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          Marina

        

      

    

    
      "Please don't say it like that, jeez." She had only been here for twenty minutes tops and I was already feeling mortified by my mother. Not that she was a bad parent or anything, but after a drink or two...

      The trendy young waiter approached us. I wondered if I was blushing as his eyes roamed a little too freely over my chest, then over my mother's! Well, it's not like I can really blame him for staring.

      I'm short, which a lot of guys love, and 'so cute' with olive skin and dark hair. I very much look the part of being a witch, which is exactly what I am. See, the university I attend isn't entirely normal. Sleepy Hollow. It's the best paranormal university in the entire country. While we're located a little out of the way—nearby a small town in upstate New York—that doesn't keep us from dominating the other schools when it comes to tests and competitions. It does mean that I live kind of far away from my family.

      "I've missed you so much, baby girl," my mother said from across the table of the cafe where we had met up to have lunch. She'd made a special day trip here just to see me in between a busy work schedule.

      I told her, "I miss you too, Mom," and I really meant it.

      She had me young and was only barely forty now. Plus, it was undeniable that she was a gorgeous lady who still dressed like someone my age. He caught me ogling Mom's ample cleavage and made a nervous little coughing sound, eyes darting around nervously like he hadn't been doing anything. "Uh, are you lovely young ladies ready to order yet?" he cooed smugly. This was the type of guy who knew he was good looking and had the charm. But that could all be so easily wasted by someone who didn't know how to rein it in; act more coolly.

      "We would like two Caesar salads, handsome young man," Mom told him with her most seductive smile. No one could claim that she didn't still have it, even at her age.

      "No trouble at all. And can I bring you another drink while you wait?" he asked Mom, eyeing my still half-full glass of diet lemonade along with her already empty wine glass.

      "That would be lovely. The same again, please, young man."

      Okay, when I say that Coraline Kendall, my dear mother, likes a drink or two ... it might be more accurate to say she likes a drink or three, or four or more. But I would never say she had a problem, no. It's just that, when she does have a glass of wine—

      "So, my beautiful daughter, tell me about your love life at the moment. And I know you're not staying home by yourself on weekends with such a beautiful face. Not to mention you are lucky enough to be getting your mother's figure.

      God, kill me please. "Mom please." The waiter was still in earshot, having scooped up the empty wine glass and strutted away with a what was honestly a sense of self-consciousness in my opinion, which he probably thought made him seem like he was in charge.

      "Oh, relax honey, there's absolutely nothing wrong with being ... social. I don't want to see you alone like your aunt."

      The waiter returned quickly with her wine and a smile, saying he’d return in a little bit to check on them. My thoughts turned to Mom’s words about my aunt.

      My mother and my aunt had very similar physical features, meaning they were both absolute foxes. But while my aunt kept to herself and didn't like getting herself out there, my mother had spent much of her life putting herself probably a little too much out there, if you get my drift. Mom had short cropped auburn hair and typically dressed like someone a good ten or more years younger. Today she wore a low-cut floral dress that showed off her full figure, much to the delight of the men around us.

      "Mom, do you think I could have just a little sip of your wine?" I asked looking around to see if anyone would be watching me do it.

      "Go ahead, dear, just don't get caught if you're going to misbehave."

      After I'd downed practically her whole glass, I finally managed to work up the nerve to talk to Mom on the level. "Okay, so I'd kind of like to get something off my chest."

      "And us Kendall women have some wonderful chests to get things off of," she replied with a girlish laugh. It was endearing, but also embarrassing. The little bit of wine now swimming through my system was already helping me let my guard down and appreciated her free attitude more.

      "So, I might kind of be interested in someone. We've been slowly getting to know each other. I'm just confused."

      "That's wonderful news. Is it anyone around here I might hope to see?"

      "He's actually from a rival school."

      "Oh? I bet that sense of competition is just your thing, dear, not to mention the taste of forbidden fruit." She laughed again, and her cheeks had started to go ever so slightly pink. "So, are you two an item or anything? You're not committing yourself to one guy yet, are you?"

      "What?"

      "I'm just saying that you don't need to go marrying the first man with a chiseled jaw and broad shoulders who gets into your panties. Not like I did. Oh, of course I don't regret a single thing about it— that's how I got you —but your father hasn't exactly been my rock now, has he?"

      Truthfully, he hadn't been the best father either, what with his gambling addiction and always trying to get me to use my powers to help him beat the odds and win it big instead of, y'know, being a good dad. "I'm glad you think that. I might be, maybe, possibly seeing more than one guy at the same time." My heart was racing, but the feeling of having actually told my mom something like that was invigorating. I felt free somehow.

      "That's wonderful!" she totally shocked me by saying in reply. "Hang on a minute though. When you say you're seeing more than one person at once, do they know about each other?"

      "Yes, Mom, of course. I'm not awful."

      "That's good. I never raised a cheater now, did I?”

      I shook my head to respond. It was true. You couldn't find a more strait-laced student in all of Sleepy Hollow University. And that mentality carried over into every aspect of my life. Well, I guess you can't really call kinda dating four men at once that strait laced though.

      "Are they nice boys? I'm talking about your menagerie of lustful suiters, by the way honey." That girlish laugh again. Her cheeks were red from the wine and how much she was enjoying teasing me, but mine were becoming a deep shade of red as I realized this conversation was actually happening. Maybe it was a mistake telling her.

      Noticing that I had choked up and wasn't speaking, she stopped laughing immediately. Always the supportive and sensitive mother. "Oh, Marina honey, I'm sorry for making fun. Don't be embarrassed. Hey, I went to college too," she said with a sly wink. "Do you really think your father was the first and only guy I was with up until I got pregnant with you as a teen?”

      "To be honest, I never thought about your love life, Mom." Now I was smiling. "And none of my friends want to think about their parents having sex either, I can assure you." I made a 'yucky' face and that made us both giggle.

      "Well, as long as you're doing things responsibly and acting like the mature young woman you've become. Don't go getting yourself pregnant, and make sure you use condoms. Also, be sure not to neglect the boys. A lot of women think they don't matter, but let me tell you—guys love it when you—"

      "What!"

      Coraline Kendall was anything but subtle. "You know, his boys," she stopped and added, holding her hand out, palm up, making a tickling motion with her fingers like she was playing with a guy's balls. It was something I was instantly sure would scar me for life.

      We said goodbye and I went back to my dorm room where my roommate, Laurie Brand, was quietly studying. She was a great student too, but somewhat more outgoing than me. "So, how's your mom? I can't believe she's really old enough to be your mother."

      "Laurie."

      "Just saying," she said with a shrug and a laugh.

      Laurie was a beautiful dog shifter girl with light skin and a tall, athletic figure. She was from Nebraska and definitely had a look to her like she could do some hard, physical work. I was a little jealous of that, given that I was shorter and more of a slim build, although my own figure was an hourglass. Naturally, she was jealous of my body and so on and so forth.

      "Anyway, how was lunch? What did you get?"

      "Caesar salad, of course."

      "Oh, that place does those the best, nice choice. What about the other thing you wanted to tell her about?"

      "Yep ... we had that little talk. It was absolutely mortifying, so much so, I had to steal a little of her wine to work up the courage.”

      "Oh my, Marina Kendall drinking alcohol? Can I see your ID, young lady?" Laurie quipped, and she was clearly happy with herself for that one because she was beaming from ear to ear. "What did she say about your own private reverse harem? I bet she was cool with it, huh?"

      "Too cool with it. Some of the things she said make me wonder about her past. Do you think ... oh I don't even wanna say it."

      "What, do I think your mom used to be a slut when she was in college?"

      "And then you said it. But why do women have to use that word about other women? What's wrong with keeping things nice and open."

      Laurie put her hands up and to her sides with a dismissing shrug, raising her eyebrows and pursing her lips. "I never said there was anything wrong with being a ho. Clearly you don't think so either, or you wouldn't be seeing four of the most eligible guys around."

      "They are pretty eligible right?" I could feel my eyes widen and was sure they'd be bright and dreamy looking. It was impossible to deny that I had to be the luckiest girl in school. "That doesn't make me a ho though. It just means that I like to be in control, to make sure my life stays my own and not give it to the first guy who comes along. What's wrong with that?"

      "Like I said, there's not a single thing I see wrong with what you're doing, Marina. More power to you, girl."

      "Speaking of not being a ho, when are you seeing Thomas next? He's your fave boy still, right?"

      Thomas was certainly a priority for her at the moment but calling him a favorite was off the mark. "Do I really have to choose a favorite? Isn't the whole point of being poly that you get to share yourself with multiple people and not have to tie yourself to any one of them more than the others, unless you want to, I mean?"

      "Sounds like someone might be just a teeny tiny bit afraid of commitment to me," Laurie replied as she stood up from her desk and walked over to sit on her bed with her legs crossed, facing my bed where I had taken up a half lying down position. I cuddled my teddy bear Merlin and held him up just below my chin, so his soft fur gently tickled me. It was always a great way to calm down.

      "Honestly, you're right. I am afraid of committing. But isn't that the point? I guess there's a lot I need to learn about this whole multiple guy thing. I thought discussing it with my mom would help to clear it all up in my mind."

      "But it's just given you more questions, right?"

      "Yeah, exactly right. Part of me wants to know more about what she got up to all those years ago."

      Suddenly bursting into short, staccato giggle as she got the words out, Laurie responded gleefully, "What makes you think she's not still playing the field, girl? A hottie like Coraline could probably still get college guys like we're banging." I knew she was teasing.

      "Please!" I said, but now I was giggling too.

      Laurie was a great roommate who always had time for me, and so I always had time for her. We made each other better. I knew she had my back in this, which was comforting since this was the first place I'd lived that wasn't with my mom. She was such a caring person, despite her wicked wit that sometimes got away from her. I think I got pretty lucky in the roommate department.
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          Thomas

        

      

    

    
      I used to agree with what my parents said about Sleepy Hollow University. They're the kind of snobby parents who would look down on someone just because they weren't rich and highly influential. And just as the apple rarely falls very far from the tree, I had to admit that I too took up my parents' distaste for anyone but the upper crust. That was, I used to feel that way. It was really difficult to shake off a whole eighteen years of that kind of thinking. It's even harder when you were still always surrounded by that kind of a mentality. That didn't just go for when I was at home either; my social circles at school, as well as the friends I grew up around, seemed to be made up of a load of snobs. Well, they weren’t all that way anyway, so that's a plus.

      I grew up in the right type of family, with several wizards too. A lot of kids at the paranormal schools are the first generation of non-normal humans in their whole family. If that wasn't enough of a disadvantage, most kids weren’t extremely rich like my family is. So, someone might ask why anyone should care what I have to say, why my story might be worth hearing. Well, it all started when I met a gorgeous young witch from my rival school named Marina.

      I was about to head out and leave to visit her when my mother walked into the kitchen of our almost embarrassingly expensive townhouse in New York. "Why aren't you at class, Thomas?" she asked me in that nasally, half-interested, half-uncaring tone she was so good at doing that it was almost like a trademark she had going at this point.

      "I don't have any classes until later," I responded quickly and with a chirpy voice. I got annoyed at my parents as much as the next teenage guy, but I wasn't a disrespectful ass. Plus, if I could smooth her over and avoid suspicion, it would make sneaking off to visit Marina a whole lot easier.

      "Hmm ..." she said as she went for another cup of coffee, having no doubt been up since around dawn getting busy with her business of being incredibly important and wealthy. "And why aren't you going over to study early? You know that being seen working is just as important as the actual work you do, right, Thomas?"

      Most of my friends called me Tom. Dad even did most of the time, except for when he was chewing me out— which was not a completely uncommon occurrence. But Mom only ever used my 'proper given name’, as she liked to call it. "I know, Mom. It's just—"

      "It's just that you're going off to visit that poor little witch of yours again, aren't you?"

      Damn, she somehow knew already.

      "Who's visiting who?" came Dad's voice from the hallway coming into the kitchen. I thought he'd already left for work, given that it was already 9:00 a.m. and he started usually around 7:00 or 8:00.

      "No one, Dad," I quickly said, hoping that he'd just accept that answer and make his way through to the garage without wanting any more details.

      Mom walked over to block his way as he was grabbing his keys from the hook by the garage door that led from the open plan kitchen and bigger-than-most-apartments dining area. "Are you serious?" she asked Dad. "I'm sure you must be aware that your son is dating his rival from that trashy school out in the sticks, Sleepy Hollow, correct?"

      "Yes..." he said as he started to slowly walk around her.

      "Well, Thomas seems to think it's alright to skip out on his studies to go and run around with her."

      "And?" Dad had snatched his keys and was making his way to the door. "I'll tell you what, Thomas, if you want to throw your reputation away just for a good time, that's your deal. You just had better do it discreetly. And if you get anyone pregnant, you can think twice about that new car you wanted for graduation."

      I couldn't get out of there fast enough. Luckily their bickering had given me the perfect opportunity to leave without getting too much heat. I felt bad for having caused a fight between my parents, but it was almost guaranteed they were going to fight about something anyway. I got  in my car, which was still only two years old anyway, and headed upstate a ways to see my girl.

      The only thing was, while Marina was my girl, she belonged to a few other guys too. I tried not to think about that part too much. I was the furthest from a prude out of a lot of people I knew. I'd definitely played the field, and often with more than one girl at a time. When you were a top student who just started college, and the ladies found you to be pretty irresistible, might I add, it wasn’t really that hard to get some.

      But this was different for some reason. I was really starting to like her, and that made it a lot more than just playing the field as far as I was concerned. I didn't think I would have gone throwing the big "L" word around or anything at that point in time, but yeah ... well, it was complicated to say the least. Thinking about it all, I noticed that I was starting to creep over the speed limit as I headed out of the city. Driving through the country to get up to Sleepy Hollow was a great way to clear my mind, which was sure to leave me feeling relaxed and ready to devote my attention to a girl who was honestly one of the most special people I'd ever met.

      Not long ago, if someone had told me I would think that about a poor girl from the country with a really ordinary family, I would have laughed in their face and called them stupid. Now, yeah, well. I went to Sleepy Hollow and realized I was quite a bit early. I guessed I must have been driving faster than I noticed. Lucky for me, I was an excellent driver so there was no danger, especially not in my luxury sports car that handles the road so well. I decided to go sit in and audit some classes, since Sleepy Hollow and other schools in the area make that option available to other students.

      I decided it might be nice to brush up on my telepathy basics. These things were second nature to me already but checking out what the competition was learning wouldn't hurt. As I sat down at the back of the lecture room, I felt good about doing some actual schooling for the day. I would be able to tell my parents that I did study after all, and hopefully that would help to cool down their disagreement from earlier.

      Just then I got a text from Mom, which read, I hope you have thought about what I said.

      My reply was, I'm sitting in on a telepathy lecture right now.

      There was no reply, but that probably meant she was at least satisfied enough with my decision to not hassle me any further. Anyway, after that I audited a couple more lectures, doing my best to keep my focus and pay attention. The only thing that was really on my mind was Marina though. Ever since first meeting her, I had not been able to get her gorgeous face out of my mind. The funny thing was, I kind of disliked her at first. Alright, we both hated each other, and it was obvious to each of us and those around us. That's the way we were set up to respond to each other though: we were school rivals after all.

      Today was the day of her Final Test too. I had already done mine and aced it, of course. I'd been wondering if she chose today for me to visit just so she could rub her success in my face. That's the old me, the pettiness and distrust of anyone who might stand in my way. But she was just as competitive, probably more so honestly. What the hell, I decided. If I wanted to be real boyfriend material, I would need to get over that and show her some support.

      I decided to go see her compete. When I got to the lecture hall that had been set up for her finals, I was underwhelmed. Sleepy Hollow was meant to be the best paranormal college in the whole state, but all I saw was a bunch of large tables that had been set up at the front of the room.

      There was a young girl performing what must have been the last part of her test in front of an audience of mostly other students who were also doing tests that day, as well as lecturers and some proud parents. She was a shifter, and currently in the process of turning into her other form: a black cat. It was an awkward ten seconds or so before she finally did it without any issues. The large communal sigh of relief from the people sitting and watching was audible.

      "Nicely done," said one of the three judges, a middle-aged woman with long red hair, sitting at a table at the edge of the stage area. "Although, you will need to work on your control if you want to keep up with the requirements next semester," said a fat, balding man beside her.

      I hadn't been able to spot Marina in the audience, but then her name was called, and she walked out from behind a section that was out of view. She looked more beautiful every single time I saw her, and my heart began to race instantly. That, and I felt a distinct urge in my dick that made me want to leap across the lecture hall and hold her.

      "Please stand on the marked area," said one of the judges, then, "Begin", looking over to a freshman looking student who was by the corner of the room. They then pulled on a thin rope and looked up expectantly. Nothing happened. I instantly realized that some kind of most likely harmless booby trap had been set off that was meant to fall on the spot where Marina stood. There was a plastic bucket on a pully system on the ceiling, but the rope hung loosely from it.

      "Wonderful!" shouted one of the judges.

      The audience was notably excited by the results too. Not knowing what was going to happen, I will admit that it took me a minute to catch on that this was a test of her magical luck ability. Just then, the bucket fell though, and everyone gasped all together. The rope was still attached to it, but it came loose from the pully. It swung and flew over to the judges, spilling the entire contents of glitter over each of them.

      "But you still need to work on not letting your good luck cause bad luck to those around you, I'm afraid," said the fat male judge, his bald head no longer bald at all. It was covered with a thick layer of glitter as he'd been the one to take the brunt of the 'trap.' "Still, an excellent result! Wonderful work, Marina Kendall."

      I waited outside while a slew of people left the test room. Finally, Marina showed up with a bright smile on her face. "You must be really happy with your result," I told her as she almost walked by, not having seen me standing by the door at first.

      "Oh, Tom!" she shouted with a gleeful schoolgirl tone of voice. "I wasn't sure if you were going to be here to watch." She ran over into my open arms and we embraced, deeply kissing with the kind of rushed force that you'd expect from a couple of teenagers who were crazy about each other.

      "Hey there," I said with my best deep voice. "You look hot as hell. Smart and sexy, wow."

      "Oh, stop," she said with a little laugh that drove me crazy.

      She smelled so good too, I just wanted to eat her up right there in the hall.

      "Did you see the result of my good luck though? I'm starting to get worried about that."

      "Hey, that grumpy bald judge didn't seem too upset, even with a head full of pink glitter."

      "They're taking it easy on me for now, but I know that's not going to last into next year. What if my powers keep growing but the bad luck transferal never goes away? I won't be able to use my powers without hurting someone."

      I agreed that was troubling, but we didn't hang around discussing it anymore. We had planned a date and were headed over to my car. I went around and opened the door for her, doing my best not to seem like a douche while doing so. "My lady," I said, hoping she would find it charming instead of cringey.

      "Aw, what a gentleman. That's why you're my favorite."

      The word 'favorite' only reminded me that I was still just one out of four men who were dating Marina. I know she didn't mean it that way, so I shrugged it off. Before she had a chance to see the chocolates, I got for her that were sitting in the backseat, I raced around and grabbed them.

      "I got these for you too," I said sheepishly. I'd never felt the slightest bit awkward around a girl before, but Marina did something to me that occasionally turned me into a nervous schoolboy.

      "You're such a sweetheart, Tom. Thank you. Oh, my favorites too. That's double favorite! So, are you going to tell me where you booked for us to go on our date?"

      "Only the best for you, baby," I said. We went to a nice, stylish Thai restaurant. I knew she loved that kind of food, anything spicy and authentic really. And I didn't want to go for something too expensive or 'snobby,' as she would have put it. Just a well-reviewed, honestly good place to eat and share some much wanted time with her.

      As we shared our meals in the nicely lit ambience of the restaurant, Marina asked if we could talk about school. "I know it's probably not something you want to discuss when you have some time away from family and the pressures of study. It's just..."

      "Hey, you can tell me anything, Marina. I'm always here for you."

      The smile she gave me at hearing that warmed my heart, even more than my excellently made red curry was. "Thank you," she said in the sweetest voice I had ever heard. "I know we're rivals and all. Can we talk about finals?" She laughed at that, and I understood she was thinking about the same thing as me.

      "Well, we used to be rivals anyway," I corrected her. "In fact, I think you might have outright hated my guts the first few times we met."

      "Okay, maybe I just kind of had some minor thoughts about you getting hit by a bus so I could be the top of the state."

      "Wow..." I looked at her in fake-shock for a moment before we both cracked up with laughter. "Okay, so we did hate each other, but that's only because we're both such dedicated and excellent students. That's also why you shouldn't be worrying about how you're going to do in your finals."

      "It's easy for you to say. You're—"

      "Lucky?" I said, meaning to make a joke because she's the one who's literally lucky with her magical ability.

      "I don't want to get into that," she said. "But you know you were born pretty lucky. And yes, I know you were talking about my luck magic. Very funny." She was smiling but now her happy demeanor had been overtaken by a sullen expression. She tried to hide it with a forced smile, but I knew her well enough at this point to be able to tell that it wasn't real. I'd spent more than enough time gazing into those perfectly stunning eyes to be able to tell when she wasn't being genuine.

      There was also my wizard magic that was always turned on at least a little, even though I worked to never use my telepathy or other mental magic on her. I had to admit that I had used my illusion magic on her before though. That was only for minor things like hiding when I accidentally tripped and nearly fell while she was there. And masking it that time I stupidly spilled marinara sauce on my white shirt when we were on our very first date. I don't feel bad about little glamor type spells like that. Those weren't being used in a way that's any more disruptive than makeup or a hairstyle in my opinion.

      The date went well after we'd finished talking about the upsetting realities of being high performing students who were under a lot of pressure. And then we went back to her dorm room, where her roommate had been nice enough to stay at a friend's place so that we could have the whole room to ourselves. That's where the magic really started.

      As we entered the room, I could feel the excitement growing inside me. Looking at Marina's beautiful crystal-like eyes, it was easy to tell that she was wanting me maybe as much as I wanted her.

      "So..." she said in coy-shyness, "what would you like to do now?"

      "Well, I don't have to be anywhere in a hurry."

      "Oh, you can't stay over tonight, I'm sorry. I promised my roommate that I wouldn't make her stay out all night. It's just that it's finals and everything, so she has to study, and practice too is all." The way she was telling me this only made her seem more attractive. Marina was such a considerate person that she would never want to put someone else out so she could fulfill her own wishes.

      "Hey, that's okay. I wouldn't want to put anyone out. You're not allowed to have boys stay over anyway, are you?" Hopefully the desperation in my voice wasn't obvious. Truthfully, the question wasn't just about me. I was wondering if she was letting any of her other guys stay with her while I hadn't been able to yet. The thought sent a rush of jealously through me, and suddenly I wanted her more than ever.

      I reached my hand out and placed it on her hip, drawing her closer to me and kissing her plump, soft lips. They tasted better than anything I could imagine. Sweet yet deep and pure. Marina kissed me back with a passion I had never felt from any other girl in my life.

      My other hand went behind her head, just at the top of her neck. And I used a little of my considerable muscle strength to press her forward, spanning my long fingers out to encase the back of her skull. This was my time to enjoy her, and I was going to make sure that she knew no other man could ever truly have her in the same way that I could.

      Marina let out a sultry moan, which went straight to my already semi-erect dick. It twitched and begged to be let out of the prison that was my pants. I sent out a mental message using my magic to let her know what I wanted her to do, and her hand followed my instructions willingly. Her delicate touch worked quickly down my tall, torso and landed upon my now bulging crotch. She rubbed it there and a wicked smile took over her features. "Mmm, hello there," she said. "I have missed this."

      "Oh, he's sure missed you, baby."

      We moved over to the bed, with me taking the lead and drawing her by the hand and placing her to a sitting position before kissing her again, deeply and sensually, drawing it out, before what was going to happen next. That was, me moving my kisses from her mouth slowly down her neck. I moved at a nice casual pace, savoring the moment and letting the heat buildup before I went down on her. However, my kisses were a carefully chosen combination of quick and light, lashing with my tongue slightly as my lips found their mark down her delicate skin. I unbuttoned the top two places on her blouse as I did this to reveal the creamy delicious skin beneath. Her breasts were perky and firm, no more than a good handful. Nothing wasted, nothing I didn't need; everything I could possibly want and more. She was all the woman any guy could ever hope for.

      Why aren't I enough man for her then? came a subconscious thought like a dagger of ice thrust unexpectedly into the heat of the moment. I pushed that away and let her scent envelop me as I touched her panties, briefly rubbing my fingertips over the area as the warmth found them.

      She half-moaned, half-giggled as I slipped two fingers underneath and ever so gently touched the area just above her clitoris. Then I slipped her underwear off and pushed her legs apart. The supple firmness of her gorgeous thighs was amazing. I moved my face closer and began to flick around her pussy with my tongue. Soon I was moving closer to the center, spending careful time lapping at her clit but never spending too much time there. I wanted to tease her, to make her really want it before I would let her have that full pleasure.

      By the time I had built up to using my full tongue prowess, I had slipped a finger inside of her impossibly tight hole. And that was all she could take as she moaned and begged me to fuck her.

      "I need you now," she told me with that sweet voice.

      Her eyes were like shining diamonds and I couldn't help but inadvertently use my telepathic powers to send out a strong feeling of lust to her. In turn, she bit her lip and, just as I was standing up to grab a condom, she pushed me down on the bed and straddled me.

      "I need to put on a condom," I told her.

      "It's okay, I'm on the pill now."

      That was all the convincing I needed. I didn't even care then about the other guys she was with. I needed to feel myself inside her without anything between, no matter how slim a layer of latex a condom would add to the party. Her skirt was riding up around her thighs and she took me in her hand and slid down on my cock carefully. Slowly. Excruciating pleasure made my cock feel like it was being filled with cement at a rapid pace. I don't think I'd ever been that hard in my entire life!

      Up and down she began to move, working her hips in a chaotic but rhythmic motion to satisfy the itch that only I could scratch. She was amazing, the way she used her body to drive us both toward the state of ecstasy without seeming to be trying at all. Her eyes were closed, but mine were fixed on her beautiful breasts as I finished unbuttoning her blouse and pulled down her delicate lace bra. Her nipples caught my sight and wouldn't let me look away until I pulled her down closer to me so I could suction my mouth around one of them. My tongue was again like a gymnast as I flicked up and down, gently running the very edges of my teeth over her semi-hard nipple in between sucking and licking. Once that nipple was hard, I moved over to the other one. I licked my fingertips so I could continue to tweak the first nipple while I went to work on the other.

      Marina began to moan louder and louder and she rode my cock. She took up a more utilitarian position by leaning back and letting her legs help more with the up and down motion instead of relying solely on her gyrating hips.

      It was a good fifteen minutes since she started to ride my dick when I could tell she was starting to get close to coming. I put my finger down on her clit and began rubbing it, a bit harder and faster than I usually would have. But this was when she loved it that way as I knew all too well.

      Yes, she was mine right then and there, no matter who else was able to have her when I wasn't around. I started to pump up into her as she rode down on me, withdrawing my hips down into the springy single bed's mattress and she bounced up. Then we would collide again and again. I started to go faster, wanted to let my primal urges take over, to claim my property. My engorged cock throbbed each time I thrust up into her, and the slick wetness of her tight little hole increased. Warmth flooded around me, the smell intoxicating as she grew wet beyond belief now. Then I knew she was coming as her head was thrown back, her body tensing up, and her hands reaching back behind her while grabbing handfuls of the bedspread.

      There was a good chance her next door neighbors who shared the walls might have heard her. I didn't care; I was proud to be the man causing that reaction in such a hottie. And she was getting that pleasure all from me.

      We held each other, half undressed and sweating like spent animals as we breathed heavily to recover the air that was knocked out of us in our love making. It was nice then too, kind of like being the only two people in the world— the only two people involved in our relationship. I liked to think in those moments that we were a normal couple and she wouldn't be with anyone but me. Later I left, not wanting to keep her up late.

      "I'll miss you," I said as I held her and looked deeply into her eyes.

      "You too," she said with a kiss. But I knew she wouldn't miss me the same way while I headed out the door and it closed behind me.

      Okay, I didn't know for a fact I was the best she was having. That kind of drove me crazy, but it also made me want her all the more. Was I crazy for being willing to participate in this scenario? Maybe, but at this point in time I was too far in to be able to drag myself away from the situation, and I wouldn't have wanted to even if I could have.

      As I left, feeling entirely satisfied and pleasantly drained in a physical way— I couldn't help but wish that I was staying the night with that beautiful young witch. To be able to hold Marina in my arms as she drifted off asleep and stayed asleep, and then follow suit, would be my idea of the perfect moment. A rush of temporary sadness hit me and threatened to ruin my elation. But I had never been the type of guy to let melancholy overrun me, so I hopped in my car and took off to the hotel I was staying in while visiting Marina for a few days. Things were good. I was starting to feel certain that I was in love with Marina. Why ruin that wishing for more?
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          Marina

        

      

    

    
      I had to admit that my final week was going wonderfully. That first test where Thomas had been present was nothing compared to how they ramped things up throughout the week. I had really been underestimating how intense things were going to become, to say the least. After that, we were pitted against each other in illusion tests that required us to try to fool our own friends and even family members. That's right, they had organized ahead of time to have people come to the tests so they could be special guests and help out. Just having people we knew there and actually taking part was enough to get anxiety levels soaring high for most of the students.

      We knew there would be physically exerting tests involved, but no one was expecting an obstacle course out in the fields at the edge of Sleepy Hollows. When our lead assessing lecturer for that day arrived to greet us and told the body of attending students to follow him outside, it's safe to say that people were starting to worry already.

      There were lots of different examples of the ways the teaching staff came up with to throw their students off their game. I honestly had been trying not to think about all that though. The only sure way I had found to achieve top results was to maintain focus. Thinking about what's ahead of you was essential.

      Some of the other students in my year thought it was kind of a dirty trick to throw us such random curve balls. I thought about it for a bit and decided that if we weren’t ready to take the unexpected and deal with it on our toes, then we're really not ready to be studying to become elite members of the paranormal community when we graduated, right?

      I'd been managing to do just fine on the tests, but the atmosphere of resentment from some of the students was palpable. It was starting to have an effect on the feeling of goodwill and positivity that we all had as a community toward the start of the finals.

      We were waiting outside of the school gym for a test— the final one we were going to have to endure. If I could just make it through that, things were going to be smooth sailing until next semester. "If you can all move inside the gymnasium and take your places, you will find your name places situated around the building. Stand in front of your own and face the opposite wall from you."

      We all did exactly as we were told. Soon there was a room full of roughly fifty first year students, in lines that were parallel to each other, with each of use facing the other line. Looking around I could see just about everybody was as worried as me about what exactly this test was going to be.

      "I wonder what this is all about," I heard the girl next to me say. She was a shifter, if I recalled correctly. On the other side of the room in the opposite line of students, that girl was facing another shifter. As I looked around and took notice of where the other students were and who they were, I realized that we'd all been paired off against the same type of paranormals. Opposite myself was another witch. I knew her, since we had more in common with sharing lots of witchcraft and wizarding related classes together.

      The girl I faced was gifted with magic revolving around levitation, and mind control. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.

      My powers were based around luck, charms, and curses. I didn't put it lightly when I said it was very difficult resisting the urge to use powers like that in everyday life. They were a lot more practical to use in our modern society than, say, being able to turn into a big bear like some shifters could; vampiric abilities were powerful as all heck, but they weren't exactly the kinds of things that could help you pass a job interview or win the lottery. I loved my powers, but I was starting to become worried about this exam.

      "As many of you have no doubt already realized, this is going to be a head-to-head contest. As your final, final exam, I don't need to tell you that it will have a huge impact on your final grades." That was one of my magic teachers, Mrs. Farrow. She was a generous and supportive woman, but when things were serious like this, she could become quite overbearing.

      It seemed that the situation was already starting to make her forget that this was still only a contest between students. It was common knowledge that she liked to push the students to their limits. That was always done in their best interest and she was never a cruel teacher. I just, I didn't know ... had a bad feeling that something was going to go wrong here.

      "This is a combat-magic based contest," she then announced with her best booming voice, not only so that everyone in the massive gym could hear her. It was clearly also done to give an air of grandeur to her words. They definitely had that effect on the students. Each of us had wide eyes, the smiles gone from many of my peers' faces if they had them there in the first place. Some people seemed frightened, while others were grinning with predatory looks on their faces. This didn't seem like the modern, humane, logical setting that Sleepy Hollow had always had for me. This was something more primal altogether; savage.

      Next we had to take turns facing off against each other, going down the lines one at a time. The first student would be instructed to launch an offensive spell from the pool of limited ones we had been learning that year. These were things like force pushes for those who were capable of doing those, speed dashes too that involved actually striking a student, and even curses or bad luck for those who were capable there. I had to say that it wasn’t as horrible as I was expecting, but it was grueling, nonetheless.

      The shifters beside my place in the lineup gave an amazing performance. They were first instructed to shift, and the one who managed to do so faster was given the first attack. The girl beside me, in her large canine form, was given the first go. She charged at her opponent, who had taken on the form of a raven all too late. The dog shifter was fast with her dash, creating rings of white magical aura in a trail behind her as she bolted forward at lightning speed. It was impressive, but the raven shifter managed to evade her just in time to avoid being hit. They weren't allowed to try to attack or defend until the whistle was blown by the overseeing lecturer.

      The raven shifter won simply because she was better at defense and eventually got lucky with landing an attack before the dog shifter was able to do so. Next was my turn.

      Mrs. Farrow came up beside us and quietly said so only we would hear. "Now girls, don't worry about your safety. As I've told everyone else, our good volunteer Mr. Geraldo is creating the protection barriers for us this semester. And I assure you that he is more than capable of preventing any real harm from coming to you."

      "Ohh!" I let out involuntarily. I felt a bit silly that I had actually thought they might let us be injured but looking around I couldn't see Mr. Geraldo anywhere. Then I noticed him hiding in the corner almost completely hidden by a partition. Were they trying to scare us while we were waiting for our own turn to compete?

      "Okay, are you both ready?" she called out.

      We nodded.

      "Very well." She flipped a coin and had me call it. I chose heads. It was tails. Immediately, I wished that I had used my luck to affect the outcome, but that seemed like cheating. Mrs. Farrow then said to my opponent, "Launch a force push against Marina, who will try to block it with a basic magical shield. Ready?" She then blew the whistle.

      I put my hands out in front of me just like we'd practiced many times and created a shield. Only, I didn't! Instead of casting the simple spell and stopping the force push—I created a rose out of light energy. That was just a simple little parlor trick that even kids could do. The force push hit me, but it didn't hurt. I was just knocked back a few feet without even losing my footing properly. The protective spell was good, or I would have been knocked down and possibly even injured.

      "What the heck?" I uttered in disbelief.

      "Too bad, Marina. You have to remember that people are able to use their other powers against you at any time, whether you are waiting for it or not," said the lecturer.

      That bitch! Oddetta had used her mind control powers on me clearly and made me do the wrong spell just at the last split second. I realized that this wasn't going to be a 'fair' fight at all if I didn't do something a little more underhanded. Next was her turn to attack me, so I focused my luck power on myself while being fully aware it would defer bad luck onto my opponent.

      "A basic momentary forget curse, please Oddetta," said the lecturer. That was crazy. Mrs. Farrow was fully aware that I was an expert in curses and charms in comparison to anyone else in my year. My bad luck must have been successfully transferred then.

      Looking dumbfounded, the other young witch prepared herself mentally. The whistle blew and she cast a spell, but then she began to look around the room like she suddenly had no idea where she was. I had countered her without even breaking a sweat, naturally. It didn't seem like fighting fair to have affected our luck that way, but I wasn't the one who brought in this whole dirty fighting thing.

      We had to face off against another opponent each, and then another. After that, our scores were to be totaled up and our results given later as with any other exam. That was grueling to say the least, but I was so happy everything was over. And I won all three of my matches! That would put me up near the top of the class, which was a result I couldn't be happier about.

      But I didn't have much time to celebrate my success, as a loud sound started coming from down the hall. A bunch of other students were already running to the source of the sound when screaming started to ring out from one of the lecture rooms that had been set up for use in finals. "What happened?" a boy from a year above me asked. He had a sickening look of concern on his face as I came through the door.

      "Oh my—" one of the other freshman girls sobbed as she turned and ran from the room.

      There it was, something I never thought I was going to see ... a corpse. And it wasn't just a person who had stopped breathing and was now lying down, as horrible as that would be. "Oh no, how did this happen?" I asked myself out loud.

      "She was asked to set that log on fire, just the log. This isn't possible," said a lecturer who must have been overseeing the exams. The look of terror, and guilt, on her face was palpable. I couldn't' imagine how terrible she must have felt feeling responsible for this. And was she responsible? Was this an accident? It just couldn't be real.

      "What about the protective spells?" asked another student.

      "Exactly, what about that?"

      "Are any of us safe?"

      "I'm getting out of here. I can't take this!"

      Students were talking faster and louder, building up into a thrum of frightened questions and statements; accusations.

      The girl was on the floor at the front of the lecture hall, just like the burnt log should have been. The smell hit me, and I realized that I had been breathing in the tiny particles of her burnt flesh the whole time. I gagged and then wretched, covering my mouth and making for the nearest bathroom to be sick.
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      I had heard about what happened, just like probably every other student, teacher, and parent in the state. Or maybe they weren’t doing their best to keep this quiet and actually having some success, but I doubted it. Either way, I found out that one of the students from Sleepy Hollows University had been killed during her finals. Dead, and seemingly at her own hand. I drove well over the speed limit to get there as fast as possible. The sickening feeling in my stomach didn't go away for even a split second as I thought about what the cause of this could be. Was Marina okay? If so, was there any danger that something could happen to her at any minute.

      Mom had ordered me to return home and cut my visit short; not to go there or else. Well, fuck that. I had a girlfriend who might be in trouble. And at the very least she needed me by her side to keep her from panicking.

      She was in her dorm, like the rest of the students had been instructed. I knocked on the door, assuming it would be locked. "Come in," called Marina's roommate. I opened the unlocked door and entered.

      "You should really have this locked," I scolded.

      "Hello to you too, Tom," said her roommate.

      She was a tall, athletic girl with short silver hair. Quite attractive I had to admit, but she couldn't hold a candle to Marina as far as I was concerned.

      "Hi, Laurie," I said, feeling bad about being a bit of a jerk to her. "Sorry, I'm just worried about your safety is all, both of you." But then I walked by her desk and over to where Marina was standing by the single window. She wasn't alone though.

      "Oh, Hey Colin..."

      "Hello," he said back to me in a wary tone. Colin MacAran was a seelie Fae, one of the supernatural types that were actually another race entirely. He was tall, slim, and very pale, with long red hair that I personally thought made him look more like a girl than he already did. As he turned away from Marina, who seemed frozen with her gaze outside the window on something, those bizarre silver eyes fixed on me and kind of gave me the creeps. Okay, I didn't really like the guy all that much. But who could blame me for holding something against him? Not only was he a second year student who was nineteen and older than me, but he was dating my girlfriend.

      And then the implications of Marina starting to take the pill dawned on me. Of course, she would want to get herself some more heavy-duty protection—— she was fucking three other men who weren't me. I told myself to stop thinking of it that way. No one had forced me to agree with this situation.

      Marina then turned around and it was like she'd only just realized I was in the room. "Oh, Tom! I guess you heard what happened then?"

      "Well, I found out pretty easily. It's not often something like this happens. But why didn't you tell me?"

      "I didn't want you to come ... no, please don't look at me like that. It's just that you're from our number one rival school."

      "Are you saying you think that I might have had something to do with this?" I looked at her in disbelief for a moment, then briefly at Colin and his stupid barely hidden smirk, then over to Laurie who was sitting on her desk chair near her bed. She shrugged and shot me a sympathetic look before answering.

      "No one thinks you had anything to do with this, Tom. But now that you're here, it's going to look pretty bad to the other students, don't you think?"

      She was right, and I was an idiot for not even thinking about that.

      "Oh, shit," I replied.

      "Now that you are here though, I'm so glad. Come here," Marina said as she came over to give me a hug. She kissed me too, open mouth like we would if there was no one else in the room. It was only a short kiss, but I could feel the burning eyes of Colin on me as we did it and I became very self-conscious. My cheeks were sure to be flushed with redness because they were feeling hot. Marina drew back so she could look up into my eyes, now holding my hands and very close to me. She smelled so damn good it almost made me forget what had happened.

      She said, "I'm sorry for not reacting when you came in. I've just been watching out the window in case something happens. You have no idea how terrible it was. I've never seen a dead body before, let alone one that had ... Oh, Thomas!" She rushed forward and buried her head in my hardened chest, quickly creating a warm spot where her tears soaked the spot where her face was against me.

      "It's okay now," I said. "Holy shit, you were there?"

      "She didn't actually see it happen, but there was a big noise and everyone in the area ran into the finals room to see what had happened," said Laure. She was doing a better job keeping her composure, but she just looked so solemn that it was also heartbreaking to look at her. "There are councilors visiting the dorms of everyone who'd been present, and then they're going to talk with anyone else who requests it after."

      Colin walked over to stand a little to the side of us so that he could talk to me. It bothered me the way he looked at me, like he could maybe think that I had something to do with this. "They detected the presence of mind magic," he told me with a carefully raised eyebrow and his head tilted back slightly. It was easy to read the expression as one of suspicion— interrogation. "Do you know anyone who specializes in mind magic?" he then added.

      That almost set me off, but I maintained my cool. This guy didn't have to be my enemy unless I allowed that to happen. I was in control of how I responded to his shitty comment. Holding Marina there as she tried to comfort herself in my embrace, I had to remind myself why Colin was even in this dorm with us: Marina cared about him. Well, if she thought he was worth caring about, that was going to be good enough for me for now.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," I told him like a politician might say. Being diplomatic was something the children in my family were spoon-fed right from the first moment we could even understand how.

      He kept up that judgmental look, almost like he was expecting to see something that had remained hidden until that moment. "Well, they're saying that someone use mind magic to cause the girl to, well, you know what happened. There's no need for me to say it."

      "Her name was Lisa," said Marina. "She wasn't just some girl."

      Colin's reaction to that was a hurt facial expression. He slumped his shoulders a little and looked between Marina and me like he'd only just realized we were holding each other. I felt vindicated as he walked over to look out the window again. Taking the high road could work out very well in tricky social situations like this one. I guess an orphan boy who'd been rejected by most humans he'd ever met probably wasn't given the benefits of good breeding. Maybe I should remember not to be too hard on him, I decided.

      "So, the police have been involved?"

      "We don't know any more details yet," said Laurie after no one else answered.

      Marina let go of me and tried to hide her reddened, tear stained face as she moved to Laurie's bed and assumed a fetal position beside her friend. She just wanted comfort, so I didn't take it the wrong way at all. Instead, I sat down on Marina's bed so I could face the two girls.

      "Social media and IM are going haywire though," Laurie continued. “I guess you raced right over here without checking out any of that. I'm trying to stay away from it all, to be honest. It's just bad karma getting involved in that train-wreck-watching kind of stuff. Some people are acting truly inhuman about it, like it's all just some show on Netflix."

      My stomach began to churn. Sure, my family was cutthroat in the business world, but I had also been raised to have some respect. "That's horrible. So, what did you hear about who did it? Was it really an accident?"

      "If you want the details on this, I'll save you from having to look yourself," said Laurie with a wan smile.

      "Thanks," I replied, looking from her to Marina who was just listening and hugging one of Laurie's pillows while resting her head on the other. She seemed to have calmed down now that we were all here. I thought my presence was a big factor there.

      "Okay," started Laurie, "you're not going to like this though. It has been all but confirmed, as far as I'm concerned, that they detected mind magic. This has led them to suspect foul play. At first it was thought to be a suicide, like Lisa couldn't handle the pressure or something. But now that's been essentially ruled out."

      "So, they think it was a murder?" I asked, knowing the answer.

      "That's right."

      "And they think you were involved," said Colin without looking away from the window. He didn't raise his voice so we could hear him better from the other side of the room either. It was almost like he was just stating an everyday fact. Like he was just saying, Oh, look, it looks like rain. And by the way, you're a murderer, Tom. But the androgynous seelie didn't have the guts to say that outright. It was getting harder to try to like him. So, I just ignored his comment and continued talking to Laurie.

      "Anyway," Laurie said, "we're not allowed to leave our dorms right now. There's not a whole lot they're telling us either. This is all still just rumor that I've heard, apart from the basic facts that have come from the campus police about the suspected cause. As far as they're concerned, none of us are in any danger right now."

      "Bullshit," I said, feeling suddenly angry. "They just expect you to wait around here when they think someone's caused a death?"

      "The official story is that they don't know it wasn't a suicide, so yes, that's what they expect."

      "You are not popular either," said Colin. "And can you really blame the Sleepy Hollow student body for being suspicious of their number one rival school's golden boy? You start visiting and suddenly someone dies right during finals? That's going to completely throw off everyone's results."

      "Stop it," said Laurie.

      "Okay, I will. Sorry, Marina," he said in a clear display of virtue signaling to try to keep on her good side. The gangly silver eyed bastard wasn't worried at all.

      "Anyway, I'm sorry to tell you this, but you can't stay here for long," said Laurie.

      "Oh, that's right," Marina suddenly said, looking at me. She sat up. "I should have told you. I just wasn't expecting you to rush over. Please let me walk you out, baby. I don't want you to get in any trouble, or fights."

      Laurie agreed with a nod. "If people see you on campus now? I just seriously hope you have yourself an alibi, Tom. Please tell me you do."

      "I, I don't know. I was just at the hotel room near campus. I guess some people must have seen me."

      "Well try not to let anyone see you on your way out, okay?"

      And with that, I said goodbye and left, doing my best impression of a ghost to avoid any trouble.
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      I honestly wanted to stop the boys from fighting. But seeing that poor girl's dead body, burned up like it was a piece of meat. And the smell, oh, I would never be able to get that terrible smell out of my mind for all of my life. I knew that as soon as it happened.

      "Colin, why did you have to go and say those things? What's gotten into you?" I scolded after Tom had left. I didn't want to do anything that might cause arguing between them, and letting one see me upset with the other was a sure way to build grudges between them for sure.

      Colin shrugged and drew his attention away from the window. He hadn't even bothered to turn around to say goodbye to Tom when he left. Instead, the redheaded Fae just remained facing the window. I wondered if he was even looking at anything out there or interested in doing so. He might have just been sulking to be honest.

      Walking over to me, he said in that lulling voice that always drove every girl wild, "It's nothing personal. I have no issue with Thomas as a person. But you saw all the rumors yourself. Even the campus police seem like they might be suspicious of him."

      "You don't seriously think that he would have done something like this do you?" said Laurie.

      "That would be such an extreme thing to do to another person just to stir up trouble in a rival school. And it's not like Tom has that much competition to worry about anyway. Why risk his place at the top?" I said, trying to talk Tom up. I thought it might have just made Colin more resentful though, judging from the look on his face.

      "Yeah, I know, he has it all: rich family, all the connections, a great school record. You never see spoiled rich kids from snobby families doing anything wrong like this, do you?" He walked toward me, but I looked away.

      I could tell that Colin wasn't going to be much help, so getting him to act like the voice of reason was a lost cause. That's when we heard shouting from outside and all three of us rushed over to the window to see what the cause of the ruckus was. It was Tom! The campus police were holding him, one on each side firmly gripping his arms so that he wouldn't be able to try to run away or do anything to them. Like he was some common criminal!

      "What!" I shouted, wanting to bang on the window but settling for placing my fist against it with a dull thud. My face was so close to the glass that I was beginning to fog it up with my heated breathing. "No, what are they doing?"

      "He only just got here. There's no way he could have actually had anything to do with this," Laurie said.

      Colin was standing behind each of us, easily able to see over the tops of our heads with his impressive height. I could almost feel his satisfaction emanating from him even though I couldn't see his face. That was all in my head, I knew, since I wasn't exactly adept at any mind related magic like Tom was. But it was almost certainly how he would have felt.

      "I'm going down there!" I cried out, even while knowing how stupid the notion was.

      Colin placed his hand on my shoulder firmly. He didn't do it hard enough to physically restrain me or with too much pressure, but the gesture made me feel uncomfortable. I wasn't a possession of his, nor of any other man or person. I told him, "You need to let go of me, Colin, now."

      "You can't go out there," said Colin. He seemed to be a little embarrassed with himself, but that might have just been a response from being told off. Taking his hand away so that I was able to move slightly away from him, I went to stand beside Laurie. He continued, "Don't you remember what they told us? If you go out there, it could land you in trouble, maybe a lot of it. Plus, you don't want to be implicated in this murder just because—"

      "There's no evidence that it was a murder yet, just like there is absolutely no reason for them to be taking Tom away! Stop acting like this, please. Can't you understand that I care about him too?"

      Laurie looked at me with an expression of respect on her face. "She's right," my lovely roommate added. "Although, going down there would be a big mistake."

      I knew she was right. I even knew that Colin was right even though he was going about it the wrong way with how he was acting right then. "It's a risk I'm willing to take," I said as I ran out the door. The two of them made to follow but I quickly shut the door behind me, and they gladly knew well enough to just let me do what I had to do.

      There was no one in the hallways, which made it easy to run down to the area they had been taking Tom by our campus windows. He was no longer there, so I assumed they must have taken him away to their detainment area. That was in the campus police headquarters, so that's where I went. I went as fast as I could and heard someone shouting out to me something about gettin back to my dorm. I didn't listen, barely even paid attention to what the person had said.

      Just as I came up to where the campus police headquarter were, I saw the two big campus police members leading Tom along toward the door to their headquarters building. But I was too late. The door closed behind them and they turned to see me running, then quickly locked it. I tried to shout before they got him inside, but it was no good.

      He did hear me though, and he turned around the moment he realized it was my voice. "Marina? What are you doing here?"

      There were so many things I wanted to say, but I knew there wasn't enough time for all of them. "It's going to be okay!" I shouted as loud as I could so that he would definitely be able to hear me through the thick glass door. He nodded like he didn't really believe me but was just trying to put on a brave face to make me feel better.

      Somehow, I managed to keep myself from falling apart until I got back to the dorm. On the way, the lecturer who had told me off for being outside of my dorm was still there. I didn't know his name or have him for any classes, but I recognized him from seeing him teaching others. "I know you must be worried about your, friend," he said. The words were clearly chosen carefully. Maybe he was trying to avoid upsetting me anymore, which was actually very nice given the already difficult situation.

      "Please don't tell me I'm in trouble for being out of my dorm," I said in a sweet, pleading voice. Okay, I was putting it on more than normal. If there was ever a time to use my girlish charms to get some sympathy points, I think staying under the radar when there's a suspected murder on campus might be it.

      "No, you're not. I do want you to promise that you'll go straight back to your dorm now and stay there until told to do otherwise. Okay?" He had a bit more of a stern tone of voice now.

      "Yes, sir," I said, not wanting to say anything more that may jeopardize this lucky break I was seemingly being given. "Thank you!" I said as I turned and hurried off.

      "Oh, and no running through the common areas, thank you," he said after me as though trying to maintain a facade of being a hardass when he knew he'd just given me a big break.

      The second I was through the door of my dorm, which was locked and required me knocking, I let myself fall apart all over again. "This just can't be happening," I said. It was selfish to act like this was all something terrible that was happening to —me. A student had just lost her life. She had friends, family, possibly a boyfriend or girlfriend of her own. That's when I resolved to stop acting so narcissistic and pull myself together.

      "Are you alright?" asked Colin. He was earnestly concerned now and all the petty jealously had drained from him, or that was how it seemed at first anyway. He was an attractive guy, somehow handsome in a masculine way and beautiful in a feminine way at the same time. How could you stay mad at someone who was that damn good looking when he hadn't really done anything so wrong? It was disarming to say the least, and I started to let myself fall for it too in that moment.

      Laurie came over and gave me a friendly hug. She was taller than me and it was comforting like having a bigger sister, even though we were actually the same age. "I know it's upsetting to have someone you care about put in that situation. Just remember that he didn't do anything wrong, okay?"

      "That's for the courts to decide now, isn't it?" said Colin.

      Oh, so he wasn't actually over his whole being-a-jealous-ass routine. Great.

      "I thought you were going to stop with that," said Laurie with an angry tone.

      "Yes, you told me to, I know.” Colin wasn't the kind of guy to be like this usually. It was strange, but I knew that he had been hurt in the past. It was harder for him to trust people in the first place, and he'd been dating a girl on campus who used him then dumped him. "Okay, okay. I'm sorry. To both of you." He was sitting on my bed. With his impressive height, his knees were angled up so high that it made him look like he was sitting on a kid's bed. That, and the combination of my girly bedspread and stuffed bear, made him look pretty adorable.

      "Please just let it go, for me," I said as I went to sit beside him. "I know you've been hurt. I'm not going to do that to you though."

      "It's not that. I just think that maybe it's for the best that they're being careful is all."

      Laurie made a scoffing sound like a dry, sardonic laugh mixed with a cough. "Oh, it would be for the best if your lead competition was taken out of the picture, wouldn't it? What's to stop me now from accusing you of masterminding this whole thing? You have a lot to gain from Tom being blamed for this right?"

      "That's crazy," Colin replied.

      I swear I could practically feel his heartbeat pick up speed as I sat right up beside him, our bodies sharing some warmth that would have made me feel good in any other situation.

      "I know you're just trying to make a point, but that still isn't cool." He put his arm around me and drew me back so we were lying beside each other with our legs off the side of my bed.

      Laurie had gone over to her bed and started using her phone in a half lying down position. I lowered my voice to both give her some time to herself and to keep our conversation private. "Look, baby, I know you're still healing from what Nala did to you—"

      "I don't want to talk about my ex with you," he replied shortly.

      "I respect that. But you also need to remember, and respect, the conditions of our relationship. We all agreed to them. Even though I would never cheat on someone if we were in a monogamous relationship, this isn't that. There are different rules here that you need to respect."

      Colin sighed and seemed to sink down into the mattress even more.

      "Don't forget that you're still seeing other people too."

      "I know, I know. I'm sorry, Marina." He sounded sincere enough too.
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      The past two days were absolute bullshit! First, I was locked away for two days in their tiny holding cell. There was nothing in there apart from a hard steel bed attached to the wall that had a flimsy mattress stinking of BO. I had never given much thought to what the campus police were like at Sleepy Hollow. In fact, the idea of ever being locked away like that had never even crossed my mind. My family would never have allowed that if it had happened at Salem University.

      When I'd gotten back to my hotel, the first thing I wanted to do was peel off these sweat-stained, stinking clothes. That would have to wait though, I told myself while calling Marina.

      "Tom?" she answered as though now sure it could really be true.

      "Hi, baby. I'm sorry for not being in touch. They took away my phone and wouldn't let me have more than one call."

      "I guess you probably wanted to call your parents, or a lawyer?" She said the last part like it was a question. "Do you think you'll need a lawyer?"

      "No, luckily nothing like that's going to happen, not for now anyway. They had no evidence. You better believe my family is furious. I wouldn't want to be those campus police after my parents have finished siccing their lawyers on them. Mom was particularly upset."

      "I bet they blame me," came a forlorn voice through my cellphone. She felt so distant even though I knew she was so close to my hotel room. "And I don't blame them for thinking that," she added as if you confirm what I was thinking.

      "They don't blame you. Not really anyway..."

      Marina laughed a little. "You're an awful liar when it comes to me, you know that?"

      "Hey, what makes you think I'm a good liar when it comes to other people?"

      "Please, we were rivals for most of this year. I know you're an honest person, but you're just so great at being diplomatic that you have that politician way about you. I guess that's a good thing in the modern world. But I trust you. You're a good guy."

      "Thanks," I said in earnest. "So, I suppose you have already assumed that I'm banned from Sleepy Hollow campus for the immediate future at least. I'd be surprised if I'm ever allowed to set foot there again no matter how this turns out."

      Marina was silent for a moment. I could imagine all the things she was possibly thinking. Things like, how would we be able to keep seeing each other when she was banned from visiting me and I was now banned from visiting her? What would life be like when everyone was probably against me being around her now? Would I still think it was worth the effort to stay together? Her breathing was heavy enough now that I could hear it through the phone in the midst of the otherwise silent moment.

      "Don't worry," I said instinctually. There was a lot to worry about though, I knew that. "This isn't going to change anything, right? Not really."

      "Are you sure about that?" she asked.

      I was sitting on the hotel room bed, which was like sitting on a cloud after two days being detained like an animal. It made me wonder how anyone calling themselves righteous could lock people up when they hadn't done anything wrong.

      "Yes, I am one hundred percent committed to being able to see you, Marina. No one's going to put a stop to that, other than you..." I let it hang there like a question. Wanted her to assuage my doubts herself without prompting so I could really believe them.

      "No one's going to stop you from seeing me then, Tom, no one at all." The smile that had to be on her face was shining through in her voice. I imagined her radiant beauty and had to be with her right away.

      I said, "So, we're not banned from going on a nice date. And I do have a hotel room nearby.”

      "Well, finals are over now so I don't need to focus on studying. They would have been postponed anyway for me. Some people still hadn't finished. They're mostly freaking out, but I guess some students are just happy about not having to finish them yet."

      "How about I pick you up at six tonight?"

      "If you're caught anywhere near campus, won't you get in trouble?"

      I was silent for a moment, even though that was sure to arouse suspicious. The truth was, I'd been told to stay away from all Sleepy Hollow students or there was a chance I could get myself taken back in by the campus police.

      "...What?" she asked. For just the briefest moment I considered using my mind magic to stop her from wanting to know what the deal was, why I had hesitated. Only, I couldn't bring myself to do it to her. That level of dishonesty was surely be the first nail in any relationship, looking at it from a long-term perspective. I was raised to be smarter than that, to understand myself better and those around me too. I couldn't trick her that way.

      "You're worrying me now, what's wrong? You're hiding something aren't you?"

      "I'll talk to you about it when I pick you up okay? Just please don't worry, it's nothing. Alright?"

      Now it was Marina's turn to hold back what she really wanted to say, leaving that cold silence there instead. The soft background noise from my lackluster rural cell connection was like a wall between us for a few seconds.

      "Alright, baby? It's nothing, really. Everything will be fine."

      "Okay, if you say so," she responded with a less than confident tone in her voice. I hated to hear her sound upset like that. "I'll see you at six then."

      "Okay, bye, beautiful."

      When I picked Marina up, my first instinct was to go pick her up from her dorm room. I struggled against the urge, knowing that it would be a much smarter idea to just wait in the car where I'd pulled up in the street outside her school. "To hell with that," I said to myself. I wasn't stupid enough to drive up to the parking lot where my expensive car would be like an eyesore among the relatively dirt-cheap ones that were mostly parked there.

      There was no way I was going to let Marina walk around at night by herself on a campus where someone had died just days ago, and in suspicious circumstances as well. No fucking way. So, with that mindset fueling my actions, I got out of my car and made my way onto the grounds of Sleepy Hollow. It was a quiet evening, probably largely because no one wanted to be out and about at night on the campus.

      Things were going just fine when I came upon someone, an older guy who was maybe in his forties or fifteen. It had to be a staff member, but at least they weren't wearing the uniform of the campus police. Of course! I hadn't even considered the campus police might be out keeping a patrol. This was going to end badly for me one way or another, I just knew it.

      "Who's that?" the man asked, squinting through the dimly lit walkway between two buildings. One of those buildings was the women's dorm rooms where I wanted to go. The only issue was that the man was standing near the entrance that would lead to the stairs. I could go another way, so I just turned and started to walk quickly without saying anything.

      "Hey, you're that student from Salem, the one the campus police interrogated. You're banned from stepping foot on our property. Stay where you are!" He pulled out his cellphone and was about to unlock it. I didn't see any other option. I turned and walked closer to him so this could be done more easily. I had to stop him.

      My mind magic wouldn't have worked against a teacher or other more experienced paranormal if they also had the ability to use mind magic in any serious way. This time I got lucky though, since he apparently had little-to-no defenses against me. All I did was make him forget the past thirty seconds or so; just enough time to ensure that he wouldn't remember even having seen me approaching from the distance. It wouldn't do him any harm at all, and no one would have to know.

      I walked right by as he stood there with a stunned expression on his face. As I was almost up the first flight of stairs into the girl's dorm building, I ducked down to look through the glass door and saw that he was starting to come to. The middle-aged man looked around for a moment, then down at his phone that was in his hand. He would probably wonder why he'd taken it out, but that kind of thing happened to people a lot, especially as they got older and had a hectic work schedule. With all that had been going on around the campus, there was a good chance he was running on more coffee than sleep anyway.

      I went to Marina's dorm room without any more hitches. She answered and acted appropriately surprised to see me there. "Tom, I thought you would message me when you were on the street. Are you trying to get yourself arrested?"

      "Again, you mean?" added her roommate Laurie with a mischievous smirk. "Just kidding, Tom. Are you okay?" She stood up and gave me a brief, sisterly hug. At least Marina had a caring friend to be with her since I couldn't do that here.

      "Very funny," I replied, feeling a little weird about hugging another girl, especially with Marina right there. But she didn't seem the least bit phased by it. I guess here ideals about what constituted cheating were a whole lot different than mine, evidently.

      We made it out of the school grounds without any issues. I knew where that one man was keeping an eye out, so we just took the other exit from the dorm building and skirting the edge of the school near the fence where it was darker. "They sure don't keep a very good eye on who comes and goes," I commented to Marina as we got into my car.

      "You know, I think you're right. I expected to be seen for sure. Did you come across anyone on the way in?" I started up the car and began driving, hoping that my silence would be taken as me just concentrating on driving safely away from the curb.

      "Earth to Tom, are you feeling okay? You didn't answer me, silly."

      "Oh, sorry. I was just thinking I guess."

      "You guess?" It was pretty clear she knew I was dodging her question. I pulled out onto the main road that connected to the one Sleepy Hollow was on and drove toward my hotel. "Did someone see you?" she asked again with a more insistent voice this time.

      "It doesn't matter," I said. "They won't remember."

      "You didn't use your magic on them..."

      Stupidly, it had not dawned on me that using my mind magic might have been a problem. "Someone saw me coming in. I think it must have been one of your lecturers, or maybe a parent volunteer keeping watch. It's not like they were doing a great job, since we had no trouble leaving through the back entrance." I glanced at her quickly then put my eyes back on the road. She looked pissed off.

      "You not only came onto campus when you were explicitly told to stay away, told you'd be arrested again if you did so—but you were seen by someone and you used mind magic on them! I can't even ... what the actual fuck."

      She rarely swore. Marina even said 'heck' instead of 'hell’, which I found adorable and so pure. This had to mean she was seriously not happy. "They won't even know. No one's going to know."

      "They could detect that and possibly figure out what happened if that guy notices even the slightest odd occurrence with his memory. Tom, this is a paranormal school; they know how to look for tricks like that. Geez, I can't believe you'd be that reckless."

      "Look, I know it was stupid. I just couldn't let you walk by yourself through the campus at night. Imagine how I'd feel if something were to happen to you while I was just sitting in my car twiddling my thumbs. I was just looking out for you, baby."

      "I know ... I get it, and that's very sweet of you. Oh, fine. There's nothing we can do about it now. Let's just go enjoy ourselves and try to forget about this for a night."

      "That's my girl," I said, the smiles coming back to each of our faces for the first time that evening.
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      I hadn't seen Marina since all this happened. They were being super strict about letting people just walk around the campus after class hours. "Do you think anyone will have a problem with us visiting her in the girls’ dorms?" my best buddy, Vlad, asked me.

      As we walked along through the campus, I had to look up a little to meet his eyes. I was a very big guy, as you would expect from any football player. Only it was hardly a fair comparison when standing beside a dragon shifter.

      I replied, "No one said anything about us not being allowed to mingle with other students. What are they gonna do, detain us all inside our dorms until this thing blows over?" And as I said that, I gestured around to the many other students who were freely coming and going. It was daytime and things were carrying on almost as usual. There was a strange air of anxiety about though, with people walking just a little faster than usual, and maybe acting a little suspicious of people they didn't know well.

      You can bet your ass that meant I was getting more than my usual share of stares. Being a vampire was never going to be easy, even in a place where most of the students and staff members were paranormals themselves. We were walking through the tunnels, where it could have been day or night for all anyone knew. Except this was modern times and we all had internet connected smartphones or watches.

      "I always prefer walking through the tunnels," said Vlad with his dense Romanian accent. His English was good, since it was expected that exchange students do their due diligence in learning the language of their exchange country. But he still had quite the accent. That, coupled with his height, pale skin, and jet-black hair, kind of did make him look like a vampire almost as much as me. His eyes were green though, so that was a dead giveaway to anyone who know anything about vampires, that he was not one of them.

      "Why's that?" I asked.

      "You must have taken notice," he said with his not quite perfect way of putting together sentences in an American way, "that people stare much less in the tunnels than inside the common room and cafeteria." We hadn't been going to class since finals were now officially over, which is why he didn't mention those.

      "There are still non-vampires down here," I said, trying to avoid the subject as I didn't like to think about how much people didn't trust vampires, even when they were paranormals who should have known better. They were used to being treated like freaks by enough people outside of school, so why did they have to pass that onto me?

      "True," Vlad said. "But who uses the tunnels when the weather is warm outdoors?" The tunnels were there so that vampiric students could come and go between the buildings without being completely messed up by the sun. And they were also a very appreciated way to travel during the frost-bitten winters we got out here in the sticks. He was right, but I didn't really feel like admitting that to myself right then. Sure, it was starting to get cold now, but today was unusually sunny for this time of year. It was unlikely people would retreat into the tunnels when they could be out there enjoying what might be the last bit of semi-nice weather until next year.

      "I think maybe you're just being a little paranoid," I told him. "Seeing Marina will make you feel better."

      "Hey, I wonder if she has any vodka. Maybe her roommate will not be there, and we can have ourselves some fun, no matter about being stranded on campus for the winter?"

      "Vlad, you're a good buddy, but I don't think there's any way you and I are getting naked in the same room, no matter how much vodka is in the picture."

      We shared a laugh at the thought, but the idea of Marina naked was very distracting as we approached the room of her dorm. I knocked and we waited for someone to answer.

      "I hope we're not too early. Maybe she hasn't been sleeping so well since all of this happened," I said quietly, wondering if we should have waited for her to message back before coming over.

      Vlad started chuckling to himself as he quietly said to me, "Or maybe her roommate is here, and we can have big fun all together." But just as he said that, the door opened. There was Laurie, Marina's roommate. The look on her face was complex, and something like outrage carefully masking the desire to laugh.

      "Daniel, how are you? Come in." As I walked through first with her holding the door open for us and gesturing inside like a butler, she gave Vlad a dirty look and said, "Vlad. Come in, if you're not expecting too much fun."

      "Who's not having fun?" said Marina from where she was sitting at her study desk. That was on the other side of the door, symmetrically placed near the end of her bed like Laurie's was. It was kind of eerie living in a room where you had the exact same set up as the other person, only with everything opposite.

      "Oh, I was just telling the boys they needed to keep it down if we don't want to draw any unnecessary attention to ourselves," Laurie told Marina with a carefully hidden smirk still on her face. It didn't look like she'd been offended at overhearing Vlad's remark at least. Maybe she was even flattered. Guys sure said a lot worse around campus. "What, with all of us being detained here over winter until they find this killer, we wouldn't want to do anything out of character. Right guys?" She looked at Vlad as she said this, then walked over to sit on Marina's bed beside the desk.

      "I've missed you both," Marina said to Vlad and myself as she stood up and gave each of us a big warm hug, and passionate kiss. We were great friends and had no issues at all with dating the same girl. It wasn't like we were keeping ourselves to just one woman anyway, so what was there to have an issue with?

      "You smell good," Vlad said. Maybe that was just something to do with his shifter ability of scent, or maybe he was just a perv who didn't know when he was being inappropriate sometimes.

      "Thanks," said Marina a little self-consciously. Looking at her and then back to where us two guys stood, the massive size difference was impossible not to notice. There was no way Marina would want to deal with the two of us at the same time, given that she was short and kind of petite. "Sorry I didn't get up to answer the door when I heard it was you. How come you didn't message or call before you came over?"

      She was clearly flustered and had possibly been crying earlier judging from the way her eyes were a little bit red. Or maybe she'd just been having trouble sleeping.

      "We did message," said Vlad. "Both of us. You didn't get our text messages?"

      "Oh..." Marina checked her phone and there were a whole bunch of notifications that popped up from various different apps. Anyone our age who had that many unchecked notifications left on their phone was either very busy or trying to avoid contact with the outside world. "I've been trying to stay away from my inbox, and the internet. I'm sorry guys, that's awful of me. I hope you weren't too worried."

      "No, we knew you were okay, physically anyway," I said. "But how are you doing otherwise? You been taking care of yourself since, it, happened?" I didn't want to talk about the murder out loud, not if I was the first one to bring it up anyway.

      "Well, guys, it was fun running into you like this," said Laurie as she put her computer to sleep and grabbed her hoodie and backpack. She checked herself in the little mirror hung by her bed, brushes some of the short, silver hairs into place. "I have my crypto-botanist study group to get to."

      "You're studying now? Finals only just finished," I said with honest shock. I knew she was a hard worker but even this was a bit extreme for total geeks.

      "It's not time for books, it's time to drink," said Vlad. Somehow, he usually got away with being more crass than other people. It was probably thanks to his charismatic good nature and looks. The accent usually had a special way of making him a lot more endearing, especially to members of the opposite sex around campus. "No?" he asked when Laurie just gave him a stare that was something like a reprimanding bigger sister might give her mischievous little brother.

      "No," she said while shaking her head and laughing. "Oh, you're a character, I will give you that. Bye guys, and you take care of this girl or else I might have to unleash the dog on you, got it?" She was talking about the dog that she was capable of shifting into, since that was her paranormal power. And being that she was from a no-nonsense farming community in Nebraska, even a dragon shifter like Vlad was not eager to get on her bad side.

      "Don't worry about this lovely young lady," I said. "Nothing's going to happen to her with two badass football stars like us by her side." I did a mock muscles flex to drive home the joke and make it clear that I wasn't taking myself too seriously.

      "Okay, hot shot. Have fun." She left the dorm and the three of us were alone for the first time in a while. The idea of having a three-way suddenly hit me again, but that was only because of the shit Vlad had been talking. I would never ask Marina and put her in the awkward position of having to turn us down.

      "So, I can't believe we are actually being detained on the campus," Vlad said to break the silence. Marina was present, standing before us, but her mind was somewhere else completely. She seemed pretty upset too.

      "Laurie says we're allowed to have visitors in the girls' dorms at least, even boys. Not after hours though, of course. So that much hasn't changed anyway." As though she remembered herself, she put on a forced smile and added, "I get to see two of my favorite boys still, that means." The beautiful little witch took our hands, one hand, one in each of her own. Leading us over to the bed, she placed herself between myself and Vlad and made herself the middle ingredient in a footballer sandwich.

      "Do you know anything about the questions and scanning?" I asked her.

      "Laurie's been telling me what she thinks I should know. What she thinks I can handle really. I'm going to be honest with you guys, I'm still terrible shaken up by what I saw. I can't close my eyes without picturing her there ... how her body was ... oh I shouldn't talk about it. I feel even worse that I'm worrying about my own emotions when none of this has actually happened to me. Imagine how her friends and family must feel."

      "It is natural to have your own feelings about a death," said Vlad. "Things like this are dealt with differently where I come from. You are allowed to think about death, to talk about it. Death is a natural part of life."

      "I just don't want to keep having everyone worry about me. I'm fine. Are they going to question everyone?"

      "They're only targeting students with psychic powers," I said. Since the topic was already out there, I figured I may as well just get it over with and tell her what she wanted to know. "One at a time, they're magically scanning them to find out if they could have been the person who used magic to control her mind, to make her burn herself up like that. Sorry to mention that."

      "No, it's not your fault." She placed her hand on my leg, and I realized she had done the same to Vlad. "I haven't even been told if they're going to scan and interview me or not. I don't have any magic that could be linked to the, the murder. Laurie heard a rumor that they want to get around to all the witches and wizards eventually anyway, just to be on the safe side since we are still capable of using minor magic from areas outside our specialties."

      "It'll be fine, don't worry about it," I told her, placing my hand on her leg to return the warm gesture.

      "You need to take your mind off of this," Vlad said. The look on his face told me just what he was thinking. Checking her reaction, I was honestly shocked to see a look of passion cover over her. Those bedrooms eyes were unmistakable.

      Someone knocked on the door. Oh well, maybe another time. I got up to answer it despite not wanting to give up my nice warm place beside Marina. It was Colin. "Hey, how goes it?" I greeted him in a friendly way and stood aside to that he could come in.

      "Hi, Daniel. How'd your finals go?"

      "Oh, you know, better than most of the guys on the team at least. I'm happy enough with that."

      "Good news," he replied.

      We got along well, which was probably largely due to the fact that both of us were vampires. There was just an unspoken bond when you spent your whole life being treated like an outcast, like a monster in some cases.

      "Ah, Colin, how does it go?" Vlad said when he saw Colin.

      "Oh, hey man, what's up?" he said.

      They got along just fine but Colin acted slightly strange around Vlad sometimes. I didn't hold it against him since vampires were just that way around "normal" people a lot. Honestly, I didn't think Colin was one hundred percent down with this whole open relationship thing. That was understandable given the way his ex had taken his virginity and dumped him to go bed other virgins.

      "Colin," said Marina. She didn't rise to greet him and seemed like she had something on her mind that she wanted to say to him. "What's up?" she asked shortly.

      "Marina, I, look I was hoping to get a minute alone with you. That's why I've been waiting to visit. You haven't been checking your messages?"

      "She doesn't want to look at all the shit posting and arguments going on," I told him to save her from having to go over it again.

      "That's basically the sum of it, yeah. I wasn't expecting to hear from you again until you had some time to think things over."

      "I told you I was willing to think of things from your perspective. I realize I was being a dick and it was unfair to you ... and to Thomas."

      "Is that what you wanted to say to me?"

      "And I'm really sorry, Marina." He looked like he's just found out his childhood puppy had been hit by a car.

      I felt sorry for the guy. Colin was a good guy and this whole situation was honestly just awkward. I glanced at Vlad and the look on his face told me he was sharing the same feelings.

      "Maybe we should give you two a little time to talk about this by yourselves," I said, beginning to head for the door again.

      "No, please, don't worry about it. Anything I need to say to Marina I should be able to say in front of you guys, right?"

      "I would hope there are some things you would spare us from hearing," said Vlad with a smirk.

      He was obviously just trying to break the tension with a little joke. I forgot sometimes that other guys were used to sharing women around like this with their buddies. And it was a lot easier for Vlad and me given that we were already good friends before we started dating Marina.

      Marina stood up. "Colin, thank you for coming to apologize. I know it must have been hard to do, especially in front of Daniel and Vlad. I forgive you. I know you were just trying to be protective of me. But Tom is not your enemy here. If you care about me, it means you care about other people I also care about, right?"

      "Brotherly love and all that," said Vlad. He then let out a nervous laugh when he realized that the joke might not have been as well taken as he'd hoped. It was hard to adapt to hanging around people who weren't football players when you spent so much time around them.

      "I've also come to suggest that we all put our heads together and try to do something to help Thomas. If he didn't do this, and I don't think it could have been him at all now. Well, someone needs to get to the bottom of things."

      "His family has the best lawyers in the state," Vlad said with a slight hint of resentment. It was hard not to be jealous of a guy who had so much money and such a big head start in life. As far as I knew Vlad didn't dislike Tom, and neither did I for that matter. Colin, well, he clearly had some mixed-up thoughts about what dating a polyamorous girl actually involved.

      "Sleepy Hollows is the rival of Tom's university. The campus police and staff aren't giving his parents or their lawyers anything," Colin said. "I've been doing a lot of research. That's another reason I didn't come over until now. I figure it's better to show that you're sorry instead of just saying it."

      I had to admit that was admirable.

      "Oh, that was nice of you," said Marina. "Alright then, are we all in this together?"

      "Sure, why not," said Vlad.

      "Count me in too," I replied.

      "Okay! Let's find ourselves a killer," added Marina was enthusiasm.
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      I was so happy to be getting help from Daniel and Vlad, although I never expected that they would be anything but helpful. They're good boys, if not a lot more, well boyish than my other two men. On the other hand, a girl doesn't date two good looking college football players expecting them to be the overly sensitive types. I knew I could count on them, and they were eager even to help Tom when they didn't owe him anything.

      We discussed it for a while and decided that the only way forward was to find out more details from Tom. "I should call him?" I said, not really expecting anyone to have an issue, especially after all the discussion about getting on the same team with this.

      "Do you think that's a great idea?" said Colin. "Aren't you banned from seeing each other?"

      "He's not allowed to step foot on Sleepy Hollow property. But talking to each other on the phone isn't exactly the same thing now, is it, Colin?" I couldn't believe I had to bring out my parental tone with him, but I wasn't in the mood for his negativity.

      "The campus police are the ones handling this right now. It's a paranormal issue," Daniel added. It was a relief that he'd been keeping up to date with the rumors and filtering out the nonsense from the facts too. Having buried my head in the sand and let myself fall apart made me feel kind of silly, but the guys were supportive of my feelings.

      "I say do it," said Daniel while Vlad nodded in agreement.

      "The only way to get answers is to ask the questions," added Vlad. He could be very wise and stoic at times, which was probably one of my favorite things about him, apart from his looks and obviously impressive size. Not to mention those green eyes.

      "I'm going to do it then, okay?" With no more objections being voiced, I grabbed my phone and called Tom. He answered before the second ring could even finish sounding.

      "Marina? Is everything okay? Are you okay?" came Tom's frantic voice. I felt so bad for him with the level of worry that was oozing through the phone line.

      I replied in a reassuring voice, "Tom, baby, yes. Everything's just fine with me. I'm being very well looked after by Daniel, Vlad, and Colin. Are you doing alright?"

      "Oh, are they there? Lucky guys," he said with a little bit of a forced laugh to show that he wasn't being sarcastic. "I wish I could see you again too. You could visit me again at the hotel?"

      My eyes widened. So, I hadn't mentioned to the other three guys that Tom had picked me up the other night, had been spotted and needed to use his magic on a possible staff member, maybe even a campus police officer who wasn't in his uniform.

      "Hey, Tom, my phone's speaker is kind of loud. Gimme a second." I walked over to the other side of the room and looked out the window. Facing the other way gave me a kind of mental wall so I could keep talking about this without being flustered. Before I started college, I hadn't even dated anyone before. Trying to have a phone conversation with one of my boys while the other three were right there was somehow a lot more exposing than talking them all in person.

      "What's wrong?" he asked after a brief silence while I went to the window.

      I was confident they wouldn't be able to hear me as long as I kept my voice lower. "It's just that the other guys could hear you, and I hadn't exactly told them about the other night."

      "What, oh, shit. They're not upset that you came over, are they?"

      "No, I don't think it would be that. But when you picked me up, probably not a good idea to discuss it with them until I get a chance to, okay?"

      Tom's voice didn't change so he seemed fine with it. "That's a fair request. Sorry about blurting that out. I didn't know they were right beside the phone."

      "It's okay, it's easy to forget that people around you can often hear what the person on the other end of the line is saying with new cellphones."

      "Well, so you don't think it would be a good idea to meet?" He now did sound a little deflated at the prospect of not being able to see me until who-knew-when.

      "Actually, now that you mention it. I called because the guys and I want to help clear your name! I need to find out every detail that you can give us. Doing that over the phone might not be the smartest idea though, right? Can I put you on speaker phone for a bit now? It might be a good idea to discuss our plan briefly in the open; set everyone's mind at ease, y'know?"

      "Okay, that's fine."

      Walking back over to three very concerned looking young men, I held out the phone as though I needed to use it as a prop to explain such a simple idea as turning it on loudspeaker. "How about I put Tom on loudspeaker so we can all discuss this?"

      "You went to see him right after what happened?" asked Colin. "That's crazy..." He trailed off when it was painfully obvious that he wanted to add more. Maybe he genuinely was devoted to doing his best to stop the arguing.

      "Fine with me," said Daniel.

      "Me too," agreed Vlad.

      "Okay, let's all have a chat," said Colin. And it was so difficult to read whether he was being totally sincere or not, but I put the phone on loudspeaker and decided to just ignore his negativity if there was really any there still.

      "Hey guys, how are you?" said Tom. They all gave an amicable greeting and let Tom speak. "So, Marina tells me you want to help me out? I have to say, I'm honestly grateful. I know you probably have your own suspicions about me, considering our schools' history as being such big rivals. I know you don't have to trust me, but all I can do is give you my word that I had absolutely nothing to do with any of this."

      "Do you think endangering Marina is a good idea though? What if someone sees you two together? What if they do somehow pin this on you, despite your innocence?" It was at least good to hear Colin admitted that Tom was in fact innocent here. I believed that as a fact.

      "It's not smart to talk about all the details over the phone," Tom replied. “Yes, of course I miss her like crazy. You'd think out of anyone you would understand that."

      "He's right," said Daniel. "How would you feel to have all this going on, plus not even be allowed to see your girl?"

      Vlad was nodding, but not saying much. He did get a little tongue tied at times when a group was having a discussion. I chalked that up to him not being completely confident in his ability to articulate himself in English.

      "I know ... you're right," acquiesced Colin. "I would be absolutely seething right now if put in your position. Sorry, man."

      "It's okay. And yeah, don't worry, I am totally pissed off. I'm trying to keep my cool talking on the phone right now, but 'seething' is a good word for how I feel."

      "That's awful," I said. Trying to steer the topic back onto the matter at hand, I added, "Can we meet somewhere more secret?"

      "Well, what if we meet at night when it's easier to stay out of sight?" said Tom.

      "What, don't you two meet in town?" said Daniel. "It's more out of the way, and that way no one's going to be watching for you there. Meeting at the hotel room would be a bad idea."

      "Tell me about it," said Colin. He was right unfortunately.

      "You can't come pick me up again though," said Marina. "That was way too dangerous last time—"

      "What?" let out not only Colin, but Daniel and Vlad too.

      I'd let myself forget they didn't know about that incident yet.

      "Oh, ah..." I struggled for the right words to use; how to somehow stop this from leading to an argument.

      Tom started talking before the silence was able to go on for too long, and I could have kissed him just for saving me from needing to continue. "I don't think all this needs to be discussed over the phone. You never know when someone might be listening it."

      "How are you meant to decide on a meeting place then?" asked Colin. I could almost see his mind working to come up with an answer, to be the first one to solve the problem. At least I could count on him to help when things really mattered.

      "Hey, baby," I said. “Do you remember where we shared our first kiss?”

      "How could I ever forget that?" came back Tom with a playful tone in his voice. That had been one of the most romantic moments in my entire life. "Do you want to meet there?"

      "Sounds like a great plan. And this way no one will know where we're going. Ha!"

      "Also, if there is anyone listening to us talking, go fuck yourself," said Vlad.

      We all laughed at that. Hey, if there was someone invading our privacy, there was nothing wrong with telling them off a little. And I was starting to seriously doubt just how much the campus police or the local paranormal community cared about the rights of paranormal students. It was scary to think that we weren't really part of the rest of the United States, despite being legal citizens who were even born here. We unfortunately had to live under a different set of rules, just because of the way we were born.

      "Okay, I will see you tomorrow. Same time we met there that first time?"

      "Perfect. Nice thinking, beautiful. Okay, I'll see you then. Bye guys, goodnight Marina."

      "Goodnight, baby," I said back to him.

      "Yeah, goodnight babe," added Vlad. Once he realized it was okay to start with a few quips, it was hard to make him stop. It helped to have some comic relief when the atmosphere was otherwise so somber though. After hanging up the phone, I knew they were going to want some answers. At least, I had expected them to be mad anyway.

      "So, what happened when Tom came to pick you up the other night?" asked Daniel. Not Colin with his insecure mistrust and jealously— but Daniel.

      "I ... Tom was meant to stay out on the street and text me so I could walk to his car. I didn't know he'd come in and get spotted."

      "Are you serious?" asked Colin, now giving the reaction that I had expected from him the second I'd hung up the phone. "Wait, if someone saw him, why is he still free?"

      "He didn't have any choice but to use just a tiny little memory wipe on the man. He didn't know who it was; older guy, probably a teacher or volunteer."

      "Do the campus police ever patrol in their regular clothes? There doesn't seem like there would be any point in doing that, right?"

      "Who knows?" I said, putting my hands up in the air then bringing them down to cross my arms over my lap.

      "If they decide to do a full sweep for traces of recently used mind magic over the campus, this could be a big problem," said Colin.

      "I'm also worried about you wanting to walk around campus at night by yourself when there might be a killer right among us," said Daniel. He'd been levelheaded about all this so far, but the moment he detected that I could have been in danger, his whole facade changed. "I don't want to be a dick or anything, but I really don't think you should be out by yourself at night like that. Even if the killer's long gone, or it was really an accident— there are students here at Sleepy Hollow who would love to get their hands on Tom."

      "Well Tom's not here. I'm not Tom," I said feeling defensive now. I had not expected Daniel to get so serious all of a sudden.

      "But everyone knows you two are dating. What if someone wants to get revenge on him by going after you?"

      "You know, that is actually a good point, I am sorry to say, baby," said Vlad. He placed his hand on my knee and looked regretful about needing to join in on telling me off. "How about one of us drives you to meet Tom tomorrow, then picks you up after?"

      "Why not just wait around in town while they meet? You could be there in case something happens, for back up, y'know?" said Colin. He was being a worrier, but that was actually a logical idea too.

      The guys all agreed that it would be best to go with that plan. I had to agree, since I wasn't feeling all that safe around campus lately either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          Marina

        

      

    

    
      The next evening when it was time to meet up with Tom, I got a call from Vlad. He was going to drive me to town. Everyone agreed that if anyone wanted to do harm to Tom or even myself, having a dragon shifter nearby would be the best protection possible. I had not actually seen Vlad's dragon form with my own two eyes, but the video footage of his finals this year were impressive during the combat-magic exam.

      I was to meet Tom at 6:00 p.m., and it was just after 5:00 p.m. Since I didn't have much else to do but worry about mope around my dorm, I had started getting ready hours earlier. Hey, it's not like that was uncommon for girls to do, some even doing that every time they left the house. I figured that Tom had been through a lot of bull, so it was only right that I showed up looking amazing.

      Also, it was extremely romantic to be going back to the place we had our first date and shared our first kiss. That was also when he'd asked if I would be his girlfriend. How could I possibly resist someone so passionate, charming, sexy, and forbidden? You could say that I was hooked from that moment.

      I was getting swept up thinking about it all. My head was kind of racing, almost like the times I'd tried alcohol. I guess they do say that people can act like they're drunk on love. To be fair, I was getting a whole lot of loving all of a sudden, this year as well.

      The distraction was amazingly welcome though. In fact, I didn't notice that Vlad was a little late and hadn't contacted me yet. Until I received a message from him. The beep of my phone had me rushing over to it like an excited schoolgirl, which I guess is exactly what I was. Only being eighteen now, I was also a legal adult. What a weird thought. Anyway, I expected it would be Tom checking in to make sure that we were still on, and also probably to let me know that he was excited; looking forward to a special night with me.

      It was Vlad though, who wrote: "Hi, my car is broken down."

      I wasn't going to waste the time sending texts back and forth. My heart was already racing and my brain scrambling to figure out what in the world I was going to do now. Nope, I dialed his number right away.

      "Hello," came Vlad's deep voice, sounding shy and like he'd let down the whole world. "So, you got my message?"

      "Yes, what's up? What's wrong with your car?"

      "I wanted to make sure it was running perfectly. So, I took it for a tune up. They will not let me leave now until the drive shaft is repaired. They say it's a safety risk and cannot let me leave."

      "Is that even a thing? Are they allowed to do that?"

      "Well, they are already repairing it now. Either way I will not have it back until tomorrow. We can take the bus together?"

      "Oh ... I suppose that's fine then. I'm sorry your car's not running. I hope it isn't going to cost you too much, baby."

      "It will be fine. Thanks. So, see you at your dorm soon?"

      "Sure, I'll check the bus times since I know the place. I don't want to tell you over the phone. See you soon. Thanks!" I have a bad feeling in my stomach about this, and my head was beginning to feel kind of strange as I hung up the phone. I really started to worry that I might have eaten something weird. All I'd been having was what was on offer at the cafeteria though, since we weren't allowed to order deliveries or go out to get food. No one else had mentioned being sick and there were lots of other students eating the exact same meals.

      Tom would be so disappointed if I had to call it off. I grabbed a drink of water from the bottle I kept in the dorm room. No, it wasn't my stomach that was feeling weird now that I really thought about it. The slightly cool water went down without a problem. Maybe it was just all the stress and excitement starting to get to my head. This situation really wasn't bad from my perspective. I needed to stop worrying.

      In fact, why was I letting Vlad chaperone me on a date like I was some kind of kid? If my mother didn't have to do that kind of thing anymore for me, why in the world was I letting a boy do it? The urge to just go by myself began to get stronger and stronger, like I couldn't push my pride down or something.

      "Screw this," I said as I grabbed my handbag and walked out of the door. The weather was calm enough but would most likely get pretty cold later. I put on my coat just in case and left the dorm room. It was a good thing Laurie wasn't there or she would have lectured me to death about being irresponsible. But she was the one who was always talking about being a strong, independent woman who could do fine without a man calling the shots. In fact, she'd be proud of me!

      I began to walk toward the bus stop on the street just outside of the college grounds. It was an open area and I knew people from inside the Sleepy Hollow buildings could easily see the stop. There were plenty of cars going by on the main road that attached to this one, and it was still a little light out. I didn't feel in danger in the slightest. There was plenty of time to spare too.

      I waited for the bus. Something kept telling me to just walk, and screw waiting around. I let my feet do my thinking for me and began to walk into town. It wasn't far after all. Now it felt like I'd had a bunch of energy drinks even though I never touch those nasty things. Yeah, this was just natural elation!

      I powered along the main road that led to the main part of town. It wasn't that far and there was no one else on foot to worry about. It wasn't until I came to the edge of town that I started to feel really weird.

      As I walked by the local hairdresser's where a lot of the students went to get their hair and nails done, I felt something odd around me. My head was competing with two very different emotions: I felt strong and in charge, but there was a sickening doubt now creeping up like an insidious tentacle. It was horrible and made it so I could hardly think straight. The hair and beauty place was already closed for the day. They must have shut early since the students that made up a lot of their business weren't allowed to leave the campus.

      For the life of me, I would not be able to say what happened next. I just kept walking, I do know that much, because I ended up somewhere else. This was a part of town that I had never been to before where there were fields and rusted work sheds. How had I walked all the way out here without even thinking that I was going the wrong way? And what was I thinking just ditching Vlad without even letting him know where I was going?

      Instinctively I reached for my cellphone from my handbag, but there was no reception out here. The university was built in a spot that would get reception, since the students probably use their cellphones a lot more than the rest of the town combined. But there wasn't even a single bar until you were inside the central area of Sleepy Hollow otherwise. This was bad.

      I was on a dirt road that seemed to run between farming properties. Someone stepped out from behind a chicken coop, causing a fluttering of feathers as the birds within were startled. The noises they suddenly made distracted me from my own thoughts for a moment. And then I realized that they had distracted someone else too. Whoever this person was, was using mind magic to make me do what they wanted! Had they been near me right from the time I was getting ready in my dorm and began feeling strange? They must have used their power to stop me from seeing them.

      The guy— I think it was a guy judging from their build —had a mask on. It was some cheap Halloween thing that looked like the devil. On a little kid that would have looked cute. On a guy who seemed to be at least my age, maybe more, it might have looked cringy as though they were trying hard to be edgy. This? This was just creepy. I turned to run.

      There was another one of them who'd been sneaking up behind me. They had a mask on too, but theirs was a witch. I wondered for a second if they knew who I was, that I was a real witch. Every paranormal kid was raised hearing about the hunters and the bigots, how people might not react to them kindly all the time. That there were those out there who would be happy to harm us just because we happened to be born as paranormal humans.

      A chill ran through my spine, up first, and then it situated in the pit of my stomach with a heavy sinking feeling I couldn't shake. They didn't speak at first; just walked closer to me, one from the front, one from behind. I turned around to try and somehow keep an eye on each of them. It was impossible since I was outnumbered and partially surrounded.

      Thinking back to my combat-magic training, I took a lightning fast inventory of the defensive spells I might be able to use depending on what they did. Then the devil pulled out a kid’s size baseball bat from beneath his black jacket. It was perfectly sized and shaped to be used as a deadly clubbing weapon. No one would have even noticed that he was carrying anything suspicious as he followed after me.

      Damn! The one behind me now had the same type of small baseball bat in her hand. I was pretty certain the witch mask wearing was a woman because of her physique. It was difficult to hide what must have been a lot of exercise and a suitable nice feminine figure even with her black jacket on. They both had their hoods pulled over their heads so I couldn’t see anything of but their masks and the hoods.

      “What do you want?” I shouted at her, hoping she might show more empathy than the guy. “Are you trying to scare me, is that it? Well mission accomplished okay? You can let me keep walking now!” I wasn’t about to just let them walk all over me, not really. But acting like I was pleading for their mercy seemed like a good first step before I got on the defensive.

      The guy was tall but seemed underweight. He probably weighed more than the girl since he was taller and male. However, his center of balance had to be higher than hers and he didn’t move like someone who was athletic or worked out. I sent a force push right at him and watched with relief as he went flying back on his butt, landing on the overgrown grass by the dirt road. Too bad he’d had his fall cushioned, because he started to get back up right away without any noticeable injury.

      Offensive magic was far from my specialty. I knew there was no way I could do any actual damage that way. In fact, that force push had probably been a bad idea given that my magical energy wasn’t unlimited. I’d been focusing on the devil too much, and the witch behind me was now getting a lot closer— enough so that she could take a swing as me if she wanted to.

      I put a curse on her that should slow her down a lot, hoping that it would allow me to grapple the small bat away from her and maybe use it myself. She did indeed slow down, but just as I did that the devil rushed me. There was no way I would be able to take advantage of the witch’s slowness without being hit from behind now.

      I didn’t know what else to do but count on my luck to save me. I focused on letting it work as much as possible, hoping like crazy that it would all push bad luck onto those immediately around me— my two assailants. The guy swung his bat at me and stumbled on a stone just as he did so, fumbling badly and actually losing his grip on the bat in the process. It would have been almost comical if I wasn’t fearful for my very life.

      Just as this happened, the slow spell wore off the girl. She’d been in the process of trying to take a full-blown swing at me too. The sudden boost of speed from how fast she’d been going, caused her to wildly lunge forward without control of her body. The bat connected with a sickening thud.

      On the skull of the devil masked guy. He dropped like a ton of bricks and didn’t move after that. I felt a pang of compassion go out to him, hoping that he wasn’t dead. No one deserved to die like that even if they were doing something horrible. I used a minor charm on him to protect him from any serious harm, and then wheeled around to face the girl in the witch mask as I stepped back away from the two.

      With another force push, this time aimed at her, I sent the girl flying sideways onto the hard, rocky dirt road beside her unconscious accomplice. “And stay the hell away from me!” I shouted with triumph, doing my best to be intimidating. “Or you’re going to get a lot more than a bump on the head next time, I swear!”

      As I ran up the dirt road in the direction I was pretty sure would take me back to the main road, and to the town, I didn’t dare look behind me until I was a good hundred feet away. The girl was dragging her friend away behind some of the rustic old farm buildings. They disappeared behind a semi-open shed that contained a tractor and other heavy equipment. Then they were gone just as quickly as they had appeared.

      Soon my cellphone was in range and I called Tom. He rushed over in his dangerously fast sports car and helped me drive around searching for my attackers. But it was too late by then apparently. They were long gone.

      “If I ever get my hands on them,” Tom said more than once. I knew he wasn’t just trying to sound tough to impress me. He knew I wasn’t the kind of girl who went in for aggressive or violent men. He was seriously furious and the aura of protectiveness coming from him was honestly hot, as much as I’d like to pretend, I was above all that primitive nonsense. We went to our date because we needed to discuss other matters despite what had happened.
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      I was having mixed feelings about Marina going to see Tom in town. I went over to Vlad and Daniel’s  dorm to talk to them, figuring it was time I stopped acting like a jealous little boy and faced up to the situation I had willingly placed myself in.

      “Hey, Colin, what’s up?” said Daniel as he answered the door.

      Their dorm room had that musky sort of smell you’d expect to find in a confined area shared by two college guys. It was also very messy, but that was also to be expected. I was a little more careful and respectful of my living area than most, so I tried not to judge. When you grew up without your parents or a proper home of your own, I guess it was harder to take what you had for granted.

      “Have you eaten yet?” Daniel asked me. “We were going to grab something quickly from the cafeteria before Vlad went to drive Marina to the meeting. But now his car’s stuck in the repair shop until they fix the drive shaft.”

      Something immediately felt wrong, but I tried to tell myself not to start worrying right away. “But you’re meant to be taking her there in your car,” I said to the large dragon shifter. He really did look a lot like a vampire. I wondered what his parents were thinking when they chose that name for him. Maybe they weren’t familiar with the stories of Vlad the Impaler, who was apparently the inspiration for the fictional vampire Dracula. There was a chance they hadn’t realized, and Vlad seemed to be a popular name where they came from. Maybe they did it on purpose but making him seem even more like a vampire than he already did from looks alone was a bad idea.

      “No problem. I am going to walk to her dorm room now and escort her there on the bus. I will stay nearby their meeting place.”

      “Seems like a pretty safe alternative to me,” said Daniel as he watched carefully for my reaction.

      These guys already knew me enough to know that I was prone to becoming emotional. Hey, I was a gifted art student, sculpture being my main love. We were a romantic type and being a Fae didn’t really help me much in my emotional ways.

      “I guess it’s fine,” I said to try to alleviate their worry. Honestly, I didn’t much like the idea. But a big dragon shifter like Vlad wasn’t going to let anyone mess with her whether they were driving on taking the bus. “I trust you to look after her, Vlad.”

      “Me too, buddy,” Daniel confirmed as he looked at his roommate and good friend. “We don’t have a thing to worry about with this guy watching her back. Don’t you worry about that.”

      "When are you leaving?" I asked Vlad. We were all standing around near the door of their dorm. There was a strange sort of nervous energy between us, and I got the idea that no one wanted to sit down and risk letting ourselves relax too much. I know I didn't feel like taking a seat. But it felt awkward, nonetheless.

      "Give it another five or ten minutes and I will go. Maybe we should, uh, sit down and have a chat?" So even the seemingly happy-go-lucky exchange student was having some doubts about this, maybe had something he wanted to get off his chest too. Perfect, because I wanted to tell them how I really felt.

      Once we were sitting, me on a computer desk in between the beds, and the two of them each on their own respective beds, we got down to more serious talk. "I don't like him," I blurted out. There was no point beating around the bush on this one.

      "Who?" asked Daniel like he was not wanting to be the first to say it.

      "Who do you think?" I said.

      "Tom..." said Vlad surprisingly. It was easy to forget that he was probably deeper than he let on. There had to be more substance to him than just drinking, playing football, and cracking jokes or he wouldn't have been accepted for the exchange student program. That had never really occurred to me. Suddenly, I realized how narcissistic I had let myself be lately. Not exactly a good foundation for forming a meaningful relationship with Marina.

      "Exactly," I said.

      "Well, that's the cat out of the bag then," said Daniel. He seemed relieved to finally be able to talk about it openly between the three of us. Maybe they hadn't even discussed it between themselves before, even though that was unlikely given how close they were as friends. "He's just not one of us, y'know?"

      "No," said Vlad. "He is our rival. The guy has treated Sleepy Hollow students like trash. And now that he wants Marina, he suddenly changes just like that?" He clicked his fingers as he said the word 'that' to make a point. "Like magic?" he added with that trademark humor that lightened the mood a little.

      "Good one," Daniel said with a smile that didn't do a lot to hide his serious expression.

      "Yeah," I added as we sat silently for a moment, each of us seemingly lost in thoughts of our own about the situation.

      Daniel spoke next. "It's not even just about who he is. He has this way about him, like he's looking down on us. Only in a really sly way. He knows how to keep his cool and make himself out to be the good guy in every situation. Even now, even when there are rumors surrounding him in a murder case— Marina still trusts him one hundred percent."

      "I thought you two were completely fine with Thomas," I said. I'd started to gravitate toward calling him Tom instead of his full name. Within the confines of this conversation though, I didn't think I wanted to use something so familiar. I was starting to really dislike him all over again. At least for the next few minutes anyway.

      "Can I assume anything we say to each other is going to stay between us?" I asked. "It's not that I don't trust you guys. I guess it would just make me feel better to say it out loud.

      "I give my word," said Vlad.

      "I'm not gonna run off and tattle to Marina," said Daniel.

      Nodding my head and making eye contact with each of them one at a time, I added, "I promise as well. Alright then. I have to get this out in the open. I admit that I don't mind sharing Marina with you two as long as we have trust there. Honestly."

      "I feel that," said Daniel while he and Vlad maintained eye contact with me, taking this seriously. That made me feel confident that whatever they said to her was the truth. Maybe I would regret that trust later, but I was pretty sure anyway.

      "I just don't like being lied to in a relationship, no matter what kind of set up it is." I knew they had to know about Nala. Hell, she lived right across the hall from Marina's dorm room. I made a point to avoid running into her whenever I went to visit. "I guess you both know why I have an issue with the trust thing..."

      "Yeah, we do. That was a shitty way she acted," Daniel said.

      "And the bitch has done it to eight more guys since you," Vlad said. "I mean eight more virgins. Oh, I only meant that .... forget I said anything." He caught that he'd put his foot in his mouth pretty quickly.

      "Was she really your first?" Daniel asked with genuine curiosity. "I mean, if you want to talk about it that is. Might help?"

      "It might help to talk about it with you guys, yeah. Nala was my first. She was a third year student when I started here. I was just infatuated, you know? I'd never been in love before. How was I meant to stand a chance against someone that manipulative? And she only gets turned on with a virgin. I found that out firsthand when she threw away my ass like a bag of trash."

      "Not to mention hot," said Vlad. "Who can blame you?"

      It was true. Nala has that wavy silver hair, pallid skin that only added to her delicate, feminine features, and her unicorn form was formidable. Altogether she was an impressive package. "Yeah, I'll admit that I still find her attractive despite how much I don't like her."

      "You and me both," said Daniel. It felt weird to be talking about other women when we were all dating Marina. "What?" he said when he noticed my confused look. "It's not like any of us three are monogamous. And that was never part of the deal. Tell me you're not fucking other women?"

      "I couldn't tell you that unless I lied," I said. A sly smile was coming over my face now and Daniel chuckled a little. This was kind of nice, hanging out with a couple of guys and talking about relationships, girls, a possible murder ... Well, scratch that last one and it was reassuringly human.

      "So, what's with the jealously?" asked Daniel. "No one's exactly holding a gun to your head. And you've got other women you could no doubt be dating if you wanted something more conventional. I kind of assumed you were into this like we are?"

      "I guess you assumed right," I said. I was starting to feel a lot let experienced than these two. Daniel and I were both first years, and Vlad was only in his second year. We were all practically the same age then, so why did I let myself feel like a little boy? "I don't know. Maybe it feels like, sometimes it's like I never really got to live my childhood. With my parents getting rid of me when I was born a Fae. I was never just assured a place to be a child, to feel safe that I wasn't going to be left. Sorry, this is getting kind of emo," I said with a laugh.

      "Hey, we all have to be a bit emo sometimes. That's how you stop yourself from losing it," said Daniel.

      Vlad nodded solemnly and I wondered what was going on in that brain of his. What more he might add to the conversation if he was able to speak in his first language.

      "What are your thoughts on the whole Thomas situation," I asked Vlad. I knew he had something on his mind that he didn't want to share.

      "Me? Of course, I do not like the situation any more than you. Only, what can we do?"

      "I can't think of what to do. What, do we tell her to stop seeing him? That's not gonna work out in our favor," said Daniel.

      "She'd probably just withdraw from us. I really don't want her to be out of my life."

      "She's a great girl," agreed Daniel.

      "And I think we all know the passion she has," said Vlad.

      Daniel chuckled and shook his head.

      "What?" said Vlad, "Are we going to pretend like we do not all fuck her? And what is wrong with that?"

      "Nothing," Daniel said. "We've banged a few of the same girls. I think you've been with some of the same ones as me too," he said to me.

      "I think so," I agreed with a laugh. "Well then. I guess we have to agree that we're suspicious. That we don't really like it. But that there's not much we can do other than wait."

      "And watch," said Daniel.

      "And be prepared," added Vlad, arching his wide shoulders back and pushing his honestly impressive chest muscles out. If Tom even thought about doing anything that might put Martina in serious jeopardy, he would quickly live to regret it. That was for damn sure.
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      Needless to say, we did not go out on our date after that. But since I was already with Tom, we figured it was best that we discussed what needed to be discussed. "I guess we may as well go back to your hotel room since just about anyone could have easily seen us driving through town together?" I wasn't in much of a mood to go to dinner anyway. The romance of that plan was gone too. Tom wanted me to tell him all about what happened, but I wanted to remove myself mentally from the situation as much as I could. Disassociating wasn't a normal thing for me, but I was aware that a lot of people used that to escape trauma. Whether or not they intended to, or even realized they were doing it.

      "That's probably a good idea. I don't think you should be out in public. Are you sure you wouldn't rather go back to your dorm?" he asked.

      I could tell he was just trying to be polite, to act like he wasn't interested in getting me alone. "No," I said. "I don't want to go back there and be by myself. I'm not sure if Laurie is there yet."

      So, we headed back to his hotel, doing our best to be careful about being seen by anyone including the hotel staff. I realized that we were probably not the first couple to have tried to sneak into their hotel room without being spotted. Only people usually did that when they were up to no good.

      Once we were inside, I went straight to the luxurious king-sized bed. "Wow, look at this!" Diving onto it and letting myself roll around on top of the sheet, I felt like I was a kid going on vacation like when I was younger. When my parents were still together, and it was easy for me not to notice how unhappy they were with each other.

      "Haha, yeah they're pretty nice. Do you want me to check you over and make sure you're okay?"

      "I’m okay, I promise," I said knowing it was a lie. While I had managed to get away without being physically harmed, the emotional turmoil had taken a toll on me. But I continued trying to change the subject onto something less serious. "These sheets are incredible. They must cost more than everything I own!"

      "I wouldn't go that far. But yeah, I wasn't really in the mood to rough it if I was going to be away from home for a while. And why should I if I don't have to?" I couldn't really tell if he was trying to flex, or if he was more covering up how rich his family was by playing down the cost of his hotel room.

      "I didn't think they had anything this nice here. But I guess the university has drummed up a lot of business for the locals."

      Tom nodded and started to seem like he was eager to continue to conversation on that topic. "Right? It's like, why are all these local hicks getting so worked up about having to live near a paranormal school? It's done nothing but fill their pockets and stop their one-horse town from eventually going under. Like it was surely going to if you look at the statistics."

      "I guess so," I said. "I don't really like to think of people's homes as being nothing but numbers, profits and losses. I suppose when you come from a poor family you never learn to look at the world in that way."

      "Oh, I didn't mean to imply anything..." he said, suddenly dejected. "How about we change the topic, huh? You look beautiful tonight."

      "Thank you," she said. "I mean, I wanted to look really nice for you. This was going to be a special night after all, despite the other reason we were meeting."

      "And you look amazing. I don't know how you manage to look even more beautiful than that night of our first date. Do you remember how tongue tied I was?"

      "You? What about how shy I was? You were the first guy I'd even gone on a proper date like that with. You were my first..."

      Tom's Adam's apple bobbed as he gulped. "Yeah, that's crazy to think about isn't it?" He slid his hand over onto my thigh. I was still lying on the bed, facing up now though. He had come over to sit beside be. "I still think you're the hottest woman I've seen in my entire life."

      He was rubbing my thigh, which honestly did feel really nice. But I wasn't in the mood. Asking him to stop was a thought but doing so might have spoiled the moment. I decided instead to just let him keep his hand there. It wasn't going to lead to anything, right? There was no way he could really be thinking about wanting to have sex at a time like this.

      "Are you sure they didn't hurt you?"

      "They didn't even lay a hand on me, I promise. Those bats they were carrying though, I think they actually meant to do a lot more than just get their hands on me."

      "Do you think they wanted, you know, more than just to hit you?"

      "What? Oh, I hadn't thought of that. No, one of them was a woman I think, I'm almost positive she was. Damn it, Tom, I hadn't even thought of that. Why did your brain go straight to that?"

      "Sorry," he said. He turned to face away from me a little and removed his hand. For a moment he seemed like he was trying to figure out what to do next. He had an anxious kind of look to him, like he was stuck between two very different choices and couldn't decide on either one of them. "I just wanted to make sure you were okay," he finally said.

      "I know you do. That's why you rushed out to rescue me, hero," I said. Stroking a guy's ego was always a good way to get them to calm down. "That was so scary," I said. I hadn't been meaning to talk about it, to let him know just how much I was working to avoid talking about it— how much I needed to let go and fall apart.

      "Are you sure you don't want to talk about it?" he asked, turning back to face me, now putting one of his hands out on the bed and leaning down on it. The way that position made his muscular shoulder arch back a bit displayed his physique nicely. He had such a lean, fit, hard body that it was a pleasure to watch him move. I marveled at how lucky I was to have him care so much about me.

      How lucky I had gotten to have not one great man, but four who truly did seem like they would do the world for me. Those cold blue eyes went straight through me and, despite their cold color, worked in wonderful ways to warm me. "You treat me so good," I said with a girlish grin. The warmth was spreading to my cheeks as I felt a little flustered by this burning attention from him.

      "Well, if you don't want to talk about what happened. Maybe we should discuss the rest of this situation? What did you and the guys want to find out from me?"

      "Anything you can tell us, basically. We can't know what's important until we find out all we can." That didn't sound like it was very helpful, but in my head wasn't screwed on properly at the time.

      "I told you everything I know, honestly. This is all just as new and strange to me as anyone else. Except for the person who really did this, I guess. And by now you have to know for sure I couldn't have had anything to do with this, right?"

      "Tom," I said, a little taken aback, "you don't really think I suspect you in any way, do you? I mean, I was attacked."

      "We don't know that had anything to do with the student's murder. I know you don't' suspect me. This whole thing though, coming to meet me secretly. I feel like you wanted to interrogate me to appease the other guys."

      "We all trust you. We only want to be able to help you if we can. Going through this alone can't be good. And with your parents being left in the dark, they can't even offer you legal advice from their lawyers. You told me how helpless you feel, and I wanted to help."

      "Oh, well thanks," he said but still withdrew physically a little. He leaned down and lay on his back near me, so we were barely touching each other. I sighed and shifted over so that my head was on his chest and my hand on his hard stomach. Immediately I noticed his heartrate increase as he placed his arm around my shoulder and began to gently stroke my upper back just below the neck. The shivers I got when he moved his long, firm fingertips up to the nape of my neck were enticing. That sure helped me to forget all that had happened that day.

      "If you don't want to talk about today, maybe we could do something else to take our minds off it?" he said. That was a clear indication of what any boy's mind went to. I had only been sexually active since starting college that year, but it was easy to learn when you were dealing with so many advances.

      "Oh really? And what did you have in mind, mister?" I asked playfully as though I didn't know what the answer was already.

      "Hmm, I might have to think about that for a bit," he said. Then he moved his other hand down to my breast and began to play with it. He knew just how to do it so that an electrical bolt of lust went from my nipple down to my vagina. That was such an unfair tactic to use; he knew I couldn't resist.

      So, I looked up to him and leaned in for a kiss. I preferred for the guy to make the first move with most things, but it was kind of hard for him to do when he was lying on his back like that. Our lips met with warm, wet passion and stayed locked for long enough that I lost track of the seconds, or minutes. And the kiss became more and more wet as we went. Tom's hand moved beneath my top and slid sneakily under the black lace bra I was wearing for the special date. My nipples were hard and my panties, also black lace, were started to get pretty steamy too.

      "Wait," I said. "Wow, okay give me a minute." I made a sound that could only be described as a sexual laugh as I spoke. My eyes looked to the side of me and up a little, like they were trying to roll back into my skull. I was a pretty fit girl who looked after herself and ate right, but even my youthful lungs were working hard to keep from just about hyperventilating. "Wow..."

      "Wow indeed," he said, letting his hand move from my breasts down toward my panties. "How are you feeling now?"

      "Great," I said, "but we can't do this. It just wouldn't be fair to the other guys. They're at home worrying about me and—"

      "What's wrong?" he asked, sitting up a little and looking me over like he was expecting to find that I'd been wounded in the attack and somehow not realized until that moment. "Are you okay?"

      "Vlad!" I said with sudden dread.

      "Vlad?" he asked, confused but mostly just crestfallen. I knew what he was thinking immediately: that I was distracted thinking about one of my other boyfriends and that's why I didn't want to move to third base or beyond.

      "He was meant to pick me up! My memory was completely gone of that until just now."

      "Wait, what? They must have used mind magic on you. You're really only just realizing you were meant to meet him? Didn't he try to call when you weren't there?"

      I check my phone, and sure enough, Vlad had been blowing up my phone since just after 5:00 p.m. It was almost 6:00 p.m. now. "He must be worried sick! I had it on silent so it wouldn't interrupt our date. I feel terrible. I have to call him right now."

      "I assume the others are worried sick about you too."

      I called Vlad to let him know that I was fine, that I'd met up with Tom. I explained everything that had happened, including the new memories that were coming back to me now that the mind control effects were starting to wear off. He wanted to come and get me but had no working car. Colin and Daniel didn't have their own cars either, of course. We agreed that I would stay the night and Vlad would come get me in the morning after picking up his car.

      Tom looked utterly lost. So, I filled him in on all the details of the attack, plus the things I was now remembering about the time leading up to it. After listening patiently to my story, he gave his own thoughts. "That must have been some serious mind control to make you walk all the way among the farms where I picked you up. And to forget you were meant to wait for Vlad like that? Whoever did this must have a whole lot of practice manipulating people's minds with their magic. Do you think the people who attacked you were paranormals?"

      "One of them had to be the mind magic expert. That's the only thing that makes sense. They didn't look very old either."

      "How could you tell if they were wearing masks and hoods?" he asked.

      "I don't know, I guess it was just the way they held themselves, their size maybe. They sure didn't seem like middle-aged people or younger kids."

      Tom said, "It's so strange that they didn't use any sort of attack magic on you, or even defend themselves against your luck or force push. You'd think a witch or wizard would have learned that already even if they were young adults like us."

      "Maybe one of them wasn't a paranormal," I said coldly.

      "But that would mean they were a..."

      "Hunter," I said. A shiver ran up and down my spine.
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      I knew it was going to be difficult to justify; but fuck it. I’d planned to have a party off of campus before all these terrible things happened. There was no point in letting some bad times get in the way of some good times. People needed to have a way to unwind and let out their stresses, especially during a time of crisis.

      However, we all voted that the party would now be just between us and maybe a few other people we trusted. It was going to be nothing but a cover so that we could all get together, including Tom, and talk about things freely without anyone getting suspicious or trying to use their mind powers to manipulate us. Oh well, we could still have some fun while we were talking.

      After getting everything ready and making sure we would all have plenty of snacks, good music, and most importantly drinks, I went to pick up Marina. When I arrived at Sleepy Hollow, I was feeling great. This was going to be an amazing time, and I was sure to get my dick wet, as they say in the states. Maybe Marina would finally be interested in a little action with more than one person too.

      I pulled up in my now fully functional sedan and messaged Marina to let her know I was in the parking lot. Daniel and Colin were with her so there was no need for me to escort her around campus. I think she was getting annoyed by how "over-protective" we were being about that. But hey, nothing bad was going to happen to her while we were on watch. That was ... nothing else. I felt bad about her being attacked when I should have been there. Whoever this person was needed to be stopped. If I could be the one to do that, I would be happy. Especially in my dragon form. Maybe some hot girls would see me do it and reward me.

      "Hey there," I said as Marina appeared by my driver side window and made her way to the back door after giving me a kiss on the cheek.

      "Hi, handsome," she said. "Thanks for picking us up."

      "What's up?" said Colin as he went to get in the other side's back door.

      "Hold up," said Daniel. "Marina, you have to take shotgun. I'll sit in the back."

      "No, it's fine. I know you two are great buddies and all. It feels like maybe you should get shotgun with your boy Vlad." She was making fun like Daniel was my bitch or something.

      I laughed.

      "Hey, either way doesn't bother me," I said.

      "Look, the driver's girl rides up front with him. That's you, Marina," Daniel said.

      Once she was sitting beside me and everyone was in the car, we were away. After we'd been driving for some time, Marina took a serious tone of voice.

      "Guys, I know you probably wish this were a real party and all, but remember that tonight's about having a chance to talk face to face, all five of us. That's the priority, okay?"

      I felt like she was directing that largely toward myself. We all agreed, since that had been the purpose of the party.

      And we were true to our word too. I enjoyed two or three beers, sure, but that was basically the same as not even drinking at all for me! Haha. "Are you sure you don't want a beer," I asked Colin again. It was starting to bother me that he would not share just one drink with us. Daniel had partaken in one with me, and Marina had even had a vodka with orange juice.

      "This isn't a real party, remember?" said Colin. "Besides ... I've never really drank before. I mean, of course there was the occasional one since I turned eighteen, but I just don't like it that much. No hard feelings."

      "You are serious? Alright, fine then." I decided it would be best to leave it there. Americans could be very strange sometimes. Or maybe it was just a Fae thing. When Tom arrived, I was expecting him to give me the same story, but he took a beer and shared it with me too. Dragons were a thirsty people, what can I say?

      "Okay, now that we're all here. The few other guests aren't due to arrive for another hour or so. That will give us plenty of time to discuss things, but it won't seem suspicious like we were gathering just the five of us in some secret meeting."

      "That's perfect," said Tom. He seemed to act like he was the one in charge; like Marina was running everything by him and we were just secondary in this relationship. I was not entirely sold on his innocence yet, but the evidence was starting to pile up that he had nothing to do with it. Still, I did not like rich boys who needed their parents to help them out all the time.

      "Okay, so we all know that there were two attackers yesterday. I am confident they were around our age, not more than five or so years off at least. One was most likely a woman, or a guy trying to make me think he was a woman for some reason. The other was a slim, tall boy who wasn't very physically confident.

      "That doesn't narrow it down very much," Tom said.

      "Could be just about anyone," Daniel added.

      Someone knocked on the door, startling all of us. Marina and Colin noticeably jumped. I was starting to think Colin was a really decent guy, but I would not want to trust him in a fight. He was not only feminine in a strange way due to being a Fae, but he was also the artsy emotional type who had probably never been hit in his life.

      "Who the fuck could that be?" I asked no one in particular as I went to answer the door. This was my friend's house, and they had promised not to tell anyone about the little gathering.

      "Hey, what's up, bitches?" said an already partway drunk girl who was in second year with me. I did not know her apart from having seen her around campus and in some classes though. She had long blonde hair and big tits, which I did not mind. There were several other girls with her.

      "This party is invite only," I said. "You will have to go."

      "Are you serious? You're turning us away? Us?" she asked with an honestly shocked look on her face, as though she had never been turned down for anything in her life by any guy. Judging by how attractive and loose she seemed, she probably had not been.

      "This is a private gathering," said Daniel, coming to the door to back me up. He also stood by me to prevent the girls from seeing in at the others who were inside. "I'm sure you ladies won't have any trouble finding somewhere else to party. Bye." He closed the door and we returned to our seats, while we could hear the small group of intoxicated young women cursing us out loudly, but only among themselves.

      "Did anyone post a status about this?" I asked.

      "Are you serious?" said Marina. "Who would be that stupid?" She looked around from one of us to the next. The looks on each of the guys' faces were enough to tell me they were not that dumb.

      "That would be crazy," said Tom. He seemed to be acting defensive, but the guy had been accused of a lot lately. I would have been nervous too.

      "No," said Colin. "It's not like I post about partying any other time. Why would I do it now?"

      "Hey, we can always check. And I don't think any of us would have told anyone directly, right?" Daniel asked. Again, we all shrugged and shook our heads with confusion.

      We started to discuss things again, with Marina acting as the head of the meeting. Again, there was a knock on the door. This time it was a lot louder and followed by even more knocking.

      "What the fuck?" I said, getting up with force this time and stomping over to the door. "I already told you——" I began to say as I swung the door open, ready to give those girls a piece of my mind. But it was not them. At least, it was not only them. There must have been a good twenty people out there. A van and several cars were parked on the street now.

      "Who fucking told you about this?" I asked the guy who had been knocking.

      He looked offended, the happy grin disappearing from his face. He had a bottle of rum in his hand that he was about to take a swig from, but he lowered it in a shameful way. I felt bad for the guy. But I was pissed off.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked him in a scolding tone.

      "What? What do you mean? Everyone's been invited to this party. This is Jay's house, right?"

      "This is my buddy Jay's house, yes, and he is going to be here soon for the private gathering between just a few of his close friends. Where did you hear about this?"

      "My, my friend told me about it," the nervous guy said. He must have only been a freshman and I didn't not recognize him from Sleepy Hollow. Maybe he wasn't even a student, come to think of it. I did recognize most of the others who had gathered on the lawn not far from the house. They seemed unfazed by what I had told this kid.

      "Hey, this is a party, right?" said another guy. This one I did know, because he was on the football team with Daniel and myself. "Vlad, my man, what's up?" He greeted me with a hearty handshake and a slap on the shoulder. "We getting messy tonight or what?" He walked by me and I did not try to stop him. It would be very bad form to deny a fellow teammate access to a party like that. My hands were basically tied, you could say.

      People began to drink and dance, with the music quickly being turned up loud. That was not a problem, since Jay's parents owned this place and rented it to him and his roommates. The neighbors knew we were going to have a gathering here and were cool with it.

      While people danced and drank downstairs, the five of us went up to Jay's bedroom for some privacy. "Well, I suppose the party will still be good cover," said Marina.

      "Yeah, and it's not like anyone'll hear what we're saying with all the noise downstairs," Daniel said.

      "This might actually be for the best," added Tom as though it had all been his great idea or something. "This is perfect actually."

      "I wouldn't go that far," said Colin. Marina was sitting at the edge of the bed with Tom by her side. Colin, Daniel, and I were sitting on the plush rug that I know for a fact Jay's parents had paid a lot of money for. It was pretty comfortable.

      "So, I think we need to think about the possibility of a serial killer," blurted out Colin. He was not the best at easing into things like that. Sometimes I wondered if he wasn't a tiny bit autistic or something, not that there was a problem with that.

      "What?" asked Daniel.

      "That's pretty extreme," said Tom. "We don't even know for sure this was a murder." He was very eager to deflect accusations for some reason.

      "Think about it," Colin continued. "One witch is dead already. There is evidence of mind magic, and foul play. And then mind magic was used on you, Marina. And those bats they had; they weren't trying to play ball."

      "I know..." she said, shrinking into herself a little at the thought of an attempted murder against her. "I guess I've been trying not to think about it."

      Tom put his arm around her, and I felt a pang of jealously that my buddies sitting on the floor must have shared.

      "You never thought they might have wanted to do more than just injure you?" asked Colin with no tact at all.

      "Hey, she didn't want to think about it," said Daniel.

      "No, no it's fine. I told myself to stop acting like this was all happening to me. That worked too, until it did start happening to me. If you tell yourself to stop being so self-involved enough during a traumatic situation, it's hard to reverse that I suppose."

      Tom jostled her a little with his arm, and I could only barely see his hand rubbing her back just below the shoulder from where I was sitting. He said, "That is understandable. You've been very brave," he said. "Who here agrees we might be dealing with some kind of witch killer here?"

      All of us agreed. "Okay," said Colin, "but that doesn't help us find out who did it. Someone with mind magic strong enough to have such a big effect on Marina can't be a student here, could they? Wouldn't that kind of thing be well known? They'd be at the top of all the mind magic classes."

      "Well, one of us here is at the top of their class in mind magic, only they don't go to Sleepy Hollow..." said Marina.

      I had to think for a moment to make sure I was hearing her properly.

      "What, baby?" Tom asked, leaning back and craning his head forwards so he could look her in the eye better. It was such a condescending use of body language too.

      "I'm not saying you did it. I'm saying that someone might be trying to frame you. It would be the perfect way to cover their tracks and turn us all against each other. Maybe they were hoping someone would take you out of the picture for them. Maybe they think they can go after you next and it will be too difficult to figure out who did it with so many students at our school out for your blood."

      "Using the angry students who don't like the idea of you two dating ... that would be good cover," said Colin quietly like he had just had an "aha" moment. His contemplation was broken just as Colin was about to speak again. There was a commotion coming from downstairs. I could hear Jay yelling as I opened the door, so I rushed down the stairs three at a time and landed before a fight.

      A couple was standing in front of Jay and some of the football guys. One of them had their hand on the guy's shoulder, only he was not doing much arguing. That must have been more of a precautionary measure. It was the girl who he'd come with who was making all the noise.

      "Fuck you!" she yelled in Jay's face. "You're a freak just like the rest of these assholes."

      "Look, Carlotta, I don't know what your problem is, but you can take it off my property," said Jay.

      It did not look like he needed any help. I looked up and saw Marina standing at the top of the stairs trying to remain at least partially hidden. Her other three boyfriends were gathered around her. I felt good that they were there to make sure nothing could happen to her while I helped to calm this down.

      "Wait, Carlotta? I think we have some classes together," I said. "Talk to me, what is your problem here?"

      The girl wheeled around to face me, and by the way she moved so haphazardly, I could tell she was totally wasted. "Who the fuck are you? A fucking vampire! Get away from me you blood sucking freak!" She looked like she was about to take a swing at me with the small bottle of bright pink drink in her hand. Instead, she took a large drink from that and did not stop until she had emptied the contents completely.

      "I am not a vampire," I said. It was common for me to be mistaken for one, given my completion and jet black hair. Plus, my size and the fact that my parents were clueless enough about paranormals at the time to name me Vlad when I was not a vampire.

      "Oh, is that so? Well fuck off anyway."

      "Vlad, it's cool I got this," said Jay. "Everyone! Just go back to enjoying yourselves. Put the music back on!" It did not take long for the music to start pumping again. A lot of people went back to other areas of the house, or they at least pretending they were no longer paying attention while still remaining close enough to keep an eye on the excitement.

      "Vlad? Are you shitting me? You're not a vampire, hey Vlad! Oh, I believe that you neck ripping freak. At least other frat boys like you just fuck unconscious girls. Vampires like you aren't happy with taking that much. No, you gotta drain the life from 'em!" She swung the empty bottle at me, but I had been expecting that might happen and was ready for it. I had consumed a good five or so beers at that point in the night, and I will admit that I lost control just a little.

      My dragon form showed itself. I did not take on my full dragon form, or I might have done some real damage. But at I swung my hand up to block the attack from the drunken girl, I took a half dragon form. The scales and spines tore at my clothes and my muscles bulged out. I growled deeply, enjoying the utter terror in Carlotta's eyes as the glass bottle smashed against my thick, scaly forearm.

      She turned to run, but two of Jay's friends restrained her. I was about to start yelling at her when I suddenly felt like it was all okay. I was not even mad anymore. She really was a beautiful girl. Lovely skin, kind of dark like mocha. Her warm brown eyes were fixed on me like she had never hated anyone so much in her entire life. But I had no more animosity left for her. The other guys let go of her arms. I noticed her black hair had some of the residual drink in it from the bottle she had swung. That would be sticky later. I felt bad for her.

      "Get out of here!" came a voice.

      I wasn't sure who that had been, since it came from outside the front door that was now open. Carlotta ran surprisingly fast even for a girl with a well-toned athletic frame. As she made her way through the door, I suddenly started to hate the girl for what she had done.

      "What the fuck?" said one of the other footballers standing near Jay.

      "I think we need to report this to the campus police," said one of the girls who was standing nearby gawking. It was a good idea. Jay was the one to call it in, while myself and the other football guys cleared everyone else out of the house. They then left too. Jay had not been drinking, so he gave Marina, myself, Daniel, and Colin a lift home in my car. Tom only had one beer and had his full license, so he drove himself home. I was glad to not be around him anymore for some reason. I could not help but feel like he had been involved in all of this, despite how farfetched that was.

      Soon enough we heard from the campus police that Carlotta had been found and taken in by the campus police to be questioned. It was about time they did something useful instead of bothering innocent students, as far as I was concerned. Although, I felt secretly vindicated about Tom being detained. He was a spoiled brat anyway.
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      It was awful timing, but my turn to be questioned and scanned was the next day. I was glad about not having anything to drink. Being the lightweight I was with alcohol, who knew how few it might have taken to give me a hangover? That was the last thing I needed while being mentally and magically probed like that.

      They called me to let me know that I was required at the campus police headquarters. I put on some sensible clothes, just a long-sleeved black top that buttoned up respectably high, and a black skirt with a wholesome floral pattern printed on it. That went below the knees, but I wore some black stockings too. Hey, just because I was trying to look like the nice, innocent student I was, doesn't mean I was about to betray my witchiness and give up my favorite color of clothing.

      I arrived right after they called me and walked up to the front desk in the receiving area. This section was separated from the rest of the headquarters by walls and solid doors, unlike the glass door at the entrance. "Hello, can I help you?" asked the officer who must have been in his thirties. He looked like he was at least a touch agitated, and like he possibly hadn't been getting as much sleep as he would have liked. They must have been under a lot of stress for all kinds of people to get to the bottom of this.

      "Hi, I'm Marina Kendall, you—"

      He cut me off before I could finish. "Okay, have a seat over there and I'll let you know when they're ready for you. Please don't wander around or go anywhere." He was curt to the point of seeming almost hostile. I chalked that up to stress and overtime, so I didn't take it to heart.

      "Thank you," I replied with a smile. He seemed to soften up a bit at that.

      "Thanks," he said like he had just realized how rude he was acting to a harmless young girl. "If you'd like a drink of water, there's a fountain just over there," he added a little sheepishly.

      I took a seat and took out my phone to play everyone's favorite candy stacking game. I found that was a lot healthier to do when I was stuck waiting than scrolling through social media. Even more so now that there was nothing nice to read with all the rumors, accusations, and stupid arguments going on because of the murders and arrests.

      After a few minutes, the guy at the front desk looked at me for a moment and seemed like he wanted to say something. He was hesitating though. He went back to shuffling papers that were on the desk behind the privacy partition that stuck up in front. He pecked at some keys on his computer back there, then looked at the papers again and shuffled through them. Then he'd do the same thing, all the while looking more and more confused.

      "Say, if I leave the front desk for a minute, you'll be okay right?"

      "Uh, of course." It was a strange question. I don't know what he thought I was going to do.

      "Just be sure to wait out here, okay?" he said with an unsure look.

      "I promise I'm not going anywhere until they're ready to question me," I replied, holding up my phone a little to indicate that I was being kept quite happily busy lining up candy and desserts in my little game. I was trying to beat a difficult level that Laurie had already finished last week. Catching up with her was no longer my only goal now though. I wanted to beat her score so she would have to go back to maintain her superiority at crushing those candies.

      The guy nodded and then grabbed some papers to go through the door by the front desk. He closed it behind him, at least he pulled the thing shut most of the way. But as he walked off, the latch only just barely failed to secure. Someone was talking in there, probably the guy from the front desk with someone else. I couldn't make out what they were saying though with the door closed over. I used just a teeny little force push, more like a gentle force nudge, on the door. I know it was stupid to use magic there, but I just hoped no one would be worried about detecting any magic in the waiting room.

      As the door slowly opened back up just a few inches, I could hear a conversation striking up in that room. "Hey, John, are you sure this is right?" said the man who'd been at the front desk.

      "Hold on a minute," came another voice, much more gruff and a little older sounding. "Okay, what's up, Henry?"

      Henry was the guy's name from behind the desk then. "I'm entering these interview notes into the computer."

      "Okay," said John, sounding impatient.

      "Yeah, and someone wrote down that this student doesn't display any powers other than being unscannable. What's up with that?"

      "If that's what they wrote down, that's what you enter into the system. Not my job to question it. And it's not yours either. We don't know what kind of paranormals are out there in some places. This is all pretty new, in case you hadn't noticed."

      "I know, I know. But—"

      "Look, the Great Awakening only happened sixty-eight years ago. There are a lot of different paranormals, and places like Sleepy Hollow are still very much a new thing as far as I'm concerned. It's not your job to worry about this."

      "Maybe I'll ask the guys in the interview room when they're done with her," said Henry.

      "I wouldn't. That girl they brought in for attacking that exchange student and cussing out a house party full of students, she's given them nothing but trouble. She's still a bit drunk too. Even took a swing at Fernandez."

      "Serious? Yeah, I guess I won't bother them. He must be fuming," said Henry. "Alright then, I'll just go with what it says on the forms."

      "Good," said John in an annoyed voice.

      I realized it would be really obvious that I was able to hear them if the door was open, so I took a chance and carefully closed it. When Henry came out, he didn't seem at all suspicious. And little me was just playing my phone like a clueless teenager. I didn't look up when he came back in, and soon he was back at his computer clicking away at the keys.

      So, this girl was immune to being scanned somehow, but didn't seem to have any other powers. That sounded very fishy to me. During my interview, I told them everything they wanted to know. They scanned me and decided there was no way I had been involved in the death of the student who'd been set on fire by her own spell. They also managed to find out that Carlotta had been seen hanging around the sports equipment storage room. There were two junior baseball bats missing from the peewee league's supplies. Our baseball team had volunteers who coached the juniors at the local elementary school.

      That was enough for me to press charges against her if I wanted. And I agreed to.
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      I wanted to cheer Marina up with everything that had happened. And it had been a while since I'd gotten any alone time with her too. Since the murder, I hadn't been with any other girls either. That was partly because I'd been too busy trying to find out as much as I could to find the killer. I didn't want to admit that it was also partly because I was starting to grow very fond of Marina. I wouldn't say that it felt like cheating, but maybe she was enough woman for me at the moment.

      We went to a steakhouse outside of town. With Carlotta in the custody of the campus police, it seemed like it was safe enough to go about our normal lives a little. They had a suspect and it was becoming easier to sneak out of Sleepy Hollow. Most of the students were doing it at least a little, and no one had gotten in any trouble for breaking our detainment.

      Marina looked absolutely breathtaking too. I picked her up from her dorm and my mouth almost hit the floor. She was wearing a slim fitting black dress that hugged her curves perfectly. Her hourglass figure was somehow bodacious and petite at the same time. I liked that she was kind of short too, because it just added to her overall cuteness. Cute and sexy— that was something not many people were able to pull off. Her hair was down and flowed freely over her shoulders. It looked like she'd freshly straightened it too. Very much looking the part of the sexy little witch. I was more than smitten at this point, and she stirred up something powerful in my pants.

      We drove to the steakhouse in Vlad's car. He was a really good guy. We'd been getting a lot friendlier lately. Daniel too. I felt like I was part of a brotherhood or something, as nerdy as it was to think of it that way.

      Once we were seated and had our food, the night started to take on a fun, relaxed atmosphere. Marina was acting playful and when the waiter asked if we would like to look at the wine menu, I figured we may as well take advantage of not being asked for ID. She had a glass of sparkling white, which was so fitting to her sophisticated and bubbly personality. I didn't want to ruin the moment by declining the offer for a drink, so I grabbed a light beer.

      "I'm sorry we haven't been able to spend much time alone together lately," she told me, playing with my foot under the table and looking at me with a longing expression. "And I'm really sorry to your little friend down there," she added, moving her foot, which she'd slipped her shoe off, up toward my crotch. "Maybe we can do something about that after we get back to the dorms?"

      "That sounds like the perfect end to a lovely evening," I said. I knew I had a way with women, and I never had to say much to have them fawning over me. With her though, it was always like I needed to stay on my toes, or she would lose interest. I don't know, I honestly liked that she was never easy like that. Even for a girl who had four boyfriends, Marina seemed unattainable. That was crazy, but this was a situation that felt kind of crazy to me anyway. Crazy in a new, exciting, unique way. It made her seem like a highly sought after prize. That was romantic as all hell as far as I was concerned. A young lady with a bunch of suiters vying for her affections? Maybe I was cut out for this non-monogamy thing after all.

      Just like that, and I should have known, Marina got a phone call. I didn't realize at first. "Oh, hold on," she said, looking around like she'd misplaced something. She reached down and fished around in her handbag that was by her foot on the floor. "My phone's buzzing," she said. "It's a call. I'm sorry but I should take it."

      "You should," I agreed.

      "It's Daniel. Oh boy," she said.

      I had a sinking feeling in my stomach that we both probably shared.

      "Hey baby, what's up?" she said in a playful voice. Not jumping to worry yet, not letting the night be ruined quite yet. Then her happy expression dropped.

      Damn it.

      "Well how the hell did she get away? What? They have no idea? Yeah, okay, uh, shit. Yeah, we were having a nice time, thanks. Okay, we'll see you soon." She hung up her phone and pulled her handbag up from the floor, placing the device back inside and doing the clasp back up. That was a pretty finalizing moment that spelled the end of our date.

      "Well, it was nice while it lasted," I said.

      "It really was, baby."

      "You look so beautiful tonight," I said. "You always do though." I waited while she pouted and we each let out a sigh.

      "I guess you figured that we need to get back to campus, right?"

      "Carlotta escaped? What else did Daniel say?" I asked with concern.

      "That guy who was with her at the party, his name's Jacob. Well he showed up at the campus police headquarters like he wanted to ask some questions. Next thing the officer behind the desk forgot what was going on apparently. It was like he was a zombie."

      "Like what happened to you, and to Vlad and his football friends during the fight at the house party," I said. "He must have been the other person who attacked you in the sticks."

      "I agree. Only get this— he showed up with two other guys in masks. They were armed too! Busted Carlotta out of there and they all took off."

      "Let's get back and find out what the hell's going on," I said.
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      This week had been the hardest point in my life. I guess that would make me lucky compared to a lot of people in the world, even at my age. But I sure didn't feel lucky about facing possible murder charges, being harassed by locals and students alike as though I was some kind of enemy of the state, and also being cut off from being aided by my family's lawyers thanks to the order of confidentiality that had been placed on this case.

      I was pissed off. I was desperate. Most of all, I decided that I wasn't going to take this shit anymore. The other guys were also treating me like I was an asshole, which I tried to pretend I hadn't noticed. That could make a guy do stupid things.

      I waited until it was dark and headed over to the second year girls' dorm building at Sleepy Hollow. I didn't even take my car. I moved it by the entrance to the hotel lobby where I was staying too, in the closest parking place I could get. They had cameras set up there, and the staff would be able to see the car too. I made sure to act like I was just getting something out of my car and told the girl at the front desk that I was getting nervous about leaving it parked away from the cameras with all the commotion that had been going on. She was cute and clearly interested in me, even though she was a good ten years older.

      I used mind magic to make sure she would remember having seen me, as well as our little conversation. I said that I was beat and would be binging my favorite show for the rest of the night. Then I went to my room and slipped out the window. I walked to Sleepy Hollow, avoiding the main road from town. This might have been a little too elaborate, but I wasn't planning on having any more bullshit pinned on me. If life was going to throw hard balls at me, I was going to need a much bigger bat.

      I broke into Carlotta's dorm room when I got there. I knocked first, had been hoping I could use a mind trick on her roommate for some answers. No one was home though, so I had to let myself in. It was easy enough to get by using a credit card. I don't know why they had such crappy locks on the doors, but cost cutting reached even the most prestigious of establishments I guessed. Not that this school out in the middle of nowhere really compared to Salem University.

      I slipped into the dorm and realized it was a single. That was kind of strange. Sure, I had a single at Salem, but my family was rich and influential. I had never heard of this girl. Judging from the way she acted and whatever she was caught up in, I would not have guessed that she had any kind of breeding either. I know that was exactly the kind of thinking that set Marina off. Honestly, I was working very hard to put my past self behind me. I didn't want to be a stuck-up rich kid anymore. I wasn't a kid anymore, having turned eighteen the previous year. It was time for me to stop looking down on people just because they weren't born with a silver spoon in their mouths.

      Looking through her things, I noticed a box under her bed with a notebook in it. Inside was a whole lot of stuff that made her seem insane. More so, it made Carlotta out to be a paranormal hater. But that didn't make sense, since she was a paranormal student herself. Maybe this was just an emotional 'I hate everyone' thing, like a cry for help even.

      Then I found a list that wasn't labelled. The thing that drew me to it was finding Marina's name written down. This was a list of students that were 'troublesome'. A hit list! At least from what I could tell, that had to be what it was. There was the name of the student who had set herself on fire, Lisa Daly. There were a few other student's names too. I needed to find out more.

      I immediately went to see Marina, and we agreed some more snooping was needed to get to the bottom of this. She called on the help of two boys she knew. When they arrived, she introduced me to them.

      "Tom, this is Brian Erlich, he's a wizard too," she said. "And this is Mike."

      "I go by Zap and you know it," said Mike.

      "You two are twins?" I asked, because they sure did not look like twins. Brian was a human paranormal like Marina and me, but Zap was a Gray. If anyone needed to quickly know what a Gray looked like, it would be easiest to mention any stereotypical alien from a movie. They had telepathic powers but were very empathetic and friendly. Big heads, velvety black eyes, gray skin, tiny mouths, no body hair— although they did have eyelashes —and standing between four and five feet tall. There was almost nothing that distinguished the males from females. They were also amazing with technology, which led to rumors that they were actually hybrids between humans and aliens.

      While Grays were super friendly, they unfortunately repelled a lot of humans. I could empathize with them, but I'd never been very close to a Gray. My family wasn't big on associating with those who were different.

      "So, my little brother tells me you're in need of our hacking abilities?" said Brian. "Although, you really could have just asked me. Some alone time might have been nice, beautiful," he said without shame.

      "Geez, you're such a flirt," said Marina.

      I didn't like it, but the guy seemed to just be that way. As soon as Marina told him off, he shrugged and walked over to sit beside Laurie on her bed.

      "You're older than me by a minute, dork," said Brian with a laugh. They were both wearing skater type clothes and ball caps, which they didn't remove indoors. "Anyway, shall we get to business?" he said, pulling a laptop out of the backpack he'd been wearing and sitting on Marina's bed with it.

      After bypassing some online security measures that Brian said were pathetic, they found the student record for Carlotta. "It says here that she specializes in telepathy and blessings.”

      "That's bullshit," said Zap. “I have classes with her, and she doesn't have a telepathic bone in her lying body.”

      "It's a hot body though," said Brian with a slime. Laurie elbowed him lightly and shook her head with a laugh.

      They also found that Jacob, her accomplice in escaping the campus police, had some fake information in his records. "So, are we all agreed that Carlotta might not even be a paranormal?"

      "She could be using some kind of physical artifact to block being scanned. There's no evidence she has any powers other than that," said Marina.

      "And she expected to get through finals unnoticed? Sounds like she's got a screw loose," said Zap. "From what I've seen, I suspect she is manipulating Jacob ... and you might have a wannabe serial killer on your hands."
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      We were all horrified by Tom's findings. What Brian and Zap dug up for us was enough to urge some serious action. We called the campus police anonymously. They were already looking out for Carlotta and Jacob after the escape, but they had no idea things could be so serious. Taking her from a violent drunk to a possible serial killer in their minds was enough to really amp up the search.

      Since it was in between school terms, I was told it would be best to hide somewhere and stay away from the campus. Vlad's friend Jay was happy to let me have the spare bedroom there. He was a courteous and nice guy who respected that I was with Vlad and not looking for another guy. It also meant that I got to spend more time with all of my boys when they came over to hang out. Not sharing with a roommate in a dorm also gave us all a lot more time for some amazing sex, although only two ever  at a time. I had been thinking about bringing in more than one at a time and wondered if any of the guys would go for it.

      Carlotta and Jacob clearly had the same idea about hiding, because weeks went by and the campus police had turned up precisely nothing. I discussed the issue with my boys many times, but we could never agree on a plan of action that might actually work without being too risky. Eventually I convinced them that the only way to bring Carlotta out of hiding would be to offer myself up as bait.

      "We need to force her next move. There's one thing we know for sure: she is unstable and full of hate for paranormals. I don't know why she has something against me in particular, but I'm on that list."

      "What about the other people on the list?" asked Tom.

      "Do you see them offering themselves up?" replied Colin snidely. "Not that I want you to do this, Marina," he added quickly.

      "I know, I know," I said. We were sitting in my room at Jay's place. This had become our secret hideout, a place we would meet and discuss things. I felt so guarded and loved here with my boys that it was almost going to be sad to have to go back to my dorm. Only, when that happened it would be because I was finally safe, and this would all be over with. Plus, I was really missing Laurie, even though she came to visit as much as she could manage with her busy study and training schedule.

      The guys were not happy about my idea, but I was adamant. They were going to have to let me do this, or I'd wind up being stuck in hiding for the rest of my life. "Seriously, what could go wrong when I have you all watching my back the whole time?" I knew I had a good point there.
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      Unsurprisingly, none of us liked Marina's idea to make herself bait. "That's just crazy," I told her. Daniel and Vlad didn't say much more apart from agreeing that it was too dangerous. Colin did think it would work but he was just as against the idea as the other four of us.

      "I know you guys care about my safety, but as we all know— there's no better protection in the world than you four."

      "Those two masked men who helped her escape were carrying guns," said Colin. "It's just crazy. There's no need to do something like this when you're perfectly safe now."

      "And how long until she figures out that this is where I've been hiding? She has been here before." I was getting fed up with the discussion.

      Colin refused to relent though. "She doesn't know you're here. Plus, you're sharing this place with paranormal footballers who'd love to get their hands on the killer. There's always someone home here."

      "I won't let you do it," said I.

      That really annoyed her, and I knew she thought I probably thought she was my possession.

      "Excuse me?" she replied, ready to start telling me off.

      Standing, I held my palms out flat, facing up, pleading my case,  I said, "What if I use my powers to disguise myself and act as a decoy? I'll be able to make any attackers think that I'm Marina with my mind magic."

      That impressed everyone, even Marina. I knew she didn't want me to risk myself, but I knew none of the guys would forgive me if I allowed her to act as bait and got hurt. We decided to hold a pretend party in a public place and post about it on social media.
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      The evening of our plan was agonizingly slow. I was so nervous that something would go wrong and Tom would be hurt that I couldn't let myself relax. I was pacing around my bedroom at Jay's room like a rat trapped in a cage, as Laurie put it so eloquently. Laurie was there keeping me company. She'd been hanging out with me that day, although she was also doing some reading too.

      "Why don't you go visit each of them tonight? If you're so worried that something bad will happen, that might be the best thing to do anyway," she said to me from her bed. She had her feet up and head propped against some pillows with a book in her hand. My pacing was clearly starting to annoy her.

      "Aren't you freaking out about this too?" I asked her.

      Laurie put her book down slowly and looked at me with intent. "Of course, I am. But pacing around the room doesn't do anything more than reading a book and patiently waiting. Growing up on a big farm, you learn a lot about death and hardship. Most of the time there's nothing you can actually do about it but wait and hope for the best. You just put your best game plan together and do everything possible to make sure things will work out well, then you wait and hope."

      "Wow ... you're actually really smart for a country bumpkin," I said with a laugh. The humor was a way of coping I guessed.

      "Smart ass," Laurie said with a laugh as she picked up her book again. "Why don't you go visit your boyfriends and relieve some stress? I'm sure they've been dying to spend some alone time with you."

      That was actually a good idea. "But I don't have enough time to visit them all for this 'alone time', as you so delicately put it. Who do you think I should visit?"

      "Why not all of them?" she said with a shrug and a kind of dirty look on her face. She was watching for my reaction from the corner of her eyes without looking up from the book she clearly wasn't actually reading anymore. "You did start dating four guys because you wanted to be with four guys, didn't you? What if this is the last chance you'll have to be with them all at once?"

      It was the naughtiest idea I'd even considered, and that drove me to really consider it.

      But I couldn't...

      Could I?

      I called the guys up one at a time and told them in their own unique ways how much they meant to me, and how I had something special that I wanted to do with them. Not wanting to drop this on them in person, I did also mention that I wanted to be with them all at the same time. I guess it shouldn't have come as much of a surprise that they were all fine with this. Colin and Tom were a little apprehensive at first, but that was mostly just because they'd never done anything in a group like that.

      Okay, this was really going to happen this. I couldn't believe it. Laurie headed off and I put on my favorite lingerie: a black one piece that was so lacy and delicate that I could hardly stand how sexy it was. I was thinking about what I should wear over that, or maybe if I should just wear a coat over it. But I couldn't decide.

      So hey, why not just let them find me on my bed as I was? There was no point pretending like this wasn't exactly what these four handsome, strong boys were coming over for: to take me all together as one unit. I was growing wet just at the thought of it. And the more I accepted that this was really happening, and soon, the more I started to like the idea.

      Tom arrived first, since he was driving in his car and probably sped over just so he would be first. I had him wait outside my bedroom door though. The other three arrived together in Vlad's car and when they were all outside the door, I told them they could come in.

      What they found was just little me, kneeling on my king-sized bed with a lamp covered in a silky multicolored scarf the only lighting in my room. Their reactions made me feel amazing. The look on each of their faces was like a predator who'd just seen their prey and wanted to devour it.

      "Wow," was the only thing any of them said, and they all said it in chorus.

      "Come on, my boys," I said, "take your pants off."

      They each did. Tom and Colin were a little shy. I couldn't believe how big each of them was.

      "You're going to have to be gentle with me," I said. If they didn't go at my pace, I knew I wasn't even going to be able to walk the next day. That wouldn't be much good for carrying out any kind of plan, not that I was the one who would be bait now anyway.

      Colin was the first to move on me, which was surprising. He pulled me forward to a sitting position on the edge of the bed's length and went between my legs, head first. He was always the most eager to go down on me. Maybe that was something to do with his carefree Fae nature, or maybe he just loved doing it. Either way— that tongue worked all the wonders a girl could ever hope for! I was gently moaning almost right away as he used his oral magic to work me into a sweat.

      Daniel and Vlad came to kneel on the bed to either side of me, so I took each of their dick's in my hands while Colin was going down on me. This was getting hotter by the second. I couldn't believe I was actually being sexual with three guys at once. There was still Tom left, who I worried might be feeling left out since there was nowhere for him to get in on the action with Colin in front of me, then Daniel and Vlad to my sides.

      But Tom did something then that actually surprised me. Instead of trying to push in or assert himself as the alpha in the group, he went behind me and began massaging me. Caressing me. Kissing my neck, and earlobes. It was so distracting that I was taken aback for a moment and stopped stroking Daniel and Vlad's thick dicks. They began to pull off my lingerie and that was soon tossed to the side, leaving me totally naked.

      "Now I feel a little exposed, boys," I said. This confidence was difficult to put on for long. I was half loving this, but half kind of wanting to run screaming from the room. Colin's expert mouth and tongue on my dripping pussy was helping to keep me from wanting to be anywhere else in the world though.

      I grabbed his head and pulled it into me, wrapping my legs a little around his head. I knew he loved to feel my thighs pressed against his ears and to be barely able to breath while he ate my pussy.

      "Who wants to fuck me?" I finally blurted out. It wasn't the most sensual or romantic thing, but this wasn't some cheesy rom com. This was real life, and we were all creatures of primal passion when it came down to it.

      Tom pulled me back and moved aside so that I could lay down on the bed. Colin stood up and kissed me before placing his dick in my mouth without saying anything. I really liked how take-charge he'd become since hanging around Daniel and Vlad. Tom stood to the side of the bed still looking like he didn't feel part of the group. It was common knowledge that the others were suspicious of him and didn't like that he was a rich kid.

      "Tom, why don't you do the honors?" said Daniel finally, while Vlad nodded in agreement. I could almost swear it was like those two had some kind of psychic bond sometimes, the way they agreed so often without even needing to speak.

      Tom slid himself inside me slowly, keeping halfway out with his strokes at first. I was so wet and wanting this that it wasn't difficult for him to enter me, but he was still being careful, and I appreciated it. While Tom made love to me missionary style, I sucked Colin's dick and let him gently fuck my mouth with small, slow thrusts as I did so with my head turned to the side.

      Daniel and Vlad took turns swapping with Colin until I had all three of them kneeling around my head with their impressive cocks in my face. I had never felt dirtier in my life— and I had never felt more treasured and loved either. They were so gentle yet dominant in just the right doses that I could barely contain myself when I came hard all over Tom's cock. My vagina tensed up in a crazy way like it had never done before and I felt him pulse too like he was about to come too.

      "Don't come inside of me," I said.

      "I would never be so inconsiderate to my friends here," Tom said with a chuckle, pulling out and bringing his dick over to me. Daniel moved aside and went over to have his turn fucking me while I started to suck Tom's cock. It wasn't long before he was ready to come.. “Don’t pull out of my mouth,” I told him. I'd never swallowed before. The taste was so strong, but not in a bad way really. I gulped down Tom's load as he moaned in pleasure and then went to sit on the edge of the bed to watch.

      Once Daniel had almost climaxed, he too came over and put his dick in my mouth like Tom had. Then it was Colin's turn to fuck me while Daniel came in my mouth and I swallowed it all up. I couldn't believe how filthy I was being. But I honestly enjoyed every moment of it, feeling so safe and cared for at the same time.

      Vlad started to take on his dragon form as he came, and I got to experience sort of what it was like to have a shifted dragon come in my mouth. Only the slightest bit of shifting though, so that wasn't too strange. He got so huge when he started to let his inner dragon take over like that. I gushed and came hard again while Colin fucked me with my ankles up over his shoulders.

      Then it was Colin's turn to come, and he surprisingly gave me the biggest load out of all of them to swallow. Once that was over, we cleaned up and just lay there together without our clothes on. We fell asleep that way, only with blankets over us. I could have died happy with in the arms of my boys like that.
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      We set the trap up at the local pizza bar. It was almost Christmas so having a little party seemed pretty normal even given the dangers. I didn't want the owners or workers involved, so Tom paid to rent the place out like a venue only without any staff there. The dining area was a fairly small, square room with each wall about fifteen feet long. That was the perfect place for a trap. Daniel, Vlad, and Colin hid out in the kitchen with me while Tom took my form. He wasn't actually changing forms though. He was just casting a spell using his mind magic so anyone nearby would see him as me. It would definitely work to fool other students and amateur magic users, as well as easily working on normal humans.

      We invited a few trusted student friends, including Brian and Zap the twin brothers. Laurie was there too and some of her friends who'd also come to Sleepy Hollow from rural areas. These were dainty looking girls who were used to doing things like rodeos and hauling bales of hay around by themselves. They were even eager to help and sure they could handle themselves if anything went wrong. There were three of them total. That was enough people to make it seem like a small pizza party.

      At least, we assumed it would. Sure enough, who should come along but Carlotta and Jacob. They didn't even bother wearing masks, which gave us a good idea about how confident they were that they were never going to get caught. As they were coming through the door they stopped for some reason. Carlotta looked at Tom and furrowed her brow.

      "She's onto us," I whispered to Colin from where we were hiding out watching through a tiny crack in the swinging double doors of the kitchen.

      "Do you think she saw us?" he replied.

      "There's no way they could see us from out there through that glass window or door. We checked it a million times," said Daniel. And he was right. Then Carlotta and Jacob just walked away, continuing along the front of the building until we couldn't see them anymore.

      "I guess that is a bust then," said Vlad. The guys went out the front to track them down, while I waited at the doorways of the kitchen. The other party guests were instructed to leave. I wasn't about to have their blood on my hands.

      Then I heard a sound behind me, and the kitchen doors swung open just enough for something to strike me on the back of the head. My skull felt like it had just been kicked by a bull and I realized it was a small, hard object, something like a baseball bat, a kid's sized one.

      I turned around, nearly falling over and too stunned to shout out or even speak. Carlotta was standing there. I jumped back and turned to run toward Tom who would be able to take her easily. He and Jacob were busy fighting though, with Tom no longer keeping up the magical disguise now that our cover was blown anyway.

      "How did you know?" he shouted at Jacob as he punched him in the face.

      But Jacob got a lucky hit with his small club of a baseball bat and sent Tom to the floor. My heart sunk as I saw that he didn't get back up right away. He was wobbly as he tried to lift himself off the floor. I was so distracted that I let Carlotta get the drop on me again as I ran to help Tom.

      She put the baseball bat around my neck from behind and pulled back, putting a lot of pressure on my throat and choking me. I know a lot of girls like to be choked by their lovers, but I was sure it wasn't done so hard and with a solid length of wood! I couldn't move.

      But Carlotta clearly wasn't expecting three other furious supernatural men in their prime to come rushing back into the pizza place. Colin came in through the front with Daniel and assaulted Jacob, easily restraining him after giving him a few retaliatory knocks each for good measure.

      Vlad came bursting through the back door where he must have used his shifter senses to track Carlotta. He went into full dragon form and that was all it took for our two would be attackers to give up and beg not to be killed right there. But I should have known Carlotta was too crazy to give up. She managed to slip around the impressively large dragon. He was just too big for the small space, especially with all the tables and chairs and other people there. She got back through the kitchen and got away. But at least we had Jacob, who was taken into custody by the police.
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      We found out that Carlotta had duped Jacob by seducing him. She'd planned the murders, but he was the one who'd used his mind magic to help her. He was used to manipulating others with his mind, tricking girls into sleeping with him, making people's lives miserable for no reason. It seemed like poetic justice that a girl who wasn't even a paranormal was the one who finally got him back and tricked him.

      It turned out that Carlotta was a sleeper agent for some local hunter group. Jacob confessed to the murders, so the police weren't putting out a lot of resources finding Carlotta. That didn't sit well with us at all.

      She was still out there, and she probably wanted us all dead. Worse still, there was a hunter group operating around here that was behind all this. The thought sent a chill down my spine.

      Christmas had already come and gone, so I went to visit my mother for a week. By the time I got back to Sleepy Hollow everything had pretty much calmed down. I went to exchange gifts with my four guys, Laurie, Brian and Zap, and the others who'd helped us and our other friends. We did it at the pizza place where the fight had gone down. Giving them the extra business during the quiet time of year was the least we could do after almost destroying their dining area. Tom paid for the few broken chairs and we cleaned the scuff marks off the floor anyway.

      "You didn't have to buy us gifts," said Zap. He was so friendly and good natured, which I had heard was common for all Grays.

      "It's the least I could do for helping us get to the bottom of this," I told him.

      My men pitched in to get me a beautiful silver chain with a little amulet on it. "That's to symbolize the protection you'll always have from all of us," Colin said.

      "Only you don't need magic for that," added Daniel.

      "You have us instead," said Vlad.

      "For as long as you'll have us," finally added Tom.

      I was so touched that I felt like I could cry. But all that had happened had taught me a lot about staying strong and holding back those tears for when I really needed to let them out. It was totally okay to cry, but it was also fine if you didn't cry. Staying strong didn't have to mean being uncaring or without compassion. I knew that now. I was stronger for it. More able to love because of it. Maybe one day soon I would share that big L-word with my four amazing, supportive, sexy as hell boyfriends. I wasn't in a huge rush for now, and neither were they.
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      If you want to find out what happens next, make sure to sign up to my VIP Reader Club to know when the next book goes live! You can sign up here.

      If you liked this, then you will love book 1 in the Trilyn Alien Fairy Tales series, Alien Prince Charming. You can get it here!
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      Click here to keep reading.

      I cleared my throat, pinched the bridge of my nose, and for the third time, inhaled deeply. The many eyes of my brothers were upon me. I braced myself as I prepared to upend their lives. You could hear a pin drop into the abyss of silence swirling through the room, but the quiet would soon come to a crashing and abrupt end.

      In any lifetime, there comes a point where one is called to measure up, to rise to the occasion and do what we must to become the person we were meant to be. I was about to ask that of my brothers, and more to the point, myself.

      “For the love of Trilynia, do you plan to explain sometime tonight why you’ve summoned us here, Gardax?” Rawklix asked, rolling his bright blue eyes.

      The rest of my brothers grumbled their own muted impatience. Rawklix, the youngest at 18, was still callow enough to give voice to his impudent complaints.

      “Mind your place, little one,” warned Manzar, squaring his jaw and leveling Rawklix with an icy stare that begged to be challenged.  

      Rawklix lifted one side of his mouth into a smirk. “Always such a foul mood, Manzar! You need to take a trip to my islands. If you’d tasted the pleasures of paradise, you might not be so content to sit around scratching your balls. Regardless, I have better things to be doing, and they involve naked women, so if you don’t mind hurrying this little reunion along, I’d be quite grateful.” He drummed his long fingers on the table as if his patience were wearing thin and he were warning us of an impending repercussion to that fact.

      The massive square muscles of Manzar’s shoulders tensed, so I held up my hand, stemming the violence before it began. I knew a brewing fight when I saw one, and I had neither the time nor the energy to feed into these men’s egos.

      Manzar was a military man and nearly as adept a warrior as myself. Rawklix stood no chance against him, but more importantly, there were matters far more pressing than the posturing egos of my younger brothers. They could clash at each other’s throats on their own time.

      “Enough, both of you. Bloody each other on your own time. I will not keep you here long, for obvious reasons, but for now, Trilynian business takes precedence, and you will all sit and hear what I have to share with you,” I said, gaining the attention of all six of my brothers. My voice boomed and barreled through the room, crashing down upon them like waves pelting the sand.

      I nodded to Coel, my burly guardsman, and he silently swung open the thick metal door that was the only way in or out of the council room. The room was heavily fortified and operated on its own power source, completely distinct from the rest of the palace, making it the most secure space and ideal for such a conference. If you needed to discuss private matters, the council room was where you could operate under the most discrete of circumstances.

      A few seconds later, in marched my two top scientists, looking a bit bewildered by the company before them. It was clear by their rattled expressions that they hadn’t been expecting the entire council to be together in this situation.

      The viral outbreak that had ravaged Trilynia had resulted in tight precautions that meant my brothers and I were rarely in the same location at once, the risks of infection too grave. Everyone had to be under tight lock and security. There was no room for error in the world we now lived in.

      “Your Highnesses,” Lifiya, the lead researcher said, dropping to the floor and kowtowing beside her assistant, a thin man, at least by Trilyn standards, with messy brown hair and anxious eyes. She awaited a command or response before lifting her head.

      “Please rise. I do not wish to be burdened with ceremony. Proceed with your presentation.” I strained not to let my failing attitude in the moment leak through my voice, but it was a nearly impossible challenge.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” She nodded, blinking owlishly. “Please forgive my surprise. I assumed this would be a remote conference,” she said, setting the small box in her faintly trembling hands on the table before us. Her eyes briefly flickered across the table, skirting from brother to brother with subtle apprehension.

      Pressing her hand into the gooey biometric scanning port, she unlocked and opened it, lifting the small metal device in front of her face. Now, she had stoic determination and precise concentration reflecting in her features.

      “Your Graces, may I present you with our prototype Biostatistical Information Assessment and Symbiosis Scanner,” she said reverently, staring at the item like it contained the secret to life itself. The pride radiating from her aura as she displayed the object was remarkable and unmatchable.

      “We call it the BIAS scanner,” added her assistant, looking eager to participate. She shifted her weight and licked her lips, eyeing each of us as if she were proud of her contribution to the conversation.

      “A dubious acronym,” my younger brother Jinurak responded, his twin Lortnam nodding in agreement. They seldom exchanged a difference of opinion.

      Lifiya flashed an irritated look at her assistant then offered the device to me. It was weightier than I expected. I held it in my palms and gave it a thorough inspection.

      “Dubious as it may sound, this will ensure the future of our people,” I announced, passing it to Darbnix who sat nearest me. “Be careful,” I advised. “Don’t drop it.”

      The small blue watch-lizard on his shoulder scrambled down and inspected the device as he did. How he could be so comfortable with the tiny reptile crawling on him was beyond me. The lizard curled its prickly red tongue out of its snarly little mouth. Its eyes narrowed with curiosity and it cocked its head to the side.

      Lifiya seemed to tense nervously and reached out before stopping herself. “It’s our only model so far, though we will have the others completed soon.” Her voice was raspy and squeaky at the same time. She eyed the lizard with weary caution as she spoke.

      “And? What does it do?” Rawklix asked, still looking bored and impatient. He rolled his eyes and let out a deliberately large and long-winded sigh, leaning back in his chair.

      “It scans the genetic markers and biocomposition of an organism to identify compatibility between two specimens. A device will be created for each of Your Highnesses and programmed to each of your unique genetic configurations. Once formatted, the scanner can accurately detect the reproductive compatibility of any specimen surveyed and identify the individual whose markers offer optimal genetic potential for the production of viable progeny, your perfect match.”

      “In other words, my brothers, meet our new matchmakers. There will be no more delay in acquiring a bride for any of us,” I said solemnly, feeling the weight of the matter acutely myself. My emotions on the subject were still floating up in the air and up for debate.

      A hush fell over the room as the moment sank in. It was true. We were each of us well-acquainted with our mission. The future of our race depended upon our success in locating human mates, who were, incredibly, immune to the virus which had devastated our race, and producing virally resistant offspring.  We were out of resources, out of options.

      “And what qualifies as a ‘perfect match’?” Darbnix inquired, popping the knuckles of his large dark hands, an expression of concern crossing his face. He frowned skeptically. The watch lizard on his arm had returned to its post at his shoulder, tensing nervously as it mimicked the apprehension of its master. Its huge glassy eyes harbored slits for pupils that dilated when the creature engaged in anxiety of any kind.

      Lifiya chewed her lip for a moment before continuing. Perhaps it might have been a nervous habit. Perhaps it was the pressure of promoting the device.

      “What we have concerned ourselves with in this endeavor was genetic compatibility—locating an individual with whom you’ll have the most success in producing healthy offspring. I understand that there are other factors involved in the mating process . . .” She trailed off as she assessed the response and reaction of the assembly in front of her.

      Darbnix gave a humorless laugh that was laced with palpable cynical flair.

      “However, such matters are certainly not the province of science,” she finished. I noticed how her throat moved as she took a hard swallow.

      “So, you’re saying that this trifling gadget” —Rawklix gestured at the scanner, which was now on the glass-like surface of the table before us— “could match us with a warty, bearded pit-dweller and we’ll have no choice but to bed them?”

      The unease rolled through each of my brothers at the notion that their choice of future bride was now left so blindly to science. The scenario didn’t sit well with any of us, and I mentally stewed in my seat, stoically adhering to serenity. I wanted to fully understand the device and how it worked before I made any knee-jerk conclusions.

      Suddenly, Darbnix let loose a loud laugh, the force of it sending his lizard scrambling up to perch in Darbnix’s short brown hair. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy. As wet behind the ears as you are, Rawklix, you should be happy for any woman who will take you.” It was common for him to playfully tease his brother in a patronizing way.

      “Perhaps I should stick to animals then, like you, Darbnix?” Rawklix sneered. He was always easily defensive. Quippy retorts came naturally to him, and I found them at the very least amusing as long as I wasn’t the one facing the backlash.

      Darbnix barely registered the insult, but the little lizard on his arm shimmered to a brilliant fiery red and launched itself at Rawklix, hissing and biting as he struggled to shake free of it. The little creature was feisty and animated as it enthusiastically thrashed on top of Rawklix.

      “Argh! Call off your vile little worm!” Rawklix shouted, spitting as his hair became askew and disheveled in the struggle. His cheeks burned bright red with fresh fury.

      Laughing, Darbnix reached out and grabbed the lizard by the tail. “Come, Vigo, let the boy and his wounded ego alone. We wouldn’t want to scratch that pretty face, after all.” The lizard emitted a strange clicking, shimmering back to blue, and settled on Darbnix’s arm. It perched there with smug satisfaction.

      I stood. “Enough squabbling. Rawklix—all of you—this is our duty. It doesn’t matter what we sacrifice in the process. We must do what is right by our planet and by our people. The seven of us are the best chance of survival for Trilynia. If that means you must compromise your shallow standards, Rawklix, then you will do so without complaint, for there are far greater consequences at stake.” My voice left little room for debate. This was a somber subject, but I wasn’t going to stand idly by as I watched my planet deplete of living beings who no longer had the ability to procreate.

      “And what is so wrong with satisfying my own standards in a mate as well as those demanded of me by Trilynia? I’m perfectly capable of finding a woman. Why must I obey some gadget?” Rawklix was confrontational and morose. He always asked questions. He never took no for an answer.

      “There are 14 billion humans on Earth, and roughly half of those are females. Divided evenly among us, that is still approximately one billion human women for each of us to weed through,” I answered patiently so that he would finally see the point. “Under ideal circumstances, we would all have the freedom to select the mate of our choice, but these are not those circumstances. We have had more than enough time to find brides in the typical way and none of us has done so. Results are due now, and it is our responsibility to deliver. Having the choice taken from you . . . well, I don’t expect any of you to be happy about the situation, but I do expect you to honor your duties,” I finished soberly.

      No one contradicted me, even Rawklix, as we all thought back to the state of our home planet two dwarf stars away. I was the eldest brother. In the end, I was the established voice of reason. I had the final say in decisions made around this council table.

      Life managed to continue on there, even with the looming threat of extinction, but we all knew that matters would not remain peaceful for long if we did not send word back soon of our success in locating mates. The people of this planet would be hunting for answers, and it was me and my brothers they would be looking to.

      The Great Plan had been conceived by the Royal Council in one of the darkest hours of Trilynian history. The virus that had swept through our people had rendered the majority of our women infertile, and without the promise of a future, chaos had threatened to unravel the very fabric of our society. Panic rippled through the communities like a Tsunami wreaking havoc and flooding the areas around its destructive path.

      Our expedition, the chance that we might be able to ensure the next generation of Trilyns, had reignited some small spark of hope. Hope might seem a trifling, sentimental notion, but without it, the worst of society emerged. Anger erupted in people’s minds. Chaos ensued. There were many protests.

      “You are right, of course, Gardax,” Manzar, ever loyal, agreed. If I ever needed a right-hand man, he was the one I turned to. He was the one I could trust under any taxing situation.

      “We’ll need some sort of system for this,” Lortnam added contemplatively. Among my brothers, his mind was the one most suited toward matters of organization and resource management. He was the type to always process and digest information and then carefully and measuredly come to the best solution.

      “Agreed,” I answered. “We have already reached a diplomatic agreement with the Union of Terran Inhabitants. I think the matter should not be too complicated. Do any of you have suggestions?” I raised my eyebrows and scanned the room, tensing my muscles while I braced for impact.

      “If I may interject, Your Highness,” Lifiya said, “It may clarify your plans to know that the scanners do have a significant range.”

      “How significant?” I asked with intrigue.

      She looked to her assistant, who meekly added, “Based upon the density of specimens in the environment, the range of accurate detection can fluctuate some, but approximate range is between 100 and 300 parcils, Your Highness.”

      “Not bad.” I nodded. I was impressed with the measurements. A device so significant needed to be as precise and advanced as possible.

      Akrawn, who had kept quiet until now, finally joined in. “I have been informed that excitement among the human females has begun to grow at the prospect of marriage to Trilyn Royalty.”

      He folded his pale hands in front of him, coal-black hair falling around the harsh angles of his face. “Our society is wealthier, infinitely more technologically advanced, and we have none of the issues of political instability or resource mismanagement they do here on Earth. I say we have the upper hand. We should use it. Let them come to us. A contained space will also make detection easier.”

      Manzar grunted. “There is sense in this. We make ourselves vulnerable by going out and moving through their world. Far safer for us to conduct this search on our own territory.”

      Lortnam scratched the olive skin of his chin as he thought. “It needs to be done in an orderly, controlled fashion then. We can host a forum at a set time and announce it with an open invitation?” His voice showed enthusiasm.

      Rawklix yawned. “A forum? Could we make the mating process any more methodical or dry? Let us throw a party, at least. If we must chain ourselves to some random human, why shouldn’t we have a good time in the process?” He smirked with youthful arrogance.

      For once, I agreed with my pleasure-seeking youngest brother. “Rawklix, though tactless, makes a good point. There is no reason we cannot enjoy ourselves. Besides, making the occasion festive may ensure a greater number of attendees, which will improve our chance of success.”

      Agreement was murmured, and plans began to take shape. Finally, we were getting somewhere. I loved to see unity come together. Brainstorming held an important place in this palace.

      I thanked Lifiya and her assistant and dismissed them to resume their work. After collecting samples from myself and each of my brothers, they rushed off to finish the devices. They hurried away with chattering and bubbly enthusiasm. At least they were engrossed in their work and loved to produce something that would reach the masses and change the world we lived in.

      An hour later, the matter was settled. We would host a gathering at the week’s end, here on my ship, which functioned as a remote Central Palace. Depending on how successful the occasion turned out, we would do the same at each of my brother’s ships. We were aiming for the highest numbers possible, and we had to make the first event engaging, enticing, and thrillingly entertaining.

      “We’ll want to contract more human staffers beyond the few who have already been employed,” Lortnam added. “This event should conform to Earth culture wherever possible and be as close to their traditional gatherings as we can make it.”

      Rawklix closed his eyes. “Please let that include orgies! Please let that include orgies!” His lips curled into a mischievous grin.

      “Pardon me, Your Highness.” Coel cleared his throat. “But we’ve surpassed the allotted time for today’s council.” He was right, I realized. The concentration of us all being here on one ship made us all vulnerable. As the future rulers of our planet, we did not have the luxury of taking such things for granted.

      I nodded professionally.  “Thank you.” I turned back to my brothers. “We will conduct remote conferences for the preparations.” I gave them each a glance, locking eyes with them to ensure they understood the protocol and plans to take off from here.

      Each of my brothers excused themselves from the council room, making their way to their own itinerant pods that would return them to their individual vessels. One by one, they disembarked, and I was left alone in the great council room with my own thoughts.  My head screamed with ideas, fantasies, and hope for the future. There was no shutting off my emotions. I was always going to be spinning in the web of my own making.

      I shared Rawklix’s concerns about being linked to a female I would not otherwise have chosen for myself, of course, but what good did it do to give space to such worry in my mind? There was, after all, nothing to be done about it. I was born into a position of the highest privilege, and along with it came the weight of duty. I would not shirk it now, when my service mattered most. Cosmetic and surface beauty were always fixable. Saving my species was of the upmost importance now.

      The idea of returning to Trilyn appealed to me, as well. As the future High King, my successful return would do a great deal toward restoring stability to our kingdom. Indeed, though I may never fully silence the fears at the periphery of my mind, I felt quite pleased at the prospect of fulfilling my duty to my people and ensuring the survival of our race. Surely, there could be no greater honor.

      I walked down the great hall with its transparent floor, allowing me an unimpeded view of the Earth metropolis below. We hovered in the atmosphere above what was called New York, I was told. Though I longed to set foot once more on Trilynian soil, there was a certain beauty to the glitter of lights that spread across the land, twinkling like burning embers.

      The lights from the city below twinkled like tiny stars. The energy was electric and was already rubbing off on me. My heart raced as I stared down at the earth below. Was my future mate somewhere down there? Would we fall in love easily? So many unanswered questions lingered, begging to be answered.

      The artificial lights would fade soon as the planet’s rotation caused the city to be bathed in the life-giving rays of Earth’s sun. Somewhere, down below in the sparkling ether of the night, was the woman whom I would wed and share my life with. For a moment, I let myself feel the warmth of hope. If I embarked on this adventure with an open mind and a positive attitude, I was bound to succeed.
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      “Tell me something, Amy,” Darla said, her lean frame silhouetted in the wide doorway of the dark kitchen where I’d been working all day.

      I looked up, the sick feeling of dread coiling in my stomach as I asked, “Yes, Darla?” I swallowed hard and willed myself not to allow any of my fears or trepidation to escape.

      “How is it that you are so incompetent? Do you think you were just born a simpleton, or was it growing up as gutter skuzz that did it?” I looked down, avoiding her catty grey eyes and willing myself to be numb and remain silent. If I didn’t respond to the jabs, then I hoped this encounter wouldn’t last as long.

      The other kitchen workers had the good sense to scurry away from the central prepping table I was working at, anticipating Darla’s tirade. If she was in the kitchens, it was to chew on someone. Luckily for the other workers, we all knew I was her preferred victim. I could hardly blame them for withdrawing, though just once, it would be nice to go a day without her abuse. I didn’t expect anyone to stick up for me, but it was just as well. I didn’t want to hold onto false hope.

      Darla came forward, surveying the racks of delicate pastries and confections I’d been frantically churning out as quickly as I was physically able. She grabbed a plaited brioche, still warm from the oven, inspecting it. She scrutinized the treat as if she were just ready to pounce on any microscopic flaw. It seemed silly that she bothered with the pretense. We both knew it wouldn’t meet her standards, no matter how perfectly prepared the item was.

      “By now, I should know better than to expect anything else,” she said, tossing the fluffy, buttery brioche in the waste shoot along with the rest of the tray. My heart dropped through my shoe at her hateful gesture, but I didn’t flinch. “Since your dim-witted goldfish brain is incapable of holding onto information for more than a few minutes, let me remind you that we are preparing a feast for royalty. Royalty! Do you understand what that means? That means that this has to be flawless!” Her voice carried through the room like a siren screeching through the night.

      She knocked over several more trays, the metal clattering in a deafening clamor. “This is all shit!”

      I held my breath and waited for her tantrum to end, if it ever would. Sometimes, it was better to ride out the storm than to avoid it.

      My knuckles turned white as I forcefully kneaded the massive mound of dough, refusing to give in to the anger bubbling inside me. In the refugee camp, on the streets, I’d done what I had to survive, things that in a perfect world, I’d maybe regret.  But violence wasn’t something I got to shy away from. Life isn’t sunshine and peaches for a homeless teenage girl with a baby. Hard times were a way of life for me.

      It was different now, though. I had something to lose. I was on the way to getting Corinne and me out of that and into a better life, and the instincts that kept me alive before had no place here. I had to bite my tongue until I tasted the bitter, coppery taste of blood in order to prevent myself from spewing vile words at this terrible woman in front of me.

      “You know what gets at me?” Darla said, coming up behind me, oblivious to the well of anger inside me. “I gave you every opportunity, took you out of the gutter, took you under my wing, and this is how you repay me? This is the most important event we’ve hosted. If it doesn’t go off perfectly, it reflects on me!” She yelled dramatically and waved her hands in the air as if she were swimming against the swell of a panic attack. “And isn’t it just my luck that I have little bitches like you down here, sabotaging everything I’ve worked so hard for! What is that wretched smell?” She turned toward the saucier and scowled. Her nose wrinkled with patronizing disapproval.

      He was a bow-legged man with a deep scar that extended from his hairline to his chin. He’d seen his share of horror. All of us had our scars, though. Some were just better hidden than others.  Mine were tucked away beneath the surface and I never wanted them to see the light of day.

      She marched around the room, laying into the other staff members who were unfortunate enough to still be stuck at their stations, and I let my mind wander, letting go of my anger in favor of better thoughts. You learn little tricks like that as a refugee. When things get too rough, too hard to process, you shut it out. Little tactics for preserving your sanity. It was a survival instinct of sorts, and I did what I could in order to not implode on myself.

      I felt sorry for the ones currently receiving the brunt of her fury, but I’d endured my fair share in the process along the way. I blocked Darla’s shrill screeching out and let my thoughts drift to that secret place in my mind. The place I escaped to with him. In reality, my existence wasn’t even a speck on Prince Gardax’s radar, but in my mind, he was mine.

      And in my mind, he made me his. Just the way I wanted it to be. The private seclusion of my mind was my oasis in a desert of chaos.

      If I closed my eyes, I could almost feel the warmth of his skin, pretend that he was holding me to him. He was the most beautiful man I had ever seen, and he wasn’t even a man—not a human one, anyway. It didn’t matter, though, because he made me feel more like a woman than I had ever felt. Shivers and trembles of pleasure ran up and down my spine. There was no euphoria that could ever match the depth of passion that I felt toward him.

      He would kiss me gently, drawing all the stress and aches from my body as he murmured softly, assuring me that I was safe, that Corinne would be safe, that everything was going to get better. His hands were so strong as they stroked my back, my shoulders, massaging my tired muscles . . . not that princes probably gave massages, but it was my fantasy, so why not? There were no rules in the cobwebs of my lust-clouded mind.

      It would have been the ultimate humiliation if anyone knew what went through my mind in moments like that. The heat of desire and shame flushed my cheeks and sprinkled them a rosy red color.

      How ridiculous that I, a lowly, pathetic cook and maid, dreamed of Prince Gardax’s lips curving in a secret smile meant just for me. It was pitiful, no doubt, but when you live most of your life in either a warzone or a refugee camp, you don’t exactly have a lot of happy memories to pull from.

      So naturally, I created my own pleasurable world where I was in charge of my fate and blissful serenity accompanied me from all sides. I created little stories in my mind, dreamy, romantic scenes that were about as far removed from reality as I could get. It helped me get through the grueling, insufferable days. I tried not to stay locked in the daydreams for long. I reserved those times mainly for sleep or when Darla was yelling at me and everyone else in her tornadic path.

      Sometimes, when I was there well before dawn, baking pastries for his breakfast in the dark, warm kitchens, I’d imagine him coming in, taking the rolling pin out of my hands, and carrying me to his private chamber. Maybe we’d curl up together and talk for hours or maybe we’d sleep. Maybe we would do a combination of both. I yearned for the touch of another. I craved conversation and someone who would be interested in me and would want to get to know me.

      Was it sad that my fantasies with a gorgeous alien prince involved sleep? Definitely, but when you only get an average of four to five hours of sleep a night, that deprivation seeps into everything. Of course, there were plenty of daydreams where we did more than sleep.

      Whatever we did, it was far, far away from this awful, crowded, heated room. I’d never seen the private wing of his ship, if ‘ship’ was even the right term for it, but anything had to be better than the sweltering kitchens. It was like a sweat lodge in here, and I was layered in chef’s clothing that didn’t do my perspiration any favors. I wanted to sweat in other ways. Other ways that involved Gardax.

      Cloaked as the structure was with stealth technology, all but the main hull was invisible from the exterior. From the ground, it was almost imperceptible, just a small aircraft among the clouds. But if the chatter among the staff was to be believed, there was much, much more to it. The shuttle that carried us to work dropped us at the service port and we exchanged stories of the glimpses we caught.

      Few knew how large the place really was, and I certainly was never given leave to go exploring, but it sounded massive, a maze of finely furnished chambers and passages that I would have loved to wander. In my deepest fantasies, I’d be waltzing through those doors with elegance and grace, adorned with the finest jewelry that money could buy. I wasn’t materialistic in reality, but like I said before, a girl can dream.

      I’d only seen the prince a few times. There was my first day, when I came to work with a group of new recruits aboard his vessel, two months prior. It was brief, and I was so nervous I’m not sure I remembered to breathe. That whole time was a bit of a fuzzy blur in my mind. I naturally blocked out trauma in my life.

      He was the first alien I’d ever seen. Before the Trilyns arrived seeking a treaty, the only other alien life-forms humans had encountered were little more than single-celled organisms on one of Jupiter’s moons. It was utterly shocking to discover that there was a sentient, intelligent, and frankly, gorgeous race out there. I wasn’t ever afraid of them, especially if they were here seeking peace and unity. I was more infatuated and curious of them than anything.

      Aside from being incredibly tall, with muscles carved so finely he might have been a statue and eyes the exact shade of the freshly ripened corn that covered the plains of the home I was forced to flee, he looked like any other inordinately stunning human. I’d heard whispers that they were trained warriors as well, despite their royal upbringing, and it didn’t surprise me. The way he moved was so controlled, so powerful. His physique was mesmerizing, intoxicating.

      There had been a handful of times I’d passed him in the main hall, but he hadn’t seen me. He was always speaking to someone or occupied in some way, always distracted, always serious. I had imagined royalty—alien or otherwise—led lives of luxury and relaxation, but I had yet to see Prince Gardax in any state of ease. I wondered if he took his own mental vacations, if he checked out and ran away to some happy place in his mind . . . and if he did, what sort of things he daydreamed about. I knew that he had to keep his air of confidence and leadership. He had a lot on his plate, as I could imagine.

      Then there was the day he gathered the human staff aboard the ship to inform us of the impending party. His piercing yellow eyes had passed over me as he spoke, surveying the crew. It was completely idiotic, but my nerves had a field day as I sat there listening to his deep, commanding voice, hoping he’d notice me. I didn’t know how I could stand out from the crowd to draw his attention, but I wanted his eyes, those piercing eyes to land on me and lock.

      Then again, I thought as I looked down at my dingy apron, a wisp of flour-coated hair fluttering into my eyes, there wasn’t much to notice, especially when Prince Gardax could literally take his pick of women. I’m sure I wasn’t even on his radar. He was a prince, after all, and probably had women all over him.

      Everyone knew why the princes had come. Their planet had been overtaken by some kind of virus that had rendered their females infertile. To ensure the continuation of their species, the princes had been sent to find human brides, and there was definitely no shortage of beautiful women who were dying to volunteer for the position . . . women I could never compete with. I was ordinary, a refugee who would never stick out.

      What was I? I had nothing to recommend me. I was little more than an underfed refugee living in Union housing with no advanced education and no prospects beyond domestic work. I would never hold his interest in my condition or situation.

      I sighed and refocused my attention on the sound of Darla’s voice getting closer to me again. My muscles immediately tensed up, bracing for impact of the plume of anger she always had, ready to lash out.

      “Do any of you have even the faintest concept of how big of a deal this is? Apparently not, or else I wouldn’t be looking at a bunch of slack-jawed ingrates doing the bare minimum! We’re behind schedule, and unless you want to work through the night, I suggest you all start picking up the pace!” She tossed another tray on the floor.

      For someone who claimed to be concerned about completing our tasks on time, she had a funny way of showing it. Time was wasting while we all stood there, fearfully cowering under her command. We could be spending the time being productive, but she was throwing our supplies all over the room. It was a wonder that she didn’t get a sore throat from all the screaming and yelling she liked to do.

      “These racks are supposed to be half-full already.” She motioned to the line of preservation racks that would keep the food in stasis until it was laid out for the hundreds of anticipated guests. “Look at this! This is pathetic! If the party wasn’t in three days, I would fire the lot of you!” The veins in her neck bulged in protest.

      “We’re all working as hard as we can, Darla,” I ventured, unable to bite back the comment. It had dripped from my tongue before I had a chance to convince myself not to do it.  I couldn’t afford to lose this job. Employment was too scarce and I had more than just myself to look out for.

      “Oh? Oh, really? Well, then why is it I got a request from you to take tomorrow night off?” She sneered down at me, an evil glint in her eye. She stared at me as if she despised me and wanted to squash me like a bug under her shoe.

      I looked up, surprised. She had already told me I could have the night off. My heart dropped with disappointment.

      “It’s Corinne’s birthday—” I started, but she cackled in that creepy, brittle voice of hers as if my personal affairs were none of her concern and she couldn’t care less about them.

      “So, the little sponger is having a birthday? Well, wouldn’t it be a nice present for her to have a big sister who doesn’t just expect handouts? You’re not going anywhere.” She spun, eyeing the other prep workers and cooks. “Any of you! Don’t think I won’t be coming back before your shifts are over to see what you’ve got to show for yourselves . . . and if I’m not happy with what I find, no one is going anywhere.”

      She stomped out of the kitchen, and for a beat, we all held our breath, waiting to hear her if she’d come back before the collective sigh was released. I stared at the ceiling so the well of hot tears wouldn’t instantly pour down my face like a broken-hearted waterfall.

      “What a pain in the ass.” Felix, one of the grill cooks, grumbled and kicked the side of a table with resentful scorn.

      Quiet murmurs of agreement were shared, but I kept quiet. If I’d learned anything from all the years on my own, it’s not to trust anyone. I couldn’t be certain if any one of them might turn on me. Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer. In this day and age, I had little time to make either.

      Of course, I wanted to defend myself against Darla’s rants. And sure, I’d like to vent with everyone else about pulling fourteen-hour days of grueling work in the stifling heat of the kitchens in this floating alien palace. But I also need to survive. So, I bit my lip, swallowed my frustration, and kept my head down. There was no room for error or protest. I had to think of Corinne above all else. Her wellbeing was front and center in my mind.

      When I first got hired on the ship, I’d been foolish. I’d thought I could trust people, thought that this was my magic ticket to a better life for Corinne and me. Darla had been so friendly at first. Looking back, it was clear that she was looking for weakness to manipulate. She was nothing if not crafty. Darla knew exactly how to put pressure on people, how to bully them, how to get under their skin and make them feel like the tiniest scrap of human existence. She also knew how to extract information.

      She was a snake in the grass, ready to pounce. She was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, or any other common phrase used to describe people like her. Well-meaning as my coworkers might have been, I didn’t trust any of them not to repeat my complaints to her to save their own skin. It just wasn’t worth the risk.

      I could almost laugh, looking back at how misguided and naïve my first impressions of her had been. She’d seemed so genuinely interested in being friends, checking in with me through training, even coming over to our apartment and meeting Corinne.  The reversal had slapped any foolish notions of friendship clean out of my mind though. It was as if Darla had flipped a switch and completely altered her demeanor in a flash.

      You’d think it wouldn’t have surprised me so much. After narrowly escaping a violent, bloody war that claimed my parents and scrounging to survive as a thirteen-year-old taking care of her baby sister, there shouldn’t be much optimism left in me. I’ve seen enough backstabbing, enough betrayal, enough violence to last ten lifetimes. Maybe I was just too tired, too relieved at the idea of someone looking out for me for once, that I didn’t want to see it.

      Either way, Darla reminded me of the truth. No one would ever have my back, no one except Corinne, and for Corinne, I had to endure. There was no other option. We were family, and we had to preserve that tie at any and all cost. I’d do anything to keep Corinne under the umbrella and blanket of my security.

      I started plaiting the dough for another tray of brioche and let my thoughts drift back to that happy place, the place that didn’t have to be tainted by reality. My hands were shaking with anger and anxiety, but after a few minutes, I began to plateau and calm down.

      I wondered what Prince Gardax would look like at the party, whether he’d eat the cakes and tarts I’d made while dreaming of him . . . if he’d find his bride. Envy lashed at me like a whip, but it was no use in dreaming that he’d ever be mine.

      With a sad smile, I let myself imagine what it would be like to be one of the guests, to have his eyes upon me, to be the focus of his attention. The sigh that escaped was entirely involuntary, but I was fully immersed in my own little world while I worked.

      “Contents of bay four have surpassed maximum preparation cook time,” the automated voice announced.

      Sure enough, the distinctive smell of charred dough filled the space. I rushed forward and sent up a silent plea that Darla wouldn’t smell the burned fumes and come charging back into the kitchens.

      I pulled the pan out and singed my wrist in the process, a painful reminder to get my head out of the clouds and back to reality. I lived to dream but dreamed to live.
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