hand, I curled mine within his offered one and he kissed it gently, his green eyes searching mine. 

“I understand what you’re saying,” he drew lazily to whoever he was on the phone with, “but I already explained I am not interested in working for them. Even for a season.”

A voice started to talk and he sighed, “Listen. I need to go, I have an important dinner. I’ll talk to you later.” When he hung up I immediately smiled, his large frame standing fully above me as his hands wrapped around my waist. 

“Croy?” I spoke softly as his eyes trailed across my face.

“Yeah, Sugar?”

“Thank you for coming back here with us,” I went up on my tiptoes to brush my lips across his as he wrapped his arms fully around me, bringing me up to his chest.

“I’d follow you anywhere,” he admitted softly, searching my face as I offered him a small thankful smile. “I did want to ask you something though.”

“What’s that?” I tilted the hand that I had running through his hair.

“Do you want to go on a date soon? Just the two of us? Maybe dinner and a movie?” he offered. 

“A date?” I grinned fully at his honest and open expression, “Yeah, I would love that.” 

Croy smiled, setting me down as a question popped into my head. “Who was that?” I asked curiously. “On the phone.”

He chuckled, “Someone who wants me for a season of a tech documentary that Discovery is working on. I’m not interested though. That sounds exhausting. Plus, then I would have to be away from you.”

I ran my hand over his chest, “And you want to be close to me.” I didn’t ask because I knew. 

Instead of answering, Croy dipped his lips down to mine in a gentle cool kiss that had me sighing into it. His grip slid up to hold my jaw as he devoured my mouth gently but with depth, making me shiver as that molten pulse of heat echoed through me. 

I felt my nails dig into his chest as I gripped his shirt tighter. My chest warmed as I whimpered against him, pulling back as he let out a low groan.  

“You are fucking delectable,” he mumbled, rubbing my nose with his. 

“Your chest is rumbling,” I whispered as he tilted my head back slightly as if he was going to kiss down my throat. 

“My wolf is...eager to meet you,” he spoke softly, as his eyes traced my neck and quickening pulse. 

I wasn’t scared of Croy. I knew none of my mates would ever hurt me. However, I did feel an exhilarating thrill of adrenaline at the way he was looking at me. The soft dangerous noise coming from him made my toes curl. 

Croy, despite his elegant disposition, had a side to him that was very...well, wolf-ish. Animalistic. Just like my dragon mates, I found myself wanting to poke at it a bit. Encourage it. Wasn’t that terrible of me?

“Can I see you shift?” I asked as his eyes snapped up to my gaze from my neck. 

“Absolutely.” He answered, and then his green eyes lightened, “Tomorrow morning I wanted to help you with trying to shift and maybe catch you up with any questions you have about all of this. If you are interested in that of course...”

“Yes!” I nodded immediately. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to work on it with the others but I was worried about disappointing them. Croy just had this patience and calm to him that came with...well, if I had to assume, age. “I am nervous though, what if I can’t shift? What if I’m not actually a shifter?” I could feel the rambling of anxious feelings explode within me. 

“Hey,” Croy shook his head, running a thumb on my jaw, “you are absolutely a shifter, we just have to figure out what makes you tick. We will figure this out. Together. I promise, Maya.” 

“Okay,” I squeezed his hand before we left Marco’s office, closing the door as we neared a room that had an amazing smell coming from it. My eyes went towards the closed door of the conference room. I really hoped what I’d said earlier hadn’t made Marco’s life more difficult. That was the last thing I would ever want. 

***
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AROUND AN HOUR AND a half later, after eating a fantastic Italian meal, I was curled up against Atlas as something called a ‘food coma’ took cover. Well, that was what my dragon had explained it as. With my eyes fluttering shut, I was sort of believing him. 

The doors to the conference room opened, breaking the silence. Both Alex and Michael kept their eyes down as they practically ran from the building, Henry followed after with that Edmund guy. Chuckling about something.  

Marco gripped the top of the doorframe, stretching. His eyes immediately zeroed in on where I sat in the small lounge area with Atlas. I didn’t try to hide the way I looked over him, my eyes snapping up before I strayed too far down. 

What? Come on! After I’d seen Henry naked I was beyond curious at seeing everyone else without clothes on. I bit my lip thinking about how muscular they were and wondering...well...about how big they were. 

I mean obviously, I could feel how hard they were whenever I was cuddled up with them. Whether in bed at night, or pretty much any other time we were close. I wasn’t completely naive, I knew each of them would be different. I wonder if it would be weird if I just asked to see it? You know what, I think that could actually be really fun. 

It was weird because when my mother had used sexual slang, I’d found it upsetting but now that I had experienced all of this? Well, the concept of seeing Henry naked again...especially specific parts of him was frankly very appealing. 

Even now, Atlas was hard underneath me making me wet. Squeezing my legs together trying to not let on just how turned on I was. I was a bit of a mess because I was also blushing at the images and words that popped into my head.

“Maya,” Atlas warned quietly, as I looked at him with wide eyes. My breathing caught as his gaze turned nearly black and I swallowed nervously. His hand gripped my thigh tighter in a firm hold. My eyes snapped down to how appealing it looked for his massive rough hand to be holding me so possessively. 

Trying to distract myself, I looked around. I wasn’t positive where the others had gone off to but I think everyone was getting a bit bored. On my lap Bella slept quietly, her purrs entertaining Atlas considering he kept commenting on it. Honestly, considering how scary Atlas was supposed to be, it was pretty cute that he found her so adorable.

“Done?” Atlas asked as Marco nodded.

“Yeah, let’s get out of here, I’m done with these assholes for today. Alex and Michael are officially ‘resigning’ and Edmund is going to be in charge of hiring the new replacements.” Marco explained, his jawline slightly darker than before as if he needed to shave. Was it weird that I liked it? 

I frowned, “I didn’t mean to get anyone fired.” 

Atlas chuckled, “Trust me, angel, they deserved it.”

“I had a feeling for a while that they were doing something shady, but the numbers didn’t tell us anything, so it appears they were waiting to make their move,” Marco explained as I nodded before standing with Bella in hand. 

As we locked up the office, Cecile long gone, I breathed in the fresh rainy air. Happy that I was able to spend so much time with the boys today despite the boring setting. 

I nibbled my lip not knowing how to approach this school situation. How to approach the fact that this wasn’t for me. School? A business office setting? I didn’t feel comfortable there. Would they be upset that I didn’t want to attend school anymore? I didn’t want to disappoint them. But I also didn’t want to spend time doing something I didn’t love. 

The ride home was somewhat of a sleepy blur to me, my eyes half shut from where I was tucked between the twins. Ledger’s hand in my hair and Anani using his thumb to rub a rhythmic pattern on my hand. Felt like I was in a waking dream. My eyes continued to flicker shut again and again. 

When we reached the house I frowned realizing that we didn’t have a very kitten friendly house. Ledger offered me a smile as I asked him what we would do about food, where she would sleep, and the litter box. Without explaining he led me upstairs. 

My eyes lit up at the new addition to my room. A large white and blue mini house sat in one corner. Upon inspection, I found cushions inside of it as well as two attached sections. One appearing for litter and the other for food and water. I was so excited when Bella eagerly approached it and went back to sleeping, leaving both Ledger and I watching her. I think I could spend all day watching her. It was so fascinating to see what she did.

“I am so sleepy,” I mumbled against his chest as he wrapped his arms around me.

“Let’s go to bed,” he offered quietly and without complaining, I slipped into my nest-like bed. His warm bonfire scent surrounded me as I fell into a deep sleep. I was out within minutes. 
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Chapter 5
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Maya

The moment I woke up on Wednesday morning, I found I’d not only slept soundly but dreamless. Leaving me feeling absolutely refreshed. It was barely dawn when I slipped from between Ledger and Atlas. 

Looking over their two handsome faces, I saw that they looked exhausted. I felt bad because I knew this past week and a half hadn’t been easy on anyone. Especially since they’d been living somewhat normal lives until I came along. 

I swallowed trying to put down the insecurity that I was, in some way, a burden. My mates had assured me that was far from the case and I didn’t want to essentially tell them they were liars. I had to believe them because if not, I was left with the concept that maybe I was a problem...a burden. 

Shaking the thought, I washed my face and teeth before braiding my hair into two long lengths. The silence was odd but also relaxing in a way. I’d hated the silence in the basement and not that I loved it now, but a moment to myself to think everything over was sort of nice. I felt like I was learning and adapting to so much as things were thrown at me left and right. 

Outside, the air looked chilly with rain so I pulled on leggings, a large sweater and socks before padding down the stairs with Bella curled up in my arms. I realized that the food section would have to stay empty in her little house until she could eat dry cat food. 

A smile formed on my face as I realized there were new little cat beds through the masculine house in different light colors. Even in the kitchen, there was one tucked next to the large island. I placed her on top of the marble and found a stack of cans, opening one and spreading it out on a plate. Instantly she was eating and I watched her patiently. 

Briefly, I wondered if Croy was up yet but I didn’t want to go knock on his door if he was sleeping. Besides, we probably wouldn’t have time to really practice because I had school in a few hours. 

“I know,” I told Bella, “I need to tell them I don’t want to go anymore.” Bella looked up from eating briefly before looking back down.

“Sugar?” Croy’s voice was bright and awake as the back door closed, revealing a soaked, shirtless, Croy. My eyes widened at how freakin’ hot he looked. His eyes darkened slightly as he arched a brow at my lack of response.

“Hey,” I squeaked out as a small smirk formed on his lips, his massive form rounding the island to come to stand in front of me, his arms resting on the marble behind me. Caging me in against his wet muscular body, his hair falling in his eyes slightly highlighting how green they were.

“What are you doing up?” His voice was rough and had a bit of a growl to it. 

“Feeding Bella,” I explained as my hand, without my permission, came to run over his chest as he let out a low rumble. I felt my eyes widen at his very apparent hardness against my stomach. 

Oh, man. He was huge! What did you even do with a dick like that? No really? I needed to know. Asking for a friend. Not really. Maybe I needed to go back to that internet website I accidentally came across. You know, the one with the ‘friends sleeping together’ thing? Yeah. They totally hadn’t been sleeping. “What about you?”

“Went on a run,” His accent thickened as his lips pressed against my jaw causing me to grip him just slightly before he pulled away, turning towards the living room.

“Where are you going?” I asked curiously. 

“To shower,” He teased, “want to join?”

Sort of.

“I...” I had no idea what to say which made him smile more.

“How about this,” he offered stepping back, “I go get ready and then I explain some of this nonsense to you?”

I really liked Croy. Like really liked him. He always smoothed right over any embarrassment or awkwardness I felt. I nodded quickly and he winked leaving me feeling red-faced again before he went upstairs. My eyes went to Bella who was sitting and staring at me.

“I know,” I muttered, “I need to learn how they do those stupid winks and smiles, then they’ll be the ones that are blushing.”

Bella meowed in agreeance as I cleaned up and made some coffee, trying to make it the same as Atlas’s before sitting at the counter. Bella curled up in the bed between the living room and kitchen. I drank my coffee thinking about accepting the reality that I could be a shifter. That I was a shifter.

I could change into an animal. Was that hard to believe? Maybe not. It didn’t seem odd to me that the boys could, so why should it be weird for me? That fluttering sensation in the center of my chest had me finding it far easier to believe. 

Croy came downstairs only a moment later, carrying a laptop and several books, easily placing them down on the counter. I looked over the warm sweater he was wearing and jeans, his tan bare feet somehow appealing to me. He looked so relaxed as he pulled out the seat next to me, after making a cup of coffee.

“Alright,” he groaned, stretching his arms, “where do you want to start.”

I blinked because that’s a loaded question. I nibbled my lip, “Um. What’s a realm? Like the Dreki one the boys keep mentioning.”

Croy’s eyes lit up and that was when I realized how much Croy enjoyed teaching. I could see the enthusiasm he had for knowledge and my entire body softened to think that this amazing man was my mate. I was so glad that I had someone like him in my life, despite all of this being unexpected. 

“So the mythos of our universe isn’t fairly complicated, despite differences in religion and culture within the realm. There is an apparent Cosmos god that created our universe and the many different realms that exist.” His large hand held a pen as he pulled out a notepad from the drawer. “Earth is the center of the many different realms. Not physically but in terms of the ability to portal in and out of realms. There are powerful individuals that don’t need portals, but even opening a portal takes a heavy amount of magic.”

“So can you enter any portal and pick where you want to go or are there specific places?”

“If you have enough power, anywhere would work but if not there are certain very specific places. For example, in Estonia, the portal to reach the Fae realm exists.”

“Fae?”

“Fairies, Fae,” he explained, nodding his head as my eyebrows went up realizing that this universe was quite large compared to what the bible and Pastor Malcolm had stated. Being raised the way I was, it made it difficult to believe in god. However, the idea of dragons was pretty easy to believe. I had literally seen them. So, the concept of believing there was Fae, according to Croy, wasn’t so far fetched. 

“What other types of realms are there?” I felt very interested in knowing the types of individuals out there.

“Hundreds of thousands, and ones we don’t even know about yet.” He took a sip of his coffee while easily tugging me closer, my knees between his larger legs. “We have the Fae, Elven, and God realms that seem to have a closer connection to Earth than most. At least many of their individuals travel in and out of Earth more often than others. Then there is the Demonic realm as well as some more specific realms, like where your mates come from.”

“The boys said they came from the Dreki realm?”

Croy nodded. “There are many different types of shifters in the universe. Mythos, specifically human ones, tend to be formed after ones like myself that shift between human and animal. 

“Then you have pureblood dragons, for example, that while they have a human form, are spiritually tied to the dragon inside of them. Making them less of a half and half and more as a full unit. It’s why they usually have better control of their animals. 

“It’s also why creatures like them can create a mating bond without actually mating, because it's a connection of magic and soul. Whereas shifters like myself...well, I have to actually mate while placing the mating mark.”

My cheeks turned pink as a smile flitted to his lips. Croy continued his lesson. “There are also a range of half hybrids and mages that can turn into certain animals if powerful enough. Even Pixies have an animal form that they possess.”

“Wow,” I mumbled, “and you think I am like one of you? That I can shift?”

“Most shifters can sense others like them and you are very obviously a shifter,” Croy confirmed, “we just have to figure out how you shift. I have a feeling that it is different from either wolf or dragon. I had read that when a Phoenix shifts it has to be due to high emotion for the first time.”

My brow dipped. “What you said about the religious cults and killing phoenixes, or trying to, for immortality, is that why there are so few of them?”

“That’s the odd mystery of all of this,” Croy stated softly, “they shouldn’t have been able to kill them. So many theorize that they have escaped and are hiding.”

“So there could be more like me?” I probed hopefully.

“Yes, plus in the Dreki realm, the queen herself is a Blue Phoenix.”

“What’s a Blue Phoenix?”

“Dragons can’t produce pure-blood dragons without mating with a phoenix so their population would have died out if it wasn’t for their ability to mate with other creatures and create hybrids. Phoenix and dragons though can create male dragon sons and female phoenix daughters. 

“The Queen of the Dreki realm has six dragon mates herself and several children, all of them male. Her youngest, a girl, died when she was very young on one of her first flights. Or as rumor states...Maya? What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

I blinked back tears from my eyes and sniffed, wiping the tears. “Sorry, not sure why I’m crying.”

Croy cupped my jaw looking over my face with concern before he continued. “The Blue Phoenix is the female heir to the throne. The queen could have several daughters, but none could replace the one that they lost. The queen can only produce one blue phoenix to be the heir to her throne.”

“What happens when she decides to leave the throne?”

“Technically, she and her mates never have to. Normal dragons can be killed, but upon mating with the blue phoenix, they gain immortality from even the worst deaths like herself. The regenerative quality of rebirth transfers to them as well. This only happens when blue phoenixes mate. It is considered a perk among royalty. 

However, if they choose to, they can bring someone onto the throne. Although, that would no doubt be very highly debated.”

I took a sip of my coffee trying to ignore the odd pain in my chest. “That’s a lot to think about.”

“I know,” he nodded softly. “It’s important you know everything you can, Maya, because if your father's persistence tells me anything, the hunt for a phoenix is very much alive.”

“I am still confused about why,” I growled slightly, “why the killing?”

“Humans,” he shook his head, “have always been obsessed with the idea of living forever. A constant fear of death, paired with the unknown. The idea of not existing bothers them. So when they found that the blood of a phoenix could heal someone, they thought that maybe drinking it would be akin to the fountain of youth. It had started with Hitler in World War II as they searched and raided religious institutions for artifacts. My guess? Radicals who still believe in the asshole’s message still exist it seems, in Louisiana at least.” 

“Pastor Malcolm talked about Hitler a lot,” I stated softly in thought. “You’ve been around for two hundred years, right? Or something like that. Were you part of the war?”

Croy hummed. “Two-hundred and twenty-four as of this December. I have been through every single war since the Civil War in 1861.” He seemed to let me soak that in before he began again. 

“My mother and father had come from England before I was born. Unfortunately, around the age of eighteen on a hunting expedition, I’d run into a shifter that had clearly lost his mind. I shifted the very next full moon for the first time and left my family, realizing that I was only putting them in danger. Since then, I have moved throughout the states, settling in the south only around 1983 for a business venture I was seeking out... Sorry, you probably didn’t need to know all of this, Sugar.”

“No, I love it!” I encouraged, listening attentively. I didn’t think Croy purposefully kept details of himself hidden but he didn’t advertise them, so I would take anything I could get. He had a life I couldn’t imagine, it was absolutely fascinating. 

He searched my face and continued with a nod, “I was on the first wave of silicon valley when I moved from the south to California and since then I’ve stayed put. But my accent is somewhat stuck which makes it easier when I have to provide the humans with a backstory.”

I searched his face, “So this entire time, you’ve been alone?”

His green eyes filled with something that looked really sad and he kissed the top of my hand, “I hadn’t found my mate yet, so it didn’t make sense to keep anyone around very long. I didn’t know where I would have to go.”

I smiled and leaned closer to him, “Well now you aren’t alone, now you have me.”

Croy flashed a brilliant grin, “Yes. Yes, I do, Sugar. Now, do you have any other questions about the basics?”

“That was the basics?” I asked, alarmed.

“I know, it’s a bit overwhelming,” his eyes darkened slightly with concern, “do you want to take a bit of a break?”

“No,” I shook my head, “can you tell me more about phoenixes, oh, and shifters? Mostly dragons and wolves, it seems like that would be good to know about.”

I got exactly what I asked for. The next hour was spent learning more than I had in the past week and a half in school. Croy explained a numerous amount of different topics, answering any questions I had easily. I was in awe of how smart he was. The two questions and answers I found most interesting were regarding the different types of dragons and the powers that they, wolves, and phoenixes all have. 

Dragons, I was finding, were far more complicated than I ever realized. There were apparently a ton of different dragon types. Those specifically from the Dreki realm had six ‘power categories’ that they were separated into. 

The first was a shadow dragon, usually a smoky gray or black in color, according to the massive book that Croy offered me. They had the ability to move silently and through the shadows in their human form. In their dragon form, they could go completely unnoticed and invisible in the sky if they chose. The concept made a bit more sense to me because come on, my mates were huge, and some of them moved super quietly. 

The blood dragon was usually a sapphire blue in coloring, with these massive dark barbs on their tail. Apparently, they were the most bloodthirsty. They loved violence and as dragons, they were not only usually those that led war efforts but  were also fantastic hunters. In their human form, they were able to manipulate others' blood and often drank it to fuel their own magic. I swallowed nervously thinking about how that would feel. Oddly, it didn’t freak me out, but I was intrigued by the concept.

The third and fourth were the oddest to me in some ways because they felt as though they should have been opposites. The third was a deep crimson color that I instantly recognized as Sai’s type of dragon. The others I hadn’t asked about but it was clear as day that Sai was the type of dragon that had control over both fire and water. What an odd pairing. Croy explained that the balance allowed them to be extremely powerful. 

The same went for the fourth type, which had control over both air and earth. The dragon was a stunning emerald green with large dark eyes that seemed almost metallic in coloring. They were stunning creatures. 

As we moved onto the last page, my eyes widened finding both dragons: black and a pale white, to be absolutely nearly hypnotizing. Croy stated that these two were the rarest, as not all flights had them, thus highly valued. The first being named after the hellfire that it spewed. There was rumor that those with hellfire had ancestry from the Demonic realm and that was where it had come from. Then there was the white that had telepathic powers. The concept made me a bit nervous because I wasn’t positive that I wanted anyone in my head that much.

No, that’s not true. If I was going to let anyone into my head it would be one of my boys.

“So I know Sai is the red dragon, I’ve seen him shifted, what about the others?”

“You want to explain that?” Croy asked, looking over my shoulder as I jumped slightly, Henry’s spring rain scent wrapping around me as I relaxed back into him. 

“What do you think each of us are?” Henry looked down at me as my toes curled, the feeling of being between the two of them making me cheeks heat. His eyes darkened as if he could...no way. Well, that explained a lot. 

“You can read my thoughts?!” I demanded, feeling both super curious and also panicked. 

Henry’s lips twisted up as his eyes sparkled. “I could if I wanted to. I usually try to stay out...plus, you are pretty good at keeping me out of your head. Unless of course you are turned on then your control is pretty much screwed."

“Henry!” I turned bright red as Croy chuckled and my eyes narrowed on him. 

“Don’t be mad, sweetheart,” he chimed, “I really do try to keep out.”

“What is everyone else?” I asked, trying to move on from my embarrassment. 

“Sai is, as you stated, able to control fire and water. I have telepathic abilities, who do you want to know about next?”

“Anani and Ledger,” I decided, absurdly curious. 

“Ledger,” Henry grinned, “is a blood dragon.” 

“And Anani?” I asked wide-eyed. Because I could not imagine Ledger as having a blood lust as described in the book.

“Earth and air,” He offered as I nodded, because that made sense. Hadn’t I said it felt like he had electricity surrounding him? 

“Are any of you the same thing?”

“No,” He shook his head, “most flights are made to be diverse when we are put together in militant teams.” 

“So that means Marco and Atlas...one is hellfire and one is shadow?” I asked curiously as Croy filled up my coffee mug. I realized that Henry was still dressed in a pair of PJ pants and a comfortable shirt. I knew I had to get ready for school soon but man I really didn’t want to go. Maybe I could think about it loud enough that Henry would hear it and bring it up on his own...

“So who is what?” Croy asked curiously his eyes filled with interest.

I frowned, “Atlas moves really quietly so I am going to go with shadow.”

“Correct,” the man in question chuckled as I jumped. Snapping my head around to see him sitting across the island, looking completely comfortable. 

“So that means that Marco has hellfire?” I arched a brow. Okay, I had to admit that one and Ledger didn’t make much sense to me. Marco demonic? Ledger violent? No way...

“Marco’s so sweet and so is Ledger, I find this hard to believe,” I stated. Henry grinned like I’d just said something amazingly entertaining. 

“Hey, Marco!” Henry called as the man in question rounded down the stairs as he arched a brow at all of us. “We are talking about dragon types and Maya said that she doesn’t believe you have hellfire because you are so sweet.” 

I blushed as Marco’s eyes snapped to mine and he hummed with interest while pouring himself a cup of coffee. His vanilla scent surrounded me. “Well, that doesn’t surprise me. I am sweet towards Maya. So I am glad she thinks so.”

“See?” I offered to Henry as his lips curled. 

“You just wait, sweetheart,” he nipped my ear before turning to go upstairs.

Croy groaned, rolling his shoulders. “Break time?”

“She has school soon,” Atlas mumbled.

“I am going to stay home and learn about this stuff instead, I think... I don’t find school all that interesting.” I mumbled, looking at my pink nail polish and hoping they would just go along with it. “Plus he has to tell me more about phoenixes and wolves...and we were going to try to shift.”

Marco was there then, standing in front of me, looking down at me with an avid interest I didn’t understand, “You don’t like school?”

I shrugged, “I just think I could use my time better.”

“I love the idea of her not going to school,” Atlas offered, standing up as he followed Croy, showing him something on his laptop. I looked back up at Marco as my heart raced slightly.

“I will work from home today, if you are serious about not going to school, we can take you out of there,” Marco stated softly. 

I nibbled my lip trying to contain my giddy reaction and teased, “That’s sweet of you.”

“You’re asking for it,” he let out a low rumble. 

“Asking for what?” I asked with excitement as he chuckled, shaking his head. 

“Come on,” Marco offered me a hand as I stood up, “come sit with me in my office while I make a few calls. I almost stole you from your bed last night.” 

“Dragons do steal stuff,” I confirmed as Marco’s eyes sparkled. Bella, who woke up as I stood, easily jumped into my hand as Marco offered her a small pet right under her little chin.

He went to say something but his phone rang. I knew he had been about to say something funny too. I finished my coffee and followed him up. My plan was working. I was not going to waste all day in school, so I needed to make sure I made the most of today. 
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Chapter 6
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Ledger

I groaned into Maya’s pillow, the scent of roses surrounding me despite the fact that her curvy little body wasn’t pressed against mine. Didn’t stop me from getting fucking hard as well. I shook my head and sat up, looking around and cursed realizing I was late. Like school started two hours ago late. Why the hell hadn’t anyone woken me up?

“Maya didn’t want to go to school today,” my twin explained, walking in with two coffee cups. I took one and nodded, feeling relieved because last night with Marco’s executive officers had stressed me the fuck out. 

“Why?” I took a sip of coffee and rolled back my shoulders. My dragon offered me a lazy look as I narrowed my eyes at him. I swear to Christ, he was like Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Sometimes he was insane and other times he acted like he didn’t know me. 

“Maya is learning about the realms and dragons,” he chuckled, “she doesn’t believe you are a blood dragon, says you are too relaxed.”

I hummed as my dragon offered a dangerous expression, wanting to prove her wrong. Luckily, I had spent most of my childhood having to shut up and keep quiet so controlling him wasn’t a problem. Did I want to bite into her soft neck? Oh absolutely. It was fucking hard as hell to wait on that, but everything was about control. Relaxed, easy control. 

The concept that threatened that? How amazing I knew her body would feel under mine or bent over as I bit her skin, fucking her senseless. How irrationally angry I felt at the concept of her being threatened by anyone. Both of those would do it. Even her fucking heartbeat, that I could hear from here was enough to push that control. Relaxed? Sure. Totally completely relaxed. Can’t you tell? I inhaled another sip of my coffee before standing and looking at my brother, his eyes searching her room as I shook my head. 

“Just ask her,” I stated softly. My brother offered me a fake wide-eyed expression.

“Not sure what you’re talking about,” He offered as I rolled my eyes. Right. Because that’s reassuring. 

“She’s going to realize you keep taking her shit eventually, just tell her. Maya is amazing, she will probably leave stuff out for you,” I offered as his eyes heated before he looked away.

The mythos surrounding dragons weren’t wrong. Just a bit different than the truth. We all breathed fire, enjoyed violence, and hoarded pretty shit but just like humans, everyone exhibited these qualities differently. 

For me, the fact that Maya was in our house was the perfect collection to me. My brother? He had three of her hair ties and an earring she’d left on the counter on his desk. Something that I knew was bound to get worse. 

I left the room, leaving him to his insanity as I moved down the hall to where I could hear Maya humming. Pushing on Marco’s office door slightly, poking my head in. He offered me a nod from where he was on the phone staring at the TV screen that was on, no doubt for the stock market updates that Henry was obsessing over. 

Maya was refreshingly doing none of those things, her soft humming coming from where she was sitting on a large window seat looking relaxed. Her dark hair was bundled up in a loose wavy bun on top of her head and she was wearing this oversized sweater and leggings with bright yellow socks. She was, in a word, perfect.

“Firefly,” I chimed, her eyes opened and she offered me a big smile. I sat on the edge of the wooden, pillow covered, seat as I intertwined our hands together. “Where is Bella?”

The kitten was adorable and fit Maya perfectly. A small meow answered my question as the kitten walked into the room...followed by Atlas, his head shaking in amusement. Bella curled up under Marco’s desk and closed her eyes causing Maya to sigh happily. 

“I’m so excited about work tomorrow,” she chimed happily, after a moment. 

“You’re going?” Atlas asked, looking put out by the concept despite it being a day away. 

“Of course I am!” She squeezed my hand. “Plus, Jordan is going to be there, she works Tuesday and Thursday—” 

The desk phone rang. Marco frowned, putting his other call on hold and picking up the house line. He answered with just his last name and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully as someone spoke on the other line. 

“Yeah, thanks for letting me know. It’s not their business why they aren’t there, but feel free to give them my information, they shouldn’t be trying to reach her at school,” he stated as I shook my head. Annoyed with these people that kept trying to invade our privacy. Marco had a lot of pull at the school and if I had to guess someone tried to contact her. 

Henry muted the television as we waited for him to hang up. I watched as he put the phone down and sighed. Sitting up, he looked at Maya before seemingly thinking something over. 

“There are human investigators, from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, looking to talk to you, Maya, about your mother and Jed’s deaths,” Marco stated softly, my little mate tensed, her hand tightened around mine.

“Tell them to fuck off,” Sai offered, walking in with my twin. The latter had a silk ribbon in his hand that he slid into his pocket. Maya offered him a small smile that he didn’t catch and I realized she already knew. That shouldn’t have surprised me, the woman caught on very quickly.

“I thought the local office wasn’t going to be a problem?” Atlas frowned.

“Apparently, someone higher up was called,” Henry answered. 

“I want to hear what Maya wants to do,” Marco stated softly as Atlas no doubt began to check the security on the property and what the administration had been okay with him installing at school. His hands moving across the keyboard of his phone extremely fast. 

Croy joined our family meeting a moment later, looking distracted. 

“Will it help to talk to them or make things more complicated?” Maya asked softly, her voice sweet and curious.

“It may help the human media image, but that's about it,” Henry stated easily. 

“Is there anything else we could do instead?” Maya perked up, “People think I am bad or whatever right? Isn’t there a way we can show them I’m not.”

“We could hold an interview or two,” Croy offered, refocused on the situation at hand. 

“I hate that idea,” Atlas muttered.

Anani looked up at Maya and she continued to run her hands through his hair from where he sat leaning against the window seat. 

“It may work though,” Marco grunted. 

“I like that idea,” Maya perked up, “would it be in a magazine like the ones I get? Because I’m thinking we could use it as an excuse to get a family photo. You know two things for the price of one, help my image or whatever and get a cute photo of the eight of us.”

Sai grinned, looking absolutely infatuated with our mate, “Maya, you are so perfect it's painful.”

Her eyes blinked wide as she offered a small smile, “If you say so.”

“Alright I’ll call the Times,” Marco grunted, and I made the decision to break the serious tension. 

I stood up and pulled Maya’s hand slightly as she hopped up. My brother followed as we left the room and walked downstairs, the afternoon still rainy and somewhat dark. 

“Want to bake since we didn’t get to last night?” I asked Maya, who nodded eagerly, letting go of my hand to twist her hair up into another messy bun since it had fallen out. 

My brother sat at the counter staring at her while she seemingly didn’t notice. That saying about having stars in your eyes when you are smitten comes to mind. Shaking my head at him I pulled out a cookbook that I’d ordered for her. I already knew what she would want to bake. 

“Can we try these?” She pointed towards a recipe for chocolate orange cupcakes with vanilla frosting. I nodded and started taking out stuff as Anani turned on some music causing Maya to hum. The sound making my chest rumble as usual. 

I had no idea why but her singing or humming, usually had my dragon freaking the fuck out. Either getting worked up if it was in a happy way or panicked if it was a small sad sound. I figured it had something to do with being a phoenix but honestly, I didn’t have much of a grasp on what her powers should be. 

“How old are you two?” She asked curiously after a moment, “Like, when is your birthday, because there is a birthday cake recipe in here that I want to try for sure.” 

As I set things out on the counter, Anani responded, “Our birthday is August 15th, Peanut.” 

Her eyes flashed up, “You mean I missed it? Well, why don’t we have a birthday party for you guys also? I mean, I can’t be the only one we celebrate.”

I zoned out for a moment, not hearing what my brother said, feeling a pang of hurt and anger from the past radiate through my chest. Our birthday was never really celebrated. On purpose. It had always been associated with terrible things. Our mother died giving birth to us. Our older brother disappeared on our 6th birthday, turning our father into...well, the monster he became. Every year the abuse got worse until our tenth birthday when he’d dropped us off on the steps of the military academy without another word. 

The only plus side was that the next day brought some level of positivity. We met Marco the morning after being dropped off and he’d brought us into the only thing we could consider family now. When we had still lived in the Dreki realm, our father had started to reach out to us around twelve, claiming that he had a right to some of the stipend the academy was giving us. Marco had, of course, fought it. On holidays we stayed at the academy with the rest of our team because when we had made the mistake of going home once, our dad had beat both of us blue. Fucking asshole. 

“I still think we should celebrate,” she said sweetly, frowning at my brother’s obvious fake smile, “it was the day that brought you two into this world. So I love it.”

I swallowed hearing that word off her lips and said something I never thought I would, “You know what Maya, I think you’re right. Next year we will hold something, but only if you promise we can celebrate it along with yours.”

She broke into a smile as my brother’s eyes widened, “What? Really?”

“I think a change is important,” I stated softly. My brother nodded looking hesitant but we continued to start baking as we used the mixer and made a ridiculous mess, her light-hearted smile somehow making the rainy morning feel a lot more positive. More positive than I’d felt in years. 

It also could be how fucking sexy she looked in a light sweater, leggings, and a purple and pink apron, flour essentially covering the two of us. I didn’t even care, if Maya wanted cupcakes, we were making some fucking cupcakes. 

It was easier to talk about the others' birthdays as I explained that Marco was the oldest out of our flight. Atlas was the second oldest at twenty-two followed by Sai who was 19 and Henry who would turn 19 in October. The fact that Maya was so close in age to the two of us actually fit into our flight really easily. 

I knew that Marco was thrilled that she was letting him hold her a birthday party this weekend and I actually liked the idea as well. One. Because other supernaturals needed to know she was our mate. Two. I think it was going to make her irrationally happy. Three. I really did want to celebrate her birthday because that was the day that she officially became ours. Although, I think I would have always considered her ours if we’d grown up together. 

I shook my head thinking about our music career and how at the time it had seemed so important. Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely loved music and singing but the actual lifestyle that came along with fame wasn’t very attractive to me. 

Anani, on the other hand, was a different story. Then again, as established, he liked shiny shit. So fame was part of that in his mind. I had no doubt that the moment he had the opportunity he would be taking her to one of those human awards shows like the Emmys or Oscars, just because we were always invited.

Honestly, the fact that she wanted to be so open about our relationship as a group made all of this feel so much more real. It was also nice to be able to hold her hand in public without worrying I was messing up some carefully constructed story for the media. It would be hard to maintain it because I found myself touching her without thinking about it. Even as we separated out the small liners and began to pour batter into them, I tucked that strand of pink hair behind her ear just so I could touch her. 

“I hope they taste good,” she started, looking through the glass oven door as my brother silently groaned, putting his head back at how perfect her ass looked in those leggings. My eyes flickered up innocently as she turned to toss me a smile. 

“Should we make the frosting?” 

“I already did,” I nodded towards the bowl I’d been working on off to the side to keep my hands busy. You know, so I didn’t do something rash like strip her bare, lay her out on the counter, and lick frosting off of her perfect body. Because I wasn’t a rash person. I was totally, completely relaxed. I promise. 

“Oh good!” She smiled and took off her apron tossing it on the counter, “I’m going to go shower then, be right back.”

Both of us watched her jog upstairs. I narrowed my eyes at my brother who was staring at the apron. “Dude, no.”

I loved that apron on her. It was bright and colorful, filling this space with a homey touch I hadn’t known it needed. Every day Maya was here and every time that Marco ordered more shit for her, the house changed. I knew the baking material that was on its way was an assortment of bright colors from a lime green Kitchen Aid mixer to a set of pink and blue mixing bowls. It didn’t match the kitchen at all, but I loved the chaos of it more than I could ever express. 

“What?” he asked quietly, running a hand through his hair. 

“You know what,” I rolled my eyes. 

“Where’s Maya?” Atlas walked in from outside, wet from the rain and looking concerned. I arched a brow as my brother said ‘upstairs’.

“Make sure she doesn’t leave the house tonight. Or anytime alone,” he grunted, “I have most of this fucking town under surveillance, and I haven’t seen or heard a fucking peep about Malcolm. I don’t like that at all.”

I nodded putting my head down, realizing that despite our relaxed fun afternoon, we still had a lot of fucking problems to work out. Unfortunately, cupcakes and smiles weren’t going to keep Maya safe. No. You needed something far scarier than that. 

Luckily, I think we were the perfect people for the job. 
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Chapter 7
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Maya

Thursday morning was chilly but far less cloudy than normal, a grey overcast broken apart by sunshine trying to break through. I tugged my sweater over my hands as we entered our policy class, my travel coffee mug empty despite feeling as though I totally needed more caffeine. Maybe I was becoming addicted to it... I shivered slightly as a cold rush of air passed me. Anani offered me a concerned look.

“You want my jacket, Peanut?” he asked as the other two followed us to our seats, my comfortable position surrounded by them, warming me slightly already. 

“I don’t want you to be cold,” I reasoned, as he tugged it off anyway and had me slip my arms through it, the comfortable material warming my body before he intertwined his hand with mine. 

I could feel eyes on us, one’s that I tried to ignore. 

Henry could not say the same, a low rumble of annoyance making him snap his book shut as seats shifted and people looked away. “I am getting so tired of this.” Henry muttered, “I’m starting to think the December plan was a better idea.”

“December plan?” I arched a brow turning to face him. 

Henry’s grey eyes ran over my face, “Before we met you, the twins and I were going to graduate in December but unless you want to finish the year out with homeschooling-”

“Yes,” I stated softly, as both twins stilled and offered surprised expressions.

“Really?” Henry frowned, seeming surprised.

“I learn better on my own anyway and I feel like I could learn a lot faster and spend my day being way more productive if I could do it my own way,” I responded quietly. Henry’s smile grew as he nodded, taking out his phone. 

“Let me see what our options are.” He said softly before the bell rang. I felt like it was a good compromise because I wasn’t completely dropping out like I had said to Marco but I also wouldn’t be wasting my time here. I would have a degree if I ever needed it but could pursue everything else I found interesting.

I turned around in my seat and found that now it was even more difficult to focus. Instead, I took out my sketching notebook I’d gotten from Clara’s crafts and started drawing. I was behind a fairly large student so I wasn’t overly concerned the teacher would notice the lack of attention. Plus, and this may be completely my imagination, I felt like the teachers didn’t want to say anything negative towards me. 

I started with drawing Bella, her little whiskers and the bow in her fur making me smile. I’d wanted to bring her to school with me today because the house would have been lonely without anyone there. I could only imagine something awful happening to her, like what if she fell down the stairs? I’d had a near panic attack thinking about the possibilities. The compromise? The others were working from home and promised to keep an eye on her. I knew she would be in good hands with them. I had a feeling they had chosen to stay home because I was freaking out but I guess I would never know. 

The only person not at home was Atlas because he was going to his security company's office. Apparently, he had a branch in Seattle. I noticed they didn’t talk about it very much and I wondered why that was. I should have asked him more, a good mate would. I had the urge to know everything about these men and I was just hoping they wouldn’t get tired of explaining their life to me. 

My eyes trailed the picture and I realized I’d started drawing dragons as well. The ones from the book yesterday. How odd was it that the fairytale stories included in books I was allowed to read, were real? I had always thought it was odd that they’d included that book with historical texts and the bible. But it was pretty obvious after a few weeks that they hadn’t placed it in there. In fact, they didn’t seem to know about it at all. When they’d asked where I’d learned about dragons and fairies, I told them the textbook had covered mythology. It was a bit unbelievable but I’d been relieved to not get a beating for that one. 

My eyes fluttered as a memory surged forward.

I was curled up on the stone floor, the rainy wind blowing directly into the damp cell. My hair was matted with blood and my back was torn open from the belt she had used. I could feel tears falling down my face as I tried to rationalize why this was happening. Why this always happened to me. Why did she hate me?

I had tried so hard to be good. I did everything they asked. Everything. Still, my mother would come in furious about one thing or another and less than thirty minutes later I would be like this while she was upstairs talking happily over my head. Maybe this was normal. I had to believe that this is what happened to all kids because if I didn’t, then... I wasn’t positive about what to think. My eyes closed as I tried to find some comfort, tucking a hand under my head. 

My brain began to create stories from the fairytales I’d read these past few days. I wanted to be the fierce knights that saved the princess. But I also wanted to be the princess. I wanted to be someone that others loved and cared about. Couldn’t I be both?

“Firefly?” Ledger asked carefully, touching my hand and bringing me out of my memory with a flinch. The bell rang and my eyes shot down to the picture I’d drawn, the dragons and kitten fading into a dry cell, made of three walls and bars over the window. Tilting my head I realized that in the corner, I’d drawn a small form. Me. I’d drawn me and I was captivated by the image, unable to look away until Henry’s stormy eyes appeared in front of me. 

“You okay?” he asked softly. I swallowed and closed the notebook, taking Anani’s hand as I stood up, feeling a bit dazed. I couldn’t tell you what they’d talked about on the way to lunch. Maybe they hadn’t talked about anything. All I knew was that I found myself sitting at the lunch table with a cupcake in front of me and no appetite.

“Is she okay?” A familiar voice asked, as I looked up at Jordan. Her eyes softened and she ushered me up, despite the boy's complaints as we walked towards the bathroom. I inhaled feeling the tears escape as I stared at the floor for a minute, Jordan sitting on the counter but not saying anything. 

“I don’t feel good,” I mumbled, running a hand through my hair after a few minutes of trying to calm my breathing. I felt light headed and my eyes pricked with tears I didn’t understand, a weight on my chest like an anchor. 

“I believe it.” Jordan stated softly as I looked up at her concerned face, “Panic attacks are never fun.”

“Panic attacks?” I asked quietly. 

“Yeah,” Jordan whispered, “I get them a lot actually. It’s not exactly very accepted in the shifter world, having anxiety or depression...anything they deem as a weakness. But our pack doctor has me take a supplement since normal human medicine won’t work on me.”

Did I have anxiety? Or depression? Maybe the first. But only in certain situations.

“I only get it when I have something that reminds me of...” I stopped because I hadn’t told Jordan about how I grew up. I wasn’t ready for that. 

“I get it,” She squeezed my hand, “you don’t need to tell me. But, you may want to see someone to talk about it. If you have PTSD, post traumatic stress disorder, or anxiety, or even depression it would help. I meet with someone once a month to talk about how my sister and mother died, it didn’t make it easier but I was able to sort it through with someone without having that emotional attachment there. It was nice to have an outside perspective.”

“Your sister and mom died?” I asked in a whisper, she nodded, her eyes darkening slightly.

“It was a bit ago.” I felt like time didn’t change something like that. 

“Who do you talk to?”

“Her name is Anna,” she smiled, “she’s a psychologist that is part of our pack. It’s funny because she’s actually the daughter of our herbalist, they work together on almost everything. 

It’s kept pretty quiet though, her patients don’t really talk about going. Like I said shifters are weird about that...which makes no sense since they are cool with a bunch of other open minded stuff but that’s nothing new. Mental health is never taken seriously until something bad happens.” I nodded but wasn’t positive I fully understood what she meant by ‘bad.’

“I think I might like talking to her,” I said hesitantly thinking about how scary it seemed...but at the same time it would be nice to have someone tell me what was normal and not. I mean, I loved my boys but I could tell how much it upset them when I told them about my childhood. I didn’t like upsetting them even if they said they wanted to hear it. So maybe this would allow me to be able to explain it better to them, eventually. 

“Here is her number,” Jordan sent it to me as my phone lit up. Honestly, I forgot about the device pretty often. I inhaled feeling a bit of hope at the concept of being able to relay what happened to me when I got trapped in my memories. I was jealous of how coherently Jordan seemed to be able to express everything. 

“Maya?” Ledger’s voice called from outside with a knock. Jordan shook her head in amusement offering me a hand squeeze before I inhaled, following her out. Instantly, Ledger had me against his chest as he smoothed my hair looking worried. 

“Are you alright?” He asked softly. How long had I been gone? Not very. Was he that worried about me? My chest warmed at that.

I noticed Jordan had gone back to the lunch room but I tried to answer honestly. “No.”

“No?” His eyebrows shot up.

“Not completely.” My eyes darted away as my courage to be honest wobbled slightly, “I had a memory pop into my head that was from when I was in the basement...and I just felt...” I paused frowning. “Overwhelmed. I felt sad and overwhelmed.”

Ledger searched my gaze as he nodded, running a thumb over my cheekbone, “Do you want to talk about it?” I knew he would talk about it all day with me.

“Not yet,” I whispered quietly. “Jordan mentioned she talks to someone that helps her sort through her anxiety.”

“Do you think you have anxiety?” Ledger asked, his brow crinkling. Unlike Jordan’s experience with shifters, I didn’t see any judgement at all, just concern. Then again I felt like I could have ten eyes and be purple and my mates would probably still accept me. They were sweet like that. 

I shrugged, “I’m not sure, but I think I should talk to someone and try to figure it out. She also mentioned PTSD and depression. I just think it may be worth a shot.”

“Alright,” he nodded and kissed my temple, “If you want to see her we’ll make it happen or find someone else that you feel comfortable talking to.”

My eyes watered lightly as I tightened my arms around him. “Thank you.” I found myself wanting to say more than that. To thank him for being him. For being someone that I was pretty sure I was starting to love. 

***
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THE CUPCAKES HAD BEEN as good as I thought they would. I was feeling far more upbeat after my discussion with Ledger. 

Henry walked next to me in the gym, both of us having finally finished running. I had a feeling that Henry had gotten snippets of what had been going on in my head earlier despite trying to stay out. I believed him about that. Henry wasn’t a liar. I grabbed his hand as he offered me a smile. 

“So this interview today,” I started wondering what exactly it would be like.

“It won’t be that bad,” he groaned in contrast, “just some reporter asking you about what happened.”

My lips twisted, “What should I say?”

“What do you want to say?” His voice was thoughtful as he searched my face. 

When the bell rang, I’d yet to form an answer. I didn’t want to tell them the truth but I also didn’t want people thinking that Jed and my mother were in any way the victim. I had spent a long time feeling as though I’d deserved their treatment but my mates were proving how clearly wrong that thought process had been. 

As I changed into my school clothes, the other girls filed out of the locker room. Their stares and whispers surrounded me. I untucked my hair from my blazer as I pushed through the door into the main hallway. Immediately, I felt uneasy. 

Two men were standing a few feet away, dressed in black suits talking casually, until they saw me. I froze not knowing what to do as the first approached, short, stocky and looking far more friendly than his scary counterpart. I really didn’t like this. Where were the guys? I felt like they would know how to handle this particular situation more than I ever could. 

“Maya Moretti?” he asked as my lips almost tilted in a smile because that was not my last name but...I sort of loved it. My chest fluttered as I thought about how that would look drawn out. 

“I’m Maya,” I confirmed, crossing my arms defensively feeling like I was somehow in trouble.

“My name is Darren Wilks, I am from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, this is my partner Bradley Hawkins.” They both flashed badges. “Would you mind if we spoke for a moment? We’ve been trying to reach you but it seemed you weren’t in school yesterday.” 

“I wasn’t,” I confirmed, “what do you want to talk about?”

“How about we find a classroom so that we can sit down—”

I sighed in relief as Anani’s electrical scent wrapped around me and a dangerous noise came from his throat. My lips pulled into a smile as I looked down at his muscular wrist, my hair tie I’d left on my desk, officially in his collection. I had noticed him doing it the other day and I fully supported it. Mostly because I had started randomly taking t-shirts and other comfortable things they owned. My bed was like a comfortable nest of blankets, pillows, and whatever shirt I would wear to bed that night that reminded me of them. 

Huh. That was a bit bird-like wasn’t it? I nearly smiled at that because the concept of actually being a shifter was setting in. Now, if I could only figure out how to actually shift. 

“Gentleman,” Henry’s voice was dark and annoyed, “this is against protocol, what are you doing here?”

Ledger intertwined his hand with mine, Bradley looking at the twins and I in confusion. Probably because the group of us were intertwined so closely together. 

Darren spoke, “We figured that this would be the easiest time to speak to her.”

“It’s not,” Henry growled, “use the contact information given for our family lawyer. She isn’t talking to either of you and if you don’t leave now I am going to be making a call to your bosses explaining how the FBI was going to have to deal with charges of harassment. Is that clear?”

Bradley sneered, “This is fucking ridiculous.”

Darren inhaled shaking his head before looking at me, “Maya, I hope that you will give us a chance to talk. We are just trying to figure out what happened.”

Instead of responding I stared at them blankly until they left, leaving me feeling exhausted in the wake of it. After their car pulled away, we walked down the school stairs towards Ledger’s car. 

My eyes searched the parking lot as that odd feeling of being watched hit me again. Maybe that was because of the FBI? Or it could be because of my father. I hadn’t seen or heard from him though. Was it too much to wish he had disappeared? 

The car ride was quiet as Henry spoke in low tones to what I assumed was their lawyer. Ledger drove and I curled up against Anani as my fingers played over his tattoos on his hands. I wasn’t clear why I found them so attractive...but I did. I found them really, really attractive. 

Anani muttered a curse as we pulled towards our estate and found several media trucks parked outside. I nibbled my lip, unsure I was fully ready for this. I had no idea what to expect and this had the possibility of making things far worse than before. 

Heads turned toward us as we stepped out of the car, instantly categorizing that there were four trucks and about twenty something people. Marco stood on the steps talking casually to them. My eyes narrowed on a woman that was a bit too close but she didn’t seem to be interested in him anymore than the man across from him. Plus, I had to admit, she was quite a bit older than both of us. Not that I would judge that, I was starting to realize that love wasn’t very good at limiting itself. I mean one of my mates was over two hundred years old. 

“Hey,” I chimed as people greeted me. My eyes on Marco, watching as his smile grew. 

“Hey, honey,” he kissed my temple as I turned to the woman next to him.

“You must be Maya,” she assumed, her soft brown eyes sweet.

“I am,” I smiled and put out my hand, “it’s wonderful to meet you.”

Marco chuckled, meeting my hand, “Kelsey from the LA Times, one of the only stations actually invited here.” Some of the others shifted uncomfortably as I looked around.

“I’m glad you're here,” I said sincerely before looking up at Marco, “where is Bella?”

“Upstairs in your room, the others are getting changed for the interview.” He explained as the other boys moved past me and I followed them up.

“I’ll be right back,” I assured and sighed looking around our large upstairs, glad to have space to get ready for whatever they would ask.

“See? That wasn’t bad,” Ledger smiled.

“That was part of it?” My eyebrows went up.

Anani laughed as Henry walked next to me towards my room. I mumbled in surprise as Atlas and Sai both looked up from where they sat on the bed with Bella jumping between them. The entire room was filled with clothing and two older women, talking quietly amongst themselves as Croy seemed to be listening to them while playing on his laptop. I could always tell when he was listening to others, even despite being slightly distracted, because every so often his eyes would flick up towards them or his head would tilt in their direction. 

“There she is,” Atlas chuckled and I jumped into his arms practically at the same time he buried his head in my neck and I relaxed against him. Sai held Bella up as I kissed her nose.

“Where is my kiss?” Sai narrowed his eyes looking broody and grumpy.

I shrugged and offered a teasing smile, “Still unsure if you even like kissing me.”

His warm eyes sparked with challenge, “Yeah, Kitten? I mean, I can show you how much I enjoy kissing you. Atlas if you could just put her down...”

“She needs to get ready,” Croy noted looking amused, “plus we have company.” I’d been so caught up in my mates that I forgot about the women. I turned to find them both staring at me in surprise. I wiggled down and pushed my hair back smiling.

“I am so sorry I didn’t say hi,” I grinned walking over, “my name is Maya.” 

“Melony,” one offered and the other said ‘Veronica’ I think, but both their accents were thick. I noticed they kept looking at the guys so I turned.

“Do you guys mind if you let them get to work, not that I have any idea of what they are doing, but look at all this stuff, I have to at least give it a go,” I bounced on my toes slightly as the guys filed out except for Atlas and Croy, one on his laptop and the other playing with the kitten. I turned towards them as they ushered me to sit in front of this vanity they had set up. 

I yawned as they got to work, my eyes closing in the comfortable chair they had sat me in. The only experience I’d had on people doing my hair had been the salon. One of them began to use a curling iron on it as the other woman began brushing something on my face. Would the guys have to get their makeup done also? I should ask them. 

“Hey, Atlas?” I chimed as Bella meowed, Croy’s laugh at her response making me happy. 

“What’s up, Angel?” He asked his voice far closer than I expected, making me blush.

“Do you guys have to wear makeup also?” I wondered as one of the women laughed softly.

“Do you think we should?” Atlas asked, I grinned opening my eyes as the woman worked on my lips. My angelic looking mate had his hair tied back as he ran a hand over his trimmed beard, my eyes flashing to his gold lip ring. 

“I could see that, maybe a smoky eye or whatever it's called?” I let out a small giggle at the thought of him in full makeup as his eyes warmed. 

He looked over me with interest, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in full makeup.”

“Does it look good?” I wondered, as the woman sat me up, her counterpart using a brush to loosen the curls around my shoulders.

“Too good,” Croy mumbled as Atlas nodded.

“You look beautiful, Angel. Although that is with or without makeup.”

I was handed a mirror as I lifted it and my dark eyes went wide. Woah. I examined my skin, the gold color highlighted and darkened on certain angles. My dark brows were more arched and my lashes looked super long, a light purple pink shadow on my lid making the gold stand out. My lips were painted a soft pink that matched my wavy hair and a very prominent pink highlight. 

“Wow,” I arched a brow and looked up at the two of them, “you guys are really fantastic at this.” 

They both grinned as they ushered me up and took me towards a large rack of clothes. I easily found exactly what I wanted to wear, pushing past a lot of the darker colors. I know they seemed very popular but my entire life had been so painfully dark. I needed some color. Some light. I plucked the pink and light blue plaid skirt and the warm white sweater it was paired with. Practically sashaying towards the bathroom, I eagerly pulled it on. Turning in the mirror I found myself smiling at how good it looked.

I’d been hesitant about fashion at first, feeling like it may be a waste. Now though? Well, it was a bit like an art form, and I loved art. I walked out and Croy looked up, only he and the women left. 

My wolf mate whistled, shaking his head as I blushed his eyes darkening over me. “It’s unfair, Sugar,” he sighed, standing up as I rounded the bed and slipped on the white elegant shoes they handed me. 

“What’s unfair?” I arched a brow as he straightened his suit, running a hand through his hair.

“Everything about you,” he muttered and then spoke softly so the two humans couldn’t hear us, “you’re hard to focus around and that’s saying something considering I’ve been focusing just fine for over two hundred years.”

“You’re old,” I teased, his eyes darkened with heated amusement as he stepped closer, his head dipping down.

“Yeah? I assure you my age is not a negative thing,” he whispered with heat.

My face blushed with color as I swallowed, “Why is that?” I agreed, for the record.

“Lot’s of time to perfect certain...things.” He winked, clearly having wanted to say something else but noticing our audience. Still my skin broke out into shivers, his lips grazing mine before he offered a hand to walk out of the room.

“I wanted to know more about these things,” I mumbled under my breath as he barked out a laugh, our steps taking us towards the staircase. I paused for a moment as Croy kissed my temple and went ahead, Atlas appearing at my side. I looked up at him as he wrapped an arm around me.

“You okay?” He asked quietly, “We don’t have to do this.”

“I want to,” I whispered softly as he nodded and we walked downstairs. My biggest problem? I hadn’t decided what I was going to say to all of them waiting for me. 
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Maya

This was overwhelming. 

I’d posed for a million different photos and my sudden wish for our family photo felt like a curse. L.A. Times was setting up their video interview area in the family room while two other magazines took photos of us in the formal living room. 

I was fairly relaxed and it was natural to be around the men, but the photographers felt odd. Their eyes hyper focused on everything we did. There were also several reporters taking notes on small pads of paper. Security lined the room and I realized I’d clearly signed up for something larger than I realized. 

When the last photo shoot was done, I let out a small yawn as Sai offered me an understanding look. 

“Can I get one of just her?” a photographer asked, his face serious and focused on a notepad in front of him. 

No one had questioned my very apparent comfortability and affection towards all my mates. I had a feeling someone had either warned them or it was more known now the status between us. More than anything, if I had to guess, they were going to ask during the interview. 

“Why?” Marco asked, sounding frustrated.

“They want to do a feature,” he explained, looking disinterested, his eyes analytical. I had a distinct feeling he didn’t care either way.

“What magazine are you with?” I tilted my head curiously.

“Vogue,” he led me towards one of the leather couches. Instead of sitting in it, he had me stand behind it, the massive glass windows behind me rain splattered but the emerald green of the forest stood out. Then his words caught up to me.

My eyebrows went up, “You work for Vogue? That’s so awesome. I read Vogue all the time. How exciting.”

His lip twitched as his eyes warmed slightly, “I think it’s pretty cool also, I grew up reading them so this was-”

“Your dream?” I offered as he grinned.

“My husband had to spend three days trying to calm me down when I got the call.” I smiled easily, imagining that as he took pictures. My hands on the edge of the couch, I tilted my head looking at him. I realized that despite this man’s crankiness, he was very nice. In fact, if I had to guess, he was probably cranky because he missed his husband.

“Do you miss him? When you go on these trips?” I asked as he led me towards the stairs and I sat down.

His sigh was tired. “That’s an understatement, he’s a surgeon in LA. I don’t get a lot of time with him as it is, but when a billionaire offers to fly you out for an exclusive interview with someone very popular right now...you go.”

“What is the feature going to be about?” I asked curiously.

“Well,” He took another photo as I leaned the other way, “originally, I was going to focus on everything that happened with your family. Instead, I think we should focus on your relationship. I can’t imagine how you handle all of this.”

“Handle what?” I wondered.

“Honey,” he grinned, standing up and turning off his camera, “I have issues keeping up with one man let alone seven. You must have a spine of steel.”

Spine of steel? I was pretty sure mine was made of bone...

“You will have to send me some of the pictures with my mates and I,” I grinned softly then winced mentally when he arched a brow at the word ‘mate’. 

Instead of saying anything, I led him towards the kitchen,taking the seat offered to me by Marco. The rest of the boys lounged near the family room entrance. I noticed some of the photographers taking pictures of them relaxed. I made a note to remember to ask for those also. I could make an entire book of them or we could hang them around the house.

“Are you ready to go?” Kelsey asked, her eyes wide and eager. “Do you need notes or anything?”

“No,” I shook my head, “all in my head.” 

Something of interest sparked in her eyes, “Alright, can we have quiet?”

From the moment the interview started, I had decided on telling as much of the truth as possible. I ignored the cameras and focused on the woman in front of me. Trying to focus and remember how cruel my mother and Jed had been. How they could possibly be viewed as having done nothing wrong. I mean...they had murdered me. Sure, I’d come back, but they had killed me. 

“So, Maya,” Kelsey started, “I want to thank you for taking the time to talk to me today.”

“Of course,” I offered, my eyes focused on her expression and I could feel the authenticity coming off her. I wondered if all reporters were like this? I had a feeling they weren’t because the others in the room didn’t have the same energy as her.

“As you know, you have been in the headlines a lot lately. Unfortunately for a tragic event; your mother and her boyfriend’s death,” she started. “Now, you are still considered one of the main suspects in this situation, do you know why? Was there some animosity between you and your mother?”

“Yes, actually there was,” I stated as her eyes widened slightly.

“Do you care to expand? Is that why the FBI and police are looking at you as a suspect?”

“It’s possible that’s the reason,” I answered softly and then sighed, “the truth was, that there were moments where I wanted nothing more than to have my mother leave me alone. For her to go away...but I could never kill her. I barely had the courage to stand up to her.”

“Why?” she asked, her head tilting.

“I grew up in Louisiana and my mother and father kept me locked in a basement most of my life.” I said candidly, as if I was writing it down so I didn’t get too caught up in the pain. “When my father died, my mother moved us to her boyfriend’s place here in Seattle. Of course, I was completely out of my element. I’d spent most of my life in a basement being treated in a way that I now realized wasn’t normal—”

“Are you saying you were abused?” she questioned, as her eyes filled with pain.

“Yes,” I answered honestly. “When I came here it was clear that my upbringing had been unusual. In fact, my m...boyfriends helped me realize how different my life should have been. They made me realize what it felt like to actually be cared about.” I found I had to make an effort not to say mates.

“Wow.” The room was silent as she blinked, “I can’t imagine how scared you must have been.”

“It’s been an adjustment,” I smiled a bit sadly.

“Have you explained any of this to the police?”

“Local yes, not FBI,” I eased out. “Unfortunately, I don’t have much to tell them. I was barely around the trailer once I met my boys, I spent all my time here. It wasn’t until we were coming back from our trip in Los Angeles that I even knew they were dead.” I lied far too easily but the urge to protect my mates was like a fluttering in my chest. 

“Your story is so compelling...” And she continued talking and asking me questions for a near hour. Much the same and my story stayed consistent, leaving out most of the important details and keeping it vague. My honesty seemed to make her very emotional and I found myself feeling guilty for making her look so upset. 

When she asked about my father's death I kept with what my mother had stated because as far as I knew he was still dead. At least, that was what I told her. I didn’t like that I was lying but it would feel far worse to see my mates in trouble.

After a series of other questions, more photos were taken and Kelsey pulled me aside personally to thank me for being so honest. I didn’t know why she was thanking me, but maybe people weren’t usually as open. We had called this interview though, so I told them what I could. 

Bella was happily in my arms as the shuttles and vans left, some being taken to the airport to get on the jet while others were leaving to go back to local offices. When the door closed I let out a tired sigh and kicked off my shoes.

“How did I do, you think?” I asked openly.

“I was surprised you told so much of the truth,” Sai admitted honestly.

“My mother and Jed don’t deserve to be protected,” I stated softly, as Ledger began taking out stuff to cook with. Bella swatted at my hair as I focused back down on her, smiling. 

“How long?” Henry asked, walking back in as Marco turned on the TV. Most of us gathered between there and the kitchen. 

Atlas was sitting on the couch, so I put Bella down and crawled forward, his eyes burning as he pulled me against him. I nuzzled against his chest as he grew hard underneath me, his large fingers massaging my hair.

“I give it until they get on the jet,” Marco stated, turning on a local news channel.

“You know the bigger channels are going to pick it up,” Croy stated. “They were practically fucking salivating over her story.”

“Here we go!” Henry shook his head looking frustrated at his phone.

“What?” Ledger frowned.

“Abused Daughter Ran From Mother, Days Before Her Death,” Anani stated softly as I tilted my head. Well, that wasn’t exactly wrong. Still, talk about cutting it short. Instead of listening to any of that, I played on my phone until my email started to ping. Not as much as Marco’s but everything began to light up right as the news station began to play an excerpt of the video. Wow, they did work fast.

“We received this from the LA Times who had an exclusive interview...what a harrowing awful story...” I zoned out after a few comments from the newscaster as I began to play this new game Candy Crush that Jordan had suggested. I wasn’t positive I really wanted to know what they were saying about me. Especially if it was cruel. I’d dealt with enough of that in my life. 

I wasn’t exactly positive when, but my eyes closed as I was surrounded by Atlas’s warmth and the way his arms wrapped around me. Sleep invaded my entire mind as I dipped into the darkness of it. 

***
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MY EYES FLUTTERED OPEN and I inhaled. Quickly, I sat up. The fact that I was on my stomach had flashes of that night hitting me hard. I gripped the sheets as I looked around, finding myself alone. My heart beat rapidly, hands shaking slightly. 

I could feel my mother’s phantom blows on my back and I tried to find my grounding. But as it often goes when you first wake up, everything felt very hazy. The door opened and I instantly relaxed when I saw Atlas. His eyes widening slightly and then darkening in worry.

“Maya?” he asked, closing the door and approaching. Don’t ask me how I knew but the others were still up and talking downstairs, making me wonder how long I’d actually slept for. 

I put a hand out wanting him closer. The massive man pulled me against him after he pulled off his shirt and shoes, getting into bed with me. My hands ran over his chest as my breathing calmed, his lips against my forehead as he seemed to surround me with warmth and stability.

“I woke up on my stomach,” I mumbled. “Sorry, I just got really freaked out.”

“You never need to apologize to me.” He ran a thumb over my lip before pulling my leg so that it was hitched at his hip and I was wrapped against him. My eyes closed and his sea salt scent surrounded me. 

Sleep warred with me on and off as I tried to get comfortable. Atlas’s breathing was easy and relaxed, letting me know he was probably asleep. I turned, stretching out slightly. I closed my eyes in frustration, wishing that I could fall asleep. Wishing that I wasn’t scared of dreaming. 

My pulse raced again wondering if my Dad was watching the house as I fought to sleep. If the media was still talking about my mother and what she did...I let out a small panicked sound. 

Atlas’s chest produced a low rumble as I was tugged tightly into him, his lips against my neck as I tilted my head to the side. Loving the feel of his massive arms caging me against him. Making me feel stable. Safe.

As my panic subsided, another feeling took place and I began to squirm against him, feeling frustrated for an entirely different reason. Atlas’s teeth grazed my shoulder as he hardened against my lace covered butt. The oversized shirt I had on did absolutely nothing to hide how turned on I was. My nipples tightened to painful peaks as my center exploded with heat. 

“Angel,” Atlas groaned, as I bit my lip hard, slightly tasting. His arms banded around me tighter. I wiggled again wondering just how hard he could get. 

What?! Come on, I was curious!

“Fuck...” Atlas attempted to still my hips, but that only made me tip my head back and arch so that my neck was available to him. 

I wanted his lips there. One of his large hands slid under the comfortable shirt material, up my waist and across my ribs before grazing my breast. A whimper came from my lips that I didn’t even attempt to stop. “Atlas,” I whispered as he brought the other hand down to play right along the edge of my panties. 

I needed him to touch me and another small needy sound broke from my throat as I felt the air spark, his dragon jumping forward. I smiled, feeling a sense of victory crash through me. A squeak escaped as I was tugged on top of him, his massive frame underneath my much smaller one. 

His dark eyes watched me as he pushed my shirt up and off, leaving me in barely anything as he growled looking over my frame, my nails digging into his firm chest. I rolled my hips slightly as his hands slipped from where they were on my thighs to grip my butt, my breathing hitching at the possessive hard grip. 

“Angel,” His voice was rough and rumbly, “this probably isn’t a very good idea. My control is a bit lacking right—”

I kissed him, my lips meeting his in an explorative kiss as he tightened his grip on me to the point I wondered if it would bruise my skin. The oddest part was that it felt amazing. I loved how it felt and I felt needy, without his fingers sliding against my wet center. I needed something there... 

“Atlas, please,” I begged softly as I pulled back, his jaw tight and eyes a bit wild looking.

“What do you need?” he rasped, his voice almost inaudible as if he was trying to hold back.

“You,” I murmured. I meant that. I squeaked as he flipped us and his fingers easily rolled down the material of my lace underwear, tension rolling through him as he cursed almost seeming in pain.

I shivered as he moved down my body, his hot breath against my wet center suddenly. I let out a soft moan as he inhaled, “Fuck, angel, you smell like heaven. I bet you taste like fucking sugar.”  

“Atlas,” I squirmed as he rolled my clit gently under his fingers, “I want to taste you.”

His eyes heated, snapping up, as he offered me a dark smirk, “You sure, angel?”

Why did I feel like I was signing up for something more than I assumed?

“Yes,” I whispered. 

Atlas let out a low growl, moving me so that my thighs framed his head. My chest aligned with his, facing away from him. My entire body broke out into goosebumps and I moaned as he ran his tongue along my slit. 

“Oh shit,” I mumbled, my nails digging into his firm abs as my eyes ran over his dark sweatpants and the very obvious rigid line of his hard erection. For a moment I felt almost dazed, the feeling of his mouth on me was unbelievable. All I could do was cry out his name. I shamelessly arched forward, rewarded with his hot tongue dipping inside of me, making my legs shake as my climax tried to push forward and overtake me in a wave. 

I pushed away the stupid clothes that covered his massive length in front of me and my eyes widened...holy crap, he was huge! Was that supposed to fit inside of my mouth? Oh wow.

Still, I found myself leaning forward, my tongue rounding the tip as he let out a near feral snarl. Something about his reaction spurred me to take even more of him inside of my mouth. I moaned around his length as he sucked on my clit, making my eyes flutter shut. I tried to take him completely in my mouth and throat, but gagged slightly, making him jerk forward as he groaned out my name. My hand wrapped around the base of his length, bobbing my head up and down, sucking on him and running my tongue along his ridiculously hard length. 

My sharp inhale and moan of his name echoed the room as his teeth grazed my clit, making me jump slightly as pleasure hit me like a starburst. It was so intense. Liquid molten seemed to invade my every limb, making me feel nearly high. 

Wanting him to feel the same, I tried to take him completely in my throat, despite having gagged the last time and Atlas snarled a ‘fuck’ as I nearly did. Before I could try it again, saltiness exploded in my mouth. He pulled me up against him as he sat up, my back against his massive chest. 

I moaned, looking down to see that his hard length was pressed right against my center. Not inside, but rubbing back and forth against me, his breathing rough and my body flushed and trembling. 

“Fuck, Maya,” he growled, the sound eliciting goosebumps across my heated skin, “I wish I could bury myself inside of you. You feel so goddamn good, Angel.”

“Atlas,” I moaned as his lips trailed against my neck, the action making me impossibly more turned on. My clit pulsed with need again as he slid against me faster than before. Christ. How many times could a woman climax before they passed out? 

I let out a small cry as his large arm locked around my hip and the other around the front of my neck, making sure I couldn’t escape his demanding touch. 

“Holy fuck,” he tightened his grip on me, “this ass is going to kill me. You are so fucking sexy, Maya.”

I let out a small cry, his hand releasing my neck as my climax blasted through me. My teeth bit down on his wrist to stop from screaming as he came, growling my name and biting down hard on my shoulder. The flame at the center of my chest roared to life. 

My breathing was quick and unstable as I leaned back against him, his cum against my center as he moved back and forth slightly, rocking as I shivered from the over stimulation. I inhaled sharply as he licked the blood from my shoulder and I gently let go of his wrist. His blood stained my lips as I stared down, thrilled to see my teeth marks there. 

I sank further back against him. Tilted my head up to find his gold eyes searching mine with heat and something so much more. He brought his lips to mine and I eagerly kissed him, loving how my scent was all over him. His fingers ran over my body as I whimpered at how everything lit up with his touch even after coming several times. 

Finally, he mumbled, “Angel, you’re dangerous.”

“No,” I grinned, “I’m pretty sure that’s you.”

He lifted me and brought me into the shower, as we both stepped under the hot water. My smile grew as I thought of something.

I guess we did end up doing what that website page had said...I was starting to like sleepovers a lot more. 
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Atlas

I wasn’t lying, the woman was very dangerous. To my sanity mostly. I’d been up pretty much all of the night after taking a long hot shower and pulling her naked body against mine, her damp hair pressed against my chest and her soft breathing making me feel better. She’d been so panicked when she first woke up and it had sent my dragon into overdrive. 

Then she had started to rub against me and I knew the fight had been lost the moment she said ‘please.’ I would never say no to her. 

Her soft red lips were open slightly as those dark lashes laid against her stunning face. My eyes ran along her elegant shoulders and the bruised bite I’d left right on her soft, tan skin. It made me feel nearly as happy as the one she’d left on my wrist. My dragon finally relaxing a fucking bit because he was no longer paranoid that someone was going to try to take our place in our mate’s life. Now, she was stuck with me. 

Most of my life, I’d been somewhat insecure about my place in anyone's life. Except for Marco of course. I’d been eleven when I’d officially met Marco although I’d heard about him from others at the academy. It took only about a day to realize that we worked well together, and still to this day, he was the only person that knew the true extent of what I’d come from. Which was nothing. 

I’d never known my family personally. Only a single rumor from the older couple I’d been raised by from eight to ten years old. Not that they’d told me. No, I’d heard them whispering about how my father had apparently been a traitor to the realm. I wanted to believe that wasn’t real but who the fuck knew. The Dreki realm had been in countless wars and conflicts with all of the other realms because dragons by nature were aggressive and possessive. 

When Marco had blindly accepted me, I knew I would be loyal to him for life. Well, now I realized there was only one person that could make me question that.

Maya. 

I was just glad that she was our flight’s mate. There were instances, especially since phoenixes were essentially extinct, that half a flight would mate with one woman and the other half someone else. It made for a lot of conflict. 

With Maya, though, it had been instinctual and you could almost feel how natural the bond was, like our energy and magic had been made to fit together. It was like a clock with her as the center cog and all of us surrounding her and fitting into certain parts of her life. I know she felt as though we’d taken her in but the truth was that she’d made us a family. We’d been brothers for a long time but I’d always felt like we were on the edge of waiting for something...someone. 

Marco had mentioned the fact that he didn’t like that she didn’t have a last name and frankly, I was perfectly okay with her sharing ours one day. Unlike the others, I hadn’t been given a last name so when we came to the Earth realm, he’d given me his, making me his real brother in the eyes of most of the world. It was a move that probably meant far more to me than he had ever realized. 

So yeah, Maya Moretti sounded pretty good. 

There were a lot of things we needed to figure out, including how to make sure she was safe but still able to do what she wanted. Because that concept was essential to me, being able to make sure that Maya could do whatever she wanted. 

I don’t think she’d remembered in the light of the stressful interview, that she was supposed to work the night before and she would no doubt feel guilty about it come morning. I on the other hand was thankful in a way because without knowing where her father was, anywhere off this property was dangerous. 

Hell, I’m still fucking annoyed Jed somehow got on. Just makes me wonder how embroiled in shit he really was, my security wasn’t lax by any means and it would take a fairly decent skill set to be able to sneak in.

I’d given Clara’s shop a call and Jordan, her apparent new friend, had said she’d already told her grandmother about Maya probably being busy. After insisting I talk to Clara, she repeated the same thing. Sort of. What she actually said was along the lines of, “I figured, being who she is and who she is with that, she wouldn’t be able to have a set schedule. We are just happy to have her here whenever she can make it. She makes everyone happy.” I believed that. Maya was special like that. She had this soft radiance that surrounded her and made everyone want to bask in it. Too bad she was mated to some really selfish bastards because I was pretty possessive over that light. 

No really, I don’t think she even realized how different the house was with her in it. How could she? There were aprons in the kitchen with baking supplies, cat beds in every room for Bella, and Marco had even switched to order pink and purple flowers for the house instead of the classic space fillers we’d always had. I knew it was only a matter of time before even more things were added to the house and frankly, I loved it. It was like she was leaving her imprint everywhere she went. Her floral scent and sweetness made the entire house seem warmer. 

I mean hell, she’d even been sweet to the obnoxious reporters today. Giving them every photo and minute of her time as if it was nothing to her. My growl at the thought of that many people around her, had her turning into me as I inhaled the scent of ash, roses, and rain on her skin. I wrapped her hair around my hand and tilted her jaw slightly looking over the hickies I’d littered on her angelic elegant body. 

If everything went according to plan for today, and then this weekend, I would be getting a good amount of time with her which was needed. I only felt better when she was in my arms and after the bullshit with Jed, I was a bit paranoid about her safety. I just wished that it wasn’t necessary to always rush back from wherever we traveled. 

If she was serious about this notion of not finishing school, our plans could be extended for sure. I was a fan of the concept. Not because I didn’t think she should be in school, but because it was clear she didn’t enjoy it. Maya had spent her entire life doing what others wanted, it was time for her to be able to make her own choices and her time shouldn’t be wasted on things she doesn’t enjoy. 

That's just how literally everyone in our family saw it. Hopefully, she would realize that as well. Realize that she had the world at her fingertips and that anything she could want or to try and pursue was an option for her. 

I chuckled softly, thinking about how much more introspective I’d become recently. It wasn’t completely avoidable though because my angel made me think. She made me feel a bunch of other ridiculous things but mainly she made me think. Made me wonder what exactly the future would bring once we got rid of her father.

Because trust me, that would happen. 

The skies began to lighten outside. I slipped from bed, pulling on my sweats and pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. I walked over towards the panel of windows and searched the forest outside of her room, not enjoying the fact of someone having the ability to see into her space. I would know if anyone entered the property though. At least I should, that fucking Jed shit screwed me up a bit. I was more paranoid than I’d ever been.

When I’d started the security company I owned, it was simply to serve as a branch of the Moretti empire in truth. Our family was extremely well known and only growing more popular, both in the human and supernatural world, so it made sense to have resources to keep us safe. That had lasted for about three months before others asked for information on how to hire our company. How to have the same level of security as the Moretti’s. 

Within a year I was bringing in ridiculous profit summaries and my company had grown by nearly fifty officers I’d recruited, expanding everyday. We watched over clients from politicians to celebrities, essentially anyone that could match the price that we charged. Something that I’d made grossly over the top to avoid having too many clients. It seemed that it had just made us more profitable and more desirable. Then again, humans were weird like that. 

Now that we were dealing with this, I was glad for all the extra resources. That was why my inability to find Pastor Malcolm was driving me crazy. It was like he’d all but disappeared. Even his scent was gone, only a faint remembrance of it from the one meeting we’d had. 

With that thought in mind, I left her bedroom and walked through the halls towards my own room. After showering and getting dressed, I made my way downstairs and found Marco already up or maybe never having slept.

“Why are you up so early?” I arched a brow.

He narrowed his eyes offering me an exhausted look. “Unless you would have wanted to be interrupted last night, I thought it best for me to stay down here.” 

I barked out a laugh and shook my head, realizing the bastard had yet to sleep. Masculine pride filled me a bit thinking about how good I’d made her feel and how I’d marked up her sexy little body.

“Any chance you think she won’t want to go to school today?” He continued.

I grinned, “I think if you let her sleep, she won’t mind at all. We need to make a decision on this school stuff. The twins were telling me that she’s been getting dirty looks from a lot of the humans, I am worried it's going to escalate.”

“Monday is her last day, if that’s what she wants,” Marco took a sip of his coffee.

“We may have a bigger issue than that.” Henry stated, walking into the kitchen fully dressed, “I can’t believe it slipped my fucking mind, but yesterday when we were leaving gym, those two asshole FBI agents showed up to talk to Maya.”

Marco froze as a low sound broke from my throat, “Bradley and Darren?” I had already looked them up after they’d stopped at school looking for her on Wednesday. 

“Yep,” Henry nodded. Before Marco could say anything, I was out the door and shifting. As a shadow dragon, my shift came far easier and more quiet than the others, allowing me to soar through the sky essentially invisible. I could feel frustration through my bond with Marco but he didn’t issue a command to come back. Which was a solid fucking idea considering I wasn't sure I would even follow it. It felt like only minutes of gliding, my dragon thrilled to be let out especially after having marked our mate last night, but he still had complaints. Now he wanted her to see him, because for whatever fucking reasons our dragons really thought that was important. Cocky showoff bastards. 

I landed silent in a forest outside a quiet highway motel that was about fifteen minutes from Maya’s school. Glad that I could shift easily with clothes on. Of course I knew exactly where the fuck they were staying. I may not have had a chance to place a tracker on them yet, but as I rounded the motel I found their black SUV and ducked down to place one underneath it. When I stood, I narrowed my eyes at the third motel door and walked right up to it, knocking because this wasn’t going to require much effort.

I nearly rolled my eyes when I heard the click of a gun safety and the door opened to reveal Bradley. I reached forward, angled his gun up and crushed it. Offered him a disinterested look as he paled and stumbled back. Rookie. Darren on the other hand, who was damn well aware of the supernaturals in the area, sat on the edge of the bed and offered me a smile.

“Pack up your shit now, you're leaving,” I drawled, feeling annoyed I wasn’t back in bed with Maya or at least drinking coffee. 

“What the hell?” Bradley muttered, as I shot my hand out, grabbing his shirt, to stop the lanky bean-string of a man from starting something he couldn’t finish. Darren muttered a curse at his partner and stood, crossing his arms.

“You know we can’t do that,” he stated evenly, “we have to look into this. Although after hearing Maya’s story and paired with the lot of you involved, it’s not very hard to figure out what happened.”

I growled and he threw his hands up. “Hey, you know I don’t get involved in that supes political bullshit. My wife is one of you.” 

“So then you know you need to leave,” I offered, releasing Bradley. He gasped for breath, falling on the floor. 

“We can’t until we have something,” he offered quietly. 

I shook my head, inhaling, “You have exactly twelve fucking hours, understand?”

Darren’s jaw clenched as I looked down at Bradley. “You may also want to update him on how things go around here, because if I was anyone else, that gun wouldn’t have been the only thing crushed. Understand?” 

Darren nodded as Bradley offered me a searing expression. I left the motel room and pulled out my phone, seeing that I’d been able to easily connect to their two devices. Now I would receive any texts or calls going in and out. My shift back into my dragon was easy and I’d been confused on why he was so eager to get back until the backyard came into sight. 

Maya stood on the stone porch in an oversized shirt and sweats, rubbing the sleep from her eyes as she looked skyward. Instead of shifting, I stayed in my dragon form landing easily as a smile broke out onto her face. She was instantly running across the yard as if she was approaching a fucking puppy not a god damn dragon. I huffed at that thought because we really didn’t want her seeing us as cute and cuddly but it was better than her being scared of us. 

“Atlas!” she chimed, I bent my head down as she came to stand right in front of my snout, her hand soft and small on my nose. “You are so beautiful.”

I wanted to laugh at that but my dragon produced a low rumble that had her running her hand gently across my scaled face, removing any of the frustration at being called beautiful. I really didn’t mind, it was all him. After a moment, I managed to convince him to shift back as she made a surprised sound, my form dissolving and reforming into how I looked normally.

Her eyes flashed over me as a small pout formed her lips, I was confused until she said, “Why didn’t you shift back naked?” The laughter burst out of me.

“Sorry, Angel,” I barked out a laugh and picked her up, my hands on her ass as she wrapped herself around me like a monkey. “Some of us have the ability to shift easily with clothes on.”

“That’s disappointing,” she mumbled, I smiled but groaned at how I started to get hard. 

“I’ll make sure to shift without clothes on next time,” I winked as she wiggled against me causing me to let out a low rumble. 

“Where did you go?” she asked, tilting her head, “You smell funny.”

I knew she was talking about the FBI agents and it thrilled me that she was becoming more intune with her magic. “I went to go have a talk with those assholes that bothered you at school.”

“The FBI agents?” She wrinkled her nose as I nodded. Some men would have probably shied away from telling her that they’d gone to scare them, but I didn’t. I was totally okay with telling her and I never wanted to bullshit Maya. Sure, there was a learning curve, but I didn’t think for a minute that she couldn’t handle it. 

“Yep,” I confirmed as I set her down in the kitchen. Marco shook his head and pulled a blanket over her shoulders.

“You shouldn’t go outside without a jacket on,” he muttered as she smiled in a teasing way. I think Maya purposefully liked to mess with Marco and he was way too obsessed with her safety to realize she was teasing. I thought it was pretty fucking funny.

A meow had me snapping my head over to where Bella sat in the middle of the kitchen island, looking very alert and attentive. She was a smart cat and currently very upset that she wasn’t being paid attention to. Maya waltzed over there and lifted her into her arms, my eyes tracing the outline of her waist and hips in her loose clothing. I inhaled, convincing myself that now was not a good time to drag her cute ass upstairs. 

“The news channels have been talking about her all morning,” Sai noted, looking far more awake than normal, joining me in the family room after a few moments.

“Unsurprising,” I muttered as I turned on the system. Instantly, I muted it because CNN had a large picture of Maya, clearly from the interview the other day, sitting sweetly on the stairs with a soft smile. At least they were spinning it in her benefit, I scrolled through every station from Fox to MSNBC and found all the same. Clearly, the humans could be fucking unified when it came to Maya. I twisted my lips because with this kind of attention could only come more popularity. 

“I need to up security for the event tonight,” I stated in passing, heading back to the kitchen as Sai nodded. 

“She’s not going to school today,” Henry stated, “even if she wanted to. Apparently news trucks have been surrounding the damn place all morning.” 

“Shit,” I groaned, realizing today was going to be a busy one. “Keep her in the house today, I don’t trust the news channels to not try to get onto our property.”

“I don’t care if they see me.” Maya looked amused as Marco shook his head, sitting at the island, Maya on the counter in front of him. I nearly laughed at how the bastard was practically purring with her hands running through his hair. I couldn’t even fucking blame him either. 

“I care,” I mumbled under my breath. I did. There were a lot of creeps. 

After a quick kiss to her forehead I made my way upstairs. I was on the phone in minutes.

“Yeah, Charles,” I yawned, “morning to you as well. I need about seven teams in the area for a bit, if we need to bring more temporaries on for the other jobs that's fine but I need them here in order to vet any venue material coming through onto the property for tonight. The jet...” I looked down at my watch, “can be there in an hour.”

He answered and I hung up, calling one of our on call pilots and arranged for what needed to be done. I just needed to get through this shit today because as of late tonight, we wouldn’t even be in this damn country. 

I smiled at that. Maya was going to love our surprise. 
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Maya

“I don’t know, Bella,” I stated on a sigh, “I feel like there is something still missing.”

It was early afternoon and I had spent most of the day in my room, painting and reading. I’d found this amazing art history book at the school library the other day and may have taken it home...but it was so interesting! I found myself wanting to copy and try each style of painting until I came up with something that was so original and unique that I would maybe be featured in it. You know, obviously when I was way, way older and had practiced for years. Although, some of the artists in here seemed young so who knew. 

Bella padded around the bed chasing after a rubber band from my hair, not really caring what I said. I honestly didn’t blame her, I’d been complaining about the missing element of this painting for some time. No, this was not the phoenix painting either. I’d put that to the side for now. 

This canvas was much larger and more rectangular than the other, and needed two easels to support it. I had decided to paint the edge of the forest right outside of our house from the view point of where I’d been standing this morning waiting for Atlas. I wasn’t exactly positive how all of this worked, but I knew without a doubt when he was coming back this morning. It was like a deep resonating pulse inside of me that seemed to echo his name. I always had a fairly good grasp on where my mates were, one that was innate and natural. For example, I knew all of them were downstairs helping with the party set up.

Honestly, I was glad I wasn’t down there because I could hear the chaos. It wasn’t that I didn’t like people...but I didn’t like that many people at once. Even the backyard was being set up differently, partly blocking my view of the misty scenery as they set up a massive white tent. I couldn’t see what was underneath it but chairs and tables were being brought underneath. I thought I also saw a few flashes of pink and gold but it was possible I was imagining that. 

“Hey, Ledger?” I called as I heard him coming up the stairs. I could tell their footsteps apart, was that weird? Probably. 

“What’s up, Firefly?” he curiously asked, unsurprised I knew it was him. My eyes flashed over to where he stood in dark jeans and a comfortable hoodie, his slightly damp hair darkening the tips to almost crimson. 

“What is this missing?” I arched a brow as he came to stand behind me, his large hands wrapping around my hips. 

“Holy shit,” He mumbled, “I don’t think it’s missing anything.”

“It is,” I groaned leaning my head back thinking about this painting as well as my original one, “neither of them seem perfect enough.”

“Oh,” he realized something, turning me around and looking down at me with a smile, “they are never going to seem perfect enough to you, Maya.”

“What?” I asked, alarmed, “Why not?”

“Same reason any songs I write or play aren’t perfect enough, we are our own biggest critics.” He kissed my nose. “Just trust me, you're doing amazing. Are you proud of your work?”

I looked over both of them and nodded. “Yeah, I love them.”

“Then trust that you would have added something if it was meant to be there.” He tugged me closer so I turned facing him again.

“Alright,” I twisted my lips but then looked at him, leaning forward to kiss him. I had a moment of nervousness but honestly, the more time I spent with them the less I worried. I knew Ledger wanted to kiss me. I mean I could feel how hard he was against my stomach right now, but it was more than that. It was the way he always looked at my lips and how close he held me, always holding my hand or hugging me. 

After a light playful kiss, his bonfire scent surrounding me, he pulled back and offered me a grin, “Nope, you are going to distract me and I came up here to tell you something very important.”

“What’s that?” I arched a brow.

“That I am here!” Jordan’s voice broke through the space, I peaked over him and felt a smile break through on my face.

“You invited her over?” I asked Ledger, feeling almost hyper.

“Invited?” Jordan grinned, “No way, I had to practically man-handle my way in, although I’ll give your men this, the security around here is hot.”

Ledger shook his head and coughed. “I will leave you ladies to it.” 

“Is this Bella?” Jordan asked, kneeling down. Bella turned and hissed tumbling backwards.

“Bella!” I chidded, “Don’t be rude.”

“It’s because I’m a wolf,” Jordan explained, looking nonplussed. “You should see what happens when I get around cat shifters. Honestly, even dragons are iffy for me.” 

“Interesting,” I chimed, “so I’m glad you're here, but why are you here?”

“One,” she grinned, “I was worried because you missed school. Two, I was worried because you missed work. Three, you are all over the media. Finally, the most important thing, I wanted to get ready for your party tonight.”

“Oh!” I nodded enthusiastically, “I’m down for that.” 

I had to admit, I loved my boys but there was something awesome about hanging out with Jordan. She never thought it was weird that I didn’t know everything and she always made sure we were talking about something, so I didn’t feel anxious. Plus, she had a fantastic taste in music.

We had some rock bands playing as she painted her nails and I tried to copy a makeup design I’d seen from vogue. The woman at the store had included a bunch of makeup, but until yesterday, I hadn’t tried them out. Now that I had, I was finding I could get really into it considering it was so much like painting. Jordan had curled my hair and while I had no idea what I was going to wear tonight, I was feeling really good about myself. 

“What should I wear?” I asked curiously.

“Wear something you have been wanting to, but never get a chance to,” She explained as I tilted my head and made my way over to the closet. I selected a really cute light pink dress that had a tulle skirt, but was a heart shaped sleeveless top.

“I love that but you are going to need a cropped jacket or something,” she called.

“Why?” I frowned, I mean I may get cold but that wasn’t a huge problem usually.

“You have mating bites all over you,” Jordan explained with a devious grin, “the humans won’t understand.”

“Oh,” I blushed, stepping into my closet and easily changing out of my relaxed clothes from this morning to the dress. Looking in the mirror I sighed because she was totally right. I frowned and searched for a jacket, finding the perfect one before leaving the closet.

“You look fantastic,” she nodded, “freakin’ adorable.”

I scowled loving her words but also hating them, “I don’t want to look adorable.”

“Honey,” she grinned, “you are wearing pink tulle.”

“Well help me then!” I growled, as she hopped up as if she’d been waiting for that. 

“Are you sure?” She arched a brow, “Because I can make you look sexy but numbers 1-7 down there might throw a fit.”

I twisted my lips and then realized that would mean they would probably get growly... and this was a fantastic idea. “Yes. I love this idea.”

It was like I made Jordan’s day and only thirty minutes later I was looking like one of those girls from the magazines I always read. My dark jeans were high waisted and I had a pink silk tank top tucked into it, showing off a bit of cleavage. Finally, I was wearing matching pink heeled boots, lipstick, and a black leather jacket. I twirled finding myself elated at how I looked.

“This is amazing,” I exclaimed, “Jordan you are freakin’ magical.”

“Thank you!” She chimed, petting Bella who had calmed down and now was loving her. Jordan was wearing this really cool black and green off the shoulder dress and a large dark hat with her heels. Honestly, she had such a good sense of fashion. 

“Can I bring Bella down do you think?” I turned my head curiously.

Her head tilted, “Probably, better decide though because people have been arriving for the past fifteen minutes.” I was a bit nervous about the heels I was wearing but they had a wide heel and were this soft velvet material so I felt like I would be fine. 

“I’m nervous to meet everyone,” I stated softly.

Jordan’s green eyes went wide, “Shit, that’s right, you know nothing about shifter culture.” I had never told her that so it must have been painfully obvious. 

“Don’t sound so panicked,” I squeaked.

“It’s fine,” She sat up further and motioned for me to sit down as Bella snuggled between us. Jordan breathed in and the minute she started talking I did my best to absorb everything.

“Remember, first and foremost, do not act submissive towards any of these assholes. Marco and your flight are dragons, AKA top of the food chain. Because you’re their mate that is where you rank also. 

By the way, do we know what you are yet? You know, it doesn’t matter. The point is don’t let anyone intimidate you. There are a ton of different communities of shifters but the main ones are going to be my father’s pack of wolves and then unfortunately Lorn’s family, who are bear shifters.”

“Lorn is going to be here?!” I exclaimed.

“Probably his father,” she continued, “everyone is under Marco’s thumb here though, and rightfully so because he has essentially kept this area free of human law enforcement and influence. It’s essentially a sanctuary. No one wants to fuck with him.”

“Okay so don’t let anyone be jerks?” I clarified.

“Yes.” She looked at Bella and then put her head up, “Remember how you acted when Lorn came to the table the other day? Try to do something similar to that. I mean don’t be a jerk unless they force you to be, but be confident like that.”

I nodded understanding what she meant to an extent. Right then a knock on the door sounded and I looked up to find Marco there, his eyes running over me as a low rumble broke through. Jordan grinned and winked, slipping past him with a ‘see you down there.’ Freakin’ traitor. 

“Do you like my outfit?” I twirled with a small grin. Okay. I admit it, I liked making Marco get all growly. 

“Like may not be the right word to describe how it makes me feel.” He caught my hips so I was facing away from him mid-turn, his large body hard against mine and his lips resting right against my ear.

“What’s a good way to describe it?” I asked breathlessly, feeling heat explode inside of me as his hands gripped my hips tight, his teeth skimming my neck.

“Like I want to strip it off you with my teeth and bend you over your bed,” he growled as I let out a small sound, his rough words making shivers break out on my skin as I pressed back against him. I really would like more information on what he would do once I was bent over. 

“Marco,” I moaned as he sucked on my mating bite causing my knees to break slightly. 

“Later,” he grumbled, “I don’t think I could handle everyone downstairs hearing you like this.” Like what? I scowled as he turned me, his eyes lighting up on my expression. 

“Can I bring Bella?” I asked in a huff trying to distract myself but still looking at his lips. 

“If we can find a way to keep her safe, there are a lot of people down there.” He pointed out as Bella meowed in agreement. I moved towards my closet and selected a black bag that was the perfect size for Bella to sit in.

“I am so glad I found a purpose for these, I mean I really felt weird walking around with empty bags,” I mumbled as Marco started laughing. I looked up and realized something about what I was doing was really flippin’ funny to him.

“What?” I asked confused as I sat her in the purse.

He shook his head, “God Damn it, Maya, I love you. Come on.”

“I’m still confused,” I said trying to not blush at the fact that he’d said ‘I love you.’ Did he mean that? How did you know if you were in love?

“Nothing, honey, I have just never seen a woman use a Chanel purse to carry a kitten.” His smile was elated as I looked down at the kitten.

“Would Chanel or whoever made this be upset?” I tilted my head and his eyes softened as he reached the stairs, tilting my head up. 

“I don’t think anyone could stay upset with you for long.”

With that we were down the stairs, Marco’s hand intertwined with mine as I realized the true extent of this event. If possible there were more people here than there had been at the Los Angeles concert. I’m serious, from the stairs to outside in the front, where there were news trucks, to the backyard, there were a ton of people spread out. But that was not what I was focused on.

Instead I smiled up at Marco because holy crap. The entire first floor’s ceiling had these stunning vines of purple and pink flowers that drape down the walls. The furniture had been moved and instead cocktail tables stood in their place with these lanterns that almost looked fairytale like. 

In the far corner of the front room was a table with a ton of presents. Like a ridiculous amount. I could barely pay attention to the men and women saying hi to us because my eyes were flitting around, landing on men and women in pink shirts serving drinks and food. I retracted my statement from before. This party planner lady? She was fantastic. 

“You should give the party planner more money,” I mumbled to Marco as we broke away from some people, “she's magical.”

Marco chuckled and led me towards the area where Jordan stood with a man that looked very similar to her, his smile authentic as he shook Marco’s hand.

“Creed, good to see you. This is Maya, our flight’s mate,” Marco introduced us as I offered my hand and he met it.

“It’s wonderful to meet you, finally. Jordan here talks about you all the time.” He grinned as Jordan rolled her eyes at his comment.

“Well, we are best friends, so that’s good!” I chirped as Jordan offered me a soft smile. 

After that it seemed like we were going down an endless line of different shifters, Jordan was right. I had to act confident which seemed to come far easier than expected. Bella behaved, curled up in my purse, and around the sixth or seventh rounds of greetings, I started to feel a bit worn out. Lorn’s father I’d yet to meet, but I could smell shifters around that I presumed to be bears by their scent. That was when my knight in shining armor came over, saving me from meeting so many people.

“Sugar,” Croy wrapped an arm around me as I looked up.

“Hey, you,” I teased, as he and Marco walked with me towards the back porch that was a bit clearer than the house. I inhaled the crisp fall air as I turned to face the two of them, my eyes finding Atlas instead where he stood talking to someone on the side of the yard, before he turned, walking towards me. 

“What's wrong?” Marco asked, looking suddenly tense.  

Atlas shook his head as Croy wrapped an arm around my waist, I frowned slightly. Marco inhaled, nodding and pressing a kiss to my lips before Atlas pressed one to my temple, both of them leaving without a word. A bubble of frustration hit my chest because I would have liked to be included in what was going on if we were being honest. I mean this seemed important if it was worrying them. 

“It’s probably nothing,” Croy soothed, “want to go have some cake and champagne?” It was totally something but now was not the time to talk about it. That was fine though, I could bring it up later. I felt like it was a talk we should have anyway. 

I looked up at him blinking, “That sounds absolutely amazing.”

“Wait till you see the cake.”

As we entered underneath the tent, I saw a few of the others from school. My main focus though was on the twins that were standing in front of a table. My mouth opened as I realized exactly what they meant. 

“How in the heck is that a cake?” I asked, feeling shocked. 

It was stunning, like four tiers high in a gold color that was almost cut open on the side to show off an entire crystalized center in pink, gold, and white. I couldn’t stop looking at it, it was literally beautiful. I smiled as Ledger helped me cut the cake and I was able to forget what Atlas and Marco had been worried about. For a time at least.

It wasn’t until about an hour later, as I was talking to Sai, that I realized the two of them and Henry were absent. Bella let out a meow as I decided this was a better time than ever to go put her upstairs and see if they were okay. I lifted Bella up and out of her bag and walked towards the stairs, easily making my way to my room. 

Placing her on the bed, I jumped slightly as the door shut. A trickle of fear went up my spine as I turned immediately, not liking my back exposed.

“Crap,” I reared back, unable to control the curse that came out of my mouth. Lorn lounged against the wall looking every bit of the jerk as he had always been. 

“Maya,” he stated with a nasty grin, “figured you would come up here eventually.”

I swallowed nervously as Bella hissed, my hand curling around her gently as I tried to keep her calm. “Lorn, what are you doing here?” My stomach was hurting as I tried to not panic but honestly the guy reminded me a lot of Jed. And he was right, it was easier to be brave when the boys were around. He was such a big guy and it scared the crap out of me. 

“Do you realize what fucking happened when Marco called my father about your stupid rumor shit?” he growled, moving forward in an aggressive manner. I pulled Bella against my chest protectively as I kept my ground refusing to be afraid of him. 

Even if I was. He wouldn’t see it.

“Then you shouldn’t spread rumors,” I snarled slightly as he reached me, his eyes dark and angry. 

“You’re turning out to be a real bitch, Maya,” I cried out as he suddenly gripped my hair and I dropped Bella, his hand knocking her to the side. I tried to find where she was but his hand grew tighter, twisting and exposing my neck. I put a hand out trying to push away but he easily stopped my movement.

“Let’s be really clear what the fuck is going to happen here, okay?” he growled as I whimpered, feeling that fluttering sensation in my chest grow. Heat fused throughout my limbs as something tried to bubble up.

“Screw you,” I growled, feeling my temper spike. I heard Bella meow louder and I tried to move away from him but all it got me was being slammed against my bed, panic surfacing fresh. I kicked him, his growl sounding as my heel collided with his thigh but all it got me was him flipping me on my stomach. I let out a cry as his one hand wrenched my hair and the other tightened on my neck. 

I felt the fight in me start to fade as memories from the night I died resurfaced. I gasped out in panic as his words became muted and I felt tears fill my eyes. My heart was running a million miles an hour and dizziness started to overtake me. 

Then a sound from my chest broke out that was high pitched and sounded like a cry. The room turned black as suddenly the pressure from my neck was released, oxygen I hadn’t even realized I was losing flooded back in. I sagged against the bed fully. Bella’s fur brushed my face as I heard yelling in the room, someone cried out as a crash sounded. 

That was right about when I passed out, my hand wrapping around Bella gently. I really hoped she wasn’t hurt.
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Chapter 11
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Henry

My hand smoothed over Maya’s hair as her soft breathing evened out, despite the dark bruising on her neck still not healing. Because she had to break skin for that to happen. I felt a snarl break through my lips as Bella looked up from where she was sleeping on top of Maya’s head. 

My hands were shaking with anger and my eyes fluttered over to where Lorn’s blood was splattered across her pearl-like wallpaper. Asshole wasn’t dead. He was going to wish he was because his father was a mean son of a bitch and we were even worse. Either way he was going to suffer. I clenched my jaw still feeling the punch I’d landed on him, knocking out several teeth, which felt far better than it should have. I shook my head and I was glad I’d chosen to stay up here, not trusting myself not to kill him. 

Just like the night she’d woken up from the nightmare, her panic was clear as day with that high pitched sound pushing my dragon forward. I’d been searching for her as it was, the three of us caught up in a security breach that we now realized was Lorn. Something we wouldn’t have expected since his father had arrived minutes later. 

As far as his father was aware, Lorn hadn’t planned on coming tonight. It didn’t matter anymore, we’d shut the party down immediately without explanation. Only Jordan and the other alphas had been made aware of what was going on, their concern authentic. It didn’t make me feel any better. 

I took off my glasses and ran a hand over my face, feeling exhausted and murderous. It was an unhealthy combination. When I closed my eyes, all I could see was the vision of Maya trapped against the bed, looking terrified and Lorn threatening her. My fists clenched as I breathed out, standing up because I needed to fucking do something. 

I went into her closet and pulled out her bag because we were going on this damn trip we had planned. If I didn’t stop looking at the blood on the wall I was going to lose it. Better yet, I think we should just replace her entire fucking bed. I opened her suitcase on the small end bench and began to pack things up for her. It was pretty easy considering we were only going for two days. I turned to see Anani standing in the doorway looking concerned and stressed out.

Neither of the twins did well with violence, but Anani was far worse. When we first found them, Ledger was more likely to inflict violence and Anani flinched from it. Now I wasn’t positive about what would happen. I think both of them teetered on that edge of snapping and keeping calm. 

“How is she?” he asked. Maya shifted, letting out a small sound.

“Hasn’t woken up yet but I haven’t tried to wake her either,” I admitted, “I’m not sure I am in the best state of mind to handle this correctly.”

“The others are out back with Lorn,” he said softly, his voice edged with anger. “Well, Ledger is coming up here, but if you want to go, we can pack her up so we can leave right away.”

The jet would be ready in about an hour. “What about his father?” I asked quietly.

“Essentially left him to deal with the mess he made,” he admitted as I inhaled and walked around the bed, kissing her forehead before nodding to Anani. I shrugged off my suit jacket as I made my way downstairs and rolled up my shirt sleeves, feeling my temper boiling over. As I stepped outside, I walked towards the forested area surrounding our house. Atlas offered me a head nod to where he and Croy were watching Marco and Lorn fight. If you could call it that. 

More like Marco beating his ass. His attempts to fight back were weak but still, he was allowed to. Marco’s shirt was splattered with blood and he looked fucking furious. Sai sat against a tree, blood splattered as well. and hadn’t looked any better than before where he almost lost his shit. Marco stepped back sneering at Lorn’s crumpled body before going towards the house. 

“We sure we can’t kill him?” I voiced, as Atlas chuckled.

“Not this time,” Croy admitted clinically, something he was quite good at, but I could see the anger right under the surface, “too many people would know.”

“I don’t care if they know,” Sai offered, taking out a pack of cigarettes. He rarely smoked so if he was it meant he was fucking livid. 

“Stand up, Lorn,” I spit out as the bear shifter groaned and his dark eyes met mine.

“You coming to get your piece also, Henry?” He sneered as I chuckled, shaking my head. The man was a shit talker even when he was no doubt suffering brain damage.

As someone who had been trained to practice medicine, I had made a promise to never harm someone. But that was in the human world. I lifted Lorn’s collar and made sure he was looking me right in the eye when I spoke to him.

“Lorn,” I rasped, “let me make something painfully clear. The only reason you are alive right now is because others know. If I see you after today, I am going to kill you.” His eyes widened and I was glad I’d made my point. 

Just to make sure, I started to beat him, I didn't stop until he was unconscious.

***
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“WE HAVE BEEN IN THE air for how long?” Maya asked in a confused sweet voice as she sat up, responding to Anani’s answer to ‘where are we?’ 

“About seven hours,” I looked at my watch as I took a sip of my coffee, “but we should be arriving fairly soon. I don’t think any of us took into account that the time change was so distracting, so you may have to miss school on Monday.”

Maya’s lips tilted up, “Oh no. That’s terrible.” I almost chuckled at that, seeing a hint of sarcasm peak out, no doubt due to Sai if I was going to guess. I still felt tense but you wouldn’t believe the wonders beating the shit out of some asshole would do for the temperament. 

Then her face went serious, “Wait, where are we going? And when did we...oh.” Realization hit her, having only woken up minutes ago, as her eyebrows went up and Bella pawed at her hair seemingly trying to distract her. Her voice was soft and worried when she asked the question everyone was dreading.

“Lorn?” Her voice had a slight tiny rasp to it that I was blaming on him. Those bruises were driving me crazy on her neck but what would drive me even more insane would be to see her bleed, so for now she would just need to try to heal normally. Although, her healing was rapid compared to humans as it was. 

“Unconscious,” I answered and without thought continued, “should be dead.”

A dark flash filled Maya’s gaze making me consider whether we’d been sheltering her too much. She didn’t seem upset by the notion of him dying. Or maybe that was my wishful thinking. All of this flashed through my head before she nodded and looked down at Bella, “So where are we going?”

“Paris,” Sai groaned, stretching his arms.

“Really?” She shot her head up as Bella rolled to the ground after jumping in surprise at her quick movement, and Maya tried to hold in a laugh.

“Sorry, baby,” she cooed and Bella huffed, crawling up on the bench. Maya refocused trying to be a bit quieter. The twins and Croy were sleeping nearby but I didn’t think very much would wake them up. Everyone was exhausted despite not admitting to it.

“Paris?” she asked again smiling, “That’s so exciting!”

“We are going to spend the day there, but then I want to stop by our property down on the coast. We haven't been there in a few months,” Marco explained, offering her an affectionate smile. My hands twitched to pull her against me but I also didn’t want to overwhelm her. Maya stood and she ran a hand through her hair looking a bit unsure suddenly. 

“Is there a shower on here?” She asked quietly, rubbing her neck as I saw the slight panic hitting her as everything flowed back into her memory, like a trickle. 

I could see it which means that she was worked up, way more than usual. Her emotions were always very apparent but there was definitely a range, and I was worried she was going to work herself into a panic attack. Standing up, I offered her a hand as she gripped it, shaking slightly as I led her towards the back cabin of the jet. 

“Everything including your bag is in here,” I whispered as she closed the door behind her, nodding as she sat down on the bed.

“What happened?” she asked quietly with her eyes wide and worried.

“He almost choked you out but I stopped him,” I whispered kneeling down in front of her, “he won’t be a problem anymore, Maya.”

Her pulse fluttered as she gripped my shoulders, “I feel really off, Henry.”

Pulling her against me, I ran a hand through her hair gently as she let out a small sound and I felt tears against my neck. I tugged her closer so that she was wrapped around me as I leaned against the bed, her crying softly as images floated through my mind. Reflections of her thoughts, of Jed mixed with Lorn. Panic and sadness filtering over her as she seemed to dip deeper and deeper into that hole. 

I pulled back and spoke, “Maya, sweetheart, you’ve got to breathe. Come on. You have to pull out of this. I promise you are safe.”

She hiccuped and continued to cry but she was slowly calming down a bit. I made the decision to stand her up and led her towards the massive marble bathroom, an actual tub waiting for her. Turning on the hot water, I turned to find her looking in the mirror with a furious and upset expression. I smoothed my hands over her shoulder and turned her from looking at the bruises that covered her throat. 

“Don’t look at those,” I said softly. I easily lifted her silk tank over her as I tried to not tighten my grip on her. I looked down her curvy frame, her breasts tight and nipples hard. My mouth practically watered and I resisted the urge to kiss, bite, and lick every inch of her body. Last thing she needed was for me to mark her body anymore than it was. 

My dragon let out a frustrated noise in the back of my throat, insisting that not only was it not the same but that we needed to find a way to replace his marks with ours. Because that was a logical and healthy mentality, Henry...

I eased down her jeans and then her dark purple lace panties, unable to resist the urge to run my finger along her wet heat. I could feel her panic dip as I stood and tilted her head back, kissing her while slowly running my hand along her silky body. 

“Are you going to join me?” she asked quietly, her pupils dilated. A brief sense of victory fused through me at her confidence and comfortability with me already. I loved that. I loved that she was becoming less worried and jumpy. I would be damned if Lorn ruined the healthy progress she had made to removing the shackles from her previous life.

I urged her into the water and stripped off everything but my boxers, not trusting myself not to screw her senseless to make sure she really did forget about all of this. Instead, I sunk into the water behind her so that her back was against my chest, the hot water running over her skin as I massaged her shoulders gently. I tried to not look at the bruises too much myself, because let’s face it, my control wasn’t very good right now. I didn’t trust myself to not fly back across the Atlantic and kill Lorn.

“I feel bad the party got ruined,” she mumbled.

I chuckled softly, “Maya, people were there for you, plus people were already pretty drunk by the time we were ushering them out, so I doubt they noticed.”

“Still,” she sighed, looking up at me, “I can’t believe you guys held a birthday party for me. I mean that was amazing, you guys are so...perfect.” I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and noted how that almost sounded sad.

“Trust me, Maya, we are only this sweet because of you, we are sort of all assholes actually.”

She shook her head. “I disagree.” 

And that was perfectly okay with me. I took off my glasses and instead of putting them down, Maya stole them from me, putting them on herself. Now, my eye sight wasn’t awful, but they did help, especially when it came to long distance stuff. It was easy to see her though, and I found myself groaning because somehow glasses on her looked sexy as fucking hell.

“Do they look good?” she teased, wiggling against me.

I growled and nipped her ear as I pulled her against me. “Stop wiggling or else I’m going to be inside you so fast it will make your head spin.”

Maya paused and then looked up at me under her eyelashes, before wiggling purposefully. I growled and locked her into place before wrapping a hand around her leg gently, making her shiver as my thumb ran over her mating mark.

Instead of fighting me on it though, she relaxed and I smiled knowingly as she closed her eyes, completely comfortable with me. I felt honored that she trusted me that much, if I were being honest, and I could feel her breathing even out. Any desire was greatly outrun by the exhaustion that seeped through her mind. No, it wasn’t the time to slide right into her...but hopefully soon or else I was going to lose my mind. I kissed the top of her head as her breathing evened out and I eyed the bruises on her neck. 

I’d officially decided. Lorn was going to fucking die. 
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Chapter 12
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Maya

This was unbelievable. It was literally just like the picture. I stood on the balcony of the massive hotel with a comfortable white robe around me and a glass of champagne in my hand. I could feel excitement coursing through me and I wasn’t sure what it had been about earlier, but Henry’s calm confidence had me feeling better about the Lorn situation. I could tell they were all still a bit worked up but I was doing my best to keep everyone positive. A pair of arms looped around me and I looked up at Marco, his mint green eyes filled with heat. 

“It's beautiful,” I stated with excitement, “Do we get to go see it up close?”

“Would dinner inside of it count?” he offered, I tilted my head thoughtfully.

“I said see it up close...not sure if that counts,” I let out a small shriek following my slight teasing tone, as Marco picked me up and placed me on the railing. My legs locked around him. I would have been scared but I knew he had me and it gave me an opportunity to look at his well sculpted chest, a tattoo running right along his collar bone. My fingers played across it as he let out a low rumble, making me shiver in anticipation. 

“Was that sarcasm, Maya?” Marco arched his brow, his eyes flashing with heat. 

Now, I had figured out Marco’s secret. He was a bit bossy and usually that was fine by me, as I said I deferred to him a lot. But I'd noticed the few times I’d countered back he reacted differently than I would have expected. Instead of getting frustrated like he did with Sai, his dragon rumbled a lot and Marco growled, usually looking like he wanted to  kiss the heck out of me. Or more. I was very much in love with that idea. 

“Maybe,” I grinned, biting my lips. “What if it was?”

Marco’s hand smoothed over the back of my neck and tilted it back slightly, so that he was looking over my face with a heat and affection that I was coming to love. A serious look passed over his eyes and he opened his mouth to say something before the french doors of the balcony opened. I really had been interested to know what he wanted to say...

“Kitten,” Sai complained with a rumble from the door, “I wanted to take you shopping and now he’s distracting you.”

“Damn right,” Marco rumbled, nipping my neck.

“What are we shopping for?” I asked curiously, “I don’t need any more clothes, really. Half of my things still have tags on them.”

Sai offered me a searing smile as I blushed. Marco placed me down on the balcony, offering a rumble of frustration as Sai scooped me up against him. 

“I want to get you a birthday present,” he chimed, tucking my hair behind my ear.

“Okay,” I blushed as he tugged me towards the balcony doors. What woman could say no to that?

The twins were passed out still as I searched through my suitcase, trying to decide what would be fun to wear. After much debate, I quietly got ready, brushed through my hair and pulled it up in a long ponytail. Slipping on a mint green skirt that went out at my waist, I paired it with a black tank and sweater that went with my over the knee boots and pale tights. I was slipping on my jacket right as Croy woke up, walking out of one of the many bedrooms. 

To say that this hotel was fancy was the understatement of the century. I mean truly, the walls were a pearlized pale color that reminded me of clouds. The carpet was extremely soft, the entire room lighting up in an elegant pale pallet, only interrupted by pink flowers. Somehow I knew that the boys had requested those. I shook my head appreciating for the millionth time how lucky I was. Croy offered me a sleepy smile, dipping to kiss my head before sitting on the couch and turning on the television. 

“Where are you headed, Sugar?” he asked curiously, then focused on my outfit. “Especially looking like pastel candy.” 

“Is that a bad thing?” I turned in a circle showing him the outfit as he groaned, shaking his head.

“No, you just look delicious enough to eat,” he mumbled as my face flamed, thrilled he thought I looked good.

“Ready, Kitten?” Sai asked, walking out in a dark jacket and looking ridiculously handsome. I nodded and took his hand, feeling a bit guilty we weren’t saying bye to the others but honestly most of them were sleeping. We’d decided to sleep when we got to Paris and we woke up Sunday morning, no doubt realizing we were off schedule. 

Marco was disappointed because he didn’t think we’d be able to visit his property before we had to head back. I continued to tell him I was fine with missing school, plus it was clear we’d been so exhausted we had fallen asleep the minute we’d arrived, it only makes sense we need more time off. 

I swallowed, trying to not think of Lorn because I didn’t want anything interrupting my time with Sai. His warm rough hand was wrapped around mine as we took the elevator down, talking about where exactly he wanted to go. 

“What store did you want to go to?” I asked curiously.

“You’ll see.” He flashed me a smile as we entered into the brisk air. 

“It’s so busy.” I looked around realizing just how many people there were. I did notice a few men in dark suits trailing behind us but Atlas had already explained that it was necessary, so I went along with it.

“Lots of people want to see exactly what you did,” he offered me a warm smile, “did it live up to your expectation?”

“Paris?” I tilted my head.

He shook his head. “The Eiffel Tower.”

A massive span of grass stood out in front of us as I looked up at the massive structure and tilted my head curiously, Sai’s arms securely around my waist. “It’s big,” I noted and narrowed my eyes, “but I expected it to be larger, I mean your dragon is sort of my point of reference. Also Atlas because both of you are huge.”

His chuckle was sexy and dark as he rested his chin on top of my head, “If we ever go to the Dreki realm, you will see just how big the structures are, quite literally made to fit several dragons comfortably.”

I turned into him tilting my head back. “Do you think that’s a possibility?”

His ears turned pink. “I mean I know I would like it, I am the youngest out of seven siblings so I don’t get to see my parents very much anyway. I think it would be cool for you to meet them.”

“Seven siblings?” My eyes went wide. “Sai that’s insane, I am so jealous. That must have been so cool.”

He shrugged and looked over my shoulder as a flash had me squinting. I watched as a man with a camera scuttled off but it was too late, people were noticing us which was never good. Intertwining our hands Sai shook his head and led me down the path we were already taking.

“Why are they taking pictures?” I asked curiously. 

“Because your story is resonating with far more people than we expected,” he spoke quietly and then flashed me a smile, “plus your fucking perfect so they can’t help themselves.”

Before I could answer, we crossed the street and my eyes focused on the small shop we were heading towards. “Cartier?” I asked curiously.

“Yep!” He winked and I inhaled the soft perfume surrounding the place as we stepped through the glass door. My mouth popped open slightly because holy shiny, sparkly, and glittery. Oh, this was bad.

“Sai,” I whispered, “there are a lot of sparkly items in here, this is totally a bad place for me.” It was. I had found working in the craft shop that I loved anything shiny or that had glitter. It was why glitter was my second favorite color.

“That means it's the perfect place,” Sai explained, clearly elated. 

A woman with elegant blonde hair and soft eyes walked up to us, shaking both our hands. She spoke in a beautiful language that must have been French. When Sai answered back in the same fluid language, I was in awe. Something he said made her look at me with a soft smile. After that, the experience was somewhat of a blur. 

There were moments when I still felt like this was a dream. Like I was going to wake up and still be in that basement. Still be alone. There was no way that Maya, the one that had grown up in a basement, was in Paris shopping for jewelry with her mate. There was no way that Maya would be trying on earrings that cost more than anything I’d ever owned until a week ago. 

I spent about two minutes trying to tell Sai that we didn’t need to be doing this, but he seemed so excited...I didn’t want to ruin his smile. This was the happiest and most light hearted I’d ever seen him. I was laughing at something Sai said, after being in the shop for far over an hour and beginning to accumulate quite the collection of purchases, as a diamond cross caught my eye and a pulse of pain hit me straight in the chest.

“Maya, are you paying attention?” my father chimed as I nodded, trying to refocus on the section about World War II. Was it just me or did this Hitler guy he loved seem like a total jerk? I didn’t know a lot but the rest of the history I read told me it wasn’t normal to commit mass murder. My eyes blinked as tears welled at thinking about the little biography I’d read on the side notes about a woman that had lost her entire family. I couldn’t imagine having someone that important to me that I would be so heartbroken. If my mother and father disappeared... I wouldn’t be upset. I could escape.

Was that proof I had the devil inside of me?

“Are you crying?” My mother’s sharp voice had me freezing as I shook my head. 

My father closed my book, tugging it away as my mother crouched down in front of me, grabbing my chin so hard I let out a small cry. Stepping away, my father sighed as if disappointed and I shook as the door sounded, leaving me alone with her. 

“Why are you crying?” she hissed. “Are you not thankful?’

“I am,” I whispered. “I just thought of something sad, it wasn’t about me. It was about something I read.”

Fury flashed in her eyes, something dark, as she spat, making it hit my face before she left. Except, I think I knew it wasn’t going to be done. When she came back only a moment later, I didn’t even look up from where I was staring at the stone. I whimpered as she tugged me around.

“This will teach you to not be unthankful, remember all of the pain you could be in.” She growled as I cried out, my voice going hoarse as she did something she’d done several times. Her large cross she brought in was pressed against my hand, the searing metal making me sob. She moved it and did it on my cheek as I tried to pull away, my fight or flight instinct kicking in. Still she wouldn’t let me go. Soon my tears stung the fresh burn on my face. I wanted to be stronger but I was so weak and hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever.

I was littered with brands. When she finally left I stared at the door, trying to not sob too loudly. I lifted my hand to my face and I knew that there would be no blood. She’d done this before, so I crawled towards the back of the basement. There was a pile of shattered glass. I lifted a small piece and cut the top of my hand, shaking. My vision went blurry from the pain. When crimson blood began to seep out of my hand I let out a breath, falling to the floor completely.

At least I would wake up healed. 

“Maya,” Sai whispered, I inhaled sharply, looking at his burning eyes that were concerned from where he was kneeling in front of me. The shop attendant was a few feet away trying to give us a polite distance and I swallowed trying to shake my head. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled, “just a bad memory.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

I considered what he was saying and thought about what Jordan said. About how she said it sometimes felt good to talk to someone about what you’ve been through instead of keeping it bottled up. I spoke quietly, “Are you sure you want to know?”

Sai’s eyes widened as he nodded and I leaned forward so my head was resting against his shoulder. “The cross over there just sort of reminded me of something my mother used to do to punish me. She used to brand me with one...and I would have to cut myself on broken glass left in the basement to make sure I healed fully.”

Sai’s body went still making me worry that what I’d said had been a bad idea. I tried to pull back but he kept me against him, his breathing slow and even as he kissed my neck gently. We sat there for what seemed like forever. Our intimate moment went uninterrupted. 

“Thank you for telling me,” Sai whispered, his voice rough as he finally pulled back, his jaw tense and eyes furious but I knew it wasn’t at me. 

“You aren’t mad?” I worried anyway. 

“I’m furious,” he ran a thumb over my lip, “but never at you, Kitten.”

“I don’t think that’s completely true,” I mumbled, offering him a small smile. I’m positive we would fight eventually...but hopefully it would be about something little, like whether we were making strawberry or blueberry pie this summer. Either way, you both win because you both get pie and while I’d never tried it, it seemed very doubtful someone could stay mad while eating pie. 

He grinned although his eyes were still tight. “Is there anything else you saw that stood out to you? I want to make sure we get you something to eat before we head back or else they will freak out at me.”

I looked over the cushion of some of my favorites that we’d just been talking about and focused on the delicate rose colored bracelet. My fingers traced over it and I nodded, “Can we get this one? I love it.” I had mostly gotten earrings and rings so this felt more unique, nothing else I’d gotten was the same pink-ish hue, the other silver, gold, or diamond. Honestly, I sort of wanted to wear all of them at the same time. Was that weird?

“Did we find something else we love?” The woman, whose name I found out was Colette, asked. 

“Yes,” Sai grinned and she took away the cushion along with a black card that Sai had handed to her, to the register with my pile of sparkly gifts. I smiled thinking about something else I’d told the woman I wanted while Sai had gone to look at something, that was not for me, but for someone else. I loved getting gifts for others.

“Can I wear it now?” I whispered as Sai’s chuckle echoed through the space.

“We can do whatever you want, Maya.” I believed that he meant that. 

***
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IT WAS COMPLETELY POSSIBLE that I was still sleeping in my bedroom back in Seattle. I mean this was actually unreal, like a dream. I stood on a small window scape platform, my mates at the bar behind me, relaxing before our dinner. I could not stop looking over the Paris landscape, the Eiffel tower’s restaurant giving me the perfect view. There were only a few small groups in here tonight and the media had been crowding the downstairs elevator foyer. I had a feeling it wasn’t for us but I figured that it was a lot of work to ask who it was for. The boys probably didn’t even know. 

I had my dark black jacket folded over my arm and I was warm, despite the cooler weather. The dress I wore was a pale blue silk with short sleeves and matching heels. It was probably one of my favorite dresses I’d worn yet and I hadn’t even purchased it. Apparently, some designer had sent it over to our room. I didn’t know that was a thing...I was not complaining. In fact, I was wondering if they would do that everywhere we went. When I’d asked why they had, the guys explained that when I got photographed their work would be recognized, so it benefited the designer. It was actually pretty smart. With my gaze, I followed a small cab traveling down one of the main streets, letting out two smiling people in front of a restaurant.

“Enjoying the view?” a woman asked with a thick french accent. 

I turned with a smile to find a woman around my height, dressed in a cream colored dress. She was older than me and very elegant, her blonde hair short against her tan skin. 

“I am, it’s absolutely stunning. I had no idea that this was possible, I think this may be one of my favorite places I’ve been so far.”

She laughed. “I am glad to hear that, I haven’t heard someone express that much enthusiasm for our country in a bit.”

“My name is Maya,” I offered a hand as her eyes sparked, “it’s wonderful to meet you.”

“Brigitte,” she smiled softly, meeting my hand. “It’s refreshing to meet someone that has no idea who I am.”

My eyes widened in concern, “Should I? I’m so sorry, I have had...a fairly sheltered life up until recently, so I am still learning a lot.”

“No, I’m glad you don’t,” she winked. “Now, I am going to go find my husband, but enjoy dinner, won’t you? Next time you are in town, give me a call. I have some more places that may become your favorite.” 

I offered an ‘absolutely’ as she handed me a pale gold card with her name neatly written on it. I slipped it into my little purse, still a bit miffed that Bella had to stay in the hotel room. Not that she was suffering in the least, the hotel staff brought her a plush personal bed. But honestly, I knew she liked my purse way more. 

“Enjoying your talk?” Anani asked, his eyes sparkling with some type of amusement.

I nodded taking his hand as he wrapped an arm around me, “Yes, actually, she was wonderful. She told me to give her a call for a personal tour around France next time.”

“Marco,” Ledger chuckled, “are you hearing this shit?”

“What?” he arched a brow as both Atlas and he listened in. 

Henry was making a call and my eyes found Sai and Croy laughing about something with the bartender. I was really glad that Croy seemed to get along with everyone but it didn’t surprise me a ton, they were all so amazing. 

“Brigitte Caron, just offered to give Maya a personal tour around France next time we're here.” He grinned as Atlas shook his head looking down.

“What?” I was confused.

“They have our table ready.” Croy stated, standing by us. All of them had pristine suits on and they looked so handsome. I felt a bit annoyed that other women could see them like this. I knew that was irrational but it was this little pulse of frustration in my chest. Something in my head demanded that these men stay mine, forever. I wonder if claiming them with a mating mark would help.

“Henry,” I tugged his hand as he put away his phone.

“What’s up, sweetheart?” He offered me an affectionate look as I preened a bit. 

“Why is Brigitte Caron a big deal? She offered a personal tour of France next time we are here but the guys are acting weird about it,” I frowned. 

Henry’s eyes lit up, “That would be because Brigitte Caron is the wife of the French president.”

My lips popped open as I blushed, “I was talking to the First Lady of France?” 

“The very one.” He pulled out my chair as my eyes moved across the room where the woman in question smiled at me. She was next to a handsome man that was making everyone laugh at their small table. I couldn’t help but smile before I clued back into what was happening at my own table. Halfway through dinner, right as they were leaving, the waiter brought over a bottle of champagne that they had bought us. 

“She is so sweet,” I chimed as Marco, who was sitting next to me, rubbed my leg. The others had been talking about some trade deal that I partially zoned out of despite their attempt to bring me into it. 

“You’re sweeter,” Marco mumbled as I leaned into him, my head resting on his chest. 

I frowned after a moment as my stomach felt like a pinched pain hit it. My nails dug into Marco’s arm slightly as my face flushed. The back of my neck felt very warm all of the sudden. I’d never been sick before. Whatever the heck was going on with me right now, did not feel good. 

I think I touched maybe a bit of my food and not more than a sip of champagne before we finished and they realized I wasn’t feeling well. My symptoms had progressed pretty quickly and it felt like an odd flash of illness came over me like a wave. What the heck?

“You okay, angel?” Atlas frowned as Croy’s eyes snapped up from where they had been talking to Henry. The table focused on me as I swallowed, shaking my head.

“I’m not feeling very good,” I admitted as Ledger, who sat on the other side of me shifted my hair off the back of my neck, pressing a hand to my slightly sweaty skin.

“Shit, I think she has a fever,” he said, frowning.

Marco looked down at me alarmed as he pressed the outside of his hand to my forehead, my eyes closing as a wave of fatigue hit me pretty hard. Maybe I was just tired? That was possible, wasn’t it? I curled into Marco as they talked in low tones probably arranging for us to leave the restaurant. 

“I would prefer to get back stateside, Marco,” Henry said softly, “especially if it’s something supernatural related, we don’t have nearly as many connections here. Getting privacy in a hospital could prove to be difficult.”

“I feel bad,” I mumbled under my breath as Anani helped me up along with his brother. 

Croy kept offering me looks and I almost smiled as he decided to just pick me up, my head pressing against his neck as he mentioned how warm I felt. I realized we were taking a different exit, when the waiters led us to a small elevator that looked far more functional. 

I sighed into his chest as the motion of the elevator had me whimpering and feeling like I was going to throw up anything I’d eaten. It was so bad that when we exited the elevator I motioned for Croy to put me down before pushing through the glass door onto the service entry section of the Eiffel tower. I sat down on the pavement, putting my head between my knees as I tried to breathe through how awful I felt.

“We need to get her to the jet,” someone said as the warm body behind me let out a rumble. Then Atlas was lifting me into his arms and I felt a bit better, my eyes fluttering shut as he rhythmically smoothed over my hair. The nausea subsided but I still felt dizzy. It wasn’t until we were back out at a dark SUV that I realized we weren’t at the hotel.

“Bella,” I looked up at Atlas.

“Already on the jet,” he assured softly. “Don’t worry, angel. Everything is taken care of.” I believed him.

Exhaustion rolled over me as I realized that something might be seriously wrong. The fluttering inside my chest felt panicked and when I closed my eyes, they didn’t reopen. Sleep completely drowning me. 

***
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Marco

MY EYES TRACKED HER slow, even pulse as I ran a hand through my hair, her small elegant fingers wrapped around my own. I ran a thumb over the pink diamond and rose gold bracelet on her wrist that somehow only made her oversized t-shirt and boyshorts appearance seem more attractive. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face and the pale tone to her skin had my dragon freaking the fuck out. Henry was taking her temperature every so often as well as her pulse, his medical kit on the bed next to him as he stared at her with concern.

Both Croy and Sai had been kicked out of the room because they’d been way too worked up. Which was very surprising for the first, not so much for the second. The twins looked worried and Atlas... I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Even now he sat in the corner of the room just looking at her with dark eyes making me wonder what he was thinking about. I looked back at Maya and I think I knew.

I was terrified something was wrong with her. For whatever reason, this would be the moment I would remember forever; realizing just how crazy I was about Maya. I’d gone through a lot in the two and a half decades I’d been alive and I’d never felt panic and worry like this. Any cool composure was gone, I needed her eyes to open because they hadn’t since she passed out in Atlas's arms. 

When she had died, it had been horrifying. When Lorn had attacked her it had made me beyond furious. So I had no idea why this sudden illness scared me so much, every sign pointed to it being possibly the stomach flu or something similar. But that didn’t stop me from worrying and every moment that passed made me want to try to wake her. 

Henry’s advice was to let her sleep but what the fuck did he know, right? I looked at the temperature he had just recorded and I shook my head 105. That wasn’t normal. But she wasn’t human and I knew that sometimes coming into power could result in feeling sick and off balance.

I hoped that was all this was. 

Henry spoke softly, “She’s going to be fine, Marco.”

I looked up at him and nodded, trusting his opinion. Still, I kicked off my shoes and my jacket, moving into bed with her as she let out a small sigh and pressed her searing forehead against my chest. Running my hands through her hair I began to notice the dark red tones buried within the chocolate and gold pieces of her hair. They were small but for sure there. I wondered if those were new. I couldn’t remember her having them before. 

When the door closed I realized Atlas and Henry had left, leaving me alone with our perfect little mate. My dragon let out a discontented sound, annoyed that he couldn’t shift and see that she was alright himself. Because apparently my opinion wasn’t good enough. 

I placed a hand out, letting my magic out just a bit and had dark runes forming on my forearm and hand, in Dreki’s ancient script that was rarely used today. My hellfire easily jumped from my darkened, almost black, fingertips as it swirled around and down my hand in an easy pattern. I didn’t think it would hurt Maya but it still worried me, having it around her. 

My lips pressed up thinking about her conclusion that I was too sweet to be the type of dragon that I was. In a way that made me irrationally happy because it meant I was doing my job right. Keeping her happy, safe. Keeping all the bullshit out. It also made me want to show her how scary we could be. Which was not going to end well for anyone, so I ignored it for now, knowing eventually it would make an appearance. Dragons were fucked up like that. 

No really, especially when it came to mates. They wanted them cared for and protected, but my dragon also wanted her to recognize how scary we could be. I was a bit more confident in the situation than he was, to say the least.  

“Marco,” Maya’s sweet voice had me snapping my head over to where her wide brown eyes blinked open and she looked around. 

“Hey, baby girl,” I whispered softly, running a thumb over her jaw and letting my fire sink back down as her eyes darted back towards me.

“What was that?” she asked, her voice confused.

“That was hellfire,” I informed her, pulling her closer to me. “How are you feeling?”

Maya sighed wrapping her arms around me, “I’m okay but very tired. I still feel super warm, what the heck is going on with me?”

I wanted so badly to have an answer for her. There was an irrational urge in my head to not only protect her but to provide the answers for Maya. I wanted to assure her that there wasn’t anything wrong but I also couldn’t lie to her. Inhaling, I kissed her forehead gently.

“We aren’t sure yet, but we’ll figure it out,” I told her as she nodded and tried to sit up frowning and rubbing her head as if it hurt. I winced and my dragon rumbled as if we could physically feel her pain. Although that wouldn’t be very surprising considering how connected I felt to her. 

My eyes trailed where my bite mark sat. As more of our flight bonded to her, I could feel the connection growing. I had a feeling once we were all connected it was going to alter some things with our magic. It just seemed to have enough force and power to do that. 

“Henry wanted to give you some medicine but he worried you would just burn it off,” I explained, while handing her a bottle of water. She nodded and then frowned looking down at her wrist.

“It really wasn’t a dream?” She asked, blinking as I chuckled softly.

“What? Paris?” I arched a brow.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, shaking her head, “sometimes I wonder when I’m going to wake up from all of this.”

Reaching over, I took her hand and pressed a kiss to it gently, “Not a dream, but I do think we need to take it a bit easier. Between school, work, and traveling, I think I may have overestimated our ability to be in ten places at once.”

Maya met my gaze as a serious look passed through it. “I really don’t want to go to school anymore, Marco.”

“Alright,” I nodded, “I’m not going to put that on you if you don’t want to. I never went and I turned out fine.” She grinned at that as I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “The twins and Henry may continue until the end of the semester but they were really only doing it for the experience. After everything that went on in Los Angeles, they wanted something more normal and we just never made a change. Henry never wanted to be there, but he cared more about keeping an eye on the twins.”

“So I never have to go back?” she sat up after nodding.

“We will have to go in on Tuesday, I need to sign some paperwork. But more than that, I think you may want to grab some of your things. I heard your locker is fairly decorative,” I teased as she crawled forward across the bed. My groan barely suppressed. I wanted her to crawl across the bed towards me before she...nope. I can’t even go there right now. 

“Thank you, Marco.” She leaned forward and met my lips. Despite her fever I could feel that her energy was back slightly and she wrapped her arms around me. I easily turned her on the bed and caged myself over her, making sure she was still comfortable. I didn’t want her moving around much considering. 

“Anything for you,” I admitted sincerely and her eyes flared as she ran her leg against mine, my eyes narrowing at the coy smile on her lips.

“Anything?” she asked sweetly, her fingers playing against my jaw as I inhaled. Her sweet scent mixed with desire and making my head fucking spin.

“Anything,” I confirmed, leaning down to nip her jaw as she made a soft sound and pulled me to her. My eyes flashed up to find her face a light pink, eyes hooded slightly with desire. My hands trailed up her leg, the silky smooth skin breaking out into shivers as I traced the lace of her panties, kissing her neck and jaw in slow light movements. I could practically feel her trying to figure out what to ask for but I wasn’t making it any easier, my thumb rolling over her nipple as she let out a soft needy sound. 

“Marco,” she whispered, her pulse fast like a fluttering of wings.

“Yes, baby girl?” I teased as she squirmed, a whimper breaking through her lips. 

“Please.” Her voice was breathless.

“Please what?” I pushed up her shirt easily as I kissed down her body, sucking one of her nipples into my mouth, biting down just enough that she let out a small moan. 

“That,” She insisted on a slight gasp, “please, more of that.”

Good enough for me. My fingers worked easily down her body as I continued to lick and bite her delicate skin. When my fingers ran over her lace underwear I let out a curse at how soaking wet she was. And hot. Her entire body was hot and as I slipped my fingers past the lace, she moaned out my name making me irrationally fucking hard. 

“I need you inside of me,” she breathed out, probably having no idea how fucking sexy she sounded. I know she meant my fingers but...I wanted to be completely inside of her. Couldn’t I blame it on a misinterpretation? I slid two fingers inside of her incredibly tight pussy as I began to slowly pump in and out of her, my thumb grazing her clit.

“Maya,” I growled, “you smell so fucking good, baby girl.”

She did. Like fucking candy. I easily slid off her lace panties and wedged myself between her legs, needing to taste her fully. I let out a low rumble as I buried my head between her thighs, my hands holding her legs open as she cried out. I felt nearly fucking frenzied at how good she tasted, my hands probably digging a bit to hard into her soft skin. I didn’t think she minded though, since her hands were buried in my hair keeping me against her sweet pussy. 

I could feel how fucking responsive she was and I slipped a finger inside of her once again, working her up to climax easily as I sucked on her tiny clit. She practically flew off the bed as her climax crashed over her and she let out a small cry of my name, her hands relaxing in their grip as her release flooded my tongue. 

Despite her wiggling at how sensitive she was, I licked every fucking inch of her up, not wanting her taste to leave my lips as I kissed up her body and sucked on the spot my mating bite was. The woman had a fucking candy flavored pussy. I held her underneath me, thrilled that she was not only safe there, but also happy as she ran her hands over my back gently.

“I love orgasms,” she admitted honestly and I couldn’t stop laughing because I think I really did fucking love this woman. When I’d said it earlier? It had slipped out but in no way a mistake. I was fucking sure I was in love with Maya.
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Chapter 13
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Maya

“I don’t understand,” I turned on my knees in the car to watch the cars following us, “how long are they going to follow and take pictures of us? I mean I don’t think that’s normal, right?”

“Normal for famous people,” Anani noted.

“I’m not famous,” I muttered, looking at the early afternoon Monday sky. We had touched down about an hour ago. Somehow it had been leaked, still not positive how that happened, that we would be at the airport, so getting out had been a hassle. Luckily, home wasn’t very far away and I was very excited about that. 

Henry turned to Marco and tilted his head thoughtfully. “We could just stop at the school now to get this bullshit done with?” he offered.

Atlas was driving and he spoke, “Not a terrible idea. That way none of us have to get up for that shit tomorrow.”

My eyebrows rose, “Wait all of you are quitting school as well?”

Ledger grinned, “Quitting is such a harsh word, Firefly.”

“Permanent leave of absence, Peanut,” Anani offered.

“I like that,” Henry agreed. 

“Do you feel okay enough to stop there, Maya?” Marco asked as Croy’s chest rumbled underneath my ear. Sai sat on my other side, his thumb running over the bracelet he’d bought for me. Honestly, it wasn’t even about the actual item, at least for me, I’d absolutely loved spending so much time with him. I was hoping to be able to do it again very soon. 

“I actually feel way better,” I admitted and I didn’t want to make assumptions here but after Marco made me cum several times, it seemed to have me feeling in tip top shape fairly fast.

His eyes looked over me as he nodded. All too soon we were pulling up towards the school that I was thankful for but not sad to leave. I was glad I’d found my mates but adjusting to such an extreme difference felt odd to me, especially if it was for only a year. I hummed softly as we parked and easily slipped from the car, feeling a bit sleepy still. I’d changed into jeans and an oversized sweater, which felt odd wearing into the school building. 

“Should we come to the office?” Anani asked as Ledger tugged me against him making me giggle.

“I’m going to have Atlas and Sai come with me,” Marco noted, “you should clear out your lockers and then we can head out of here as soon as possible.”

Croy yawned, stretching as I blushed, my eyes flicking over his tight t-shirt covered chest, so much more casual than normal. Henry started walking towards our lockers but Ledger kept randomly trying to spin me as if we were dancing, making my laugh sound through the hall. I hoped the bell didn’t ring soon because I didn’t want to run into anyone. I’d texted Jordan on and off throughout the weekend, so she had an idea of what was going on. Her words were something along the lines of ‘I’m so jealous, I wish I could get out of school.’ 

“Question,” I asked as we approached the lockers, Henry following me to mine as the others started clearing out ones a few down from mine.

“What’s up?” Henry asked, leaning against the lockers, his muscular arms crossed in front of his chest. 

“Who has been paying for my schooling? I mean did my mother and Jed pay for the first month?” I frowned.

“Most likely,” Henry nodded, “but if you had wanted to continue, we would have made sure that you could.”

Examining his face I realized he meant that. “I will probably get used to this eventually, the money thing, but sometimes it is a bit overwhelming.”

Henry offered me a soft understanding smile and started helping me load everything from my locker into a small canvas bag that he had, no idea where that freakin’ came from. I frowned a tiny bit wishing that I could have kept these decorations up a bit longer.

“You know, you could hang this up in your room somewhere,” he noted softly. 

“You think?” I tilted my head. “Everything is so neat and nice, I feel like adding my craft stuff into it-”

“Would make it more perfect,” he offered a smile that made my own smile show as I nodded. “We could also make you a craft room.”

“What’s a craft room?” I wondered as we closed the empty locker. 

“Think Clara’s crafts but in our house.” He took the bag from me and we walked towards the others that were done as well.

“That sounds cool,” I nodded and then perked up, “I should try to go to the shop tonight.” 

“Let’s go wait in the library until they are done?” Ledger asked as Croy took my hand and I smiled up at him.

“You know, I think you’re a bit old to be in highschool,” I teased as the others walked ahead.

Croy chuckled softly, “You calling me old again, Sugar?” Honestly, it was pretty funny and essentially the only thing I could tease him about since he was so flippin’ perfect. 

“Never,” I shook my head solemnly. I squeaked as he turned me, walking me back against the locker as my breathing hitched and my wolf dipped his head down to brush my lips. I shivered as I gripped his forearms that caged either side of me.

“No, I’m pretty sure you did,” he said, softly nipping at my bottom lip as I dug my nails slightly into his arm. Before I could respond or do something crazy like climb up his large body to kiss him, a throat clearing had us turning towards the hall. 

“Maya?” Malloy’s voice chimed as I peeked around Croy as my friend exited the library.

“Hey, you!” I offered him a grin as I tried to break away from Croy but he only tugged me closer. Malloy offered me a dry look as I at least turned to face him.

“Where have you been?” he frowned, looking concerned. “The twins said you’re leaving school?”

“Yeah,” I nodded, “I wanted to focus more on art.”

He blinked. “Man, that must be the freakin’ life. But really that’s awesome, Maya. I’ve been seeing you everywhere in the news, Seth and I were worried.”

“You and Seth?” I arched a brow in excitement as Malloy’s cheek turned pink. This entire time Croy was rumbling behind me, lightly nipping at my shoulder and neck, making me shiver. I didn’t know what he was doing but it was very, very distracting. I felt the urge to rub against him and forget all about Malloy quite honestly. 

“We’ve been hanging out.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“You, Jordan, and I should hang out because I feel like I’ve missed a lot,” I nodded as Croy growled slightly.

Malloy huffed and narrowed his eyes, “Listen, I don’t know what your name is—”

“Croy,” I noted.

“Right, Croy,” Malloy sighed, “I know that shifters are all territorial but let me assure you, I am not into your mate. Shit, Maya, I thought your dragons were bad...”

“You know about shifters?” I asked, intrigued because it was very clear that he was human. 

“Yeah.” He nodded, “My family has been around for some time. But more importantly, Croy, I am not into your mate. I am into someone else. Someone that is literally nothing like Maya.” 

“Seth,” I explained looking up at Croy as I felt him relax just a bit.

When the bell rang, Malloy sighed, quickly saying goodbye and I promised we would spend time together soon. I loved my mates but I also was starting to recognize how important it was to have other friends. Hadn’t I read something in Women’s Health about balance? I think they were referring to a different situation but the concept made a lot of sense to me. 

Croy and I walked towards the back of the library as those around us started to quiet and my mate shook his head annoyed. We reached the back lounge area of the library where the twins and Henry were talking and looked fairly relaxed. I sat down and offered them an eager smile.

“Guess what,” I grinned.

“What?” Anani arched a brow.

“I was right, Malloy and Seth do like one another.” I pointed out and then tilted my head, “At least that's what I gathered from our conversation.” 

Ledger hummed, “Still don’t like it when he touches you.”

“Agreed,” Henry grunted.

I shook my head and reached into my canvas bag, finding a dark leather notebook that I’d kept in case I forgot my sketch pad. Opening it up, I moved into a comfortable corner of the leather couch and tried to focus on the notepad rather than the eyes I could feel on me. I wasn’t really paying attention to what I was drawing until my eyes crawled across the page and I smiled. A dragon. Well, a full outline of one and the start of a second. Specifically Sai and Atlas. Whenever I let my mind wander I usually ended up sketching one of them. 

“You really are very talented,” Henry pointed out as I jumped slightly, blushing while realizing that he was looking at what I was working on. 

“Thank you,” I said softly, “I want to be able to draw all of your dragons.”

“I’ll let you see my dragon any time you want, Peanut.” Anani winked as I felt my pulse pick up at the heat in his diamond like eyes. I looked down as Ledger chuckled softly, not wanting to get caught up in his gaze. Because I would. He was nearly hypnotic to look at sometimes. Both of them were. 

“We really should practice shifting, Maya. I am worried that your magic is going to end up getting frustrated and you may get sick,” Croy pointed out. A thought occurred to me and I wondered if that was why I’d gotten sick the other night. Then again, I suppose it could have been food poisoning as one of them suggested. 

I looked at the four of them and sighed, nibbling my lip, “I hope you won’t be disappointed if I can’t. I just don’t understand why I haven’t yet, you know?”

“We just have to figure it out, but the first thing we should do is shift for you to see if something clicks,” Henry confirmed. “But no matter what, honey, you won’t be disappointing us. I promise.”

I nodded, their affirmations making me feel better, and continued to draw, zoning out slightly as they quietly talked about different solutions. I considered some of what they were saying and I realized Croy may be right with the notion of high emotion. I think the closest I’d ever felt to anything like shifting, or at least some type of difference in how I normally felt, was when I’d gotten so mad at Becky Ash. I think I may have been the reason her hair caught on fire. I wish it had been purposeful...you know so I understood what it felt like. Not because I wanted her hair on fire again or anything. I mean, clearly also when I was reborn, but I’d been unconscious so I had no idea what that felt like.

Without explaining myself, I finally stood up wondering how long it was going to take Marco and the others. My weekend off made me forget how many eyes were on me and now it felt even worse. I mean come on, seriously? What was I doing that was that interesting.  

I’d get it if I was like doing something super cool. But drawing in a school library? I mean, unless I’d got humans all wrong so far. But my interpretation was they considered cooler stuff more interesting. Then again it did seem a lot of the magazines had pictures of celebrities walking across the street or getting coffee. I thought that was a bit weird but maybe they didn’t usually drink coffee? Honestly, it probably just came down to the fact that I was a suspect in a murder. It seemed everyone loved a good drama. 

I shook my head and began to roam the nearby bookshelves, feeling much better now that I was standing and walking while my brain started to run a million miles an hour. Honestly, this had been a very odd weekend, which was saying something considering my lack of comparison. I wasn’t positive about what I needed specifically to feel more grounded, but something for sure. 

I nibbled my lip slightly knowing that I felt better around my mates. But was that healthy? Hadn’t I read something about not being reliant on your partner? I groaned running a hand through my hair as I turned down another aisle. 

The entire school felt a bit draftier than I remembered it and the wood floors under my feet were worn. The lack of lighting made me feel like each corner had shadows watching me. I squeaked as a hand came around my waist and spun me so that I was looking right up into Ledger’s burning indigo eyes. 

“You surprised me,” I admitted, feeling a bit overwhelmed.

“You look like you're panicking,” he caught my jaw gently and studied my expression before frowning, “why?”

I couldn’t lie even if I wanted to, “Just feeling a bit off...I’m worried that I rely on you all so much, is that bad? I mean what happens if...if, something doesn’t work out.”

“Hey,” Ledger pulled me against him, “Firefly, there is absolutely no reason to be thinking about that. We aren’t going anywhere and you sure as hell aren’t going anywhere. In terms of relying on us...it is absolutely nothing compared to how much we need you. Trust me Maya, if anyone needs someone, it’s us who need you.”

“So we need each other?” I asked softly. 

He hummed in agreeance and intertwined his hand with mine as we began to walk through each section. Each aisle was labeled differently and he explained what I’d find in each. I was a bit distracted though because he was so handsome. His smile made me smile. That was no doubt a bit silly but it was completely true. 

“You guys ready to head out?” Anani asked, leaning against the bookshelf, watching us with a small smile I didn’t fully understand. 

“Yep,” I popped the ‘p’ and walked back towards the others, really glad that I’d blurted my thoughts out to Ledger. I felt way better. 

“Marco texted me,” Henry noted as I grabbed my bag and we walked out of the library. Croy took my bag with a scowl and I laughed because I truly had no idea why it upset them when I tried to carry my own stuff. Then again, if they wanted to carry stuff for me, I wasn’t going to complain at all. 

“I’ll be right back,” I noted heading towards the bathroom down the hall. I wanted to wash my hands after touching all of the dusty books, my fingertips covered in the grimy substance. Standing at the sink, washing with warm water, I studied my appearance. 

Growing up how I did, I’d never given a lot of thought to how I looked. I mean, what was I going to compare myself to? Now though, after being in school, traveling, and all my reading it was starting to become very obvious that women’s looks were very important in this world. Specifically to humans. I had been confused when they’d been talking about how someone was dressing while noting that she was being awarded a medal for a scientific achievement. How did that even correlate? My eyes traced my form as I turned to the side drying my hands. Was I supposed to be curvier? 

I had a fairly proportional body right? I had C size boobs, not that I really understood women’s clothing sizes to begin with. I was small in some stores and large in others. Like how the heck were you supposed to know what to buy. Why did the media keep talking about how I looked? They even wrote an article Jordan sent me about whether my hair was natural or extensions. I had no flippin’ idea you could even extend your hair! I groaned, shaking my head and trying to put it from my mind.

Not like I could change what I looked like anyway, I should be happy with how I am. I was walking around outside of a basement and fully functioning. That was good enough for me, considering you know...I’d died. 

Tossing the paper towels, the door swung open and in walked a few girls laughing and whispering quietly. I froze as their eyes fell on me.

“Oh hey, Maya.” One of them stood in the way of the door as the others went towards the sink, turning them on and washing their hands. The action still made me uncomfortable. All of this felt very, very off. 

“Hey,” I said evenly. I recognized this girl, she was one of Becky’s friends. She’d helped spread the photos of my mother hitting me throughout the hallway so the entire student body could see my shame. Photos that no doubt had made it into the media at some point in time. I tried to move to go past her but she tugged my sweater back, causing me to stumble slightly, surprised that she’d grabbed me. What the heck was her problem?

“Where are you going?” she hissed, rounding to face me. Making me step back further, “Off to keep those boys happy so you have somewhere to fucking sleep, trailer trash?”

“Move,” I demanded, feeling my chest flutter as my fists clenched. I could feel the other two girls right behind me, not touching me but very much in my space. 

“No,” she hissed, her green eyes lit up with annoyance. “You had Ash kicked out of fucking school all because you complained to the guys that you spread your legs for. I should smash your face into these fucking tiles or in the toliet, where you belong.” The venom from her had my pulse beating fast. 

I continued to gauge how much it would take to move right past her. Could I stop her if she pulled me back again? I know Croy said I would probably become stronger and faster when I came into my powers...but for now, I was screwed. I had no idea what I was capable of. I didn’t want to over do it either and kill her. 

“I have done nothing to you,” I growled, feeling my chest grow with heat. 

“You had my fucking friend commited, you dumb bitch!” she snarled and I grunted as one of the girls tugged me from behind, making me slip a bit as the girl in front of me hit her fist right into my nose.

Holy shit. 

I let out a small pained sound and yanked away from the two behind me, blood dripping down my face and sweater. 

“You are going to pay for what you did,” she warned as the three of them walked towards the door, “just remember that, whore. Your guys won’t always be around.”

What the hell had that been?

I leaned against the counter trying to steady myself, feeling a bit stunned as tears stung my eyes. I put my palms against my eyes as I let out a small sob feeling the pulsating break in my nose. I knew it would heal but it still hurt like hell. The door opened and I prayed like hell it wasn’t them again. I was so fucking done with getting beat on. I was so fucking done. Next time I was fighting back, no matter the consequences.

“Maya?” Henry’s voice was worried and his eyes hyper focused on the blood dripping from my nose. 

I dried my tears and the blood, straightening my posture. “I’m fine. Can we just get out of here?” I didn’t want the boys to know about my inability to protect myself. I wanted to face a fight for myself one of these times. I was so tired of always having to be saved. 

“What the hell happened? Was it those girls?” he snarled and I looked up, blinking back my tears. 

“I need to get out of here,” I mumbled and walked up to him, intertwining our hands as he examined my expression, muttering under his breath. I knew they wouldn’t push me on it until we were home. It wasn’t like I didn’t plan on telling them...eventually. Then again, I was horrible at keeping stuff from them. I should probably just tell them. But how did I do that without them totally flipping out?

“Maya?” Jordan’s voice filled me with relief. If I could get anyone's advice it would be hers. “Henry? What the hell are you... Maya, who the fuck punched you?”

I looked at her and then Henry, “Some of Becky’s friends came in here and essentially said they were going to ‘get me’ for having her committed.” I didn’t really care about their words regarding my mates, I knew that it wasn’t just about ‘spreading my legs’ as they stated. 

“Are you fucking serious?” Jordan snarled, looking more upset than I’d expected. “I’ll handle that dumb bitch.”

“No!” I lunged and grabbed her hand. “That was exactly what I was afraid of. I don’t want to deal with any of this anymore. I just want to leave. I do not want anyone handling this. Okay?”

Jordan searched my expression and then looked at Henry, my eyes trailing to my mate who looked furious. No, I mean truly furious, his form so tense he was nearly shaking. I swallowed as Jordan squeezed my shoulder and walked out without a word. Wonderful. Henry reached up and gently smoothed over my nose as I winced. 

“Does it hurt?” he asked, then shook his head. “Of course it fucking hurts.”

“It will heal,” I promised, and then pulled his hand towards the door. Right into Marco’s flippin’ chest...

“Shit,” I mumbled as tears stung my eyes, my nose hitting right into his hard muscles. 

“Marco, her nose,” Henry warned as two strong hands tilted my head back and a pair of mint green eyes darkened on me.

“Who the fuck did this?” he demanded, his jaw tight.

“Later,” Henry stated softly, “Jordan already knows.” I was very aware of the power my friend held at the school, especially since she had such a large group of wolves following her. I was finding my school was very non-human-ish. 

I tugged away from both of them and walked towards the door feeling frustrated. Jordan knew. Which translated into, ‘she’ll handle it.’ Because of course, why would anyone listen to Maya? I clearly didn’t know what I wanted because how could I? I muttered a curse under my breath as I reached the car. I really didn’t like how much I’d sworn in the past thirty minutes but my nose really hurt. That was a good reason, right?

“Maya,” Ledger caught up to us, his voice sounding a bit panicked, “what’s going on?” 

“Nothing,” I felt my jaw click as I slid into the car and pulled my knees up to my chest. 

“She’s mad,” Sai noted, sounding surprised.

“Am I not allowed to be mad?” I asked under my breath, “Maybe that was one more choice someone should make for me.”

“Maya,” Henry spoke softly.

My jaw clenched as I avoided looking at Marco or him because that wouldn’t do any good. Nor would it do good to text Jordan because Henry had all but given her the go ahead to do something about it. Which in terms of shifter culture, as I was learning, was more of a command than a suggestion because...you know...dragons, I guess? I inhaled feeling more frustrated by the minute. 

“Let’s just let her cool down,” Croy advised gently, but it didn’t make me feel better. Nor did Anani’s hand on my shoulder. None of it made me feel better. 

“What is she upset about?” Atlas asked, confused. 

“Nothing,” I felt my chest turn into scorching fire as I closed my eyes trying to calm down.

“Maya, we aren’t leaving until you explain what’s going on,” Marco turned in the passenger seat. 

I looked at him and shook my head feeling really tired all of the sudden. “Can we just go home?”

“Maya,” Marco took a deep breath.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I stated softly, “or is that something else I’m not allowed to decide for myself.”

“They deserve whatever Jordan plans to do,” Henry ground out.

I clenched my fists trying to figure out a way to be more clear. “Seriously? I said right to both of you that I didn’t want anyone to handle it. Or does my opinion in this not matter? I mean it was my nose, Henry. Not yours, nor Jordan's.” 

“We can’t just let someone beat you up and get away with it,” Sai growled, realizing what was going on. 

“You can’t fight all my battles for me!” I bit out. I closed my eyes as I tried to relax, putting my forehead down on my knees. I was just done with this day. I was exhausted. Not feeling one hundred percent. And now my nose was broken. 

“We most definitely can and will.” Marco stated softly, his voice having a dangerous undertone.

“I think we should let this go for now,” Croy offered quietly, “it’s been a really long weekend—” 

“So what?” I looked up at Marco feeling my temper spike, something that I wasn’t used to and was a bit overwhelming. “I’m supposed to sit around and let you handle everything for me? Better yet, Jordan is handling this! My best friend. I don’t need everyone handling stuff for me. I am perfectly capable of figuring it out, even if it takes a bit more time.” 

“Someone beat you up,” Marco blinked, “there is absolutely nothing to figure out.”

“Marco...” Anani sounded like he was attempting to diffuse the situation.

“Oh, okay,” I nodded looking up, feeling a bit of sarcasm edge out with frustration, “I’ll make sure to let you think for me from now on, Marco. I mean, why should I learn to handle anything if you can, right?”

“Yes, actually,” he stated with a stubborn edge. Atlas made a soft, concerned noise that I would normally find comforting but instead ignored. 

I felt my temper spike as we pulled up to the house. I slid out of the car and moved towards the door feeling annoyed and frustrated. Marco’s hand caught mine as I tugged away, walking into the house and up the stairs. Along with the rest of our luggage, a personal concierge had brought Bella back, her meow reaching me as I entered my bedroom. 

“Maya,” Henry called as I closed my bedroom door, hitting the lock as I sunk to the floor. I needed a minute. Just a minute to myself. Was that normal to need a bit of space from your mates? There were just a lot of them and sometimes I felt like I needed some alone time. Was that okay? Even if it wasn’t. That’s what I needed today.

I was just so terribly tired, my eyes already shutting. 

“Honey,” Marco’s voice was concerned and softer than in the car, almost regretful, as he twisted the door knob, “can I come in?”

“I need a few minutes, Marco.”

“Maya...”

“Please?” I looked at the closed door as he swore under his breath and walked away. 

Walking forward I picked up Bella and pulled her to my chest, my eyes closing tightly. When I woke I would figure out what to say to the boys, hopefully I’d feel more calm by then.
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Sai

“Marco,” I bit out, “you need to relax. She’ll come down when she’s ready.”

Marco snarled, staring into his drink, as Henry shook his head going back to his laptop. The others had disappeared through the house and I could tell everyone felt a bit off. How could they not? Maya had never gotten mad, not like this. The most complicated part was that she was right. We couldn’t fight every battle for her, and that was coming from me. I was always a fan of fighting. 

“She has a point,” I stated softly, “we can’t keep her sheltered forever.”

“Like hell we can’t,” Marco declared, his hands tightening around his glass. “Do you not remember how she lived when she wasn’t sheltered here? Or how about when we left her alone in the house once and someone fucking took her from right under our nose? She’s not leaving.”

Henry groaned, running a hand over his face. "I don’t think she’s asking to leave, Marco, I think she just wants to feel like we are listening to her." 

And I’m the one who is emotionally dramatic. Right. These two looked like they were about to flip the fuck out.

“You were the one who literally gave Jordan the ‘go’ on handling it.” Marco offered him a dry look when Henry sighed but didn’t say anything. Because he had. 

“Plus what would she have done?” Marco asked, “go beat them up in return? I’m sorry but I don’t see Maya punching someone.”

I frowned slightly because it wasn’t a complete lie. Maya had a lot of amazing qualities, but fighting wasn’t up there. Not that she couldn’t be capable but physical violence wasn’t something that intrigued her, at least from what I could tell. 

“Let’s just let her cool down,” I concluded and left the kitchen, heading upstairs despite my words. I stared at her door, tilting my head and looking back to make sure Henry and Marco wouldn’t catch me essentially going against what I’d just said. I moved towards her door and knocked once.

I sort of figured she wouldn’t answer, but a meow sounded as a sleepy Maya opened the door. Clearly she hadn’t been sleeping for long because we’d only been home about an hour.

“Can I come in, Kitten?”

Her eyes traced over me cautiously before letting me in, my eyes roaming her quiet and peaceful room. Maya sat down on the bed. Instead of saying anything, I tugged off my shirt and shoes, getting into her bed as she crawled up and under the sheets. Her head rested against my chest as I wrapped my arm around her, kissing the top of her head as she let out a sigh. 

It had been a damn long day. Those long fingers began to play across my skin and I nearly groaned, trying to not get more turned on than I normally was around her. Already my cock was harder, wedged between the two of us, her leg tossed over me comfortably and without concern. 

Almost instantly Maya fell asleep, Bella trotting over to the end of the bed before curling up. As I looked over my mate’s peaceful expression, I found myself feeling really thankful for her. I could be a total broody asshole, but she seemed to mollify every situation. Even right now, despite her valid argument with Marco and Henry, she had let me into her room to hold her. If I was her, I would probably be annoyed with everyone due to association. Not Maya though. No, Maya was sweet to the bone and I loved the light and warmth that radiated from her. 

Laying with her, I found myself wanting to do ridiculous shit like when I took her out for a day in Paris. I would have never thought of something like that before Maya, but with her it flowed perfectly, making me think of a ton of ridiculous shit.

My family and I had never been particularly connected. I had been sort of lost in the crowd while there. Always vying for attention that I never truly received. Maya made me want to rewrite my past, she made me want to one day have a family so we could make sure that our kids felt loved and cared about. It was an odd feeling.  

Next to me, Maya began to shift and she frowned, her small brow crinkled as a whimper came from her throat. I smoothed her hair but she only seemed to shake more, so much so that I considered waking her up. I spoke softly, “Maya, kitten, wake up for me.” 

Instead of waking up she squeezed her eyes tighter and gripped my chest, her nails biting into me. I hated that she was suffering, especially once she told me what exactly she’d been fully dealing with. I mean, fuck, her mom had burned and branded her with a cross. My temper spiked as I tried to breathe through it, my jaw clenched knowing now was not the time to get pissed.

“Maya,” I whispered, feeling my chest squeeze as tears dripped down her face. 

The door opened as Henry stood there looking concerned as I continued to smooth her hair. I pressed my cheek against her head and hissed. She had a fucking fever again. What the hell was going on with her? This was really starting to fuck with my head. 

“Her temperature is back up,” I said as Henry walked over, his eyes roaming over her critically before he shook his head, leaving the room to no doubt get his small at home medical bag. 

“What’s going on?” Marco asked. Walking in, his voice was quiet and I knew he was avoiding waking some of the others up. Through our bond I could tell the twins were passed out, Atlas would have been as well but hearing our concerned voices he was getting up. Croy I had no idea because I had no supernatural connection to the guy. 

“Her temperature spiked,” I explained quietly before looking back up, “I’m worried.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Marco muttered, sitting down as Henry came in. 

“I really think this has to do with her magic,” Henry offered quietly. “Maybe it has to do with feeling extreme emotions.”

“Doesn’t explain Paris,” I remarked, frowning.

“We don’t know how she was feeling really, we were eating dinner. She could have had anything on her mind—”

“You weren’t paying attention?” I asked, realizing he was being honest about not looking into her head too much.

Henry sighed, “I do it too much as it is, so no, I wasn’t at the time. Plus, she is damn good at keeping me out of her head. Did anything happen earlier that day while you were out?”

“Yeah actually,” I nodded. “We were at Cartier and she saw a cross, totally zoned out and started crying. I’m not really doing the story justice but apparently her mother used to brand her with crosses and Maya had to cut herself with glass to make sure she healed.”

Henry’s stethoscope fell to the ground as Marco’s dragon made a deep furious noise making Maya whimper in her sleep. He stopped but Henry seemed still in shock as he grabbed his instrument and looked back down at her swallowing.

“What the actual fuck?” he muttered.

I inhaled nodding. “It's fucked up.”

“I’m going to kill her father,” Marco stated softly. 

“After he suffers the same amount and time that she did,” Henry added for good measure. I didn’t disagree. 

My vision blurred just slightly as I thought about killing her father. Blood lust hit me hard and I tried my best to not go there. I didn’t want her to get upset if my dragon started flipping the fuck out. She hadn’t realized it fully but she reacted a ton in reference to our energy. 

“Her nose is healed,” I noticed in realization.

“Should have never happened,” Atlas said from the doorway. 

“She needs to learn how to fight,” I declared softly.

She did. No matter how much we wanted to say we would be there for her...she needed to be able to defend herself. It was our fucking responsibility to make sure of it because I didn’t want Maya to rely on us. I mean I did. But I really wanted her to willingly be dependent on us, but have the ability to take care of herself in case anything happened to us. I worried that if we didn’t, she would either get hurt or go nuclear and kill people if pushed too much. Not that I would care, but my sweet mate would feel guilty about that. 

“I hate that,” Marco sighed, “she shouldn’t have to, she’s spent her entire goddamn life fighting to stay alive. She shouldn’t have to worry about anything.”

“That’s not realistic,” Henry said, looking disappointed by that fact. “Our life isn’t simple, Marco. She needs to know what she is dealing with.”

“I am willing to tell her anything she wants,” he sighed, “It’s not about her knowing, it’s about her coming in fucking contact with it.” 

“Is she okay?” Croy asked, running a hand through his hair looking like he just woke up.

“Fever spiked,” Henry explained.

“When she’s feeling better we need to focus on shifting, her body isn’t going to have equilibrium until then.” He frowned. I was actually really fucking thankful that he was around because honestly we knew a lot about dragons but had never given a fuck about other species. Someone like Croy was something we needed without realizing it.

A meow had us all looking to where Bella was laying on her back at the end of the bed. I chuckled realizing that Bella had a new accessory.

“Is that a diamond collar?”

“I had been confused about what she’d been talking about with the woman so quietly when I stepped away,” I grinned realizing that Maya had chosen to take my ‘buy whatever you want’ and got Bella something. So fucking sweet.

“I love that,” Atlas chuckled, rounding the bed to pick up Bella who climbed up onto his shoulders. 

Maya sighed, flipping over on her side in her sleep, looking exhausted. I shook my head and smoothed her slightly sweaty hair from her face. 

“Let’s let her rest,” Henry stated softly.

“I don’t want to leave her,” I frowned.

Atlas’s phone beeped as he grunted and opened it, arching a brow. “We'll let someone stay up here, but the rest of us need to go out front. The media trucks finally caught up from where we were and apparently the headlines are now running the concept that while she was in France she was avoiding the FBI.”

“Fucking wonderful,” I got off the bed feeling annoyed. 

“How much do you want to bet those FBI agents are here soon?” Henry shook his head.

“Marco, do you want to stay up here with her?” Atlas questioned. 

Marco’s eyes traced over her as he looked back up. “You guys have it handled?”

“We got it.” Henry squeezed his shoulder and I looked down at her as Marco took off his shoes and sat down. 

“You good?” I asked Marco, he nodded.

I kissed her forehead and walked out of the room, closing it slightly. As I neared the stairs, I pulled on a jacket then ran a hand through my hair. My eyes narrowed at the cars attempting to pull into our driveway while others tried to pull out. Atlas and his security members stepped outside causing some of the cars to increase their exit. Honestly, it creeped me out a bit to have this many eyes on the property, but not enough to sacrifice her safety. 

As I stepped outside, my eyes traced the eager and almost desperate expressions on their faces. What was it about Maya that made humans act so irrational? I mean really it seemed to be a pattern if you think about it...Becky Ash, her parents, Jed, and the media. Seemed odd to me. I stepped up next to Henry and voiced my opinion as his eyebrows went up. 

“I wish I knew more about phoenix lore,” he muttered, “but that is an odd pattern. I wonder if Croy would—”

“What would I do?” The man in question asked walking through the front door, looking as though he hadn’t slept either. I was always envious that the twins could pass out so easily. It didn’t matter the situation, if they wanted to fall asleep they would.

I explained the pattern I noticed and Croy’s eyebrows shot up, his eyes scoping out the eager humans being practically herded from the property. Luckily, the team that Atlas had watching the property were all supernatural of some kind. Although Moretti Security Co. did hire humans, it just wasn’t as often. I was glad there were no extra humans around right now considering our possible new discovery. 

“It would make sense why they are so overly focused on her in the media,” Croy muttered, “it’s hard because most phoenix lore revolves around the cults and their fixation on them. Of course, widespread media is fairly new, so for all we know the effect has always been there. We could even go as far to assume that the cults were formed after finding out about them and the hold they have, causing that irrational type of behavior.” 

I could practically see Henry’s mind working as the two of them continued to talk, I zoned out after a few minutes. I mean I’d come up with the damn concept, that was enough work right? I hoped so because even my energy was drained right now. All I wanted was a beach, Maya in a tiny bikini, and a beer. Life shouldn’t be more god damn complicated than that.  

“What did I fucking say?” Henry pointed at a black sedan that pulled through the mess of news trucks. I felt a growl build up in my throat at seeing the FBI agents looking secretly thrilled about this opportunity. We couldn’t exactly kill them with all those damn cameras.

“This is turning into the longest fucking day,” Croy muttered. 

You could say that fucking again. 
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Maya

I felt fitful and my body felt feverish as I turned against a warm comforting surface that felt far more muscular than my bedding. My lashes fluttered open to find myself looking into a crisp white undershirt with the scent of fresh snow surrounding me. 

Marco. 

“Marco?” I mumbled, raising my head to find a pair of mint green eyes intently piercing through me. His look pinned me with an unintentional command that had my stomach tightening with desire while frustrating me at the same time. Everything from earlier flooded back in. 

Instead of overwhelming myself, I tried to think about a rational question that didn’t include emotion. How long had I been asleep? I didn’t feel like it had been very long because my body still ached with exhaustion. 

“Baby girl.” His hand swept over my forehead as his rough voice rolled over my ears. “How are you feeling?” My skin broke out into chills as he ran his nose against my cheekbone and my hands tightened on his shirt. Wanting him closer despite feeling odd about our argument.

“We got into a fight,” I mumbled my eyebrows dipping. Clearly I was not cut out for the ‘don’t be emotional’ train. I didn’t know how to feel about the argument though...would things change between us? I mean, was it bad that we fought? Did that make our relationship bad? When my mother and Jed fought it had been nothing less than horrible.

“Hey,”  Marco cupped my jaw, “stop, Maya.”

“Stop what?” I swallowed nervously trying to not look away from his gaze. Honestly, part of me felt embarrassed for earlier. Not that I wasn’t being honest about what I’d said or felt, but it just felt...rash. I think I’d been overtired and my nose had hurt a lot, so I had decent reasoning. At least that was what I told myself. 

“Overthinking,” he pointed out, pressing a kiss to my nose that felt a heck of a lot better now, “I can see it happening.” 

“I just... I mean, are you mad at me? I feel weird about us fighting,” I mumbled, my brows dipping. “What if this changes things? I don’t want to be like Jed and my mother—” I sighed into the kiss Marco pressed to my lips, soft and soothing, causing the anxiety from my body to seep out. 

“First of all,” he stated, softly cupping my jaw, our foreheads pressed against one another, “we are absolutely nothing like them, okay?”

I searched his face, paired with a fierce convicted expression, and nodded seeing that he truly believed that. He continued, “Second, I’m not mad at you. I have absolutely no reason to be mad at you for speaking your mind, Maya. If anyone needs to apologize it’s me.”

I frowned, shaking my head. “I don’t think so.”

He hummed and nodded. “I do. I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have, and neither should’ve Henry, made it seem as though we were discounting your opinion on how to handle the situation.” I could see his eyes flash with what I knew was his dragon, probably disagreeing slightly, before he continued, “We are a tad overprotective of you, Maya. Sometimes that clouds my decision making, I’ve found.”

My smile grew. “Yeah? A tad?” I hadn’t realized it at first but it was true. They were protective over me. I wouldn’t call it ‘over’ though. I loved it. 

His eyes lit up with slight mischief as he rolled us so that I was under him looking up at his stunning face. I smoothed my hand over his slight five o’clock shadow. “I just want, no I need, you guys to let me handle some things on my own. I never have an issue with asking you all for help.”

Marco examined my face and he nodded. “I know. You’re right. I need to walk the walk, not just talk the talk, as they say.” I smiled at the phrase as his next words warmed my chest. 

“I said you’re an equal and I need to treat you as such. But Maya, I will never stop protecting you. You need to know that, honey. You’ve become...” he exhaled, examining my expression before continuing, “you’ve become everything to me, Maya. If someone tried to hurt you then they deserve ten times that.”

A warm shiver ran across my skin at the darkness in his gaze. I swallowed, feeling a bit nervous at the intensity of his words. Mostly because I could feel the phrase that I wanted to say right at the edge of my lips. It was more than a phrase though. It was a wave of emotions that had only been growing in strength and power. I wanted to let it loose and to tell him exactly how I felt, even if it was new. I knew how I felt even if I’d never experienced it before. It was clear as day to me...but I worried about how he would react.

What if he didn’t love me like I knew I loved him?

“Everything?” I preened slightly as his eyes filled with liquid heat, turning them into burning emeralds. I loved this side of Marco. I mean I loved most sides, but this was different. Marco was so strong and serious most of the time, that seeing him slightly more relaxed, yet still heated? It made everything inside of me turn up ten million degrees. I knew that he was only like this with me. That this was special between us. 

“Everything,” he nodded softly.

I bit my lip and searched his expression before going for it. I think I knew Marco wouldn’t hurt me. I think I knew how he felt...but it was still a risk. “Marco?”

He looked up from where his gaze had strayed to my lips, his chest rumbling slightly under my touch. “Yeah, baby girl?”

Here goes everything...

“I love you.” 

Marco’s entire form froze and my pulse beat rapidly having no idea what the heck to say or do. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long, his voice was rough and his gaze very intense. “You love me?”

I swallowed, nodding. “Yes. I think that’s what this is—”

Marco crushed his lips to mine as I let out a small whimper, my arms wrapping around his neck. His large body pressed down on mine, his ridiculously hard dick making me feel all types of worked up as I nipped at his bottom lip. Frustration was welling through me and I could feel my need for Marco ripping across my consciousness. 

I ran my hands down his muscular side and tugged up his shirt, his large body pulling back to fully slip it over his head. His breathing was rough as he melded his lips to mine once again causing me to tremble slightly. It didn’t take away from the need pulsing through my center, begging to be fixed.

“Fuck,” he mumbled, pulling back. His fingers on my shirt stilled with slight indecision. “Maya, baby girl, I’m not sure—”

“Please,” I whispered trying to sound as sure as I looked. “I want you, Marco. Please.”

Any indecision seemed to fly out the window as a dark heated look came into his gaze. He gripped my jaw lightly before searching my expression. “Do you know what you’re asking for, Maya?”

“Yes,” I whispered, despite probably not fully knowing.

Then I was moaning against his lips as he tugged off my top with an impressive ease and my eager hands went to his belt, trying to get it off without breaking the kiss. I was slightly shaky and I could feel my excitement making me almost dizzy.

“Maya,” he groaned as my fingers slid against the outline of how hard he was in his dress pants. Dress pants that I was currently hating. Then he pulled back and met my gaze. A small dark smile flitted onto his lips, “hands up.”

“What?” I asked eagerly as he grinned.

“Grip the headboard,” he explained as I reached up immediately and his eyes lit up to match his wicked smile. “So damn good at listening. You should be rewarded for that, baby girl.”

I liked the sound of that.

I whimpered as he kissed down my chest, pulling the lace of my bra down enough that my already hard nipples grew harder in the cool air. My hands almost came off the headboard as I cried out slightly at Marco pulling one of my nipples between his teeth, the other breast under his demanding hand. I could feel how wet I was and my entire body broke out into a flush, very much ready for his hands...or mouth. Honestly, probably both. 

“Marco,” I pleaded softly as he reached the waistband of my leggings and easily slid them over my hips and down my legs, glad I’d worn a set of mint green lace underwear. Marco sat up slightly, undoing his belt and looking over me, his breathing rough and eyes nearly black. I could feel my entire body shaking slightly and my heartbeat was pounding in my ears. 

“I’ve got you,” he cooed in response to the almost needy whine I was producing, my fingers still wrapped above me like he had said. He stepped off the bed as I nearly sat up, but with just a hot look I kept my hands wrapped around the headboard wanting to know what he had planned. 

“I want to touch you,” I complained softly as I watched him drop his dress pants. My eyes went slightly wide because holy crap, I felt like every time I saw any of them, they got bigger. I swallowed thinking about how that was supposed to...you know, fit inside of me! Christ.

Marco chuckled softly in a dark undertone, “Believe me, baby girl, I very much want your hands on me. If you touch me right now though, I’m going to be slamming home inside of you before I can make you come a few times. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” I promised as he climbed back on the bed and over me his fingers twisting and snapping my lace underwear, tossing them to the side. 

“I liked those,” I mumbled but then my eyes rolled back as he slipped a finger down my wet slit. 

He chuckled softly, “I’ll buy you ten more pairs, I promise.” I moaned slightly as he slid a finger into me, my legs opening fully to accommodate him. His kisses and nips along my neck making my skin break out into a hot flush. 

“Fuck,” he growled, “you are so fucking wet and tight.”

I cried out his name as his thumb began to roll over my clit, making me let go of the headboard, gripping his shoulders. His bite to my neck had me breaking his skin slightly with my nails, perfectly thrilled with his slight punishing bite. Worth it. 

His boxer-covered, hard length was barely separated from where I needed it to be and it distracted me enough that when Marco gripped my jaw I had to bring my eyes up from where we were almost connected. 

His voice was soft and commanding, keeping my full attention. “Are you going to take all of me, Maya? Are you going to let me show you just how much I love you?”

“You love me?” I whispered, my eyes tearing up slightly. I was a bit of a mess of emotions right now. I hadn’t even realized he hadn’t said the words back right away because I’d gotten so caught up in his touch and kisses. I think he had gotten caught up as well because my question seemed to confuse him for a moment. I could see that Marco looked a bit out of sorts, his hair messy and eyes nearly black with heat. I could feel my center clenching, needing him to solve what was wrong with me. To cool down my skin because it felt like it was on fire. 

Marco’s eyes softened. “Maya, baby girl, I think I’m fucking obsessed with you. Yes, I love you but I don’t know if that is a good enough description for it—”

“It’s perfect,” I breathed out and then tightened my legs slightly that were wrapped around his waist, “please, show me, Marco. I want all of you.”

He let out a low growl, all of his formality, seeming to unravel as he slipped off his boxers. I flushed as his hard member, rigid and golden in color, bounced upon release. The top of it was shiny with moisture and I licked my lip trying to resist the urge to ask to take him in my mouth. Marco’s thumb rested on my bottom lip as I met his gaze before jumping slightly, his hard cock now pressed right against my wet heat. 

“Maya,” he whispered, dipping his lips down to mine, “I’m sorry if this hurts a bit, baby.” I didn’t ask him what he meant, trusting that he would make it not hurt as much. Trusting he would make this good between us. Better than good. Flippin’ amazing.  

I let out a small needy sound as he pressed into me, my eyes widening before his lips molded to mine, distracting me fully. I squirmed, his cock sliding slowly into me as I hoped I could take in his massive size. I cried out his name as his full length pulsed inside me. My eyes watering slightly at the fullness of him inside me. I inhaled as he pulled back and his nearly black eyes filled with slight pain, at my own, no doubt. 

“Marco,” I whimpered as he groaned, running a thumb over my mating mark. The action seemed to relax my body as I became more pliant and a delicious shiver worked its way through every single one of my nerve endings. I could feel every part of his frame pressed against my own. Our union had me feeling ways I hadn’t before.

“You feel way too damn good, Maya.” He nipped my bottom lip. It stung slightly, making my center tighten. “I’m going to try my damn best to not lose control, I promise, I won’t take you too hard.”

My chest pulsated as I started to wiggle underneath him more, feeling frustrated and needy. “I just want you, fully. I don’t want you to control yourself.” 

Marco muttered a curse, pulling back slightly, causing me to whimper before he filled me again. Despite the uncomfortable nature, I didn’t feel pain as much as pressure. Except, as he began to move in and out of me at a slow pace something wonderful happened, my center exploding with heat as a moan left my mouth. 

Oh. Wow.

My eyes closed, my bark arched. Clinging to him as he began to increase his speed. Pleasure seeped over my skin as he filled me up again and again. He was so damn hard and his large body over mine made me feel...safe, yet in danger. Danger of possibly losing my sanity and for sure having lost my heart. I could feel my nails digging in and clawing his back as he snarled, increasing his speed agan.

“Fuck,” I mumbled as he offered a strained chuckle, sounding pained. His teeth skimmed my jaw.  

“You’re going to get fucked even harder than this if you keep swearing, those sound way to fucking good coming from your fuckable lips,” his rough dark voice stated. 

“I like the sound of that,” I encouraged on a breathy moan as his eyes flashed. 

“Don’t have to fucking tell me twice,” he growled against my lips. Man. Did I get the harder and faster train he promised, for sure. I cried out his name as he slammed into me, his cock stretching me wide and his massive frame keeping my legs spread. His large hands grasped my wrists as he tugged them above my head in a tight hold. I was completely at his mercy and absolutely loved it. 

“Holy shit, Marco!” My voice was nearly raspy from the sounds leaving me and that was when he seemed to snap. Maybe it had been his name? Or the swearing? Either way his movements became hard, animalistic, unforgiving...and hot. So hot. I could feel pleasure causing my eyes to water this time as I clung to him, my nails digging into his skin.

“Fuck, baby girl, you keep marking me like that and I’m going to brand your little ass forever,” he threatened in a voice that had my toes curling. 

“I’ve got forever,” I responded breathlessly as he chuckled and then flipped me. I cried out as he filled me in one hard movement, his hands on my waist. My knees and hands holding me up on all four. Ah! Doggy style. I remembered this one—

I couldn’t continue my train of thought because Marco’s hand wrapped around my hair and his teeth bit down on his mating mark. Everything inside of me turned to jelly and I could not contain my screaming as he slammed into me, again and again. I clawed at the bedding trying to hold onto some type of reality. Instead, I felt as though I was transcending, something really big building inside of me. 

The center of my chest lighting up like a high burning inferno that planned to absorb all of the heat around me, growing in size. I honestly lost track of time and when Marco’s movements somehow became faster, my center exploded around him. I felt everything shatter to pieces and I gasped out his name as my arms lost the strength to hold me up, his massive arm catching me around the chest and wrapping up to hold my neck in a firm grip. I could barely see straight as pleasure flooded my body.

“Shit,” Marco growled, sounding as though he was coming unraveled, “you feel so fucking good coming on my cock. I don’t think I can last much longer, Maya, your pussy is just fucking perfect.” 

I could barely hear his words, but all of a sudden he snarled, slamming into me all the way and biting down on his mating mark. His roar of my name had everything inside of me turning into molten and I could feel him pulsate inside of me. Filling me completely. A sense of satisfaction rolling across my skin as the center of my chest finally relaxed slightly. I finally felt like our bond was complete. Secure. Like I would never lose him. 

Wow. Just wow.

“Marco,” I moaned softly as his rough breathing and slightly sweaty arms tightened around my waist from where he was over me. 

“I love you, Maya,” he whispered, flipping me and kissing my cheeks and lips, bathing me in affection, as my center pulsed, missing him inside of me. 

“I love you too,” I mumbled softly.

“Mine,” he brushed his nose against mine gently, “absolutely fucking mine.” I whimpered as his fingers trailed down my slit and I winched slightly, feeling his size for sure. His eyes tracked my expression as he easily stood, lifting me and walking towards the large bathroom. 

“I’m fine,” I promised as he turned on the instant hot water in the shower.

“I want you better than fine,” He mumbled, sitting on the tile bench under the water and pulling me against him. I breathed in his scent and closed my eyes. I had a feeling I was going to fall asleep and I welcomed it completely, the feeling of his fingers on my skin relaxing and soothing. 
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Maya

I wasn’t positive what woke me up, but I opened my eyes and snuggled against Marco’s chest, his breathing a bit too even for him to be sleeping. I looked up and found him offering me an affectionate, but concerned, look.

“Why are you still awake?” I mumbled quietly, feeling a bit put out. Sleepy Marco was far more cuddly and frankly that was exactly what I needed right now. Although to be fair, we were essentially wrapped around one another right now already. 

He took a deep breath. his eyes darkened before he pulled me even closer to him so that I was almost nose to nose with the large man. “I feel guilty.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “About what?”

“About how hard I took you,” he mumbled softly, looking at my neck before looking back up. “For possibly marking your neck bad enough that even the guys might get upset. And because I was a total irresponsible dumbass.” 

“Marco,” I sat up rubbing the sleep from my eyes and not even paying mind that I was naked. Although he for sure noticed as a low rumble came from his chest, his eyes flickering across my bare form before I continued to talk, drawing his eyes upward. I couldn’t deny how happy I was that he seemed so attracted to me. “Stop talking bad about yourself. You’re not a dumbass. I loved what we did and I love when you bite me, whatever it is that’s going on, we can handle it.”

His eyes searched mine as he kissed the top of my hand in a soft brush of the lips, “I love that.”

“Love what?” I whispered blushing at the sweet gesture that contrasted everything else we had been doing. 

“Well, you,” he flashed a charming smile but continued, “but that you said ‘we’ can handle it.”

“Well of course,” I snuggled closer peering up at him, “I may be new to all this, but I want to always be there for you, Marco. Just like you’ve been there for me.”

He breathed out, examining my face for a moment before talking, “This is hard as hell, Maya. Because I love what you are saying but I also want to wrap you up in fucking bubble wrap and never let anything negative touch you. I handle everything for the flight and I just worry that I’m going to fuck it up, especially now that you are here. And you are so damn important to us—”

I straightened up slightly and gripped his face, his honesty and slight vulnerability lending me strength. “Marco, I meant what I said earlier. I love when you take care of me and I can see how much the others appreciate how much you do for the flight. But you need someone to take care of you and I want to do that. I’ve survived this long and in much worse circumstances. I don’t want you to put all that pressure on yourself. How about we just focus on taking care of each other?” 

I thought it was a good compromise. Sure. I couldn’t be as scary as the boys could, but I felt like I was good at taking care of them in other ways. For one, I could bake. Who didn’t love baking?! Plus, I was starting to realize there were certain things that each of the boys needed. I loved being able to be part of that. 

For example, I knew Anani liked collecting my things so I left them out for him. I knew that Ledger, despite not bringing it up to him, had terrible nightmares. So I always made sure to hold him extra tight when we slept. Sai, despite sometimes being grumpy, was a total sweetheart and loved when we spent one on one time together. I think that was important to all the guys but it seemed extra important to him. 

Atlas was just...flippin’ perfect. He was like a massive teddy bear that everyone was scared of, except for me. I wasn’t positive if he needed anything but if he did I would give it. One hundred percent. Even Henry, who was beyond competent, sometimes needed help dealing with his dragon. He didn’t realize it but they were extremely intertwined and sometimes pushing him a bit, even though he became growly, made them communicate more than they usually did. 

My thoughts strayed to Croy because in some ways he and I were very similar. We had both been very alone. Mind you, it was a different type of alone, but I loved being the one to make his two hundred something years not feel as lonely. I loved being his mate. I loved being their mate...I think I just loved all of them. A lot. I felt my ears heat because I wasn’t positive how to show them just how much I cared. 

His eyes lightened as he nodded, pulling on my bottom lip in a hot kiss. “I love you.”

I blushed, “You keep saying that.”

“I keep meaning it,” he mumbled. 

“What were you saying before,” I tried to bring it back, feeling sleepy, “about being irresponsible?”

He grunted his eyes darkening again, “Yeah. I blame myself because I was so fucking caught up in the moment. When you said you loved me, I just sort of lost it. We didn’t even talk about protection.”

I blinked and it took a moment for me to realize what he was saying. Oh. 

“Well,” I nibbled my lip in thought, “how does that work with shifters?”

His eyes examined mine thoughtfully before speaking, “Like humans. But with phoenixes, Croy mentioned that in order to mate fully they have to be in heat and fully bonded to their mates.”

Oh. 

“So then we are good?” I arched a brow and then the rambling hit me, “I mean, obviously we are good. This wouldn’t make us not good, just would change things. I know...well, I hope one day that we might have kids. I want to be a much better mother than mine—”

“You will be,” he confirmed softly as his eyes warmed. 

“Wait, when did you ask Croy?” I tilted my head. 

He rubbed his hair and his ears turned red. “After you fell asleep.”

I blushed as well. “I’m guessing everyone heard?”

His smirk grew. “Yeah ,you could say that, although it made them especially asshole-ish because of the meeting going on downstairs. Those FBI assholes won’t leave until they talk to you.”

I sighed, realizing I was going to need to go down there. I climbed onto his lap, feeling how hard he was underneath me again but simply burying my head in his neck. “Let’s go down there so we can go back to bed,” I offered as he rumbled with frustration. 

“I don’t want them around you,” he confessed with a low growl. 

“But the others deserve some rest,” I pointed out feeling worried about them.

“So god damn sweet,” he mumbled, looking put out before picking me up and setting me onto the floor. He tugged a large hoodie over me and then sweatpants, making me smile as he muttered under his breath looking very grumpy. Then he pulled my hair back, burying his nose against my neck and squeezing me tightly.

“What are you doing?” I whispered, giggling.

“Making sure you smell like me,” he admitted, causing me to shake with laughter. 

“Come on,” I whispered as he groaned, standing up and tugging on a shirt with his relaxed athletic pants. Then I continued, “Also we will figure out this protection thing...” I blushed. “I’ve never even had a period, Marco, so I think I function a little differently than you said.”

His eyes searched mine and he inhaled. “Let’s get you an appointment with a doctor who may know a thing or two about what we are dealing with. I don’t like having surprises when it comes to your health.”

“You’re sweet,” I stated softly, thinking about how dangerous and hot he was looming over me only an hour or so ago. Not so sweet then. But I loved both sides.

“Where?” I asked curiously, remembering the element about the appointment he’d mentioned, as we walked down the steps.

“Dreki realm,” he admitted softly.

“You’re taking me there?” I asked eagerly. 

“Yes,” he admitted softly, “I think it’s finally time to visit home.”

Before I could respond, I was greeted by the FBI agents and all of my very annoyed looking boys, who seemed relieved upon seeing me. I smiled at that. My sweet mates.

***
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Marco

I COULDN’T EVEN DESCRIBE the odd relief it felt to have talked to her about...well, all of that. I wanted to provide for her and protect her. It was an impulse. But having her ear to listen felt like a balm to my occasional overwhelmed feeling towards everything. I still felt guilty as hell not thinking about protection. I was a bastard because even more than that I enjoyed the thought of having come inside of her...marking her completely. My dragon rumbled in agreeance and I tried to shut that shit down because this was not the time to be thinking like that. It didn’t help that I was six years older than the start of mating age. Technically, most mates would be popping out a little flight of dragons already. I groaned as my dragon nearly surged forward with excitement at the concept. 

Thoughts of how fucking good she felt filled my head as I ran a hand through my messy hair, trying to not think about how tight and wet she’d been...Christ. I hadn’t exactly slept around a lot but I was in no means a virgin. She made me feel like one though. I could barely think straight and any sense of calm, or ability to not take her like a man possessed, flew out the window at those damn noises. 

Her soft whimpers and moans had been fucking intoxicating and the idea of being the first man ever inside of her fucking elated me. It shouldn’t because it wouldn’t have mattered if Maya had been with a million other men...but knowing she only belonged to my flight, it fucked with my head in the best way possible. The feeling of her body under my hands and more so how her sweet ass looked pressed up against me as I slid my cock in and out of her was something I would be replaying again...and again, until I was back inside of her. 

“Marco,” Henry hissed quietly enough only I could hear it. I almost smiled at that because I knew he was picking up on my thoughts and I didn’t give a fuck. What I did give a fuck about? These fucking FBI agents who were causing Maya not to be in bed, relaxing and resting. 

“I’m not really sure what else you are looking to know,” Maya fielded softly as both of them exchanged frustrating glances. “No one said we couldn’t leave the country, something they’ve explained before, and we ended up coming back after the weekend, so obviously if we were hiding from you...we would be failing terribly.”

Bradley, the newer asshole, grunted, “You can’t just leave the fucking country in the middle of an investigation.”

“You swear at her again and I’ll snap your neck!” Atlas snarled as my eyebrows went up. Atlas was notoriously calm and measured, so the anger was surprising.

“Did you just threaten an FBI—”

“Yes,” Atlas hissed. “You have been here for over three hours.” Had it really been three hours? I knew at least a third of that I’d spent buried in Maya. 

I looked over at her sated and relaxed gaze as she relaxed on Sai’s lap, her hand intertwined with Ledgers next to him. She looked completely unphased by these assholes. 

My brother continued, “Get the answers you need and get the fuck out.”

“We could arrest her as a suspect,” Darren, a seasoned veteran, offered, looking amused at his partner's frustration.

“You do that and I’ll be on the phone with the Bureau in seconds,” I responded indifferently, “after 2017, they would pull your asses out of here so fucking fast and you know it.” Darren, who had been part of the Los Angeles incident in 2017 paled. He knew exactly what I was fucking talking about. It was also why the FBI and several other government agencies owed me. It’s probably shocking, but human government agencies were terrible at dealing with supernatural incidents, like rogue vampires and such. My flight? Not as much. 

After a second, Darren sighed and stood. “Let’s go. This isn’t over Marco. We are going to get the evidence on how her mother died. I know you're fucking behind it.” 

“Good luck,” I responded, gritting my jaw, “now get the fuck out.” Maya let out a small yawn that had the younger agent scowling. Instead of noticing though, she buried her head against Sai’s neck and let out a relaxing hum-like sound that had my cock hardening. I think I would always be hard around her. Forever. 

“I’ll show them out,” Henry offered as Croy followed, looking way too happy about getting those fuckers alone. 

Immediately Anani turned sharply. “What the actual fuck, Marco?”

I let out a warning rumble and arched a brow. He continued, “That was a special type of hell, making us sit through a three hour meeting while having to listen to her upstairs—”

Maya let out a small laugh, she tried and failed to hide, as Anani froze and looked down at her, “Did you actually just laugh about that, Peanut?”

Maya’s head popped up as she blushed, “Never.”

“She did,” Atlas grinned, “she totally did.”

“Alright,” Maya shrugged, “I laughed but not because of you.”

“Because of what then?” Ledger questioned.

Maya’s golden eyes shot to mine as her lips broke into an embarrassed smile. “Alright so you mentioned something upstairs and I just had a question, a very valid one in my mind by the way...”

“Which is?” Sai raised a brow as the other two came in.

What Maya said next had all of the guys groaning and breaking away to go upstairs to no doubt jack off to the idea of her in said position. 

“Why is it called doggy style? Like who came up—Sai!” He deposited her on my lap and stormed from the room as I let out a chuckle, Henry groaning and leaving as well. The twins looked like kicked fucking pups and left the room after kissing her briefly, leaving Croy, Atlas, and I with her.

“What did I say?” she asked, still slightly confused. Although I could see the mirth in her gaze and had a feeling she was catching on more than she let on.

“Nothing, Angel,” Atlas grinned and winked, “I think it’s a very valid question.” 

I didn’t disagree and as she started entertaining a conversation with the other two, I shifted her ass on my lap slightly. I really, really wouldn’t mind showing her exactly why they call it doggy style again...
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Maya

It was an odd night. I had fallen asleep around ten after the agents had left, wrapped between Marco and Atlas. Except...I didn’t wake up there. No, instead I woke up with the cold wind brushing over my skin and the sound of the sea in my ears. 

What the heck?

When I opened my eyes, I assumed I was in some type of dream. I stood on a rigid dark cliff edge, the forest rustling in the pitch black night. The wind smelled like brine and my chest pulsated with an odd type of pain. My hair laid in a crazy mess of waves and my oversized shirt did nothing to keep my skin warm. I looked over the ocean and my neck prickled with awareness as I felt someone watching me. 

Turning on my toes I faced the forest, watching as a shadow shifted and walked forward. I felt my lips pull back into a snarl as I examined Lorn’s face. How the hell did I end up here? I tightened my fists, glad to know Bella and the boys were safe at home. 

“Lorn,” I growled, “what are you doing here?”

“Better question, is what are you doing out here all alone, Maya?” he asked, his voice rough and my eyes wide as he stepped into the moonlight, his entire face black and blue, maybe a bit of yellow and purple even. 

I didn’t have an answer to that...because I had no idea. How did I get here? I swallowed as I stepped back, rocks tumbling behind me. He chuckled, stepping closer. 

“You know, when I watched you stumble out of your house, I couldn’t believe my luck that you were willingly leaving the safety of those fucking dragons.” 

I had not left on purpose. Christ. 

“I’m not going to waste my fucking opportunity though,” he pointed out, and my breathing began to turn rapid as I considered jumping off the cliff behind me. I did not want his goddamn hands on me again, my throat still hurt a bit from his rough strangling. 

A whistle through the air had me reflexively ducking down as a thud caused me to look up. Lorn let out a pained groan and fell to the hard ground, looking stunned. His wide eyes focused on me solely. Except his lack of movement didn’t make me feel any better, instead the rustling from the trees had me facing a far scarier opponent. One that I knew hadn’t hurt Lorn to protect me. 

“Maya,” my father hissed. “Good to see that my summoning spell worked despite the wards around their home.”

Summoning spell?

I must have echoed it because he nodded, his energy sparking dangerously as he rolled up his sleeves revealing runes that scattered his arms. I had never seen those before. His eyes darkened, he chuckled darkly. 

“You didn’t think you stayed down in that fucking basement because of pure luck, right?” He grinned. “No, I'd been spelling that place with wards for years. I have no idea how that fucking human bitch finally got you out. Greedy bitch. She’d been wanting to get away with Jed for years now—”

Jed was from Louisiana?

He tilted his head looking amused in that demented way of his, “You seem confused. But that isn’t my problem, Maya. What is my problem? That you aren’t in fucking Louisiana, serving the only purpose that you had.” Maybe if I kept him talking...

“What purpose?” I asked quietly.

“Don’t act dumb, stupid girl,” he growled, “I know they probably told you everything. They aren’t wrong. Your blood and magic is going to fuel my coven for hundreds of years.” 

Shit. 

“I have been watching all week and waiting to get you alone. I’ll admit it was far harder than I thought, but this? This is a fucking present, Maya. You practically walked right into my arms. It’s time to go home, where you belong, and then I am going to have the local witch coven, namely Earnest, take care of your fucking dragons.” 

I could feel my chest freeze at that. It was one thing to threaten me. But my mates? I felt a growl build in my throat as he neared. I had never realized just how much I hated this man, but every word that came out of his mouth further deepened the hatred. I wasn’t someone that liked to hate others. But he deserved it. 

This was the man who had kept me imprisoned my entire life.

The man who stood and watched my mother beat me. 

The man who hit me himself while subjecting me to his religious ‘lessons.’

The man who knew what I’d been my entire life and instead chose to lie to me.

Told me the devil was inside of me. 

The truth? If anyone was a devil, it was this man. I didn’t want him near my family. 

I looked behind me, wondering just how bad it would hurt to hit that water. If I was a phoenix...it wouldn’t be fatal. Or if it was...I’d come back. My eyes strayed back to my father. At least then I could escape. With him though? With being back in the basement? That was a prison sentence that may have no end. My mates would have no idea where I was. I swallowed and steeled my reserve. 

Right as I stepped back, ignoring the insane words from Pastor Malcolm’s mouth. My feet left the ledge and with a slight prayer, I let myself fall from the cliff. I cried out as my body dropped, plummeting through the cold air. Holy hell. A vicious growl sounded through the air above and my chest fluttered knowing it was Croy. I didn’t even question how he had found me. I just knew he had and my father screamed, his pain like a symphony that I shouldn’t have enjoyed. 

I knew I was nearing the water. 

I knew I was probably going to die. 

I didn’t want to die. 

I wanted to be back with my mates. I wanted to be back up on that cliff, just a moment later. Croy would have solved all of this. I had probably acted rash.

Tears streamed in my eyes knowing this was going to hurt like hell. 

***
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Croy

SITTING UP IN BED, my head began to pulse in pain. I could barely hear the voices outside of my door because of how loud and angry my wolf was. I snarled, squeezing my eyes shut as I tried to tell him to shut the fuck up so I could figure out what was wrong. Pulling on a pair of jeans, I walked into the hallway that was in mid chaos.

“What the fuck do you mean she’s gone?” Atlas snarled as the twins offered him a stressed and tense look.

“I am telling you she’s not on the property, fucking anywhere,” Anani bit out. 

“I have no idea how she would have gotten past our security,” he growled and was down the steps as I blinked, trying to process his words. Maya was gone? I couldn’t even pay attention to the others arguing, but I could see how fucking furious Marco was as Atlas pulled him back from one of his security officers, clearly afraid for the poor man’s life. As far as I was concerned, if Maya got hurt they deserved to die. 

Instead of waiting, I shook my head and shifted immediately, hoping they would follow. All I could focus on was Maya. My mate. Inhaling her scent my wolf let out a vicious howl and I was sprinting through the forest, feeling the others shifting and following me from above, their wings heavy and loud in the air. 

Her soft scent was making me crazy as I sped up, finally locking onto where she was. I couldn’t see her yet, but I could hear her voice as she said something. Her quick heartrate letting me know she was fucking terrified. As I broke through the treeline, I let out a growl upon seeing Pastor Malcolm. Fuck. I watched as Maya fell back and down towards the ocean, making me pray to the gods that the others would catch her. 

Before I could even clear my head, rage like I’d never experienced filled me. At the thought of her hurt. At the thought of her dead. At the thought of never seeing that stunning smile or hearing her carefree laughter that fills the dark, lonely corners of my heart. 

I leapt, my teeth clamping down on Malcolm’s leg making him scream as I tossed him towards the trees. I moved forward as I felt him attempt to use his magic, but it didn’t fucking matter to me. I had faced every creature on Earth realm, so his small parlor tricks barely phased me. Nothing mattered to me except seeing his blood. 

I stepped on his chest and gripped his hair with my sharp teeth, pulling back and forth causing his head to hit the rock and the tree trunk he’d landed between. His scream was loud and high, his hair ripped out in my mouth making me realize that he was bleeding a fuck ton. I could feel it coating my fur and it fucking thrilled me.

Malcolm’s laugh caught me off guard as my head snapped to the side, my wolf freezing for a moment...because HOL-Y SHIIIT?! The bastard under me grinned, his voice low and full of pain. “Fucking finally.”

My eyes widened seeing a flash of something moving through the dark skies like a comet. So many thoughts hit me, but before I could react, I felt Malcolm pulse power through me. I huffed at his minor spell and pressed my paw to his face, my claws digging in as I heard a snap from my weight on his nose. I shifted almost immediately, and pulled his head back and punched him hard enough that he blacked out. His blood was like a badge on my skin at this point. 

His last words before passing out had me growling, “This doesn’t end here, I have an entire coven that will be coming for her. They know where she is now.”

I growled, my fury turning my vision red. I fucking believed him. For the first time in my long life, every drop of my calm nature was absent. The threat to my mate was enough to terrify me to my very core. I would kill every single one of those fucking witches before they laid a hand on Maya.

***
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Maya

MY EYES TEARED UP, knowing that there was a possibility I might not come back. Maybe I couldn’t be reborn. Maybe I wasn’t really a phoenix and the last time had been some weird circumstance... Or maybe I would drown and they wouldn’t be able to find me. God I didn’t want to lose this. I didn’t want to lose what I had with Marco. What I had with all of my mates. Those thoughts and the fury I felt towards Pastor Malcolm had my chest burning like an inferno right as my head started to pulsate. 

Right at that moment, something I couldn’t explain happened. 

My throat burned like someone had stuck a hot coal down it. 

My skin felt dry as if it was going to break and crack open. 

My mouth was dry.

My tears evaporated and I could almost smell my hair and skin smoking. 

My limbs hurt as a scream came from my throat. 

Then, I caught on fire. 

Something exploded from my chest and I was airborne, soaring up. I let out a strangled cry as pain soared through me paired with relief. In my peripheral, fire like wings sliced through the air as I pushed upwards past the cliff and into the night air. Smoke and sea salt clouded my nose as my body moved agilely. I dipped back down soaring over the water, a dart of flames. 

Oh my. 

I had shifted. The reality of what had happened hit me right in the chest and suddenly, I was soaring back up and flying over the cliff side where my father and Lorn were unconscious and bleeding. A dark dangerous looking wolf let out a bark as I circled over head and let out a responding sound. 

I had done it!

I had shifted!

Joy filled me and washed away any negative thoughts from my father. I almost landed but then a roar sounded and everything lit up inside of me. I shot up as six massive forms zoomed above and around me. My eyes widened as I watched the dark scaled forms of my dragon mates fill the sky in a stunning pattern. I had no issue telling them apart, along with their confusion, then joy at my shift, before they realized that my father and Lorn were passed out. 

I zoomed past Marco and Atlas, the latter dipping below me as Marco landed on the cliff, shifting immediately. 

Croy shifted and I could feel the anger there...but it was hard to focus on it because I could fly. I was literally flying! 

Ledger let out a low rumble as I zoomed around him, my wing brushing over his snout as Anani let out an amused huff from nearby. I continued to fly between the two of them as well as Sai, Henry nudging me with his snout as I started to glide. My wings felt sore and I could feel my energy dipping slightly. But still this was fantastic! 

I could also feel the connection I had with the flight, some elements stronger than others because of the mating bites, but all very apparent. I could also feel the dragons that resided in their souls, thrilled to have the chance to take front seat to this moment. I couldn’t lie—it was pretty amazing.

When I finally landed on the cliff, my wings folded in as the others shifted back. I watched as Ledger sat down in front of me, running a hand over my feathers, the fire not hurting him in the least. “Come on, Firefly, shift back. I know you’re probably exhausted.”

I was. Letting out a small soft sound, my chest relaxed and I felt my form shimmer as I shifted back. The cold ocean air biting my skin covered in ash. A happy smile slipped onto my face as someone wrapped a jacket around my shoulders. Honestly, I could barely focus on the anger at my father and Lorn. I didn’t worry either. I knew they would handle it. 

Sleep took over and for the first time, I knew exactly what that small flame in the center of my chest was. 

***
[image: image]


Anani

“HOLY SHIT,” I MUMBLED under my breath as Maya’s small form, wrapped in my jacket, passed out in my brother’s arms. Fuck she was so beautiful, even exahusted and covered in ash. Her long lashes brushed across her gold cheeks and freckles. I was still amazed that I had just seen her shift to begin with. It had been...extraordinary. 

No. That wasn’t a good enough word. I didn’t have a word for how absolutely perfect she’d been. My dragon and I could only stare at her in shock and quiet surprise. My heartbeat was loud in my ears. My brother shifted her into my arms as if he knew how much I needed to hold her. 

Once her body was curled in my arms, the air around me settled slightly and the earth softened so that her body was more comfortable against me. I didn’t care how long we had to sit here as long as I got to hold her. My dragon let out a low rumble thrilled to have her so close and not wanting to do anything to risk her moving. It was why he was being so damn quiet. It was annoying because I hadn’t even realized the fucker could be so controlled when it came to her. Damn bastard. 

Honestly, it didn’t surprise me completely that he was acting weird because I felt like my entire world had shifted seeing her in flames. Seeing her elegant frame soaring through the air, quieting any other emotions but awe. Which is saying something considering what exactly I’d been feeling, which was a lot of different shit. Intense shit that was probably unhealthy. 

That wasn’t new though. Everything I felt for her was intense. I’d never had good luck being able to hide my emotions like Ledger could. Even after being beat often during our childhood. I never stopped crying as a kid. Mostly, because it never stopped hurting. When I came to Marco and the rest of the flight, I flinched a lot. 

I didn’t flinch anymore, mostly because there wasn’t a lot I was afraid of. Except maybe Maya. I was a bit scared of her because she had my heart in her small delicate hands. I just hoped she wouldn’t crush it. 

I think that was why I continued to collect stuff from her. I wanted to always have her things around me so even if she didn’t want me one day, I would have things that reminded me of her. Reminded me of when she did love me. 

I mean, I couldn’t expect the woman to fall in love with me like I’d fallen in love with her. Hell, how did I even tell her or begin to tell her how I felt? Ledger said that she knew about me taking her stuff and how I felt. I wasn’t positive that I believed him. Yet, at the same time, I wanted to believe it. I wanted to believe her soft smiles and touches were representative of a future of us together. I didn’t want her to get tired of me. I wanted her love more than I had ever wanted any shit before. Well, besides of course, some of the stuff I collected from her. I loved collecting her shit. It was weird, I knew it. 

I was weird. 

Henry’s voice was getting louder and my arms tightened on her small frame, a pulse of fear hitting my chest. Now that she was in my arms, there was far less panic and fear, but not much better. I’d been terrified and furious when I’d been woken up, feeling odd as if something had shifted in the house. As if something had changed. 

Then we realized Maya was no longer in the house. Atlas had essentially lost his shit, letting me know just how he felt about Maya because the man didn’t get very worked up. Sai kept saying he knew something was off. 

I think we all knew Maya wouldn’t just leave the house like that. It wasn’t something she would do. Right? Croy had immediately shifted to scent her path and we followed above from the air, keeping an eye on his path. My stomach had bottomed out as we neared the edge of land and roar of the ocean. 

Then I smelled Pastor Malcolm and Lorn. Fury had rolled over me and the urge, which had never hit me so strong before, flooded through me to snap both of their bodies in my jaw...but then, they didn’t matter nearly as much. 

Maya had appeared in my view and like I said everything seemed to center in on her small, elegant frame. She had soared easily, naturally, through the space and filled my entire chest with a proud, awed, feeling that almost hurt. She was that fucking beautiful, it hurt. It was physically painful. 

For a normal Earth realm bird, she was large like a massive raven, or something along those lines. Her entire neck and legs were colored in golden scales and her body was made of thick gold and red feathers that were ablaze with fire. But not just normal fire, no her wings were painted with red, orange, and purple flames. Her body a royal blue and purple inferno. She was like a blaze of angelic beauty. Now, as if it had never happened, she was resting in my arms with a smile on her lips, eyes closed peacefully, keeping me completely entranced in her beauty. 

“Her father is a fucking witch?!” Sai exclaimed, looking panicked. 

“Yes, he must have been one hell of a shielder for us to not notice,” Marco deemed, his jaw clicking, “We need to get him and Lorn back to somewhere we can contain and question them. I want them taken to the local wolf pack lands. Alpha Creed has cells for new shifters and I don’t want them let out until we know how the fuck she was taken from our house and how Lorn was part of this.”

Atlas looked up from his phone. “Marco the cameras show her walking out, like she was sleepwalking.”

“This is fucked up,” my brother muttered. 

“He used magic then?” Croy demanded, but we all knew the answer.

I stopped paying attention though because Maya shifted in my arms, her face flushing pink as a pulse of magic rolled over her skin, causing a scale like pattern to shift underneath it in a gold and sapphire motif. My eyes widened as I ran a finger down her arm gently, the pattern appearing once again. 

I’d seen that pattern once before, right before she had been reborn, but the blue was new. It was stunning and odd. I wasn’t positive what was normal for a phoenix but she seemed to have an unusually unique and beautiful air to her. Or and this was possible, I was completely biased when it came to her. That was no doubt more likely the case than anything. But maybe it was both...

Croy confirmed my original thoughts as he crouched down in front of me, grasping her arm and brushing where the scales had just been. Underneath Croy’s fingers it pulsated as well and his eyebrows shot up. “What color was that?”

I arched a brow, “Did you not just see that?” 

“I just need fucking confirmation,” he stated quietly, the others talking behind him about god knows what. 

My brother, who was sitting next to me, spoke, “Blue and gold.” 

Croy made a worried noise in the back of his throat, snapping his head around to look at the others. “Marco.”

“What?” Marco’s voice was harsh and stressed. I didn’t blame him for his reaction. This was probably driving him fucking crazy having a situation so outside his control. 

Henry already looked like he was about to blow a gasket, his eyes flashing between the others and Maya’s sleeping form. 

Sai was pacing back and forth, running a hand through his hair, looking worked up as all hell. 

Atlas was just scaring me a bit. His silence was unnerving as all hell and it was never a good sign. If anyone was liable to snap it was Henry, but I didn’t doubt that Atlas was close to that edge as well. I think with Maya, we all were right on that edge. I clutched her closer, not positive exactly how I felt right now as the awe fell away. 

Fuck she had literally been drawn out of our own house. We hadn’t even started to consider shit like that when it came to her security. 

“I think we need to get to the Dreki realm as soon as possible,” Croy answered, “I haven’t seen anything like Maya’s shifted form before. It is...unique, to say the least.” 

“Is that not how phoenix are supposed to look?” Henry asked as concern trumped his anger. 

“We can’t go until we handle this,” Marco countered. 

“We have to,” Croy stated softly, “trust me. Listen, I’ll call one of my associates. I have a few people that owe me a favor and one of them used to do military...um, interrogation.” 

Torture. He meant torture.

“Can he be here by the morning?” Henry asked, looking concerned, “We need to head to LA to go to the portal for the Dreki realm as it is.”

“Don’t forget about that fucking council event,” Atlas muttered.

“Event?” I asked, frowning. To be fair I wasn’t always updated on our plans until the last second. I had never minded my place in our flight because frankly, I didn’t want to be in charge, but right now I was sort of wishing I had been kept up to date more. To be fair, I could have asked though. 

“Yeah, we have to meet the other dragons in the fucking area, introduce her to all the other flights,” Atlas explained.

“No,” Sai growled, “I fucking hate that.”

“We have to go out there anyway, it just makes sense,” Henry started with a grunt.

“Alright,” Marco sighed, “Anani, can you, Ledger, and Atlas all head home? We will take care of these bastards and then Croy will have his contact meet us there as soon as possible. You three can meet us there once she wakes up and is feeling better. Although, I would prefer for her to not show up at all, I need all of you there, just in case and I don’t want to leave her at home. Make sure the cat stays though.” 

“Undetermined if possible,” Ledger chuckled, “but she will stay in the purse. None of the wolves will fucking mess with her.”  

That was the honest fucking truth in reference to both Maya and Bella. Atlas jumped off the cliff, shifting mid air, and flying around in a large circle as his wings pushed air across the cliff side and the trees behind us rustled. I clutched Maya closer worried that she would get cold, although her body temperature didn’t make me think so. I stood up easily, as my brother kicked her father’s ribs, a sharp crack sound making me smile. 

Ledger jumped off the edge and shifted, floating right off the side as I scaled his back and locked her between his neck and my body. We were off within a minute and Maya muttered a few soft words under her breath, making my chest warm. 

The further we got away from Lorn and her father the better I felt. Now, if only we could avoid going back to that fucking hell hole I grew up in. 

OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 18
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Maya

“I still don’t understand,” I frowned, taking a sip of my coffee that was in a large travel mug. “Humans don’t like our relationship because it is different than theirs. But it doesn’t affect them at all. So why do they care?” 

Ledger chuckled, “Because humans are fickle.”

“Fickle,” I let the word slide off my tongue, “I like that word.”

“I like pretty much anything that comes out of your mouth,” Anani grunted, rolling his head on my shoulder. 

They were a bit grumpy today. I knew they didn’t want me to be here. Well, to be going where they were, but as far as I was concerned, this was far more my problem than theirs. I mean really, my father and no doubt Lorn, would not be bothering my mates or the local pack if it wasn’t for me. I just felt like it was the responsible thing to do, to be here in person, to at least see the two of them. 

Whether or not I planned on staying for the ‘interrogation’ element was up in the air, personally I would prefer not. Although there was a small dark flame in the center of my chest, that I now recognized as my magic, that encouraged me to stay. Encouraged me to watch them suffer. 

I ran my hands through Bella’s fur. No. I didn’t want her to have to see that. Plus, apparently we had to head to Los Angeles today, so I felt like going for this initial bit was a good idea. I don’t think I could relax or leave town until I confirmed that they were locked up.

In the back of the SUV our bags had already been packed up and I had a feeling we would be going straight to the jet, possibly not coming back until after visiting the Dreki realm. Which was why I had brought Bella, my grin growing thinking about them trying to convince me to leave her during this meeting. It didn’t work, if that wasn’t obvious. 

They hadn’t explained why, but I felt like now that I had shifted it was extremely important to them that we go and see the doctor that had specific knowledge about phoenixes. I nibbled my lip thoughtfully. What if they said something was wrong with me? That I wasn’t even normal for a phoenix? Honestly, that was a far bigger issue to me than the protection aspect Marco was talking about. My skin shivered slightly at how sore I was still, but it was a good type of sore. I loved it. I loved him.

I suppose the concept of kids one day didn’t bother me because wasn’t that what mates did, mated? I brought Bella against my chest, pleased at the concept of our future family. 

So yes, there had been no way Bella and I were going to sit idly by until they were ready to leave. These were my mates, my father being difficult, and my bully causing trouble. Almost as if in agreement, Bella made a soft meow that had me smiling. I knew I would have to put her in my purse once we arrived, unfortunately. I wasn’t clear why she couldn’t just climb up onto my shoulder, but apparently wolves weren’t so buddy buddy with cats. Something I didn’t fully understand. 

As we drove towards a section of town I’d yet to explore, the foliage grew thicker and the skies rumbled despite no rain breaking through. Which was good because the outfit I had worn wasn’t very rain friendly. It was cute though. 

I’d worn a pair of dark jeans with lace up purple boots and a matching sweater, with a cream colored puffy vest. My hair had been placed in a loose braid and I may or may not have put on a really pretty pink lace bra and matching boyshorts. You know...just in case. What? You couldn’t blame me completely. I wanted a repeat of yesterday ten times over...with all of my mates...

Ledger’s thumb began to rub over my skin gently from where he was holding my hand, pulling me out of my thoughts. Which was good because I would totally distract them if I told them just what I was thinking about. I was starting to realize that the things I said had a massive effect on the guys. Sometimes I didn’t even mean to turn them on and I totally did. It was like freakin’ magic. I was totally going to test it out, preferably often. 

My eyes flickered to Atlas where he sat in the front driving, not seeming to have minded that the twins had squished me into a seat together. My massive dragon mate’s eyes met mine through the mirror and I blushed, feeling caught staring at him. Except instead of his normal charming smile, his eyes were heated and intense. Honestly, he looked very worked up compared to normal. 

Without another word, I placed Bella in my purse and unbuckled my seat belt. I sat the purse on the bench and in a quick movement climbed over the row to sit in the passenger seat next to Atlas, despite the twins making sounds of frustration. My dragon’s lip twitched in amusement as I turned to face him slightly, examining his expression. I was finding that I had learned their expressions for more than expected, allowing me to know when exactly they felt different than normal. 

I sensed it even this morning when I woke up, my back to Atlas’s chest and head buried in Ledger’s warm scent that emanated from his muscular tattooed chest. Anani had his arms wrapped around my legs, seeming to have fallen asleep there without having even changed for bed, his shoes still on. I couldn’t have imagined that it had been very comfortable, then again most of them looked like they had all but passed out when we got home. 

Honestly, I wasn’t completely sure what happened last night after I fell asleep. I knew what had happened before, but after shifting back into human form, I had been absolutely exhausted. As of this morning, all four of us could probably guess the others seemed very tense and stressed. I would have blamed it on who we were meeting at Jordan’s pack lands, but I had a feeling it had nothing to do with that. 

I frowned slightly, feeling as though my father and my history were causing problems for my mates. Now we were even involving Jordan’s family. I felt like an awful friend. Slight panic overwhelmed me as I clasped my hands together not willing to let the natural insecurity run over me. 

On a positive note, we were going to see where Jordan lived. My eyes widened as we neared massive bronze gates that were easily two times the size of Altas, possibly more. Surrounding the gates, as they swung inward, were large men and tall women that seemed to move with an almost unnatural grace. Honestly, they all looked a bit like Jordan. I could see the curiosity in their gazes as we waited for them to wave us in so that we could drive up the brick pathway. The end of which sat a massive brick and ivy house that I had to assume was where Jordan and her family lived. 

“Hey, Atlas?” I asked quietly as he intertwined his fingers tighter with mine. “Are you okay?”

Atlas tilted his head curiously as we waited on them. I had to fight the urge to look around at the massive mansion and the properties that I could see dotting the land behind it. Man, this place was absolutely massive. Did all wolf packs live like this? All together? Honestly, that was pretty cool. A shiver rolled over my skin thinking about my father and his apparent ‘coven.’ They had all lived together also...

I just couldn’t get over the fact that not only had he known I was a shifter but he also had magic! I scowled trying to not get caught up on how I felt about the man, knowing that it only made me more upset and didn't affect him in the least. 

“I’m never okay when you are in possible danger,” he noted softly, kissing my hand before pulling forward through the gates. “It scares the shit out of me, angel. You literally walked out of the house and failed to trigger any of the alarms. I have no idea how you managed to do that. I don’t like not understanding what happened. I make it my job to understand shit like that and focus on the security of our family.” 

I think it was the most I had heard the man talk about something that wasn’t light hearted. I swallowed nervously while tightening my grip on his warm, rough, large hand. 

I blushed slightly, “I don’t know either but I hope it never happens again. I love that you worry about me so much, Atlas. It’s sweet. I’ve never had someone worry about me like that, before all of you came along.” 

Atlas' normal, heated smile flipped onto his lips as my breathing caught at how beautiful he was. “That’s me, Angel. Sweet.” 

“You are,” I whispered trying to be as honest as possible despite feeling a bit embarrassed, “you always say the sweetest things and you always put me first.”

“You aren’t just first. You’re the only,” he mumbled softly as we drove up the driveway. My eyes teared slightly as he kissed my hand again looking like he wanted to pull me into his lap. I would have been totally fine with that, honestly. When he parked, I heard a small excited squeal and turned my head towards the house, our small moment broken but not over. 

Immediately, I smiled seeing a flash of crimson as Jordan sprinted down her front porch. Atlas made a worried noise as both twins called out my name, as I flung open the main door of the car and ran towards my friend.  

“Maya!” she exclaimed as I met her in a hug. I grinned at the familiar scent Jordan always carried and I pulled back, offering a massive smile. 

“I’m so excited to see where you live,” I stated, looking around. 

“I am so glad you are finally here.” She tugged my hand towards the massive bronze doors that led into a marble hallway. Holy crap. Jordan’s entire house was made of chandeliers and expensive furniture, everything in pale creams and golds. Honestly, it was a bit overwhelming. I felt like I couldn’t touch anything. But it somehow seemed to suit her just fine, her bright crimson hair contrasting it as she began to talk aimlessly, my ears catching what she was saying despite my lack of attention.

“I’ve literally been trying on different clothes because I’ve been that bored,” she groaned. “Father said that until you guys got here I couldn’t come down. I don’t get why, but I wasn’t about to argue with him.”

I smiled at her hyper attitude and realized that she seemed very energetic today. Her lean form was dressed in dark jeans and a half top that seemed a bit vintage and worn, but fit against her frame showing off how fit she was. I had to admit I was a bit jealous...

We pushed through the back doors, tall and filled with glass, my eyes immediately going to where my mates stood. I’d been right by the way, about the other properties. The entire massive green estate went all the way back, as far as I could see into the forest, filled with smaller versions of the large house we just left. In the back of the main house, there were spots for what appeared to be small bonfires and a large structure like stage. 

Off to the side, however, was a dark roofed veranda with four dark cages that seemed to be a bit older than everything else. I could see my father passed out against the back of it and Lorn laid out on the floor, looking like he still hadn’t woken up from last night. Frankly, it served them both right.

“Who is that?” Jordan froze, pulling back sharply as I stumbled slightly. I winced at how tight her grip went on my hand, my eyes following her gaze. 

Next to Croy, who looked very handsome this morning if I do say so, was a man I’d never seen before. I inhaled slightly, smelling an odd exotic, almost perfumed scent coming from him. His dark eyes hooded, lazily examining the space. His dark curly hair matched the clothing he wore, which was dark with dark leather like boots. 

I had to admit he was handsome. Not as handsome as my mates but nice to look at for sure. If I had to guess, he was nearly 6’4 and very muscular, Jordan clearly very confused on what she was seeing compared to me. I mean the woman was literally frozen next to me, her body trembling slightly. 

“Jordan?” I asked quietly, feeling my other men come out onto the stone patio behind us. Before I could ask their opinion on what was going on, the wind blew and all heads, including my mates, snapped towards us. I knew why they had looked over here but I watched as the new man snapped his gaze directly towards Jordan. 

I saw surprise flit over his expression as he froze. If I had to guess, the man was no doubt in his mid-twenties. Yet any confident look that had been there before was gone upon seeing my friend. What the heck was going on between them? I was missing something wasn’t I? I opened my mouth to say something but Henry’s voice echoed throughout the space.

“Um, Maya,” Henry stated softly, his voice tinged with concern, “come here, honey.”

I was so not understanding what was going on right now. I examined Jordan as she made a frustrated small whine that made me worried about her. Someone rumbled behind us but I didn’t look back, stuck on why her expression seemed somewhat familiar...oh. I understood now. I snapped my head towards the group, finding the mysterious man far closer than before. 

I felt my eyebrows going up, recognizing the same type of energy that I felt between my mates and I. That energetic almost cautious vibration that still made me feel hyper when I was surrounded by all of them. Which of course meant... They were mates? Holy crap. 

Sai gently took my hand from Jordan’s without touching her, the mysterious man watching his hands and growling until Sai tugged me back. I frowned and spoke quietly, “Are they—”

“I would say so,” he mumbled softly, sounding humored. I turned into his chest, relaxing fully as he began to gently massage my scalp with his large warm hands. 

“Hi,” Jordan finally whispered, her voice and body shaky, eyes darkening. I had a feeling she wanted to launch herself forward but for whatever reason she didn’t move, despite him growing closer to her. He moved cautiously as if he was worried he would scare her away. 

The mysterious man stepped up so that he was looking down at her, a large hand cupping her jaw. “Hello, little love.” His voice was a thick accent that I think was British, although I wasn’t 100% positive. Jordan’s eyebrows went up as her face turned bright pink and her mouth popped open. 

“Who the heck are you?” she mumbled, her voice quieter than I’d ever heard it. 

“Marcellus,” he offered, his thumb running across her cheekbone. 

“Croy?” I finally asked. “Who is this?” What? She was my friend and if that was her mate, I very much wanted to know. 

“Marcellus,” Croy approached me and tugged me gently from Sai, despite his frustrated noise. “My associate from Los Angeles. We met a bit ago.” 

Marcellus scoffed, “If two hundred years is ‘a bit ago’. Little love, what’s your name?”

“Jordan,” my friend said softly. 

“Stunning name,” Marcellus noted and I found myself smiling because they were so cute together. 

“No!” A loud voice echoed as I watched Jordan’s father approach through the back doors. “Absolutely fucking not.”

I felt my eyebrows arch up, Jordan turned looking upset. “Dad, stop it.” 

“No,” her father growled, walking up to press a hand to his daughter's upper back. “We aren’t doing this. You just turned eighteen and I have no idea who this asshole is. He sure as hell isn’t a wolf from our pack. Plus, no offense Marco, but anyone who hangs with your crowd doesn’t have a reputation of being fucking safe.”

Marco chuckled softly and I looked over at him, blushing when his hot gaze trailed over me. I shivered trying to not get caught up on him right now. I didn’t want to miss any of this situation. 

“Sir,” Marcellus stepped up, pulling Jordan against his chest while keeping his gaze on her father, “I understand your concern—”

“No,” her father growled. I swear my eyes were bouncing back and forth between the two of them as Jordan watched with a bit of equal interest. 

Then Marcellus let out his own low growl, the air changing as I felt Croy shake his head looking frustrated with all of this. If I had to guess, he felt like it was a distraction. I knew Atlas felt similar, his eyes tracking the situation with lazy entertainment.

Jordan’s mate narrowed his eyes as power charged the area. I couldn’t tell you what type of shifter he was but the power streaking through the space was like dark electricity. I knew he was a shifter of some type for sure though, it had a distinct smell to it that I was starting to recognize with the help of my magic. Whatever it was, or he was, it changed the dynamic of the space. 

“I understand what you're saying, but we need to talk about this. Specifically Jordan and I need to talk, no doubt my brothers will be along shortly if they feel the bond and unless you want to wait...” He let that linger. Brothers? Jordan’s eyes went wide. Does she have multiple mates as well? Croy chuckled and I realized I’d spoken out loud.

Marcellus continued, “I don’t want to pull rank on your own fucking pack lands.” 

After a pregnant pause, her father turned on his heel toward the house and Jordan smiled following after. Marcellus offered Croy and the others a look I didn’t understand before following. I sighed and looked back towards the others.

“Well, that’s a bit exciting!” I chirped. “Does she have multiple mates? Can we do double dates? That's a thing right?”

Croy chuckled as Sai offered a big smile, “God, Maya. I love you, Kitten.” 

I blushed as the others started talking. Did he really?

***
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Jordan

AND HERE I HAD THOUGHT today would have been boring.

I mean most times, Maya made my life more interesting than it was. For example, landing a fairly light but impactful hit to that one bitches face this week? A lot of fun. But that was about it. Usually my weeks were boring and now that Maya wouldn’t be in school? I didn’t even want to consider how long this year would be. 

I shook my head wondering what exactly was going on outside and frustrated that my father wouldn’t let me join them. I couldn’t even see them fully because they were under the pavilion. I felt like it was important to be out there though. 

“Jordan?” my housekeeper called, “Your friend is arriving.”

I turned from where I was standing in front of the hallway mirror, the opulent surroundings of my house a pale cream and gold. My housekeeper, Nina, offered a soft smile and tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear. Honestly, after losing my mother she was the closest thing I had to a mother and she wasn’t even a shifter. 

Without another thought I was out the door, watching a large black SUV pull up. Immediately, the door opened and my best friend practically catapulted herself out and I hugged her eagerly, so thrilled to see her. Honestly, it was a wonder how Maya and I were friends because we were so different. Not just in looks though, but more than that. I thought I would get frustrated with her naive nature but she never seemed to use it as a crutch and if anything I found myself viewing things differently than before. I had assumed that she had gone through something horrible but until I had heard my father talking it over with his Beta I hadn’t realized how bad. 

They didn’t know much, but I knew she was rumored to be a phoenix and had been apparently abused by her mother and father, the latter having returned into town. A surge of sisterly protective instincts ran through me because it was bullshit that someone as sweet as Maya should ever have to go through something like that. I suppose it was good that she had the Moretti's behind her because if anyone was scary enough to handle that it was them. 

I didn’t meet the guys’ gazes very often because I wasn’t very confident, even being an alpha, that I would be able to win that shit. I also didn’t trust my wolf to not start shit. Instead, I tugged Maya towards the door glad to finally be able to go into the backyard and see what was going on. I honestly couldn’t even tell you what I was saying to Maya because I was so damn hyper. 

Immediately, when we went through the french doors, the scent of myrrh and a darker undertone of citrus invaded my nose. My wolf, a dramatic bitch who usually offered me a series of eyerolls and huffs through the day, stood immediately and stilled. I felt my body lock into place as I searched the area. 

Then it all made sense. 

“Who is that?” I asked immediately but not giving a shit about the answer. My eyes ran over the truly massive man standing in our backyard, and that was saying something because I was tall for a woman. I had nothing on this 6’4 massive jaguar. Absolutely nothing. 

My eyes ran over his olive skin tone in a greedy fashion as his charcoal colored eyes scanned the property in a lazy fashion, not having noticed me yet. Which was good because I wasn’t positive I was ready for the bond trying to form between us. A mesh of energy that was stretching towards him with each moment I stayed in the same space. I wanted to run my hands through his dark hair while also turning and getting the fuck out of here. A jaguar and wolf? That spelled trouble. 

Hadn’t I always said I didn’t want a mate? I had felt they were a restraint on your freedom. This though? This didn’t feel restraining. This felt like a pulsating sense of joy in the center of my chest that threatened to overwhelm me. Then the wind blew and I felt my heart slow right as he snapped his gaze towards mine, his expression blanking completely. The two of us suspended in the moment, my feet frozen to the spot. 

I heard Maya say something, but a low whine broke from my throat as the man’s chest rumbled in a near purr. I could feel myself wanting to crawl towards him and bear my neck. I had never felt like this before. I could feel my entire center exploding with heat and the closer he got the more on fire I felt. He was moving with an elegant grace but almost hesitantly as if he was worried I would run. The only fucking running I would be doing would be towards him. 

“Hi,” I whispered as he stepped up in front of me. I nearly moaned as his large rough hand cupped my jaw and my eyes fluttered slightly. 

“Hello, little love.” His English accent had me practically melting. My eyebrows went up as I felt my entire face flush because fuck, could this guy be any more perfect?

“Who the heck are you?” I mumbled, barely able to talk. No seriously. Who the heck did he think he was being so perfect? 

“Marcellus.” His voice was rough as my skin prickled with the awareness of how close he was, my nipples tightening and my nails biting into my palms trying to fight the urge to mark his skin, or bite him. I wanted my mating bite on his skin, maybe right on his chest so everyone would know...

I heard Croy briefly mention that they were associates but honestly unless it was coming from Marcellus, I didn’t really care right now. His response, had me wanting to smile as a dark hint of humor flashed across his eyes and his lip tilted, “If two hundred years, is ‘a bit ago’.” Then he looked back at me, “Little love, what’s your name?”

“Jordan,” I answered immediately, almost as if compelled. 

“Stunning name,” he noted softly as I felt myself lean towards him. 

“No!” My dad’s loud voice echoed as he walked outside, “Absolutely fucking not.”

Now, normally my dad was a reasonable man. After losing my sister and mother? Well, he’d become...protective to say the least. I felt an annoyance flare in my chest because I had literally talked to him the other day about how we both needed to focus on being happy. He was a young guy and as much as I didn’t want a step-mom, I also didn’t want him being alone. 

I turned on my heel as the slight haze popped, “Dad, stop it.”

“No.” My dad approached looking down at me. “We aren’t doing this. You just turned eighteen and I have no idea who this asshole is. He sure as hell isn’t a wolf from our pack. Plus, no offense, Marco, but anyone who hangs with your crowd doesn’t have a reputation of being fucking safe.”

Everything he said was true and none of it mattered. He could be a fucking assassin and I wouldn’t give a shit. You couldn’t deny a mate bond and I sure as hell didn’t want to. 

“Sir,” Marcellus pulled me against his chest as I let out a small comforting sound, leaning into him, “I understand your concern—”

“No,” my father responded sharply. 

Marcellus didn’t like his tone at all, I could tell. Any chance of him not being dominant flew out the window when I felt pure shifter energy fill the air. Holy crap. I could feel the alpha energy circulating through the space and I knew at once that he was not only more powerful than myself but more so than my father. I think the only person I knew stronger than him would be Marco and possibly Henry...but dragons were a different level of power. You just didn’t mess with that type of situation. 

“I understand what you're saying, but we need to talk about this. Specifically Jordan and I need to talk, no doubt my brothers will be along shortly if they feel the bond and unless you want to wait...” Brothers? Did he just say brothers? Oh Christ. I could feel my wolf let out yips and dancing the fuck around. 

Marcellus continued, “I don’t want to pull rank on your own fucking pack lands.” Why was that so sexy? I should feel annoyed with his dominance and instead I just found it ridiculously attractive. I felt my smile grow as my father turned and walked towards the house, following promptly because not only did I want this to go well but I needed to know more about my mate. I felt him following me and I resisted the urge to look back as my father ushered us into his massive office. 

I immediately sat down on the edge of the desk, my father pacing the floor behind it. I was focused on Marcellus though, his dark eyes and small, private, wicked smile making my toes curl. I was absolutely caught in his energy and the way he filled the space, the room almost spinning as I gripped the desk harder. He approached and stood in front of me, smoothing a hand down my neck and pulse while watching my father with curiosity. 

My father turned and growled, “She just turned 18, Marcellus.” Wrong. I was a year older than everyone in my grade because I had been held back after everything with my sister and mother...so I’d turned eighteen this past March. He continued anyway, “I know exactly how fucking old you are, you’re literally almost ten times her god damn age.” 

That was sort of hot. 

“Okay first of all,” I turned to look at my father, feeling Marcellus snag my hip slightly so I didn’t move away too far. “I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions, Dad. Second of all, you don’t have a lot of excuses to talk. Mom was literally half your age.”

I didn’t feel bad for bringing it up. My father and I were best friends at the heart of it all and we weren’t one of those families that didn’t talk about loss. Our pack had been supportive when they’d lost their luna and behind closed doors we still talked about the two of them, never wanting to lose their memory. 

My father narrowed his eyes. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” I crossed my arms as Marcellus let out a low attractive rumble, his chin resting on top of my head as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if we had been doing this forever. As if we had been together for years rather than minutes...

“He’s not a wolf,” my father bit out, “you are the future alpha of this pack, Jordan.”

I broke away from Marcellus, his throat letting loose a frustrated noise, as I walked towards my father. I could see the concern radiating from him as I placed a hand on his arm and spoke quietly. “Dad, it’s fine, really. Trust me on this.”

I knew I was asking a lot, but after a moment, my father pressed a kiss to my forehead and after a narrowed gaze at my mate, left the room looking annoyed. Well, that could have gone worse I suppose. But I also knew how much he wanted me to be happy, so I wasn’t all that surprised, I just hoped he took the same advice. The two of us had been lonely since my sister and mother left us. I had a feeling my father hadn’t gone far though but I appreciated the attempt. 

“Shit,” I hissed in surprise as a hard body pressed up behind me, having lost visual on Marcellus for only moments. I shivered as his lips skimmed my neck gently, an arm locked around me. Christ, he was so ridiculously hard. I resisted the urge to arch backwards and squirm against him. 

I’d dated a few humans and even a few shifters throughout highschool, the latter always more difficult because we knew we would eventually meet our mates. It was rare for shifters to not make those connections and when their mate passed away, in the case of my father, they rarely re-married. If they did it was usually other widowed mates. I was really thankful for never having a long term relationship because being around Marcellus now? There was no comparison. I blushed thinking about how much older he was than myself and no doubt how much experience he had...when I had none. Well, I had some but I’d never gone for the full home run. No one had held my attention enough for that.

Turning into him, I whimpered slightly as he stepped forward pressing me up against the dark bookshelves that covered the back wall behind the desk. His eyes melted into black pools of liquid heat as I hesitantly reached a hand up to his cut jaw. His eyes closing as he leaned into my palm, looking as though it caused him immense pleasure. I loved that. 

His eyes flashed open as he gently placed a large hand around the back of my neck so I was looking up at him. “Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you, love?” His voice was a dark low purr, “Nearly two fucking centuries. Two centuries, Jordan.”

“Hate to tell you but I haven’t been alive that long, handsome,” I teased and let my hand fall to his chest, running up and down it gently. 

“I am perfectly aware of how old you are and it doesn’t phase me, nor will it phase my brothers. I feel like I’ve been in a fucking fog until about nine months ago. I’m assuming you turned eighteen sometime last March?” he asked intently as I got stuck on that word, brothers.

“That makes bloody sense, I thought I was going crazy. We thought we were going crazy, the house was a fucking nightmare—”

“Who is ‘we’?” I felt like that was a good way to start, right?

“My brothers,” he offered softly. “The four of us live down in Los Angeles, well except for one of them, but he will be back within a day, if I had to guess.”

I shook my head. “I’m a bit confused. Why would they all rush back?”

His eyes warmed. “Because jaguars usually mate as a shadow.” 

“Oh,” I breathed in and looked away, “you know it’s possible they won’t like me right? I mean hell we don’t even know each other, and how do they know where we are?”

“Our bond, they realized it the moment I saw you,” he whispered softly. “As for not liking you, I don’t think that is possible, Jordan. Plus, I’m glad my jaguar has stopped fucking growling in my ear, I was going crazy trying to figure out what he wanted.”

I ran a hand over his neck gently and smiled, “Guess you found what you were looking for, huh?”

“More than I could have ever hoped for,” he murmured, dipping his head and pressing his lips to mine as everything inside of me seemed to shudder to a halt. Oh wow. Without even trying to control my reaction, I was on him, my fingers intertwining with his hair as my back pressed further into the wall. I let out a soft whine as he groaned, nipping my bottom lip and running a hand up my waist, gripping tightly. 

“Jordan,” he growled against my lips, “you taste like fucking honey.”

I inhaled sharply at a loss for words, “I don’t even know what to say right now, Marcellus. This is insane.”

Before another word could be spoken, a roar sounded from outside. Fuck. Lorn was awake. Asshole literally ruined everything. 
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Maya

WELL, someone woke up a bit cranky this morning. 

I leaned back into Atlas, the others talking quietly as we waited for Marcellus to come back. I had been told we didn’t plan on staying to help out or even watch his ‘interrogation’, which was a word that didn’t seem to fit the situation all that much. Instead, we were essentially ready to go once Croy confirmed one or two things with Marcellus. I wasn’t going to complain, my father had woken and was glaring at me with enough malice that it was impressive. Honestly, though, I couldn’t not pay attention to the magic that vibrated off the walls of his cage. It was nearly as distracting as Lorn, who had shifted and let out a massive roar, before starting to pace back and forth on all fours. Now, I may be biased because he’s a jerk but he was sort of an ugly bear. 

The doors opened and Jordan’s father looked back, offering both Jordan and Marcellus a dry look. Not that they noticed because they were both talking quietly and holding hands. I smiled at the happiness that seemed to radiate from my friend. 

Bella meowed from the purse on my shoulder and I put my hand inside to offer her a soothing pet, instantly putting her in a playful mood as she rolled on her back and began to play with my fingers. I winced as she bit one of them but didn’t stop her, distracted as my friend walked closer.

“Are we good? I want to talk about one or two things before we head out,” Croy asked, looking unamused.

“Where the hell are you taking my daughter?!” Pastor Malcolm growled standing up and banging on the cage. I did my best to ignore him, but I saw the dark flash of anger on Sai’s face as he squeezed my hand, probably trying to not get angry. 

I didn’t trust the gaze my father had on me, switching between fury and smug satisfaction. His face was bruised to nearly unrecognizable, nose broken, and a tooth was missing as he grinned, blood dried to his mouth and teeth. I had a feeling this wasn’t over. I knew they had my father imprisoned but the man looked far too happy for someone that should feel as though they lost. Was it wrong that I wished we could kill him? But I knew he had important information. More than that, which I had brought up to my mates, there could be others. Others like myself. 

Marcellus chuckled but I didn’t know if it was at Croy’s tone or my father. Either way after pressing a kiss to Jordan’s head she came to stand near me. 

“Hi, Marcellus,” I offered to the man, figuring I should be polite.

“Maya.” He offered a small head nod. 

Croy growled and the man shook his head, walking a short distance so the two of them could talk. Instantly, I tugged Jordan’s hand and took a few steps away. Despite my comfortability, I knew she didn’t like talking about super personal stuff around my mates. I didn’t blame her. Not sure I would feel comfortable doing so around Marcellus. 

“Maya,” she squeaked, “he’s my flippin’ mate.”

“That’s so exciting,” I grinned authentically, “what did he say?”

“So much,” she mumbled, “I feel so overwhelmed, apparently he has several brothers... and they mate as a shadow? Is that a thing? I guess it is, your flight does it. But I’m not sure I can handle that Maya—”

“Hey,” I squeezed her hand, “you don’t have to handle anything. First, just focus on meeting them and see if you even like them. Or heck, if they are even nice.” She smirked as Marcellus let out a frustrated noise at my comment. No idea why.

“You’re right,” she nodded and then frowned. “How long are you going to be gone for?”

“I have no idea,” I stated honestly, “we are going to the Dreki realm.”

“Shit,” she frowned and turned to look at Henry who was unabashedly watching us, “will she be able to text and stuff still?”

“We will make sure she can be in contact,” he assured quietly.

“Perfect!” Jordan nodded and offered me a hug. “See you when you get back?”

I nodded and once Croy was done we were leaving. A weird sensation filled my chest and I had a feeling that when I came back, things would be different. I wasn’t positive what exactly, but there was a sense of change in the air. 

I just hoped it was a good change for my mates and I. 
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Croy

The low hum of the jet had everyone easily relaxing, almost falling asleep after such a long night. I hoped that Marcellus would make her father and Lorn suffer as much as I craved. I tried to shrug off my wolf but he wasn’t having it, practically snarling and growling at anything that threatened our mate. It was getting far fucking worse now that she was slowly claiming her other mates. Ten times worse because I could smell Marco all over her when I wanted to be the one that was marking her with my scent. Hell, I would even take her marking me. I just needed something. Fucking anything. 

Right now, Maya was spread out on the bed of the jet’s suite, her dark hair like a mass of waves around her perfect tan face. The sound of a game being played on her phone echoed through the space as I scrolled through my laptop, Bella bouncing back and forth between the barely open door of the suite and the bed. Exhausting herself no doubt. I wish my wolf would do the same. 

“Hey, Croy?” Maya asked, putting down her phone as I looked at my perfect mate. Not even exaggerating, the woman was perfect. Her soft pouty lips were stained a darker red than normal and her eyes seemed to have darkened into a carmel brown. I could get lost in her eyes and that wasn’t even me being dramatic. I could stare at her for hours. 

“Yeah, Sugar?” I asked curiously, closing my laptop and pulling her close to me. Instead of snuggling up, she tried to roll us so that she was straddling me, offering me an innocent smile. I say try because it was a pretty adorable effort that I allowed because, fuck, why would I say no to her on top of me? I narrowed my eyes at the playful light in her gaze, my hands lightly on her hips worried that if I tightened them I’d drag her down further on top of me and take care of that mating problem.

“I was wondering,” she placed her crossed arms on my chest, snuggling down so that we were nearly nose to nose. “Do you have any family you still talk to? I was thinking about how Marcellus had his brothers and I was curious if you had any.”

A small pain surged through me as I offered her a soft look. “Afraid not, Maya. During one of the wars, my mother and father were killed along with my baby sister. There had been a movement to wipe out shifters before they could become common knowledge. Mind you, the american government seemed to have no fucking issues with using them in the war.” It was a bullshit situation, to say the least. 

Maya searched my face, “I’m so sorry, Croy.” Damn it. I didn’t even mean to make her sad but as tears welled in her eyes, I easily rolled us so my sweet mate was staring up at me with slight surprise. I would do anything to get her to stop crying, even if that meant kissing the shit out of her. I know, such a burden, right? Maya’s tears were my fucking kryptonite. 

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I whispered, kissing her tears gently as she inhaled shaking her head. I went to pull away to look at her expression better but Maya’s lip brushed mine and I knew I was a fucking goner. 

With little thought to control, I deepened the kiss as she tightened her hold on my hair. The vibration of her magic under her skin was so much more vibrant and free than before. I could practically taste it on my tongue as the floral scent of roses floated around us. Her mouth tasted so fucking sweet and she explored our kiss as I ran a hand down her thigh, hitching her leg slightly. I nearly groaned as she squirmed against me, her center rubbing right against my hard on. Fucking shit. I was about to beg her to open up her sweet thighs for me, just so I could taste how delectable I knew she was. 

“Croy.” She pulled back looking flushed and frustrated. 

I kissed down her neck gently as she shivered, her hand delving into my hair further, the slight sting only turning me on more. I pushed up her sweater to reveal pink lace cupping her perfect breasts, making my mouth nearly water. She whimpered as my heated mouth closed around her hard, lace-covered nipple. 

She moaned, my other hand easily flicked open her jeans, not giving a fuck that the door was partially open and that the others could no doubt hear us. That wasn’t my problem and she didn’t seem to care. Plus, I absolutely needed to fucking taste her. If my wolf and I couldn’t have her completely, the least we could have is her taste on our lips.

“What are you doing?” she purred as I tugged her jeans and panties over her pert ass partly down her legs, before grasping both her ankles. I offered a low growl and nipped the soft skin of her thigh before nearly losing my mind at what had to be the prettiest fucking pussy in the world.

Without a thought I buried my head between her legs, inhaling her sweet scent and licking along her tight slit. She cried out a soft moan as my grip on her leg probably turned bruising, my wolf letting out a threatening growl, wanting to break out. I began to devour my little mate as her soft whimpers echoed through the space, making me feel heady with desire. Her taste was like ambrosia and I sucked on her little clit, making her nearly fly off the bed as I locked a large arm across her waist. 

Despite not saying anything, I could feel Henry at the door as he walked easily across the room towards Maya. I slowed my pace down and I chuckled as she let out a needy moan, meeting his lips in a kiss. I loved that she didn’t fucking think twice about this. Didn’t think twice about us, the three of us. 

I looked up briefly to find a very flushed and worked up Maya, with her hand in Henry’s hair as he abused her nipples with his teeth. Her eyes were blown out and nearly black as she met my gaze, her whimper letting me know that she was right on the edge of coming. I buried myself back between her legs and slipped a finger into her tight pussy. 

She cried out my name and my cock twitched, somehow growing harder at my name on her lips. I kept my pace slow but deep, curling my fingers, causing her legs to begin to shake. Finally giving her what I knew she needed, I circled her small clit with my tongue before sucking on it, causing her to break apart.

Maya’s voice was slightly hoarse as she cried out, I continued to lap up her release. Not willing to lose any of the pure fucking heaven coming from her. When I looked up she pulled away from her light kiss with Henry and offered me a wide eyed look. 

“You’re all going to kill me,” she mumbled, throwing her head back as her dark eyes closed. 

Henry offered me a wicked grin and stood up, walking towards the bathroom. I pulled Maya towards me so that I knelt between her legs and helped her slide her pink panties up her smooth toned legs, followed by her jeans. She offered me a sleepy smile, her sex hair in full effect as she wrapped herself around me, coming down to the floor to be close to me. 

I groaned as she met my lips, despite having her on them, and kissed me enthusiastically. Tilting her head back my wolf offered a huff knowing that it wasn’t time yet to bury our teeth in her neck, but still no doubt feeling frustrated with the concept. 

“Croy, I’m so glad you are here,” she mumbled after a moment. 

I chuckled, “Because I made you cum?” I hated to admit it, but I was a bit insecure about Maya. I knew how strongly I felt, but had no idea how she felt. Well, at least not in depth. 

She pulled back and offered me a teasing smile, despite a blush tinting her cheeks, “No, but that is a plus.” 

I loved this fucking woman. 

I dipped my lips back down but Henry re-entered, his chuckle causing both of us to look up. “You know, I’d actually come in here to tell you we were landing.”

“Bullshit,” I muttered as Maya turned pink.

“I didn’t mind.” The shit-eating grin on her face made me chuckle. 

“Seatbelt time,” Sai muttered suddenly, looking frustrated as hell and scooping her up with Bella already on his shoulder. Whoever said kittens and dragons didn’t get along, hadn’t met Bella. She even liked wolves. It was odd as hell. I watched as Maya began talking to him, his eyes darkening on her because the woman smelled no doubt like fucking desire and perfection. Henry groaned, falling back on the bed as I stood feeling a bit frustrated myself.

“You know,” Henry stated softly in thought, “I was worried we’d been moving too fast. Hell, I had been pissed at Marco for claiming her so soon. I don’t think so now though, I think Maya, as usual, takes everything in stride.”

“She adapts ridiculously fast,” I agreed. 

Henry’s fists clenched, “I hate to think of the childhood circumstances that bred that type of situation.” 

Answering with a grunt before he finally stood up and walked out. My eyebrows dipped in thought about everything new she’d been exposed to in the past two weeks or so. To think I hadn’t even been there originally. In some ways, I don’t think that was a bad thing. I trusted my temper to an extent but if I had been around when Jed and her mother had been treating her so horribly? I’m not sure I would have had the same control the others had. I probably would have pushed her for the truth right away, even if she hadn’t wanted that. 

I ran a hand through my hair feeling frustrated, despite having her taste on my lips. Fuck. I wanted to give the woman everything. Take her everywhere. But I didn’t want it to be empty. I wanted it to be something that would mean something to her now, and in the future. 

I arched a brow as something occurred to me. Running through my mental contacts in Los Angeles, I pulled out my laptop and began scrolling through them. I smiled as one in particular popped out to me. Sending out two emails, I had my assistant from the downtown office call just to tell them to check their system. In five minutes, I had everything I wanted sent out and I left the small jet bedroom, offering Marco a look before holding up my phone so he checked his own. I didn’t want to tell him what I had planned out loud because I thought it would be a fun surprise. 

Honestly, it was a shot in the dark on whether Marco would think it was a good idea. As he read over it, he offered me an interested look and nodded. Fantastic. Sitting across from Maya in a leather white seat, I watched her play hangman with Sai and Ledger. I could see that she was sketching in the corners of the paper whenever they got distracted. 

I smiled. Yeah, I had a feeling she would love this.
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“WHERE ARE WE GOING?” she asked for the fifth adorable time. Henry offered me an amused look before turning around to face her, where she sat between Anani and Sai. 

Marco and Atlas had very much wanted to come with but had decided to stay back with Ledger to plan for tonight. Apparently, and I hadn’t realized so, Ledger was absolutely fantastic at accounting for problems that could occur at this stupid fucking dragon council event we were going to. What drove me crazy the most? There were no female dragons and she had to meet other flights. I didn’t want any more dragons near her. Wasn’t six enough? I really felt like it was enough. 

As we pulled up to a massive skyscraper, an attendant awaited us. I easily slid out of the car and handed the keys along with a few bills over before opening Maya’s door to take her elegant hand. She had changed into a lighter weather outfit and it was almost painful how perfect she looked. Her light yellow off the shoulder top highlighted how stunning her golden skin tone was paired with a white snakeskin skirt and thin flip flops. The woman was almost hypnotising to look at. She didn’t realize it either of course.

“Croy,” she grinned, bouncing slightly as we entered past a group of crowds that snapped photos of us. I knew that they hadn’t been there for Maya originally but they sure as hell were now. This building was always filled with artistic directors throughout the city and housed some of the major fashion and art magazines in the city, including Vogue.

“Patience,” I offered quietly, loving her enthusiasm.

“Mr. Lee,” a female voice chimed as a soft annoyed sound came from Maya. I grinned at that as my contact’s gaze fell on Maya, immediately I saw excitement flash in her gaze. Yeah. I should have probably accounted for that to a larger extent. 

“Is this her?” she asked eagerly, “I saw her spread, but this is so exciting! How are you dear? My name is Alanza, I’m the creative director upstairs at Vogue, when Mr. Lee said you wanted to stop by, I was thrilled.”

Maya blushed and tucked the piece of pink hair behind her ear. “You work at Vogue?” I could see the excitement spark her eyes and I knew I had done something right. 

Alanza nodded as Maya offered me a massive smile. I explained finally, “I figured that while we were here I would arrange for you to meet with the creative director and the fashion department to see if that would be something you would be interested in, since you’ve mentioned it before—”

Maya hugged me, flinging her entire body into my arms, as I chuckled, I could hear the others talking quietly, clearly happy at her reaction. I know I sure as hell was. My wolf was fucking thrilled we had made our mate so damn happy and it echoed my exact feelings towards the situation. 

Then Maya was off, Alanza taking her elbow as we followed after. I tried to keep my eyes off her sexy ass in that damn white skirt. Still, once we entered the elevator, it was a struggle to not press her up into that wall and go back to devouring her. I could practically hear the soft little moans she would make as I ran my fingers over her perfect skin. I was starting to realize that skirts were particularly dangerous. I mean shit, I could just lift that skirt over her perfect ass and...this was going to be a very long day.

As Alanza began to walk her along the different departments, I watched as Maya easily charmed the entire floor. How could you not be charmed by her though? My eyes narrowed slightly on any male gazes that followed her, luckily there weren’t many. One of the reasons the idea of her in this industry appealed to me. Well, that and because she was extremely creative and I figured this would be a good place to start since she talked about these magazines so often. Mainly how ridiculous their titles were for their articles, so much so, that I was sort of hoping she would say something about it. I would love to see their reaction to her opinions. It was clear though, it was about more than the titles to Maya. She seemed to be extremely interested and that was all I could ask for. 

“So this is where we set up the spreads for each month's issue,” Alanza explained as we walked into a very colorful disorganized room that had Maya nearly spinning in circles. Some of the individuals there were staring openly at her in realization. Probably because the spread that was currently being worked on for October featured her. 

“Wait...” She arched her brows, “You are putting me on the cover?”

Alanza nodded, “Everyone will want to read it considering who you are.”

Maya looked at the photo of herself and tilted her head. I could see the wheels turning in her head and an odd look shaded her eyes as she nibbled her lip. 

“Do you not like it?” Alanza asked, looking suddenly panicked. 

“I do!” Maya turned towards her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. It was fascinating watching Maya interact with others outside of us. You could see the compasion radiating from her. Then she offered a shy smile, “Could you put the photo of my boys and I on the front instead? I know it’s supposed to be representative of who I am, and honestly, they are a huge part of that.”

My heart swelled making me feel like a total fucking softie as Anani shifted at my side, knowing he probably wanted to snatch her up. Instead, we all stayed where we were and let her do her thing. Even though, I wanted to kiss the shit out of her immensely after saying something so damn cute. 

Alanza’s eyes widened slightly as she looked to one of the women standing nearby. The woman looked nervously at Maya, “We could, we had avoided it because it’s a bit controversial and didn’t want to make you feel like we were exploiting you at all.”

Ah. Wasn’t that fascinating. I was pretty damn positive that most people didn’t give a fuck in this industry about exploiting one another. However, Maya was always a different story. 

Maya spoke softly with a friendly smile, “Trust me, it’s completely okay.” 

“Well I have some fantastic options.” The younger woman turned and began pulling forth pictures. I could literally feel the excitement amp up and I moved over Maya’s shoulders as she began to sort through pictures. One jumped out to me far more than the others, I placed my fingers on it as she turned her focus on it. 

“I love that,” she chimed. 

I did as well. It was less of a posed picture but Maya was smiling and everyone was offering her different levels of affection. You could quite literally see how much each of us cared about her. I wanted that picture blown up and framed in her room so whenever she felt insecure she could look at that and remember how we felt about her.

“This one,” she commented softly, “can you get me a copy by chance? It’s amazing.”

“Of course,” Alanza promised. As we left the room, Henry stayed back with the others a moment to no doubt make sure the contracts and photograph release forms were up to date. 

I followed Maya like a fucking pup as we passed office after office, my eyes tracing the authentic happiness that beamed from her face. I would have asked Maya if she wanted to see the other companies in the building but I had a feeling that Alanza would kill me if I tried to take Maya away from her. 

“Would you like to see one of the shoots we have going on?” Alanza asked curiously.

Christ. I would lose my mind if she wanted to go into modeling. Maybe this was a bad idea. I did not want her on display for the entire world. Fuck, Marco would have my fucking head. It wasn’t often I came across someone who was more dominant than myself, but Marco was, for sure. I could have probably tried to supersede him but frankly I didn’t want that kind of bad blood and he did a fantastic job taking care of everyone, so I followed suit. Plus, it left me far more time to be focused on Maya. 

“Sure,” Maya chirped as the three of us walked up a set of stairs to enter into a massive industrial room. There were several shoots going on but I could hear excitement and energy from one end of the room, no doubt featuring a higher name. 

“Alanza,” I stated after passing two of the large sets going on, “we are going to need to leave fairly soon actually.”

Maya was looking a bit tired so I could see slight relief at that. Alanza nodded, “No problem, do you have time for one more thing? I heard you are planning to go to an event tonight and if you don’t have a dress yet, we have some that you may like. I know the designers would be thrilled to see you in them.”

“Maya?” I asked, wanting to make sure she wasn’t too tired. 

“I would love to take a look,” Maya nodded as I pressed a gentle hand to her back. I had no idea what Marco had been planning for her to wear but as Henry joined us he seemed to agree with her sorting through the dresses available. 

As I took a chair near the large fitting room, I watched her sort through designer dresses. I started cursing every designer from Chanel to Versace when I realized just how fucking little material all of them had. This was going to go badly...well, either bad or end in me tackling her to the ground and marking her soft neck with my mating mark. 

Guess we would see. 
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Chapter 20
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Maya

I could not believe I was here. 

At Vogue. 

Surrounded by all of these people that created such a unique edition each month. 

I wasn’t positive if this was something that I wanted to be part of on a daily basis, but it was a very unique experience. As Alanza handed me some dresses I liked, I took a moment to appreciate just how respectful and professional she was being. It was such a nice change from the others at school. Plus, she didn’t stare at my mates for too long and was being truthful in her kindness to me, authenticity radiating from her. 

I was also a bit obsessed with her snow white hair that was pulled up and away from her pretty face. I loved when someone had a unique hair color or outfit that stood out to me. It seemed to make the world even more bright than it had been previously. I guess that meant I felt like individuality was a valued aspect, didn it? I felt like I was fairly unique myself. Or hoped I was. Then again, I think most hoped for that to be the case. I was finding humans were very focused on that concept. On being different from one another. 

Alanza ushered me into a large room with mirrors and makeup vanities, that was virtually empty except for a small room to the far end that sounded like someone was in it. I hung up the dresses on a long standing rack and began to sort through them. I easily slipped out of my outfit and took a dress that was a stunning array of purples, pinks, and orange tones and tried it on. Mostly because out of all of them it caught my eye. 

It was a fairly complicated dress with a low cut that hit my lower back and a halter top, the entire material silky and body fitting with that sunset tone throughout. At the waist the material went out into a larger skirt that only added to the movement and reminded me somewhat of a flower. I turned and smiled, loving how it looked and wondering if they would let me keep it past tonight. The door opened behind me, bringing me out of my focus on the dress. I turned to find...well, I don’t know how to describe her, except for that she looked like a piece of art. 

Sad though. Haunted almost. I knew sadness well and I could see it in her eyes. It didn’t take away from her beauty,if anything, almost accented it, making her seem even more untouchable. She was slightly taller than myself and had this stunning silky veil of golden hair with aqua colored highlights that floated around her delicate shoulders. 

The woman had an unlit cigarette hanging from her mouth and her bright neon halter top and white leather pants only added to her intense appearance. The main thing I noticed? Her green eyes were red and blurry like she’d been crying. I frowned at the bruising that covered her ribs and the white dust specs that laid on her hand after rubbing her nose lightly. Okay. So I think I knew what that was and I was almost positive I knew who she was because of it. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, my voice seeming way louder than I intended. 

The woman froze, snapping her head my way and closed the purse she’d been in the process of shutting. Her bright green eyes searched my expression and then over my clothes that I was wearing. Her voice was almost like a symphony as she spoke, “I’m all good, hun.” 

I could feel something that I had to call magic, surrounding me and urging me to believe her. Instead, I just felt frustrated that she was clearly lying. That wasn’t my place to call out though. The woman came to stand in the mirror next to me, grabbing some eye drops and blinking rapidly before brushing through her hair. I didn’t know what else to say but watched her curiously, realizing that I’d been correct in my assessment. 

She was a model. A model who was literally everywhere. A model who had a lot of mean headlines written about her. I felt angry about that for her because if anyone knew what that was like it was me. Half the headlines were just wrong so I didn’t want to believe that type of stuff unless it was from the person themself.

“That dress is stunning on you,” she said after a moment, pulling me from my staring, before grabbing a dark jacket, “you should wear it.”

“You think?” I asked curiously, turning to look at the rack, “I have others.”

The woman shook her head, “Trust me, babe. That’s the one.”

“I’m Maya,” I offered as the woman searched my face and a small smile slipped on it. I didn’t want her to be sad and I had no idea how to stop that from happening. It wasn’t my place, I didn’t even know her name. I couldn’t remember it. 

“Lorcan Louvre,” she offered quietly, “you are in this month's upcoming spread right?”

I nodded and she searched my expression before reaching into her purse. I frowned as she pulled out a lipstick in a gold case and handed it to me. She spoke, “I’ve got to go, but this will match that dress. It was good meeting you, Maya.”

Then she was gone and I was left feeling as though she didn’t normally do something like this. My hand closed around the lipstick and I shook my head, it wasn’t my business why she was sad. I just had to keep repeating to myself. Maybe if I ever saw her again, we would be able to talk. I didn’t have a lot of female friends but she seemed like she could have used one.

“Maya?” Croy’s voice chimed as he opened the door, not even looking at Lorcan as she passed. That alone was a bit shocking to me because frankly, she was stunning. I blushed thinking about how intensely he had looked at me on the plane. 

“Hey,” I grinned as his eyes flickered over the dress. 

“You look...stunning,” he sighed, shaking his head. “Are you wearing that?”

“Yep!” I twirled as he offered me a dangerous smile that had my center clenching. 

“Alright, Sugar,” he chuckled at something I didn’t understand, “let’s get back then, we are going to need extra time to convince them.”

The door closed and I tried out the lipstick she had handed me, just a quick swipe to confirm what she had said. Lorcan had been right, by the way. 

It was an absolute, perfect match.

***
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THE CAMERAS FLASHED bright as voices called out around us, practically blinding me and making me feel a bit overwhelmed. I kept my eyes open and smiled as I followed Marco’s lead, his hand large and hot on my back as we posed on a massive red carpet that went up stairs into a large marble building. Other couples, equally as glamorous, entered into the building but didn’t draw as much attention. I also noticed that none of the women were dragons. It was what I’d been told, but it was still a bit unbelievable. I was thrilled to be able to tell the difference between shifters. Slowly but surely.

It was odd because my skin and chest continued to feel flighty as if I wanted to shift again. And I wanted to, if only to prove it to myself. But now was not the time and it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours, something I was very aware of. Last night I hadn’t slept enough and between this morning at Jordan’s house, to Vogue, and now this? I was starting to feel it.

It was an odd dream-like situation to be standing on the carpet with all of my men, their tuxedos distracting me because they looked incredibly good. I could hear people shouting questions at us and I think it was a mixture between my mother and Jed’s death and no doubt our relationship that humans found so odd. I still didn’t get it. They also kept asking ‘who’ I was wearing and I felt bad wanting to correct them and tell them ‘what’ I was wearing. 

I hadn’t fully understood what Croy meant about convincing my boys, but now I did. You would have thought that I was trying to leave the penthouse naked. I was fully dressed and they kept commenting on how little I had on. Mind you it was grumbling under their breath, but I 100% heard it and just kept shaking my head or giggling. What? Their grumpiness was a bit cute. 

You would have thought that after the process I’d undergone before this they would have more to notice. What about my extensive hairstyle that had intricate waves that were pinned and pulled my hair back? The woman had looked exhausted after spending hours on my hair. Or what about my makeup that made me look like every supermodel from the magazines I read about? Did you know they had fake eyelashes? I mean really, my lashes were massive right now. I would have even been happy with them commenting on the yellow diamond covered shoes and earrings I had. 

But no! Instead, they were focused on my dress. At least until we stepped out onto the red carpet, then they seemed to be tense at all the questions and pictures being taken—something I couldn’t blame them for. I found myself wishing I could have brought Bella, she always relaxed me and this situation was a bit overwhelming. My boys were doing their best but sometimes a cat, I’d found, was the solution to stress relief. To be fair though, she was probably much more comfortable right now, spread out on the large king size bed in the room I’d been getting ready in. 

I had considered the possibility that they thought the dress looked bad on me. I hadn’t taken it that way but I suppose it was possible. Except when I voiced that option in the car on the way over, they all looked at me as if I’d lost my mind...so I guess I was incorrect about that aspect. Good to know. 

As we entered into the lobby, the cameras and voices lessened, making way for soft classical music. My eyes searched the chandelier lit space as we neared a massive ballroom, two men standing at the entrance, before opening the door. I tried to not look caught off guard at the stunning room but I mean... Wow. Everything appeared to be diamond like with accents of gold, expensive dresses and tuxedos filling my sight as the scent of dragons, other shifters, and some scents I couldn’t identify filled the air. 

I saw a few women, although the majority were men, and none of them seemed to offer me particularly friendly looks. They weren’t mean either, but everyone seemed to drop their eyes when Marco and the others, including myself, walked past. I wasn’t positive how I felt about that. 

We neared a massive long table up front that mirrored four others, each containing one of the council women or men. There were others surrounding them and I had to assume those were their flights. However, the minute that we neared it seemed that they had less to say. Immediately, one of the councilmen broke away and walked towards us, his smile authentic as he offered Marco a hand. 

“Lucas,” Marco responded looking relaxed despite the slight tension in his body, “you remember Maya, right?”

“Couldn’t forget her.” He winked and the handsome older man kissed my hand, making me smile. He was charming. I would give him that. 

Atlas let out a frustrated sound that they all ignored as a woman stepped up next to Lucas, her smile soft but eyes sparkling. I had to assume she was around Lucas’s age but I wasn’t positive. I looked over her dark green dress that fell off the shoulders and her rich dark hair that was streaked with silver. She was very pretty.

“Maya!” She smiled, “My name is Heather, it is wonderful to finally meet the little phoenix that has everyone talking.”

I tilted my head, “It’s wonderful to meet you as well, are you—”

“His mate,” she offered a bigger smile, “yes, him and the other insane bastards at our table.” I blushed, letting out a laugh at her phrasing as my eyes darted over to a table of men that were watching her intently while pretending to have a conversation.

“You would have thought after one hundred years they would have learnt to calm down,” she continued shaking her head while trying to not laugh. 

Before I could respond we were placed into a flurry of other hellos and welcomes including the other two councilmen that I wasn’t a fan of. Oddly enough, tonight they didn’t seem to be as rude. Instead they seemed a bit uncomfortable. Larry, his hair somehow more white than before in comparison to his orange skin, offered me a slight grimace as Edmund nodded in my direction but didn’t say anything. I noticed that their flights looked rather sullen, all of them in deep conversation or on their phones. They had a far wider age range than Lucas’s flight had, it seemed. Heather stayed by my side which calmed my nerves a bit because it made me feel more welcomed and not just from my wonderful mates. 

Finally, the conversation I hadn’t been looking forward to occured.

“Maya,” Anna’s voice chimed as Heather shook her head looking annoyed. 

“Anna,” I offered, not putting out my hand because she didn’t offer her own. I didn’t say this very often but I wasn’t a fan of the woman. I mean, could you blame me? She had all but insinuated that her and Marco had been a thing. 

I looked over her shoulder to who sat at her table, realizing it wasn’t a flight but rather a group of women that smelled like her...a bit dragon and a bit wolf. So maybe a pack? I tried to not panic as I saw Anani’s and Ledger’s ex-girlfriends glaring at me from where they stood. When Ledger’s warm scent wrapped around me, I relaxed far easier.  

“So you are really sticking it out, huh?” Anna purred, arching a brow. 

Heather chuckled. “Don’t make her feel uncomfortable with finding her mates, Anna. We know you will, eventually.”

“Don’t want them.” She waved absently. “So where is the ring then?”

I blushed, “What?”

Anna smirked, “The ring. You know, this is an engagement party.”

Heather shook her head, “Each to their own pace, you know they didn’t even want to hold this stupid party. You can blame Edmund and Larry for that one.”

“Well, being a phoenix is a big deal,” Anna lamented, grinning as if it wasn’t, “let’s just hope they actually want you around and not just to make babies.” Then she was gone and I was trying to control the anger that fluttered in my chest. I would not get mad. I would not get mad...

“She’s not worth it,” Heather whispered softly. 

“If dragons are only male, why is she on the council?” I asked curiously, trying to hide my frustration. 

She spoke softly, “Anna, is a hybrid with dragon blood and wolf heritage, however her family has a large stake in most businesses in Los Angeles. No one put up much of a fight when she asked to be on the council because she had such large family support. She doesn’t actually do much, but people flaunt it as the progress we’ve made from being an archaic society. Although, I personally know a lot of other far more talented, stronger, and more educated women that would do a better job.”

“Makes sense,” I mumbled because I didn’t know what else to say.

“Are we ready to meet the others?” Edmund asked, looking smug.

“Not entirely,” Marco stated softly, looking over from his conversation with Lucas. 

“Maya, come here,” Sai beckoned softly. I circled the table as we stepped away slightly. I had my back towards the ballroom so when Sai pulled out a larger dark box from the inside of his jacket, I tilted my head curiously. 

“What is that?” I asked, feeling a bit nervous. 

His eyes flickered over my shoulder before focusing back on me, his words soft and heated. “Each flight has a crest of symbols, especially those that are formed within military units. We all have ours tattooed somewhere on our body.” 

I so badly wanted to ask where his tattoo was...

He smirked, offering me a wicked glint. “Later. Trust me, later. But we had this made for you and if you will wear it, well, I know how much—”

“Yes!” I nodded enthusiastically, my heart squeezing so much my eyes nearly teared up. 

“You haven’t seen it,” he chuckled softly. 

“I know it will be beautiful,” I offered a soft smile. 

I had been right, for the record, as he opened up the case my eyes went wide. It was a stunning rose gold bracelet cuff that almost had a swirly snake like pattern, but with wings. In the center of what I was now realizing was a dragon, was a dark almost red crest that glinted with jewels. I immediately put out my hand and he slid it onto my forearm, the delicate piece wrapping around my arm and tightening to fit it perfectly with what I had to assume was magic. I reached out to touch the piece but then something I couldn’t have expected happened. 

It melted into my skin. 

That was the best way to describe it. Like a tattoo, the embedded gold and ruby like cuff was now flat against my arm and when I ran my finger over it all I could feel was soft skin.

“Holy shit,” Sai mumbled looking shocked. “I’ve never seen that happen.”

“Marco?” Atlas asked softly as I realized he was behind me. 

“It has to be because she’s a phoenix,” Henry muttered in confusion. 

“I think the Queen has a similar marking because of her flight,” Ledger offered quietly.

I could hear them debating over the reasoning on why it occurred, but none of that mattered to me. I could feel slight tears welling in my eyes as I examined the marking, unconcerned on where it actually came from or why it happened. Because for once, as if it was physical proof that I belonged, I wasn’t worried about my place in this world. I had a family. I had my mates. 

I felt loved. 

I had been nervous about what traveling to the Dreki realm would bring but no longer. I couldn’t be nervous with my mates by my side. If anything, I was excited. A pulse of magic ran through me and I closed my eyes hearing the beating of wings in my ear. 

I was ready. Ready for whatever would happen next. Ready to break these chains that had always bound me to Earth and pain. 

I was ready to soar. 
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Epilogue
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Croy

“Are you ready to leave tomorrow?” Henry asked curiously, sitting on the balcony of our hotel penthouse with me, sharing a bottle of whiskey I’d bought down at the bar. I knew I was going to need it considering the thoughts I had milling through my head. Far more confusing and chaotic than normal. 

The ocean breeze was comfortable with my tux jacket slung over the back of my seat, the night air surrounding me. Maya’s laugh came from inside through the open french doors. I knew her and the twins were watching some movie and frankly, I was just glad to have been able to leave that event sooner than expected. None of us did very well with her being introduced to other flights, although to be fair, none of them were disrespectful. They either didn’t react at all or looked terrified of her because of Marco and the rest of the flight. Honestly, it was fascinating to watch. 

Not as fascinating as watching the flight’s crest melt into her fucking arm though. I wrenched a hand through my hair knowing that this could only mean a few things, and each was more complicated than the rest. 

“Yeah,” I muttered, “I know Marco mentioned her needing to see a doctor but it is so much more than that. Henry, that shouldn’t have happened.”

Henry inhaled, “I know.” 

I knew tomorrow was going to breed an interesting situation, to say the least. I was by far strong enough to hold my own in a fight with most dragons but I didn’t want to have to be like that. I just didn’t trust that others in the dragon realm would feel the same. I’d never heard many good redeeming qualities about the Dreki realm, so to say I was cautious was an understatement. Still, Marco was right, she did need to see a doctor, because of the mating aspect but also her random fever spikes. Sure, she hadn’t had one since she shifted...but there were just too many things about Maya that worried me so this was a good idea. Then there was the aspect of what her powers and the way she shifted meant. I knew how special Maya was but I had a feeling this was larger than that. 

“Croy!” Maya spun out slightly on the balcony, her gown still on but her hair was up in a messy bun and her shoes off, looking far more relaxed. “Henry! Both of you need to come inside and watch this movie with us.”

“What movie?” Henry asked, looking amused at her attitude. 

“I don’t know the name!” She ran back inside and I heard her laugh as one of the twins planted her ass back on the couch. 

Without even having to discuss it, both of us stood and went inside. If Maya asked for anything, it was hers. No really, anything she wanted. So a movie was very much reasonable. 

I had always thought Maya was possibly the most precious and unique woman I’d ever come across, for so many reasons besides her being my mate. But these new developments had a thought running rampant in my head and I had no idea how to proceed. I suppose going to the Dreki realm was a damn good start. Which was good, because I had a feeling our little mate was more special than we could have ever realized. 
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International & US Best Seller

M. Sinclair is a Chicago native, parent to 3 cats, and can be found writing almost every moment of the day. Despite being new to publishing, M. Sinclair has been writing for nearly 10 years now. Currently, in love with the Reverse Harem genre, she plans to publish an array of works that are considered romance, suspense, and horror within the year. M. Sinclair lives by the notion that there is enough room for all types of heroines in this world and being saved is as important as saving others. If you love fantasy romance, obsessive possessive alpha males, and tough FMCs, then M. Sinclair is for you! 

Just remember to love cats... that's not negotiable.
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#graysguards

Book 1 - Savages 

Book 2 - Lunatics 

Book 3 - Monsters

Book 4 - Psychos

Complete Series
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#vegasandherboys

Book 1 - Raven Blood 

Book 2 - Ashes & Bones 

Book 3 - Shadow Glass

Book 4 - Fire & Smoke

Book 5 - Dark King 

Complete Series 
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#lorcanslovers

Book 1 - Horror of Your Heart 

Book 2 - Broken House

Book 3 - Announced soon!

OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]


OceanofPDF.com



The Dead and Not So Dead Trilogy

[image: image]
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Book 1 - Queen of the Dead

Book 2 - Team Time with the Dead

Book 3 - Announced soon! 
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Book 1 - Descendant of Chaos 

Book 2 - Descendant of Blood 

Book 3 - Descendant of Sin (coming soon!)
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#mayasmates

Book 1 - Reborn In Flames

Book 2 - Soaring in Flames
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Book 1 - Wicked Blaze Correctional
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Book 1 - Finding Fae
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Book 1 - Fae Fiefdom
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Peridot (Jewels Cafe Series)
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Rebel Hearts Heists Duet (M. Sinclair & Melissa Adams) 

Book 1 - Steal Me 

Forbidden Fairytales (The Grim Sisters - M. Sinclair & CY Jones)

Book 1 - Stolen Hood

Book 2 - Knights of Sin

Book 3 - Deadly Games

Join our Group on Facebook The Grim Sisters Reading Group.
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[image: image]


Instagram: msinclairwrites

Facebook: Sinclair’s Ravens (New content announced!)

Twitter: @writes_sinclair 

Newsletter: Link

Amazon: M. Sinclair

Goodreads: M. Sinclair

Bookbub: M. Sinclair

Website: Official M. Sinclair Website
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