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Chapter One

Losing it.




PENELOPE.

The mall is crowded today.

Too crowded for my liking.

I walk fast to keep up with my mom and older sister, Alyssa. You’d think being nine months pregnant would slow my sister down, but I swear she has more energy now than she did before she got pregnant.

My youngest sister, Alexis, complains about her legs being too short to keep up with them, which makes me roll my eyes.

I am the short one in my family. While everybody, including Alexis, who is thirteen, is over five feet eight inches tall, I’m not even five feet. I’m four eleven. And a half. Can’t forget the half. It totally counts, even if my older brother, Andrew, says it doesn’t. He says that because he’s lucky enough to be six feet four inches tall.

“Think about Little P back there,” Paige, my twin sister, says. Little P is my family’s nickname for me. I grind my teeth in irritation every time I hear it. It’s the most frustrating nickname on the planet.

Even my twin is five feet ten inches. Clearly, we’re fraternal and not identical.

Honestly, most of the time I question if I’m even related to my family at all because I look nothing like them. I’ve asked multiple times if I was adopted, but once my parents showed me my birth certificate, I stopped asking. You can’t fake a birth certificate.

I open my mouth to say something sarcastic back to Paige when somebody bumps into my shoulder. My heart stops as I watch in slow motion as the person’s bare arm graze against mine.

My whole body tenses before I’m thrown into a memory.

In my mind, I see a little boy. He’s hiding in his closet while his parents fight in the other room. He’s got his ears covered and he’s crying silently, hoping that it ends soon.

The scene changes to a teenage boy. He’s late for curfew. Only a few minutes. He was late because he stopped to help somebody change a flat tire. The second he walks through the door, somebody hits him. His father, I realize. The father doesn’t stop hitting him until the boy loses consciousness.

In the next scene, the boy, barely eighteen years old, is standing in front of a closed casket—his mother’s funeral. She was killed in a car accident. His father, who was driving drunk, was not injured. I feel like my heart is being ripped from my chest.

This woman was the only person who loved the boy—the only person the boy loved. Now she is gone forever.

Memory after memory hits me until I am so dizzy that I can’t even stand. My legs giveaway and I fall onto my knees. The stranger who bumped into me says nothing. He just keeps walking, not helping me up and not saying excuse me. I know the reason he doesn’t help me, so it doesn’t bother me that he didn’t. Life has made him bitter. He doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t care about anybody. But today is extra hard for him, because it’s been four years exactly since his mother passed away, and I can literally feel his heart breaking as if it were my own heart.

I want to shed a tear for him, but when I look up, my mom and three sisters are all standing over me.

“Penelope, are you okay?” Mom asks, looking down at me, worried.

“I’m fine.” I have yet to push myself up off the floor. I need a moment to just breathe after that. Everybody has traumatic events in their past, but his is worse than most.

“Did that man knock you down?” Alyssa asks, rubbing her hand on the front of her swollen stomach. Her eyebrows are turned down and she looks ready to fight him. I have no doubt that she would try, despite being so pregnant.

“No. I just… panicked.” My gaze drops to the floor.

I can’t look at them when I lie.

My family all thinks I don’t like being touched. My shrink even gave it a name—hapheophobia. They think that when I touch somebody I have a panic attack. I wonder what they would think if they knew the truth—that I’m some kind of weird psychic that can read people’s minds when I touch them. Not just read their minds, but I can see into their past and feel their emotions. When I touch somebody for the first time, it’s like a rush of emotions because I’m feeling everything they’ve ever felt in their life all at once. Even though it’s only for a second, it’s a complete overload and I fall sometimes.

My chest constricts and my eyes fill with tears at the thought of them finding out that I’m a freak.

Would they even believe me?

Probably not.

“Don’t cry,” Alyssa urges, wiping under her own eyes.

Seeing me in tears has made her cry too.

Alyssa cries over everything since she’s been pregnant. She even cried over this Doritos commercial the other day and it wasn’t even a sad commercial. When I questioned her, she simply said she was crying because she wanted chips really bad.

“Come on.” Paige holds out her hand to help me off the floor.

Right.

I’m still on the dirty, dirty floor of the mall.

When my skin touches Paige, the only thing I hear and feel are her present thoughts.

Poor Penelope.

I can feel how sad she is for me, that I have to go through this. That I have such a fear of touching people. She wonders what she can do to help me.

When my family touches me, I don’t have the same reactions. Maybe because I was raised touching them? I’m not sure what it is, but I’m glad I can touch them without getting a rush of emotion. I don’t know what I would do if I couldn’t touch or hug my family.

“It’s really crowded today,” Paige says, helping me up and letting go of my skin.

Mom, Paige, and Alyssa all share a look. I know that look. They’re going to say maybe we should come back another day, when it’s less crowded. But I know how excited they all were to come here, and I refuse to ruin their fun.

“School starts back in two weeks, of course it’s crowded.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and glance around. “Let’s just finish our shopping. I don’t want the day to be over yet.”

I force myself to smile as I say the words, hoping they buy it.

In reality, all I want to do is go home and hide under my blanket.

“If you’re sure.” Mom presses her lips together and looks at the crowded mall. I can tell she’s reluctant to leave.

I nod. “Positive.”

When the four of them smile, I know I’ve made the right decision.

I can be miserable for a few hours if it makes my family happy. They’ve made so many sacrifices for me, so why wouldn’t I do the same for them?

After the incident, I am extra cautious not to touch anybody. Paige and Alyssa both stand protectively beside me so nobody could touch me even if they tried.

We go to store after store, looking for back-to-school clothes. We also spend an hour in the baby store, browsing for clothes for Alyssa’s soon to be born baby girl. It’s Mom’s first grandchild, so it’s a huge deal.

While we grab some food from the food court, I feel a tingle at the back of my neck, like somebody is watching me. The sensation is so strong that I actually turn around to look. The food court is crowded, but nobody stands out. Nobody is staring at me.

Still, the sensation doesn’t go away.

How strange.

Maybe I really am losing it.




LIAM.




Every single year, since freshman year, I’ve been late to school. So, for that reason exactly, I’m driving south to where the boat will pick me up in one week’s time to take me to school. This way, my father can’t complain that I’m not at school on time.

It’s not my fault—truly. Something just always delays me from getting to school on time. Since it’s senior year, my last chance, I am determined not to mess up this time.

I dart a glance at the clock on the console. I’m ahead of time, actually.

My school in the Caribbean is a special school—it’s for shifters. All kinds of shifters attend—wolves, bears, ravens, panthers, and a lot of others. The point of the school is to have unity among all in the shifter community. We’ve been trying to maintain peace, but I’m not sure wolves will ever get along with the big cats. It’s nearly impossible.

My phone rings and as I am about to answer it, I feel this tug. It’s like my heart is being ripped in half. Unable to take a deep breath, I change lanes and get off on the exit. I’m vaguely aware that I cut somebody off and they’re honking at me, but I can’t even bring myself to care. All I know is I literally can’t stop myself. It’s like my wolf has completely taken over and is driving the car. I bet if I looked in the mirror right now, I would see yellow eyes looking back at me instead of my own brown ones.

What is happening?

My wolf stays silent though.

My wolf is never silent.

I grit my teeth as we drive down the city street and eventually park in an empty spot at some kind of mall. I make my way out of the oppressive Florida heat and walk inside, still not in complete control of my body. My chest pulls at me, and it is the weirdest sensation ever.

When I enter the mall, it takes all my strength not to run. Whatever I’m walking toward, it’s big, and I can feel it with every fiber of my being. The weight in my chest gets heavier and heavier, until I eventually stop in the food court. That is when I see her.

She has her back turned toward me. Her long, black hair flows down her back.

And she’s…

With humans.

Is she human?

Her scent hits me like a punch to the gut. Even through the crowd of people I can smell that she’s not human. But I’m not sure what she is. She smells faintly of a wolf, but she’s not a wolf shifter, which confuses me greatly. I thought wolves weren’t supposed to have mates that weren’t shifters. Yet, she is clearly my mate.

The girl, almost as if she can sense me watching her, turns around. Her eyes scan the crowd, but she doesn’t see me. I take the moment to study her face.

She’s got porcelain white skin and…

Purple eyes.

Her eyes are purple.

I’ve never seen a wolf, or any kind of shifter, with purple eyes.

One of the humans she is with says something to her and she turns back around.

The tall blonde next to her addresses her, and I finally catch her name.

Penelope.

It’s then that I notice the blonde isn’t actually that tall. It’s just that Penelope is short. Really, really short.

She’s going to need to be protected. My wolf agrees.

My entire body tenses and I scan the crowd of people, my eyes narrowed. I relax when I realize there is no immediate threat.

As I watch her, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket once more.

“Hello,” I answer.

“Where are you at?” the voice asks.

“Change of plans,” I say. “I’m going to stay in Jacksonville for a little while.”

“Florida?”

But I don’t answer the question. Instead, I hang up the phone.

I’ve found my mate.

There is no way I’m leaving here. Not without her.


Chapter Two

Freak.




PENELOPE.

Today Andrew, Paige, and I are going to the beach. It’s only a quarter mile walk from our house, and since we only have a few days left before Andrew leaves for college, we want to spend some quality time together.

Andrew is my barely older brother. He’s eleven months older than Paige and me. Honestly, I feel bad for my parents. I’m pretty sure Paige and I were an accidental pregnancy. Mom had just given birth and then she got pregnant again, with twins.

At first, they didn’t know Paige and I were twins. They just thought they were having one baby. I was the surprise baby on delivery day. I’m still not sure how I stayed hidden. But Paige was a big baby, nearly nine pounds, and I was only five pounds. So, I must’ve just been blocked by her larger frame.

“Do you have sunscreen?” Mom asks, stopping me by the front door.

She doesn’t ask Paige or Andrew. Probably because they don’t need it. They’re super tan and I’m the pasty white one. No matter how long I spend in the sun, I never get tan. But I also never burn. It’s weird. But I still put sunscreen on when my parents are around for their peace of mind.

“Yes, Mom,” I reply, letting out an annoyed breath. I know she means well, but why am I always the one that is doted on?

“Look after your sisters.” Mom gives Andrew a pointed look.

Even though we’ve been going to the beach on our own since we were ten years old, my mom still freaks out, thinking somebody is going to kidnap us. It’s not like the part of town we live in is exactly dangerous—there are a lot of families and elders. Even the elders are smart enough to not be in town this time of year. Today, it’s nearly one hundred degrees.

“I will. Bye, Mom,” Andrew says, rolling his eyes. He’s clearly annoyed that we’re not half way to the beach yet.

Andrew, Paige and I are stuck in the middle of all our siblings. We have two older siblings, Alyssa and Nate. Alyssa is twenty-five and married. Nate is twenty-two. He just graduate college and has recently moved back home. Mom is glad to have him here, but Dad is trying to push him to look for a job. Nate is happy to just be a moocher.

We also have two younger siblings as well, Tyler and Alexis. Tyler is fifteen and he plays football. He recently started dating this girl from school. They’re both too young to actually go out, so they mostly hang out here or at her house. They’re cute together. And Alexis is thirteen. She is in that awkward stage between being a kid and a teenager. She has braces, crushes hardcore on boy bands and recently joined the cheerleading squad.

We walk the quarter mile to the beach. It’s easier to just walk there than drive. By the time we get there, sweat is dripping down my face. I grab a rubber band from the pocket of my shorts and pull my hair up. I sigh as my hair lifts off my neck. When Paige sees me, she pulls her hair up too.

We’re at the beach less than a minute before Andrew and Paige both end up walking off with some friends, leaving me sitting under the beach umbrella alone. That’s just fine with me. I grab a book from my bag. I came prepared for this moment.

Andrew is playing football in the sand with some of his friends. I recognize some of them from our school, but others I’ve never seen before. He probably made friends with them today. He’s that kind of guy—the kind who can make friends with anyone and everybody. Him and Paige both. I’ve always been jealous of them for it.

“Dude, she’s hot. Is she your girlfriend?” I hear one of the guys ask.

I roll my eyes.

“That’s my sister, you idiot,” Andrew huffs. “Don’t call her hot.”

He starts to say something else, but I hear somebody say, “She doesn’t like being touched. If you try, she’ll freak out.”

The comment makes my chest hurt, even if it’s true.

Everybody at school knows I don’t like being touched. Thanks to Andrew’s threats, nobody tries anymore.

I slip a pair of large sunglasses on. Not to shield my eyes from the sun, but to shield people from looking at me. They always stare because I have purple eyes. My parents got me checked at the doctor after I was born, and I’m perfectly healthy. I was just one of the super rare people born with purple eyes. So rare, in fact, that I’m one of six hundred people with the eye color. At first, they thought I was albino, but they quickly ruled that out. I’m not albino. I’m just white. Really, really white.

Still, part of me wishes I were albino. Then I would have a reason why I look so different than the rest of my family.

My thoughts are distracted when I feel a familiar tingle on the back of my neck. Once again, I sense that somebody is watching me, which is crazy. We’re on the beach. Nobody is watching me.

Still, I turn around to look and don’t see anybody there, re-solidifying the fact that I am indeed going crazy.

I turn back around just as somebody trips over my leg. They fall, their legs landing on top of mine.

Not prepared for the rush of emotions, the world spins and everything goes black for a second. When I open my eyes, I see Andrew pulling one of his friends off me and shoving him away.

“Are you okay?” Andrew asks, kneeling down beside me.

It’s then that I realize I’m lying down, my head inches from the pole of the umbrella.

I nod, letting him help me sit up.

“I’m fine,” I say, licking my dry lips. “I wasn’t prepared for anybody to touch me. I think I just passed out for a second.”

“A few seconds.” He starts to gather up out things, grabbing my bag and book in his hands. “We’re going home.”

“No, Andrew,” I protest, my voice steadier than I expect after blacking out. “I promise I’m fine. I was just surprised.”

The last thing I want to do is to leave the beach because someone accidentally tripped over me and I freaked out. Everybody already thinks I’m weird. I don’t need one more reason for the kids at school to look at me differently. Andrew won’t even be there to protect me this year.

“Are you sure?”

I nod.

He reluctantly hands me back my bag and book and gets up, turning back to his friend who tripped over me.

“Watch where you’re going,” Andrew grinds out.

Even from here, I can see that Andrew is furious. His entire body is tensed up and both hands are making a tight fist.

“It was an accident.” I shrug. “I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry, Penelope.” The boy grimaces at Andrew’s hard stare and shoots me an apologetic look.

“It’s okay,” I say, more for Andrew’s benefit than anyone else. “I’m fine.”

Eventually, the guys go back to playing football, but they move further away from me, making me feel even more like a freak.

I’ll never fit in.


Chapter Three

Meeting Liam.




PENELOPE.

I relax in the bayside window of the room Paige and I share in our family’s two-story home. Paige is gone, she’s hanging out with some of her friends. She wanted me to come, but I declined.

I hate hanging out with Paige’s friends. Not that they’re not nice—they are, but they’re her friends. I feel like the third wheel when I hang out with them. I’d much prefer to stay at home, in my bedroom, hiding from the world. 

I shift my MacBook sitting in my lap, and I pull something up on Netflix. I need the distraction tonight.

It was a rough day today. Passing out in front of all of Andrew’s friends at the beach was humiliating. When Andrew told Mom once we got back, she freaked out and had Dad do an exam on me just to make sure nothing was wrong.

My dad’s a doctor—a general practitioner. He used to be a surgeon, but he was gone a lot. He gave up his prestigious job at the hospital when I was just a baby so he could stay home more. He’s always been around to me.

I sigh, leaning my head against the window.

Why am I such a mess?

I get that feeling on the back of my neck again. That tingling sensation.

Somebody is watching me.

I peer out the window and see a pair of glowing yellow eyes looking up at me through the darkness. They’re standing in just the right spot, so I can’t really see them. Just the outline of a body and the eyes.

Eyes aren’t yellow.

Well, I guess eyes aren’t purple either.

I shut my computer and get up from the bench.

Tonight, I’m going to see exactly who has been watching me.

When I make my way down the stairs, I catch sight of my parents sitting in the living room together, watching some movie.

“I’m going for a walk,” I yell.

“At this time?” Mom asks.

I glance at my phone and see that it’s just 9:30. My curfew isn’t until midnight.

“She’ll be fine,” Dad says, then turns to me. “Just don’t be gone long, okay?”

“I won’t,” I promise, then walk out the front door.

The boy isn’t standing there anymore, but I know where to go to find him. It’s as if some force is pulling me. Maybe that should frighten me, but it doesn’t. I just follow the pull, my heart racing faster and faster with every step I take.

I find the boy sitting on a bench at the beach—the same beach I had gone to earlier today.

Taking a seat beside him, I’m careful to keep a lot of distance between us. I still can’t believe I followed a stranger in the dark. It’s like I’m asking to get kidnapped.

“Have you been following me?”

It’s not the first thing I meant to say, but I’m not upset I said it. I want to know.

“Yes,” he answers.

Great.

At least my stalker is honest about it.

“Why?” I ask.

He’s quiet for a moment, so I finally look at him.

I hadn’t looked at him before this. Just his silhouette outside my window.

The first thing I notice is that his eyes aren’t yellow at all—they’re light brown.

I feel something when our eyes meet. Something I can’t explain. It’s like my stomach has tightened and my chest has started squeezing my heart. It’s like I am looking into my future. I push that thought aside for a later time, though, and focus on now.

“I’m Liam Mutatio.”  His deep voice resonates through me, and the second he says his name chills break out on my skin.

Seriously?

What is wrong with me? This is my stalker.

It’s then I realize I’m still staring into his eyes, so I shift my gaze to his hair. It’s a beautiful dirty blond color and is cut short—not too short, just long enough for me to run my fingers through it.

The guy is tall. Maybe even taller than Andrew, though it’s hard to tell when we’re sitting down.

“What’s your name?” Liam’s question interrupts my scan of his body.

“Penelope.” 

“Penelope,” he repeats.

When he says my name, I feel it. My entire body relaxes, and even though I could be in danger right now, I feel safe with him.

This is crazy.

“Why have you been following me?” I ask, once my heart stops racing so fast.

“Your eyes…” His voice trails off.

I roll my eyes in response. “Yeah, they’re purple.”

“No,” Liam counters, shaking his head. “They were purple. They’re pink now.”

Certainly he’s mistaken though. My eyes can’t change colors.

“Your eyes were yellow earlier,” I say.

“That’s my wolf.” His lips quirk in a smile and he rubs his hand over his jaw. My eyes track the movement before I register what he said.

His… Wolf?

Is this boy serious?

“What are you?” He tilts his head to the side as he studies me. “I’ve been trying to figure it out. Your smell is unique, and your family is all human. I’ve been trying to place it, but I can’t.”

“What do you mean what am I?”

“I mean what kind of supernatural are you?”

Supernatural?

Okay, this guy is insane.

Literally insane.

I stand up and brush the sand from my legs.

“I think I should go home now,” I say as I take a step back. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t follow me around anymore.”

The guy stands and I see how right I was. He is taller than Andrew.

“You’re shorter than I thought.” He’s frowning at me, like he disproves of my height.

My eyes widen and I look up at him.

He’s at least a foot and a half taller than me.

I swallow hard.

“I’m not that short,” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest, ready to defend myself.

“Are you even five feet?”

“I’m four eleven and a half.”

“The half doesn’t count.” Liam smirks, rocking back on his heels.

I roll my eyes. Again. “It so does.”

“Your eyes are black now.”

“What?” I ask, feeling confused. But then I remember… this guy thinks he’s a wolf. He’s completely off his rocker and probably escaped from a mental institution or something.

“They’re purple again,” Liam observes aloud. “That’s kind of cool. I’ve never seen anybody’s eyes change colors before.”

“Did you forget to take your meds this morning?” I back away from him slightly.

I probably shouldn’t antagonize the crazy person.

His eyes widen, as if he’s just realizing that I do, indeed, think he’s insane.

“You have no idea, do you?” he asks, his voice low.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I don’t have time to listen to this anymore.” I back up another step. “It was very nice to meet you, Liam.”

He groans when I say his name, as if me saying it had the same effect as him saying my name earlier.

I don’t stick around though. I just turn and walk quickly toward my house.

And I definitely won’t think of Liam anymore.

Or how big his brown eyes are.

Or how cute his smile is.

And those dimples.

Nope.

Not thinking of any of that.




AIDEN.




I can’t believe I have to drive to Jacksonville to get Liam.

What the heck is he even doing here?

He won’t answer any of his phone calls or text messages, so I’m the one who had to drive here to pick him up.

It’s not hard to find Liam. I just follow his scent and find it all over this one neighborhood close to the beach. There are a lot of humans that pass through here, but I also smell something else. It’s not a wolf, but it’s not human. I’ve definitely never smelled a supernatural like this before.

My wolf surfaces and it actually takes an effort to stop myself from transforming. I haven’t had such little control since I was ten and first started shifting. Still, my wolf is in control of me now, and he’s on the move. I follow the scent toward the beach. I can smell Liam too.

Stopping about thirty feet away, I spy Liam sitting on the beach next to this black-haired girl.

When I see her, I’m unable to move. It’s like my feet have cemented to the ground. My heart is racing and my stomach is tight.

“Penelope,” the girl says, after Liam asks what her name is.

Penelope.

The scent… it’s her. She’s not human.

But what is she?

Mine, my wolf growls.

Yes, she is.

She’s my mate.

Is she the reason Liam stayed here?

I try to read his thoughts, but he’s blocking them. I doubt he even knows that I’m here.

Why is he being so stupid? Any shifter could sneak up on him right now and kill him. He would be completely unaware because he’s busy chatting with my mate.

Why is he talking to her? Is it because of her smell? It must be. He’s curious.

One thing is certain.

I am not leaving Jacksonville without this girl.

She’s mine.

After a few minutes, the girl gets up to leave. When I see her face, my breath ceases.

She’s the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. Her skin is flawless, her eyes are…

Purple?

She has purple eyes.

It reaffirms the fact that she’s not human. Humans don’t have purple eyes, but neither do shifters.

Maybe she’s a succubus. That would explain her charm.

No, she’s too short to be a succubus, I realize when Liam stands up next to her.

I hear her tell him she’s four feet, eleven and a half inches. She looks offended when Liam calls her short.

This girl is tiny. She’s going to need a lot of protection.

I will protect her with my life.

She turns her back toward Liam and begins walking toward the neighborhood I was just in. Liam follows her, and I follow Liam. I want to make sure my mate gets home safely. It’s late at night and while this neighborhood seems safe, I know looks can be deceiving.

Once she walks into the house, I approach Liam.

“What is she?” I ask.

Liam jumps.

I actually scared him?

Wow, he really is off his game.

“My mate,” Liam answers, once he sees that it’s me. “And I’m not leaving.”

“She’s my mate,” I counter.

He turns to me, his eye wide. “That’s not possible.”

“You think I don’t know my mate when I see her?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief.

“No. Of course you know.” Liam scratches his head and stares at me. “It’s just… wolves don’t share mates.”

He’s right.

Wolves are too possessive to share a mate. Plus, we have no need to share mates, as wolves have many males and females. The only shifters I can think of who do share mates are dragons, but that’s because only one in four dragons are female.

“It’s strange.” Liam’s voice is filled with confusion. “I don’t feel jealous that she’s your mate too.”

I evaluate my reaction before I respond. “Neither do I.”

The thought hadn’t crossed my mind until he said it.

“What do we do?” I ask.

“We’re not leaving here without her.” Liam turns to stare at the house our mate entered.

I nod. “We will protect her.”

“Always.”


Chapter Four

Mine?




PENELOPE.

It’s been a couple of nights since I met Liam on the beach, and I definitely haven’t thought about him.

Nope.

Not once.

At least, that’s what I tell myself, but by telling myself not to think about him, aren’t I just thinking about him?

Tonight, my house is noisy and full of people. Well, not full, but we do have company. My mom and dad invited a family over.

My dad works with another doctor that has a large family too. They have five kids, all pretty close in age to us, so they come over every once in a while for dinner and game night. It’s always super loud and chaotic.

“Hey, Little P.”

I look up to see a pair of blue eyes eagerly watching me. I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes.

They have a son named Brian. He’s the same age as Paige and me. He goes to our school, so I see him a lot, but he’s a little too flirty for my taste. At least with me. He never flirts with Paige.

“It’s Penelope,” I say, frowning.

Why does my family and this one boy insist on calling me ‘Little P’? I hate the nickname so much.

I turn to walk away from Brian, but I hear footsteps behind me and know that he is following.

“So, how have you been?” he asks. “I haven’t heard from you this summer. You haven’t responded to any of my DM’s.”

Paige, who is standing close by, laughs. “Brian, if a girl doesn’t respond, it’s probably because she’s just not interested.”

If only I were brave enough to say that to him. I want to tell him that I’m not interested, but I can’t seem to bring myself to say the words. In my head they sound so cruel.

“Little P is just playing hard to get,” Brain says, then winks at me.

Dear Lord, this boy is frustrating.

My face grows warm.

“See, she’s blushing.” He reaches out a hand toward me, so I scream, backing away.

Was he seriously about to touch me?

“Hey,” Paige says, stepping between Brian and me. “Touch her and I will kick your butt.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Brian replies, his face red. He’s frowning as he looks over Paige at me. “I’m sorry, Penelope.”

I don’t respond because I don’t know what to say. If I tell him it’s okay, he will just try to touch me again. That’s the last thing I want. I want his private thoughts to stay private, and if he knew exactly what touching me would do, I don’t think he’d want to touch me either.

I turn around and walk out the back door of my house. I just need a moment to breathe. There are too many people, too many voices.

Deciding to take a walk, I head off toward the ocean. I try to tell myself that I’m doing this to clear my head, but I kind of want to see Liam again. I’ve wanted to see him again ever since I left him on the beach that night. I didn’t even get his number.

His number?

He was insane. Why would I get his number?

Yet, I still feel so drawn to him. Like a moth to a flame.

The moon is nearly full tonight, and I watch it as I walk down the street.

There is a part of me that has always felt drawn to the moon—like it’s calling out for me, waiting for something. I feel like the moon can speak to my soul. It instantly calms my nerves, and for the first time since I left Liam on the beach, I feel content.

Disappointment fills me when I don’t see Liam sitting on the bench, but maybe it’s for the best. Whatever I feel for him, it’s not normal. I walk past the bench and take a seat on the sand close to the water. I keep looking at the moon in awe.

As I sit there, I feel a familiar tingle at the back of my neck.

I’m being watched again.

“Go away,” I call out.

“Excuse me?” A voice responds behind me.

An unfamiliar voice.

I quickly turn around and see there is a boy walking toward me, but it’s most definitely not Liam.

“Oh my gosh. I am so sorry,” I say. “I thought you were somebody else.”

“Is somebody bothering you?” he asks, his nostrils flaring.

“No.” I wave my hand in a dismissal.

He sits down beside me in the sand. He’s a little too close for comfort, so I scoot a little away from him. I don’t want to accidentally touch.

“I’m Aiden Wolfe.” 

Wolfe?

Liam claimed to be a wolf.

“Do you know a guy named Liam?” 

He nods. “He’s my alpha.”

His…

Alpha?

I look at the boy sitting next to me. His dark brown hair is a little bit shaggy, but I get the feeling it’s not normal for him to keep his hair thing long. It’s like… maybe he hasn’t had time to cut it or something. His eyes are a brilliant color of bright blue.

Except…

His eyes flash yellow as he studies me.

I’m seeing things.

I close my eyes and rub them. When I open them, his eyes are blue again.

“What’s your name?” He’s had a smile on his face since he first sat down and his eyes haven’t left mine once. He raises an eyebrow as he waits for me to answer.

“Penelope.” I swallow hard. What is it about this boy that makes me so nervous?

“It’s very nice to meet you, Penelope,” he rumbles in a gentle tone.

When he says my name my lungs constrict, like I can’t take a deep breath. My heart races and I feel it all the way to my toes.

Mine, a voice from within says.

Mine?

What the heck?

I just met him.

And I’m pretty sure I had a similar reaction to Liam.

I’ve never had a crush on a guy in my life. I’ve never even been attracted to anybody. I always thought there was something wrong with me. Now, I meet two guys in two nights that completely take my breath away.

Too bad they’re both insane.

“So, you think you’re a wolf too?” My gaze traverses over him as I wait for his answer.

He raises an eyebrow. “I’m a wolf shifter.”

I nod. “Cool.”

Because what else do you say to a crazy person?

“You don’t believe me.” Aiden cants his head to the side.

“I’m sorry,” I say with a slight shrug. “I just… have hard time believing something so crazy. Werewolves don’t exist.”

“I didn’t say I was a werewolf,” Aiden counters. “I’m a wolf shifter. Werewolves are monsters from a story. I’m real.”

“Okay.” I force a smile on my face.

This poor guy really thinks he’s a supernatural creature.

“What are you?” 

“I’m human,” I answer.

“You don’t smell human,” he says, leaning over and sniffing me.

“Whoa, personal space.” I raise my hands and lean back, my heart racing in my chest.

He’s so close.

So close and not touching.

I want to touch him.

I’ve never wanted to touch somebody before.

“I’m cool with sharing the beach with you, but you can’t touch me,” I warn.

“Why can’t I touch you?”

“Because I have hapheophobia.”

“I have no idea what that is,” he says, grinning at me. “But I know that you’re lying.”

“You know I’m lying?”

“I’m a wolf.” He taps on the side of his head. “I can sense these kinds of things. Plus, your heart skipped when you said it. It’s a sure sign that you’re not telling the truth.”

“I was diagnosed with hapheophobia.”

“You were diagnosed, but it’s not the truth.” He shifts his body to face me. “So, what is this hapheophobia?”

I take a deep breath, licking my lips. “It’s the fear of being touched.”

“But you’re not scared of being touched,” he says, not looking away from my face. There’s a gleam in his eye as he speaks. “I’m right. There’s another reason why you can’t be touched. What is it?”

My mouth hangs open.

How is it a boy I’ve just met has figured out what my family hasn’t figured out after seventeen years?

“I… I’m not telling you,” I huff, closing my mouth. “No offense, but you’re a stranger. I just met you.”

“Fair enough.”

Not able to stand looking into his eyes any longer, I turn my attention forward and stare at the moon. An instant calm rushes over me, and I can’t help but feel… right. Everything is right. Including the boy sitting beside me. He belongs in my life.

“Did you know that your eyes change colors?” Aiden asks.

“No, they don’t.” 

“Seriously. They change colors. Like a mood ring. And when you look at the moon, your eyes are yellow.”

I cast my gaze down.

His eyes change colors in the moonlight too, but I’m too scared to admit it out loud. Because if I say it, won’t that make me just as crazy as him?




COLE.




“This is actually ridiculous,” I complain to Parker as we get close to Jacksonville.

Liam was supposed to be at the school by now. When he said he wasn’t coming, we thought he was joking—at least until he refused to answer any of our calls and texts. We sent Aiden after him, and now Aiden won’t come back. He called us to let us know he would be staying in Jacksonville, but he wouldn’t give us any details. So now, Parker and I are going to pick them up.

If we’re late for school again, Liam’s dad is going to throw a fit.

The four of us—Liam, Aiden, Parker, and I—have been late three years in a row for school. And I don’t mean a few hours late. We usually show up a whole week late. Last year, we showed up one month late. It was kind of my fault, but after that we got in a lot of trouble. Liam promised his dad we wouldn’t be late this year and here we are—late.

Our alpha has been calling us constantly. We keep ignoring his calls because what would we say? Your son is refusing to leave Florida? I’m sure that would go over well. Instead, we’re just going to get him ourselves.

“What do you think could be keeping them here?” Parker muses.

“I can think of nothing that would make Liam defy his father.”

Liam is stubborn at times, but he always listens to our alpha. We all do. It’s what makes us pack. If we were all just running off and doing whatever we wanted all the time, who would defend the pack? How would anything get done? We’re loyal, always, to our alpha.

I see the sign welcoming us to Jacksonville.

Thank goodness.

As soon as we cross over the line, I feel something… a pull… My stomach tightens, and I actually have to fight against my wolf to keep him from coming out. When I look at Parker, I notice he’s struggling too.

“What the heck is that?” Parker asks.

“I don’t know.” I grip the steering wheel harder. “But it feels like…”

My voice trails off, because I don’t know a word to describe it.

Parker pipes up. “It feels like fate.”

He’s right.

It does feel like fate.

It feels like everything I could ever want is right here in this city.

“This is so weird,” Parker says.

“I know.”

“No wonder they haven’t left yet.”

The closer we get toward fate, the faster my heart races.

Why do I feel like my life will never be the same again after this?


Chapter Five

College.




PENELOPE.

Today we are taking Andrew to college.

All ten of us—Dad, Mom, Alyssa and her husband Alex, Nate, obviously Andrew, Paige, me, Tyler and Alexis.

We are taking five separate vehicles. Dad and Tyler are driving his pickup truck with a lot of Andrew’s stuff in the back. Mom and Alexis are taking the SUV with all the seats folded down and the back full of stuff. Alyssa and Alex are driving their small car. They’re not carrying anything, but Alex is going to help move stuff. Not like we need help, but Alyssa wanted to come. Andrew and Nate are taking Andrew’s car. Paige and I are in the back of the caravan, driving the Jeep that we share. There is really no point in driving, but I just didn’t want to ride with anybody else, and Paige thinks guys will talk to her if she’s driving because they’ll think she’s a college student. I don’t mind, as long as she drives.

Paige and I are quiet on the drive. I think we’re both sad that we have to say goodbye to Andrew. Sure, he’ll probably be coming home every other weekend so Mom can do his laundry, but it won’t ever be the same again. He’s breaking up our fearsome threesome.

Since Andrew, Paige, and I are all so close in age, we always do everything together. So much so that when we were little, you would never see one without the other two. Even now as teenagers, we’re tight. I knew it wouldn’t always be this way. Children grow up. I think of how many times a year I get to see my Aunt Vanessa, my mom’s sister. I only get to see her at either Thanksgiving or Christmas because she lives in Hawaii. Someday, that will be us.

“This sucks,” Paige says, sighing.

“Yep.” I look forward, not wanting to see the sad expression on Paige’s face. If she starts crying, so will I.

“Who do you think will cry more? Mom or Alyssa?”

I tap my finger on my chin, pretending to think.

“Alyssa,” Paige and I say at the exact same time and then we laugh.

We aren’t usually the kind of twins who say the same thing at the same time, but when we do, it’s always a big deal. I guess we’ve always wanted to be those twins—the kind who look and talk identical. And I especially would’ve loved if she could have taken my math finals last year. Instead, we’re the kind of twins who look completely opposite and we don’t always know what each other is thinking.

Well… I suppose I can know what she’s thinking if I touch her, but I like to give her privacy. I never touch her bare skin on purpose.

When we pull onto campus, Paige is suddenly very excited. She points to a group of guys who are tossing around a bunch of footballs and goofing off. I look to appease her but roll my eyes. I just don’t understand how she is so boy crazy, as Mom says.

Okay, maybe I understand a little now that I’ve met Liam and Aiden. When I think of them, my heart goes crazy, but I try to keep them out of my mind.

Was it only last night that I met Aiden?

I wonder if I will see either of them again. The thought of not seeing them physically makes me feel sick to my stomach. I have to see them. They’re mine.

I’m annoyed at myself for thinking that Liam and Aiden are “mine,” but there is also a rightness that I feel about it. I believe it, deep in my soul. I know it’s right.

That’s a thought for another day, though, because that is insane. My brain refuses to accept it.

We pull in front of Andrew’s dorm and get out. All the guys get to unloading the truck and Paige starts talking to Alyssa and Mom about the guys she saw playing football, then proceeds to talk about how excited she is to go to school here. But not because it’s a great school—it’s because of the guys.

Paige has never had problems getting a boyfriend or even a date. I think the longest she’s ever been single since she was thirteen has been three months, which ironically is the length of her longest relationship. Mom always says there’s nothing wrong with dating a lot, just like there is nothing wrong with “waiting for Prince Charming,” which she thinks is what I’m doing. Let’s be real, though—Prince Charming has nothing on Liam and Aiden.

Dang it. I thought about them again. Can I not go five minutes without them invading my brain?

I’m a little on edge today, being out of Jacksonville. I kind of just want to get in the car and go back home. I want to look for…

Them.

I won’t think their names. Not again.

Once everything is unpacked and Andrew’s dorm is set up, we meet his roommate and parents. They seem nice. He plays football too, so I think Andrew will get along with him nicely.

After, we all head to a late lunch. It’s our final lunch with Andrew before we leave, and I’m a little sad. He sits between Paige and me, and I don’t even mind when he grabs my hand under the table. I try to tune out his thoughts, but I literally can’t.

Andrew is nervous about school, which doesn’t surprise me. He’s acting cool, but that’s just how he is. He never lets anybody see him sweat. He’s also sad because he’s going to miss all of us. Andrew’s excited about his new chapter in life. But what he’s most excited for is next year, when Paige and I join him. The fact that he’s already thinking of that warms my heart. I’m not just his annoying little sister. I’m his best friend.

When it’s time to say our goodbyes, as predicted, Alyssa cries first. Then Mom. I try to hold in my tears and be strong for Andrew because I know he’s upset about us leaving and seeing us cry would only hurt him more.

“I’m going to miss you,” I tell him, when he squeezes me tight against him.

“I’ll miss you more.”

He will. I know this because he’s thinking about how we all have each other. He’s the one being left alone here.

“I’ll come visit.” I pat his back and hug him tighter one last time. “You already know I’ll be coming to all the football games.”

“You better.”

Somehow, I manage to hold back my tears until I’m in the car.

I’m going to miss Andrew more than anything.




PARKER.




Who is this magnificent creature?

Cole and I watch from the shadows as a dark-haired girl walks through the front door of a home in Jacksonville. I wish I could get a better look at her before the door closes, but all I see is the back of black, wavy hair.

I immediately recognize her as my mate.

Mine, my wolf says, claiming her.

But that smell…

“What is she?” Cole asks, breaking the silence.

“I don’t know.”

“She’s my mate.”

My eyes widen as I look at him. “No, she’s my mate.”

I’m so focused on our conversation that I don’t hear the two shifters sneak up behind us.

“You guys too?”

I turn around and see Liam and Aiden standing there.

“What do you mean too?” Cole asks, clenching his jaw.

Aiden motions toward Liam and himself. “She’s our mate.”

“That’s… impossible,” I stutter.

“Apparently not.” Liam tucks his hands into his pockets and stares at me, shoulders tight.

“What are we going to do?” I throw the question out there because this situation is unique. Shifters don’t share mates, especially not wolf shifters.

Everybody looks to Liam for the answer. He is our alpha, at least he will be one day. But Liam is at a complete loss for words. He just shakes his head and shrugs.

Cole curses as he pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Alpha Mutatio keeps calling me. I know he’s wondering where we are.”

“We’re late for school again,” Aiden points out.

“I think he will understand, considering the circumstances.” Liam runs his hand along his jaw, and a determined expression settles on his face.

“Have you talked to her?” I ask.

Liam and Aiden both nod.

“She doesn’t know about shifters. I’m pretty sure she thinks we’re crazy,” Aiden says.

That’s not good.

“She doesn’t know she’s a supernatural?” Cole’s brows furrow, and his hand snakes around the base of his neck.

Somebody not knowing what they are is rare. Not as rare as having four shifter mates. No, that’s just… unheard of.

“What’s her name?” I ask, because I need to know.

“Penelope,” Liam answers.

Penelope.

My wolf likes the name. He has already decided that she is his and there is no changing his mind. I can tell by the looks on the other’s faces that they feel the same way.

“We have to get her to school.” Aiden darts a glance at Liam. “You know that’s where your dad will want her.”

“I know,” he says. “We will give her until tomorrow night.”

“How are we going to meet her?” My wolf and I are anxious to be near her.

“She’ll walk to the beach.” Aiden’s voice is full of confidence as he replies.

Tomorrow.

I get to meet my mate tomorrow.

My heart races, and my mouth feels dry. I’ve never had problems talking to a girl before, but for some reason the thought of talking to my mate for the first time is making me nervous. What if she doesn’t like me? Or what if she likes the other guys better? Will she even want me as her mate? Wolves never shun their mates, but she’s not a wolf. We don’t know what she is. So, what if she doesn’t want anything to do with me?

No. My wolf won’t let that happen. I won’t let that happen.

Tomorrow I will meet my mate for the first time, and I will make sure she falls in love with me.


Chapter Six

No.




PENELOPE.

Today feels like a monumental day. Like something big is going to happen. Something that will change my life. I don’t know why I feel this way, but I can’t shake the feeling. It’s not necessarily bad, but it’s strange.

Paige is going out tonight with a guy from our school. He texted her earlier and asked if she wanted to go eat dinner and get a movie. She doesn’t like the guy, but she said she never turns down free dinner and a free movie. I don’t understand why she would go out with a guy she doesn’t really like, but I don’t question her. I’m actually kind of glad she’s going out because I want to spend some time alone tonight.

Getting up from my desk, I head downstairs. I tell myself I’m just going on a walk, but I know it’s more than that. I know exactly where my walk is going to lead.

When I let my mom know I’m going for a walk, she’s so upset about Andrew leaving yesterday that she doesn’t even complain about it.

Once I get outside, I see the almost full moon in the sky and it brings me peace. The moon will be full tomorrow. I don’t know how I know that, I just do. I never look up moon cycles, but I can sense them.

The quarter mile walk to the beach goes by quickly, and I enjoy the solitude. A pang of disappointment shoots through me when I get there and neither Liam nor Aiden is there. Still, I decide to enjoy the peace. I take a seat on the ground, not caring that my butt will be covered in wet sand when I leave here, and I lean back on my hand and stare up at the sky.

Since it’s so bright, you can see many stars. I’ve always wished that I lived in a small beach town so I can see the stars above the ocean. I think it would be beautiful—and the full moon… I can’t even imagine how bright it would be. Someday, I’ll live in a place like that.

I’m not surprised when I feel the tingle on the back of my neck. I am startled, however, when the tingle moves from the back of my neck and spreads all over my body. I turn around and see four boys walking toward me. Liam and Aiden are headed my way, but there are two other boys with them. Maybe I should be worried, but I’m not. I know deep in my soul that they won’t hurt me.

How do I know that though? How can I feel so certain about that when I don’t even know them?

“Hey, Penelope,” Aiden calls out.

Aiden has a kind smile. I think that’s what I like the most about him. Even though he was saying crazy things the night we met, I still wanted to sit there and talk with him. I didn’t have the strength to walk away, even if I wanted to.

“Hey, Aiden,” I say, then nod at Liam. “Liam.”

“These are our friends.” Aiden nods toward one of the guys. “Cole.” Aiden then motions to the other boy. “And Parker.”

Cole is the second tallest of the guys. Liam is taller than him by maybe an inch. Cole also has a face that screams “don’t mess with me.” Even though he’s smiling at me, I can see something in his eyes. Something I can’t explain. Part of me wants to reach out and touch him—to know instantly what his story is. I want to know who hurt him.

Cole has dark brown eyes. They’re so dark that they’re almost black. Whenever the moon hits them just right, they glow slightly. I’m beginning to think that either I’m crazy too, or that wolf shifters really do exist.

His dark brown hair is longer than the rest of the guys’, but it still only goes slightly over his ears. I’m thinking, like Aiden, he just hasn’t had time to cut it, or maybe he can’t be bothered.

Cole holds out his hand to shake mine and I quickly back away from him, not wanting to accidentally touch him. I almost regret it when I see the hurt expression on his face, but he doesn’t understand what will happen if we touch.

Aiden speaks up. “She doesn’t like to be touched.”

He remembered.

I stand up now and look at the other boy.

Parker has a gleam in his green eyes and a smirk on his face.

Wait… are his eyes green?

It’s then that I notice that one of Parker’s eyes is green and the other is blue. I find it fascinating as I look back and forth between the two.

“Cool eyes,” he says, with an upward head nod.

He thinks I have cool eyes?

“Yours are two different colors,” I point out. “That’s awesome.”

Parker blinks as he looks at me. “Did her eyes just… change colors?”

“They do that.” Liam straightens up and smiles big, like he’s proud he knows something that the other boys don’t.

“I think they’re blue when she’s happy,” Aiden pipes in.

“They’re black when she’s angry,” Liam adds. “I can’t figure out what pink means yet… but sometimes they change to pink.”

“And you still don’t know what she is?” Cole’s jaw is clenched, and I wonder if he’s still angry that I wouldn’t shake his hand. My heart aches at the thought that I hurt this fragile boy.

“Her eyes are gray now,” Parker says.

“Gray is… sad.” Aiden cants his head to the side and studies me. “Are you sad?”

“What? No.”

“They’re purple again,” Liam observes.

“Oh, my gosh, can you guys stop starting at my eyes. It’s creeping me out,” I huff.

I resist the urge to lower my eyes so they can’t see them. I refuse to hide from them.

“Sorry,” the four of them say in unison, looking away from my eyes.

“Who are the humans you stay with?” Cole asks.

“The… humans?” I shake my head and sigh. They’re seriously keeping up with the whole wolf shifters story? “I am human. And they are my family.”

“Your adopted family?”

His comment hits me hard because it’s something I’ve been wondering my whole life—if my parents have lied to me about being their kid. Even kids at school or random people will ask if I’m adopted.

“No, they’re my birth family.” I cross my arms and tilt my head up, holding their gazes.

The four boys share a look between each other that I can’t quite read. Someday I’ll be able to read their looks.

Wait.

Did I seriously just think that?

These boys are crazy. I’m not going to know them in the future.

Mine, the voice inside insists again.

As if two boys weren’t enough, now my inner voice wants four? I can’t even manage to get one boyfriend. How the heck am I supposed to get four?

“Penelope, I don’t know how to tell you this,” Aiden says, his voice soft.

“You’re not human,” Cole adds.

All the guys jerk their heads toward Cole, narrowing their eyes.

“I’m not a wolf.” I jut my chin out and cross my arms over my chest.

“We know,” Liam agrees.

“How do you know?”

“You don’t smell like a wolf,” Parker answers. “You smell…”

“Like sunshine,” Aiden suggests. “Like a field of flowers.”

Huh.

I suppose that isn’t so bad.

At least I don’t smell like garbage or something equally horrible.

“Okay. Well, that doesn’t mean I’m not human,” I point out.

“Can you do things that normal people can’t?” Cole takes a step closer to me. He doesn’t touch me, but he gets uncomfortably close. “Maybe you’ve questioned whether it’s real, and you’re too scared to tell anybody about it.”

I swallow hard, but I don’t answer him.

He’s right.

The whole touching people and knowing their every thought isn’t normal. Not at all. I’ve always known this, but who would I tell? Who would believe me? It’s a big burden to carry alone, but I have no choice.

“I don’t believe in supernaturals,” I say.

Cole smirks and takes a step back. He pulls his shirt off and starts to undo his pants.

“What are you doing?” I yell.

“I’m going to shift so I can prove what we are.” He moves his hand to his boxers.

“Don’t take them off!”

He shrugs. “Your choice.”

I stand there, watching him. I don’t believe that he’s going to turn into a wolf, but I’m curious to see what he’s going to do. I watch as his body starts to morph. Within seconds, Cole is gone and in his place is a wolf.

My heart pounds fast and I turn, prepared to run, but the wolf just sits down on the sand.

“He won’t hurt you.” Aiden attempts to reassure me, his voice softer than normal.

I think he’s scared I’m going to run.

“Your eyes are black when you’re scared too. Interesting,” Liam says.

I lean forward to touch the wolf… Cole? At the last second, I pull my hand back. I can’t touch him. Not without his permission. I refuse to do that to any of them until they have a chance to know the truth about me.

Will I tell them?

I want to. They’ve told me the truth.

“You can touch him.” Parker nods his head toward the wolf. “He won’t bite.”

“I don’t like touching people.” I wrap my arms around myself and take a calming breath.

The guys all share another look, and I’m so curious as to what it means. They’re not easy to read.

While I’m watching the three of them, Cole shifts back into a human and…

He’s naked.

Completely naked.

I cover my eyes with my hands.

“A little warning would be nice,” I mumble, my face growing warm.

The boys all snicker.

“We don’t really care a lot about modesty,” Liam says. “Being a shifter, you kind of have to get used to it.”

“I’m not a shifter, am I?” I ask, still keeping my eyes covered.

Do I really believe this now? I mean, a boy just changed into a wolf right in front of me. I don’t think I have a choice.

“We don’t think so,” Liam answers.

Why am I even asking?

I’m a human.

“You can look now,” Cole calls out.

I uncover my eyes, but I don’t look at him. I’m sure my face is bright red.

“You have to come with us.” Liam takes a step forward, his voice urgent.

“Come with you where?” 

“To our school,” he answers. “Shifter Academy.”

“But I’m not a shifter.”

“No, but you are a supernatural. Until we figure out what you are and make sure you aren’t going to expose us all to the humans, we have to keep an eye on you,” Liam says. “At school, we can figure out your lineage and what you are.”

“No.” I straighten to my full height and give him a pointed look.

“Excuse me?” He returns my intense gaze, crossing his arms over his chest.

“No, I am not coming with you. Are you psycho?” I take a step forward to show him that I’m not scared—even if he is a foot and a half taller than me. I refuse to be intimidated by him.

“I am your alpha,” he grits out between clenched teeth. “You don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, I do.” I raise my chin and glare at him.

I turn around quickly. My hair slaps him on the chest, which is very satisfying, and I storm off in the direction of my house.

Nobody tells me what to do.

I hear footsteps behind me, but I don’t give them the satisfaction of looking back.




LIAM.




Maybe sedating the girl wasn’t the best decision ever, but what else was I supposed to do? Let my mate leave? Let her go back to her human world and go to school without her? Even if I wanted that, which I don’t, I can’t do that. We can’t just leave a supernatural out there without proper training. The last thing we need is to be exposed to the humans.

We didn’t have a choice.

Aiden is glaring at me from the backseat. He has made it very clear that he disapproves of this plan, but he has yet to offer up another solution.

This is what we have to do.

I put my eyes forward, watching the road.

Penelope is going to be pissed when she wakes up, but I can’t bring myself to regret what I’ve done. I just did what had to be done.

“She’s got a lot of spirit,” Cole murmurs.

I nod.

She certainly does.

Nobody stands up to an alpha unless they have a death wish. She didn’t back down either. She stood her ground when she told me no. I was impressed but also scared. What if she does the same thing to another alpha?

I grip the steering wheel tighter.

“We have to protect her,” I say. “She’s so…” I took in the rear-view mirror at her sleeping form.

“Tiny,” Cole finishes. “She really is.”

“It’s our job to protect her.”

“We will.”

“I don’t know why she has four mates. It’s unheard of.” I’m worried about what it means. “I have a feeling it’s because she is going to need the protection.”

“This won’t be easy.” Cole sighs.

“Nothing worthwhile ever is.”

Penelope is worth it.

She is everything.




AIDEN.




I’m so mad at my alpha for kidnapping Penelope.

It feels… wrong.

I know that we didn’t have another choice, but we could’ve at least waited. Maybe we could’ve called Liam’s dad and explained the situation.

I think about Alpha Mutatio finding out about Penelope. He would’ve made a big deal out of it. His only son, the only heir to his throne, found his mate. Half the shifter community would have come, and it would’ve been chaos.

As angry as I am, Liam was right to do it. That is why he is alpha. He makes the hard decisions that the rest of us can’t.

I look over at Penelope. She’s asleep against the seat. She looks so… peaceful.

Beautiful.

I’ve never met a girl as beautiful as Penelope. She absolutely takes my breath away. I would feel this way even if she weren’t my mate. There’s something about her light skin and dark hair. There’s something about her eyes and the way they change colors—exactly like a mood ring. And there is something about how short she is. Short, yet so fierce. She stood up to Liam when she didn’t like what he said. She’s done what the rest of us would be way too scared to do.

And she is mine.

I am hers.

My mate.

So perfect.


Chapter Seven

What did you mean by soulmate?




PENELOPE.

I hear the ocean in my dream. There are soft waves crashing and…

A rocking motion?

Why am I rocking?

And why do I feel like I got the best sleep of my life?

I stretch my arms and legs out.

I can literally smell the salt water in the air, like I’m sleeping on the beach or something.

Wait a minute.

My eyes open abruptly, and I find myself in an unfamiliar room. The rocking sensation wasn’t just in my dreams. Something is rocking gently.

I am in a small bed in the corner of a room. I sit up and look around, seeing nothing familiar. There is a small window with a curtain covering it, so I get up and walk over to look outside. When I look out, I see nothing but water.

Oh, my gosh.

I’ve been kidnapped.

My heart is racing, and my entire body feels heavy.

Think, Penelope.

What’s the last think you remember?

Liam. Cole. Aiden. Parker.

I hate how just thinking their names makes my heart race for an entirely different reason than fear.

Why are they the last thing I remember though?

Liam said something about a school.

Shifter Academy?

I told him no. Then I turned to go home and that’s the last thing I can remember.

Did they kidnap me?

No. They wouldn’t do that. I trust them.

Should I, though? I barely know them. And they could very well be my kidnappers.

Oh, God. I was kidnapped.

My heart is beating so fast and I am on the edge of having a panic attack. A real panic attack. This time, it’s not because of somebody else’s emotions. It’s because of mine.

I see myself in a mirror closely.

My eyes are black. So black. Which causes me to panic even more.

Why are my eyes black? They’re not even dark brown. They’re just straight up black—just utter darkness.

My hand trembles as I bring it up to my face, touching under my eyes, as if I can change the color somehow.

No. They’re still black.

A door I hadn’t even noticed bursts open and I watch Aiden, Cole, Parker, and Liam all come running in.

“Are you okay?” Aiden asks.

“My eyes.” I widen them for emphasis.

I was kidnapped and I’m seriously the most worried about my eyes?

It is a relief to see the four of them. I hate myself for being relieved at seeing them. I should be scared. They kidnapped me.

“What’s wrong with your eyes?” Liam’s brows furrow, and he stares at me with confusion written on his face. “They look fine to me.”

When I look back in the mirror, they’re purple.

“I am going crazy,” I mutter. “They were black.”

“They turn black when you’re mad or scared.” Aiden studies me. “Were you afraid?”

“Why would I be afraid? I only woke up on a boat.” My voice is still shaky from my panic attack. “Where the heck am I?”

Cole, Parker and Aiden all remain silent and look at Liam, so I look at him too.

Liam stares at me with a stoic expression, before he finally speaks up. “We’re on our way to Shifter Academy.”

“I thought I told you no,” I say, then gasp. “My family! I can’t just leave them! They’re going to think I was kidnapped.”

“Relax.” He holds his arms out in a “calm down” motion, before letting them fall back to his sides. “They think you’ve been selected to go to a special boarding school for the year.”

“My parents would never let me go to boarding school,” I protest. “And they definitely wouldn’t believe it if strangers told them I’d be going. They’d drive me. The whole family. We’re very close.”

“Don’t worry. We had somebody compel them,” Parker says.

“Compel?” I ask. “Like a Jedi?”

The four of them laugh.

“Not a Jedi.” Cole’s lips twitch as he jumps in to explain. “We’re not sure exactly who compelled them. Shifter Academy sent somebody—maybe a witch or a vampire or another shifter? We can all compel humans. It’s not hard. We would’ve done it ourselves, but we wanted to get you on the boat in case you woke up.”

“A vampire?” My voice comes out in a whisper.

“Don’t worry. They wouldn’t eat your family,” Aiden says. “They only eat from the willing, typically.”

“Typically?”

“If they’re really hungry, they’ll compel somebody so they can eat.” 

My mouth falls open.

“Truly, don’t worry. They wouldn’t have been hungry if they compelled your family,” he adds.

My heart is beating super fast again.

My family.

“Will I ever see them again?” My voice cracks as I voice my fear.

“Of course you will.” Liam’s voice softens. “We have Thanksgiving and Christmas break, just like any other school.”

Thanksgiving?

I can’t see them until Thanksgiving?

Tears begin to fill my eyes.

I’ve never gone without seeing my family more than a day. I can’t survive being away from them for months.

“Her eyes are gray. I don’t like it when they’re gray,” Parker whispers. “Oh, God. There are tears. Somebody, make them stop.”

Aiden steps forward. Before I can tell him not to touch me, he puts his arms around me. When he grazes my skin with his, I expect there to be a rush of memories and emotions, but there’s not. It’s just… thoughts. Current thoughts.

Mine.

It’s what he’s thinking.

No, wait. That’s not him. That’s his… wolf.

He’s just… feeling guilty for taking me from my family. He wishes there was something else they could do, but there is literally nothing.

There is something else though. Something that is at the forefront of his mind.

“Soulmate?” I blink up at him.

Aiden pulls back, tilting his head to the side.

“You can… hear me?” he asks, stumbling over his words.

I nod.

He’s kind of cute when he’s nervous.

He swallows hard. “I can hear you too.”

My face grows warm and I let go of his arm. My thoughts are private, and I don’t want him to hear them.

I can still hear you.

That’s…

Aiden’s voice.

In.

My.

Head.

My breath is coming in too quickly now.

“Her eyes are black again,” Cole says, voice rising with each word.

“She’s panicking,” Aiden warns. “The link in our minds is permanent.”

“Get out of my head!” I yell.

He flinches when I yell at him and I feel a little guilty. But he’s in my head! It’s his fault. He touched me when I told them not to.

“I told you guys not to touch me for a reason.” I shudder and rub at my forehead. “It doesn’t usually happen like this though.” I pace back and forth in the small room. “Usually it’s one-sided. And it’s like… a movie. I can see everything that has ever happened in somebody’s life in a moment. I can feel their emotions and hear their thoughts. But it’s only supposed to go one way.”

“Just breathe.” Liam’s tone is gentle, and he moves to stand in front of me. He tries to touch me, so I back away, just out of his reach.

“Don’t touch me,” I snap, my voice coming out harsher than I intended.

I’m already linked to one of these guys though. I can’t link myself to more of them.

Even now, I can feel the worry coming off Aiden.

Liam is frowning, but I can see the hurt in his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I just freaked out. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

“It’s okay.” 

But is it really?

He still looks hurt.

I want to reach out and touch him. To stroke his cheek and show him how truly sorry I am. But what if I touch him and it opens a link like I have with Aiden? What if all these boys open a link?

An even scarier thought—what if every supernatural I touch does this?

“They won’t,” Aiden assures me as he shifts closer.

“What?” I ask, shaking my head in confusion.

“The only reason we have this link is because you’re my soulmate.” His eyes are bright as he reveals this information. “Other supernaturals won’t have this link with you.”

I lick my lips.

Right.

I forgot he was in my head for a moment.

I’m never going to have privacy again, am I?

Thankfully, Aiden doesn’t answer the question this time. Still, he feels guilty for touching me without my permission.

I guess if I’m going to be stuck in anybody’s head, I’m glad it’s him.

He’s the nice one.

But then something scratches at my head.

“What did you mean by soulmate?” I ask.




COLE.




Penelope knows that Aiden is her soulmate, but she doesn’t know that I am too.

I want to tell her. I want to touch her. I want to make her mine.

But Liam is right. We can’t overwhelm her with us. I’m not sure how long we will be able to keep it all a secret. I’m hoping not long, but I can do this. For her.

I’m so mad at Aiden. Why did he get to be the one to touch her first? She didn’t back away from him like she did from me.

I swallow hard, my chest feeling heavy.

She rejected me.

No… she didn’t reject me on purpose. I know this. But my wolf doesn’t seem to get the memo.

She almost touched me last night when I was a wolf. She was half an inch away from my fur. I should’ve just leaned into her, but I was scared she would pull away—and she did.

I grin, thinking about how red her face was when I started stripping my clothes off—how red her face was when I changed back and didn’t have any clothes on. I always forget how modest humans are, but it was funny to see her embarrassed.

She’s so beautiful.

How did I get so lucky to have her as my mate?

Should I be jealous that I have to share her with three other guys? Because I’m not jealous. It’s almost like some kind of supernatural force has made me okay with this. Maybe that’s what it is.

Still, if I have to share my mate, I’m glad I get to share her with my three best friends. Can you imagine having to share a mate with somebody that you hated?

I wonder what everybody will think when we get back to the school. I don’t care, but also I’m worried it will be hard for Penelope. A lot of girls will be disappointed the Liam is off the market. He’s the future alpha—all the girls are hoping he will be their mate. The last thing I want is for Penelope to be a target.

At least we don’t have to be in the dorms anymore. They never make mated pairs stay in the dorms. They always get their own place outside of campus.

I wonder how that will work. There is usually just two people—not five.

No matter what happens, I know we will have to protect Penelope. And I will hurt anybody who tries to hurt her.

Within the next hour, we should be arriving at the school. From this point forward, things are going to change.

A big part of me is excited about showing off my mate to everybody. But there is another part of me that is nervous for her.

One thing is certain, I am not going to be letting her out of my sight. Not ever again.


Chapter Eight

Ready or not.




PENELOPE.

Aiden thinks he’s my “mate.”

Mate as in soulmate.

He thinks we’re meant to be together.

I don’t want to hurt his feelings, but how can we be meant to be when I literally just met him? I don’t know him well enough to be together with him.

Plus, the fact that whatever I feel for him, whatever connection we have, I also have that same connection with the other three guys. I try to keep that out of my mind, but it’s impossible. I cringe, thinking about him listening in on my private thoughts. He’s talking with Liam at the moment. He’s on the other side of the deck, but I know he can hear me.

I groan.

Great.

Now my “mate” knows that I also have feelings for his three best friends. This thing is turning out great so far.

I’m also worried about my family. Liam told me I can call them once I arrive at the school, as long as I promise not to talk about the fact that I’m at a school for werewolves.

They don’t like being called werewolves. They say they’re wolf shifters and that there are all kinds of shifters at the school where we’re going. It’s still hard to wrap my brain around that. I also hope that I don’t turn into some kind of animal. Like, no offense to these guys, but the last thing I want to do is turn into a furry creature.

I look up and see Aiden smirking at me.

My face grows warm and I look away.

Am I ever going to remember that he can hear my thoughts?

This isn’t normal.

Though, who am I to judge what normal is? With one touch, I can read every thought and ever emotion that anybody has ever felt and thought through their entire life. That isn’t normal.

Why couldn’t I see Aiden’s entire life?

I’m kind of glad I didn’t see. I want to learn about his past because he wants to tell me and not because we accidentally touched.

Okay, it wasn’t an accidental touch, but he feels guilty enough, so I don’t want to think about that.

I see something off in the distance.

Is that an island?

As we get closer, I realize that it is an island. A big island. And there is a… castle?

Why is there a castle?

Wait… where are we?

“That’s the school.” Parker points to the castle as he comes up beside me. He keeps a small distance from me. He’s closer than I’m comfortable with, but I know he won’t reach out to touch me.

“Where are we?” I ask. “And why have I never seen this castle before? We can’t be that far from Florida. I mean, how long was I out?”

He laughs. “We left from Key West. This island is a ways off the coast. We have it cloaked with magic so nobody will find it.”

“How does that work?” 

“If anybody gets close, they automatically go around it,” he says. “They will never even realize they turned by the time they’re away from the island.”

“Huh, that’s cool.”

I look at the castle off in the distance. As it gets closer, I realize just how big it is.

Of course it’s big. It’s a castle.

“Welcome to Hogwarts,” I mumble to myself.

“Hog what?” Parker asks.

“Hogwarts,” I repeat.

“What?”

“You know,” I say. “The school from Harry Potter.”

“Who’s Harry Potter?”

I narrow my eyes as I look at him.

He’s got to be messing with me, right?

But, no. Parker looks genuinely confused.

“It’s a book. And a movie.”

“Ah,” he drawls out. “We don’t really like human entertainment.”

“You guys have books and TV though, right?”

He nods. “We just have our own shows and stories.”

That’s… kind of cool, actually. A whole new world of books and movies to explore. Though, something tells me I won’t be having much time to do things like that with these guys around. They’re far more entertaining than anything I could watch on TV.

Uh, I’m supposed to be mad at them. They kidnapped me. And they sent somebody to mess with the minds of my family. How am I just okay with them?

Maybe it’s because I’ve always known I was different. I’ve wanted answers, and now I feel like I’m finally about to get them. Somebody is bound to know what is wrong with me. Why do I have these powers? I’m just human.

Or am I?

I’ve always questioned if I was adopted. Mom and Dad laughed it off whenever I asked, but I was genuinely curious. I know they love me, and I love them, but I’ve never really fit in. I don’t look like them and I don’t act like them. I’ve always thought of myself as the black sheep of the family, but what if it’s something else?

“Are you okay? Your eyes are gray again.” Parker’s gaze flicks back and forth between my eyes as he studies me with a concerned expression.

“Sorry.” My shoulders slump as I heave out a sigh. “I was just thinking about my family.”

“You miss them?”

I nod.

I will miss them so much.

“My older sister, Alyssa, was about to give birth. She’s about two weeks out from her due date,” I say, hating the tears that fill my eyes. “She’s having a girl. My first niece.”

“We will arrange a way for you to go see them when she gives birth.”

“Really?”

Parker nods.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

I throw my arms around his waist, careful not to touch my skin to his. He, too, is cautious as he hugs me back.

“You’re welcome.”

His voice is low, and it vibrates through my entire body.

Am I seriously thinking about how sexy his voice is right now? Is making fun of Paige for being so boy crazy for all those years finally catching up to me?

I back away from his embrace first. I don’t think I’m ready to let him go, but the hug was already lasting too long to be normal. I just… really like the feeling of being in his arms. Which makes me feel guilty because Aiden thinks he’s my soulmate and he’s listening to my every thought.

I cautiously look over at him and he’s smiling at me.

Okaaaay…

Maybe he’s fine with me having feelings for his best friend.

Or maybe he’s just not listening. That could be it. Maybe he’s trying to give me my privacy.

Come to think of it, I can’t hear his thoughts right now.

I’m just blocking you so I don’t overwhelm you.

That is so freaky.

Will I ever get used to hearing Aiden’s voice in my head?

When I look back at the island, I see that we’re almost there. My heart pounds and I feel a bit sick to my stomach.

This is it.

My new school.

My new life.

Ready or not, it’s happening.

I think I’m going to be sick.




PARKER.




She hugged me.

Maybe that wouldn’t be a big deal if she were anybody else, but she’s not. She’s Penelope. My mate. The other half of my soul.

She doesn’t like touching, and yet she reached out to me and wrapped her arms around me. The second she did that, my heart melted.

Aiden opened his mind to the rest of us, but blocked out Penelope, so we can all hear her thoughts through him. Her thoughts are cute. She has feelings for me. She has feelings for us all.

We won’t have to wait too long before we tell her the truth—that she belongs to all of us and not just Aiden. That we belong to her, because this goes both ways.

I’m impatient. I want to tell her now, but I see why we haven’t. It’s a lot already. We’ve introduced her to the supernatural world and now we’re bringing her to Shifter Academy. We took her from her family and the only life she’s ever known. She needs time to process that before we drop another bomb on her.

Liam and Cole are the most impatient though. It was initially Liam’s order for us to wait, but I think he partially regrets that now, even though he knows it’s for the best. He and Cole are both fighting against their own nature not to touch her. The fact that they’ve shown so much self-control shows just how much they care about her.

It’s crazy that a few days ago I didn’t even know her. Now, I couldn’t live without her.

How did I exist before her?


Chapter Nine

Touching.




PENELOPE.

People are staring at me.

Do I call them people? Well, I guess they’re technically people, but they’re more than human. They’re shifters. Shifters that could probably rip me to shreds in two seconds flat if I pissed them off.

Still, they’re staring at me. They’re probably wondering what I’m doing here. That is a question I wish I knew the answer to myself. Yet, here I am, in a castle where I’m about to attend school.

“Do the stairs change positions?” I whisper to Liam, since he is the closest to me.

He raises an eyebrow. “Why would they do that?”

“Never mind,” I mumble.

Right.

I forgot.

They don’t even know what Harry Potter is.

“Explain yourself,” he demands, not leaving me room to argue.

I roll my eyes.

Liam truly is the “alpha.”

“It’s from this movie,” I say, waving my hand. Though, it’s much more than just a movie. It’s easier to explain it this way though.

“We will watch this movie with you.” 

It’s not a question.

Great. Glad we settled that.

When you first walk into the school, there are marble floors, large archways that are three stories high, balconies where other students are walking, and the ceiling is partly glass so you can look up and see the sky from inside. It’s impressive.

I want to continue to explore, but they say we have to go speak to the dean of the school.

I’m sandwiched between the guys—Liam is to the right, Cole to the left, Parker in the front, and Aiden behind me. I’m not sure if it’s intentional or if it’s just coincidental.

No, everything with these boys is intentional. It warms my heart that they want to protect me, but it also worries me. What are they trying to protect me from? The other students? Is it dangerous for me to be here? What’s going on?

My questions have to wait, however, because right now I’m going to meet the dean of this school. I have no idea what’s about to happen. Are they going to ask permission for me to go here? What if the dean says no? Will I get to go back home?

My heart races at the thought of seeing my family again, but it drops just as quickly at the thought of leaving these boys. As much as I miss my family, I can’t imagine not being here with these four guys. I’ve grown kind of used to having them around, and I like it.

I look up at the ceiling one last time as we pass under the archways that lead down a long hallway. The marble floor is replaced with a deep red carpet and the ceilings are still high, but not as high. I almost expect to see torches on the wall and knights in metal suits, but that’s just silly.

“There isn’t a mote either,” Cole pipes up from my side.

Wait… what?

How did he know what I was thinking?

But before I can ask, we walk through a big wooden door. There is a large, spiral staircase that goes up, but behind that, there is a desk. A young girl is sitting there—she can’t be older than seventeen.

“Liam, what a nice surprise.” The girl is grinning entirely too big at him.

I kind of want to claw her face off for looking at him like that.

Oh, my gosh. What is wrong with me? I’m not jealous. I can’t be. Liam isn’t my boyfriend. He isn’t my anything. I just met him.

So why do I want to smack this girl and tell her to take her eyes off him?

I’m losing it.

The girl finally stops checking out Liam and frowns when she sees me.

“We’re here to see Margot,” Liam says.

“Who is she?” The girl sniffs the air. “Better yet, what is she?”

“She is none of your business,” he nearly growls. “Call Margot now and tell her we’re on our way up. That’s a command.”

“Of course,” she says before picking up the phone.

He just commands her to do something and she does it? That’s crazy. It’s even crazier if he expects me to be like that toward him.

I follow Aiden toward the spiral staircase. He and Liam go first, then me, followed by Cole and Parker. Once again, I’m directly in the middle. By now I’ve realized it’s not at all coincidental.

The staircase goes up and up for what feels like forever. By the time we get to the top, I’m nearly panting and my thighs and butt are starting to burn, which only solidifies the fact that I need to work out more often. I didn’t realize that I was so out of shape.

At the top of the staircase, there’s a huge, oval office. Windows line the entire room giving me a view of the ocean and the rest of the island. The view is incredible. I almost forget why we’re here until somebody clears their throat. It’s then that I see a woman sitting behind a large, wooden desk.

The woman looks to be in her mid-thirties. She has dark brown hair and brown eyes. I’ve never seen her before, I know this, but there’s something familiar about her. She stands up and I see that she is tall.

Of course.

Everybody is tall but me.

“It’s a shifter thing,” Aiden says to me.

Great. I’ll be the only short person at this school.

“You’re late. Again.” The lady, Margot, looks at Liam as she speaks. Her face is straight, showing no signs of emotion. “Alpha Mutatio is furious.”

“I was busy.” Liam carefully grabs my sleeve so that we don’t touch. He pulls me so I am out from behind Aiden. “This is Penelope…” He looks at me. “I don’t actually know your full name.”

“Penelope Rose Monroe,” I reply, grinning at him. I turn and face Margot. “Hello, it’s nice to meet you.”

She looks at me for a moment, titling her head to the side as if she’s studying me. I’m used to it by now, but I still can’t help but feel a bit like an animal in a zoo. I wait for her to say something, but she doesn’t for so long that it’s actually kind of awkward. I start to move a little bit behind Liam, wanting to hide from her.

“Dean Westwood,” Liam says sharply. “Don’t stare at my mate.”

Mate?

Wait, I thought I was Aiden’s mate.

I’m so confused.

This entire world is confusing to me.

“Your mate?” she repeats.

“Yes. My mate.” He then grabs onto my hand with his. I feel a rush of emotions but not his. They’re mine.

Well, maybe a little of his too. He’s feeling… pride. He’s proud of the fact that I’m his mate. And he’s happy. So, so happy.

Me? I’m confused. Because I thought I was Aiden’s mate, but I’m also happy. Even though Liam touched me without my permission, I don’t regret it. His mind, his thoughts, his feelings are incredible. Just as Aiden’s are, when he doesn’t hide them from me.

“I see,” Margot drawls out the word, eyeing Liam for a moment before she looks at me. “Hello, Penelope, and welcome to Shifter Academy. I am Margot Westwood. You may call me Margot or Dean Westwood, whichever you prefer.”

I nod and smile at her.

“You’re a wolf,” she says, studying me.

I shake my head. “I’m not a shifter.”

“We’re not sure what she is.” Liam speaks up. “We were hoping that you would be able to help us with that.”

“We will worry about that later.” She waves a dismissive hand. “For now, you need to call Alpha Mutatio.”

Liam nods before leaving the room. I hear him start to walk down the long spiral staircase.

“You four, take a seat and get comfortable. You might be here a while.”

We all comply and find a seat. I have a thousand questions that I want answered, but I won’t ask them with Dean Westwood in the room. It just doesn’t seem like the right time to ask Aiden why he and Liam both think they’re my mate. Later, I’ll get all the answers.




LIAM.




“Where have you been?”

My father is angry.

Really angry.

But I know with my next breath what I tell him will completely change his tone with me. I’m just nervous to say the words out loud. I have a mate. She’s mine and I am hers. It still doesn’t seem real.

Never mind the fact that I just spilled the beans in front of Dean Westwood. It just pissed me off that she was making Penelope uncomfortable. We’ll deal with that later though. At least Penelope didn’t freak out like I thought she would. She was just curious.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call, I was just busy,” I say.

“Busy? Busy doing what? You have no other responsibilities right now than to be at school. You’re training to be the future alpha,” he growls. “You think you can do this once you’re alpha? Just run off with your friends and have a vacation?”

“I found my mate.” I don’t even bother to respond to his lecture.

“Your mate? Where? Who?”

“Her name is Penelope.” A warmth spreads over me when I say her name. “She’s so beautiful, Dad. And perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

“Of course she is. She’s the future luna of the pack,” Dad says. “Who are her parents? Do I know her?”

“Her name full name Penelope Monroe. You don’t know her because she was raised by humans.”

“Humans?”

He sounds confused and upset.

A wolf shifter raised by humans would be an actual tragedy.

“She’s not a wolf.” I pause. “Not a shifter, actually.”

There’s silence on the other end of the call.

“Dad?”

“I’m here,” he finally replies. “She’s… human?”

“No,” I answer. “We actually don’t know what she is, but she’s definitely not human.”

“Good.” The relief is clear in his tone.

Nobody has ever had a human for a mate.

Actually, I’m not sure that any wolf has had a mate that isn’t a wolf.

“I’m going to come there,” Dad says. “I’m actually on my way anyway. I wanted to be there when you showed up.”

Wow.

Dad really was pissed about me being late.

Finding my mate is the only acceptable reason for me being late.

“You’re going to love her.” I feel a grin pull at my lips as I think about her. “She’s magnificent.”

“I’m sure she is, Son.”

“There is one other thing.”

He hesitates. “What?”

“I’m not her only mate.”

My dad curses, which is something he never does.

Well…

Things are about to get interesting.


Chapter Ten

Must be fate.




PENELOPE.

Liam comes back into the oval office to get the rest of us after he’s done talking to his dad.

Oval office.

I giggle.

We’re halfway down the stairs when I bump into the back of Liam. He and Aiden have both stopped and they’re looking at me. I look behind me and see that Parker and Cole are also staring at me.

“What?” I ask.

“We’ve never heard you laugh before,” Parker says, voice filled with something I can’t describe.

“Oh.” I drop my gaze, uncomfortable with them all looking at me right now. Liam and Aiden start walking again, so I follow behind them.

I’m honestly kind of worried about falling down these stairs. They’re so tall, I’d probably fall forever.

“Don’t worry, I’d catch you,” Liam is quick to assure me.

Ah, right.

Liam is in my head now.

Or has he always been?

“You guys have a lot of things you need to tell me.”

“We will. Soon,” he promises. “We just need to get through the next few hours first.”

The next few hours.

I can do that.

“Why did you tell Dean Westwood I’m your mate?” I ask. “I thought I was Aiden’s mate.”

“It’s complicated.”

I have a feeling that will be the answer no matter what I ask, so I shut my mouth and just follow them.

The guys give me a tour of the school, which is massive. I won’t be surprised if I get lost in here multiple times.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be with us always,” Aiden says.

Always?

“Won’t I be in the girl’s wing? And you guys will be in the boy’s wing?”

Nobody says anything.

Right.

More questions I can’t have answered.

As we walk through the castle, I can’t help but feel this is a castle straight out of a Disney movie. The library is huge, full of not just educational books but also recreational. I don’t recognize any of the titles, but I’m excited to read as many as I can.

After the library, we go into what the guys call the common room. I’m told that mostly people come in here to do their homework. It’s such a nice room for that. There’s a fireplace that is lit with a fake fire. Since we’re in the middle of the Caribbean, I doubt we’ll ever need heat in this castle.

Speaking of, the air conditioner in this place must be massive because, despite the fact that it’s one hundred degrees outside, it’s actually cool.

“Wolves get hot,” Aiden explains. “We like the air conditioning on full blast.”

Ah, it makes sense.

I’ve always liked it to be really cold too, at least inside. When I’m outside, I prefer to have summer year-round.

There’s a huge dining area that’s always open. There are certain times you eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but you can go in there anytime to grab a sandwich or a snack. When we go through there, all the guys grab food, despite the fact that we just ate an hour ago.

“Wolves eat a lot,” Cole says, when he sees me eying him.

I only thought Andrew ate a lot. Nope, he’s got nothing on these boys.

My chest aches as I think about my brother. I wonder how he’s doing at school. I bet he’s already made a ton of friends, but it’d still be nice to hear his voice and know for sure that he’s okay.

“Do you want to call your family?” Parker puts a hand on my shoulder, being careful not to touch my skin.

Okay, that was freaky.

I’m beginning to think these guys can read my mind before we even touch to open the link.

“Can I?”

Parker looks at Liam.

“It should be fine,” Liam nods his head. “Just make sure you don’t say anything about the school.”

“They’re going to be curious though.”

“Say as little as you can.” He waves his half-eaten sandwich in the air, indicating the room around us. “And say nothing about the location.” Bringing the sandwich to his mouth, he pauses and looks me directly in the eyes. “Lie if you have to.”

Lie?

I’m a really sucky liar.

“Haven’t you been lying to your family for a long time?” he asks. “About your powers?”

I swallow hard and nod my head.

Way to call me out on it.

“So, this won’t be any different.” His eyes soften. “It’s actually very important to keep the existence of our kind a secret.”

I nod.

I can do this.

It’s what I’ve always done.

I was just hoping. Because the guys make me feel brave. Brave enough to tell them the truth—something I’ve been scared of since I was old enough to remember. Even as a four-year-old, I knew reading people’s minds wasn’t normal. I knew it was something I shouldn’t tell anybody. Now that I’m finally ready to tell them, I can’t.

When I look up, all the guys are frowning.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing. You’re just killing me here,” Liam says. “Your thoughts. They make me want to break all the rules. You make me want to break all the rules.”

Me?

Honestly, I should still be mad at these boys for kidnapping me. I know that. I should be fighting them at every step. I should be screaming for them to take me home. But there is something that has me so calmed. It’s like I can’t imagine leaving their side, even for a second. I want to be around them. All of them.

“Your eyes are pink now,” Cole points out.

“I think I know what pink means now,” Aiden says.

“I want to see.”

Parker leads me into a large bathroom attached to the cafeteria. I look into a huge mirror hanging over the sink. Sure enough, my eyes are pink.

How do my eyes change color?

As I’m looking in the mirror, they change back to purple.

“That’s so freaky. And it’s new,” I murmur.

“When did it start happening?” Parker asks.

“The night I met Liam.”

Little did I know the night I met him, everything changed.

We walk back into the cafeteria with the rest of the guys and I sit down between Parker and Liam.

I look at Liam. “How did you find me anyway?”

“I felt this pull.” His eyes get a far-away look in them, like he’s recounting exactly what happened. “I was driving through Jacksonville, and I had this feeling. My wolf took over and somehow my car wound up at the mall.”

My eyes widen. “I knew I felt you!”

“You didn’t tell us that.” Aiden looks at Liam.

“It really was fate for us all to meet,” I say, smiling at him.

I can’t believe those words just came out of my mouth. But I was thinking it anyway, and I’m pretty sure they can all hear my thoughts, so I might as well say it out loud.

“It is fate,” Parker agrees.

“Can I call my family now?” I dart a glance at Liam.

“Sure.”

Cole pulls his phone from his back pocket and holds it out for me. When I grab it, my fingers graze against him.

I’m so comfortable around these guys that I forgot to be careful.

When our fingers touch, my stomach suddenly feels like it's full of butterflies and my heart races. I touch his hand longer than necessary, but I don’t care. I just want to touch him longer.

I’ve been deprived of touching my whole life by everybody but my family. Now that I’ve found them, I don’t have to be scared of touching anymore.

Mine.

His thoughts and mine are both very similar, and I wonder what that means. How can I have all these boys? I can’t. And it’s silly to even think that.

I stop the thoughts before they can go any further because I know they can all hear me right now. My face grows warm.

I really hope there’s a way to block them. I mean, there must be. They all block me unless they want me to hear them.

“We don’t mean to block you.” Aiden has a smile on his face and his shoulders are relaxed. If he’s bothered by my thoughts, he’s not showing it. “It’s just a habit. Wolves can share thoughts freely.”

“Really? Isn’t that weird?”

“How else would we communicate when we’re in our wolf form?” he asks.

I hadn’t thought about that.

“I guess I’ll call them now.” I clutch the phone to my chest and watch the guys, waiting on their response.

The boys step away, giving me the illusion of privacy, but I know they’ll be listening to every single word shared between my family and me. The weird part is, I don’t even mind. I find it comforting.




AIDEN.




“We’re going to have to tell her soon,” I whisper to the guys once Penelope is on the phone to her family.

We don’t know how good her hearing is. Actually, we don’t know much about her powers at all, aside from her eyes that change colors and her ability to read other’s minds with a simple touch.

None of us have ever heard of somebody having that ability before. No creature we’ve ever heard of has her ability. Maybe Alpha Mutatio will know, at least that’s what we’re hoping.

“We will,” Liam says. “Later though. We have bigger things to worry about right now.”

“Like what?” Parker rests his back against the wall.

“My dad is coming now.” Liam rubs a hand on the back of his neck.

“Now?” I ask, confused.

“I had to tell him why I was late.” Liam shoots a glance at Penelope. “He wants to meet my mate—our mate.”

“You told him that we’re all her mate?” Cole narrows his eyes and focuses his gaze on Liam.

Liam nods.

“How did he react?” I pipe in again.

Liam grimaces. “He cursed.”

I suck in a breath, my eyes widening.

Alpha Mutatio never curses.

“Is he upset?” Cole asks. “Is he going to make her choose just one of us?”

My heart sinks at the thought. There’s no way she would choose me. She would choose Liam because he’s the alpha. Or Parker because all the girls think he’s cute. Or Cole because he’s tough. I have nothing going for me, except that people call me nice.

“I don’t care what my dad says. I’m not making her choose one of us.”

“What if she wants to choose?” Parker looks at each of us as he speaks, an intense expression on his face. “I mean, she was raised human, and even if she had been raised as a shifter, we don’t share mates.”

We all fall silent.

I hadn’t even considered that. Would she want to choose just one of us?

“If she wants to choose, that’s her choice,” Liam says. “But we will fight for her. All of us, together.”

“Together,” we all agree.

As strange as the idea of sharing a mate is, I honestly can’t imagine it any other way now.

She belongs to all of us.


Chapter Eleven

Meeting the alpha.




PENELOPE.

The guys are acting weird—tense. I wonder if it has anything to do with the fact that Liam’s dad is coming. He’s the alpha, which I think means he’s like the president of the wolf shifters. I don’t exactly understand the leadership system just yet. All I know is that he’s alpha and that someday, Liam will be alpha too.

Liam acts like an alpha. The guys always do what he says, and he expects me to do the same.

Ha.

Me? Listen to his commands? That’s not going to happen.

One thing I know for sure is that I’m not a wolf shifter. So, technically, he’s not my boss, even if he is my mate.

I’m a little confused by the term mate. I thought it meant soulmate. But if I’m both Aiden and Liam’s mate then I must have heard something wrong. Or maybe wolves have more than one mate. That would be weird, especially when I introduce them to my parents.

How could I explain to my human parents that I have four werewolf boyfriends?

Wolf shifters, I correct myself. They’re not werewolves.

I look up and see Cole smirking at me.

I shut my eyes, completely mortified. How could I forget that the guys can hear my thoughts? And why do I have to think embarrassing thoughts about dating them all?

Somebody better teach me how they block their thoughts from me, because it’s not fair that they hear everything I think and I only hear the things they want me to hear.

Liam walks into the student lounge where we’ve all been waiting. Nobody else is in here because school is going on at the moment. I’m thankful for that because I’m not sure I’m ready to meet a bunch of supernatural creatures. Not yet anyway.

“It’s time,” Liam announces.

It’s time?

Time for what?

All the guys look at me, almost sadly.

Why do I feel like I’m about to be some kind of virgin sacrifice?

Cole smirks at me, Liam’s eyes widen, Aiden looks down, his face turning red, and Parker just laughs.

“Nobody is sacrificing you.” Cole shakes his head in amusement.

“You guys have to stop doing that,” I huff. “My thoughts are private.”

And now they all know that I’m a virgin, which is not exactly something you announce to people you barely know, even if I feel like I’ve known the guys forever.

How did I even exist before them?

“I’ll teach you how to block them later,” Aiden says softly.

The guys glare at Aiden.

“It’s only fair,” I reply. “Unless you guys want to keep your thoughts open to me all the time.”

“We will discuss this later.” Liam’s voice is higher than it normally is, and he keeps fidgeting with his hands. Whatever is about to happen, he’s nervous about it. And Liam is never nervous.

My heart races.

This isn’t good.

I take a deep breath to calm my nerves.

It’ll be fine. If I can survive being smack in the middle of six other siblings, I can handle anything.

I walk between Liam and Parker this time, with Cole in the front and Aiden in the back. I grab Liam’s hand just because he seems like he could use the support. I also grab onto Parker’s hand without even thinking. Whenever I do, the entire world spins and I nearly fall over.

I haven’t touched him before.

I forgot.

Crap.

Now I’ve touched them all. And even though I’m pretty sure he could already read my mind, I’m certain touching them changes everything.

Mine, Parker’s thoughts scream.

Or is it him?

Am I hearing his wolf?

Either way, Parker agrees with his wolf.

“Are you okay?” Liam asks.

It’s then that I realize we’ve stopped walking and Liam is practically holding me up. If he hadn’t, I’m pretty sure I would have fallen.

“Sorry,” I gasp out. “That was…”

“Intense?” Liam suggests.

I nod.

“Is that going to happen every time I touch a wolf shifter?” 

“You won’t be touching anybody else,” he answers in a firm tone, grinding his teeth.

I raise an eyebrow.

What did I say to anger him?

“What he means is, no it won’t happen when you touch other shifters,” Aiden says.

“That we know of,” Cole adds.

Everybody looks at each other, and I can literally feel the tension in the room.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I grumble. “And when are you guys going to answer all of my questions. I’m really confused by a lot of things right now.”

“Soon.” Parker squeezes my shoulder.

We start walking again, and this time Liam and Parker both grab my hand without me doing it first. I feel a… calmness. Like something really big just happened and it has completed me in some way. It’s strange and I don’t understand what’s going on.

My whole life, I’ve felt like I’ve been missing something, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was. I feel deep in my soul that I’ve found that something. But what is it? This school? These guys? Hopefully they will have the answer to these questions if I am patient for a little while longer.

After a short walk, I’m led into a conference room that I haven’t seen yet. This school is massive, so I’m not surprised that there are places I haven’t been shown. I’m sure it’ll take me forever to figure out the layout of this place. I imagine I’ll get lost a lot.

I’ve never been the new kid before. I’ve lived in the same house in the same neighborhood my whole life. I’ve gone to the same school with all the same kids. And even then, I had my sister and my older brother with me most of the time. Here, it’s different. Yeah, I have the guys, but who says they won’t ditch me? My family had to stay with me because they’re family. The guys don’t have that obligation.

I push those thoughts aside for now because I have plenty of time to worry about that later. Right now, I have more important things to worry about—like why I’m in this conference room.

The room has a long, wooden table surrounded by a lot of chairs—probably about twenty. The chairs look like they belong at a throne, which I guess makes sense; I’m in a castle, after all.

“Stand here.” Liam points behind a chair. He is standing by the chair closest to the head of the table, then me, followed by Cole, Aiden, and Parker.

I wonder why we’re not sitting down, but that question is answered a few seconds later when the door opens.

An older guy that looks a lot like Liam walks in.

He’s tall—about the same height as Liam, which means he’s a good foot and a half taller than me. He’s got the same light brown eyes as Liam, but his hair is darker. His hair is thick and there isn’t a speck of gray in it. To be honest, the guy looks like he’s in his late twenties and not old enough to have a teenage son.

I really hope he can’t hear my thoughts because that would be awkward.

When the guy looks at me, he smiles.

“You must be Penelope.” 

“Hi.” I give him a little hand wave.

He reaches out his hand to shake mine and I hesitate.

I’ve been afraid to touch people my whole life. It feels wrong to refuse his handshake though. I’m not sure what to do.

“It’s okay,” Liam says, his voice soft.

Okay.

I can shake his hand.

It’s fine.

I eventually reach out my hand and shake his. I wait for the rush of emotions. I wait for the memories. But I get none of that. The only thing I get is what he is currently thinking, and that is that his son has a beautiful mate.

“I am Alpha Mutatio. It is nice to meet you.” 

“Penelope has a unique gift.” Liam addresses his dad once our handshake is over.

I breathe better once we’re not touching anymore. And I’m thrilled to know that once our connection is lost I can no longer read his mind.

Phew.

I was worried the connection would be permanent, like it is with the guys.

“I’d love to hear all about it.” Alpha Mutatio motions to the chairs around the table. “Let’s sit down.”

I take note as Alpha Mutatio sits down first. But the guys all look at me. I take a seat, then they do. I wonder what that’s about, but I’m sure I’ll find out. I’ll just add it to my list of questions.

“Your smell is fascinating,” Alpha Mutatio says.

My… smell?

My face grows warm.

On the list of the weirdest things ever said to me, that would be number one.

“There is a hint of wolf.” He studies me for a moment. “But there is something else—something I’ve never smelled before. What are her parents?”

“Human,” Liam answers.

“Impossible,” Alpha Mutatio protests. “But we will worry about that later.”

I’ve considered this a lot through my life—the thought that I was adopted. But my parents have always eased my fears and I know they wouldn’t lie to me. They would tell me the truth.

But what if I am adopted?

“We will discuss this later.” Liam turned away from me, but I can hear how tense he is by the tone of his voice.

Alpha Mutatio looks a little surprised, but he nods. “Certainly.” He turns his attention to me. “Tell me about yourself.”

I’m not sure what to say, so I take a moment to try and think of something. There isn’t really anything interesting about me.

“I’m Penelope Rose Monroe. I’m seventeen years old. I have six other siblings, including a twin sister. I’m from Jacksonville, Florida.” I shrug. “That’s kind of it. I’m a senior now.”

“Twin,” Alpha Mutatio states, then looks at Liam.

“No. Her twin is human. All her siblings are,” Liam replies.

Everybody goes completely silent, so I look up and notice Liam and Alpha Mutatio are giving each other strange looks.

Wait.

Are they talking to each other through their thoughts?

Almost as if nothing happened, Alpha Mutatio focuses his gaze on me.

“You certainly are an interesting girl,” he muses.

I’m not sure how I’m supposed to respond to that, so I don’t.

“We’ll be having an introduction this weekend,” he says, turning his attention back to Liam.

“No. It’s too much.” Liam’s mouth is set in a grim line. “I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

“You are the future alpha. People will want to meet her.” Alpha Mutatio’s tone brooks no argument.

Liam sighs and looks at me.

“What’s an introduction?” I ask, hoping that I’m allowed to ask questions.

“Your introduction to our society,” Alpha Mutatio answers. “We’ll be introducing you to everyone as Liam’s mate.”

Okay.

So that really doesn’t answer my question but okay.

“Until then, I will be making an announcement to the school so that everyone knows to treat Penelope well.” Alpha Mutatio nods at Liam.

“What are you going to tell them about the rest of us?” Cole asks.

“The truth.” Alpha Mutatio’s reply is simple and easy.

The truth.

I wish somebody would tell me the truth.

This whole thing is making my head hurt.

“If that’s all, we would really like some time alone with Penelope.” Liam stares pointedly at his father.

“Sure,” Alpha Mutatio says. “I’ll just have Dean Westwood send out the announcement.”

“Thank you.” Liam nods at his father.

Alpha Mutatio looks at me and grins. His smile reminds me a lot of Liam. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I have a good feeling about you.”

“It was nice to meet you too.” 


Chapter Twelve

Mini castle.




PENELOPE.

My head is swimming by the time we leave the meeting with Alpha Mutatio. I have so many questions, yet the second I get alone with the guys I can’t think of one. I think my brain is just exhausted from the long day.

It has been such a long day.

Was it just this morning that I woke up on a boat in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean?

Yeah, I guess it was.

Now, it’s the afternoon as we’re leaving the castle. The guys say we’re going to our off-campus dorm, which I find incredibly confusing because weren’t there boys and girls dorms in the castle? Or maybe the seniors stay somewhere else.

Tomorrow I guess we will go to class. I don’t even have a schedule, and I have no idea where I’ll be going or what classes I’ll be taking. I don’t even know if Margot Westwood got my transcript from my last school.

“Don’t worry. Everything is settled.” Aiden speaks up, answering my unasked question.

But how is it settled?

I’m just so confused.

I’ll also never get used to having somebody else in my head. It’s so strange.

The dorms are a short drive from the castle, and I’m pleasantly surprised when I see a miniature version of the castle we were just in—there are even circular towers sticking up. It’s awesome.

“This is where we’re staying,” Cole says. “Just the five of us.”

My mouth falls open. “The five of us?”

Before the question is even fully out of my mouth, the guys are already walking inside. I follow them because I don’t exactly have a choice.

This place is big for five people, but I guess since Liam is alpha, or soon to be alpha, maybe he gets a bigger place than everybody else. Still… why am I here with them? Don't they separate the boys and girls?

“I need stuff,” I call out, hurrying to catch up to them. “I don’t even have clothes or anything. And I really want to take a shower.”

I’ve been wearing the same clothes since yesterday. It’s not my fault. They are the ones who kidnapped me and brought me on a boat.

To be fair, they did ask me to come before they kidnapped me. I said no, so they didn’t have a choice. I think I’m supposed to still be mad about that, but I’m not. Especially since I know my family isn’t worried about me.

“Everything you need is here.” Liam glances back at me as he talks. “There is a shower in your room. You get the master bedroom.”

“Okay,” I say.

I mean, giving me the master bedroom is the least they can do since they kidnapped me.

Aiden shows me where my room is, and I walk inside alone. I’m grateful for the bit of privacy.

I’ve never actually had privacy in my life. Growing up with six siblings, there was always somebody around. I even share a room with Paige. And now that I have a niece on the way, I realize our family is just going to keep getting bigger. Privacy just isn’t a thing.

And now I’m surrounded by four very protective guys.

Mine, a voice insists.

That voice always insists whenever I think about them.

I keep trying to remind myself that I can’t date four guys, but my inner voice doesn’t want to listen.

The master bedroom is huge. Like, bigger than any one room I’ve ever seen. The floors are marble, but there is a large, fluffy rug covering a lot of the space.

There is a king size bed with a black comforter spread out on top. That’s going to be a big change. I’m used to sleeping on a twin size bed. We had no other choice. It’s not like two full size beds would’ve fit into the room Paige and I shared.

On each side of the bed, there is a nightstand with a lamp. I see an electric outlet so I can charge my phone.

Speaking of my phone, I have no idea where it is. I might have left it home last night whenever I went out for my walk. I won’t be able to survive without texting my family, so I’ll have to rectify that situation soon.

I continue to look around the room, amazed at all the little details—like the wolf carved into the wood on the nightstand.

There is a huge walk-in closet that is literally bigger than the room I shared with Paige. There are a ton of clothes inside—all my size.

What the heck? How did they even have time to do this? We’re on an island. It’s not like somebody would’ve been able to go shopping unless there is a mall I happened to not notice.

There are also clothes for a guy inside the closet. Another question for later.

I grab an outfit that looks kind of comfortable but still cute. Because I want to look cute for the guys who kidnapped me. There is something seriously wrong with me.

The bathroom is massive. The first thing I notice is the large tub. I’m pretty sure it’s big enough to fit ten people. But then again, all the wolf shifters are tall and I’m the size of an ant next to them. Still, I’m excited about all the bubble baths I’m going to get to take—something I never got to do at home. Mom would occasionally let me use her tub, but it was a rarity. Plus, in a house with nine people, somebody always needs the bathroom, so spending an hour soaking in a tub was just out of the question.

The shower is also big. It takes me a minute to figure out how to turn on the water, and I find out it’s the kind of shower that rains water from all of the top. I’m pretty sure it’s meant for more than one person to shower at a time, but I can’t figure out how to change it so that it just has water on one side.

Whatever.

The water is warm the second it comes out, which is nice. Usually my showers are pretty cold, simply because I don’t fight my siblings to take the first shower. I just let everybody else do their thing and go last so I don’t have to rush through a shower. Going last means there is little to no hot water left. So, this shower… I’m going to enjoy every second of it.

I’m not sure how long I stand under the stream of water—long enough for my fingers to start pruning. I guess I’m waiting to see if the hot water will run out, but it’s just as hot as when I started my shower. Of course, it is. I’m staying in a castle! Well, a miniature sized version of one.

Eventually I shut off the water and get out. I wrap one of the huge white towels around myself, amazed at how soft they are.

Why do I feel like I don’t belong here?

Because I don’t. I definitely don’t.

This room… it wasn’t supposed to be mine. At least not mine alone. And that means the guys have a lot of questions that they need to answer.

I get dressed quickly, pulling my wet hair into a messy bun on top of my head. I’ll blow dry it later. For now, I need answers.




COLE.




By now, everybody at Shifter Academy knows that Penelope is my mate.

Well, not just my mate.

She’s Aiden’s mate. And Parker’s.

But the biggest news will be that Liam found a mate.

Our future alpha.

I wonder what everybody will say when they realize that Liam has to share his mate.

Honestly, I don’t care what they have to say about me and the guys. I know we can handle it. I just worry what they’re going to say about Penelope. It’d be one thing if we were dragons and sharing a mate was considered normal, but we’re not dragons and it’s definitely not normal in our shifter community.

I won’t let them talk bad about my mate though. I will fight anybody who tries.

I am meant to be the beta of the pack. I’m second in line to Liam. If anything ever happened to him, I would take over as alpha, either until his heir is old enough to take over, or indefinitely if Liam doesn’t have an heir. I hope nothing happens to him; I don’t want to be alpha. I’m not into the whole political side of things.

Instead, I help protect Liam and the pack. Not that Liam needs protecting.

Now, we all agree—Penelope comes first. I protect her over all else. It’s law in the shifter community. Mate comes first, pack comes second. Always.

The guys and I give Penelope privacy while she’s showering. Even though I am so, so tempted to take a peek in her mind, I won’t. I would never betray her like that. Not until she says I can. I know someday she will say it’s okay.

Most shifters don’t wait to complete their mate bond. When they find their mate, they almost always bond the first day. But it’s different with Penelope. She doesn’t know this world and how it works. We’re going to have to go slow with her.

Slow is going to kill me.

But I’ll go slow for Penelope.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t hear Penelope walking down the hall toward the living room. When she walks into the room, just looking at her takes my breath away.

Her black hair is wet and pulled into some kind of knot thing on top of her head. I’ve never seen her with her hair up, and I can now see her face clearly. She is so beautiful.

I’ve never seen skin quite like hers. I don’t even know how to describe the color. In her head she thinks she’s pale, but she’s not. Her skin almost glows. And considering how much time we spent in the sun today without sunscreen, you’d think she would be pink from the sun, but she’s not. I think her skin color must be a supernatural thing, because even wolf shifters get sunburnt.

She has on a pair of black pants. She calls them leggings in her head, and she’s thinking about how comfortable they are. They look nice on her. Really nice. They hug every curve on her tiny frame. And as hard as I try to not check her out, I can’t help it. She’s my mate. I want to look at her.

When I look at her eyes, I expect to see purple, but instead I see blue. I’m pretty sure that when her eyes are blue it means that she’s happy. I love that she’s happy right now. I want her to be happy here.

“We need to talk,” she says.

Yeah, we truly do.

Penelope deserves answers.

My heart races and my stomach ties in knots.

We have to tell her that she isn’t just Liam’s mate. She’s not just Aiden’s mate. But the four of us are her mates.

I worry that she will want to choose just once of us. I worry that if she chooses just one of us, it won’t be me.

How can I live without my mate?

I know it isn’t something I should worry about until the time comes, but I do worry. I know all the guys do.

Penelope is mine. And even though I have known her less than twenty-four hours, I can’t imagine my life without her. I don’t want to imagine life without her.

We will fight for her, my wolf says.

And I agree.

I will fight for the five of us to become a family.


Chapter Thirteen

Unconventional.




PENELOPE.

“Was that room meant for me?” 

I can’t believe that is the first question I’m asking, but I’ll go with it.

If I’m being honest, I’m a little scared to ask what I really want to know.

“It was technically meant for Liam and his mate,” Parker answers.

“And the clothes that happen to be my size?”

Liam clears his throat, obviously uncomfortable with my question. “I had them ordered when I met you and knew that you were my mate. I knew we’d eventually end up here, and I wanted you to have plenty of clothes.”

Ah, I guess that makes sense.

“I have plenty of clothes,” I say, giving him a pointed look before continuing. “At home.”

“I just figured it would be easier for you to have stuff here and there so you don’t always have to pack.” 

Right.

Because packing it hard?

Or maybe that’s just because he’s the alpha’s son, which means something. What, I’m not sure.

“What does alpha mean?” I ask.

“It means leader,” Liam answers.

“Leader?”

“He’s being modest,” Cole interjects. “Liam is going to be alpha of all of the wolf shifters one day, like his dad is now and his grandfather was before.”

“So, it’s a birth thing,” I muse. “Like royalty or something?”

“Kind of,” Liam says. “But not so extreme.”

“Again, he’s being modest.” Cole turns on the couch so that he’s facing towards me fully.

I nod.

Right.

“What does mate mean?” I look at each of the guys as I speak, gauging their reactions. “I mean, I know you explained it before, but I think maybe I misunderstood.”

“Mate means… soulmate, I guess.” Parker fidgets in his chair as he answers, seemingly nervous about our conversation.

Soulmate?

“It’s destiny,” Aiden adds. “Everybody has one person they’re meant to be with. Whenever a shifter meets their mate, they just know. There is a calmness and a rightness about it. Like everything in the world is pulling you to be with that one person.”

“Okay.” I drawl out the word, considering the information they’ve just given me. “How can I be your mate and Liam’s mate if everybody just has one person?”

The guys all fall silent and look between each other. I wonder if they’re having a silent conversation with one another through their mind connection.

“We don’t know why, but you have four mates,” Liam eventually says out loud.

Four mates.

Four. Not just two.

Somewhere, deep down, I knew it already. But feeling it and knowing it are two very different things.

“Why do I have four?” I worry my bottom lip between my teeth and dart my gaze between them all. “I mean, that doesn’t seem very fair to you guys. You’ve been waiting your whole life for some shifter girl and now you’re stuck with me. Is there a way to undo this?”

Even as I say the words, my chest aches so much that it’s hard to breathe. It takes me a moment to realize that it’s not my emotion. I can’t quite distinguish whose it is, but when I look at the guys, I see that it’s not just one, but all of them that are in pain.

Liam clears his throat before answering my question. “No, there is not a way to undo it. Do you want to undo it?”

I shake my head.

No, I don’t. Not even if I could.

I put a hand over my heart, hoping to rub the pain away.

“That freaking hurts.” I wince.

“When you ask if you can—” Aiden starts to say, but his voice cuts off. He clenches his jaw before he continues. “Finding the other half of your soul is something we look forward to our whole lives. Some people find their mates when they’re young, like us, and some people don’t find their mate for hundreds of years. We’re truly lucky. The thought that this isn’t what you want hurts.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, biting my lip again. I didn’t mean to hurt them. “I’m just trying to understand. I’m not denying anybody. I have… feelings that I don’t understand. There are a lot of questions that I need answered.”

“We’ll try to answer as honestly as we can,” Parker’s tone is reassuring, and his expression is kind, soft.

I suppose that’s all they can do.

I nod. “Okay. The next question is kind of obvious. Or maybe it’s not, I don’t know. What are we going to do about the fact that I have four mates? Is this set in stone or do I have to choose or what?”

The thought of choosing makes me feel sick to my stomach.

“Do you want to choose?” Cole asks.

I shake my head. “No. How could I? I feel like my heart is being pulled in four different directions.”

“You don’t have to choose,” Liam rumbles.

“How does that work?” I ask, looking at each guy before I finally look at Liam. “I don’t have a lot of experience when it comes to dating.” None, actually, but I’m not going there right now. “But won’t dating four of you cause jealousy? Oh, gosh. It’s weird to even say that out loud.”

“I don’t know about the other guys, but I haven’t felt any jealousy so far.” Parker pauses, appearing deep in thought for a moment. I assume he’s examining his feelings. “At least not when it comes to them. It must be fate because wolves are very territorial. But the thought of somebody besides them touching you makes me angry.”

All the guys say something similar, which surprises me.

I try to imagine if our roles were reversed. What if I had to share one of them with four other girls?

No. I wouldn’t. I would claw another girl’s eyes out before I shared them.

The guys laugh, but it’s not funny. How hypocritical am I? I want to date them all, yet I would have a problem if they tried to date somebody else.

“How are we going to figure out what kind of supernatural I am?” Changing the subject away from dating seems like the best idea—for now. I keep trying to remind myself I haven’t known these guys very long and it’s too soon to talk about dating anyway, even if it’s fate.

“My dad has called in the council,” Liam says. “Everybody will be here this weekend. There will be a formal ball introducing you as my mate, and the whole weekend will basically be you meeting a lot of people. We’re hoping somebody will know.”

Meeting…

People?

Lots of people?

A crowd.

My stomach is queasy at the thought.

I swallow hard. “I can’t. Touching people is… too much.”

“Nobody will touch you,” Cole insists.

All the guys nod.

“How can you keep everybody from touching me?” I ask. “In a crowd, sometimes people accidentally bump into me, even if I’m being vigilant.”

“I will make sure nobody gets within five feet of you,” Liam growls. His promise to protect sends a warmth through me.

“Wolves that mate are very territorial, especially in the first year or so,” Aiden explains. “Nobody would dare approach you without our permission, aside from our families.”

Families?

“Wait, I’m going to be meeting your families?” I squeak out, my mouth suddenly dry.

“It’s tradition,” Liam says. “Every shifter presents their mate to their family. I’m sorry we can’t invite your family here too. Since they’re human they’re not allowed to come on campus.”

“I don’t want them to come.” I cringe, hating even admitting it out loud. “How could I explain this to them?”

I’m going to have to keep all of this a secret from my family. How can I do that? My family means everything to me.

I’ve been hiding my gift from them my whole life, but that’s different. Now I’m literally going to be hiding my entire life from them. How can I explain the supernatural school I go to? How can I explain that I have four destined mates? That one I don’t even understand.

“Will I ever see them again?” I ask, looking at my feet. I’m not sure I can bear to look them in the eyes when they answer.

This moment has always been coming. I’ve felt it my whole life—that I was missing something. I was always meant for more. I just didn’t realize what until now. And I also didn’t realize that it would mean leaving my family behind.

Parker steps forward, putting his fingers under my chin and gently nudging me so that I look him in the eyes.

“You will see them again, I promise.”

“When?” I ask.

“We’ll go there for Thanksgiving,” Aiden offers, giving me an encouraging smile.

“And Christmas,” Cole adds.

“And when your sister gives birth,” Liam says.

They’re trying. They really are.

I don’t think I could have found more understanding mates.

The five of us might be unconventional, but I’ve always thought normal was overrated anyway.

Another thought hits me.

“Did you say some people wait hundreds of years to find their mate?”

“Yeah.” Aiden shrugs his shoulders like it’s no big deal.

“How long do shifters live anyway?”

“Depends on the shifter,” Liam answers, shrugging his shoulders. “Two to three thousand years is pretty normal.”

My jaw drops open as I look between them all.

Two to three thousand?

That’s insane.




PARKER.




It kills me to see her hurting.

I know she misses her family, but I also know that she feels it—the sense of belonging. I know she’s never felt like she belonged before and now she does. I also know she feels guilty for feeling this way because her family always tried so hard to make her feel loved, even though she’s so different than the rest.

I wish I could take her pain and her worry. I wish I could make it better. But all I can do is be there for her.

“She’s finally asleep.” Aiden lets out a relieved sigh and his shoulders relax.

Penelope’s thoughts have been loud today. And I know she hates that we can hear her, but none of us are going to teach her how to block us yet. It’s not fair to her, but until she trusts us enough to tell us how she feels, we need access to her mind.

It has been a long day. Not just for her, but for all of us. And tomorrow is going to be even longer, because tomorrow we have to go to classes.

Again, we are all starting a week late. We start late every year, why should senior year be any different?

We’re all worried about Penelope’s first day. She’s starting at this school as a senior, which puts her at a disadvantage. The rest of us came here as freshman—as all the students do. We were raised knowing exactly what we are.

In the rare event that parents die before a child is of age, another shifter family always takes in their kids. They’re never left to be adopted by humans, which makes Penelope very unique.

Of course, there is also the fact that none of us know what she is.

“We have to watch out for her tomorrow,” Liam warns us, his jaw clenching and unclenching like he was struggling to control himself. “I have a feeling that not everybody will be receptive of her.”

“One of us will be there at all times,” Cole says.

Aiden, Liam, and I all agree on this.

Nobody messes with Penelope.


Chapter Fourteen

Sister-in-law.




PENELOPE.

Everything in the closet is my size, down to the shoes. And it’s all adorable—things I would actually buy and wear myself. I’ll have to figure out who Liam got to buy all the clothes and thank them.

I don’t like the idea that Liam bought all these clothes for me. I have plenty at home.

At least I don’t have to worry about my sisters borrowing my clothes. Mine are all too small for them. I’ve always been envious of the fact that my mom and sisters all share clothes with each other.

I wonder if there is anything specific we have to wear to school.

Nope. Wear whatever you want.

Parker is the one who answers.

I don’t think I’ll ever get used to them being in my head. It’s like the universe is paying me back for always being in other people’s heads my whole life. It’s not like I’ve wanted to listen though. I just can’t stop it.

It’s hot outside, so I just put on a white sundress. It has spaghetti straps and flares out a little past my waist. It fits perfectly too and isn’t too long. Sometimes, even petite clothes are too tall for me.

I look through the shoes and consider wearing a pair of heels just so I can be a little taller, but I don’t know how much I’ll be on my feet today, so I just grab some sandals.

I have no idea what to expect today and I’m nervous. I thought my senior year was going to be the same as every other year—the same school, the same kids, the same teachers. Maybe we would’ve gained a new student or two, but for the most part, I’ve gone to school with the same kids since kindergarten. But this… this is going to be different. And scary.

I’m anxious.

What if nobody likes me?

I’ve never been great at making friends. The only “friends” I have aren’t even really my friends. They’re Andrew’s friends. Or Paige’s friends. I’m just their weird, pale sister that tags along.

I’ve got this.

I can be strong.

I decide to leave the massive room—the room Liam was apparently supposed to share with his mate. I must be a big disappointment for all the guys. They’ve been waiting their whole lives for something epic, and now they’re stuck with me.

There are voices coming from the kitchen, so I walk in to find a girl cooking at the stove. Cole is standing in there, chatting with her. He laughs at something she says, and I feel a burning sensation in my chest and stomach.

Oh. My. Gosh.

Am I jealous?

Clearly there is nothing going on here. Cole is just talking to another girl. And laughing. He’s definitely laughing at something she’s saying.

Still, there is no cause for concern. He’s not cheating on me. He’s just talking to another girl.

Cole turns to me and his dark brown eyes light up when he sees me.

See… nothing to be jealous over. He definitely didn’t look at her like that.

He waves me over, so I walk up to him. He puts his arm around me.

“This is Penelope,” Cole says, introducing me to the girl. “Penelope, this is my older sister, Hannah.”

Sister?

I was jealous of his sister.

My jealousy quickly turns to guilt.

“It’s nice to meet you.” Hannah nods, smiling at me.

Hannah is beautiful and now that I am looking at her, I realize she looks a lot like Cole. She has the same dark brown eyes and hair, the same high cheek bones and perfect jawline, and the same smile. She is also tall like him. I doubt I’ll be as tall as anybody in this school.

“It’s nice to meet you too,” I tell her.

“Oh, wow. You are so pretty,” she gushes. “Your eyes… purple… wait… they change colors? That’s so cool.”

I look down, not sure what to say. My whole life, people have always gawked at my eyes, and it’s always made me super uncomfortable. Now I find out that I’m not human, but even in the supernatural world having eyes that change colors isn’t normal.

Actually, everybody I’ve met has normal eyes here. I mean, they change colors in the moonlight, but other than that, they look completely normal.

Of course I’m a freak, even here.

Cole tightens his grip around me to comfort me.

“She is beautiful,” he rumbles.

“All your admirers are going to be so jealous,” Hannah sings to her brother.

Admirers?

Cole rolls his eyes.

“What admirers?” I ask.

“My sister is delusional, don’t listen to her.”

“You should at least warn her.”

“Warn me about what?” I narrow my eyes, looking between the two of them.

Cole sighs and looks at me.

“Everybody is taken aback by the fact that you don’t have just one but four mates,” Hannah says. “It’s unheard of. But your four mates in particular are the four strongest members of the pack. Soon, Liam will take over as alpha, Cole as beta, but Parker is third, and Aiden is fourth in the pack hierarchy. Some people are going to be mad and feel like you stole the best the pack has to offer. People might even call you a witch.”

My mouth falls open.

I didn’t even think of that. That the other girl shifters would feel cheated. I didn’t mean to steal their men. It’s not like I went out looking for these guys. They kind of just showed up and have taken over my life.

Now I’m even more nervous about today.

“I won’t let them.” Cole nearly growls his response.

I know he thinks that, but the four of them can’t always be around to protect me. And how are they going to protect me from the mean words of a teenage girl?

Now I miss Paige. Paige would know what to do. She always dealt with my bullies for me.

When I look up, Cole is glaring at his sister.

“You could’ve broken it a little gentler you know.” 

“Like you would’ve told her at all,” Hannah snarks, rolling her eyes. “At least now she’ll be prepared.”

I am thankful she told me, but now I’m just super nervous. I was already worried about what people were going to think about me anyway. To know I was right… They’re going to think I’m horrible.

I already know that having four mates isn’t normal. It’s not normal in the human world and it’s not normal in the shifter world. I guess I just hoped people would be more accepting here because they know it’s not something I chose for myself. Fate chose.

Liam’s dad didn’t seem to think it was a big deal.

“Do you think I’m a witch?” I ask Hannah, then look at Cole. “Oh, my gosh. Are witches real?”

Cole laughs. “Yes, witches are real. But you are not a witch.”

“I don’t think you’re a witch.” Hannah sniffs the air. “You don’t smell like a witch at all. Or act like one.” She rolls her eyes.

“How do witches act?”

“Arrogant,” Cole says.

“Stuck up,” she adds. “They have this superiority complex and think they’re better than everybody else.”

“I have to ask… do witches have wands?”

“No.” Hannah turns her attention to whatever she’s cooking on the stove. “They’re nothing like on human TV. They’re have elemental controls, but even that is limited.”

“So, like, air, water, earth and fire?” I ask.

Obviously, those are the elements, but I am curious how it works.

“It’s not important.” Cole waves his hand dismissively. “Lots of supernaturals have element controls. Witches are pretty weak as far as supernaturals go.”

“Oh,” I say. “I am pretty weak. I don’t have any cool powers. So what if my eyes change colors and I can read people’s minds. Big deal.”

“You can read minds?” Hannah asks, her eyes widening.

I nod. “Only when I touch people. But you guys can read each other’s minds anyway, right? Isn’t it a shifter thing?”

“We can only read what somebody opens to us.” She adds salt into the pan, looking over her shoulder at me. Her lips are pressed together as she studies me.

“She can also feel emotions.” Cole grins as he says it. “And she can see into people’s past and know everything they’ve ever felt or thought.”

“Oh,” she gasps. “I’ll be sure not to accidentally touch you then.”

I shake my head at Cole.

He’s obviously proud of what I can do, which makes me grin.

“I don’t think it works on supernaturals.” I play with the ends of my hair. “When I shook Alpha Mutatio’s hand I could only hear his immediate thoughts and feel only what he was feeling at that exact moment.”

Her mouth falls open and she looks at Cole. “That’s…”

“Incredible,” Cole finishes for her.

“Yeah,” she breathes out.

I raise an eyebrow, trying to figure out what they mean.

“Alpha Mutatio has a strong mind. He doesn’t share his thoughts with anybody,” Cole explains. “The fact that you could read him even though he was blocking you means you’re powerful. Very powerful.”

“More powerful than an alpha,” Hannah adds.

The thought of me being “powerful” is almost laughable. Most twelve-year-olds are bigger than me. Actually, I’m pretty sure my little sister was taller than me when she was nine years old. There is nothing fierce or powerful about me.

“Power isn’t about physical strength all of the time.” My focus shifts back to Cole as he speaks after reading my thoughts. “I have a feeling that your mind reading ability isn’t the only thing you can do.”

I had never thought about that before. Probably because I thought I was a normal human until a little over a day ago when the guys told me I wasn’t. And even then… even now… I’m having a hard time believing it. Seeing Cole change into a wolf made it so I couldn’t doubt them anymore.

My face grows warm as I think about him turning into a wolf because I also saw him naked that day. And the fact that he knows what I’m thinking about makes it worse.

“Your face is red. Are you okay?” Hannah asks, concern written on her face.

Cole snickers and my face grows even warmer.

This is so awkward.

“Whenever we touched for the first time, it opened up her mind link to us,” Cole tells his sister. “So, I know everything she’s thinking. And she’s thinking about when she watched me shift into a wolf for the first time.”

“You haven’t taught her to block you out?” 

“No.” He crosses his arms and leans against the counter. “Not yet. We will. It’s just other things have been more important.”

Blocking the guys from my thoughts is important to me, but he’s right. We do have a lot of other things to worry about. For example, me being the target of every teen girl who has a crush on my guys.

My guys.

That’s so weird to even think.

But they are mine. And my inner voice agrees. In fact, she shouts it.

I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before, but Hannah is right. Girls will hate me.

Liam, Cole, Parker, and Aiden are all very attractive guys—the most attractive guys I’ve ever met. And I thought maybe it was just a shifter thing, but I should’ve known better.

“Are there any crazy ex-girlfriends I should know about?” I ask.

“Dating isn’t allowed,” Cole answers. “We can’t date anybody until we meet out mate. It’s forbidden.”

“But that rule doesn’t stop people from flirting,” Hannah says.

I look at Cole.

“Not Cole,” Hannah is quick to add. “Parker is the flirt. A lot of girls are going to be heartbroken that he’s taken.”

Ah, I can see that.

I feel jealous thinking about him flirting with other girls, but that doesn’t matter. That all happened before we met. It only matters what happens from now on.

“I’m sure you’ve dated plenty of guys, though.” Hannah shoots me a smile and grabs a plate, piling bacon and eggs on top.

“Nope,” I reply, then laugh. “I have two older brothers and a fear of touching. Plus, I’m pale and short. My sister was the one with all the attention from guys, not me.”

“Boys are crazy wherever you’re from.” Hannah holds out a plate toward me. “Want some food?”

“Thanks,” I say, taking the plate from her.

I feel too nervous to eat much, but maybe a little breakfast will help me feel better.

“Where’s mine?” Cole asks, looking at his sister.

She rolls her eyes. “You can cook your own. I just came here to meet my future sister in law.”

My face grows warm at the future sister-in-law comment.

She leaves after that and I share most of my food with Cole because Hannah made me way too much.


Chapter Fifteen

First day.




PENELOPE.

Inhaling a calming breath, I stare at the doors of the castle. I’m about to walk in for my first day of classes and I’m nervous.

So nervous.

Parker holds my hand on one side and Cole on the other. Liam is in the front and Aiden in the back. I probably shouldn’t hold their hands knowing that all the girls are going to be glaring at me when they see me.

What Cole’s sister said has really freaked me out.

Nobody is going to like me.

“They will all love you,” Parker says, and he squeezes my hand. “They’re just jealous you have such awesome mates.”

I laugh and give him a tentative smile.

“Let’s just get this over with.” 

Liam opens the doors and we walk inside. I’m mostly hidden behind Liam, but I can still feel everybody’s eyes on us. And since I’m touching Parker and Cole, I can feel their anger. They don’t want people staring at me because they know it makes me uncomfortable.

I love that they want to defend my honor, but there really isn’t anything they can do. People are curious about me, of course they're going to stare.

Our first class is on the third floor, and I’m surprised that it’s just an English class. It’s so… mundane. I’m not sure what I expected—transfiguration? Potions? Magical creatures? I laugh in my head at my own joke, knowing the guys will have no idea what I’m even referencing.

Parker shoots me a wink. “Even shifters have to learn how to read.”

I grin.

“The fun classes happen after lunch,” Aiden says.

I turn to look at him and when I do, I see him staring at my legs. He looks up and his turns red as he realizes he’s been caught checking me out.

My legs aren’t that great, actually. Paige is the one with the nice curves. I just have bird legs and I’ve always hated them.

“They’re not at all bird like,” Aiden protests.

He’s sweet.

But I know they are.

“What classes happen after lunch?” I ask, as we get up the third floor.

I’m definitely going to get a workout in at this school.

None of the guys answer, so I glance around and see that they’re all sharing a look. I can tell from Parker and Cole’s thoughts that they’re worried we will be separated after lunch. The thought makes my heart race.

I don’t want to be separated from them.

“I won’t let them separate us from you,” Liam assures me. “I’m alpha, they have to listen to me.”

“Your dad is alpha, they technically have to listen to him,” Cole counters.

“It wouldn’t make sense to put her in another class,” Parker says. “Even though she’s not a wolf shifter, we don’t know what she is. Since we’re her mates, it makes sense for her to learn about shifters.”

Everybody agrees that Parker is right, and I hope he is.

We walk into the classroom. It’s already filling up, even though class doesn’t start for another ten minutes. I can tell from Parker’s thoughts that it isn’t normal for class to be so full so early, meaning they’re probably here early because of me.

Great. Even at Shifter Academy I’m a freak.

“You’re not a freak,” Cole whispers to me.

“Move,” Liam says to a group of people sitting in the back of the room.

I expect them to tell him no or to at the very least smart off or complain, but they don’t. They just get up and move to different desks.

Liam points to where we should sit.

Liam sits in the back corner with me in front of him and Cole in front of me. Parker sits by Liam in the back and Aiden sits by me. It’s not perfect, but it’s probably the best we’re going to get.

I get the feeling nobody will mess with me as long as Liam is around, but girls bully in different ways than guys. They bully you with looks and comments. They will do it by spreading rumors and confronting me in the bathroom where the guys can’t be. And as hard as I try to be brave, I can’t help but be a little scared.

A pretty blonde girl walks into the room, and I only look up because everybody else in the room looked up first. The girl has on a tank top that is completely against my old school’s policy. It’s cut really low—so low that I’d be worried about accidentally popping out. But then I remember what the guys said about the shifter world. There really isn’t a modesty issues because they are naked when they shift. Meaning they’ve probably seen this girl naked.

They will be disappointed when they see me, because I don’t look like the other shifter girls. I don’t have curves like them.

The blonde girl looks at me, but only for a second. She has completely dismissed me as a threat and now has her eyes on Liam. She walks over toward his desk, swinging her hips.

I hate her already.

Not because she’s pretty, but because she’s looking at Liam like she wants to devour him.

“Hey, Alpha Liam,” she says, bending over. I’m certain she’s giving him a show.

I am so angry that my hand is shaking, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing that I’m upset.

“Bridget,” he says, not looking at her.

In fact, he’s looking at me.

He reaches up and grabs the end of my hair. It’s not just for my benefit, I realize as she turns to glare at me, but I don’t meet her gaze. She turns back to Liam.

“What is she?” Bridget asks.

I can hear the disgust in her tone and don’t have to see her face to know she’s wrinkling her nose like I smell bad.

“She is my mate and it’s none of your business,” Liam says.

“You’re my future alpha, so I think it is my business,” she argues. “I don’t want some weak witch as my alpha’s mate.”

Weak?

I know that I’m weak but hearing her say it out loud hurts my chest.

I really am weak. I don’t deserve to be mated to their alpha. For all we know, I’m human with supernatural abilities. I don’t belong in this world.

I just want to go back home.

Just then, a loud clap of thunder shakes the building and rain pours from the sky. I jump at the sound.

That literally came out of nowhere.

“She’s not a witch,” Liam says to Bridget, defending me. “And if you were a good shifter, you’d be able to smell it.”

I’m glad he says it, but I still feel guilty. This is the kind of girl he’s been waiting on and now he’s stuck with me.

Thunder rumbles more in the distance, distracting me again.

“Was it supposed to storm?” Cole asks, turning around to look at Parker.

Parker shrugs. “I don’t think so.”

Bridget huffs, clearly upset about being ignored and dissed by Liam.

“Why are you still here?” Liam asks her.

“Because I belong here. I’m a shifter,” she says. “Why is she here?”

“She has a name. It’s Penelope,” Parker growls. “And watch what you say about her.”

Bridget turns from Liam to look at Parker. “Why are you standing up for his mate? Shifters are jealous. You should know better.”

“You already know that she’s ours. All of ours.” Cole narrows his eyes at her. “If anybody is jealous, it’s you. In fact, you reek of it.”

The guys laugh.

Wait, can they smell strong emotions? Or maybe they just know because she’s a wolf shifter. Aren’t they all in each other’s heads?

The idea of them being in her head makes me feel sick to my stomach, but doesn’t that make me just as bad as her? I refuse to be jealous anymore.

The guys say it’s fate, but they still have a choice. Who would want to share a mate anyway? It sounds like they got duped. No wonder these people think I’m some evil temptress, I’d probably think the same thing if I were them.

I hear shuffling behind me and look back to see Liam get up out of his desk. He grabs my hand and pulls me with him out of the classroom. I don’t say anything until we leave the room.

“What’s going on?”

He doesn’t stop pulling me until we walk into an empty classroom, and even then, he holds onto my hand.

“There is nobody but you,” Liam says, his voice lower than I’ve heard before. “It doesn’t matter if there was a choice, I would still pick you every single time. Bridget is nobody to me—to all of us. I’d be pissed if fate chose her as a mate for me. But fate knows better.”

“It’s not fair.” I drop my gaze to the floor

He puts a finger on my chin, gently nudging it up. “What isn’t fair?”

I look him in the eyes and sigh. “You’re not supposed to have to share your mate—and with three other guys.” I shake my head. “It’s too much, Liam. I can’t ask you guys to do that.”

“It’s not up to you to decide,” Liam says gently. “It’s my choice. It’s Cole’s choice. And Aiden’s and Parker’s. Just because what fate has decided for us is different from the normal doesn’t mean we’re going to run away from you. You’re everything to us—everything to me. Can’t you see that?”

I want to look away from his intense gaze. I want to run away. But I know he wouldn’t let me run far.

“We just met each other not even a week ago,” I say. “And even then, I thought you were crazy. You told me you were a wolf.”

He smirks. “I am a wolf.”

“But you realize how insane that sounds to a human, right?”

He shrugs. “I suppose. Humans aren’t very open minded. It’s why we choose to keep our existence a secret from them.”

“I don’t blame you for that.”

Because if humans knew the truth, they’d try to police everything and everybody. If I’ve learned anything from these wolves it’s that they won’t let anybody control them, so that would be an issue.

Liam’s deep voice is nearly a rumble as he speaks. “I’d let you control me.”

My eyes widen.

I can’t believe Liam, the future alpha, just said that to me.

“Don’t you know by now that I would do anything for you?”

He reaches a hand to my face and pushes a piece of hair behind my ear. His hand leaves a warm trail on my cheek that tingles.

I will never get used to touching him.

I’ve spent my whole life avoiding being touched by anybody, and now I find myself wanting to be touched all the time. It’s like I crave it.

“Will you be patient with me?” I implore him. “Because this is a lot. And I’m still not sure what you guys expect from me. Am I really supposed to jump into dating four guys? Like, yeah, I have this crazy connection with you, but we just met and—”

Liam cuts me off. “Penelope, we will be patient. We never intended to rush you anyway.”

“Okay,” I say, nodding my head.

“Don’t listen to what Bridget was saying. Even if you’re not a wolf shifter, you belong here with me. You’re my mate.” He  encases my hand between his. “I don’t care that you’re not a shifter. I don’t even care that you have three other mates. There is literally nobody else in the world that is more suited for me than you. I choose you. Every time.”

I lick my lips, which are suddenly feeling very dry. “I choose you too.”

He grins. “Let’s get back to class before the rest of the guys leave to come looking for us.”

“Are we late now?” I ask.

“We are, but it’s okay. I’m alpha.”

I laugh.

I have a feeling that him being alpha means he gets away with a whole lot of stuff.




LIAM.




I’ve never been patient.

I’ve never had to be. I’m the future alpha. Anything I want, I get.

But with Penelope, all the rules are different.

Usually when a shifter meets their mate, they bond within the first couple of days. But Penelope doesn’t know our world. She needs time to understand and get used to all of this. No matter how much waiting is killing me, I will do it for her.

I’d do anything for her.

But to hear the things she thought about herself—that she would even try to compare herself to somebody like Bridget.

Bridget has only ever tried to get my attention because I am alpha. I don’t know what she thinks she will gain by it, because I have always stuck to the no dating rule. And if I ever would’ve broken it, it definitely wouldn’t have been with her.

Penelope is so far above all the girls here. I feel like fate choosing her as a mate is more than I deserve. Penelope deserves far better than me.

Yet, she thinks I deserve better than her.

That’s crazy.

Nobody is better than Penelope.

I’ve just got to get her to believe that.


Chapter Sixteen

Trouble.




PENELOPE.

That Bridget girl isn’t the only one giving me dirty looks. A lot of girls are. Guys too.

I wonder what they’re thinking. Probably the same as Bridget—that I don’t belong here. That I’m not worthy of having four wolf shifter mates. And I know that. More than anything I do. But I want it. There is a rightness to this that I feel deep in my soul, and I can’t even begin to understand what it means. All I know is that I do belong here, even if nobody else thinks I do.

The guys are careful to keep anybody from touching me, like they promised. I’m grateful for this. It’s one thing to be glared at, but it’s another to know what somebody is thinking about you. But even the guys can’t protect me from everything. Not in high school.

Liam, Cole, and Aiden go to grab us all some food while Parker and I go to sit down at a table in the lunchroom.

This lunchroom is unlike any I’ve ever seen before. The room is massive and has a lot of different tables—some big, some small. Along the front of the room there are different vendors you can get food from. At my old school, you could only get whatever they were serving that particular day, even if you didn’t like it. I usually ended up bringing a lunch because I never liked what they offered.

I guess school for shifters are different.

As Parker and I walk towards a table he grabs my hand, and I like when he holds it. I also like when the other guys hold my hand too, which makes me feel guilty. I feel like they’re going to get jealous or upset if they see me holding Parker’s hand.

Still, I can’t bring myself to pull away because I want to hold his hand.

Is it weird to hold hands with a guy I just met? It’s probably weirder to have the feelings I have for him, but I won’t allow my brain to go there right now.

I’m so busy looking at Parker, who is also watching me, that I don’t notice the guy step in front of me until it’s too late. Some guy crashes into me, and his arm barely grazes mine, but it’s enough for me to hear his thoughts.

I’m so thankful when I don’t feel a rush of thoughts and emotions, but that thankfulness goes away quickly when I hear the guys thoughts.

What’s so great about her? She’s a slut.

My chest drops, and I feel sick to my stomach.

Is that what they think of me?

I’ve never even been kissed, and this guy thinks I’m a slut.

Is this what it’s going to be like my whole life? People thinking I’m a slut because I have four mates?

Parker lets go of my hand, so I look up just in time to see him swing a punch at the guy. It makes a loud thwack as his fists connects with the guy’s face and he falls to the ground at the impact.

Oh, my gosh.

I stand there with my mouth open looking between Parker and the guy on the floor. Parker is glaring at the guy on the floor and the guy stays down. He is actually trembling as he looks at Parker.

Everybody is staring at us now. Some at Parker and the guy, but mostly at me. A few of the girls are openly glaring at me, like it was my fault. But I didn’t mean for Parker to punch the guy just because he ran into me.

Then it hits me.

Parker punched the guy because of what he was thinking.

The slut comment.

So, it is my fault. Because if I would’ve been paying attention, we never would’ve bumped into each other and I never would’ve known that he thought I was a slut. Parker read his thoughts through mine.

I have really got to learn to block them if it’s going to cause so much trouble.

Liam, Cole, and Aiden all come back with food in their hands and run over when they see Parker and me.

“What happened?” Liam asks.

He’s looking at Parker, but Parker isn’t saying a word. Liam turns his attention to the guy on the floor, who trembles even more.

“I didn’t do anything. I just accidentally bumped into her,” the guy says.

“He called Penelope a slut,” Parker says.

“I didn’t,” the guy says, holding up his arms.

“He thought it,” I say. “And Parker heard his thoughts through mine. It wasn’t his fault. He can’t control what he’s thinking. Honestly, it was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

Before anybody can say anything else, Margot Westwood walks into the dining hall and looks at the five of us, plus the guy on the group.

“All of you, with me,” she says.

Great.

We’re in trouble.




PARKER.




I don’t know what came over me.

One minute, I was holding Penelope’s hand—I was distracted. I am never distracted, but something about her makes me forget everything else. I wasn’t paying attention to where we were walking and somehow Daniel walked into her.

I’m not sure if him walking into her was an accident, but that wasn’t what upset me.

It was what he thought about Penelope.

I felt her hurt as if it were my own.

Her purple eyes turned gray, like they always do when she’s upset.

He hurt her. Even if he didn’t mean to.

So, I hurt him.

I reacted.

Maybe it wasn’t the smartest decision I’ve ever made, but if I wouldn’t have done it, Liam would have. Or Cole. Possibly even Aiden, because after Aiden found out what happened, he was ready to fight somebody too. And he’s the nice one.

The worst part about all of this, the only thing I regret, is that now Penelope feels guilty, like all of this is her fault somehow. She thinks we’re all going to get in trouble.

We’re not.

It’s Shifter Academy. We all have high tempers. We all get into arguments. And when it comes to Penelope, I don’t care who I have to fight. Nobody will ever make her feel like that again.


Chapter Seventeen

Scary world.




PENELOPE.

Dean Westwood tried to separate me from the guys. They vetoed that before she could even get the words out of her mouth, which relieves me.

I need them. I’m pretty sure holding Parker and Aiden’s hands is the only thing keeping me from having a panic attack. It’s the only thing that is keeping me from overthinking about what that boy thought.

Slut.

Of course this looks bad.

I have four mates.

Four.

It’s not normal.

Not that turning into a wolf is all that normal either.

I guess I thought it would be different here. I thought I wouldn’t be the weird pale girl who doesn’t like to be touched. I thought I would fit in and maybe make friends. Instead, people think I’m weird. They think I’m…

A slut.

Aiden grips my hand tighter.

I know he can hear me. They all can. But it’s not like I can control my thoughts.

Margot looks between me and the four guys around me, then she looks at the boy on the other side of the room who appears terrified.

He’s also got a very dark black eye, but it’s already looking better. Parker let me know that shifters heal really fast, so I don’t feel quite as bad about him being punched. Part of me is glad Parker stood up for me.

Still, the guy can’t help what he was thinking. I’m sure lots of people were thinking it. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“What happened?” Margot asks, looking at Liam.

He’s the alpha, so of course she wants him to speak for us all.

“Daniel called Penelope a slut,” Liam says.

“Not exactly,” I say, my voice low.

The guys are hiding me from seeing the other boy. Probably more to hide me from him. I appreciate it because I don’t really want to see the guy right now. His thoughts really hurt my feelings, even though he can’t help what he thinks.

She looks at Parker. “Maybe you can tell me why you punched him.”

Parker grinds his teeth together and takes a deep breath before answering her.

“Daniel bumped into Penelope in the dining hall,” Parker explains. “And when he did, Penelope could read his thoughts. And I could read them through our mind link—”

Margot cuts him off. “You’ve completed the mate bond? Wait… did you say she read his mind?”

“We didn’t complete the mate bond.” Parker lets out his breath in a huff, then he looks at Liam for help.

Parker is annoyed. Really annoyed. He doesn’t like being in the same room as Daniel, and he’s having a hard time keeping his temper under control.

“Penelope can read the thoughts of others,” Liam tells Margot. “All it takes is a touch and she can read all. It’s impossible to block her completely. Even my dad couldn’t block her all the way out.”

“Interesting.” She then looks at me for a moment before turning her attention back to Parker. “Continue.”

“Daniel was thinking that he thinks Penelope is…” Parker’s voice cuts off.

After a few long moments of silence, it’s clear he doesn’t want to finish his sentence.

He’s upset.

Seeing him this upset makes me want to protect him the same way he’s protected me.

“He was thinking that I’m a slut,” I whisper.

“It hurt Penelope’s feelings a lot,” Parker says. “So, I retaliated. I may have overreacted, but I don’t regret my actions.”

“You didn’t overreact,” Liam growls. “I would’ve done much worse.”

Margot turns from us to look at the other boy.

“Is this right?”

The boy doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he must have nodded because Margot stands up.

“Very well.” She folds her hands in front of her. “I don’t think that Daniel meant anything malicious by his thoughts, but I also can’t fault Parker for standing up for his mate. Daniel, I do think it’s best that you stay away from Penelope and the guys for a while. You can leave.” She turns to us. “But not you five.”

I hear the boy get up and leave in a hurry. I can breathe easier once he’s gone.

We’re not in trouble.

That’s a relief.

Margot sits back down and looks at Liam.

“How has today been?” 

Liam sighs. “Not good.”

“I figured,” she replies, hanging her head. “This is new for us all.”

“What are we going to do about it?” Cole runs a hand through his hair and lets out a breath. “I’d rather not be in here every day because one of us punched somebody.”

“I’d prefer that too. I think this is just something people are going to have to get used to.” She frowns. “Usually it’s only dragons who have multiple mates, but that’s because their numbers are so low. The fact that this is happening is unusual, to say the least.”

“Am I a dragon?” I ask, my eyes widening.

“No,” Liam says, laughing. “We’d be able to tell if you were. You don’t smell like a dragon.”

I don’t know why, but his words relive me.

The thought of turning into a large fire breathing lizard scares the crap out of me. Actually, the thought of turning into any kind of animal scares the crap out of me.

“I don’t want people to think I’m a slut,” I murmur. “What can I do? Am I supposed to… choose one of them?”

My heart hurts as I speak the words.

“No.” Margot shakes her head and smiles gently. “Fate gave you four mates for a reason. We have no way of know that reason right now, but it’s important you stay with all four guys.”

Her words relive me.

I know the guys said I wasn’t supposed to choose but hearing it from her makes it feel official.

How could I choose between them anyway?

I couldn’t.

I don’t want to.

“Take off the rest of the day,” Margot suggests. “I’m going to have a talk with our students and make sure everyone is nicer to Penelope in the future.”

“Maybe don’t tell them about what she can do,” Liam advises. “At least, not until we can figure out what she is.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” she says.

After that, we all get up and leave Dean Westwood’s office and head home.

I just wonder…

Is everybody going to think I’m a slut because fate chose four mates for me instead of one?

Am I a slut?

“Stop with those thoughts,” Cole says, scolding me. “Seriously, who cares what they think. They’re all just jealous we found our mate before we even graduate. Only about two percent of us will find our mates this young.”

Maybe.

Still… I want to fit in here.

With Cole, Liam, Aiden, and Parker, I feel like I finally belong somewhere. And this school is part of their life. I want to fit into it so bad.

“This school is only a small part of our life.” Aiden takes the lead as we walk down the long, spiral staircase.

“And only for the rest of this year,” Parker adds.

“Honestly, we hate it here.” Cole looks back at me and smiles. “We only come because Liam’s dad asked us to.”

Liam huffs out a laugh. “Ordered us.”

“What is the point of this school?” This question has been bugging me for a while now. “I mean, can’t you just go to school anywhere? Why do you need a special shifter school?”

“There aren’t just wolf shifters here,” Parker explains. “There are all kinds of shifters. They send us here so we can make alliances and hopefully get along.”

“The wolves do not get along with the cats.” Aiden snickers.

“Cats?” I ask.

“Panthers, lions, cheetahs,” he says. “There are more, but you get the point.”

I nod.

“There are also other shifters,” Liam adds. “We get along fine with most shifters.”

“Isn’t it cliché for wolves to not get along with cats?” I raise a brow and a smile tugs at my lips.

“Nobody gets along with the cats,” Cole says, disgust clear on his face. “Not even the other cats. They have to keep the lions and tigers separate because the alphas got into a huge fight and almost killed each other.”

My mouth falls open. “Seriously?”

This school is crazy.

This world is crazy.

If only humans knew the truth… nobody would be able to sleep at night.

“So, what are we doing now?” I ask.

“We are going home.” Liam nods his head towards the front door of the school. “Dean Westwood is going to deal with the situation here and we are going to prepare for this weekend.”

This weekend…

When I am going to be introduced to the entire shifter community.

I swallow hard, butterflies filling my stomach.

I worry… what if it’s not just the students that think poorly of me? What if everybody hates me? What if they demand that their alpha take a different mate? What if they don’t want me with any of the guys?

“Not going to happen,” Liam says. “I promise.”

His words comfort me, but I still worry.

This world is a scary one.




AIDEN.




When we got home, Penelope said she wanted some time alone and she went up to her room.

But her thoughts are loud.

I can feel every bit of her pain.

She’s hurting.

And it kills me.

A shifter usually can’t feel the emotions of their mate until they are bonded. I don’t know why it’s different with Penelope, but I’m glad it is. I’m glad she can’t block me out. And even though I said I would teach her, I’m not going to until she can be fully honest with us about what she’s feeling.

Liam paces back and forth. “Somebody needs to go up there.”

All four of us are on edge.

“Aiden should go.” Parker turns towards me.

“We should all go,” Cole says.

“No, I don’t want to overwhelm her.” Liam stops pacing and focuses on me. “Parker is right. Aiden, you should go talk to her. You’re the best at talking. You can calm her down. Because I can’t take much more of this. I’m about ready to get on a boat and leave this island. I want to run away and hide with her.”

Which wouldn’t solve anything.

In fact, that would just cause more problems.

“I’ll go talk to her.” I stand up from the couch and call out to the guys as I reach the stairs, “Things are going to work out. She’s our mate.”

I’m right.

They know I am.

Fate isn’t always easy, but it always knows what it’s doing. It chose the four of us as Penelope’s mates for a reason.

I do worry, though.

Why did fate give Penelope four mates?

I have a feeling we will find out soon.

I head up the stairs to Penelope’s room and knock on the door. A few seconds later, she opens it. Her eyes are red and her face is puffy. My heart completely breaks when I see it.

She’s been crying.

Her eyes are gray, but they turn more of a blue gray when she looks at me.

I make her happy.

I should’ve come up here sooner. I knew she was hurting. I should’ve…

But she asked for privacy.

“Hey,” she murmurs. “You want to come in?”

I nod.

I don’t trust myself to speak out loud just yet.

Penelope opens the door wider so I can walk in. As soon as she shuts it I can’t help myself. I wrap my arms around her, holding her tight against me. She is surprised for a second, but then she squeezes me back.

“Forget what that guy thought,” I tell her. “It doesn’t matter what anybody thinks. We know the truth.”

“What about that Bridget girl?” Penelope asks. “She didn’t like me either.”

“She’s just jealous.”

In her mind, I hear her agree with me. She thinks she’d be jealous if we were mated to somebody else. She thinks that Liam, Parker, Cole, and I are the hottest guys she’s ever met and that even when she thought we were crazy, she was insanely attracted to us.

I pull back slightly and grin at her, and her face turns red.

“You really have to show me how to block my thoughts,” she grumbles, covering her cheeks with her hands.

Her eyes are fully blue now, meaning she is happy.

“Your eyes are fascinating.” I voice my thoughts aloud, trying to ease her embarrassment. “I could watch them change colors all day.”

“Why do you think they started doing that after I met you guys?”

I shrug. “I’m not sure. It might be because we’re your mates, or maybe it’s because of your age. There are some supernaturals that don’t fully come into their powers until they reach a certain age.”

“Ah,” she drawls. “And I’ll be eighteen in February.”

I’ll have to remember that.

February is still five months away.

“When is everybody’s birthdays?” she asks. “I feel like I barely even know all of you. I don’t even know all of your last names. I mean, I know Liam’s last name is Mutatio and your last name is Wolfe.”

“Cole’s last name is Felix and Parker’s is Belmont.” I pause as I think over when everybody was born. “All of us are eighteen already. My nineteenth birthday is March 27. Cole’s birthday is February 4. Liam’s birthday is April 17. Parker’s is August 5.”

“Do you have any siblings?” 

“I have a two-year-old brother.”

Her eyes light up. “Really? Will I get to meet him?”

“Of course.” I grin. Happiness fills me with the knowledge that she wants to meet my brother. “My parents are coming this weekend to meet you, but they won’t be bringing my brother. Maybe we can go visit them one weekend or something.”

“That would be awesome.” She smiles at me softly and takes my hand, pulling me along behind her.

Penelope and I sit down on her bed and just keep talking. She asks me questions about my life and family, and I ask many about her as well. We’ve all been so busy that we haven’t taken the time to get to know our mate.

This changes now.

It’s time to show Penelope what being mated to a wolf shifter really means.


Chapter Eighteen

Against the rules.




PENELOPE.

It’s finally Friday, which means I’ve been at the school for three days now.

After Parker punched Daniel on Wednesday, everybody has stayed clear of me and I’m not sure if it’s a good thing or a bad thing. It’s good because I don’t want people accidentally bumping into me. I don’t want to hear their awful thoughts about me. But maybe it’s bad because I don’t have any friends.

At all.

I never really had friends back home either, but at least I had my family. I had Mom, Paige, Alyssa, and Alexis. I had girl time. But here, I just have…

Liam.

Cole.

Parker.

Aiden.

All the time.

And I like them. A lot.

But…

It would be nice to have a girl to talk to.

I can’t even call Paige and talk to her because how could I explain the love triangle… pentagon? Is it even that? I guess technically it’s a backwards harem. Instead of a guy having a lot of wives, I have a lot of boyfriends.

Boyfriends.

I grin.

They’re not technically my boyfriends. I mean, we’ve never established that we are. But they’re my mates, and I’m pretty sure that means they’re more than just my boyfriends, right?

Wait, do shifters even get married?

These are things I could ask a girl if I had a friend. But I don’t.

I suppose I could ask Cole’s older sister.

Hannah is a teacher. She teachers wolf shifter history, which is by far my favorite class. She’s a good teacher.

But she’s also one of my mate’s sisters, which would make it awkward if I talked to her about Liam.

Maybe if I had a girl friend, I could ask her how to block my thoughts from the guys. Every time I bring it up to them, they change the subject, which is super frustrating. Don’t they understand that a girl needs her privacy?

Tonight starts my weekend of… meeting parents? Meeting the wolf shifter community? Being introduced as the alpha’s mate? I don’t know. I guess it’s kind of complicated.

Part of me is worried my mates’ parents won’t like me. What if they think I cheated their sons out of a beautiful life with a mate they don’t have to share with three other shifters?

Liam’s dad seemed cool. But then again, I haven’t seen him since that first day I arrived at school. Maybe he’s upset. Liam wouldn’t tell me. None of them would.

As I curl the last piece of my hair, there’s a knock on my door.

I figured I’d actually try to look cute today. I don’t think I’m going to have time to get ready before I meet the parents after school, so I want them all to like me.

I walk over to the door and smile when I see Cole on the other side.

“Hey.” I open the door further so he can walk in, and I close the door behind him.

Cole isn’t smiling, and his eyes don’t have the normal spark in them.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

He smiles at me, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You look beautiful. I like your hair like this.”

Cole reaches out and grabs the end of my hair for a second, then let’s go.

“Thanks,” I say, but I’m studying him. “Cole, talk to me.”

He sighs. “I need to tell you something.”

My heart races.

Nothing good ever comes after a sentence like that.

Is he going to break up with me?

Can he break up with me if we’re technically not going out?

He smirks, shaking his head. “You’re so much more than my girlfriend, Penelope. You’re my mate. My soul looked at yours and decided it couldn’t live without you. So, no, I’m not breaking up with you. I don’t know why you’re so insecure about our relationship, but I will remind you every day how special you are to me until you finally believe me.”

Now my heart is racing for a completely different reason.

Cole is slowly stealing my heart and I’m okay with it. I want him to have it.

“Let’s sit down.” A serious look settles on his face once again.

I walk over to my bed and take a seat. He sits beside me and we both angle our bodies toward each other.

“What’s going on?” I ask him.

He sighs. “This weekend is a big deal. You’re going to be meeting everybody’s parents. It’s a really special time in our society.”

I nod.

I know this. It’s why I’m so nervous.

“Do you think your parents will like me?” I ask.

“I think my parents would’ve loved you.” Cole’s voice is soft as he speaks, and a small smile graces his lips. “In fact, I know they would have.”

Would have?

“When I was ten, my parents passed away,” he says, after only a moment of hesitation. “I don’t want you to think bad about the world we live in, it’s why I’ve been so scared to tell you, but they were murdered.”

I gasp at his words.

My chest hurts for him.

I try to imagine ten-year-old Cole. I wish I had known him then.

I stand on my knees and crawl over to Cole, wrapping my arms around him. I can tell by his thoughts that he’s shocked I just did that. To be honest, I’m shocked too. I barely even hug my own family, yet I boldly hug him. It’s like I had to hug him, like I was craving it.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Cole,” I murmur against him.

“It’s okay. It was a long time ago,” he says. “The guy who murdered them is in prison.”

“Good.”

“I just wanted you to know why you aren’t meeting my parents.” He gently stokes my back with his palm. “You deserve to know. The only person that will be representing my family is Hannah. I know how important family is to you. I’m sorry it’s just my sister and me.”

“It doesn’t matter how big or small your family is.” I pull back slightly to look him in the eyes.

Does he really think I’d like him less because he has a small family?

“I am your family now,” I tell him earnestly. “I will share all of my siblings with you. All six of them.”

He grins. “I love that you have a big family.”

“Me too.” I grin back at him. “I think I want a big family someday.”

“Our children will be beautiful.” His voice softens.

My heart warms at his comment.

I love that he’s so unafraid to talk about the future.

“Why would I be afraid?” Cole shrugs. “I already know that you’re it for me.”

My heart swells.

How is it possible to feel so strongly about a guy I met less than a week ago? I feel like I’m already falling for this guy and I’m falling hard.

I look at Cole and see that he’s looking at my lips.

His thoughts are open to me and I know that he wants to kiss me.

I’ve never kissed a guy before and the thought of giving my first kiss to Cole makes my heart race. I want to kiss him more than I want my next breath.

Before I can lean closer, Cole sighs.

“We need to go,” he says, his voice thick.

Ah, right.

It is time to go to school.

Still, I can’t help but feel a little disappointed.

Cole gets up from my bed and then holds out a hand to help me up.

“I want to kiss you more than anything,” he says, still holding onto my hand. “But if I kissed you right now, I’m pretty sure the guys would murder me.”

“It’s my first kiss. Don’t I get to decide who it’s with?”

“Of course you do,” he says.

“What do the guys want to do? Watch?”

He laughs. “Probably.”

My mouth falls open. “Won’t they be jealous? I mean… I feel like you all should be jealous.”

“I feel like I should be jealous, but I’m not.” Cole’s thumb brushes gently over my fingers and he tugs on my hand to move me forward. “Yes, you belong to me, but you also belong to them.”

“Well, my first kiss will not be with an audience,” I huff. “And you can tell them so.”

I’m pretty sure they know because I can hear them chuckling from the living room.

Wait…

I can hear them laughing.

How?

“You can hear that?” Cole asks.

I nod.

“Have you always had that good of hearing?”

“No,” I answer. “Oh, my gosh. Does that mean I’m a vampire or something?”

“No, you’re not a vampire.” His eyes are filled with excitement as he studies me. “But I think you just developed another power.”

I’m relieved that I’m not turning into a blood sucking vampire, but I’m also freaked out. Am I just going to keep developing powers? What if I develop some kind of super power that I can’t hide from my family? I already can’t hide my color changing eyes. I just… I need my family in my life.

“We will tell them the truth if we have to,” Cole assures me.

“I thought that was against the rules,” I say.

“Rules were made to be broken.”




COLE.




“I told you she wouldn’t care.” Aiden crosses his arms and smirks at me.

In theory I knew that Penelope wouldn’t care that she wouldn’t be meeting my parents, but I still worried. She comes from such a big family, and my family is literally just me and Hannah.

Hannah is ten years older than me, so after our parents died, she continued to raise me. I’m eighteen, only two years younger than her when she took me in. I can’t even imagine how hard it must’ve been for her. I wasn’t exactly an easy kid to deal with. But Hannah is a rock star.

I love that I got to introduce Penelope to Hannah already. I also love that they get along so well. Penelope actually looks up to my sister and considers her a friend.

Penelope is my family now too. And the guys, they always have been.

Liam, Aiden, Parker, and I all grew up together. We knew from a young age what our place in the pack would be. Alpha Mutatio moved us all to be closer to Liam. We all pretty much became instant friends.

“She’s incredible,” I say.

“Yeah, she is,” Aiden agrees. “You know this weekend is going to be crazy. I know that our parents are okay with us all being her mates, but it’s going to cause an uproar.”

He’s right.

It already has caused an uproar, and that’s just with a bunch of high school students.

We already know what people are going to say—that somehow Penelope isn’t our “true mate.” Or maybe that she did some kind of magic to force a bond on us, even though it’s not true.

Wolf shifters are set in their ways—they are not going to believe it’s real because she isn’t a wolf shifter.

We will have to convince them that she is truly good.

I’ve seen her heart. There is nothing about her that is malicious. She cares deeply. And she loves deeply.

I can’t wait to earn her love.


Chapter Nineteen

Half.




PENELOPE.

I am in the middle of my wolf shifter history class when I’m called to Dean Westwood’s office.

I have no idea why I’m being called. I haven’t done anything wrong I don’t think… at least not intentionally. I’m still learning all the rules here. And I haven’t caused any problems since the first day. After that, everybody stays away from me and ignores me.

“Just Penelope,” the teacher that comes to get me says whenever all four of the guys get up.

“At least one of us is going.” Liam crosses his arms over his chest.

The teacher looks at him, her face paling, then nods. “Fine.”

Liam looks at the guys.

“Guys, I’m fine. I can go by myself,” I insist.

They ignore me completely.

I can tell by the looks on their faces that they’re having a private conversation through their mind link and I can’t hear one word of it. I’m tempted to grab Liam’s hand so I can hear, but I decide to let them have their privacy.

I have to talk to them about this later though.

“Ready?” Aiden asks, looking at me.

I nod.

He grabs my hand and we follow the teacher to the office.

I can hear from Aiden’s thoughts that he feels bad about leaving me out of their conversation, but now isn’t the time to bring it up. It isn’t just Aiden—it’s all the guys. We can all talk about that later. Right now, I’m just curious why Dean Westwood is calling me to her office.

The teacher walks with us until we get to the long, spiral staircase that leads to Margot’s office, then she leaves us. Aiden motions for me to go first and he follows behind me.

“Do you think I’m in trouble?”

“No,” Aiden answers.

“Why else would she be calling me to her office?”

“I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.”

He’s right.

My heart pounds as we make our way up the last few steps and finally reach the top. Margot Westwood is sitting at her desk. She frowns a little when she sees Aiden standing there, but quickly turns her attention to me.

“Sit.” She motions to a chair across from her. “We need to talk.”

I hesitate only for a second and then make my way over to sit down at the desk, Aiden by my side.

“Is something wrong?” I ask.

“No, no. Nothing like that,” she says.

I let out a sigh of relief.

Dean Westwood clears her throat and shuffles around some papers on her desk. I can literally feel the nervous tension pouring off of her. I want to ask her why I’m here, but I give her time to get her thoughts together. She seems like she needs a moment.

Aiden grabs my hand and laces our fingers together.

I love that the guys are always seeking me out to touch me—either by holding my hand or hugging me or even just simply grazing my skin with theirs. I feel like it should be overwhelming considering I’ve gone my whole life avoiding the touch of anybody and everybody, but I find it comforting.

“Your grandfather will be representing your side of the family tonight,” Margot blurts out the words in a rush. She looks shocked that she said it.

I raise an eyebrow. “Grandpa Monroe? Him and grandma are on a six-month cruise. They won’t be back until just before Thanksgiving.”

“Not that grandfather.”

“My mom’s parents died when I was eleven.” I shake my head. “I don’t have any other grandparents. Besides, I thought humans weren’t really allowed to come here.”

“Your biological grandfather,” Dean Westwood says.

The room spins.

My biological grandfather.

I obviously knew that my parents weren’t… I’ve always suspected.

But to hear it.

My ears are ringing, and I realize I’m on the verge of passing out from a panic attack, so I force myself to breathe.

Just because my parents aren’t biologically related to me, it doesn’t matter. They’re still my family. My siblings are still my siblings. And Paige is still my twin.

But why would they tell me Paige is my twin if she’s not?

I’m not sure what hurts worse—hearing that I was adopted or having to hear it from a stranger.

I rub a hand at my chest, wanting the pain to go away.

I need to hear what Margot Westwood has to say. She can’t just drop a bomb on me like that and me not hear what else she has to say.

Ten seconds.

I will give myself ten seconds to just breathe.

Aiden’s grip on my hand tightens and I’m thankful for it, because I’m pretty sure his hand is the only thing that is keeping me in my chair right now. The entire room feels like it has completely flipped upside down.

A hand touches my face from the opposite side of Aiden, so I blink and look up to see Cole kneeling in front of me. His mouth is moving, but I can’t hear what he’s saying.

I take a deep breath.

Then another.

And another.

When I am finally able to breathe normally, I realize it’s not just Cole there—all the guys are. Liam is holding my other hand and Parker has his hand resting on the back of my neck.

“What are you guys doing here?” I ask, looking between the three of them. “Better yet, when did you get here?”

“The fact that you didn’t know we came just proves that you needed us here,” Liam says, then turns his head to Margot. “The fact that you didn’t send for us all is appalling.”

I can’t believe he’s talking to the dean of the school like that.

“I’m sorry.” Margot nods her head.

She’s apologizing to him?

This world that I have stumbled into is so strange sometimes.

One time my oldest brother, Nate, talked back to a teacher and got suspended for three days.

My brother.

My chest hurts again.

I guess Nate isn’t really my brother—not by blood anyway.

I actually smile, but only for a second. I’m pretty sure I told him a few times over this past summer that there was no way he and I were actually related.

Nate is twenty-two years old and even though he just graduated from college, he hasn’t started looking for a job. He’d rather stay at home and play video games. Which is strange because none of our other siblings are like that. We all like to be doing stuff all the time. We’re way too hyper to play video games all day.

I take a deep breath and then look at Margot.

“I need to know more,” I demand. “Like who my biological parents are and who this grandfather is, everything.”

“Your grandfather is Robert Westwood,” she says softly.

Westwood?

Wait.

Isn’t her last name Westwood?

All the guys start talking at once, all of them so loud that I can’t actually hear what anybody is saying.

I have so many questions.

“I’m sorry.” Margot raises her voice over the guys. They all get quite so we can hear her. “Yes, Penelope is my niece. And yes, I knew it the moment I saw her. I should have said something, but it was kind of a shock. I didn’t think I would ever see her again.”

Niece?

I’m her niece.

“But Penelope isn’t a wolf shifter,” Liam protests. “How can she be your niece?”

“She’s half wolf shifter.” Margot leans back in her chair.

“And the other half?” Cole asks.

“I don’t know.” She lowers her head, putting a hand to her temples.

This is…

Too much.

Way too much.

“Okay.” I suck in a breath and put my hands up. “I want to know more, but I just need a minute. This is a lot to take in. Can I come talk to you on Monday?”

“I understand.” Margot’s voice is thick. “When you want answers, I’ll be here.”

I nod. “Thanks.”

Without anything else to say, we leave Margot Westwood’s office. I decide to skip my last class of the day and we head back home.

I have no idea what to think right now, but I can’t focus on what she just told me. Tonight, I’m meeting my boyfriends’ parents for the first time.

Boyfriends.

I keep thinking of them as my boyfriends.

I swallow hard when I realize I’m not just meeting their families. I’m meeting my grandfather too.




LIAM.




She’s half wolf.

I mean, it makes sense. She has a smell that is familiar, but it’s the other half of her that is dominant. The other half is the part that worries me.

The reason that dragons have multiple mates is because they’re endangered. For a while, there were only a few hundred dragons left. Over the years their numbers have increased, but there are barely one thousand dragon shifters in existence today. Their women are precious because they’re so few—one woman to every four men. It wasn’t always that way. Fate gave them more than one mate to protect them. And they need protecting.

Why does Penelope need to be protected? And who does she need protecting from? Not knowing is the hard part.

I will tear apart anybody who tries to hurt her.

Fate chose me for her. I am the strongest wolf shifter in the world. Me, Cole, Parker, and Aiden together are unstoppable.

Penelope comes from a strong shifter family. Her grandfather is a founding member on the shifter council. Basically, he’s an important part of our government. What my dad says is law, but he always listens to what the council has to say and considers it. Robert Westwood used to be beta in the pack. If he would’ve had a son, his son would’ve taken over as beta, but he only had daughters. Two of them. I only know Margot. I think his other daughter died. I don’t know a lot about it.

Poor Penelope. She won’t ever get to meet her mom. She’ll be devastated.

Penelope has a soft heart. It’s one of the many things I love about her. I only hope that our world doesn’t make her calloused. I promise myself that I will do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen.

“Should we put this off until next weekend?” Parker asks.

“We can’t,” I say, sighing. “I already called my dad and asked him. He’s even more eager now that he knows she’s part wolf shifter.”

Her being part wolf shifter is a good thing. Otherwise, the council might have rejected her. Not that I would’ve cared. None of us would have. I’d give up being alpha before I gave up Penelope.

Tonight, Penelope is being introduced to all our families, but she’s also meeting the council and all the alphas—bears, tigers, all of them. She might even be meeting the heads of other supernaturals as well, like vampires and succubi. It’s a big deal when a shifter finds their mate, especially since I’m to be alpha. She will be the luna of the pack—as important to our kind as a queen would be to humans. Penelope doesn’t know that yet. I feel bad keeping it from her, but I don’t want to overwhelm her even more.

Part of me wishes I hadn’t brought her to school so quickly after meeting her. I kind of wish we would’ve stayed in Jacksonville and gotten to know her. It would make this all better. But we were excited to introduce everybody to our mate.

“I hope it goes well,” Cole says.

So do I.

I’m sure it will, though.

Everybody will love Penelope. How could they not?


Chapter Twenty

All for you.




PENELOPE.

Liam holds my right hand while Parker holds my left. Cole is in the back and Aiden in the front.

I’ve grown used to this system. They like to make a circle around me. Maybe I should be annoyed, but I’m not. I think it’s sweet that they want to protect me. Tonight, I feel like I need protection.

I’m meeting their families.

And…

My family.

It’s weird to think that, but tonight I am meeting my grandfather for the first time. Or maybe it’s not the first time. Maybe I met him when I was a baby and just don’t remember it.

I have so many questions. Questions for Margot Westwood, who is apparently my aunt, questions for this grandfather of mine, and questions for my mom and dad. Even my older sister. She was eight when I was born. Certainly she remembers me being adopted. I don’t understand why my parents would lie to me.

But all of that is for another day, because tonight I’m meeting my boyfriends’ families.

That’s definitely not something I thought I’d ever say.

I have multiple boyfriends.

Kind of.

It’s complicated.

I feel like there will come a point where I will have to choose between them, but for now I will enjoy this while I have it. Above everything, these guys are my friends. My only friends in this world, and they mean everything to me.

“You ready?” Liam asks.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes for a second, before nodding my head.

I’m ready.

I can do this.

I am Penelope Rose Monroe. I can do anything.

“Your middle name is Rose?” Parker asks.

“Yeah.”

“I like it. It fits you,” he says.

I smile.

“Your eyes are pink again.”

Pink.

That’s so weird.

No weirder than having purple eyes, I guess.

We walk into the main castle, which is full of people.

And I mean full.

It’s not just students. There are adults here—so many that I know they can’t all be their family.

Liam looks at me. “I didn’t want you to be nervous. But me meeting my mate is kind of a big deal so… everybody is invited to come meet you.”

I am going to kill this boy.

Murder him.

All of them, I think, as I look between the shared look of guilt on their faces.

Murder will have to wait for now though. Still holding onto Liam and Parker’s hands, I let them lead me through the crowd of people, who are all now staring at me.

It’s the first time in my life I’ve ever wanted to know what somebody is thinking.

Do they think it’s weird that I’m holding the hand of two different guys? Do they think my purple eyes are weird? What do they think of me?

“She’s so short,” I hear somebody whisper.

Ah.

Well, I am short. Though there is nothing I can do about that.

“…not strong enough… alpha’s mate…”

“…strange eyes…”

“…beautiful…”

Well, at least somebody thinks I’m pretty.

“…strange smell…”

Really?

I smell?

I took a shower this morning.

I try to discretely sniff myself. I smell like cotton candy, like my body wash. What are they even talking about?

You don’t smell like any creature we’ve smelled before, Cole answers my unasked question. Each supernatural being puts off a signature scent so everybody knows what they are. But you… nobody has ever smelled anything like you.

And now I want to know what I smell like.

Like sunshine and happiness, Aiden answers.

Yeah, but I think my mates are a little biased when it comes to me. Which is a good thing because I want my mates to like the way I smell. I want them to like everything about me.

I continue to pick up on whispers of conversations and pretty much everybody is saying the same thing—I’m short, I’m weak, I have weird eyes, and I smell funny. So far, being introduced as the alpha’s mate has been great. Obviously, everybody loves me.

Stop with the sarcastic self-deprecation, Liam says. Everybody will love you once they get to know you.

Once they get to know me? What if they hate me?

I’m not exactly a likable person. Paige, yes. She’s the one who makes lots of friends. She was homecoming queen for our junior court. And she is captain of the cheerleading squad. And everybody adores her. The only reason people tolerate me is because I am her sister.

I guess it’ll be the same here.

People will tolerate me because I’m Liam’s mate. Or because of Cole, Aiden, or Parker.

Nobody ever likes me for me.

Even the guys only like me because of the supernatural bond we share.

What did I say about the self-deprecation? Liam asks.

I really, really wish they would show me how to block them from my thoughts. Some things need to be private. And my thoughts today definitely need to be private.

What if I don’t like their parents? What if I have to pretend to like them? I won’t even get to pretend because they’ll be in my head. They will know if I’m lying.

I hear Cole laugh behind me.

At least I am entertaining him.

“Just relax,” Liam says. “Everything will be fine.”

His words wash over me, and I can feel it down to my bones. I actually relax a little.

That’s strange.

He’s alpha. He can do that for anybody who is freaking out, Aiden tells me.

Interesting.

Why hasn’t he used that on me before?

Because I didn’t know you were half wolf, Liam answers.

Ah, makes sense.

We walk into a part of the castle I’ve never been. Normally, the large, brass double doors are closed. Now, they are proudly open and there is a…

Ballroom?

It’s a large, empty room. The marble floors have a beautiful design and there are pillars at the side holding up a balcony. People in the middle are dancing to music, and there is a small orchestra playing.

When we walk in, everybody stops dancing and turns to look at us.

If I wasn’t nervous before, I definitely am now.

I swallow hard.

Liam’s “order” has worn off and I’m back to being scared. I’m not sure he could actually help me now.

We walk forward, and I spot Alpha Mutatio. He’s smiling at us as we approach him. I wonder if I could curtsey. He is the king, right? But I just stand there because that is what the rest of the guys do.

“Alpha,” Aiden says, greeting him. Aiden steps to the side so that I am now directly in front of Alpha Mutatio. I’ve met him before, but we were sitting down in that room. Now that I am standing before him, I feel a bit like a shrimp next to him.

He’s tall. The same height as Liam. But he has this authority… this power that surrounds him, nearly choking me. I want to cower behind the guys, but I won’t do that. I want to prove to everybody in this room that I am worthy to be their future alpha’s mate.

“Penelope.” Alpha Mutatio nods and smiles at me. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”

He seems genuinely happy to see me.

He holds out his hand to shake mine, which surprises me. He knows what I can do—he knows that when we touch, I can read his thoughts. Yet, he still offers his hand to me, unafraid. I like it.

Chin up, darling, he says to me through his thoughts. You’re the envy of every female in this room tonight.

I doubt that but hearing him say it certainly makes me feel good about myself.

“Thanks for… all of this,” I say, as he lets go of my hand.

“It’s all for you.” He winks. “Enjoy it.”

I will.

Maybe.

Hopefully.

Then another thought hits me.

“Is everybody going to want to shake my hand?” I ask, turning to Liam.

Because that would be my literal worst nightmare—to have to touch a lot of people. I don’t want to hear their thoughts or feel their emotions. Just thinking about it literally terrifies me.

“Nobody is allowed to approach you without the permission of your mates,” Alpha Mutatio answers. “Nobody would dare touch somebody else’s mate, especially not this early on. You won’t have to worry.”

Thank God. Because the last thing I need is one of the guys punching somebody for thinking I’m a slut, which I’m sure a lot of people are thinking right now.

“Stop thinking that, please,” Liam groans.

“Please. Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever heard my son say “please” in his life.”

I look at Liam. I didn’t realize how much my negative thoughts were bothering him. “Sorry.”

And I am sorry. I don’t mean to think the things I do. It’s not like I can help it. Cleary, none of the guys have the same self-esteem issues I do. Maybe it’s because I’m a girl. Or maybe it’s because they’re freaking hot and they know it.

Parker, Cole, and Aiden laugh.

“You’re the most beautiful girl that any of us have ever met,” Liam says softly.

My face grows warm as I look from Liam to his dad who is still standing there.

“You completed the mate bond?” Alpha Mutatio asks Liam.

“Not yet,” he answers. “Whenever she touched each of us, it opened our mind links fully.”

“Interesting,” the alpha muses aloud, then looks at me again. “Penelope, I would love to get together later and fully find out what you can do.”

He’ll be disappointed.

“What did I say?” Liam asks.

I roll my eyes at him. “If you don’t like my thoughts then stay out of my head.”

Alpha Mutatio chuckles. “You have many people to meet tonight, so I won’t monopolize your time. Have a great evening.”

Okay. So, Liam’s dad definitely still likes me.

One down.

Three to go.

Well, two, technically, cause I already know Cole’s family and I love Hannah.

Maybe I’m worried for nothing. The guys are great. I’m sure their families will be too.

And in a few months, I am going to do the same thing to them.

Except my family won’t know I’m dating them all…

What would my family think if they knew?

I push that thought aside for another time, because right now it’s about the guys.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Cole says. “It’s always about you.”

My heart races at his words.

If we weren’t in a room full of people staring at me right now, I’d kiss him.

But we are.


Chapter Twenty-One

Are you sure?




PENELOPE.

Aiden’s parents are so nice.

But they look young. So young.

Aiden assures me that his parents are in their seventies, which is so freaky to me. They don’t look older than their mid-twenties. I know shifters live a long time, but geez.

After that, Liam explains that once wolf shifters reach their twenties, they age very slowly. Since my dad is a doctor, I do wonder about the biology of it all, but it’s not really science. It’s supernatural. Maybe everything isn’t meant to be explained.

I’m sad that I didn’t get to meet Aiden’s younger brother, but I know I’ll get to meet him soon.

After meeting Aiden’s parents, I’m introduced to Parker’s family.

Parker has a large family. He is one of ten children. He is the oldest. I only get to meet two of his siblings because the other ones are too young to come tonight. His mom is also pregnant again—with twins. And I thought my family was big.

To my surprise, everybody is nice. They all seem genuinely happy for their sons.

I was worried they would resent me for “trapping” their sons. Like, maybe they would believe that I’m some evil witch who cast a spell on them. I’m glad to know that isn’t the case. And I should have known better anyway. These boys were raised right.

There is only one person left to meet and I think I’m more nervous about meeting him than I was about meeting the guy’s families. Maybe because meeting him confirms that my worst nightmare has come true—I really am adopted.

My siblings joked about it my whole life.

I’ve always asked my parents.

They’ve always venomously denied it.

My mom’s mom was short, they would tell me.

My great-grandfather had black hair.

Genetics aren’t always simple, Dad would tell me. And he would know. He’s a doctor.

But it was all just a rouse. A lie. A really, really good lie.

How will I get over being lied to?

I push those thoughts aside for now, though. I don’t want the guys thinking that I’m being melodramatic. I know my thoughts have been dark today, ever since I found out.

Maybe it’s not true.

“Penelope?” a voice says from behind me.

I turn around and look at a guy who must be my grandfather.

He looks a lot like Margot Westwood.

Exactly like her.

But nothing like me.

“I am Robert Westwood,” he says.

Robert Westwood.

He doesn’t introduce himself to me as my grandfather.

He doesn’t reach out to shake my hand or hug me or anything of the things that the guys’ families did.

Nope.

He just stands there, looking at me.

“You have your mother’s nose,” he says.

I have my mother’s nose?

Is he serious?

“Are you my grandfather?” I ask.

He nods.

Robert Westwood and I look nothing alike.

His hair is blond.

Mine is black.

His eyes are golden brown.

Mine are purple.

Well, sometimes.

He’s over six feet tall.

I’m not even five feet tall.

“Are you sure?” I ask.

“I’d never forget your eyes,” he says.

I can’t argue with that.

My grandfather doesn’t look old. Not like my dad’s parents. He doesn’t look a day over thirty, which is kind of strange. Like looks younger than my parents do. There is not one wrinkle, not one gray hair. I would question if this guy is even old enough to be my grandfather if I couldn’t see it in his eyes. I can see his age—his wisdom. I wonder how long he’s been around, but I think it’d probably be rude to ask.

I have so many questions that I don’t know where to start. Questions about my mother and my father. Questions about him. About why I was given to another family to be raised. But before I can ask anything, he’s focusing his attention behind me.

“I hear a congratulations are in order.”

He’s talking to Liam, not me.

“Yes, sir,” Liam says. “For all of us.”

I can’t quite read the look on Robert’s face when Liam says for all of us. Of course he knew that I had four mates. I haven’t been here long, but I know it’s the talk of the shifter community. People have two emotions when they hear—shock or disgust. Some people are happy after the shock wears off, but they never look at me the same way.

Because they all think I’m having sex with four guys. Little do they know that I haven’t even kissed a boy yet. Not that I haven’t been tempted a time or two.

I want to reach out to Robert and touch his hand. I want to know what he’s thinking. But that feels wrong. It’s an invasion of privacy. Maybe I don’t want to know what he’s thinking. It’s probably better if I don’t know.

“I just wanted to come and congratulate you all,” Robert says, smiling. His smile is tight though. “I will be seeing you all around a lot, I’m sure.”

He’ll be seeing us around?

Before I can ask, he turns and walks away, leaving me alone with the guys.

Is this dude serious?

I didn’t even get to ask him anything.

I turn to the guys and they looked just as shocked as I am.

“Maybe seeing you for the first time all these years was too much,” Aiden suggests.

Yeah, maybe.

I mean, my mom gave me up for a reason, right? Maybe she was young when she had me. Maybe she gave me up because she couldn’t be a mom yet. Or maybe after she got pregnant with me, she met her mate.

“We can’t have offspring with somebody who isn’t our mate,” Parker says. “It’s impossible.”

Impossible?

Wait… so my mom definitely had me with her mate. If that’s the case, why didn’t she…

Before I can finish the thought, I hear screaming.

Liam and Cole run towards the commotion. Parker and Aiden both grab my hand and we follow behind them.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

They don’t answer, but I can feel how anxious they are through our link.

Before we even leave the room, Liam abruptly stops and turns toward Aiden, Parker, and me. Cole stops too.

“Get her to the safe room,” Liam orders.

Parker tugs on my hand, but I don’t walk with him.

“Liam…”

“I’ll come get you soon, I promise,” he says.

I look at Cole, who is watching me.

“We will come for you,” Cole says.

And I believe them.

I’m just worried.

Parker tugs me again and this time I walk with him. Aiden stays on the other side of me.

My heart is racing, and my stomach is in knots. I don’t like being separated from Liam and Cole. Something is wrong. I can hear the chaos in the other room. I can hear people screaming. They’re scared—terrified. And I know it’s Liam and Cole’s job to protect them. But I hate being separated from my mates.

Parker and Aiden lead me through the castle, to a part I’ve never been in before—there is a door I’ve never even noticed in the library that leads down a long staircase.

“Unless you’re a council member, you can’t go through that door,” Aiden tells me.

“How?” I ask.

“Magic,” Parker answers.

I suppose that is as good of an answer as any. How else could they hide an entire island in the Caribbean?

“How come I’m allowed down here?” I ask. “I’m not a member of the council. Wait, neither are you guys.”

“Not yet,” Aiden says. “We will be. When we’re older.”

“And you’re allowed here because you’re our mate.” Parker pulls harder on my hand to get me to walk faster.

Right.

We’re now in a large room underneath the school.

Aiden and Parker are both quiet when we get down there. They look at each other for a moment, then at me.

“We have to go help them.” Parker holds my gaze, his eyes imploring.

“I’ll come with you,” I offer, taking a step closer to them.

“It’s not safe,” Aiden says. “We would all protect you above everybody else. You’re safe down here.”

“But—"

“Cole and Liam need our help,” Parker cuts me off.

It’s the one thing that could actually make me stay down here.

My fight is completely gone now.

I sigh. “Okay.”

“Everything will be okay. I promise.” Aiden squeezes my hand firmly before letting go.

I nod.

He’s right.

Everything will be okay.

Aiden and Parker look at me one last time before heading up the stairs to help Liam and Cole.

I just wish I knew what was going on.




COLE.




I’m pissed.

How dare somebody ruin Penelope’s night.

This is her night. The night we get to introduce her to the shifter community as our mate. And somebody dares to start chaos, they dare to start a war, on her special night?

Liam is about ready to murder somebody.

When we get into the room, I’m confused by what’s in front of me. It’s shifter against shifter—wolf against wolf. There are a few witches, but for the most part shifters are acting on their own.

What is going on?

“Give us the girl and nobody gets hurt.”

It’s one of the witches.

Everybody is asking what girl.

But I know.

Liam knows.

“The hybrid. Where is she?”

That’s when I know.

Tonight isn’t going to end well.

They’re not getting my mate.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Darkness.




PENELOPE.

I’m not sure how long I sit in the basement alone. It can’t be all that long, but it feels like hours.

I’m anxious. I can’t hear any noise above me and haven’t since I got down here. The guys haven’t tried to talk to me through our mind link. I know nothing about what’s going on.

What’s even happened?

Did somebody try to attack tonight?

Why would they attack?

I know that there is a lot of tension between the shifters. They don’t exactly get along. Most of them clash. But this school is supposed to help that. They don’t want war. Nobody does.

But maybe this is the start of a war.

I know from my shifter history class that there hasn’t been a war in the shifter community for hundreds of years. And even then, the last big war was over a millennia ago. The entire supernatural community fought, and an entire species was wiped out—the fairies. It’s sad that there aren’t any left.

The fairies, from what we read in history, were a pretty peaceful people. They didn’t deserve their fate. But some people thought they were too powerful. Too dangerous.

That is the reason dragons don’t have anything to do with the rest of the shifter community. They themselves have been on the brink of extinction because of war. People think they’re too big—too powerful.

Why does it matter if they’re powerful? The dragons are peaceful. I don’t see what it matters if somebody is stronger.

I hear a noise at the top of the stairs. My heart leaps.

Thank God.

The boys are coming to get me.

As I look over, the lights go out, casting me into darkness.

“Guys?” I ask, hating how shaky my voice is.

I can’t see in the dark. The guys can. I can sometimes, but it’s on and off again. I don’t exactly understand my powers but being able to see in the dark would really help right now.

Nobody answers me, but I still hear footsteps on the stairs.

It’s not them.

I scream, but there is not use. Somebody much stronger than me jumps on me, knocking me over. I try to kick, but I’m being held down against the ground, unable to move my arms and legs. I feel a sharp pain in my arm and look over to see something shiny cutting into my arm.

There are two people there—men, I’m pretty sure. They’re tall and bulky. But I can’t bother to pay attention to anything about them because all I feel is a burn in my arm. It feels like somebody is simultaneously cutting me and burning me at the same time. I scream out in pain.

The marks don’t make sense. There is some kind of pattern being carved in my arm, but I can’t make them out. I just burn all over.

Suddenly, the weight on top of me is gone and the burning in my arm eases slightly.

The knife is gone.

“Penelope.”

A familiar voice.

The guys came for me.

I should’ve known they would come running when they felt my pain.

The pain is too much, so I give into the darkness that is overtaking my vision.




PARKER.




I carry Penelope up the stairs with Liam, Aiden, and Cole following me.

We have to get Penelope to a healer, but even then, I’m not sure what a healer can do.

Silver.

They had to use a silver knife.

There’s so much blood on her arm, but thankfully her bleeding has slowed down.

She heals fast.

Like us.

But silver always leaves a scar.

Liam runs out the door in front of me, screaming for a healer. The healers are all busy tonight. So many people were hurt. They were hurt trying to defend my mate.

My chest hurts as I look around. There are so many people lying on the ground. Some of the lucky ones are just injured, but there are a few unlucky ones that sacrificed their lives tonight.

Nobody was expecting this. It completely took us all off guard.

We don’t know who was behind the attack. We know nothing.

Well… I suppose we now know it was an inside job considering two council members attacked Penelope.

They’re dead now. Nobody could hold us back when we saw Penelope. She was lying on the ground, a small pool of blood surrounding her arm.

Those bastards cut her.

A healer rushes over when she sees that Liam was calling for a healer.

Alpha comes first. Always. Tonight, I am thankful for that.

If anything happens to Penelope, I don’t know how I would live without her.

She’s my everything.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Meant to be.




PENELOPE.

I wake up in my room with four pairs of eyes looking at me. I sit up, wondering how I got here. My head spins a little and my head hurts.

What happened last night?

Then I remember…

The commotion.

The basement.

The knife.

I’ll worry about my arm later. Right now, the guys are more important. I look them over from head to toe, trying to see if they were injured. I sigh when I see that they seem perfectly fine, just worried.

“What happened?” I ask.

Everybody looks at Liam.

“We don’t know for sure.” Liam runs a hand through his hair. “My dad is looking into it. We were betrayed by our own kind. It’s a mess.”

My chest hurts, and I realize that it’s not my pain. It’s theirs. The fact that they’re hurting so bad brings tears to my own eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

That’s when I remember… my arm.

It’s not hurting so bad. Not like it should be.

I look over to see my arm, but Cole grabs it and covers it with his own hand. I look at him.

“Does your arm hurt?” he asks.

“No,” I answer. “But I want to see it. The guys were drawing some kind of pattern on me.”

“It’s going to heal,” Parker assures me.

“Completely,” Liam says. “There won’t even be a scar.”

“It appears that whatever the other half of your DNA is makes you immune to silver,” Cole explains.

“Okay,” I drawl. They don’t want me to look, obviously.

“And it’s not true,” Aiden adds. “What was cut into your arm… it’s a lie.”

“What… what is cut into my arm?” I ask, looking at Cole.

He hesitantly lets go of my arm.

And then I see the word.

It’s carved into my skin.

SLUT.

It’s a little pink, but it actually doesn’t look bad. It looks like it’s been there for a month, not just one night.

“It won’t leave a scar?” I ask, swallowing hard.

I refuse to cry over this. At least in front of the guys.

“No,” Parker confirms. “It is going to heal completely.”

“The guys who—"

“They’re taken care of,” Liam interjects, cutting off my question.

I want to ask what taken care of means, but I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

When I blink, a few tears fall from my eyes.

I don’t want to cry. It’s just…

I look at the words on my skin once more, so Cole covers it up with his hand again.

Everybody in the shifter community thinks it. It doesn’t matter if the wound will go away or not. Everybody already knows it.

“It’s not true,” Cole growls.

“Why else would I have four mates?” I ask, casting my gaze downward. “If I’m not…”

If I’m not a slut.

I can’t say the words, but I can think them.

“We think you have four mates because you need protecting,” Aiden says.

But he doesn’t elaborate. When I look up, all four guys are looking anywhere but at me.

I want to ask them questions, but before I can there is a knock on my bedroom door.

Who else is in our house?

Aiden gets up to answer the door, and I’m surprised to see Margot Westwood on the other side.

My chest aches a little when I remember that she’s my aunt.

“Can I come in?” she asks.

I nod. “Yeah, please.”

I try to sit up a little straighter on the bed. When I do, Cole adjusts the pillows behind my back.

My mates are the best mates a girl could ever ask for.

I don’t deserve them.

“I was hoping that we could talk,” Margot says, walking closer to the bed.

I look at her, then at the guys.

“We’ll give you some privacy.” Aiden nods to me.

“But only a little,” Liam warns, his voice hard. “We will be right outside the door.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assure him, smiling at them all.

I really just want to hear what Margot has to say.

Not just want. I need to hear it.

She takes a seat on the edge of the bed where Liam was sitting, tilting her body towards me. Her eyes glance at my arm where the angry, pink letters are carved into my skin, but then she looks at my face.

“Your mom was my sister,” she says. “My only sister. My only sibling. Our mom died when I was a baby.”

I frown, thinking how hard it must’ve been to be raised without a mom. Especially considering who her dad is—Robert Westwood isn’t exactly a warm guy. She and my mother must’ve had it rough.

“My sister was only ten months older than me.” Margot smiles sadly. “I used to tease her for two months out of the year when we were the same age. She hated it. But I thought it was awesome.”

I laugh.

Sounds like Andrew, Paige, and me.

“When your mom was eighteen, she met her mate,” she continues. “It’s rare for our kind to meet their mate so young in life. It never happens. I mean, I’m thirty-six and haven’t met my mate yet. That’s pretty normal, actually. Until my mate comes, I am happy waiting for him.”

“I’m lucky then.” 

“You are,” she agrees.

“Who is my mom’s mate?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Margot answers. “Your mom never introduced me to him. She kept it a secret from everyone. She only told me because I noticed when she started showing.”

“Oh.” 

“Your father was, and still is, a mystery.”

“My mom… she’s dead, isn’t she?”

She nods, a frown forming on her face. “She was murdered. They were after her—after you. I don’t know who and I don’t know why. But she came to me, she was bloodied and had been running for hours. She had you in her arms. You had just been born and you were so tiny. She brought you to me and told me to hide you. She said to hide you among the humans where you’d never be found. Then she died. I… I didn’t want to hide you. I wanted to keep you with me. But it’s what she wanted. It’s what my sister asked for with her last breath, so how could I not?

“I found the Monroe family. They had just given birth to a beautiful girl. And I could read their thoughts. I could see how pure they were. I knew they wanted more kids. And I knew they treated their kids well. So, I hid you with them. I compelled them to think that you were theirs biologically. That you were the twin of the other girl. You’re a few months older than the other girl, but you were still so much smaller.”

“Wait… I’m older than Paige?” I ask.

“Your birthday is October twentieth,” she says.

October?

I’m about to turn eighteen soon. Really soon.

“I’ve checked on you every summer.” Margot’s eyes fill with tears. “I could see how truly happy you are with them. They love you and you love them. I know I made the right decision. Nobody was more surprised than me when you showed up at the school with Liam and the rest of the guys.”

“It’s okay. I’m glad you left me with them.”

I feel so much relief at her words.

So much.

My parents haven’t lied to me. They truly think I’m their biological kid.

“I know I don’t deserve it, but I would really like to be a part of your life,” Margot says.

“I’d like that too.”

Margot smiles. I think it’s the first genuine smile I’ve ever seen on her face.

She’s beautiful.

Actually, her smile… it reminds me of my own.

Even though we have different hair, eye, and skin colors, she’s truly my aunt. My family. I can’t turn her away. I wouldn’t.

There is still so much I must learn about this world, but with the guys by my side and now my aunt, I know that I can make it. This is where I was always meant to be.

I rub at the vile word on my arm.

It doesn’t matter what everybody thinks of me. I know that I’m not a slut. And the guys know it too. That’s enough for me. At least, for now.




LIAM.




Somebody wants our mate dead and they want it bad.

All of us listen as Margot Westwood tells the story to Penelope. About how Penelope’s mom fought for her life when she was a baby. How Margot hid her to protect her.

It’s clear now why Penelope has four mates. It’s because she needs us. We’re going to have to fight for her.

I look at Cole, then Aiden, and Parker last.

“We’re going to have to fight for her.” My voice is steady and firm as I begin. “This isn’t going to be easy. I need to know that you are all willing to fight for her and possibly give your life for her.”

I already know the answer, but I need to hear them say it out loud.

“You already know, I’d give up everything for that girl,” Cole says.

Parker and Aiden both say something very similar.

We already love her.

All of us.

It’s unconventional. Our own species looks down on us. On her. But I don’t care. I will fight them all if they ever try and treat my mate with anything but the respect she deserves.

“There is no backing out after this. It’s your last chance,” I warn. “You’re not going to have a normal relationship with Penelope. Being with her means you have to share her.”

“Normal is boring anyway,” Parker says.

Cole and Aiden both nod in agreement.

I know that being with Penelope, sharing her affection with three other guys, will not be easy. But I also know that if it were easy, it wouldn’t be as rewarding.

Even though she doesn’t know it yet, Penelope has my heart and soul. I will fight every day to be the man she deserves.

I just hope that we’re enough to protect her.




The end.

Book 2, Monster, is coming soon!
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