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      For my brother.

      I love you so much,

      and I will always be proud of the man you are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We know what we are, but know not what we may be.”

      

      

      
        
        - William Shakespeare
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        	Other - Supernatural Creatures

        	Hollow - Humans

        	Rare - Dual bloods of two pure, supernatural parents

        	Ternary - A triple shifter. One of the most powerful beings, a child of two Alphas

        	The Fall - When the Supernatural world outed themselves, along with every other creature or race.

        	Yggdrasil - The world, or realm, of the original Valkyries they were once just a race of warriors but now pride themselves on having the strongest Valkyries in existence.

        	Kalikor - The realm of the Gods that took the Warriors and bred the Valkyries into Existence.

        	Agathion - A Demon’s familiar after they have manifested their Demon powers. Always have two forms and are very powerful in their own right.

        	Unwanted - A child that has been abandoned, given up. Usually, Others but can sometimes be Hollow. The Conclave takes them in and experiment on each one to find out their abilities.

        	Conclave - Eight Others that run each major city, controlling and watching over all the supernaturals (Others).

        	Spriggan - Tree spirits that can speak into the minds of people that touch them.
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        Merrick:

      

      

      Falling back into the large leather sofa in Rhydian’s small apartment, I watch as Rhett and Rhydian walk down the hall. I run my hands through my short, now sweaty hair and blow out a breath. Dropping my hands to my sides, I sit here and think of the blonde bombshell, Mira. The woman I was just deep inside of hours before with my brothers and another man, Ebbin.

      I don’t know what came over us or why we all decided to go back to a stranger’s house. Someone we had met only hours before. It was a night I’m not likely to forget anytime soon, my brothers either. The tight feel of her wrapped around me, moaning with every hard thrust I gave her, has me hard just thinking about it. I want to see her gorgeous blue eyes, pleading for me to kiss her again, wrap my hands in that long blonde hair and grab her wide hips with everything I have and pull her back onto me. I‘ve never felt this way about a woman, not once. One night is all other women were given, but for some reason, I’m thinking about seeing her gorgeous smile the morning after we spend an amazing night together. Watching her wear my t-shirt as she makes a cup of coffee, or seeing her sitting in one of her ridiculous chairs that were placed in the strangest spots throughout her house. Even being with her mate, or man, whatever, felt right. He was easy to talk to and had the same mentality as my brothers and myself. Thinking about it, I’m excited to talk to him again, get to hear more of his stories about the guard duties he has had to take on since he became a guard for Others.

      Bullshit rules from the fucking Conclave, only Hollows can guard Others. It makes no sense, but we have to follow them. A set of eight assholes that have egos the size of the fucking universe. They rule over our kind. There’s one Conclave for each major city, the smaller cities are lorded over by the Hounds. They keep us all in check, help get us placements when we move and do their best to control our abilities. If they can’t, they send in the Hounds and have us dealt with in other ways.

      Trying to get my mind off the bastards that have controlled all our lives for far too long. I think back about that sweet tattooed woman that came into mine, Rhydian, and Rhett’s lives so quickly, wrapping us around her finger and pulling us back without any knowledge she was doing so.

      “Hey man, something isn’t right.” Rhydian’s large frame comes into view from the hallway. He must have showered because his hair is wet and he’s standing there in gym shorts and nothing else. He has more tattoos than anyone else I know, including myself. I think even more than Mira. He’s by far my favorite of the two assholes that have become my family so quickly, my brothers.

      “What do you mean?” I ask sitting up, putting my elbows on my knees and peering up at the muscled man in front of me.

      He sits right beside me and huffs out a breath while he stares at the wall in front of us trying to come up with an explanation.

      “I don’t get it. I want, no, need to see her again. She’s calling to me and Kigiree. This has never happened before. I feel this...” He stops talking and pounds his large chest twice with his tattooed fist and looks to the ground. “This pull, like I have to make sure she is okay. I can’t explain it.” He sounds frustrated and hopeful. His eyebrows are drawn down in frustration, his lips flattened into a hard line. I’ve never heard him this conflicted before. He’s the sane one out of the three of us, always the one with a plan.

      “I was actually just thinking the same thing. I don’t know how to explain it either, but I am seriously debating whether or not I can actually go back home, knowing she’s here. She feels, fuck man, don’t laugh, but she feels like she’s ours, fated. I don’t know.” I run my hands through my hair again and sit up straighter when Rhett appears out of nowhere with a knowing smirk playing on his baby face.

      “Sounds like we are all fucked right now. I feel the same,” he says as he comes to sit on the other side of me. “You think she really is a Hollow? I mean, this shit doesn’t happen with their kind. Ours sure, but this is insane. I want to go back there, ward her house and stay with her. Shit, I just want to see her smile again. The first time I touched her it was like fireworks went off inside me. I’ve never felt that before.” His admission has Rhydian and I raising a brow to each other. Rhett loved women, he brought a new one home each night, so for him to feel this way, there really is something going on; something Other. We need to figure it out.

      “I don’t know what she is. I didn’t sense anything Other about her. She didn’t smell Other, and her features, her eyes and skin are all Hollow. They aren’t bright and she doesn't have any runes like Rhett.” Rhydian stares at his hands but from the side, I can see he’s deep in thought and trying to figure something out about this intriguing woman. “I could hear her thoughts at times.” He looks to the rest of us with confusion and hope playing behind his magic filled eyes. I look to him surprised, my eyes wide with elation that I’m not the only one. From the look on Rhett’s face, the same goes for him as well. I stand from the couch and start to pace. We can all hear her thoughts. That really isn’t normal, not for Others, to be able to hear a Hollow’s thoughts.

      “So, from the look on both of your faces and your reactions, I take it, it isn’t just me that can hear her.” Rhydian says while he puts his head in his hands and shakes his head. When he starts to laugh it throws me off and I halt my pacing to stare at him.

      “Why are you laughing man, there’s something more going on here. We can hear her, but she’s not Other. She’s calling to us all and we have no idea why. What could you possibly think is funny about this situation?” I ask, throwing my hands in the air. My annoyance at his reaction becoming apparent. He stops his laughing and looks up to me with a huge smile still plastered on his face. I roll my eyes and begin pacing again.

      “Don’t you get it? She is meant for all of us. I just have no idea why. If we can hear her, she’ll be able to hear us too. If we see her again, we all need to lock that down. Hollows don’t have that kind of knowledge of our world. I’m not leaving here, Merrick.” Rhydian’s matter of fact tone brokers no rebuttal from either Rhett nor I. When he gets his mind set on something, he doesn't stop. He leans back into the couch and crosses his arms. He thinks I’m going to fight him, but he’s wrong.

      “Don’t worry, I will be putting in a transfer as soon as I get back,” I tell him with my back turned and looking straight at Rhett who is chewing on an apple while grinning like a fool with the juice from the apple dripping down his chin. He’s nodding at me with a full mouth and abruptly turns, walks down the hall and slams the door to his room.

      “When I go back, I want to do some research, find out if there is anything more to this. I’m wondering if some Witch or Warlock might have messed with us and did something to push us into this. It’s too coincidental that we are all being pushed and pulled to her, at the same time and after just one night. While I’m gone, keep an eye on her.” I turn around and stare into his shining blue eyes. They’re filled with mischief and hiding something I can’t place. I need to leave it alone for now though. This trip has been fun, but I have to leave in the morning and I still haven’t packed.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Holding my hand over my mouth, I’m utterly unprepared. I’m scared beyond belief at the little thing I'm holding in my hand that’s about to change my world forever. “I swear Blue!” I shout at her through the phone. My neck is kinked at a weird angle trying to hold the phone to my ear while I stare down at my hands. “This is all your fault!”

      As I sit on the toilet looking at this ‘stick’ with two godforsaken blue lines, fear, shame, disbelief, and shock are raging through my mind and body. How the hell did this happen? I get how it happens, but I’m protected! That’s the one thing my generation is adamant about, we use birth control and other forms of protection, always.

      Ebbin is either going to freak out on me or storm out leaving me for good.

      “I love how you’re blaming awesome, hot, naughty, orgy sex on me! I didn’t make you do shit, and you know it.” I can tell she thinks this is funny by the tremble of laughter that she’s doing a piss poor job of containing. That's just it though, it’s not funny at all, that’s one of the reasons I’m getting so down on myself.

      “Blue, you served us those damn drinks! You laced it with some of your crazy magic shit. This. Is. Your. Fault,” I reply, knowing damn well she can’t deny it.

      There have been a few times where I’ve asked her to throw something in for a little extra fun, but that night, I didn’t know she did, until I was too happy to care.

      “Listen Mira, I know this is a shock but you gotta calm down, okay? Yes, I did throw in a little lust, but that was strictly for you and Ebbin. It's NOT my fault you felt like sharing with three other hotties,” she says, yelling the last bit making me tear the phone away from my ear.

      Blue has been my best friend for over twelve years. She’s a riot maker, and I love her for it. She’s never done anything to me that would cause any kind of strife or pain. She loves nothing more than to help those that she deems deserving. Those who aren’t, well, they feed her power, and I’m all too glad she has always found me the loveable friend. She’s what’s called a Rare. Most of the Others are a single threat, but she's a dual blood, Blood Fae and Witch. I’ve always been a bit jealous of her.

      I'm what’s known as a Hollow, or a human as we were called before the Fall. Before the veil between worlds and realms dropped. Myths, legends, and fairytales weren't just fables we read or stories we were told as children to keep us in line. They are real. Demons, shifters, vampires, angels and fairies, are all real. We don’t know how or why the Veil fell, but when it did, our ancestors fought against the Others and tried to keep them from taking over our world.  They are stronger and more advanced in many ways. We didn't stand a chance against them. Our ancestors were unable to return them to their own realms. Now, many live on Earth. Some stay in their own realms, on their own worlds, but many choose to keep coming here inhabiting our planet, our realm, there’s nothing anyone, or anything can do to stop it, not all of us care too much. I think they’re amazing personally, but not everyone feels the same as I do.

      Coming back to reality, I almost forgot Blue is on the phone with me. “What if it's not Ebbin’s, Blue? He asked me to be his intended! We haven’t even set a date! What if this rips everything apart?” The utter anguish I’m feeling is tearing at me. What will I do if the baby is not Ebbin’s? I feel like I am being torn apart.

      After a few moments of silence on her end, my stomach knots and my palms are sweating, I can barely hold the phone in my hand at this point.

      A small “pop” of her lips lets me know she's still there, but she is just as speechless and concerned as I am.

      “Listen Tatts,” she calls me by her nickname she started calling me years ago, making the corners of my mouth twist up into a sly smile. “Tell him, don’t wait. He’s either going to handle it or not, but you need to tell him. If anything goes wrong, you’re always welcome to come to my place or  stay in the loft. Get it girl! Band-Aid babe, do it. Now, I love you but I have to get the bar open. I'll see you tonight, and for fuck's sake, chill your tits.”

      “Okay, love ya, bye.”

      I know she’s right, but that doesn’t make any of this any easier. She’s supposed to have all the answers, give me more advice, not give me three seconds of her time to tell me to ‘just spit it out’ damn it. I can’t keep her, she has her own responsibilities and this one is mine.

      Sitting up straighter, I take a deep breath, get the hell off the toilet, shake myself off, and try to find a little courage for what I’m about to do. Still clutching the test, I drop a hand to my stomach. My stomach is in knots at the thought that my anxiety can be felt by this tiny person growing in my womb. Eight weeks. The gestation window on the back of the stick showed eight weeks, three days. How did I not know earlier, I have even been regular!

      Can I do this? There’s no question of if I’ll keep the child, because I will. With the Hollows dwindling in numbers, this baby will be a blessing to anyone, especially me. It will bring new joys, memories, love, and family. How could anyone not want that?

      Trying to steel my nerves, my stomach is still in knots, and I keep running my hand through my hair trying to give myself something to do instead of sit here and worry. I clutch that little life-changing stick in my hand and go in search of Ebbin.

      Stepping out of the bathroom, I walk down the hallway to our game room, since it’s the most likely place he would be.

      Our house has five rooms but there are only two we actually use. Our bedroom, and the cave. The cave being the game room. We don’t even really cook. There’s no need to since we both work swing shifts and aren’t home until around three a.m. We always catch a bite while we’re out.

      Finding him in the cave like I thought, I look around trying to calm my nerves. Just seeing him Linked up, has my heart racing and my ears burning.

      Two Link Up chairs sit side by side. The room is covered in midnight blue paint, red LED lights surround the top of the ceiling, giving the room a light, peaceful glow. The red lights reflecting on the dark walls give the room a dark purple hue that is gorgeous at night. I love sitting in here just to relax with a good book sometimes. Posters of our favorite games and movies line the walls. In front of the two chairs sits a single desk that holds the Link Up console. Two wires flow from it falling to the ground and then fastening at the back of the chair; at the end is a small square patch that attaches at the base of our necks below the headrest. That’s what lets us link into the cloud. You can do anything from it. Shop, game, write, read. All of it is virtual reality, but you're inside the system, your mind is linked neurologically.

      You can change a lot about your appearance in a Link. Your weight, height, hair color, eye color, and even the way you dress, but never your actual facial structure. In the beginning, you’re scanned in and the markers on your nose, eyes, chin, and cheekbones are what the system reads.  Too many people downloaded the same appearance, causing the system to overload so now it has spots that are unavoidable, you have to resemble your real life face as much as possible. Knowing Ebbin is most likely Linked in one of our battle games, I sit down, attach the link wire with the sticky pad to the back of my neck. I have to get it as close to the cerebellum as I can, so the electro waves can sink into my brain and pull me into the Link.

      Finally hooked up, I wait for my mind to clear and the pictures to form. Showing me the images of my games, shopping centers and link tools, I find what I want in the cloud, Ebbin. He knows when I Link up, it always tells you if a friend logs on, so finding him is easy. He’s standing in his battle gear, weapons ready to upgrade and change. He looks every bit the part of a warrior. When I first met him in the cloud, I made a comment about being a ‘beefcake’. His entire body was ripped with massive muscles. His arms were the size of my thighs, and his thighs the size of my waist. It took true discipline and many years to get a rock solid, sexy body like that. What made it better were his tattoo’s, they weren’t visible with long sleeve clothing on, minus one tribal mark going up his neck, the rest were on his wide chest and huge arms. He was gorgeous. I thought he was an Other due to his height.

      Hollows and Others are usually pretty easy to tell apart just from their height. Hollows usually don’t get past five foot nine for a male and about five foot four for a female. I am rare as well, standing at six foot, though I’m a full Hollow, just like my six foot four beefcake standing in front of me. In his brown digital camo uniform, tan combat boots and this time, he has even added skin paint to hide him better in a desert setting.

      He pulls up the corners of his mouth grinning from ear to ear. I know he’s already chosen the same get up for me; just more, fitting, tight and revealing.  I look down and see I’m right in my assumptions. I’m wearing nearly identical gear to his, but I’m in a black tank top that is cut below my breasts showing off my midsection, and hip hugging pants, perv. His looks are what drew me and many more to him. We both kept our entire appearance the same from the real world.

      Before we actually met face to face, he was a heavyweight fighter. I have yet to see him actually fight like that, but there are pictures. He’s magnificent. What really drew me in were his eyes. They are unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. Instead of the black outer ring Hollows normally have, his are a deep cerulean, his irises are a beautiful sage, with gold flecks. Stunning, with full, wide lips, always ready to give you a smile,  a proud squared chin, and a cute button nose that should only look good on a woman, but somehow he makes it look good.

      “Hey Bugs,” he says, his eyes light up upon seeing me. I would love to return that smile, but my stomach lurches and my brows furrow. It’s one thing to stand here, but words… fucking words, are lost on me.

      Looking at me, knowing my facial cues, he asks, “What’s wrong?” In one large stride, his hands grasp my hips. He dips his head down to meet my eyes, but I can't bring myself to look back at him. Instead, like the coward I am, I stare at his chest. My hands slide up his forearms as I stand there speechless, gripping his arms as an anchor.

      “Mira, what is it? Why aren’t you looking at me, Bugs?” he asks with more demand in his voice than I’m ready for.

      I have no idea to how to say shit nicely. I'm too blunt, so before I can think about the consequences I blurt out, " I'm eight weeks pregnant." Letting out a huge breath I didn’t know I was holding, I glance at his eyes, he’s staring through me, not seeing what’s in front of him. His brows are down and his shoulders are slumped and pulled in. His hands drop away and he just stands there. His face slack with shock, unable to speak or move, nothing from my big guy. Thoughts race across my mind, though I’m unable to grasp hold of one. We are the same, shocked and speechless. Worried and confused.
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        Mira:

      

      

      I’m guessing anyone that was dropped that bomb would be a little shocked and numb. I know he needs time to think. I swipe my hand in the cut off motion to un-Link myself, I don’t want to start anything in the cloud. Anyone can join. I should have thought about that before, but of course, I didn’t. Lifting myself from the chair, I leave the cave and head to our room. He needs time and so do I. I need to pack a bag, get ready for work, and tell Blue I’m going to stay in the loft for a bit. I don’t want to push Ebbin because he knows what eight weeks means.

      Standing in our room, I take a quick glance around. This is our place to relax, our little sanctuary and now it feels tainted. I’m happy with the life growing inside me, but my worry is the other men that had joined us that night. It's not uncommon in our society, but it was the first time for Ebbin and me to bring in more than one other person. As good as the sex was, the feel of so many hands on my body at once. The numerous orgasms, I’m regretting it. Why the hell did my birth control fail? I just got a new dose right before that night.

      A huge four-poster canopy bed sits in the corner of our room with a fluffy black, down blanket and more pillows than anyone knows what to do with. I had always wanted a bed like that and Ebbin was quick to agree. At the time, I thought he was just appeasing me, but I later found out how kinky he could get when he tied me up to each post and had his sexy way with me.

      The little deck that is off to the side of our bedroom has two rocking chairs and a small table between them. It’s my favorite place to drink morning coffee as long as it’s not raining. I come out here to clear my mind and enjoy the beautiful mountain view. That's where I want to be. Far away from all of this!

      Clearing my mind of the things I’m about to leave behind, I head into my closet and low and behold, that stupid damn bed jumps out at me, and I bang my toe.

      “Mother Fuuuuuu. Oh my god,” I howl jumping up and down, holding my foot. I bite my bottom lip hopping around like an idiot trying to will the pain away. My long blond hair is covering my eyes as I try and hold my tattooed leg, while trying to find the bed.

      Massive warm hands wrap around me from behind, steadying me. A welcome and sweet gesture. I didn’t hear his steps when he came in.

      “You okay, Bugs? Sit down and let me look.” My nickname falling from his lips almost makes me cry. He doesn't sound mad, a little dejected sure, but not mad. Hobbling over to the end of the bed, I fall dramatically back into all my pillows. He gets on his knees and takes my foot in his hands while I lie there.

      “I’m fine. Just kicked the bed.”

      “What’d it do to piss you off?” he smirks down at me, those intense, stunning eyes, creasing with the small smile that lights his face.

      “Not. My. Fault! Stupid thing jumped out and fucking bit me,” I told him. Irritated at his words, I pout and grind my teeth together from the throbbing pain that is in my foot. I lay my head back into the soft pillows beneath me and sigh at his soft touch on my ankle.

      “I thought you said, you kicked it?”

      “I retract that statement and I’m now sticking with, it’s the bed’s fault,” I peek down at him and give him a quick smile. He shakes his head and his shoulders shake with a silent laugh.

      I sit up and give him my full attention, my previous worries ebbing out. If we’re talking about mundane things and he’s even trying to take care of me, I need to let this happen and see how it all pans out.

      “Whatever, quit being a pain. Are you okay?”

      “The pain, it's too much! I simply can't take it! Hurry, call the healers, quick!” I sigh and bring the back of my hand to my forehead dramatically. I try and hide the smile that is breaking through, pulling my lips into my mouth doesn't work. He caught the smile and quirks one of his eyebrows at me. He purses his luscious lips as he reaches up and swats the side of my thigh.

      “Such a gentleman,” I murmur, mirroring his pout.

      “You’re such an ass,” he says as a laugh escapes him and he closes his eyes, shaking his head.

      I can’t help the high pitched, bubbly, girly little giggle that comes out. “You love it.”

      “You’re somewhat right, but to put it all out there, I simply love you. All of you. No matter what.” Sitting back on his feet, he grabs me by the waist and pulls me so his head is resting on my thighs.

      I’m a little shell-shocked at his confession. Not sure if I’m supposed to reply. I just sit there, running my fingers through his short hair.

      With a deep intake of breath, he tells me exactly what I need to hear.

      “I want this, I want you and this baby. I know what you’re worried about, I know what eight weeks mean and why you were worried to tell me, but it doesn’t matter,” shaking his head in my lap, he holds me tighter. “I will fully love this baby, no matter what. My reaction might not have been the best, but I wasn’t expecting that, it just threw me off for a second. I’m not going anywhere.”

      In that moment, I don’t think I could have loved him more. With unshed tears blurring my vision, I lift his head up and throw myself down onto him. We end up a tangled, laughing mess on our bedroom floor.

      “I wish we could have found out earlier. I know the test said eight weeks, but are those things even a hundred percent?” he asks.

      “Eight weeks, three days; when I saw the lines show up, I was excited, but then I turned it over to the gestation window, and everything just fell apart in my head. I even called Blue and tried to blame it on her.”

      With a full on belly laugh, he starts shaking his head at me.

      “As much as I wish I was there to hear that conversation, there’s no blame to be put anywhere. The negative shit needs to not happen. We have a new little life to be happy about, that’s it.” Knowing he’s completely right, I nod my head in agreement.

      “Love you, Bugs. We got this.”

      “We do. Thank you.”

      He grabs me so quickly I barely have a moment to know what’s going on. Somehow he’s flipped us and now he’s on top of me, between my thighs. I’m already heating up at his closeness. With his strong arms on each side on my head, he leans down and kisses me. One sweet, tender kiss. Him between my thighs and that one kiss? I’m already wanting more. He smirks down at me feeling my thighs tighten around his waist.

      “Gotta work, don’t start that. You know damn well what you do to me,” he lifts himself off the floor, not even giving me a chance to tempt him.

      He helps me up and I throw myself into his chest. “I love you, but that’s not fair. We have time!” I protest, pushing my bottom lip out in a pout to make him feel guilty and try to get my way. I let go and look up to see him holding back a smile. If I push him just a little more I know I’ll get what I want, but he’s also right. We do have to get ready and I need food before I leave.

      “Okay, okay,” I concede. “So who are you babysitting tonight? Is it the snobby Blood Fae? Or douche canoe Donald? Why you have to guard a damn bear shifter is beyond me. He’s been here for what, a year now? I have no idea how you keep doing it, babe.”

      He knows I’m teasing, but honestly, as Hollows, we have no abilities. The Others, or more accurately, the Conclave, only employ Hollows as guards, not their own kind which I think is stupid as hell.

      “Actually, some new client. Not sure what kind of Other he is, just that he’s our age. We were told he’ll be a permanent and he despises the idea of having guards, but he knows the rules of a new city, and you know why I do it. It pays well and I get to have all these cool toys,” he replies, as he twirls one of the many knives that will be strapped to his body later.

      I hate the idea of him doing this, but he has been a guard for so long now I could never ask him to change. A new Other in town usually means trouble whether they cause it, or someone else wants to make trouble for them. It's ridiculous. I guess that’s why they have guards for Others when they move cities or visit new places. Until they are settled somewhere, they have to be guarded to find out if they are a true fit for the Conclave that polices that territory.

      “You and your ’toys’; men! I would have figured you had enough when we Link up.”

      “Baby, there are never enough weapons for a man to have, we always want more, you know damn well you think it's sexy as fuck,” to hit his point home he lifts his shirt up and rubs his six pack like a stripper would.

      He’s got me there. Just watching him strap on the leather harness that holds his twin Talwar blades, the long curved edge in his hands has my blood heating up.

      “Bugs, if you don’t quit eye fucking me, I’m going to strip that sweet ass of yours naked, bend you over on the bed, tie you the fuck up, and leave you there.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” He probably would. If only for a few minutes before his self control broke and he came rushing back, giving me everything he has to offer, and damn is that a lot.

      “I’m tempted,” he says with narrowed eyes, full of mischief.

      “Way to make your girl a throbbing, needy mess before we have to go to work. You’re a royal ass, you know that?”

      He takes a step towards me, puts his lips lightly to my ear and whispers, “When we get home, I fully intend to make good on what I said, I won't be leaving you. I'll be right behind you, fucking you, giving you everything you want, and then I’m going to make you swallow all of me before the night’s over.”

      Fuck. Me. Please. Standing there like a deer caught in the headlights, mouth gaping. He licks my ear once and finishes getting ready, putting on the rest of his weapons in the assigned harnesses. So many weapons, there are four throwing knives that attach in a harness on each forearm, one giant bowie blade he wears on his hip, and a second harness on his lower back that holds two upside down blades, for easier access. Plus the small four inch stiletto blades he keeps in his combat boots. I’ve always wanted him to dress me in his weapons. I have no idea what it would feel like, but seeing them on him gets me all hot and bothered. I bet it would have the same effect on him if I let him dress me in them, naked.

      “I think you should let me put them all on, naked,” I say clasping my hands behind my back and making my eyes, wide and innocent.

      He whips his head in my direction, the immediate lust filled gaze, half lidded eyes and tick of his jaw have my body on high alert. The intense stare, and his bottom lip being drawn in and licked as he visualizes what I just told him, lets me know he loves the idea. Maybe I’ll finally get him to do it sooner, rather than later. He adjusts his jeans, obviously getting hard while he visualizes it all. Two can play at that game. I think and smirk as I open the doors to our closet and grab my uniform.

      “You can’t fit into my harnesses, but if you start letting me train you to use the sword, we can get you fitted for your own. I know you’re good with a blade. We can stick to just getting you the smaller harnesses at first. Then move up, but not until after you have this baby. I’m not risking shit.”

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense to have me start learning now, so I have more of an advantage? Another way to protect me and this one?” I ask as I gently rub my stomach. I wonder when I'll start to show? When will I get to feel it kick?

      “Nice try, but no. I can’t train you properly if I’m worried I'll hurt you. You have an advantage over most with just being able to use a simple bowie knife and daggers.”

      “Okay, okay. Get out of here hot stuff. Go babysit the new kid. Link me and let me know how it's going when you get a chance.”

      Lifting up on my toes, I give him a quick peck on the cheek. He leans down and gives me one back.

      “We’re not done talking about all of this. You training, though, I’m saying no right now. Plus, you have never wanted me to start before. I want to know why and we definitely aren’t done with what’s going to happen next with this baby.”

      “We’ll talk later, I promise. Now get that sweet ass outta here so I can get dressed without you ogling my ass the entire time.”

      He knows I love it when he does, but he can't be late to a new gig.

      “Love you, Bugs.”

      “Love you too, beefcake.”

      After he leaves the room, I start getting my uniform together, if you can even call it that. For fuck's sake, it’s black skinny jeans and a light pink sheer lace bone in corset. I hate the damn thing, and don’t get me going on these god awful shoes! I’m already tall enough and now I get to add on another four inches in these ridiculous heels. I love Blue, but she’s a twisted bitch.
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      Doing my makeup I start with a little khol around the eyes. I look at my deep dark blue eyes, my fair skin, and long blond hair trying to envision what my little one will look like. Will they have my dark, almost black eyes, my blond hair, maybe even my heart shaped face and rosy cheeks? Will they take after Ebbin, or one of the other men? I shake my head trying to get those thoughts out of my mind and finish putting on some blue mascara and some nude lipstick. I run into the kitchen to grab a quick bite to eat.

      A lot of people would love to have the kitchen we do, but I really don’t like it. Hard angles, crude bright light, stark white appliances, and walls, the only thing to cut the harshness is the gunmetal grey countertops. The double door industrial fridge is stocked with everything you could want. Ice cream for me, potato salad, and lots of beer for Ebbin. You know, the essentials. There’s a giant island in the middle that’s never used, but nice to sit on, or get bent over.

      We’re never in here much. We keep saying we’ll get some paint, some new light fixtures, and a few frilly counter decorations, you know the glass bowls no one uses, maybe some of those canisters that hold coffee and sugar. No real use, they just sit there. Yeah, some of that stuff, but we never do. I would love to say it's because we forget or we just don’t have the time, but we’re just not motivated. We don’t want to come home and work on anything after we’ve worked all night. So, we’re just going to leave it and hate it.

      I'm bound to get hungry later, so I grab an apple and some leftovers from last night. Swiping up my key card and ID bracelet, I sling the straps of my heels around my wrist and slip on my favorite flats. They are a loud, bright, god awful, neon pink with silver gems covering them, but they are so me.
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      The walk to work is amazing. We live beside a river, so for the few blocks I walk when it is this gorgeous and sunny out, I can hear the water rushing, the birds calling, animals rustling in the bushes, and the wind blowing through the trees. The sounds of nature that everyone takes for granted.

      We’re the only house for a bit. We own a good chunk of property, no neighbors, no one coming to sell shit, and the Hellhounds that monitor the Others generally stay away. They don’t concern themselves too much with Hollows, but if a Hollow breaks any rule against an Other, they’ll step in. Mostly we’re monitored by a few designated Martials. They’re Other, but weaker and don’t stand in society with their own kind.

      Rounding the corner to turn onto the first real road, I have two blocks to go, and I’m at my second home, Blue’s. Little shops line the street. Mostly catering to the Others but a few are for everyone of any race. Clothing stores, a small market, the little apothecary shop that sells the strangest things, but my favorite is the ice cream shop. Walking past the ice cream shop, I see my little Link buddy, Jeremy. Calling him little is a stretch, at just seventeen he is six foot eight and still growing. Last year he finally came into his ‘beast’ when his Alpha deemed him ready. No one knew he was going to be anything different than the rest of his people, they are mostly wolf.

      Again, not unusual. Guess they figured it out when his Alpha forced his shift. It’s the only way for a shifter to bond to their other half. The entire pack is present, I know there is a little blood magic twisted into it too. The Alpha that a shifter pledges to commands his animal out with a little help from the blood of his pack and a spell spun into it. Well, Jeremy happened to turn into a damn Pard. Half leopard, half lion. That is really strange. Since his mom is full wolf he should have inherited part of her. At least been able to dual shift, but he’s fully his dad.

      I know they searched for Jeremy’s dad to try and teach him more about his animal, but the man had vanished without a trace. Again, not uncommon. Others usually bone like bunnies to simply enjoy the act and feel another Supes mind and body, to bond for a few hours. Then they go. Jeremy though? His beast is a sight to see for sure and he is damn proud of who he is. He’s beautiful, baby soft, ebony fur adorns his entire body, with the normal spots. A mane so black, it shines blue. He’s the size of a horse, if not bigger, and the best kid I’ve ever met. He’s a damn riot when we game. Smiling from ear to ear, the kid is all lumberjack and no bite. Such an amazing heart for someone so young.

      Giving him a quick wave and a smile to match his, I open the door to say a quick hello.

      “Hey Mira, you going to be on tomorrow?”

      “Of course. You better make sure you are too. Got a bit to tell you! I gotta rush though, so make sure you tell your mom to Link in and give her a kiss for me,” blowing him a kiss, his ever shy nature peeks out and his cheeks burn red.

      “See you then! Tell Ebbin I’m about to pass his K/D.”

      “Later kid!” I say knowing damn well he hates it. He just shrugs his massive shoulders and waves.

      I’m going to love telling Ebbin his Kill to Death Ratio is about to be shattered by a seventeen-year-old.

      Rounding the corner, the familiar pink neon is lighting up the street. It's not even dark yet and that thing is a beacon! Come one, come all! Come to Blue’s!

      Damn sign sure has a way of making a statement and attracting people, with that ugly, ‘Blue’s Brew’ pink neon sign. Not only does she get shit for the sign color, but some patrons even go off on that fact that she named the bar after herself. One guy, a patron that still frequents the bar, says she is pretentious and the sign color makes no sense. With a devilish smile on her face, she watched as he took every sip of the drink she made him. Half way done with his cocktail, he shit himself on the stool from the spell she laced into the drink. Anyone who comes here knows what she is. A Witch with the power of Blood to fuel her Fae powers. It was his own ignorant fault. Needless to say, he apologized and has been a superb tipper ever since. I don’t know why he keeps coming back.

      Motorcycles of every kind are already lining up at the curb. They are the only vehicles we have that still run on fossil fuels. All the rest are now either solar powered, battery powered, or there’s even a few that are water powered. For me though, I love the bikes. The roar of the engine, the vibration between your thighs, the excitement when you pull the throttle, nothing compares. They’re not the fastest, but they’re definitely the most powerful and damn you can’t beat that rush. Your stomach flips and your heart pounds. The exhilaration makes your life appear so clear, fun, and simple. Ebbin and I both choose the power over the speed.

      Who wouldn’t? Maybe I should have ridden out today too. I haven’t gotten Betty out of the garage in a few weeks. Yup, totally named all of my vehicles. Sherlock is my little car. I may or may not have named Ebbin's too; it’s Jergens.

      We haven’t opened yet, but this is how it is. People standing by their bikes, some getting an early drink in, others trying to mooch off of those that brought their own liquor. Then we have our resident hoochies. Suckin‘ face and getting down and dirty in front of everyone. The atmosphere before we even open is amazing. Blue has yet to tell me if she has spelled the place so people are more likely to come here than to go somewhere else. I know it breaks codes to do so, but she hasn’t ever really played by anyone’s rules.  She gets away with it for having cheap drinks, awesome music, and badass waitresses.

      If the bar isn’t spelled, then the people just come to see what Blue will spike their drinks with. Seems a bit crazy since she isn’t nice in all her spells. Some people will get a relaxer spell, maybe even a spell to give them better luck. If she is in a bad mood, they get spells that will make them shit themselves, or they are unable to feel the effects of the alcohol. The worst I have seen, was when she spelled a patron’s drink with self doubt. He tried to get handsy with me which is the worst thing you can do. She has always been my protector. He cried all night and even called into his job quitting. She can do a lot more but that’s part of the fun, from what I’m told by a few of the patrons, it's the risk of dealing with Blue and seeing what she will give you that night.

      Shaking my head, I make my way to the door. A few catcalls and ass smacks later, I’m standing in front of a very pissed off Blue. Shit, what the hell did I do now!?

      Standing at six foot two, slightly taller than me, she scares the hell out of me right now. Blue is rare in more ways than one. In a world where races stick mostly together, she doesn’t judge too much. Her loyalty knows no bounds. Her solid, unrelenting, and intense heart makes her an amazing Other that anyone is lucky to have.

      She’s my loveable dual blood. Her mom is a Blood Fae, they feed off the emotions in others blood and the life force in it as well. Much like the Vampires. Blue, the more blood she consumes, the more powerful she gets. Speed, strength, and with her mom’s ability that she gained, she can control the blood of anyone she feeds from. Only for a small time. Chick got another damn kick though, her dad is a High Witch so with his abilities added to her Fae side, she can cast spells, lay wards, make potions for most illnesses, and control air.

      She's also blessed with looks. Not all Others are nice to look at, some are downright scary, but Blue has golden skin that shines even in darkness. Dark auburn waves that fall endlessly down her long sinuous back. Her curves are that of a Grecian goddess with deep-set blood red eyes, shaped like almonds and wide plump lips. Bitch has the powers, the looks, and the attitude. She uses them all, and very well to suit her needs.

      “Who the fuck just touched my girl’s ass?” You can feel her anger rising in the air, it’s stagnant and filled with unease. Blue stands crossing her arms, her eyes boring holes in whoever was unfortunate enough to be caught in her glare. Her stare had me turning away. “Raise your hand like a good little boy and I won't fucking drain you. That or all you assholes can find somewhere else to drink for the night.”

      Oh shit, I thought, she isn’t mad at me! Ha-ha! Someone’s in trouble! A chorus of ‘oh fucks’ ring softly through the air. I turn around trying to hold back the smug smile that’s damn near breaking my face. The females around me are sending death glares my way. Oh how cute, the kitties think they have claws. And the males are kicking the ground with their toes, looking sheepish and meek.

      Everyone knows not to mess around with Blue. One guy, a Hollow through and through, standing at five foot six with long shaggy, dull brown hair and tattoos covering what could have been a cute face, looks at me with disgust and royally fucks up.

      “In that outfit? Shit, she likes the attention. Don’t you, tits?” the little Hollow says. I find him in the crowd with a smug look on his face winking at me. Raking his gaze over my body like he can see what’s underneath my clothes.

      I shiver at the disgust that is coursing through me. My eyes are closed and my face is scrunched with the disgust he caused.

      Before I know what’s happening, the guy is laid out flat on his ass. Out cold with blood pouring from his nose and lip. I look up to Blue who has the same confused look as I do.

      All at once, hoots and hollers coming from the crowd, drown out my ability to think. I hear a slap on clothing before I hear a gruff, gravelly, and unkind voice say, “Good shit. He deserved it, didn't want to go anywhere else. Thanks, man.” I turn my head trying to find the gravelly voice, but the crowd of people and Blue have me trapped, unable to go anywhere. I feel like I’m stuck in a vice as I try to wiggle free.

      I hear a voice so familiar, my stomach drops, and my heart quickens inside my chest in anticipation. I can’t be sure it’s him, I have to get a closer look. I try to stand on my tip toes, but it’s no use. I can’t see a damn thing even with my added height over these Hollows.

      “If he deserved it, why the fuck didn’t you defend her?” Silence.

      I turn to find that sexy deep baritone voice again, but before I can, Blue grabs my shoulders and hauls me inside.

      “Blue wait! I know that voice. Gimme a second,” I say trying to get out of her grasp. She might be strong, but I’m too excited. I keep jumping trying to look over her shoulder, but she keeps weaving in front of me. My hands are shaking and I start to sweat due to my nerves, anticipating seeing his face again.

      “Yeah Tatts, you know that voice, but I doubt you want to see him right now. Just get inside and let me get rid of this shit.”

      “No, Blue. You can't fight all my battles, it's fine. He can't be all that bad if he just knocked that douche into next week.”

      Blowing out her cheeks, she curtsies at me like the bitch she is and sweeps her arm out like I’m some princess she is courting. I hate it when she does this. She tries to embarrass me any chance she gets but it has yet to work. I blow her a kiss but only bring my middle finger to my mouth as I do.

      “Fuck off hooker, I got this. Love ya.”

      “Uh huh,” she says sarcastically with eyes glaring holes into my forehead, shaking her head before turning to go behind the bar.

      Walking back out the door I hold my head high, searching for someone familiar. Anything. Walking closer to the douche still laying on the ground, I get bumped in the side by a huge body. Looking up, my stomach drops and my jaw is hanging open. My eyes are wide open in surprise. Fuck it’s him, well one of them. It’s mister tall, dark, and fuck me right here delicious.
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      “Rhydian,” I whisper, unable to find my voice at the shock of seeing him again. Especially with the secret I am holding.

      At six foot seven he towers over me, making me feel short even at my height. His ebony hair is covered by his backwards ball cap. I want to take the cap off and run my hands through his hair, he loved it when I did that to him the last time we were together. I try to take him in but his deep azure eyes are staring down at me, bright and lidded, filled with lust. Those full, wide lips, so close, I have the strongest urge to kiss him. His five o’clock shadow prominent and making him look even more rugged. He looked the same way the last time I saw him.

      A large tattooed hand goes to my waist and he pulls me closer. He cocks his head to the side like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to solve then he sniffs me. Wait, did he really just fucking sniff me? Oh god, I hope I smell good.

      He looks down to my face once again, but this time, it’s not a welcoming sight. His eyes are glazed over, he looks like he’s in a trance. His eyebrows furrow and his jaw ticks with whatever it is he’s feeling.

      “Mira. How far along are you?” He demands in his deep, sexy voice that makes my legs quiver.

      “Wha, what?” I stutter in disbelief.

      How the hell can he know?

      “Your estrogen levels are much higher than the last time I saw you. Plus, I can hear a second heartbeat.” His eyes like fire, bore angry holes into me while his grip tightens on my arm, causing my palms to sweat and my stomach to knot up. How do you go from one extreme to another in just a few seconds?

      “I just found out this morning that I’m two months and three days. Look, I gotta go. It's not yours, take care Rhydian,” I have no idea why I said that, but I don’t want anyone making a claim on what’s mine. I try to twist out of his hand that still holds my waist, but his other hand grabs me and he holds me in place.

      “If you just found out, you don’t know that it’s not mine. The timeline is perfect.” His scowl deepens and I get more anxious. “Were you going to tell any of us?”

      “Let me go,” I demand, but the slight quiver in my voice and my wide eyes gave way to my false bravado. “I just fucking found out. I have no idea how to get in touch with any of you. Was I going to search? I have no idea. I haven’t gotten that far yet. All I know is, this is my child. No one will take it away from me.”

      “Shit, I don’t want to take it away from you! I don’t know if it’s mine, but if it is, I want to be there,” he’s getting as anxious as I feel, his voice was higher, and he got the words out quicker than needed. Switching from foot to foot and running his hands through his hair, I couldn’t help but smile.

      His words shock us both. He stops moving and his brows are drawn as he stares at the floor. We only had one night. Men in our world don’t really stick around, nor do they want to have a burden or weakness like a child to worry about.

      “Look, I know you’re a Hollow and I’m an Other. I’m the only one of my kind I’ve come across in a long time, besides my own family. I don’t know the risks between our kinds. I haven’t honestly ever cared. If you’re keeping this kid you need to find out if it's mixed, and with what.”

      Too much information, too soon. I didn't know he was an Other. I thought he was a Hollow. Yeah okay, he’s huge, but they like to show off! A little magic here, a shift of a body part there. We were all too drunk to really get into any of that. It was strictly, primal, carnal, hot fucking sex. I barely remember their names! Okay, that's a lie. I totally remember their names, and every sweet fucking inch of their bodies.

      I know Hollows and Others can have weaker half breeds. There are some complications usually coming from a shifter side. There are very few that I have heard of. I don’t have the time to process this. I mean, I still have my contraceptive implant in! I don’t even know the risks for that.

      Overwhelmed, I take a few deep breaths but it does little to calm me. I reach out in hopes of steadying myself from the vertigo that is racing through me. I feel nauseated, my head is spinning and my heart is pounding in my ears. I still feel as if I'm about to drop to the ground. All of a sudden, I feel a pull on the back of my head and my body being smashed into a rock hard chest, that smells like wild, untouched nature. Trees, water, flowers, even dirt.

      A strong arm wraps around my lower back and a large, calloused hand, caresses the back of my neck. Not sure why, but I instantly relax. I pull my arms around his waist and enjoy a sweet moment with a fling I never thought I would see again.

      He lets me go, my fears and anger hit me all at once again, replacing the calm that I was enveloped in, by being in his arms. My jaw is clenched tightly shut. The pressure increases in my chest and I start to rub my arms, not sure if it’s from the cold or all the emotions.

      “What do you mean, what ‘it is’? What are you? I know Ebbin is a Hollow, are Merrick and Rhett Other? None of you showed any signs that y’all were Other!”

      “Okay, quit. For one, we’re all able to shield parts of ourselves and we aren’t arrogant pricks, most of the time. You had to have had some kind of idea. We’re larger, our eyes are brighter than Hollows’ hinting at the magic hiding beneath them, they’re a dead give away, though we try to tone it down. We can't change too much because it's draining, and a pain in the ass.”

      I know logically, he’s right, but who the hell likes to admit they might be wrong? I know I should have noticed these things. I mean, I did, but at the time it just didn’t matter. All I wanted was them all over me.

      “I don’t know if you knew, but our drinks were laced with a spell. I know it's not an excuse, but I just didn’t even have a care at that point.”

      As much as I want to be honest, it's pissing me off. Shit. I have a vagina, isn’t there some rule where we’re always right? Wringing my hands together as I stare at the ground, I have to make him believe me.

      “It was just supposed to be for Ebbin and I. I kept buying more and we kept sharing.”

      I can see he’s getting angry. The thick vein on his forehead is pulsing in rhythm with his heart.

      “Who the fuck would have done that? And why was it done to you? Do you owe a debt? Who did you piss off?”

      I wince, as he is almost yelling at this point, and his fingers are digging into me, which were sure to leave bruises. He immediately pulls his hands away, flexing them. He stares down at his hands, his face contorted with anger as he narrows his eyes and presses his lips tightly together. It’s almost as if he blames his hands for his actions.

      “I’m so sorry, are you okay?”

      “Of course, and to answer your question don’t go all fucking crazy, alright? It was Blue.”

      Before I can even finish, he clenches his hands and stalks toward the door.

      “Stop, she has done it before, and she's my best friend. She has only done it so I can enjoy myself better; to relax. She would never hurt me.”

      He seems to calm, slightly. “It doesn’t fucking make it right. We all wanted you before the drinks started coming. There are four of us. What worries me is how are we to know which one is the father? That night was amazing, and I’ve come back here several times looking for you. This complicates everything.”

      Feeling his frustration, it takes me a moment to really understand what he’s saying.

      “You came back here. Looking for me, why?”

      As sweet as the sentiment is, it's not normal for things to keep going with a group like that. We fuck, we leave, we forget.

      “Maybe it was the spell? I’m not sure now, but I can’t get you out of my head. So I’ve come back several times. I know Rhett has been here at least once. We had a few drinks and he told me the same thing. He can’t stop thinking about you either. It's infuriating, to be honest. You’re a damn Hollow.”

      “Thanks for that. Kind of condescending if you ask me. I didn’t do anything. We fucked, yes. It was fan-fucking-tastic. The only thing that was in the drinks was a relaxer and lust. Blue wouldn’t lie to me. So as for why you’re feeling that way, maybe I have a magical vag. Hell if I know.”

      My attempt at a joke makes this behemoth of a man belt out a sudden laugh which made me jump in surprise. His beautiful, vibrant azure eyes are shining with the magic they hold inside. Lips open wide, to show an amazing set of sparkly whites. Seeing him in this state, it's refreshing.

      “Oh shit. You just might, Gorgeous, you just might. If that’s all that was in the drinks, we need to see a witch. Maybe get with your oh so lovely roofie friend and find out why we’re wanting you.”

      “You said it's only been a few times that you have come here, but I work here, obviously. I haven’t seen you since that night. Yeah, hours change, but I would have heard from Blue if one of you had come in.” I say rolling my eyes pushing my tongue into my cheek waiting to see what he could possibly say.

      “No, you wouldn’t. From what I know, Rhett, as well as myself and Merrick were shielding ourselves. Being in a city we aren’t from and it complicates things. We don’t want to deal with guards or Hounds.”

      “You can do that?”

      I know every Other possesses certain abilities, but I didn’t know more than one type can do that.

      “Most of us have a small amount of magic to go along with what we are. I have a limited amount. I’m a rare shifter, old magic, my line is actually cursed. In order for the curse to take hold, a part of the person who did this to us, well, they gave more than they bargained for. They gave their life to the curse, part of his hatred is deep ingrained in all of my kind now. Prick deserved worse in my opinion.” The last part is said under his breath. The mirth, anger, and sadness that’s overtaking him is crashing through the walls I’m attempting to build, threatening to break through. I know about curses. We grew up learning everything we were able to about the Others. Disgusting if you ask me. One person screws up, so an entire line or village for lack of a better term, was fucked.

      “What are you?” I ask him, still enjoying the warmth of his arms that are wrapped tightly around me. I squeeze his large frame a little tighter than necessary with the anticipation coursing through me, waiting for his answer. As he looks around, his nervousness at the question apparent, his eyes are shifting back and forth and beads of sweat start to form on his forehead. He takes me by the base of the elbow and leads me to the side of the bar.

      “I’m bad, evil even.  I’m a Black Schuck. Our kind, when we shift, we sense the ‘wrong‘ on a person, we can sense whether their hearts are pure, or tainted by darkness. We can see auras and we are also able to sense some thoughts, hearing if they are meaning to do someone wrong. We don’t stop. Some of us are more in control, like my parents, but that comes with age. There aren’t many of us left. We don’t want this curse put on anyone else. Not having control is terrifying. We only chase the bad people, but it doesn’t excuse what we do. I love what we stand for, sure, but what I have to see and feel, makes me hate what I am.” He’s shaking his head at the ground, his shoulders slumped and his hands fisted in a tight grasp. “We prey on perverse sexual deeds or desires.”

      With his brow drawn low, arms crossed and feet fidgeting, it's easy to feel sorry for him. His honesty is not something I fully expected, but it's refreshing.

      “What do you mean ‘sexual deeds’? I get what perverse is, but there’s more to it.”

      “Rapists, molesters, people who have sexual desires of a darker nature, the intent to cause harm and infect others with hatred and fear. For people with only the thoughts, that haven’t done anything, it’s a simpler punishment. We cause a disease with a bite. They will either die, depending on how rotted their hearts and minds actually are, or they can change their ways and go on to live happy, pure lives. The ones that have caused pain and done the unimaginable? We either eat them or we make them crazy. Most like the feed, but I like to cause the pain. We put their worst fears into their minds. They live it over and over, never knowing sanity again. I feel that’s the best punishment. Death is too quick, too easy.”

      “Wow. Well, I don’t see much wrong with what you are. You give justice to those who have been wronged. You save the people who can’t save themselves. How’s that wrong? Yeah, it's a little scary, but almost noble, I think.”

      The last thing I expected from him is a full on laugh, but that’s what he does.

      “I think I’m missing something here. Why’s that funny?” I ask, crossing my arms and raising an eyebrow at him in question.

      “I’ve never heard a Hollow so quick to accept what I am. Most run, cry, or cower. You surprised me. I might hate what I am but hearing you, a Hollow that barely knows me, defend what I am and my beast; it's sweet. I’m not though, I’m anything but. When the scent is in the air, I have no control over my shift. Yes, I’m aware when my beast takes over, but I don’t control him. I hope you never have to see him.”

      He’s getting back to the heavy, and sad parts. I don’t like it.

      “I would love to see you. Can you shift without there being a predator?”

      “Mira, I’m the only predator you need to worry about,” he answers as he holds my arms and stared deep into my eyes. At that moment, he doesn’t scare me, he makes me feel safe. I can’t help but smile at what I’m sure is supposed to be a very serious moment. With an eyebrow quirked, he throws his hands in the air and turns away from me.

      “You’re infuriating. Why the fuck are you smiling? I’m trying to warn you, but you just smile it away. Fucking Hollows.”

      The last part is said under his breath, and I can tell by the lilt in his voice he’s smiling.

      “Okay, still didn’t answer me. Can you shift right now? I want to see you.”

      “I can, but I won't. I’m not about to shift out in the open and leave you unprotected. Plus, you need to get to work,” he holds his arm out for me to take, it's kind enough so I oblige him. “I’m glad I found you and this won't be the last time we talk. I’ll stay for your shift and take you home tonight. Knowing what’s growing inside you, I can't leave you now, no matter whose it is.”

      Fucking Others! My frustration is growing along with my anger.

      “I don’t need a bodyguard Rhydian, if I did, I would call Ebbin. You remember him right? I’m fine on my own. Been walking home alone for a while now. My big girl panties are on and I can take care of myself.”

      “You’re not getting out of this. You can kick me out of the bar, but I’ll just wait outside and I will walk you home. Get used to it. You know damn well, I remember your man. I wouldn't mind seeing him and catching up with him either.” His tone leaves no room for argument and his eyes are trained on me, pushing his point home, with how hard he is staring at me.

      Before I can find my words, he’s already walking away from me. I have to follow and that pisses me off more, but if he wants to wait in the bar, I hope he likes what Blue is about to serve him. After his little macho showdown, I’m going to deflate his ego a bit. I’m not even worried that it might be petty. It will be fun. Let’s see how long he lasts when she douses his drink with a little spell that will make him hard for hours.

      With a smile on my face and my nerves still a little fried, I walked into work for the second time today.
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        Mira:

      

      

      “Okay babe, what the hell was that all about?” Blue asks as I grab a tray full of beer for a rowdy looking bunch at the pool table.

      “Short story? He knows I’m pregnant. He thinks it might be his, which it could be. He wants to stay here and watch over me. I think it's unnecessary, sweet okay whatever, but I don't like being told what to do and not having a say. You instilled that in me. Ya wanna play a little?” I ask her with a devious little grin playing all over my face. I know she’s in once her lips purse to the side and she tries to glare at me.

      “What are you thinking? And I don’t think he’s in the wrong in wanting to watch over you, makes my job a little easier, but I'll bite. I’m up for some mischief.”

      I tell her what I want her to do, and she's more than up for it. It isn't painful and won’t incapacitate him. I feel a little bad for what’s about to happen but not enough to stop it. It’s my idea after all. Let’s see how easy it is for him to hover with a raging hard-on while he does it.

      With the crowd being almost calm, no thanks to Rhydian brooding in the corner, it’s an easy start to my shift. No one has tried to get ‘handsy’ and people are even using some manners! ‘Yes please’ and ‘thank you’ aren’t something we hear too much. They just grunt and go about their business.

      Blue waves to me and I know she has her drink for Rhydian ready. Heading over to him, I keep my head held high a huge smile on my face and set his drink down on the small table by him.

      “If you’re going to be here, might as well have a drink. On the house, take it as a peace offering.”

      He looks between me and the drink several times before he takes a nice long pull.

      “Truce?” he asks.

      “For now,” I reply walking away, grinning to myself.

      I feel petty, but I can’t help it. Part of me also wants to see what he will do with the large package he’s got going on.

      Remembering I forgot to Link Ebbin, I run to the bathroom and talk a reply into my Link, letting him know quickly what happened, who’s here, what he has to say, and what Blue and I did. I hope he takes it all okay. I don’t need him rushing over here and getting himself in trouble with this new client.
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        Ebbin:

      

      

      I don’t want to leave Mira knowing how she felt and how she thought I felt. That tore me up a bit. I hope I’m able to ease a little of her fears. We should have just stayed home and taken some time together to figure out what our next step is going to be.

      For her to think I wouldn’t want anything to do with this kid if it isn’t mine shows she still has a lot to learn about me. I obviously haven’t shown her enough of myself if she’s thinking that way. No matter the years we’ve been together, we still have things to work through. Over time, we all inevitably evolve; people, opinions, wants, and even needs all change. I told her years ago I’ve always wanted kids with her, but there hasn’t ever been a need to talk about what would happen if the child isn’t mine.

      When we see each other again, I’m just going to have to spoil her a bit, make her understand me more, and show her how much she and this baby already mean to me.

      With my gear packed, along with all of my weapons, I head out to where the rest of my team is waiting for this new big shot to show up.

      My team is made up of six. The only one that comes close to me in height and weight is Gregor. Standing at five foot nine, he is our resident asshole. The only words that come out of his mouth are insults and cuss words. Most I don't understand and the others I have never heard before.

      Kane is next. At five foot seven, the stocky little shit can throw down. Not only are his hand to hand skills amazing, he can use a Broadsword like the Vikings of old. The few words he does speak, we have to make him repeat several times. He has a very thick Spanish accent and he hasn’t been here long enough to tone it down. He’s an amazing asset and one I’m glad to have with me instead of against me.

      Rios, the smallest one out of us all, is five foot one and quick. He carries throwing knives and uses his small stature to his advantage. With two sai’s, the three pointed weapons are not only used for defense; but, in his case, since his are custom made, also offense. They are razor sharp on each side. He is a beast with them. He can get right into your space and cut you down before you know what happened. Probably one of the only people I will trust with anything. He's been my best friend for years.

      Q, is our mean little Asian with a heart of gold. I’ve known him the longest, going on twelve years. His family took me in when they found me sleeping in their shed. They never judged, just took me in, fed me and clothed me. I brought him along with me since his family is the one who threw me into training right alongside him. He’s our best archer and he’s got our entire team’s back all the way.

      He knows a lot more than me, but I’m bigger, faster and stronger. Others like that shit when we have to guard them.

      At five foot four and shorter than a few of the ladies, you wouldn’t ever guess, he is also the biggest slut around. On our days off he can always bring in two or three women a night. I have no idea how he does it. I think the best pick up line I heard from him was, ‘do you like peanut butter? If they said ‘yes’ he would tell them, ‘me too, wanna fuck?’ I know he got slapped after that one, but she went home with him that night.

      Erris is our newest and final member on the team. We originally formed six years ago, with him joining more recently in the past two years. Which is fine with us because he's so amazing at creating electric based weaponry.

      His creations are beneficial for what we do, as traditional weapons don't work on Others. Bullets pass straight through Others, or they use our bullets against us by manipulation. Because of what Others could do against our old school devices, we were forced to use nylon and fiber-based constructs, that is until Erris came on board with his gift for crafting new toys for us.

      One of the weapons Erris has created for us is the Arm Mounted Electric Tasers, A-METs for short. Mira likes to call them ‘Intergalactic particle splitting ray guns’. No idea where she came up with it, but we all laugh whenever she says it. Most send out a direct wave to knock enemies down, but the best one he just finished. It fires five rounds of bottled up fucking lightning. Erris calls it an A-MEC since this one sends out a current. They go quick, but damn if they don’t come in handy! It attaches to our wrists like our Links. The only issue is they’re blocky and get in the way. If you use a sword, you won't be using a Flash Box.

      “Any more info on this guy yet?” I ask my men.

      Rios is the first to answer, “Nope. Why the fuck didn’t they send us anything on him?”

      “Man, I don’t know, it's pissing me off too. We don’t even know his name. I’m tired of these pampered Others. Give us what we need to fucking protect you and the damn itinerary. I hate going into anything blind,” Q says with a scowl.

      “We got this. Let's just get through the first night without causing shit between us and him,” I don’t want their minds in the wrong places if something goes down. It's unlikely but this is for our protection as much as it is for this new guy’s.

      With a few grunts and a couple ‘Yes sirs’, we wait in silence after that. A few moments later and a sleek town car is headed our way.

      As a giant of a man comes around to open the rear passenger door, the last person I ever expected to see again steps out, Merrick. With my heart hammering in my chest, I knew I should have expected nothing less than for this shit to happen. Mira is not going to take this well. Yeah, I did have some idea that he's an Other, same with Rhydian, but I’m still on the fence about Rhett. This pregnancy, and our lives, just got a whole lot more complicated.

      Now I think I understand why there’s all the secrecy behind his arrival. Though it doesn’t make much sense as he was here before without a guard.

      He spots me immediately after he steps out, a large smile taking over his face. My men all turn to me with a look of confusion. With a quick head shake, I try to tell them I’ll explain later and to leave it alone for right now.

      “Sir,” I start but am quickly cut off by Merrick's hand slicing through the air.

      “Don‘t. The name is Merrick and you know it. Since you and I are acquainted, shall we say, there’s no need for any of that formal shit. How’s life been Ebbin?” With a quick handshake, I get the feeling this smug bastard is going to make my life hell.

      “Good. It's been a while. What are we doing tonight, Merrick?” Short and sweet, I really don’t want to play any games. I want to get home to Mira and relax, I’m sure as hell not going to tell him what she told me earlier. I don’t want him finding her and causing her any unneeded stress. This is our kid and we’ll be raising it. I don’t want it taken away and an Other as a parent, they all have the power to do that too. I can't watch her go through that no matter what.

      “Will you be riding with me, or in your own vehicles? I have just one simple stop tonight, but the Hounds and all other Enforcement groups are requesting a guard unit for me until I get my placement,” Merrick says with a seething tone that told us all just how much he likes the idea of having to be guarded. He’s ticking his jaw, kicking the ground with his square toed, suit shoes, as he glares at the dirt beneath his feet. He’s a big guy, and obviously Other. I wouldn't want to be guarded if I looked like him either.

      “We’ll have you in the middle of the vehicles. Erris, Rios and I will be point. Q, Gregor, and Kane will take the rear. I’ll need the address or name of where we are heading.” Getting my Link ready for the address, I look up expectantly only to find a smug look slapped on his face.

      “I think it will be an easy one for you. Before this guarding the big bad Other gets more serious, I want us all to take the first night to get to know one another. This is bullshit, but I won't be guarded by a team of people I don’t know a thing about and there has to be trust,” I can understand and agree with that. We weren’t going to be able to relax, we were still on duty.

      “Fair enough. Why will this be easy for me?”

      “Because there’s a particular waitress I know we’re both anxious to see. We’re going to Blue’s.”

      Fuck me, I can't do this. Mira is going to freak. She has enough on her plate.

      “One night, months ago Merrick. Don’t make this into something that it’s not. She has enough going on while she works. You know she's going to be nervous enough. Why don’t we just find somewhere else?” I ask hoping he will listen and choose a different place.

      “I actually need to give her something. This is the first opportunity to get it back to her. Since I know now that she’s working for sure tonight, this will be perfect. I have gone twice before and she wasn’t there. Let’s go.” He’s already starting for his car before I have the chance to ask him just what the hell it is he has to give her. Him wanting to see my woman is grating on me. It isn't his fucking place. Just what the hell is going on?

      Without so much as a warning to my team, they all get into their respective vehicles and are now waiting on me, I’m the one holding us up now, standing in place with clenched fists and a glare directed right at this asshole’s car. This is going to be a shit night. I have to warn Mira.

      I let Rios drive, I’m in no mood. Turning on my Link, I see I have a notification from Mira already, probably letting me know she got to Blue’s alright. Listening to it, I’m fuming. I hit the dash as soon as she tells me what had happened before she even walked in the door. I hate her working at Blue’s, but I know she loves it. She can take care of herself, but someone groping her like that, only to be saved by Rhydian, and him knowing she's pregnant? Fuck, and on top of it all, he's Other, just like Merrick.

      As I talk into my Link from the passenger side, letting her know we’re on our way there with Merrick and asking her to stay calm. I try to get my head in order. If shit does go south tonight, the Hounds would be there in no time. No one wants that. Blue’s is a hot spot for anything and everything to go wrong. The Hounds like to stay until closing every night it's open.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Glancing over at Rhydian every few minutes, I notice he is rearranging his pants every so often. After the third time, he looks up and sees me watching him with a smirk on my face. He looks down, back up and stands abruptly as he storms over to the bar with a deep scowl on his face. I’m pouring shots for a couple when he comes up to me. With no thoughts as to who might hear, he yells,

      “What the fuck? What did you do Mira? This isn’t fucking funny!” He shouts, pointing down to his crotch with wide glaring eyes filled with accusation.

      Laughing a little too hard, I can barely get my words out.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why the hell do you have a raging hard-on? I know we had a good night awhile back, I didn’t think you were sitting over there alone, daydreaming about it. Not my fault babe,” I say, continuing to work and trying, very unsuccessfully, to hide the smile on my face as I peer back at him. He is standing with his bulky arms crossed and his eyes are wide with shock at my words. I smile sweetly to him as I cross to the other side of the bar and start wiping down the bartop.

      I know I’m playing with fire, but I can’t help it. The wood he’s sporting may be impressive, but looking around, seeing all the little bar brats in wait, it gets my blood boiling. I’m about to bare my teeth and growl. Since I can’t do that, I look over at the few women standing around unabashedly staring at Rhydian’s pants,  I stand up straight, crossing my arms and I glare each of them down. A few turn away, and the rest send glares back to me.

      “Get back to your own drinks, NOW!” I growl, clenching my teeth at one fake blonde in particular. She’s gorgeous and knows it. She’s always in here going home with a different man every other night. It pisses me off, she’s a fucking floozy. Never buying her own drinks, always mooching off others and using her fake silicone filled body to get what she wants.

      “What the fuck are you going to do about it Hollow? I can look. Shit, he yelled it and got everyone’s attention. Ain't no shame in his game either,” she says as she looks him up and down like she wants to devour him. She pushes her breasts out as far as she can, and starts tapping her long fake fingernails on the counter. She licks her lips as she takes another long look at Rhydian. “Fuck off and get me another martini.”

      She's not an Other, but for her to try and put me down in my own place? Fuck that. She has no idea what I am. Hell, for the longest time, I wished I was an Other, just to be able to get a little respect from people like her. Cause a little fear, make people think twice before acting like she is now. I have the height but that is it. Nothing special about me, but she doesn’t know that.

      “You’re standing at about what? Five two and looking up to me, in my fucking bar. Kick rocks or I will make you eat them as I throw your ass out,” I’m walking around the bar and get right in her face, she doesn’t even flinch. I’m off my game.

      She has the nerve to try and throw her drink in my face, it’s mostly empty, and only a little gets on my shirt, but what surprises me the most, is Rhydian. He grabs her arm, twirls her around pinning her arms behind her back then walks her out the door. He said he would watch over me, but damn I didn’t think it would be to some bimbo with a grudge.

      “You gotta thing for me, Mira?” He asks as he walks back up to me, still sporting his signature scowl, both eyebrows drawn down and his teeth locked tightly together while he grinds his teeth making the sides of his jaw tick. He pushed out his hips and the tent in his pants makes me look down at his impressive size once more.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady. He knows I do, and that grates on my nerves more. I glare back at him and put my hands on my hips while I try to show some false confidence, that he quickly demolishes with his next words.

      “Your little show of dominance towards the other women that were looking at me. I kind of liked it,” he's caressing my arm with a single finger, it's getting to me, making me calm just from his touch and getting me heated, he knows it. Watching his hips jut out when he sees me looking down at his pants, has me feeling a little warmer. I need to put a damper on my own libido. Fuck, this is annoying.

      “You wish. I love how you go from pissed at me, thinking I made you have a hard-on, to being all touchy feely and trying to get into my head. Not going to work, good sir. Now back off, I liked you better brooding in the corner. Go finish your damn drink,” I say while I wave him away like he has no effect on me. We both know differently.

      “Don’t wave me away. I know you and Blue did something to my drink. Makes it more obvious when she disappeared into the back right after I got it, and hasn’t come back out,” he says with his head cocked to one side and a half smirk playing on his sexy face.

      “Look stud, you’re right. You overstepped and you gave me no say. I don’t like that shit, I’m not some poor helpless little Hollow, okay? I meant it when I said I can take care of myself. Yeah okay, I’m pregnant. That doesn’t make me defenseless, helpless, or weak. When you decided to ignore everything I said, I decided it’s time for a little lesson. Don’t. Fuck. With. Me.” I wink at him to push his buttons, and then turn around drying out some pint glasses that are sitting in the sink.

      “So you think I’m a stud? Well, it's kind of what you used us for isn’t it?”

      Was he motherfucking serious? He did not just go there, and how is that all he took away from everything I just said?

      “Did you just insinuate I wanted you, for your sperm… that’s gross as hell, and also, are you trying to say I’m some kind of slut?” I turned around and left the glasses for later.

      At this point, I’m so angry, I come back around the side of the bar, and get right up in his face. It will be a cold day in hell when I let some B.S. like that go. The asshole is so full of himself, and he's laughing at me! I open my mouth to give him a piece of my mind, but am cut short when someone yells.

      “What the FUCK is going on here?”

      As I stand on my toes to look over Rhydian’s wide chest, my heart starts to hammer inside me, my stomach drops, and my palms start to sweat. Merrick. Merrick is here and standing in front of Ebbin and his team. What the hell are they doing here?

      Shit, he still looks just as good as I remember! His towering height is what immediately drew me in, but once you get closer, the eyes, deep set, silvery gray, they noticed everything at once. I want to know what they look like without magic dulling them down. His chiseled jaw is covered by a close cut beard, that fit his appearance and personality well. I usually don't go for facial hair, on him though? Delectable. The edgy, short chestnut hair is styled to perfection. He’s all muscle and enormous. His arms are probably as thick as my thighs, and his thighs as big as my waist. Pure perfection of a man. I know he's covered in just as many tattoos as I am, I think after this is all said and done, I will have to rectify the fact that he's standing here in clothes. The need to be against his hard body is overwhelming.

      “OUT, OUT, OUT!!! Anyone who has ever been in my home! Get the hell out of this bar before I get Blue out here!” I don’t need this, not right now. Whoever is watching over us has a sick sense of humor. No one makes a move to leave. They are all rooted in place. The only ones that looks like they might listen, are Ebbin’s team members.

      “If anyone of you wants to even get a chance to discuss a single thing with me, you will leave now. Go to my house and wait! I’m working and I will not deal with this shit in my workplace!”

      That seems to garner a little of their attention.

      I turn to leave, expecting them to do the same until I come face to face with a pissed off Blue. She’s standing with her hand on her hips, pursed lips and a scowl on her face.

      “Listen to her, now! I don’t give a rat’s ass what you idiotic, sphincter goblins do! Unless you want to go toe to toe with me, leave. Yeah, even you Smith!” She commands, pointing to Merrick.  With a death glare for each man while she stands there with her hands out at her sides, her palms up ready to start a scary magic show if they don’t start obeying her command. She turns and glares at Rhydian, looks down and a tug in the corner of her mouth has everyone, yet again, staring at his junk.

      “Oh, screw this. I know what you did, you damn Witch. I also know what else you can do. Yeah, you’re a little scary, but you can't do much to me. I’ll go as long as I have your word Mira, that you will do as you said. I’ll wait, but this needs to be dealt with. It won't just go away.”

      The softness in Rhydian’s voice lets me know it wouldn’t be a fight. He’s simply there to help, and to take care of me, the reasons why he's being this way eludes me, but you better believe I am going to find out. Ebbin comes to kiss me on the cheek and instead of letting him, I shy away. This situation is already awkward and I’m still riled up from the fight Rhydian and I had, and now Merrick showing up.

      “I’ll be home soon, I’m not mad, this is just a bit much. I love you, now please, get him the hell out of here,” I say shyly trying to avoid his gaze. A simple nod and tight smile are what he gives in reply. He goes to lead Merrick out with a hand on his shoulder, but Merrick won’t move.

      “Ebbin, I hope you explain this when we get to your place. I’m about to flip.” Merrick’s glare was on me, but now his silver eyes are trained on Ebbin. He crosses his arms and shakes his head angrily.

      “Ebbin won't be doing any explaining. That’s something you better get and get it fast. I said that I would explain and I will. You leave him out of it. If I find out you're causing shit, you better believe I’ll call the fucking Hounds and have them escort you away. This is my life that y’all are interrupting and honestly? I’m fucking over it.” I pointed my finger at him and glared back at his wide eyed face.

      That was apparently the wrong thing to say, but I’m not about to back down from this shit. I still don’t understand why Ebbin is here with him. He's supposed to be with some new client. Unless… Oh, fuck no. It all makes sense now. I feel like an idiot for not connecting the dots sooner. Ebbin is fucking guarding Merrick.

      “You wouldn’t dare. That’s not even okay to joke about Mira. I will listen, but don’t bring the damn mutts into this. For all our sakes,” he sounds broken, his words rushed and his hands are out in front of him like he is trying to calm me down.

      “Then just hear me out, alright?” I’m getting so tired. Exhaustion is creeping in and I just want to go home and sleep. My shoulders are slumped forward and I take a deep breath and exhale loudly.  “Look, I’m guessing you’re Other, aren't you? You're tall, built and hot, but you showed no other signs. I’m tall, hot and all that jazz, but I’m simply Hollow. I have to make a living so please, please, just leave, and if anyone fucking knows how to get ahold of Rhett, do it. I'm not repeating this.”

      They all know it's final after that and to leave this situation alone, for now. I walk around the circular bar and the gawking patrons that just got a show of a lifetime. I flip a few off that are snickering as I walk by, and run upstairs to the loft. The only other girl we have on staff is new. Ori, she's super sweet, but still has yet to get the gist of things. I hope she can deal with the bar while I have a mini break down. Blue will be up here once things are calm, I’m sure of it. Slamming the door unnecessarily hard, I lean my back against the wall beside the door and slide down. I feel so defeated, I hang my head and close my eyes trying to get everything out of my head. With a light tap at the door, I hear it creak open before I have the chance to reply to the knock.

      “Tatts, babe? Where are you?” She’s looking right above my head and doesn’t see me sitting on the floor.

      I grab her leg, startling her, but surprisingly, she doesn’t make a sound to tell me she got the slightest bit scared.

      “I just need a minute to decompress, I’m sorry. I'll be back down in just a minute.”

      She shuts the door behind her and slides down to be at my level, but even her being my best friend, I just want to be alone right now. How the hell did all of this get so complicated? One night and my life has been tipped on its axis and I have no compass to tell me which way to go. Merrick has no idea what's going on, but I know with Rhydian’s complex opinions and personality, this won't be easy with either of them.

      I can only imagine how Rhett is going to feel. He’s the fun jokester out of the three. The night we met, when any fun, upbeat song came on, he never hesitated to grab my hand and pull me up to dance, boy could move! Smiling at the memories going through my mind, sadly it doesn't help what's going on right now.

      “No, you're not coming back down. I'm going to pay you out for a full night, don’t even worry about this. I want you to go home, get things sorted with these guys, and take a few days off. I know you aren't hard up for the cash and Ori is doing fine. If I need any more help, I’ll just call in Keri. She needs the cash, she will show.” I can’t see her face since I have yet to turn on a light, but her voice is low and calm. I know she is trying to help, but all I need right now is something to keep my mind off of all this. Not be left to sit and worry further, with nothing to do.

      “I can't just leave it like that Blue. I need to get things settled, but I also need an outlet. I can't stay cooped up in the house.” I shrug my shoulders knowing she can see the gesture and give a small smile in her direction.

      “Look, you're taking a few days off, no ifs, ands, or buts. I want you to go out with Ebbin, go get some cute little baby shit, enjoy the start of your new beginning, okay? I love you, and if I see you around here, I will kick your pregnant ass all the way back home.” she lets out a small laugh and I flip her off in the dark.

      “Blue, it's too much, too soon. I'm going to need you. So if I do show up, I won't be here to work, so you can kiss my pregnant ass on that one, okay?” I stick my tongue out at her.

      I stand and turn on the light, when I turn to face her she is running her hands through her long tresses, and sighing dramatically. I won and she knows it. I should just stay here and hide out for a bit. I love this place. It’s where I grew up. The huge open floor plan, the only walls are those around the bathroom. It's all open space and huge windows. The giant L shaped couch is most likely more comfortable than my bed. Huge plush pillows to fall into, a nice fluffy white rug to run your toes through. A few chairs and a monstrosity of a TV hanging on the wall. The perfect place to watch the sunset, is the large window at the front that looks down to the street of the bar and out to the city.

      Making my way over to the kitchen, I throw the tea kettle on and grab my favorite mug. Blue got it for me last year as a birthday gift. I know if I take it home, Ebbin will steal it. So, it stays here. On the front of the mug it says, ‘Others Need Lovers Too’. It has a set of vampire teeth on it, and when it gets hot, red blood drops start to show from the heat. It definitely fits Blue and that's why she got it for me.

      “Fine, but if you really want to see me, just call me. Let's go out and get some ice cream, maybe some coffee. I know you aren't giving that up, and you know it’s bull what they say about it stunting the baby. Don’t read into everything. I gotta get back down there,” she throws her hand up and points behind her to the door, as she stares at me like I am a wounded animal. Her eyebrows are down and there’s wrinkles forming on her forehead. It's not something I am used to seeing on her. “Call me anytime, babe.”

      She comes over to me and wraps me tight in her comforting arms, I can't help but get a little emotional. Blue isn’t one for contact, unless she’s fucking you, or feeding from you. Usually, those go hand in hand.

      “I will. Thanks,” I say as I embrace her back and smile at her gorgeous face when she lets me go and turns to the door.

      “Hey, who the hell is taking you home?” she asks as she turns back around before she was able to reach the door. Her eyebrows are raised in question.

      Seriously? Not her too.

      “I’ll be fine. Just like I told the guys. I have done this for how long? Go away, lady.” I laugh at her while I look down at my teacup, trying to avoid her gaze.

      “Fine, but keep your Link up and have me ready. I’ll be there in a flash.” I don’t look up at her but answer her while I continue staring down at the mug and countertop.

      “You got it. Now go.” I finally look up to her flashing a smile, but she flips me off as she walks out the door. I blow her a kiss and hear her laughter even after she shuts the door. I stand there and shake my head at her demeanor. With my tea made, I head back over to the couch and stare out the windows. It's past dark but the lights over the city make everything come to life, in a crazy, fun, bright way. The shadows of the buildings surrounding me, make the skyline look like the cover of an amazing futuristic book. The lights reflecting off the tops of the buildings shooting up into the sky making it have an almost ethereal glow. I take a seat on my couch and blow on the hot tea I’m holding.

      I start thinking of Ebbin. He’s excited about all of this, so am I, I just don’t know how we are going to deal with Rhydian wanting to be there, until we know whose child it is. Why the hell does it matter? Why can't he and Merrick go back to their lives, and leave Ebbin and I to ours? Yeah okay, I smell good. That’s not topping out the creeper scales or anything. Can there really be something to this whole ‘being drawn to you’? Or is it just something to get into my pants? Stupid way to go about it if so. If Ebbin is okay with it, all they would have to do is ask. All of them. Again. I can't get into thoughts of that again. Shoulders back and head held high, I get off the couch and rinse out my still full cup of tea. I need to get home and deal with everything. So with that, I head out the back door of the loft so I don’t have to pass through the bar. Of course things can't be as easy as me just getting some fresh air and walking home alone. Rhydian is standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I thought you said you would go to my place and wait?” I cross my arms and glare at him. His eyes crinkle at the corners when he gives me a panty dropping smile.

      “I said I would go and wait. I didn’t specify where. I told you I would be taking you home.” He crosses his arms back to me and licks his bottom lip and then tugs it slightly into his mouth.

      “Okay, how did you know I would be coming from here, and at this time?” I try to squint my eyes more and pull my arms around me tighters.

      He breathes deep and looks up at me, still on the stairs, his eyelids are half closed and his mouth is slightly open. I know he just fucking smelled me and I should be a little weirded out, but I’m not, I’m turned on, again. He looks like he wants to fuck me right here on the stairs. Wish you would.

      “Wish I would what?” his smile grows and he puts his hand out for me to take.

      Oh my god. I did not just say that out loud!

      My eyes are bugging out of their sockets, and my mouth is hanging wide open in mortification and shock.

      “I, uhh, nothing. Just answer the damn question.” Foot in mouth Mira, crap.

      He shakes his head, his mouth turned up on one side, and he looks at the ground as he tells me, “I can smell you, as I'm sure you just guessed, and for the second part I asked Blue where you were when you didn’t come back down. She told me you were up there and were going to be leaving soon. Are you ready? Did you leave anything?” his head cocks to the side and his smile turns sweet as he raises his arm for me to take.

      Before I can embarrass myself further, and without replying to his questions, I take his offered arm and start walking, pulling him behind me for a few steps before he catches up. The streets are mostly quiet but for a few late night pub crawlers, it's the beginning of their night and their shenanigans are just about to start, I wish I could stay and watch what they get into.

      Breathing deep, I let my mind wander and enjoy the old time feel of the neighborhood around me. None of the buildings on this street are single story monstrosities, with all the hard edges and harsh paint colors. They’re all small and tall, two to three stories. The history behind each building is amazing, the little ice cream shop across the road was once an old post office, I think the second story is now used as the owner’s apartment, as are much of these buildings. Minus the arcade that used to be a brothel from what I’m told. This is the only town in the state that has kept the long ago feel of a time almost forgotten by the years. The owners build with the structures, not over them. They just keep fixing whatever needs to be fixed and it's good that they do, it makes the other residents here follow suit. We get a lot of tourists around here and our economy is flourishing.

      Shrouded in a quiet calm, we enter the more rural part of town. The large overgrown fields giving way to the enormous old growth trees and the sweet smell of plants the plants that are in bloom. The road to my home is out of city limits, so they’re riddled with potholes and cracks. The smell of wild jasmine floating in the air,  the trees swaying in the silent winds, and the sound of the ever raging waters is peaceful. Exactly what I need in this moment. Peace, quiet, and calming scenery.

      I pull Rhydian over to a small grassy patch and sit down. He doesn’t say anything, just quirks an eyebrow but obliges my strange demand. The darkness is comforting to me and this is one of my favorite spots to come to. I love this little place in the daytime, but at night, there is an entirely different look and feel to this little grove. Comfort, silence, safety... perfection. Rhydian sits beside me with an arm touching my back but not holding me. I need a little more contact, I want to be surrounded by his massive arms, enjoy the simplicity of the night and forget about the rest, at least just for a few moments. I stand and move in between his outstretched legs leaning into his chest. He doesn’t move at first, he’s rigid and unmoving, but soon relaxes with my closeness. He seems to understand what I need, as he pulls me flush against him. His legs encasing me and one hand resting on my belly. He leans into my neck and inhales. What the hell is up with all the sniffing? The sound and feel of his breath on my skin has me shuddering and turning my head further away to give him better access. He doesn’t move, letting the silence hang between us. He doesn’t take what is offered, but I’m okay with that. It isn't what I brought us here for anyway.

      “Thank you. I needed a little more calm before the preverbal storm. Touch has always calmed me. I’m sorry if I overstepped. You just look like you would be comfortable to lay against.” My eyes are closed, and I relax deeper into the comfort of his body.

      His mouth, still so close to my skin, sends a delicious shiver up my spine.

      “Never apologize, you most assuredly did not overstep. I never take any time like this to openly enjoy the night. Like the old song says, the freaks come out at night, so I’m usually on alert and tense. I should be thanking you. You can lay against me anytime. I’m enjoying this, maybe a little more than you,” as he speaks I feel his hardness pushing against my back. “Just, don’t wiggle around, it might turn into something you're not ready for.”

      I turn my head to look up at him, with a devious smile, playing on his face, he gives me a chaste kiss on the nose and I turn my head back to lay on his chest, smiling from ear to ear at his sweet gesture.

      I could stay like this forever.

      “I think it’s you that isn’t ready. You already called me out earlier remember, stud. You just get to have the fun part of trying to convince Ebbin.” I tell him as I rise to my feet. We all need to figure out where we stand, and what they think, they’re going to do.
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        Merrick:

      

      

      The ride to Ebbin and Mira’s is short, but long enough it gets my mind going and I start to dwell on what I heard at the bar. She’s pregnant.

      I need to know just what the hell Rhydian and Mira were arguing about. Is this about that night? Or did they have another with just Rhydian? She had the birth control implant when we were together, but none of those are ever one hundred percent effective. If there’s any way this can be my child, I’ll be there, she won’t be able to keep me away.

      Hollows and Others have been known to interbreed, but there’s severe problems in the pregnancies, even if the mother is the Other. They lose many children. In a few cases, the mother, child or both had passed. I don’t want either of those outcomes for Mira. If the child is Ebbin’s, it will make this very easy, no worrying about any difficulties other than what a normal Hollow pregnancy holds. I still won't leave her though. I’m tied to her, bound to her in a way I can’t explain.

      I’ve gone to Blue’s a few times previously, to try and find Mira again, but she was never there. I’ve seen the other men waiting for her too. We all agree there’s something enticing about our seductive little Hollow, yet we can't place what. What's more concerning, is that it's all of us.

      It's hard not to appreciate all she has. In the short amount of time we spent with her, we’ve learned a few amazing things. Not only is she gorgeous and funny, she’s also driven, steadfast, and loyal to her man, but she's also smart and witty. Fuck if those tattoo’s don’t make me hard, just thinking about them.

      I've only met one other Hollow female with her height, but she was a meek, scared waif of a thing. She was poked, prodded and bled to try and figure out if there was any part of her that might have been Other. The Conclave are ruthless fucks when trying to determine what an Unwanted is. I can’t ever imagine truly being an Unwanted. Thrown out by your own family or abandoned. I don’t know what happened to the other woman or remember her name. I am just glad Mira is nothing like her. She wouldn’t let anyone do those things to her, or bring her down.

      Mira has sexy, long exquisite legs, wide welcoming hips you can’t help but want to grab a hold of while pulling her into you and get lost in the moment. Her sandy blond locks falls down to her waist in bouncy curls, perfect to wrap your hand around and give a good tug while you have her bent over. Full voluptuous breasts and tattoos covering all that soft, pale skin makes her perfection. With a pert little nose, ample lips, and the most intense, dark blue eyes, you have to get close to make sure they aren’t black. I love blue eyes, but I’ve never seen any quite like hers. I wanted more of her, I need to have her next to me, on top of me, in every way. It’s driving me mad. The need is pushing me to do stupid shit, like trying to come up with excuses to see her again. Telling Ebbin I have something to give her was true, but it isn’t what he's most likely thinking. I want to give her, me. Ebbin will be more lax on the situation. I know he's already having a hard time leaving her so much, for shit guard jobs like this. He told me as much that night we had all been together. Now that she's pregnant, maybe it would sway him more to my side, more protection for her and the child. Convincing Mira to let me in, that’s going to be the hardest part. She’ll do anything to make Ebbin happy, even if that means making herself unhappy in the process. She enjoyed us all that amazing night. Hell, we all enjoyed one another. I petitioned the damn Conclave and Hounds to let me transfer just to be closer to her. Even if she doesn’t accept me, I’ll stay and protect her from afar. She means too much to all of us.

      We all stay in our vehicles. No one wanting to further the conversation and anger Mira, or ourselves. I hate how I approached Ebbin, he has no idea that I specifically asked for his team. I threw him for a loop just showing up the way I did, under all that secrecy. No doubt he wants to tear into me and demand to know what I’m doing here. He’s keeping me at a distance and that’s my mistake. Things will be harder now that I have lessened his trust. I wasn’t prepared to find out Mira is pregnant when I came here.

      I’ll keep my word, and wait for her, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy or that I like it. I didn’t want to push Mira any further, Ebbin will be sure to tell her I’m prodding and throw me out.

      This is going to be a long fucking night.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Hand in hand, we find our way back to my place making small talk. I’m happily surprised to find out he enjoys cooking. That's not something I would have imagined a man like him would enjoy; a man covered from head to toe in tattoos. A man that thinks ball caps and tight jeans are the comfiest thing to wear, a man that turns into a giant, killer beast. Though from his bulk you can tell the man likes to eat, that’s for sure. He’s bigger than Ebbin, he can put some food away. He thinks it’s hilarious that I actually play war games in a Link. He promises to show me some hand to hand moves when we have some free time. I feel elated after he tells me that, I can only imagine what a beast he will be!

      As we round the last corner up the drive, I see the two black SUVs of Ebbin’s team, and a sleek town car that I can only guess belongs to Merrick. I take a deep breath steeling my resolve and my nerves. I hold my head a bit higher and make a beeline for the waiting men. I haven't let go of Rhydian’s hand and he squeezes it once letting me know not only can I do this, but he’ll be right here.

      While we were in the grove, he told me that he’ll let me get everything that I need to say out, before he asks his questions, which he admits, there will be many from just him. That’s a comfort in itself. Not only him waiting, but the questions. He won’t be going into anything blind, he genuinely seems to care about me and this baby.

      We are ten feet from the first car, and all the doors open. Six men very dear to me, one being the love of my life and the others, amazing, lifelong friends, have nothing but smiles for my advancing form. The two men I’m unsure of, are the ones standing in the middle of Ebbin and his team, a giant of a man I have never seen and Merrick. They all look down to where Rhydian and my hands are joined. Shrugging the looks away, I hold tighter to Rhydian as I pull him with me to stand in front of Ebbin. I clasp Ebbin’s open hand and walk inside our home.

      Everyone that follows us in, all finds a wall to lean on, or a chair to sit in. No one seems to want to relax. No one takes a seat on my large comfy couch so in a very unladylike manner, I let go of Ebbin and Rhydian’s hands, and fall into the plush pillows and soft comfortable seat of my couch, alone. The pillows and cushions are overstuffed, thick and inviting. If no one else is going to join me, so be it. I don’t look at any of them. I don’t know the right words to say, so I sit here waiting, hoping someone else will start this off for me. Ebbin kisses the top of my head and tells me he is going to make me some tea before we get started. I look to my buddies; they all look perplexed just standing there holding up the wall.

      “Guys, y’all can either sit, and hear this lovely little tidbit about me getting freaky with your lead, and a couple other guys or, you can go Link up and get me some extra levels on my game. Only two can go at a time, so you’ll either have to share or go raid the fridge. I don’t much care,” I say smiling to each man of Ebbin’s team with affection. Rios flips me off with a cute grin taking over his face, so I stick my tongue out at him. So mature. The rest of the guys can’t disappear quick enough and leaves us without a backwards glance. Merrick’s silent, giant of a chauffeur turns to him and says he will be waiting outside. Thank fuck. He gives me the creeps. He reminds me of that huge guy from some weird TV show years and years ago that was named, Leonard, no, Lurg, no, Lurch. That’s what it was, Lurch!

      Taking off my pink flats, never did get the chance to change into my heels, I pull my legs under myself finding the most comfortable position. If I’m going to hash this out, you better believe I am going to be comfortable while doing it. Before I’m done getting situated, Lurch walks in and heads straight for Merrick bending down to whisper something in his ear. “That elitist taint biscuit is already here?” Merrick exclaims, loud enough to rouse the entire house. His eyes are filled with amusement, yet the glare he gives to the giant of a man has me questioning the amusement I see in his eyes.

      I can’t help but snort, and try to hold in my giggles. What the hell kind of an insult is that?

      “This isn't my house,” Merrick says as he turns to me, shrugging his shoulders, leaving an unknown choice up to me.

      “Who’s here?” Ebbin asks, walking into the living room with two steaming mugs of tea, his brows raised to Merrick and one side of his mouth pulled up in a half grin.

      “Rhett has decided to grace us with his self serving, sphincter biscuit having ass.”

      “Okay...” That's all I can manage to say, to spit out. My stomach is aching, from how hard I’m laughing and my eyes are blurred by tears. I can't believe what this hoity-toity ass is spewing; it's amazing! I have never heard such terrible, yet hilarious insults.

      Trying to calm myself down, I think back to Rhett and his arrival, I wonder if he's staying in the area? He got here pretty quick. At least I would only have to go through this once. That makes this situation a little easier in my mind.

      A sizeable six foot six lithe frame walks into my living room. Smaller in build compared to the rest of the guys, but Rhett is no less impressive with his long, alabaster hair pulled back in a knot, his bright almond shaped jade eyes search me out immediately.

      With his full lavish lips turned up in a sneaky grin, he walks to me, and sits as close as he can to my curled body on the sofa. Soft, clear, olive skin covers his tightly corded body. His skin is free of blemishes, no tattoos, no scars, simple perfection. His strong, squared chin, juts out at me to get my attention. I look up into his eyes and give him a small shrug, I don’t know what he’s expecting me to say, and right now, I’m a little too preoccupied to care. He grabs my hand and gives me a chaste kiss on top of it. That small sweet gesture gives me enough push to start explaining.

      In the only way I know how to do things when I am this nervous, I blurt it all out.  “Rhett, Merrick, Rhydian. I’m pregnant. My conception date lines up with the night we all shared. I have no idea who fathered this child, but I’ll tell you now, it’s mine. I don’t give a shit if two of you are Others,” my words, spoken so rapidly, you can barely understand what I say. That doesn’t mean shit to them, they understand.

      Not even missing a beat, “Sorry to say it, babe, but I’m Other,” Rhett interrupts.

      Go figure, of course he is! This just makes things a bit more scary and much more complicated. I don't know the first thing about half breeds, let alone how to take care of one!

      “I hate you all. I hope you know that. You need to warn people before you fucking stick your dicks in them. Yeah, yeah, I should have asked,” I wave them off before they can start in. “I’m beyond caring at this point. Okay, what I need to know, before y’all get your questions going is if this child does end up being one of yours, will any of you try and take it away from me?” I look at them, including Ebbin, dead in the eyes.

      Rhett, still holding my hand is the first to answer.

      “No, but I’ll want to be here no matter whose it is, every step of the way.”

      Good enough answer, though I'm not sure about him being around that much or the others. I am trying not to dwell on his words too much so I can hear the rest of their answers. I look to Rhydian on my left side. He takes my tea away, setting it on the coffee table and grabs my other hand while smiling down at me.

      “No, but like Rhett, I want to be here. I’ll want to be in this child's life no matter what. I'm not saying we’ll all move in together and live happily ever after, but there’s something going on. I don't just want to be around you, it feels like I have to. I told you before there is something about your scent that is enticing to all of us. If I stay, even at a distance, I want to be involved. I hope you can accept that?”

      He’s looking down at our joined hands, with a slight frown taking over his beautiful face. I don't think I can say ‘no’ to him, even if I want to, and that’s the strange part. I don’t want to say no, I love the idea of all of them staying, but that’s confusing.  But this is something that will have to be discussed with Ebbin, in private.

      “Asshole beat me to it. I agree with Rhydian. I put in for a transfer. Working, training, sleeping, relaxing, you were a constant at the forefront of my mind. Would I prefer to get a bigger house tomorrow, and have all of us move in as soon as possible? Yes. Will I? No. I highly doubt Ebbin is going to let that happen, but I hope you give us this chance.” He turns to address Ebbin, who in turn swivels his body to look Merrick in the eyes. He crosses his arms, waiting to see what more he has to say, clearly not happy with how this is going. His body language is letting us all know, he doesn't want to hear what they have to say and isn't the slightest bit happy. “That night we didn't all just fall for her. We fell for the feel of everyone, the sense of being complete, and wanted. No, we aren't into getting it on with each other in that way, but being around you and her? I know I speak for us all when I say this, we didn't want to leave. Those other two douche canoes are as close to me as brothers. You felt like they do, safe, honest, like family. The knowledge of Mira being pregnant doesn't change the fact, we all would have found our way back here at some point, and would have been asking then, what I am now.”

      The truth behind his words hit Ebbin and me hard. I can tell he's genuine. The hope in his eyes and solemn look on his face telling us as much. Hearing him lay it all out there? It makes sense. I know I have also had some of the same feelings. One night isn't enough. Before we all ended up in bed, we were all just hanging out, having fun. It was amazing. Rhett is a sneaky, carefree, full of life goofball. He doesn’t seem to be serious about anything. Rhydian is quiet, almost shy but an observer. He loves to be touched, like me. He’s simple and easy.

      Merrick is the serious one of the bunch, brooding in the corner, leaving the jokes to be made and enjoyed by the rest of us. He’s a protector. I tripped over my heels, after having a few too many and he was quick to jump and catch me. When one of the other patrons got a little too rambunctious, he was right there in front of us all making sure no one was in his way while he was escorted out of the bar, by a very angry Blue.

      Ebbin’s demeanor has changed significantly. He now stands with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slightly drawn in and he's staring out the window.  Running his hands through his hair, he huffs out a breath and comes to sit in one of the stately leather chairs across from me. Merrick follows suit and takes the one next to him.

      “That's a discussion for later. Right now this is about Mira. Let’s let her finish and we can go into that after, possibly.”

      Merrick gives a quick nod in agreement and turns his attention back to me.

      “Look. I'm glad all of you want to stick around, even though there’s so many things we don’t know. Thank you for what all of you said about this baby. It means the world to me. My next question, for any of you, is that I have no idea what this pregnancy can bring. Do any of you know what will happen, I mean, to me or the baby?”

      Looking to each of them again while biting my lip, no one says anything. Going into this completely ignorant is not something I’m thrilled about. I can get the answers I need from other people, though I’m hoping there won't be a need for that. I'd rather not involve anyone else in my problems, they're sensitive to me. Merrick catches my attention when he leans forward and puts his elbows on his knees. He starts running both hands through his hair messing it up, yet it still looks sexy and perfectly styled.

      “There are a lot of risks. I won't beat around the bush and try to save your feelings. I know you hate that shit. Most women, Hollow or Other, tend to have issues, what they are, I don't fully know. I do know a lot of mothers die in childbirth, or the child doesn't make it to full term. The couple I do know, where mom and child both made it, they had amazing partners and even better medical teams. They were shifters, they had the strength of the pack behind them as well. Even then, it’s terrifying and you never know what is going to happen. There are only two children I know of that have been born successfully from a Hollow and an Other in the last twenty years.”

      I feel like I’m going to throw up. The blow he just gave me sends me into a downward spiral. Me or my child. Can anyone truly make that choice? I’ll always pick the baby, but would they if it came down to it?

      “What do you mean a pack?” Ebbin asks before I can get the words out.

      “They had bonded mates. For one female, it was her and her three men. Her Harem as I like to call it. They took her as their Alpha and bonded to her. Her siblings did as well, but not quite in the same way obviously. The bond lets others lend her their strength or give her a boost. Just like if someone in a pack is wounded, the Alpha can lend them the strength they need and pull from the rest to add to it. I don't know if a Hollow can do it, but if you ever want to try, I'm your huckleberry.”

      Asshole just used a line from my favorite movie. Doesn't matter how old it is, you just can't beat the acting and plots from all those years ago. I roll my eyes at his use of the old movie line, and cross my arms as I close my eyes trying to really think about his words. I don't know about all this bonding shit. I’m not ready for that. I get there is time and it might come to it. I’m just not ready for it right now.

      “I'm not too sure on how I feel about all of this. I mean, just hours ago this was between Ebbin and me to worry about. I'm not even sure how I really feel about all of you being here. I think I speak for both of us when I say we appreciate it, but it's a lot to think about. The pack bonds have been explained to me before by Jeremy, but I didn't know you can pick your own Alpha.”  I nibbled on my bottom lip in worry and started rubbing my hands together. “Why aren't all Others doing that? I doubt it will work with Ebbin and me, that seems a little far fetched. For Others it makes sense, but for Hollows, there's no way. We’re normal so we don't have the abilities you do. Pack magic comes from what you all are. We can’t make a bond like that, and just what the hell does a bonded mate mean? Is it like what the stories say? Like, we’re together forever? Hardly seems fair. What if one of us wants out? I don't like not having a choice, or leaving people without one.”

      With confusion and frustration overtaking my mind, I’m barely breathing unable to catch the breath I desperately need. This is a little too heavy, too quick.

      “I need to get some fresh air. Ebbin, will you come with me?” I’m up and away from the two giants on either side of me before they can move. A few grumbles and one heavy sigh, I turn and try to give them a reassuring smile. I doubt it does much but I’m trying. I just need a moment to decompress.

      Walking out the back door with Ebbin on my heels, I turn before he can stop, and we collide into each other. His massive arms come quickly around me and steady me on my feet. This right here, is where I want to be. Safe, comforted and in his arms.

      “What the hell is going on? I thought I’m the one that is going to be laying some ground rules, and telling them off for their behavior. Now, the conversation is going into a territory I don't know how to follow. I'm out of my comfort zone right now. I appreciate they all want to stay no matter what, and Merrick’s words make sense. I’ve felt the same about them a few times.”

      I have yet to tell him, I don’t want him thinking he isn't good enough, or that I prefer them over him. I can’t however, control how I felt after that night. All three of those men have been running around my mind since. I thought it would go away, but it hasn’t. I want to block them out and focus on only Ebbin. I can’t now, all of them are in just as deep, if not a lot more than I am, and it makes me happy.

      “You don’t ever need to lay ground rules. If they don't listen to you, they can go. I have your back in this, all the way babe. At any point in time. Yeah, there's a twenty-five percent chance one of them is the biological father. Bugs, you're one hundred percent the mother. It’s as simple as that. I also called Lyra,” he lets go of me and throws his hands up like I’m going to hit him. “Don't get mad. I know you hate her, but she can help us.”

      I look up to his face, and can’t help but grin. With a slight frown, his brow line drawn, and his bottom lip pushed out he looks adorable. That face is what I always get from him when he does something he knows I’m not going to be happy with. He thinks I’m going to be angry that he talked to that snobby bitch face. Since she’s a full Blood Fae with healing abilities, not only can she tell me what my baby is, she’ll also be able to help me through the pregnancy. She’s in hot shit with Ebbin, but she has no idea I detest her, nor will she ever know. I need this to work. If Ebbin can get her to help, I'm all for it. The price might be a little high, but I’ll do anything for this child, well almost anything. There is no way I will give her our blood, that could end up really bad for all of us. Seems like he's willing to do the same.

      “I'm not mad at you, but thanks for the reprieve from all the heavy. That will actually help. The only thing I have reservations about is the payment. I won't give her any of my blood, especially, now that I'm pregnant. There’s no way in hell that I’ll risk her having that power over me or the baby. It might just be for a short time but I'm just not okay with it. Will she take anything else?”

      “She owes me. Do you remember when she snuck the tissue with my blood on it? I told her I saw her take it. She was too scared to deny it, especially after I told Rios to get the Hounds. We made a deal, she keeps the blood and can't fire me, I keep her secret from the Hounds and the Conclave, so now she owes me a favor. It's already paid, the entire length of the pregnancy and birth.”

      That giant devil! Fuck, I love him. Jumping up into his arms, I bite into the soft flesh of his neck and suck. He grabs the back of my head and tugs on a fist full of my hair. With a growl, he pulls me away reluctantly. I can feel how much he enjoyed it. The proof is prodding me right in the stomach.

      “I swear you're crazy. One minute, you're freaking out, the next you're trying to rip my clothes off and fuck me. This is going to get worse later on too. Your hormones are going to wreck me. Maybe it's not such a bad idea keeping the guys around. I'm going to need some protection and time away from the crazy!” Holding his arms in mock defense, I punch him right in his gut. His upper lip turns up in a fake sneer and his eyes shine in the moonlight as he lifts an eyebrow at me. The punch didn’t do much good, but he deserves it and it felt good to me. Smart ass.
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        Rhydian:

      

      

      I want to go to her, pull her in my arms, and promise her the world. It's not my place, yet. Soon, I can feel it. She needs us just as much and we need her. She calls to me and my fucking beast. It's a constant battle to keep him under control, he wants to protect her to bathe her in our scent. He has yet to retreat to the back of my mind where he normally stays, waiting for the time when a predator emerges to prey on the weak. A few times he has almost broken through and taken over, I’m barely able to keep him contained. My energy to fight him and keep him from scratching through the surface is quickly draining me. If he wins and forces a shift, he won’t hurt Mira, but she isn't ready to see him and I'm not ready for him to be seen.

      I'm not a pretty little wolf, a fluffy kitty, or an amazing dragon. I'm fear and death personified. My beast shows it all. I can feel her pain, her fears, and her happiness, all of her emotions. Being what I am, I can sense it all; every feeling a person has. We gave her too much information, she isn’t ready to learn the horrors of our world. There isn’t much choice now. When she comes back in, she needs to make a few decisions about the child, us, and herself. The others are giving it to her, the information and their opinions, how she wants it, straight. The unease in her is pushing us all. Pushing us to make her happy, give her what she wants and needs. We’re all on edge and can't think straight with her like this, the urge to please her is driving us to be more for her. Sitting on the overstuffed, fluffy, couch waiting for her to return is making me anxious, my beast as well, he wants out.

      I clutch the sides of the cushion I’m sitting on and take a few deep breaths to try and calm my racing heart. I try to keep my mind busy, taking in the details of her home. Pictures of her and Ebbin hang on all the walls. No other family or pets. That's strange. I think to myself. Most people, Hollow or Other, have numerous keepsakes of their families. These walls are filled with their love of each other, no one else.

      Light yellow walls give the house a comfortable feel, the dark leather sofa, and chairs clash with the paint. Not sure what they were thinking with that, but who am I to say shit? Maybe the place came painted that way. The seats aren't worn on the chairs or couch, so I highly doubt they actually spend any time out here. She told me about her love of gaming in the grove and Ebbin is the same, so it only makes sense that the time spent in this house is elsewhere. If she lets us in, her gaming days will slow, and we’ll have her everywhere, literally and figuratively. Families don’t run off to other parts of the house, excluding those that need to be close to them. Before with her and Ebbin, that would have been fine, but now there are three more of us, none willing to let her go a second time, especially with what she is carrying inside of her.

      Rhett is the first to get up, obviously not liking this situation. He walks around looking at all the pictures, some he touches others he smiles sadly at. He turns down the hall without a word heading for what I assume is the kitchen. Fucker is always hungry. I can sense he's happy, about Mira and getting to see her again, but the prospect of being a father, surprisingly I feel that he is overjoyed. It doesn't take away from the fact it was all thrown on him as soon as he came through the door. At least I had a bit of time with her and a little time to think over things. If she accepts us, he will be her constant companion. I can already see that. I might need touch, but Rhett can’t stay alone for long. With his past, he will spiral if ever kept away from any of us. We all have some hard things we’ve had to learn to live with, but his shit is the worst.

      Merrick and I were lucky when we found him. His abilities had just surfaced and he had no idea what was happening, or why. We were able to get him calm, just before he made the second biggest mistake of his life. The first still haunts him. There isn't a night that goes by he doesn’t wake us up with the nightmares and his screaming. I hope she’s able to calm the hate in his heart and fill in the parts that have been missing since the night we found him.

      Broadening my senses, I search for any feel of Mira, happiness is all I find. I delve a bit deeper, listening as well as trying to feel. The child's heart rate is strong and steady. It’s already moving inside of her, swimming around and growing at a perfect rate though Mira most likely can’t feel it yet. The child is already creating a bond with her, acclimating to Mira’s needs and the magic inside of her is growing, helping her and Mira stay strong.

      I can feel the child calling to my beast. Needing the closeness of both her parents. When we were sitting in the grove, with my hand over her belly, the child was insistent, moving more, trying to get closer to my essence. If she hates me for keeping this from her, I will deal with it with that when the time comes. She has a strong bond with Ebbin, not a mating bond but nonetheless, a strong one. I won't come in between that. Let them enjoy the moment. My time will come. I just hope they are ready for it. I won't let go once they let me in. To any of them.
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        Rhett:

      

      

      Walking through this place, not only did it bring back some amazing memories of a certain night, but it brought a few old ones to the surface. Not the welcome kind either. Seeing all the pictures of Mira and Ebbin, so happy and so obviously in love. It tugged at something deep inside that I thought was long ago buried and wouldn’t surface ever again. I want everything they have, the bond, the closeness, the love. The only problem is, I want it with Mira and she’s taken. Could she truly be willing to stay with us, all of us?

      I've had my fair share of women, what can I say, I enjoy the hell out of them. That one night we shared with Mira? It changed everything for me. Two months and I haven't been with any other women. Since that night, I haven't wanted to be with any other woman. It's not to say that I haven't tried, trust me, I tried, but right before I could seal the deal, Mira's face was all I could see. The guilt of trying with any other woman is enough to tamper my desires. I left each one with confused and swirling emotions. They thought I was rejecting them. I was in a sense, but I was trying to save them from the false promises of seeing them again, and lies of how much they meant to me.

      Rhydian can sense her, smell her. His need for her is different than mine or Merrick’s. Merrick and I aren't shifters so we feel differently for her, not deeper or more, just different. We have made our own bonds and have solidified the broken pieces inside ourselves, because of her. She has healed us. Something deep inside me is tethered to that smart mouth sexy woman, and I’m grateful everyday for meeting her.

      The first time I touched her, I grabbed her wrist to move her back from some drunk asshole that was stumbling around everywhere, almost hitting her. Every nerve in my body was lit up like a live wire. I didn’t know who she was, but seeing this gorgeous woman about to be harmed, I couldn’t help but pull her out of harm's way.

      When I came in tonight, the same thing happened when I held her hand. Those sparks and tingles of electricity raced through my entire being. Exciting me and pulling me deeper into the spell she was weaving. The moment pregnant left her lips, complete and total elation, then came the fear. Merrick saved me from being the harbinger of shit news about half breed pregnancies.

      Before my family left me to rot in the streets, my mother was a powerful Witch when she became pregnant with me. One of my fathers is a Hollow. When I hadn't came in to my powers, my fathers couldn't handle the letdown and I was cast out. Not only did we lose my sister, but my mother passed not long after. A Witch with her own healing abilities, couldn't save not only my sister, but herself.

      How will any of us handle the loss of Mira’s child, or her? She might still be unknown to me, but her body and spirit already call to me. I can't hide what I am or what I feel, I don’t want to either. We’ll all do whatever it takes, good or bad, to make sure they are both safe. I’m not the only one that would be utterly wrecked if anything happened. Ebbin, Rhydian, Merrick. All of us.

      Thinking back, after the initial shock and pain of losing my mother, my fathers couldn't handle more loss, more devastation, I was a disappointment they didn’t need. They just packed up and left me. The house is mine, but I haven't been able to set foot back on the property since everything happened. I fled to the streets, trying to fight, and die. Hoping something would trigger my inner being. My second half.

      The night it happened will haunt me forever. Fourteen years old, I spit into someone's face. That one small act changed the course of my life for the better. After I had spit into this random man’s face, he kicked the back of my knees, making me fall to the ground. I was down on all fours and utterly humiliated. I was dirty and smelled terrible. I had lost so much weight, the strength I should have had to protect myself was gone. I wanted to die and I was willing to starve myself to do it. I was already tall by that time, a sure way to catch anyone's ire and let it be known that I was not only alone and Other, but powerless as well.

      My eyes were a dull green, not yet bright and full of life, and my hair was stark white. That was the second thing that set me apart, painting a target on my back. When a Hollow saw a weak Other, they always took advantage and try to bring them down a peg or two. I get it, I do. We came in and took over their world. They’re dying out while we are thriving. I don't blame them, nor do I hate them even though most Hollows hate us. Guess we’re lucky Mira isn't like one of them.

      After the first kick when he dropped me, I looked into his eyes and spit. A backhand to the face and I was down in the dirt again. My anger at being bested by a Hollow is what drove me to fight back. I might have wanted to die, but not like this. I wanted to go out with some kind of honor. My family were a strong and feared people. They never backed down and I wanted to show the mother I lost, that I was just like her. I would fight till the end. I wanted to hurt him and that's exactly what I did. Pulling myself up off the ground, he called me all the names in the book he could think of while slapping me around. Strangely the word that did it was Unwanted. The rest went in one ear, and out the other. ‘Unwanted’. That's exactly what I was though, what my fathers made me.

      The anger that had been rising in my gut was seeping into my entire being, it finally took over. Pulling his hate, the Hollow that was beating me, and his rage into myself, fueled not only my own feelings of rage but fed my power. Pushing into him with both hands, he flew away, flying in the air ten feet away from me he fell to the ground limp. I was shocked, thinking someone else had done it, but looking down the street and seeing nothing and no one either way. I walked up to him only to find his chest completely gone. From his collarbone to his hips, everything was shredded, and gone just a giant hole that used to be his chest. The fear of being caught hit me hard, so I took off down the street heading for where, I had no idea. I just knew I need to get the hell away. Looking back one more time at the mangled mess of a man, I was still running and I ran straight into someone, knocking the both of us to the ground.

      “What the fuck! Get off me you pervert! I swear, if you don't get off me now, I’ll call for the Hounds, you disgusting Other!” The shrill angry voice of a female assaulted my ears angering me again. The woman’s face was contorted in anger, her glare aimed at me while she raised her fists like she was going to hit me. Her mention of the Hounds had the dread pushing its way back in. No way in hell was I going to let her up and have me killed or who knows what from the Hounds. That’s what would happen. An Other killing a Hollow is a big no-no, the biggest rule of our kind. Of course it happened, but not in cities like this.

      Pulling yet again at the anger I felt inside of her, I was about to lash out when two bodies crashed into me from either side. With my arms pinned, struggling and yelling was all I could do. It was pointless, but fight or flight was all my body seemed to register at that point.

      “Calm the fuck down. We saw what you did, you're like us. Just stop and let us help you before this gets any worse! We aren't going to hurt you.” Those were the first kind words I had heard in almost a year. Later he would tell me his name was Rhydian.

      I didn't stop. This Hollow was now going to get him and his friend in trouble too. I couldn't risk that. I closed my eyes and kept struggling. I had to get free and take care of the bigger threat that was right in front of me.

      “Look, kid, you need to stop, breathe. She isn't a threat to any of us. I'm going to talk you through something, but you have to listen. Do exactly as I say, okay?” I looked over to my left, brilliant silver eyes stared right at me. The intensity of his gaze startled me. I stopped fighting then, and waited for them to tell me what to do next. They said I was like them. Maybe they really did know how to make this better, and how to make my magic listen to me, instead of controlling me.

      “I want you to hold her hand. You feed on pain, hate, and anger, but you can also turn those things into something good.” The man with the silver eyes said. Puzzled, but not wanting to let the two people that had just saved me down, I listened and took her hand in mine. She struggled against Rhydian who was now holding her from behind and tried to pry her hands out of mine. I didn't let go.

      “Close your eyes, push into her mind. Simple way, think of her forehead and push. Sounds stupid as hell but that's how I’ve heard it said before,” I couldn't help the snort that left me at his words. I tried to clamp my hand over my mouth but was too late. Not only had he heard, his silver eyes were boring into me, making me shrink under his intense gaze. I quickly looked to the ground. He didn't say anything or reprimand me, he just kept talking. “When you're there, I want you to calmly but firmly push harder, and tell her to forget the last ten minutes. When you feel her mind dull, it's done. You can release her and come back to us.” Looking over to him like he was nuts, with wide eyes and my mouth hanging open, I was at a loss for words. Seeing my mother do this, it was possible, though nothing was explained to me at the time. I didn’t know how to do the things she did, I just got to watch her train a few times. Being new to all of it makes me doubt I could do this at all. Merrick, I would later find out is his name, had only confidence in his gaze and nodded once for me to listen and try what he had asked.

      Staring at the woman’s forehead, I did as he asked and pushed. I closed my eyes in concentration. When I connected with her mind, it felt like a void, like I shouldn't be here. I was intruding on someone else's private thoughts and I could feel it, her mind fighting back, trying to get me to leave. She even tried to push back, push me out. I could hear her yelling in my head to leave. She knew what was about to happen since it was explained right in front of her, so I tried harder.

      When I finally found the calm of her mind, where she was unable to push me away, I asked her to forget what she had seen, forget any of this had happened. Her mind, surprisingly quickly, accepted what I asked of it, and I could feel she was forgetting already. I opened my eyes as I pulled out of her mind. I looked around, and both the of the Others were standing over me. I stood between Merrick and Rhydian, looking down at the woman I just about killed, I offered her my hand. “I'm so sorry, I didn't see you there, are you alright?” I asked as I looked to Rhydian and Merrick with confusion and surprise. My eyebrows were pulled down and my lips were pursed and to the side, I started to chew on my inner cheek when I saw the woman come to in front of me.

      With a bewildered look on her face, she looked over to the three of us shaking her head and placing her right hand over her temple to try and ease a pain that I must have caused. “Yeah, I'm alright, must have hit my head. Thank you.” She didn’t take my offered hand. We watched her gather her things and walk away.

      The rest is history after that. We haven't left each other since. They are my family. They accepted me from that day, with no questions, just kindness in their hearts. They even found me other Warlocks to train with and learn from. I still don't know the full extent of my abilities. I still feel a part of me is missing but I’ll learn in time.

      
        
          [image: pb]
        

      

      Stepping closer to the open door where Ebbin and Mira are, I catch the tail end of the best conversation, I have heard all night. “I also called Lyra, don't get mad. I know you hate her, but she can help us.” Lyra is a well-known healer in this area. Ebbin already made the arrangements to get Mira seen. This would make things much easier. I can work alongside her, giving Mira some personal protections, as well as cast a few of my own over her body. Knowing we’ll now be able to find out what the child is? Instant relief.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Turning to head back in the house, I nearly walk right into Rhett.

      “Eavesdrop much,”  I tease, as I give him a quick hug, feeling lighter and in better spirits after the talk Ebbin and I just had.

      “Any chance I can get,” he grins showing me his pearly whites while his eyes twinkle with the mischief hidden inside.

      Ebbin pats him on the shoulder and walks to living room. I follow him, with Rhett close behind.

      “Are you hungry or thirsty? Is that why you were in the kitchen or were you really just trying to sneak in and listen?” I laugh lightly at my own words. Hopefully it’s enough that he knows I’m just teasing him.

      “I was hungry, but it can wait now that you're back. There are more important things than food. Only a couple things, but I'll let this one count,” he jokes back bumping my shoulder with his much larger one. He’s so tall he has to lean down to do it which makes me smile brighter in the dimly lit hallway.

      “Mira is always first. Food is second. If you're hungry, go grab a bag of chips off the counter, I left some salsa by it earlier,” Ebbin says, his voice deep, but calm and low. I can’t see his face, but he sounds genuine, not angry or annoyed that Rhett was there when we came back inside. Rhett slaps Ebbin’s shoulder and heads back to the kitchen to grab the chips.

      Rhydian is still in his same spot on the couch. But looks slightly uncomfortable. His forehead is beaded with sweat and his hands are tightly clenching the cushion he’s sitting on. Merrick, standing in front of the double bay windows, with his large arms clasped behind his back and he’s swaying to some silent tune only he can hear. He looks adorable. Clapping my hands as loud as I can, I garner their attention, and a scowl from Merrick, who obviously is caught unaware.

      “Alright boys!” I exclaim loudly, while I rub my hands together and take a spot, standing behind the couch. “Let's get this over with. No, I didn't talk to Ebbin about us all getting cozy, but what we can all agree on, is that we’re all okay with this,” I say gesturing to my belly. “You want to be there and Ebbin and I are fine with that. This relationship or whatever it is, or can become, will be taken one step at a time. I'm done with what I have to say, does anyone have anything they want to add or does anyone have any questions? I feel like I'm a fucking professor and I hate giving lectures. So hurry up, if you have something to ask, do so now.” I push my shoulders up and slide my hands into my pockets, stand there, waiting for someone to say something. No one says anything for a few seconds, and I start to bite my bottom lip getting a little nervous at the silence.

      “Not much has really been said. I mean we know what's kind of going to happen, you want to be there? You can be. You want to make a suggestion? Go ahead but it doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. Don’t push anything on her or me. We have to do this as a team. When we find out what the baby is, no one gets pushed out. If one of you ends up being the dad, get it through your head, I will be one too. I’m not going anywhere.” The finality in Ebbin’s tone brokered no response from anyone. They all just smiled at him. His words proving his place in my life, that he is beside me, and will back any decision I make. I couldn't have said it better, or smiled wider when I looked to him and saw the soft smile playing on his own lips and the way his eyes sparkled in the light. I don’t think I can love him anymore than I do right now, in this moment.

      Rhett, now standing beside me behind the couch, I didn’t even notice him come back in. He elbows me in the side. Granting his need for attention, I peer up at him. I can't help the giant smile that takes over my face. I look to all the men in the room and start to giggle. The rest of the men all look at me like I have gone completely mad as I put my hand over my mouth and bend forward from the fit of laughter that is overtaking me.

      “Look at Rhett, you knob gobblers,” I say as I gesture towards his face where he has salsa not only on his chin but also on his fucking forehead! “I can’t help it. He's so innocent!” The next bout of giggles rushes out of me, and I hear a few of the other join in as well, I can barely see out of my tear filled eyes, as I look back up to Rhett who is trying to get the salsa off but also smiling.

      “Man, I get the chin, I do, but how the hell did you get it on your forehead? I can't even begin to guess,” Ebbin says as he joins in on the fun. He is gesturing to Rhett’s face and sucking in both his lips trying not to laugh.

      Rhett is looking at us all, still trying to wipe the salsa away. He got it off his chin, but after the fourth attempt to find it on his forehead, and missing, I decide to give him a hand. I walk up to him and wipe it off with my thumb licking my fingers after I’m finished. The heated look he turns on me has me second guessing my actions but wishing I could do it again.

      Seeing him so riled after such a simple thing, my mind didn't register what my body has done until it’s too late. With my lips on his, Rhett stands stock still for a minute before it registers with him, that I initiated this. That it’s okay to touch me back. With one hand on my lower back, his other reaches up and fists in my hair. Without pulling, he holds it tight and pulls me flush against his chest. My tongue caresses his closed lips and in answer, he opens himself to me, and kisses me with a fervor I didn't know he possessed.

      Someone clears their throat and a blush takes over, as embarrassment flows through me. I turn sheepishly to the men in the room. Merrick, who stood up at some point, has taken his sweater off. Muscles bulging through the thin material of his t-shirt, he has a hand over his mouth and one brow raised in confusion at my actions. Ebbin is shaking his head while he looks at his shoe with a smile playing on his lips, lips that I am having a very hard time staying away from right now. Rhydian, being the one that cleared his throat, is walking over to Rhett and me.

      Before I can say or do anything, he grabs me away from Rhett’s arms and pulls me into him, we fall backwards onto the couch and roll until my chest is against him and his mouth has overtaken mine. He isn't slow with his kiss, he’s brutal, fast and possessive. I’m ready and waiting for what any one of them is ready to give me.

      If Ebbin minds, he would have said something.

      Rhydian lets me push him onto his back so I can straddle him. Adjusting so my legs are encasing his, I can feel all of him. The delicious pressure building between my legs from us both gives me the push I need to take off my own shirt. I need the feel of his hands on me, everywhere and anywhere. Without hesitation, he obliges. As he sits up to take off my bra, I feel how much he wants me. The evidence apparent when he pokes me in the stomach with it.

      “Alright look, I really want to kick myself right now, believe me, I want nothing more than to have this go on. We need to get back on track. Not sure if you all forgot, we still have five other guys in the house that can walk out on us at any moment. I'm sure they have families they would like to get back to at some point tonight, which means I need you to follow me home, Ebbin. The sooner that happens, the sooner you get back here to your delicious fucking woman.” Merrick is about to get kicked right in the balls for stopping that!

      But he's right, and I honestly did forget about the boys.

      Pulling myself off of Rhydian, I grab my shirt and throw it at a smirking Rhett. Before I can get up to get something a little more comfortable to wear, Ebbin is handing me my long nightshirt. When the hell did he gone to get that? He didn’t want to stay and watch? Slamming down my dirty thoughts and needs, with my body now covered, I look to Ebbin. Seeing nothing on his face that would make me think he's angry in any way puts me at ease and I was able to take a deep breath while I smiled to myself, thinking how utterly delicious Rhydian really is.

      “Alright. So we have a Blood Fae that Ebbin works for. She owes him a favor. Not only will she take care of any of my needs for the entire pregnancy, she is also willing to do any tests we ask,” I want to reassure them. I thought that's all I’m doing but I’m so wrong. I didn't think they would react so angry.
      

      Rhett and Ebbin are standing quietly behind me, while the other two jump from their seats, and star hollering. I can barely understand them with how loud they are being.

      “Shut up! One at a dang time!” I yelled, getting their attention and their silence. I can finally think again!

      “Merrick, you first,” I say, as I rub my temples and close my eyes. I can feel a headache coming on.

      “I know we need this, but using a Blood Fae is still dangerous. You can't, under any circumstances give them your blood. I am not trying to tell you what to do. I swear, but they are notorious liars and take without consent,” his rigid posture, crossed arms and anger filled eyes has me wanting to laugh at him. I feel bad, but he didn’t let me finish.

      I’m getting annoyed with him until he said he isn't trying to demand things of me. I understand where he's coming from. Ebbin already has this covered.

      Clasping my hands in front of me, I wait for Ebbin to reply, this is his deal, he made it and can explain the debt better and why this won't be an issue.

      “It is dangerous, but all of you, all of us, will be there. Mira won't be using her blood, neither will any of us as payment. The Fae is Lyra. I'm guessing a few of you know her.” It’s a statement, not a question. Rhett is the only to acknowledge, nodding his dead slowly. Rhydian, stoic as ever, just listens with a blank stare on his gorgeous face. His bright blue eyes staring ahead at nothing.

      “I got hit in the face while protecting her a while back. She didn't know I saw her but, she took the rag I used to wipe the blood away and kept it. We made a deal after that when I confronted her. She could keep the blood, with no ill use towards me, or I would get the Hounds on her. She owes me and this is how she is going to pay it back. She knows the consequences if she fucks up.”

      While he lets it all sink in with the guys, I get up and walk towards him, putting my arms around his waist, it’s a simple gesture and one that I love. We stand there and hold each other, not saying a word. Just relaxing into one another. I believe in him, we would be fine.

      Everyone’s comfortable with the situation, now that Ebbin cleared everything up with Lyra.

      “What is going to happen now, Mira, what do you want from us?” Rhydian asks with worried eyes, they were open wide and pleading with me. I didn’t want him to think I wouldn't involve them in anything. That’s the furthest thing from my mind.

      “I want you around as much as all of you would like. You’re welcome here anytime. I just want to take things slow, see how things progress, in their own time.” My answer is the right one. The corners of his eyes crinkle and the panty dropping smile he is aiming my way brings a smile to my own face, I wink at him once and turn to see if anyone else might have some questions.

      We’re all attracted to each other, there’s no doubt about that, but a relationship? With four men. That seems like a lot of work. Someone would feel left out at some point. I sure as hell won't split up my days with them. I want time to be spent together, with each other. I found myself looking forward to the future. More so with them now by my side.
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        Mira:

      

      

      With Merrick leaving, so too does Ebbin and the rest of his team. I know they heard a lot of what has happened, but I’m fine with it and they seem to be okay with it too. None of them judged, they each simply give me a hug and caring smile as the leave, and it’s final they don’t care, they just give silent support. I love them.

      Rhett is intent on staying behind and explaining more to me about who, and what he is. I can’t wait to have a little one-on-on time with him. Rhydian the last to go; he pulls me tight into his chest and inhales my scent one more time. With his hand trailing down my backside, he squeezes once, kisses the top of my head, and is gone before I can move.

      A saying from years ago I had heard in a movie pops into my head, ‘I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave.’ That about sums it up! Long legs, tight round ass, I want to slap it, just once.

      Finding Rhett outside, I walk over to where he is. He isn't moving at all, just standing there like a statue. Eyes closed and his body is rigid. He must have heard me coming, I’m never quiet, yet he gives no indication that he knows I’m there, by his side.

      Going to touch his arm, I hit some kind of a barrier, an inch away from his skin and I can’t touch him. I pull my head back and my eyebrows pull down in confusion. “What the hell?” I say more to myself, but my words make him come out of his little trance. Opening his eyes, he smiles sweetly down at me.

      “Sorry, anytime I cast, I put a protection spell around me. Just a small one. I don't like to be caught unaware and casting takes a lot of concentration.” He rest his hands on my shoulder and shrugs his own once, when he finishes explaining that to me.

      “Okay, so what kind of Other are you? Casting, I'm guessing you don’t shift into anything cute and furry like Rhydian then?” Still looking down at me, he quirks one of his eyebrows and his mouth falls open.

      “There’s no way Rhydian shifted in front of you. Not only is it NOT safe, he's definitely not cute. Furry yes, but not cute.” His hands tighten on my shoulders and I peer at each one raise my own eyebrows at his actions. He lets go when he sees the look on my face.

      “No, he didn't, though I begged him to,” I admit as I pout my bottom lip out and drop my shoulder at my displeasure that Rhydian wouldn’t shift for me.

      “To answer your first question before you threw me off, no I am not a shifter. I’m a Warlock. My mother was a very powerful Witch, and my biological father is Warlock. Full blooded and still not very good with this shit. I can do the basics. Cast, brew up some smelly potions, and I have this nifty little trick,” before I can blink, his entire body is engulfed in incredible blue flames that sway and dance over his entire body. He’s beautiful without the flames but with, he’s truly amazing, there aren't any words. His glamor drops and I can see him fully as Other. His jade eyes seem to be lit from within. His hair, the usual white, now shining a bright silver, in the night sky and hangs down to his waist, but there are also streaks of black in a few places and it seems to have a mind of its own. It’s twirling and floating around him in gorgeous waves of white and black.

      Rhydian, Merrick and even Ebbin have a lot of visible tattoos, but Rhett has what look to be runes all over his skin; even on his face. They were a light pale gray in some spots and silver in others. They aren’t visible when he has his guards up, so it shocks me when he lets his glamour magic fall. I take in a harsh breath of air as I try to see all of him, in all of his gorgeous glory. So this is what Rhydian meant when he said they said they can hide parts of themselves. He’s magnificent. I want to reach out to him, see what his flames feel like. I don’t want to get burned if I touch the brilliant blue element, so instead I stand there and stare at him with my mouth slack and my hands held up trying my best not to touch.

      Seeming to read my mind, he looks to my open hands. “You can touch the flames. You won't burn or be hurt in any way unless that's my intention and I would never hurt you. Come on gorgeous, put your hand through them,” his smile is infectious and his tone is low and comforting making me believe him immediately.

      Tentatively, I reach one hand out and caress the flames. I can feel the warmth of them, but they don’t burn me like I had thought they would. The flames tickle my skin and dance along my hands, and then his when he brings his hand up to hold mine, to show how he controls them.

      “This is amazing, you're amazing! I wish I could do something like this. It's beautiful,” I tell him, with awe in my voice, letting him hear the truth in my words. I know my mouth is open and my eyes are probably wide as saucers, but this is the first time I have ever seen anything like this, I can’t hold back the surprise.

      “Before I gained my powers, I had only seen my mother with this ability. I love it.” He has a wistful, yet sad look in his eye. He looks away from me and quickly shakes his head trying to get the thoughts that seem to pain him out of his mind. He steps away from me and motions for me to move away. “Here stand back a little. Do you mind if that tree stump over there gets a little, burnt? Or possibly explode?”

      Thrown off guard, yet intrigued by his request, I shake my head slowly with a grin on my face and wait to see what he's going to do. “Go for it, big guy. Just don't burn the grass,” I say as I wink to him and move out of his line of fire. Literally.

      “Here, actually come to my side and hold onto me. I will cast a barrier around us so if any pieces of wood splinter and come our way, they won't hit us.” I do as he asks and grasp his arm tightly. Feeling a slight tingle creep up my body when he starts to murmur words under his breath, I shiver at the feeling but stay in place. I don't know if the barrier will stay with me if I move, or stop touching him.

      “Ready?” He asks with an animalistic grin taking over his entire face.

      “Let's see what you got!” I smile widely back to him and hold onto him even tighter than before.

      With a slight wave of his wrists, fire erupts from his hands and he throws out a stream of it right at the stump. It does indeed blow it up causing splinters and a few larger pieces to fly back towards us. Seeing them coming at us so quickly, I jump behind Rhett and use his larger frame for protection. It doesn't matter what he put around us, it's still frightening.

      His arms under my hands are shaking and bunching. I lean forward with a question glance, I see the smile on his face and notice he’s biting his bottom lip trying not to make a sound. Jerk is laughing at me!

      “Hey! No laughing at the weak Hollow! I don't have super cool powers like you, so lay off.” I go to push at his back, and he dramatically flies forward, landing on the ground.

      Rolling my eyes at him, I stand there with my hands on my hips, and my head cocked to the side. I shake my head at him and gesture for him to get up. “Alright drama queen, get your big butt up and help me clean this up, weirdo.” The last word said under my breath.

      He catches my leg and tries to pull me down with him. Lucky for me, I twist out of his grip, grab a smaller piece of wood off the ground and throw it right at his crotch. Hitting my intended target dead on, he grabs for his junk, moaning. I didn't throw it that hard, so I know he's still playing, but I can't help but feel a little bad.

      “As much as you totally deserve that, I'm not going to say sorry, but are you okay?” I bite my own lip trying not to smile at the pain I caused him.

      “You’re no fun Mira, and to kick a man while he's down like that? Rude, just rude.” He looks up at me and sticks his tongue out. I give him the same back and start picking up the wood around me.

      “Don't worry about it. I can get it cleaned up with a spell. Do you want to keep any of it to burn?”

      “Uhm, no we don't light the fireplace up much anymore.” That brings back a few naughty memories of Ebbin and I laying on a few blankets in front of the fireplace. Naked and sweaty. My little daydream has me biting my bottom lip, wishing we can do that again… tonight.

      As he dusts his hands off, his flames die down and seep into his skin, leaving no trace that he was ever covered in brilliant blue flames. That's pretty nifty. I think to myself as I tap a finger on my chin, wishing I had something like that to help keep me protected.

      Still watching him, he says a few words under his breath, just a whisper, so I can’t hear them. I watch as all around me the wood pieces start to lift into the air, I turn in a circle watching it all with tear filled eyes at how beautiful it all is. It's pretty amazing what he can do, I feel like I'm in a children's novel. The one with the strange mouse wearing a weird pointy hat.

      All of the sudden, the wood bursts into tiny little flakes, and falls to the ground like snow. I reach my arms up trying to catch some of it, but instead of any of it landing in my open hands, or on me anywhere, the dust hits the barrier Rhett had previously put on me, and it all falls away an inch from my skin, never touching a single part of my body.

      “I didn't think the barrier would hold up if I stopped touching you. Do you have to use a lot of energy to keep it up?” I ask in the hopes that he will tell me it’s easy. That will be one more safeguard for me and the baby, one that I will gladly ask for.

      “Once a spell is cast, it doesn't continue to use energy. It takes some to make it, yes. After that, no. It will stay around you as long as you want. I hope I didn't overstep, I cast it so no harm can come to you and it will protect you from little things too, like the splinters or the dust. That includes the wood shavings. Also, say a fly flies into you? It will hit the barrier first. It’s simple things but also big ones too,” he says as he steps closer to me with mischief playing behind his playful bright jade eyes.

      “You didn't overstep at all. It's perfect thank you so much!” I run to him and jump. Without missing a beat, he catches me as my legs wrap around his waist, and my arms go around the back of his neck. Nuzzling into his shoulder, I lightly kiss the side of his neck, his arms tighten around me and a soft groan leaves his lips. I’m tempted to take this further, that sound, his moan is like a dose of his fire that spreads into me and goes straight to my core. Not wanting to turn this into anything tonight, I unwrap myself from him and peer up into his lust filled eyes. I dampen his mood immediately when I ask him more about the barrier.

      “So, obviously I can touch you. What about others? Can I touch everyone, but they can’t touch me? Are there things I need to watch out for? Can I have sex? I mean, I have this magical barrier around me, that won't let any harm come to me, but when I went to touch you, I couldn’t. I didn't mean you any harm.” I’m out of breath at trying to get it all out before I forget. This is all so new and thrilling, I can’t contain the excitement pouring out of me.

      “Okay, slow down,” he says as he puts his hands on my shoulders and smiles a million dollar smile, making his eyes light up. He slides his arms around my waist and it gives me a little warmth from the chill that is setting into my bones. I would have put more clothes on if I thought we were going to be out here this long. The sun is about to rise, I should be in bed by now, but I'm not the slightest bit tired.

      “You can touch anyone, yes. Pretty much anyone can touch you as well. Unless they mean you harm. If you feel unsafe or feel a threat of any kind, or simply don't want something or someone touching you, the barrier will follow the way your body feels. The reason you can’t touch me is because when I cast, there is always a possibility my flames will come out. The barrier keeps them in. I make it so no one can touch me for their safety and mine. Yes, you can have sex. I wouldn't have put a protection spell on you that keeps me away from getting what I want to,” he says slapping my ass and getting another heated look on his face before he turns and walks back inside leaving me to try and think over everything he said along with trying to dampen my own heated mind and body.

      Following him in, he goes straight for the couch and I go to make us tea. Two steaming mugs in hand, I sit beside him but have my body turned so I can see him fully. “So what were you doing when I first came out?” I ask cocking my head to the side and taking a sip of the too hot tea, making me bite the tip of my tongue and take in a breath of air trying to soothe it.

      Taking a sip of his drink, he gets a disgusted look on his face and sets the cup on the table to his side.  “Don’t care for the tea, I take it?” I laugh out with my tongue still on fire, but wrap both my hands around my mug so the contents don’t spill with my laughter.

      “That shit is not tea. Let me guess, it comes in a little pouch you put in the water?” He holds his hands up and dangles an invisible something, and acts likes he’s waving it around. His question confuses me a little but I nod my head at him.

      “Yeah, that’s not tea. I’ll have to bring you some of mine.” He says while shaking his head and his mouth drops in a frown on one side. Dismissing his comments on my tea, I wait for him to tell me what he was doing outside.

      “I put up a few wards around the property. Much like what I did to you, I did it around the entire house and property. If someone means to harm anyone that's inside your property line, they won't be able to enter. Sorry to say it, but we do have a few enemies. If we are going to be here with you, I want you to have all of the information. I don't want you feeling like we are keeping things from you or have something happen and you're not prepared. Not everyone likes having an Other so close. Hollows may tolerate us, but there are still a lot of them that want our entire race killed off. I can’t, we can’t, and won't, take any chances with your safety, whether you're with us as lovers or just friends. If Ebbin allows it, I will also put a ward on him. You're both family to us now. It's just how we are.” He’s so matter of  fact with everything, I barely catch it when he shrugs his shoulders and smiles.

      “I know I would feel more comfortable if he let you. I don't see why he would say no. No matter what the next few months brings, I'm glad you're here. If there are people that don't like what we have, screw them. It's not their choice, it's ours, and we will cross that bridge when and if it happens, but I do appreciate you doing all of this for us.” Leaning into him I change my direction from his lips and decide on his cheek instead. It's not because I don't want to kiss him, I do, but I want him to see the sincerity in my words without getting into anything else. After the quick kiss, I wrap my arm around his hard, lean stomach and cuddle closer into him.

      “Also? Thank you. You didn't have to do any of this. If there's anything you ever need, that I can help with, please don't ever hesitate to ask me, deal?” He places his chin on top of my head and gives me a quick kiss.

      “Deal, now hush. I want to hold you for a bit before Ebbin gets back and takes you away.” Who in their right mind would say no that kind of offer? Sitting in his lap with my head on his shoulder, I finish my tea and we enjoy the comfort of each other and the silence.

      I must have drifted off at some point, strong arms are carrying me down the hall. Without opening my eyes, I'm set into my bed. I feel the bed dip beside me knowing it’s Ebbin, I snuggle back into him and he puts his arm over me. With his hand on my stomach, he starts drawing little circles on my belly, comforting me and calming me back to sleep.

      Waking up too hot, I try to roll away from Ebbin, but come face to face with his sleeping, peaceful face. What the hell? I know I just rolled away from him, and when did he switch sides?

      Muddled, I turn my head and find Rhett staring back at me with a tired but content smile. So he was the one to put me to bed and held me. I'm surprised Ebbin let that happen.

      “I thought you left last night. How did you convince Ebbin to let you stay?” I say to Rhett, trying to keep my voice low and thinking of a way to get out of bed without rousing Ebbin.

      “He was already asleep when I got back home. You both looked too comfortable to wake. I'm sure you both need the rest,” Ebbin answers the question that is meant for Rhett. Startling me, making me turn my head to see his smiling face. He pulls the covers back giving me an amazing view of his bare chest and impressive abs. Sporting some pretty impressive morning wood, I almost roll over to him to touch it, almost. I’m not about to start something I can’t finish. Instead, I make the excuse to use the bathroom. Getting up, I kiss Ebbin once before I head into the bathroom and stick my tongue out at a smug looking Rhett, his arms are above his head and he’s making his pecs pop. So weird, but kinda hot.

      Feeling more awake after I brush my teeth and wash my face, I go to find the guys that have disappeared while I was getting freshened up. Smelling the fresh coffee, I stumble to where the delicious smell is coming from. Walking into a hard body, looking up with a frown, Merrick’s handsome face comes into view.

      “Finally up I see,” he says with a lopsided grin. “Tonight it's my turn.” His words confusing me, I raise an eyebrow at him and frown. “What do you mean, ‘your turn’? I haven't had coffee yet. No cryptic shit this early.”

      “Rhett slept with you last night, I'm calling tonight,” he shrugs like his words mean nothing. When in fact they did. I want that, him beside me. That gorgeous, muscled body under me and behind me, on top of me. Fuck, I need to get laid. I shake my dirty thoughts off and grab a cup of coffee. Taking a small sip I can’t help but be surprised that he made it right. Two sugars and a little cream.

      “Thanks for the coffee. Rhett put me to bed after I fell asleep on him. I didn't even know he stayed with me until I woke up this morning. Maybe if you play nice and toss the ego, we can possibly talk.” Walking out the door I turn and wink at him, causing him to snort and almost lose the coffee that's in his mouth.

      Would have been better if it came out his nose. “I heard that!” I hear him yell after me while I’m walking down the hall.

      “You weren't supposed to! But oh well, now you know how I really feel,” I shout back to him, smiling down into the hot coffee cup before I take a sip. I burn my tongue as I let the warm liquid linger in my mouth for too long, thinking about the fact Merrick just seemed to read my thoughts. I swear I said that in my head, not out loud.  Shaking off the strange thoughts, and feelings, I head straight for my seat in the living room that looks out to the woods, I notice a big hard body is already sitting in my favorite spot.

      “Morning Rhydian. Is this going to be a normal morning routine now? All of you showing up and taking one of my spots?” I give him a small smile as he turns and smiles brightly back at me.

      “Well since it's hardly morning, more like one p.m. that would be a yes, as for your spot…” He gets up, bowing with an arm out to me, gesturing for me to take the seat he just left. “I had no idea, forgive my ignorance,” he says in mock fear like I’m some queen that will take his head off for such an offense.

      Shaking my head at him, I take the offered seat and pull my legs under me getting comfortable. “Thank you,” I tell him with a middle finger in the air at his antics.

      He picks up one of the big leather chairs like it weighs nothing and places it right beside me. I know they’re heavy as hell, I’m the one that moved them into the living room from our bedroom a few months back.

      “I can see why you like this spot so much. I think any time, day or night, I could sit here enjoying the view, watching all the wildlife. You lucked out on this property.” I have a moment to appreciate him while he stares out of the window. His chiseled features, square chin, dark hair, and bright blue eyes. His strong body and all those delicious tattoos make my mouth water. He really is a beautiful specimen of a man.

      I quickly look down at my lap when he catches me staring and I think back to what he said. “We really did, almost every room has another spot for me to sit and appreciate nature. What's it like where you're staying?” I ask, taking a sip of my coffee, trying to get the blush that has crept in on me to go away.

      “I'm staying with Merrick for now. Rhett and I transferred over here a few months before he sent in his papers, Rhett and I were already transferring over before we met you. Merrick was on the fence but I think you swayed him our way. Thanks for that by the way.” The small smile he gives me has me feeling almost embarrassed but really grateful. I’m glad they’re here too. “He owns a large estate about four miles south of here. I think it belongs to one of his fathers. We haven't done much to air it out since it hasn't been used in a few years, but it's mostly just grass and a circle of trees surrounding the property, nothing like what you have here. You have so much new growth, the animals, the water. We just have a chunk of property,” he stares out of the window once again and exhales. I can tell he likes it here, not only from his words, but the calm that seems to take over him while he’s with me and just in general.

      “Maybe we should change that, for all of you. After all, if one of you is this baby’s dad, I would imagine you would want to spend some time with them there, in your own space. We should look into getting the grounds landscaped and more enjoyable.” I shrug trying to keep my face impassive and unreadable. I don’t want to assume anything but I was glad I said the words. I didn't want there to be any confusion on this. I would never keep a child from their father, or father from child. All I want for my little one is to have as much love and happiness as possible. He’s quiet and doesn’t answer my questions, so I ask more trying to get him to talk. “I’ve been meaning to ask, why you and Rhett didn't have any guards last night, but Merrick did, and what do you mean ‘One’ of his fathers? Rhett said something like that too, but about himself,” I ask peering into his eyes, trying to find the answers hidden behind them.

      “You would do that? You would let us spend time with him or her alone?” A sad look crosses his face. Before I can comment, it changes to one of complete surprise and happiness.

      “Of course. When I said you wouldn’t take it away from me, I meant for good. You want to be involved, I'm all for that, but taking away my rights, to my child? I'm not okay with that. I might not be a mother yet, but I already know I would do anything to keep this baby. Others always have the say over where the child will stay, and with who, I don't want that to happen and since everyone agreed you would stay here, there is less of a chance of them growing up picked on, hunted by the Hounds if they can’t get their powers in check, or taken by the Conclave. I don't want to take that chance, if they do turn out to be a… half breed.”

      Voicing my fears to him, it does ease some of the tension and worry I have been carrying with me. I don’t know how to go about saying it all properly, but I'm glad I got that much out, and that he's the one to be there to help me through it, listening intently and not judging.

      “We aren't like most of our kind, the three of us. My parents were the only ones that were a constant. The guys? They know what it's like to grow up Unwanted; cast out or castaway. I know what it's like to grow up loved. When my parents took Rhett in? It changed something in him. He learned how to feel again, how to love again. Merrick is the same yet different. He has parents, they just didn't care. Rhett was thrown away like trash.” ‘Thrown away like trash.’ That resonates deep within me, my heart breaking for Rhett. He’s so much like me.

      Running his hands through his hair, he turns away from me and stares back out the window again. I can tell he wants to tell me something more than what he did though he keeps it to himself. I will let him keep his secrets. He’ll tell me with time, when he’s ready. I have to trust that.

      “You’re right to worry but not for that reason. A child needs their mother, just like they do a father. All five of us will stop at nothing to make sure this child wants for nothing and always feel love. That, I can promise you,” he says as he leans over, squeezes my thigh and kisses the top of my hand like a true gentleman, making me smile softly at his gesture, the feelings I hold for him blossoming in my chest deeper, with each minute I spend with him.

      “To answer your other question, yes, Merrick has seven fathers. Four are still alive the other three died in a battle against the Hollows when he was eight. That's when I met him.” Getting a faraway look on his face as he stares at his hands, I sit and wait on bated breaths to hear the rest. “I was at a park with my mother and this scrawny little shit came barreling out of nowhere straight for us. Turns out he was running away from his three fathers’ funerals. He was sitting on the bottom of the slide when I found him, crying. That's his story to tell, I'm sure I've said too much already.” He winks at me and closes himself off to more questions and drinks his coffee with one hand on his massive thigh, and the other holding his cup.

      Are you kidding me? I’m going strangle him for leaving me hanging like that! That's not even fair!

      “I have two fathers as well as two mothers.” he says matter of fact and looks to me with one brow raised, waiting for me to comment.

      Two mothers? How does that work? Are the women partnered with each man or are they all, together?

      “Rhett has four fathers they all abandoned him after his mother died giving birth. Yet again, his story.” I squeeze my cup so tightly in my hands, I’m amazed it didn't shatter. My anger and hurt growing inside me. No one should be raised like that, or go through that. I can’t even form words to reply. I sit there gripping my cup tighter and tighter as I glare out the window trying to keep my tongue in check.

      “Now go get ready, Ebbin already got you the appointment with the Fae and we have to be there within the hour.” Rhydian pats my leg once, oblivious to the emotions tearing me apart in this moment. I take a breath and close my eyes trying to calm myself.

      “You seriously just unloaded all that on me and really think my head is going to be anywhere else, but dwelling on that? That’s messed up! This is not the end of this conversation. I will catch you alone, tie you up, and make you answer.” I wag my finger in his face as I stand with a glare aimed right at him. He smirks at my attitude like I didn't scare him at all. He should be scared. That was fucked up, you can’t do that to a person.

      “That is something I look forward to,” he says as he waggles his eyebrows at me. I didn't even mean it dirty, but if he's going to oblige me, then I’ll roll with it. I’m still going to get him back for leaving me in the dark. Teasing me with just enough for my heart to break but not enough to mend it back together. Asshole.
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      I walk away from him grumbling unintelligibly under my breath and stalk down the hall to my room. I have no idea what's going to happen today, but I will be comfortable and ready for anything.

      Throwing on a pair of comfy skinny jeans, a T-shirt with Blue’s logo on the front, some flats and baggy hoodie, I run into the bathroom. Throwing on a little khol eyeliner and mascara, with a little concealer since my eyes are puffy and red from the worry and stress that has overtaken me.

      Before leaving our room, I grab the pocket knife I usually keep in my right pocket off the nightstand, and the set of electric rings Ebbin got me last year for our anniversary. They go around three fingers and on the top lays a silver bar, they look like nothing more than a set of silver rings over your hand. There is small button on the side by my thumb, if I need to turn them on I can just hit the button and a current of electricity crackles over the silver. They don’t hurt me since there is a rubber ring on the inside, but if I aim it at someone and hit them the current will race through them rendering most unconscious. They’re my favorite accessory, and I haven’t worn them in awhile. Now is the perfect time, going into uncharted territory with a Fae, who knows what can happen.

      Finding the guys waiting at the door, I grab my key card and motion for them to get going. Outside, a sleek white SUV that will fit us all comfortably is waiting.

      “Who’s is this? Looks pretty nice,” I ask ready to jump in and see what kind of buttons are in it for me to play with.

      “It's yours,” Rhett, Merrick and Rhydian say at the same time. My head turns to them so quickly I get a kink and my face contorts in pain making them laugh, thinking I’m going to throw a fit.

      Why the hell would I need this? I have a car. I just don't like driving it.  Dang it looks so expensive! They are nuts I can't take this.

      “What do you mean mine? I don't need this. You can't just go buying me a dang car!” I exclaim while rubbing my neck and staring to Ebbin with wide, confused eyes and my jaw slack.

      “You do need this, Bugs. They passed it by me first and I thought it would be a good idea. Not only is it safer than what you have now, but it will fit us all and everyone pitched in. I want you to be as safe as possible going anywhere, especially while you're pregnant and after when the baby is born.”

      I know he's worried, but I didn’t think he was this worried. The waver in his voice has me instantly grabbing his arm and rubbing it trying to sooth some of his discomfort away. I know he means well, but he knows how I am with gifts and surprises. I don’t like them.

      “Fine, but it's not just mine then. I will drive it but any time anyone takes the baby anywhere, it will be in this, and I want to pitch in too. That's the only way I will accept this. Oh, and I'm driving!” I say to them all, trying to find the good in the gift and also spare some of their feelings. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.

      That got them all laughing. Merrick tossed me the key card. Catching it, I noticed the keyring with four different gems hanging off of it. One a bright blue-green oval shaped gem, like Rhett's flames, a black triangle shaped gem like the color of Rhydian's eyes, a pink heart that has to be from Ebbin and a simple round metal ball. Has to be for Merrick but I have no idea what for.

      “Y’all are going to have to explain this to me later,” I mumble, as I walk to the driver side door staring down at the key card and strange gems.

      Inside the SUV is all leather, sleek controls and it's so roomy. There's no way I can complain with a vehicle this nice. The rebel in me wants to go find some mud and go crazy, but I doubt any of my guys would like that too much. My guys? What the hell. One day and now they are suddenly my guys. Looking to the good once again, I find I’m totally okay with them being mine. I even smile to myself at the thought.

      When Ebbin gets in the front, he puts in the coordinates, I find the toggle for manual driving and head down the road. It’s a silent drive, no one saying anything, I’m guessing because no one manually drives anymore, it’s always autopilot. I enjoy the feel of the leather beneath my hands and the act of actually steering. It makes me feel safer, having the control. Pulling up to a small, white house, it is every bit the standard cliche. Right down to the matching white picket fence and all. Every open space on the large porch is covered in a different variety of flowers. The visage portrays it as simple and homey, but on the inside, a Blood Fae lives. There is nothing simple or homey about Blood Fae. They’re usually ruthless jerks. Mean and crass to the core, much like Blue.

      Ebbin is the first to the door, Rhydian and Rhett on either side of me, with Merrick at my back as we walk down the small path that goes to the porch.

      I have yet to meet Lyra in person, my opinion of her is not a good one, but I was not prepared for what met us behind the white door. Knowing what most Fae look like, I am very surprised with the small waif that answers. I understand now why she needs constant protection. Full blooded Fae are usually varied in a light pastel color. Tall and almost emaciated. The ones I have gotten close enough to notice, their eyes were always a sickening green color and the same went for this one as well. It is creepy.

      Lyra is about four feet tall, her skin a deep purple and she’s completely bald. Her face reminds me of a cross between a horse and a rat, long face, tiny nose, huge ears and giant eyes. She’s hideous.

      “Get inside. I have shit I need to do today,” she says with a sneer, her voice high pitched. It reminds me of nails on a chalkboard.

      “What a people person. This should be interesting,” I whisper to the guys, with a glare sent her way. She’s far enough away, I hope she can't hear it.

      Merrick, behind me shakes his head when I turn around to him. Rhett is trying to hold in a laugh, and Rhydian is biting his lip. They’re so easy to tease. I'm going to have to do this more often, see how far I can take it, before they finally break.

      Ebbin enters first and Lyra takes a long sweeping look over him. Not to be shown up in any way, and a little annoyed at her staring at my man, I step into her personal space and give her a hard pointed look. Her eyes look quickly to the ground as me and the rest of my guys pass.

      Inside we walk down a long hallway and are told to enter the third door on the right.

      She could have said the last door. There's nothing on the other fucking side. I think to myself.

      Thankfully no one answers me back, so I know it is said in my head, this time.

      The room has a hospital style bed and smells terribly of bleach. A few large machines surround the bed and there are a couple chairs on one side, behind it is a set of cabinets and sink.

      Being a Blood Fae, and having healing abilities, this is a little surprising. I expected some smelly candles, a couch with an old tattered quilt and some strange wall hangings with symbols that made no sense, maybe even a few shrunken heads.

      “Mira, as you have hopefully gathered, I am Lyra. I don't beat around the bush. I don't make small talk. I prefer to work in silence. If you have questions, I will answer them. To get my appearance out of the way, I am small because I hold too much power. Doesn't make sense to most, most think I am just a healer and Blood Fae. I'm not. I have the ability to take pain away and give anyone any physical feeling I desire. I won't do anything to you don't ask for,” looking to Ebbin, she glares at him for a moment before continuing. “I know what's at stake. Before we start, I need you to take your shirt off so I can examine you. I won't give you a physical, I have all of your medical records already and the physical you got three months ago will be fine. Unless you would like me to?”

      Stripping my hoodie and shirt off, she gestures for me to lay on the bed. I’m surprised she already has my records and a little pissed off. Just how the hell is she able to get those without my consent?

      Not wanting to make this any more awkward than it already is, I left it alone and answer her questions.

      “I think I'll be fine. We can do it later if needed.”

      Nodding her head, she sits on the stool to my right and starts poking at me. All my guys are standing behind her, looking from her hands to my face. I nod, letting them know I’m okay and look to my stomach.

      “I will need to taste a prick of your blood to find out what the child is. I can't use it for anything after its consumed. I have a contract for you to sign before I do that. It states everything I just told you and will hold me liable to the Conclave and the fucking Hounds.” The last part is said in a scathing tone. She scares me a little with her words, but I’m also happy it’s in the paperwork. She knows what she did was wrong.

      “I thought there would be no fucking blood involved. This was part of what you told us all last night!” Rhydian’s outburst surprises me and has me sitting up staring at him. He isn't talking to me but to Ebbin.

      “I had no idea about this. Mira, are you okay with this?” Ebbin asks, glaring at the small woman, who to her credit, looks like she can care less at what is being said or the looks she is being given.

      I nod my head once to them and give my attention back to Lyra. Rhydian’s right, but I’m here now, with documentation. If she does anything wrong, I will have her ass, and get the Hounds on her. Or my guys can take matters into their own hands and punish her. I like the last idea better.

      “That sounds fine. I don't want you to hate doing this for me. I do know the reason, but I am grateful. I will sign as long as you understand all these men will be here with me, anytime I am here. They won't leave the room. Just so we understand each other.” She isn’t looking at me but I glare at her while I speak and fist the sheet that is under my hand.

      Waving my words away, she continues her exam of my stomach and checks my legs for what, I have no idea. She knows what she’s doing.

      Finishing, she hands me the paper. Reading it over, it's exactly as she said it would be. I sign it and hand it to Ebbin. He reads it over, signs as well even though it isn't necessary. He hands it to Rhett who does the same, as do Merrick and Rhydian, making me smile and appreciate that they’re all here and really are willing do take this all the way with me.

      “The closer the blood is to the child, the stronger it will be. Would you like me to prick you on the stomach, or have one of your men do the poking?” She asks with a small needle in her fingers. Laughing at her own would be joke, I don’t find her funny, and from the looks on everyone else's face, they don’t either.

      “Merrick. Would you mind?” Looking at me puzzled, I smile at him while holding out my hand. He seems the most tense in this situation, his shoulders back, chest out and the vein in his forehead, pulsing with each beat of his heart. I want them all involved, like we agreed. I have a feeling this will bring him and I a bit closer. Knowing I need him and want him at a time like this, it might soften him a little.

      Taking my hand in his, he holds the needle with the other. Giving me a light kiss on the cheek, he lets go of my hand, pinches the skin of my stomach and I barely feel the prick as I watch him stick me with the needle. He doesn’t draw any blood. Giving her nothing more than needed, he hands the needle back to Lyra. She rolls her black tongue over the needle, you can watch the ecstasy and joy roll over her face as she revels in the taste of my blood, I’m about to throw up watching it.

      All of the sudden her eyes go wide and she slumps over. Before she can fall off the stool, Rhett catches her and places her in one of the two other chairs that are in the room. I grab my shirt and rush to her side as I try to put it on while fretting about what might have happened to her.

      Holding her tiny child-like hand in mine, I start to rub the top and lightly call her name. She is alive, but seeing someone so small and fragile, it isn't fun, and I’m genuinely worried about her.

      It takes her three long minutes before she cracks her eyes open.

      Whereas before they were green, they are now pitch black. She jerks her head up in one swift motion, stares at me with her freakish eyes and grabs my hands. Before I can move away, she has me in a vice like grip and I am taken into her mind. Somehow, I register I'm in someone's arms. I can hear the worry in the voice that is calling my name but it sounds so far away and I can’t make out who it belongs to.

      -You are NOT a Hollow.-

      What the fuck? That is Lyra’s voice in my head! And just what the hell did she mean ‘I’m not a Hollow.’ Of course I am.

      -This is what I felt, what I saw. Your blood is the strongest I have ever tasted. Feel what I felt, watch what plays in my mind.-

      Lyra is in my mind, pushing images of wings and Demons into me.

      Strange as all that is, for some reason, it also felt right. Like somehow I should know these things, and that people were supposed to be able to talk into the minds of others.

      There’s one vision in particular with a war and the very real feel of death looming overhead in the vision. With my senses muted to the outside world, the terrifying images and feelings flowing from Lyra to me were overpowering. I don’t understand what any of this means.

      Why is this what she got from my blood?

      We were supposed to be finding out if my child is going to be part Other or full Hollow, not playing scare Mira and joke around, telling her she is Other.

      Did this mean my child is going to be some kind of Demon with wings? None of the guys are a Demon. Not knowing what Merrick is, I still know in my heart he isn't a Demon. Him having wings, I can believe that. That would make the battles and Death make a little more sense to me.

      -Lyra, I don't know what any of this means. Please take us out of whatever this is. I need to talk to everyone. Including you, but not like this. I can hear them reaching out to me. I don't want to make them worry any more than they already are. They will no doubt be pissed at you. You need to release me. Now.-

      With no reply or warning, I jolt awake, my eyes flying open trying to find the faces of my guys. I'm dizzy and confused as to what just happened and wondering why I’m laying back on the bed. My vision clears and all four of my men are surrounding me, worry written across all their faces.

      “It's fine, I'm fine. Is Lyra awake? Don't be mad at her, she can’t help what happened. I need to speak to everyone,” I rush everything out as quick as I can, hoping they will spare the little Fae and let me talk.

      “You're insane if you think we aren't all pissed! That's not even a good enough word for it! Mira, you have been passed out for three hours! What the hell happened?” Hearing the fear and anger lacing Rhett's words makes me pause. From what I know of him, he's always been the joker, the one to help lighten the mood in any given situation. For him to be this upset, and to vocalize it? Insane, that’s not who I‘m a little more than worried now. I need to help ease everyone's minds, not only to calm them down but to get them back to their normal selves. Lyra will no doubt be walking into a mine zone of pissed off guys and be in a lot of trouble, knowing this lot, when she wakes up.

      But wait, did Rhett really say three hours? It only felt like we were in that vision for a few minutes, Guess I can't fault the guys for being worried.

      “Be pissed but I still need to talk to her. There are too many questions! Just fucking calm down! No one knew this would happen!” Sitting up, I get off the bed and find Lyra sitting calmly in the chair Rhydian had placed her in like nothing had happened.

      “You need to tell me what the fuck that was and just what the hell is my child?” Turning to Merrick, “What the hell kind of Other are you? She showed me images. War, Death, and wings. Nothing made sense.” I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose trying to stop the oncoming headache I can feel.

      “Not in front of her,” he replied, my annoyance topping out I wanted answers and I wanted them now. My eyes fly open and I set a death glare right on him and grit out my next words, barely breathing. “I don't give a shit if she’s here or not. Tell me or leave.” I know pushing him isn't okay, but something has to give. I’m tired, hungry and my head hurts.

      “I'm a Smith,” he grits out in a seething tone, whether it is meant for me or the Fae, I didn't know. “I don't have wings, I don't even fight… that much, and I definitely don't go around killing people.”

      “What is a ‘Smith’?” I ask rolling my head, trying to ebb out the pain and soothe the headache that is in full swing.

      “I can bring metals into my body, shape it in my mind, push it all out and work it into whatever I want. Mostly, I make weapons and spell them with certain… attributes that suit the user. When I come in contact with silver? My veins turn silver and my skin takes on a deep blue hue. Along with that, my skin is impenetrable and I can also call metals deep in the ground to do my bidding, if you want to call it that,” he’s staring at the ground trying to burn through it with the glare that has overtaken his face.

      “You could have just said you control metal. Much simpler, but thank you. I've never heard of that before. Are you Fae?” my voice is low and calm, trying to reassure him and calm him as well. I don’t want him I‘m a threat.

      “Yes, pure.” He nods once, stiff and angry with his arms now crossed. He still won’t look at me, and I’m surprised at that and his admission. If he’s pure, he looks nothing like the rest of the Fae, but neither does Lyra. Merrick has tan skin, he is all muscle and looks like a Hollow, a giant Hollow, but there’s nothing about him that screams, Fae. Getting the point he doesn’t want to say more, I leave it alone.

      Looking to Lyra, “Explain. I only slept with them. I know what they are.” I cross my arms and purse my lips at her in annoyance, wondering just what kind of game she’s playing at.

      Straightening herself, she looks me right on the eyes and yet again, throws my world off its axis.

      “YOU are Other, your child will be a full blooded Other. She will be magnificent and something our world’s have never seen. You’re a Valkyrie and a Death Demon. Your blood spoke to me with such power, it's like nothing I have ever tasted. How old are you? Valkyries don't come into their powers until their twenty-seventh birthday. I don't know enough on Demons, but if you're the child of a Death Demon, it's somewhat simple to track down your lineage from books, and to answer your other question, your child will have all of your strengths that of Death and Valkyrie if you so choose, but will also be a shifter.” Her smug rat face has my hackles up and I clench my fist to try and keep from slapping that look right off her face.

      Looking to Rhydian, she gives him a pointed look purses her lips and raises an eyebrow at him in question. Perplexed at that, I too turn to him. His hands are in his pockets, shoulders drawn forward and he looks down to the floor when our eyes meet. “What, Rhydian? Why is she looking at you like that?” I ask squinting my eyes at him, tapping my foot on the floor.

      “Because,” he blows out a breath and looks me in the eyes with regret and remorse in his own. His eyebrows are drawn and I want to go to him, comfort his worries, but his next words keep me from doing so, “I am the only shifter.”

      As much as I want the baby to be Ebbin’s, I’m honestly happy with her being Rhydian’s. He will make an amazing father, they all will. I just have a strange feeling though, there’s more to all of this than what everyone is thinking. Something else is at play here.

      “My kind can also feel their children, even in the womb. She calls to me. Found comfort when I held you in the grove. I know she’s mine, though I didn't know it was a girl at the time. I didn't say anything to you only because it shouldn't matter. You know we will all be here no matter what. She will be loved equally by us all. I'm sorry I kept it from you. I knew the truth would come out, though I didn't expect it to be this soon. I was hoping for you and Ebbin to enjoy this a bit more before it came out.”

      His words make sense, the reasoning I can almost understand. I just don't deal with secrets very well. They feel like a betrayal. He knew and he still kept it from us. If I would have known, I would’ve made a point to let him be the one to stay last night, to sleep next to me. If his daughter is calling to him, she obviously needs him. Why would he keep that a secret?

      “You need to go,” I say looking away from him the hurt I feel from his lies makes my stomach drop and I start to sweat with the pain of his betrayal.

      His eyebrows rose high on his forehead and his lips parted in surprise. I know he wants to argue and try to stay, but thankfully he lets it go. We both know we’ll talk later and figure out where to go with this then, not now. I can’t handle this on top of everything else right we have going on. I need to keep a clear head and try to work through everything Lyra just dropped, not only on me, but my guys as well.

      “Okay, I'm Other, I don't know if that makes any of this any better. How am I supposed to find a fucking Death Demon? What happens on my twenty-seventh birthday? That's in two weeks!” Hyperventilating, Ebbin comes to my side and makes me sit back down on the bed. Holding both my hands in his while someone rubs circles on my back.

      I'm Other. My baby, my little girl will be fine and so will I during this pregnancy.

      But me being Other? There’s never been any signs. The Valkyrie side I can understand since you don't know until your twenty-seventh birthday. I don't know much of the history but the pictures I've been shown they have massive, beautiful wings, hair that came to their knees and they were all warriors. The wings are going to ruin a lot of my clothes.

      Demon? I have only come across one. He came into Blue’s about a year ago. He was light skinned like me, but his eyes were red; the sclera, pupil, everything, just solid red. He also had scales scattered across parts of his skin, a few spots on his neck, hands and some lining his hairline. He definitely instilled a little fear in everyone that came around him. Yet he was polite and tipped amazingly.

      I have no distinctive traits. No abilities. How am I supposed to do this? Being a Hollow is hard enough at times, but now? Now, I'm a twenty-six year old Other that knows nothing about her kind. Nothing about what she will become.

      Unbridled fear, it’s all consuming, I want to rush out of here, away from everyone and cry. I feel so lost and alone, the fact I don’t know my own origins, and what I’m going to have to go through to become what I need to be, to be a fucking Other. I’m losing myself to the dark memories that still plague me, my childhood.

      I grew up believing I was Hollow, there’s still no way to know any different than taking this Fae’s word. I was left in an abandoned car on the side of the road when I was two. I have no memories of my parents, nothing of before. All I had were the clothes on my back, a birth certificate with my mother’s name crossed out, along with any information that could have lead someone to her.

      I was put in the care of the Conclave. Manifesting no abilities by the age of twelve I was given a choice, keep barely living, with all of the other Unwanteds, who liked to taunt and hurt anyone, or I could petition the Conclave to find me a sponsor. That's how I met Blue. She became my sponsor when she came in to request more land. She saw me sitting there, black and blue from the beatings I just received and that day she took me home. She let me live in the apartment above the bar. My requirements were to finish school and never leave after dark. She made everything so easy, but most of all she gave me love and friendship. More than I have ever known. I wish she could be here right now. Having the guys is one thing, but the one constant in your life? That's what I really wanted at that moment. I wanted my best friend, my sister.

      Pulling myself out of the dark thoughts that are taking over my mind. I pull in a few deep breaths, and I start my barrage of questions. “Okay, I want to find the Demons. Learning about being a Valkyrie will come next. Lyra, how do I take care of myself and unborn child? When I do start to change, will there be anything I need to watch out for?” My breaths are coming fast, trying to get everything out so quickly winded me a little.

      The little Fae stands from her chair, walks to a cabinet on the far wall and grabs a leather bound book with gold lettering. I can’t read what it says at all, when she puts it in my hands. The words, if that's what they even are, look like nothing I have ever come across before. The ancient language might be able to be read by some, but not me, that's for sure.

      “This is the histories of some Others. You will find much information on Demons in this and some on Valkyries. I won't give you one on shifters, you have the means to get that from the man you sent out,” Lyra says with her eyes closed and her upper lip pulled up.

      “How did you know what he is if you didn't taste his blood? You singled him out.” I pull my eyebrows down and turn my head to the side waiting for her to answer my question.

      She huffs out a breath and turns away from me but still answers. “Shifters are easy to scent, he also smelled highly of apprehension.”

      While her explanation doesn’t make sense to me, I have to take what I can get. I shrug my shoulders and stand from the bed.

      “As for the rest of what you asked, when you ‘ascend’, I believe is what the Valkyries call it, you will be in a heightened state for about a week. Your senses, all of them, will be aggravated and sensitive. When your wings show, you need to take flight immediately. If you don’t, they won't listen to what your body asks of them later. They are a part of you but they also protect you. They don't have a mind but they do have feeling. Be careful of that. The part you need to worry about is your Demon side. You're Death, essentially, you can kill with a look, a touch, a thought, with enough power behind it. You must learn to rein in your feelings or you will cause immense destruction. I don't know why you haven't shown that side before now, but I would highly suggest getting someone to unlock you.” Lifting one brow to her in wonder, I try to keep my tone neutral and not sound as annoyed at her as I am right now.

      Yippee. Not only am I pregnant and hormonal, when I ‘ascend’ everything will be ‘more’ with that my emotions are already going haywire! And now this? If anyone pisses me off, I can go full reaper and cut them down on accident. This shit just keeps getting better and better.

      “What do you mean ‘unlock’ me?” I ask crossing my arms.

      “Others who manifest late have to be unlocked. Either by immense pain or another of your kind can help push your Demon half to the surface. The latter is what I would suggest,” she says with an eerie smile taking over her hideous face and running her black, forked tongue over her bottom lip making me shiver.

      Immense pain. Door number two it is if I can't get lucky and have it happen on my own.

      “Can I manifest my Demon side on my own, randomly, what about my pregnancy, Will I be okay now that we know I’m Other?” She actually looks sad. Her bottom lip is pulled into a frown, her shoulder fall and her eyes, as creepy as they are, are wide and filled with sympathy. Lyra seems crass and up front. Not showing any emotion, so seeing this look cross her face, it is making me nervous and very worried.

      “You can, though I have no idea how that would happen. Read the book and if need, there are many Demons in the city. Find one and ask. To the second question, no you need to manifest and ascend. Otherwise you're still essentially Hollow. You must manifest first. That way your abilities and body are open to the rest. If you're only half, I can honestly not say how things will be. I have never heard of a half breed birthing any children,” she pats my shoulder once and turns abruptly away, leaving me to try and figure this out on my own.

      Fuck! Of course things can’t just be easy. I have to become a fucking Death Demon and then ascend… how do I even do those things?

      “Are we done here? There's obviously a lot we have to get done and not a lot of time.” I stand and pick up the hoodie Ebbin was holding out to me, trying to keep my shaking hands to myself for the moment.

      “We are, though your men aren't. They have questions,” she says with her back to us.

      Almost forgetting they were there, I turn and find them all with solemn looks, eyes down, shoulders slumped and they are all fidgeting in some way. Ebbin meets my eyes then looks to Lyra.

      “What do we have to do? She's an unregistered. With her pregnant and new, they will take her. You know the rules just as much as I do, it doesn’t matter if she’s not showing any abilities.” The waver in his words and his hands clasped tightly behind him, have me going to his side and rubbing slow circles on his back and squeezing his forearm with my other hand trying to comfort him.

      A chorus of ‘no’s’ and a slew of cuss words have my nerves up and I’m thrown off guard, yet again. A shrill whistle brings everyone's attention to Merrick.

      “No one is saying shit. That's final. Let her stay unregistered. If they find out and take her, we won't be able to do shit about it. She will be alone, tested and most likely beaten to see what all she can do.” He’s standing with his large arms crossed a scowl on his face and his jaw is ticking with the annoyance at even suggestion they tell the Conclave about me. I can’t help the smile that is plastered on my face at how protective he is. I love it.

      “I'm with Merrick, though I don't understand how or why they would do that. Still a newbie here. I don’t know the ins and outs like you do.” Once the Conclave was done testing you, they either sorted you with your own kind, as Other, or put you with the other Hollows. They don’t teach you anything about Others, that’s how weaknesses are found out. I squeeze Ebbin’s forearm tighter trying to get my anger under control, but it’s no use. There’s too much going on and I’m getting really irritated with them talking over me instead of including me. “Been less than thirty minutes and y’all are already making me hate listening to you,” I just want to go home and I needed Blue. Uncharted territory isn’t one of my strong suits, I go into everything with at least some knowledge of what can happen.

      Lyra has a look of mischief about her when she says her next words. “If they find out and learn you knew about her, you will all be punished. You know the consequences of keeping an unregistered. I won't say anything, I love to rile up those stuck up assholes any chance I can, but you better keep her indoors. If you go anywhere get the proper documents, I would suggest the mountains. She will need to fly soon. Go somewhere you won't be bothered but get the paperwork from the Conclave. Put everyone's name down. Don't give them reason to look into you leaving. They will already be suspicious about so many people leaving at the same time, and tied together at that.” Her eerie eyes are squinting at us and the one side of her mouth that is pulled up, I can’t tell if it’s a sneer or smile. She’s so fucking creepy and I’m ready to get the hell out of here.

      “We can go to my cabin. Though everyone will have to get leave from work. Ebbin, I can petition the Conclave to let you be my personal guard. That will get you out of it and still be paid. Just another way to fuck with those bastards more,” Merrick still standing with his arms crossed, is smiling at his own words and has the rest of us shaking our heads at him, with our own smiles to match his on our own faces. “Mira, Blue already gave you time off. Ask for an extension, you don't need documentation, so that will make things easier and leave you off the books for the Conclave to follow. Rhydian doesn't need permission since he runs his own company. Rhett, you will have to get it in writing from Rhydian.” Clapping his hands like a damn huddle was over, I half expect him to yell, ‘Break!’. He’s done with this place as much as I am “Lyra, I would love to say it has been a pleasure, but honestly, I dread the next time I see you. You’re really just not my cup of tea. Still, thank you for what you have done,” with that said, Merrick walks out the door with Rhett following close behind who gives a single, curt nod in Lyra’s direction. Ebbin and I glance to one another and go to follow. We shake the Fae’s hand on the way out giving our thanks as well.

      Handing the keys to Ebbin, I hop in the back seat with a scowling Rhydian who sits there with his arms crossed and Rhett follows behind me making me take the middle, squished happily between two big warm bodies.

      I lay my head on Rhydian’s shoulder and take Rhett's hand. Rhydian’s surprised by my actions. His body tenses and he squeezes his thighs with his hands, but doesn’t question it. I want to show him in some small way that I’m not pushing him out.  I’ll talk to him in private about what he did, now isn’t the time. I do understand why he kept it secret, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.

      Secrets ruin relationships. They ruin trust. Not wanting that for any of them, or myself, I have to show I won’t take it. They need to know I’m strong. I can handle a lot and more if they trusted me enough with their secrets. If we’re going to do this together, we have to be a team and trust in each other and ourselves fully.

      Merrick brings Rhydian up to speed on what was said while he was gone. I feel his body tense when Merrick brings up the Conclave and the fact that I’m now considered unregistered. For ten years, the Conclave was unable to detect any signs that I was anything but an orphaned Hollow. If they ever did come to question us now, we can  explain it away and play on everyone's knowledge, or lack thereof, to get out of anything they ask or try to make us do. I’m a registered Unwanted and Hollow. They have no real grounds to stand on since it is their ruling about what I am. They have nothing to stand on, no proof, they did the tests and they all came out negative. I’ll be fine if they try to come here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 14]
        

      

      
        
        Mira:

      

      

      Instead of going inside, I walk to the back of the house where our covered patio is. Ebbin and Rhett go inside, but Merrick and Rhydian follow behind me silently. I’m surprised by this. I was honestly hoping to find out how Ebbin felt about all of this. We have been together for so long, it’s not just my life that has been turned upside down, It’s his too. I hope he still wants me after this. I think to myself as I chew on the inside of my cheek and start to flex my fingers out to give my hands something to do.

      There’s a built in seating area that surrounds a barbeque pit and a full outdoor kitchen. Finding a pitcher of sweetened iced tea, I grab three glasses, fill them and sit down on the large wrap around bench that has a fire pit in the center. No one says anything at first and that’s fine with me. I need a moment to enjoy this, the simple calm of the backyard, the chirping birds and gorgeous tall tree branches swaying in the slight wind that has picked up. It will all to soon be taken away, and there is no word on how long we’ll be gone. I love my home. The knowledge we’ll be leaving here, it twists something inside of me.

      Thirty six hours ago, I was pregnant with Ebbin’s baby, going to work, and making small talk with friends. Now, I'm pregnant with a child that will grow into something wondrous, powerful, if Lyra is right, she will be a force to be reckoned with and I can’t wait to help her grow into such a woman, but am I really ready for that?

      “You’ll love it in the mountains. It might be a little cold but with how much you love the outdoors, I think you’ll find yourself happy there, for however long our stay might be. I wish I could make this all go away for you, but since that can't happen, I promise you, I’ll do everything I can to make it enjoyable,” Merrick’s kind words resonate with me, and pull me out of the darkness I was about to fall into. If I’m going to have to leave my home, I’ll do everything I can to not only make it fun for all of us, but I’ll also train as hard and as often as I can. I won’t lag behind and feel sorry for myself, I need to get this all figured out, I can’t let them down, that’s like letting myself down all over again.

      “That means a lot. Thank you. I'm just going to miss it. Not knowing, going into this blind is what’s messing with me.” He nods to me and smiles at my downcast face, no doubt feeling a lot of the same things I am.

      All of them are ready to uproot their lives, so quick and willingly, to do whatever it takes to keep us safe and happy..My heart swells at that knowledge and I grasp the cold cup in my hands and close my eyes smiling at those thoughts.

      A small part of me does think the others will leave after Lyra said my little girl will grow to be a shifter like her dad. I still wonder if they will. Getting used to leaning on people and counting on new ones, it will take me a little while to remember and accept. We’re in such new territory, I will need all the help I can get.

      “Rhydian, I don't want to get into an argument about what you did. I understand it a little. Going forward from here, without dwelling on it, don’t lie to me, don't keep things from me. Trust is how we’re going to get through this. Trusting ourselves and each other. I'm strong enough to deal with what you held in. Would it have hurt? Probably, but what hurt more, is you keeping something like that from me. None of us really know each other, we spent a few hours hanging out one night and then y’all were gone the next morning. In just under twenty four hours the three of you come back into my life, we’re thrown a few curve balls and we’re dealing. Starting at the beginning with lies, will end us before we even get a chance to start.”

      I’m not about to hold back my feelings. He held back from me and now we’re here. I stare everywhere but at him, as I say everything. Turning my head in his direction he's looking to the ground, his dark eyes deep in thought and his forehead wrinkled. The look doesn't sit well with me.

      “You know my reasons, I won't try to justify them further. I’m sorry,” leaning into him, he puts his arm over my shoulders and pulls me closer.

      “Okay.” I keep my tone calm and as normal as I can and try my best to smile at him, I hope he understands this isn’t easy, but that, I’m trying.

      His simple words are perfect. I smile to myself, feeling lighter and more comfortable in their company. We will all do our best, nothing's perfect. All I can ask for is that we don’t stop trying.

      “Merrick, what are Valkyries? Are they Fae?” I single him out, since he's an unknown to me. I have never heard of a Smith before and figure his knowledge of my kind will be more up his alley than the others.

      “They’re Valkyrie. Some called them children of the old gods, others said they were made. I don't know which of those, if any, are true, but they aren't Fae.”

      His silver eyes are looking longingly at a piece of metal he pulled from his pocket. I try to peek at what it is but he quickly closes his hand and gives me a sideways smirk.

      “Where is the book that little goblin gave you? We can look up more while the others pack a few things. Rhett opened a portal to our place, he and Ebbin are going there for a few things, so we have a little time,” he says, turning his head searching for the book.

      “Portal? He can do that?” I’m surprised and intrigued with that knowledge. Imagine what we can do with it. Where we can go!

      “That's how he got here so quick last night isn't it?” I ask, my eyes lighting up and my voice a few notes higher than normal making him smile at my ignorance.

      “I didn't think that kinda shit is real! Wait, how do you know they are gone? You came straight back here with me.” Grabbing the book from the other side of Rhydian where I set it previously, I hand it to Merrick, but what I see on his face makes me pause.

      The smile he's giving me is filled with amusement and a little confusion. His eyes are twinkling and but his mouth is pulled down in a frown.

      “It is, and of course he can. Most Warlocks and Witches, from my understanding, can. It comes in pretty handy when we want to travel without anyone's’ knowledge. Most Warlocks leave a signature when they cast, one that can be traced by certain members of the Conclave.” The disgusted look on his face and the shiver that runs through him give me pause, but he quickly brushes it off and I’m sitting here more baffled than ever. What kind of Other can trace magic? That sounds like an invasion of privacy. “Rhett doesn't have a signature. We think it has to do with a part of himself he has yet to tap into. Don't ask me, there's no way I have any idea where to even start with that shit,” hearing the joking tone of his voice and seeing this almost playful side of Merrick is a nice change to his cranky, brooding attitude I have realised is his normal demeanor.

      Opening the book, on the first page is a picture of what looks like a fairy; small, but with very large wings, it’s sitting atop a flower. Looking down at the page, I frown. We are about to have some issues, I can’t read a single thing. The writing is a bunch of symbols and a few simple dots. Gibberish.

      Showing it to the guys, they look just as befuddled as I am. Turning the page, Merrick stops me when we find a picture of what looks to me like an elf.

      His eyes sparkle and there’s surprise in his voice. “That’s Fae, and I can read this. Can either of you?”

      Both Rhydian and I shake our heads, his hushed voice and the hand he’s holding over his mouth make me appreciate how strong this big guy really is. Not only his body, but his mind and feelings, he’s adorable.

      “What does it say?” I ask him, hoping I’m not overstepping any boundaries when I place my hand on the back of his as he traces the picture of the Fae.

      “‘The Fae are many, a very diverse race.’” His brows draw together, the confusion apparent on his face, more so with the frown that has overtaken his mouth. “The words keep changing. When I thought of my mother, who’s a Smith like me, it told of all the different abilities our kind has for Smiths, but when I thought of Lyra, it told of her abilities. This can come in really handy for a lot of things. Mostly it talks of our origins, where we came from. Who we were as a people, before the Fall. Here,” he says handing the book back to me. “Find a Demon or Valkyrie, let’s see what it says. This is amazing, I haven't come across a book like this ever, have you Rhydian?” Merrick asks with wide, questioning eyes as he sits up straighter, trying to get a better view of Rhydian, on the other side of me.

      “No, but I can only hope it might have some insight into my kind. There are so few left, the stories are too blurred to know if something is true.” Rhydian looks like he has more to say, but the words never came. He has his head cocked to the side and seems to be deep in thought, his full lips are pursed and it’s so hard for me not to take advantage of the situation and kiss him.

      Trying to get back on task and stop thinking about Rhydian’s lips on mine, I start flipping through the pages. There are so many beings, so many different races. I didn’t know the world of Others is so diverse. I was under the impression we all were lumped into a few different groups, Fae, Witch, Vampire, Angels, Demons, Shifter and Demi’s. There is an entire book filled with pages of them and this is just one.

      Finding a page with a woman, wearing an impressive, yet scandalous set of armour, with alabaster wings, and riding a fucking alicorn, my little heart is beating a mile a minute! Every little girl’s dream is for unicorns to exist, if alicorns do, then surely unicorns will!

      Finally getting excited about something, I delve in and wait for the writing to make sense. Nothing happens at first, but then the words start shifting and changing into something I can actually read.

      “What does it say, love?” Merrick asks with his hand on my thigh and a hopeful gleam in his eyes.

      A whole lot of shit I don't understand.

      “Give it a minute, you're a dual blood, the book has to get a feel for you,” Rhydian surprises us both with his answer.

      Seriously, I swear they can read my mind. Dual blood. Sounds so much better than, half breed.

      “We can hear you,” Rhydian says so matter of fact, it throws me off for a second. “That's part of the reason we’re so connected to you, why we can’t wait to get back to you. Your mind is open to us. We don’t know much about the way we can all hear each other and talk, but it has only happened to the three of us… no one else before we met you and Ebbin.”

      So that’s how they knew to do all the things I wanted when we were together that night. -They can fucking hear me!-

      They both laughed, of course hearing my words. My face is burning, with embarrassment and I can’t contain the burst of laughter that slips through my lips. No fucking wonder they were so amazing, and why they always seem to hear things, I know I say in my mind. Shit keeps getting stranger with every passing minute.

      “If we let our walls down, you can hear us as well. We didn't tell you because it’s a very touchy subject. We don’t know where this is going to go. We didn’t want you feeling obligated, that because of this, you would have to be with us. Or that we’re invading your privacy.” He makes sense and I respect them, I’m not mad at all amazingly, they’re protecting themselves, their hearts. They had no idea what would happen or how I would react. It’s sweet. Just like with Lyra, it feels right, like this is what is supposed to happen, it all simply fits.

      “You asked for no secrets? This is the biggest one we all kept.” His eyes are boring into my own, making me squirm under his intense gaze. It’s like he is trying to will me, to not be mad, or take this the wrong way.

      -Shit, I wonder what else they have heard!-

      It is a lot to take in. How can it not be with everything else that is going on, but it’s not what he’s thinking. It’s new, another thing I’ll have to learn. That’s all.

      -We hear what you push out the hardest, thoughts that have the most emotion behind them. If we try, we can hear everything you're thinking, but we want you to keep as much of your privacy as possible. Being in someone else's mind, is revealing.-

      Looking back to Rhydian, I jump up, a little weirded out that he just talked to me in my damn head!

      Pacing back and forth in front of them, I think my next question to them. Trying to find out how this works. I think about all the dirty thoughts I can put into their minds, when we’re around others, the jokes I can play on them. The devious things I have planned. I try to keep them from hearing my thoughts on that one, and surprisingly no one’s face changes, and neither of them fidget making me think they are trying to hide that they actually did hear it.

      -Rhydian, how do you know about the book. You kept silent when we were talking about it. Even shook your head when I asked if you could read it.- I pursed my lips out at him and sit up straight trying to will my gaze on him, like he had me a moment ago.

      -I didn't lie, I can’t read it. I'm not Fae that is truth. I didn't say anything because I have only heard stories. Before I did say anything, I wanted to be sure. My people’s ways are lost to us. There's more myth behind our stories than any truths. If the stories I have heard are true, the book connects to the reader, it can taste your essence, much like the Blood Fae did, though different. I still don't know if this is what the stories have told us about. There is no harm in looking, and I will ask my parents as soon as I can. Can you come sit down and try again?- he slumped forward and his shoulder dropped as he looked into the trees ahead of us.

      -You're infuriating, you know that? Quit keeping me in the dark, you shits. If you all want to be with me, drop your walls and let me in. If you can hear me, I want the same. Or I swear, Merrick you're going to make me a badass metal helmet that shields you jerks from being able to read me, and how sexy would that be? Huh? Can’t pull my hair then now can ya!-

      With all of us laughing at my joke, I sit back down in between them and take another crack at the book.
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      When the words finally start to make sense, I tell them what I can. My mind is going crazy with anything and everything to do with Valkyries. To answer the thoughts in my head, the book changes trying to accommodate what I am thinking.

      “First, it’s telling me the origins of the Valkyrie. We weren't made. Per say. We were bred. Essentially, I am a demigod? Though very, very weak. I am the child of the demigods,” I should be freaked out by that, but with so many things being thrown at me and in such a short period of time, it hardly phases me.

      “Some god decided to make one of his sons mate with numerous winged warriors from another realm. The only way this was accepted, was to send the first child born from the son and the winged woman who gave birth first, back to the other realm with the mother after a period of ten years. It doesn't say what the winged women were though or how many were sent to be breeders.”

      -That’s fucking disgusting. Anyways-

      ‘The daughter born of a god and an outerworld warrior, Alyria held more power than any that came before and after her, including her parents. Being immortal, due to her father's’ ability, she bore many more warrior daughters herself. Her children received all of her Valkyrie powers, but also had gained many more from their father’s. She didn't breed with the men from her world, but with others she found traits in that would suit her daughters’ needs later in life, granting them powers she herself did not wield. Some could shape shift, others possessed magic, some could possess a person and make them do their bidding, but the most magnificent were the ones that could call to the elements of any world and shift the way battles were won by causing droughts, fire, drown villages and freeze the enemies from their homes.

      The Valkyries born to the god and the other outerworld women were no doubt powerful, but could only bear children from the world they were now stuck in, the world of the gods. They were not immortal, but had very long lives, the majority living a few thousand years. Their powers were much weaker and not as vast as those of the women born to the original Valkyrie They could not breed with anyone off their world, resulting in their children being limited in the powers they received. They were only able to bring the dead of their choosing back to their realm to have their spirits live on.

      The first child, Alyria, could bring the spirits of worthy men back to her world as well, but she was also able to bring some back to life in dire circumstances and only those she deemed worthy. She could turn the tables in battle, killing scores of men and women, just by a thought. She is the one pictured, here.

      Alyria's own pegasus, Alrion, had become infected by a poisonous arrow. The poison overtook his mind and made him turn on his master, delivering a fatal poisonous bite. Though she was believed to be immortal, she perished, proving she was  not a true immortal, though if she had not been poisoned her years would have gone on to the end of time. As she spent her final breaths in battle, she was able to will her soul and powers to her daughters, giving them her immortality and the abilities she was born with.’

      “Other than that, the rest of the powers given were the ability to... I think it says jump realms. I don't know what that means, and it won't go into detail. It also says the reason for Valkyries ascending at twenty-seven was so they were able to have a mortal life, choose what they wanted. If they didn't declare themselves Valkyrie by their twenty-seventh birthday, they would become fully mortal. You have to be in your ancestor’s world to ascend or you will stay mortal and never be able to go back to your home. To find the side you come from, find the tether inside yourself. Pull the cords and jump.”

      Without giving my brain a moment to process what I just read. I scan the page as fast as I’m able and search for Demons.

      “You can't drop a load like that and expect us not to have more questions! Just hold on a minute, Tatts.” Rhydian’s use of Blue’s nickname for me surprises me, but in only the best of ways. I love the name. When she took me in, she had an artist (now mine as well) come over to tattoo a protection spell on her right shoulder. She had asked me to get the same, but Oren, the artist, told us it would only work on Others. I wish I had just gotten it, but I was too young, too scared, and believed I was a weak Hollow. Good thing I have Rhett in my life. He can do one for me now, without the need to put it on my skin. I might have a lot of tattoos but I‘m pretty partial to the ones I get. They all have some kind of meaning to me. Like the flowers on my right arm, they were the first gift I received from Ebbin, I still have the bouquet. They are Everlasting Iris’s. The stems have been cut, but they will never wilt or die. The feathers on my left leg is for the first pet Blue had ever given me. A cloud bird, his name was Fred and he was utterly amazing. His body was blue, with two long feathers on top of his head that swayed in any slight breeze, his wings were large, billowy and white. They looked like clouds. He couldn’t stand being without his mate and was slowly dying so we sent him back to Fae where Blue had gotten him from. It broke my heart when he had to go, I sat in my room and shut the entire world out for a week, barely eating. I understood why he was so sad and needed to return to his realm, but it didn’t mean I liked it or dealt with it well. He was a dear friend and it was hard to let him go. The only thing that got me through was knowing he was happy and alive, once again reunited with his love. I hope, even to this day I will see him again. I have to or I wouldn't have been able to leave my room and get back to my normal life.

      “I want to get as much information as I can. Then we can go back through. I don't want to be in the fucking dark anymore Ry,” he smirks at the use of my own nickname for him, and nods for me to keep going. “There's too much at stake and I'm done going into shit blind. Just let me have this, okay?” I ask. I try my best to give him a reassuring smile, thought I don’t think I did too well.

      Looking from side to side, they sit silently waiting for me to find what I’m looking for, but they both look at me with sympathy and understanding.

      Most of the pictures, but not all, are painted in black. This one, the one I land on next, is painted red. Black eyes, horns, and a tail. I can only guess this is for Demon.

      -How cliche.-

      “Very,” Both men say at the same time making me peer up from the book and roll my eyes forgetting they can hear my thoughts now.

      “That is seriously going to take some getting used to,” I mumble under my breath. Still addled that they can hear my thoughts and talk into my head.

      “Just why can you hear into my mind anyway? I have never heard of that,” I question both men, searching their eyes for some kind of answer, but getting none, those damn blue eyes and silver are hiding something, I can feel. I’ll figure out their secrets in time.

      “It’s a bond we all share with you. More accurately, you amalgamated us, made us a unit, bonded us heart and soul to you. We aren't really sure why, but most, if not all, Others can hear each other's thoughts. You can connect with pretty much anyone if you will it and push yourself hard enough to get into a network. From what we know, Hollows aren't able. That should have been the first sign that you were more than what you seemed.” He smiles brightly at me and clasps his large hands together as he stares intently at me, and explains the rest. “It’s also one of the reasons we are so attached to you and have been from the very first night. You linked us together, formed an amalgamation,” Merrick’s words only confuse me further, but hearing we made a ‘bond’, formed an amalgamation? That’s very strange to me. I decided to see where this journey would take us, and that means this too. I’m happy to have them by my side.

      With the air starting to chill, I nestle deeper into the cushions. In doing so, both of my guys lean into me, each with a hand on one of my thighs warming me up.

      A blush no doubt taking over my face, I start to think of what I’m wanting, what I’m needing the book to show me. The book obliges. I didn't need the origins like Rhydian or Merrick. I want to know about what a Death Demon, the other half of me, is.

      ‘Death Demons have no masters. Hounds are all that can defeat them. Alastor, the only known Death Demon to survive the Fall, had seven children. None survived past their second year.

      “Fuck, that's pretty sad actually,” I say with pity in my voice my shoulders falling at reading something so sad.

      ‘With his most recent dying almost twenty-five years ago. His abilities, which would be handed down to any Death Demon, are ripping souls from their hosts and either feeding off of them, or sending them to ‘Hell’. “Sounds like a typical Demon to me,” I say, as I shrug my shoulders.

      ‘He is known to cause plagues, to feed his appetite of making people suffer mentally and physically with just a thought, he can take a soul from one body and put it in another living host, though it is undetermined if this is a mercy or punishment. Alastor has also been known to stop time for brief periods.

      “So, he’s a total dick…” I snort out while skimming the next part before I say it aloud. ‘If a soul is pure, and he takes it, feeding off of the soul, his power will be drained for a time.’

      “It doesn't say for how long, but it does tell me the only reason I haven't manifested my Demon side, is because I haven't ever been around Death or actually wanted something dead bad enough to bring that part of myself to the surface. Which is true. I haven't ever seen someone die, and I haven’t wanted someone dead bad enough, that it would make me manifest. Kind of makes sense. Morbid, but, okay? Let's see what we have here,” I say reading back over the pages, trying to see how much more, my life can get fucked up. Doesn't make sense how I can even be a Death Demon if all his kids died. Yeah, I haven't been around that shit, but still. I have wanted a few people on the Conclave dead. Like the asshole Warlock that threw fireballs at me, or the Fae that would take my blood three times a day to test it. I guess I’m lucky he wasn’t a Blood Fae. The Conclave would have known then what I was. I guess it’s a good thing they’re so rare. Most staying in Fae. As far as I know, there are only a dozen or so within a three hundred mile radius and none want anything to do with being associated with the Conclave.

      “So, I'm thinking we were told I’m the wrong kind of Demon, if any. Valkyrie, we have to find out which side I'm from and I still have my reservations about that too. No idea what that shit about a tether and pulling the cords is about. I need to figure this all out before my birthday. If I want this little girl to live, and myself, I can't be Hollow not even a halfling. We know the risks, and I'm just not willing to take them.”

      Getting ahead of myself, I take a long drink of my iced tea. There’s no way this is going to happen! Not only does none of this make any sense, but do I really want to be Other? Immortal? How can I live for all these years, watching everyone I know and love wither away and die?

      Blue is an exception. She’s immortal. Like a damn vamp from the stories years ago, if she continues to drink blood, she will keep living. She takes some of their life force, part of the soul it feeds her, keeps her young and healthy.

      -But what about Ebbin? I don't want to live without him. I’m not sure if I can live in a world where he doesn't exist. The same goes for Rhydian, Merrick, and Rhett. How do you live in a world where everything you have ever known, ever loved, dies and leaves you broken? If I do this, become a full Other, I’ll essentially lose everything, but I gain a little girl. How does anyone choose? Worst mom award! Goes to me! And my little girl isn't even here yet!-

      My eyes are wide and staring ahead at nothing, my hands grip the book tightly in my hands and I start to shake. The fear and unknown are making me dread anything the future holds. I want to look to something, not be afraid of it.

      “Holding in your fears only makes them that much worse if you let them go long enough without getting resolved, they sit there and fester. It makes you worry more on them and that is unnecessary. Talk to us, tell us what your thinking and feeling. We might be able to help,” Merrick puts his arm around my shoulders and draws me closer to him. Taking comfort in his embrace, and telling them everything I’m worried about. It doesn’t help me in the least. If anything, it makes me dwell on all the ‘impossibles’ even more.

      “You really don't know a lot about us, do you? You live in a world full of Others, yet you know nothing about any of our races. Let me tell you a little secret,” Rhett scares the shit out of me! Jumping from my seat, I turn and see both Rhett and Ebbin standing behind me. Ebbin looks terrified and excited, his eyes gleaming and wide. I’m guessing at using the portals Rhett can make and possibly the house.

      Behind them is a rift in the air, it’s the size of a door but on the other side instead of showing the backyard that we were sitting in, it looks like a huge library is beyond us instead.

      A gorgeous mahogany desk with a black leather, high back chair sits in the middle empty. Behind that, rows and rows of bookshelves full of colorful new and old books.

      Before I can truly appreciate it, Rhett snaps his fingers and right before my eyes, the door blinks out of existence. I’m sure my face mirror Ebbin’s and from the smug look on Rhett’s face, his upturned lip, hip jutted out and his arms crossed. He knows I’m impressed and sad he made it go away.

      “Pure Others? We’re all immortal. Dual bloods, like your self, usually live a very long life and a few we know of, are a couple thousand years old,” Rhett's words stun me silent.

      They must not have heard my entire rant before. Neither Rhett or Ebbin comments on anything other than the last part. The pain is evident on Ebbin's face. Without a word from him, he walks to me and picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist and I start blurting out everything we just found out from the book.

      “So, cool story? There are more ‘worlds’ than just ours. Apparently, I can pull on some magical string inside me and poof, I'm there. Oh, and I can't be a Death Demon. There's only one left from what the book says, and the last of his kids died almost twenty-five years ago, but the best part? I'm going to fucking live forever, well if we can find my Valkyrie line, and I choose immortality. If I don’t, I will stay a Hollow and most likely one of us will die, me or the baby. So! Did y'all have fun?”

      Ebbin is stiff as a board as I speak. He tightens his hold on me but doesn’t move. I know this is going to hit him the hardest. He's my rock, but now, we have to be his. I don't know how he's going to handle all of this. Hell, I don't know how I am. I can only hope he stays with me, I want him to be here, I want to make this better for us.

      -Is that selfish? Should I let him go? Go find someone else to have a full, happy and Other free life?-

      -No! You need each other like we need you. You’re connected more than you know. He wouldn't let you go, anyway. Don't let him hear those thoughts from you. It will just hurt him more knowing you’re second guessing everything you have ever known. Including the life you have made together.-

      Rhett’s words in my mind make my head spin. They might have made sense, but it surprised me when he talks directly into my head. The others must have clued him in when they got here, and without me knowing. I send each of the men in front of me, but behind Ebbin, a scathing look and in turn, they look to the ground, knowing damn well why I’m glaring at them.

      “Do you have any idea what the fuck is really going on? Have you ever had to deal with any of the things I am? I know you had a crap upbringing, but you at least knew what you could and most likely would become! I'm lost! All of you are here sure, but it's all pretty words and promises you don't even know if you can keep. You can't make these choices for me! Ebbin is, and always will be, the love of my life! Now I have to worry about watching him grow old and die while I stay young and live on! Yeah, I get I’ll have my daughter and you guys, but I don't want to lose him. I can't! How can destiny, fate, whatever the hell is out there, ask that of anyone?”

      The moment the words are said, I freeze. Wanting those thoughts to be for the others, and not for Ebbin. He heard it all, I didn't mean to say it out loud but the damage is done. I slip down his body, rest my head on his chest and start to cry. He holds me close whispering how much he loves me, how I’ll never have to choose.

      -That’s just it though, isn't it? I do have to choose. That's what this is all about. What life is about. Well fuck that!-

      The dark thoughts that are drowning me, pull at an evil darkness inside myself, one I have never felt. I want to curse the fates, the gods, the Conclave, my own kind. I need someone to blame. How is anyone supposed to choose these things. Why did we have to?

      “I CHOOSE IT ALL! Do you understand me? I choose them! I choose my daughter, and I choose for them to all stay with me! They are mine and you will NOT take any of them away, EVER!”

      Right after my declaration, Ebbin and Rhydian fall to the ground, holding their heads and screaming in pain. The others clutch their chests and fall to their knees as well, but aren't in the kind of pain Rhydian and Ebbin seem to be in.

      -What the hell?- I wonder, standing there dumbstruck and riddled with confusion and fear.

      “You made us a pack, love,” Merrick says through gritted teeth, obviously in pain. His eyes are clenched tightly shut and he is grasping his shirt so hard over is heart, that his knuckles are turning white.

      As he said it, I feel pieces of them tear into me, embedding parts of themselves into me. I can feel them inside me, their hearts and minds.

      -I just didn't want to choose anymore!- I scream in my mind, throwing my hands in the air and glaring at anything my eyes land on.

      I have no idea what he's talking about. “What is going on? What is happening to them?” I scream in confusion, the worry in my voice evident with the quiver that laced it. I rush to Ebbin’s side and lean down to him. The others are faring much better than he is. He needs me the most right now.

      “Love, you claimed us as a pack. This is what happened to me when I accepted my brother as my leader. He’s changing, shifting. Why didn't you tell us Ebbin never claimed an Alpha or a leader?” Rhydian’s words shaking me to my core, I stare down at my lover and Rhydian who is unmoving but his eyes are wide and filled with pain as he bites on his bottom lip. I kneel at Ebbin’s side and run my hands through his hair trying to soothe any part of him I’m able to.

      I’m so flustered by Rhydian’s words, I get what he is saying, but not the how or why. The only thing that makes sense is that Ebbin is an Other. His eyes, his height and build, the way he is so protective over me. The way he seems to pick up on danger quicker than anyone. How strong he is.

      “We didn't know,” I whisper. “He was adopted but went through the same tests as I did from the Conclave.”

      All the men suck in a sharp breath at my confession. They have no idea just how much I know about the Conclave.

      “They can't make him submit or choose. It has to come from the heart. He obviously chose you and accepted you when you chose him. That's the one thing the Conclave has never seemed to be able to force. They have shifters on two chairs of the Conclave, but even they can't make a person choose.”

      Ebbin starts shaking horribly. His eyes squeeze tightly shut and the sweat beading on his brow is worrying me more and more as each second passes without any change to the pain he is in.

      “Rhydian, please make it stop!” I cry to him, looking at him through tear filled eyes, clutching Ebbin’s body tightly to me.

      “I can’t. He has to accept his other half. From how this is going, I’d say he's a pretty powerful one. Should be interesting.” The last part is said under his breath, but we all heard it, and we all look to him for a better explanation.

      Sighing and obviously feeling a bit better, he fills us in. “The more powerful the beast, the longer the shift. My shift first took about this long, but his doesn't seem to be easing. When he shifts, everyone needs to stay lower than him, avert your eyes. Mira, that means you, even if he chose you to be his lead and accepted you, his beast hasn't.” His words make little sense, but having something else to focus on, I push all my love into him and continue to hold him and whisper some of my memories of us, to him.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Suddenly Rhydian jumps up and runs to the side of the house yelling for all of us to stay still. Perplexed and scared from the way his voice has changed, I did as he asked. The deep baritone is gone from his voice, the new one is deep filled with pain, and more gravely, grated. It’s terrifying and doesn’t sound human.

      A sound I have never heard before tears through the air. Not a growl, more like a howl but it is one of pure unadulterated pain, and sadness.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rise and a shiver runs through me. I can feel something powerful, something predatory stalking through my yard. I feel eyes on me, but I can’t take my own off of Ebbin. I’m trying to do as Rhydian said, but it is getting harder by the second when I feel like I’m about to be something’s prey.

      Squeezing my eyes shut out of fear, I feel a hot breath on the back of my neck, and something inhales deep, making my head lower and my shoulders pull in. A low growl starts deep in whatever is behind me’s throat, and then a long wet tongue slicks up the side of my face. Between being amazingly grossed out and rooted to my spot out of fear, I swat at whatever is behind me, not thinking of the consequences. I hit something soft and bring my shoulders to my ears as I duck forward.

      Slitting my eyes open, a large black wolf stands behind me. His head is the size of a damn horse’s and it’s resting on my shoulder. So close, and heavy. Large canines are sticking out and are most likely longer than my middle finger. I know immediately this is Rhydian, the eyes might be a different color but the look behind them is the same.

      This is what he hates so much? I don’t understand why. He is untouched gorgeous destruction. Wild and untamed beauty. How can you hate something so pure? So gorgeously frightful.

      The beast chuffs at my thoughts, making me smile now knowing he can hear them, but lets me continue my perusal. It amazes me he can hear them like the others can. It makes sense though, if his master can hear my thoughts, he should be able to as well.

      Standing to his full height, not only is his head the size of a horse but so is his entire form. If I stood, I doubt my head would clear his shoulders. Blood red eyes stare back at me, dull and lifeless. That gets me a little anxious but I know Rhydian is in there somewhere. Everything else about Rhydian is vibrant and warm, I think his beast is too. At least to the people that aren't predators, looking to prey on the weak and helpless. This large black wolf is solid black and his fur is long, it’s hard to keep my hands wrapped around Ebbin, while I’m trying my hardest not to reach out and touch the beasts coat.

      I’m nervous at his closeness, especially with a prone and very weak Ebbin in my lap. Predators prey on the weak and that's what Ebbin is at this moment. I have to protect all of us. Rhydian told me he and his beast wouldn't hurt me, but there was nothing said about anyone else. This is one thing I hope I won’t be wrong in, trusting him and his beast.

      -This beast has a name, I am Kigiree. You are smart to trust my Doyen. We would never hurt you. Especially not now that you have taken us into your bonds, and more so with the child growing in you. I have been very impatiently waiting to have a moment with you. Your scent is intoxicating. I'm sorry for tasting you earlier. I could not hold back. I'm a little jealous, to be honest, though if the rest of you tastes as sweet as your cheek, my Doyen truly is quite lucky.-

      -Well damn, dirty minded much big guy? The first time I come face to face with a shifter in his animal form, and he's a fucking dirty minded shit! Who the hell would have thought?-

      -I only state fact and tell truths. I hope it does not offend too much. Though your rosy cheeks, racing heart, and the scent of arousal tell me you enjoy it. My little protege growing inside you loves my touch. I can feel how she gets as close to me as she can when I am near. She will be mighty, fierce, and so much more powerful than you can imagine. If you would allow, I would like to take her on her first hunt.-

      -First hunt? What the hell do you mean? And how can you sense her trying to get closer to you? I thought that was just Rhydian?-

      -She needs to hunt by her beast’s maturity age at the earliest, preferably before. Since she will take after you as well, the latest we take her should be around her second year, that will be fine as well. I am just very anxious. She has a little of me in her as well. My Doyen didn't just give himself to you that night. He also gave a part of me, of the beast within.-

      He states it so matter of fact, I can't help but giggle at all of his antics, and also bristle at his words.

      -We can cross that bridge when we get to it. I'll talk to your, what did you call him? Doyen, what’s that anyway?-

      -It means leader, master, but for me, it means companion or friend. I will look forward to it. He’s pushing for control, I must take leave now. Goodbye Mira. I will see you soon, no doubt.-

      With a quick sniff of my hair, he darts off to the side of the house again. Without another thought to the strange shit that just happened, I turn back to Ebbin, still safely wrapped in my arms, he hasn't made a move since the first initial attack. So I sit here and wait.

      What feels like hours later, but is only minutes I'm sure, his body starts to shake, and I notice his hands are turning into what look like talons. I'm scared out of my mind and try to cover his changing hands with my own.

      “He's a flyer!” Rhett shouts with awe in his voice, everyone  witnessed what I did, but none says a word about it. Looking back down to Ebbin, just as quick as the talons were there, they’re replaced with large black paws.

      “Fuck,” Merrick whispers. “He's a dual! Shit, this is going to hurt him. He's going to shift too quick and it's going to wear him out. Rhett, portal out and get raw meat! Lots of it,” before the sentence is finished, Rhett’s gone, taking a portal to who knows where.

      Looking to the two remaining men, Rhydian, who is holding Ebbin’s legs, and Merrick that is holding his shoulders, grunts as they are both thrown off when Ebbin has another powerful spasm, shaking him out of everyone's grasps, and is thrown onto the ground.

      Looking down, Ebbin’s legs have ripped through his pants, his boots were gone, and what remained is a long slim tail. Forest green with a lighter sage color in some spots covers him. There are four large spikes that stand straight up with translucent webbing in between.

      -Just what the hell is that? Oh fuck, I’m so not wanting to see what the rest of him is going to look like!-

      “He’s a fucking Ternary! I swear if one more thing shifts on him, there's no way in hell any of us will get out of this without some major injuries. Mira, Rhydian get back. We all need to leave him to it now. His beasts have all shown a part of themselves. Now he has to fight the dominance, and see which of his companions will come out as the dominate shifter. He’ll be able to shift into them all, but the one that wins will be the one that is better suited to who he is, how he fights, and how he protects,” Merricks worry filled wide eyes plead with me, but I can’t move.

      Fear is seeping out of us all, permeating the air and calling to every predator in the nearby woods, making the prey cower and hide. We can hear the bushes moving and the small branches breaking in the distance with the animals that were curious as to what has the air so ripe and potent.

      Even though Merrick told us to move, we’re all too shocked to listen to him, including himself.

      -I can’t let Ebbin go. I can’t leave him like this.- I hear Merrick’s words, but I can’t listen to him, Ebbin would stay by me, no matter what. I’ll always stay with him and be by his side.

      Someone pulls at my shoulders trying to make me move away but it’s of no use. Nothing is going to take me away from the love of my life. I barely register someone yelling my name. I’m too far gone, worrying about what Ebbin is going through. I have to make sure he hears every memory I tell him and feels the love I’m putting behind all these words, even if he isn't able to hear it, I know deep inside, he can feel it.

      Something sharp pierces my thighs, Ebbin's body twists, shudders and morphs in my arms. I feel what seemed to be velvet caressing my face, but the sharp pain in my thighs is getting worse. I can’t help but shut my eyes trying to close off the pain.

      -You need to give me space little one, I felt the pain, the love, the worry, and the sadness. I heard your words about happiness with my Doyen. I will not hurt you, nor will the others when it is their time to shift.-

      Jolting away, Ebbin's ‘Flyer’ came into view. With me now far enough away, an enormous Aves stands, shaking out it’s massive wings. From tip to tip, they have to be at least nine feet in width, His entire body is covered in black feathers. In the waning sunlight, they look almost blue against the rays. What shocks me isn’t just his body, it’s the fact this, thing, has lightning or electricity sparking all over its body! Yellows, blues, greens. I’m speechless.

      Rhydian told me, when his beast takes over Ebbin is there, in the background, and knows what’s happening. If that’s true for Ebbin, I want him to know I’m here, and show him how amazing he truly is. Scooting closer to the bird, I hold out my hand, like I would to a strange dog, and let it sniff me.

      -Please don’t bite me. That beak looks like it can tear my damn arm off.-

      -It can, thank you for the most welcome of compliments. For you to see my strengths and comment on them is a proud moment for a creature like me. Though you should not worry, I will never cause you harm. You are welcome to assess me anytime you like.-

      Smirking at his words, I put my hand on top of his head and feel the soft velvet of his feathers. The same softness I had felt when I was getting clawed by his talons before he was fully shifted.

      -I'm still new to all of this. I'm sorry I pulled away from you when you spoke into my head. I wasn't ready for that. Can Ebbin hear me?-

      I wonder whether or not he’s conscious of what’s going on. I’m worried about how he feels at whats just happened to him and what’s still to come.

      -He can. He's very worried for you. Also scared of what he is, what we are. Little one, my name is Rigar if you ever need a flying lesson, I would be very honored to help you with anything you need. Regrettably, I must go now, the shifts need to happen fast for the others to acclimate to his mind and their new bodies. You will need to step away from me. This shift will be much easier than that of mine, but Enbarr will need much room. See you soon little one.-

      Standing, I catch a glimpse of my other two men. Crouching like little chickens behind the bench seating.

      “You can come out now. Rigar assured me that no harm would come to me for Ebbin's final shifts. Enbarr is next. Though he didn't say which shifter it was,” my voice is light and filled with laughter, seeing two big men hiding away while I am right in the thick of things.

      “Yeah love, no harm will come to you. We’re a threat. All dominants, that’s what we are, and his beasts need to stake their claim and converge with Ebbin. Their all at war right now, inside of him. It’s best we stay back here, and we aren't fucking chickens. We’re respectful,” Merrick juts his chin up at the last part which brings a smile to my face.

      Hearing scuffling behind my back, I crouch down and wait for whatever shows up next to emerge and face me. I might not listen to everything they say, but I’ll do my best to welcome the next shifter with respect. I might be the Alpha, since I apparently claimed them all, yet I have no idea how the dominant shit actually works.

      Enbarr turns out to be a giant freaky snake with arms. The forest green with moss colored scales take over his entire body, in length he’s about twelve feet long and at his widest, where a man's chest should be, he was much more broad than Ebbin was in human form.

      Enbarr’s eyes are bright yellow with red slits for pupils, just like a snakes usually are, just different colors. Other than a very wide mouth and flat nose, he has mostly humanoid features. Instead of hair, he has a hood on the back of his head like a cobra with three red circles on the back. Testing the air with his slitted tongue, he slithers over to me with his head held high and arms at his sides. When he’s within a foot of me, I jump up and take a step back out of surprise and a little fear.

      Fear was a fickle thing and apparently, he can taste it on his tongue as he let that strange forked thing fly out of his mouth several times before he stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes never blinking or leaving my face.

      -Rigar was right in the fact I will cause you no harm. I'm sorry if my appearance is frightening. I can find somewhere private and wait for Caius to emerge.-

      He was right, he was frightening, but also a part of Ebbin. He will find no reason to feel unwanted around me. He can’t change who he is. He’s beautiful in his own way and I will do what I can to show him that.

      Taking the last step between us, I take his large hand in mine, look into his eyes and smile. “Please don't ever hide from me. You’re a part of all of us. It's nice to meet you Enbarr, I’m Mira.”

      -I am unable to form words the way you are, but it is my pleasure. Thank you for welcoming me. I have less time than Rigar did. I will be shifting soon. I will see you again. I hope you will oblige me in some time alone soon, some time to understand you and your world better. Though your mate will always be present. Getting to know this world will be hard and I would enjoy a little help.-

      “Anything you need. See you soon Enbarr.” Letting go of his hand, I close my eyes, breath in some fresh air waiting to meet Caius.

      A few moments later a loud snarl breaks through the air. My eyes popping open to a beautiful, panther that’s standing proudly before me. He’s unlike any of the pictures I have ever come across of panthers from before. They’re extinct now, so all I have to go on is the Cloud and books from before the Fall of the Veil. From a few feet away he looks to be all black, but when he turns in the sunlight, you can see the difference, the cinnamon colored spots more prominent against his shining black coat.

      I have no fear of him, strangely enough. All I feel is a deep need to run my fingers through his fur. Walking boldly to him, I kneel right before his face, look into his light blue eyes, and throw my arms around him in a hug. The playful panther falls onto his side, with me tumbling onto him having lost my balance at his abrupt move.

      Purring, he licks my face with a very rough tongue, and for a moment we just lay there together before he speaks into my mind.

      -The memories I have from being in your mate’s head are wondrous. You're like nothing I expected. Hello, young Valkyrie. Please, hold tighter to me. This will hurt.-

      Sitting up, looking at him dazed, my eyes go wide as soon as I endure the first bits of what feel like fire shredding through my entire body. My back bows and I slump over unable to hold myself up. Caius is above me, snarling and growling one second, then I feel a heaviness fall onto my chest. I think I hear a few scuffles, and what I swear is Ebbin's voice telling me to breath and to let it take over, but I have no idea what’s going on. I don’t have time to look at my men and see if they’re all here with me, as another shot tears through me. This time the pain is too much to handle. It feels as if someone has taken a branding iron, shoved it into my chest and is twirling it around my heart. My world goes black as I pass out from the pain that is clawing through me.
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        Ebbin:

      

      

      Watching Mira with my inner beasts, and hearing the words she was saying in their minds, I couldn't have been more proud. She wasn't disgusted with any of them. She accepted them as if this kind of thing happened every day. I’m in complete awe of her. She showed fear when fear was warranted, which showed all of my companions she was smart but brave, and love when it meant the most. The ease of how she accepted everything was amazing and helped calm all of us.

      Rigar, Enbarr, and Caius tried their best to make the transitions on me easy. Melding our minds was a confusing experience. From the way they talk in my head to the knowledge they have, they’re nothing of what I was expecting when I heard Rhydian say I was shifting.

      When I thought about how they came to be my companions and why they were chosen for me, Rigar came to the front and showed me how they came to be. The images and thoughts flowed so easily, there was no pain or confusion.

      They were not born or made, they were there from the beginning of time. Flowing in an aether and watching over the worlds, they were spirits. They wandered on another plain waiting for their perfect host. They are able to learn, even to love. They watched over every realm, every plain waiting for a pull. They had watched many of their friends be drawn to other worlds, watched what happened when the others bonded with their new hosts.

      When Caius was drawn to Rigar, and soon after Enbarr, they knew they would be with the same host all tied together somehow and that somehow or someone is me. Trying to find the pull they had heard about, they started the search for me when they felt complete and it was almost time for them to descend.

      As scared as I am with finding out I’m Other, it’s a surprisingly easy role to fall into. It means I’ll be able to stay with Mira, watch our daughter grow, and spend an eternity with her. Grow stronger bonds with these men, I know without a doubt will never leave her side or mine. We’re all a family now.

      Bonding with my own beasts is confusing and pretty amazing at the same time. The fact that they will always be there is comforting; scary but comforting. No one was expecting this to happen. Especially not me. I may not have known my family, but this didn't seem possible. I went through all the tests the Conclave could throw at me. There were no signs whatsoever that I would ever be anything but a Hollow. Mira and I have even talked about it at one point. We bonded over the pain we both went through as youths and how we wished we could have been stronger, to fight back at what has happened to us, and here we are now, after all of that torture, we’re fucking badass, powerful Others.

      In that moment, I wanted to sweep Mira into my arms and rush to the bedroom. There was more going on though and the beasts inside me worried me a little on that part, the part with them being there for everything. Not only do I have three other guys watching our every move, I now have my very own voyeurs in my mind. How did everything get so twisted today? We were just supposed to go see who was the biological father to our baby. Now, everything has changed. I can’t help but wonder if it’s for the better.

      -We will respect your privacy and only come to the surface when you ask, or we can feel we are needed. We have only had each other for an eternity. We are used to the company of one another.-

      -Thank you Enbarr, it will take some time getting used to all of this. Since I'm kinda stuck with you all. Is there anything you have ever wanted to do? Maybe experience in your own bodies? This has to be strange for you as well.-

      They’re mine to take care of now; they’ll take care of me and the others and it’s my job to make sure we all can coincide together, get along, and be happy.

      -We will tell you when the time is right. We want nothing but to see out of your eyes. To learn your ways, it will take time with your mate to go through the rest of the changes that are to come. We will be here if needed, but we understand you will need to be there in your own body, for now.-

      Seems like they know just the right things to say, but what’s he talking about, ‘the rest of the changes that are to come’? We need a fucking break. There’s so much going on so quick, we’re all getting whiplash from the onslaught.

      -You need to take back over now. Mira is about to transition. Can you feel it? The static in the air, the power coursing through her? She accepted all of us. She is complete.-

      Caius’s words ring through me again and I feel something strange, though I’m not sure what just yet. It feels like my insides are turning inside out and the urge to be, different is making my head spin.

      The air feels charged and there’s an ominous feel behind his words. When I look back through Caius’ eyes, he’s standing over Mira. She’s on the ground screaming in agonizing pain. Caius is snarling at Merrick, and Rhydian who are trying to get to her, but are being cautious and respectful of my companions. The worry and pain on their faces evident and it pulls at me. They really do love her, I can feel it and see it in their eyes. They can’t get close to be with her in her time of need, because Caius is too dominant and still views them as a threat, even though I can feel through him, he knows they’re here to help. He’s protecting her until I can take back control.

      -Caius, you need to let me shift. Let go. They will not hurt her. They all love her too. She isn't just mine anymore. She is ours as we are hers. I don't know how all of this works yet, but please, let me shift so I can take care of her.-

      I can feel the relief and concern rush through him before he finally lets me have control and shift back into my Hollow form. Well Other now, I suppose. Shifting back is surprisingly easy. I feel Caius relax into the shift, and I follow his lead, letting my body take over and do what is necessary to be in my own skin again. Within seconds, not knowing I had even shifted back, I’m laying over Mira, naked. I don’t care and the others don’t take a second glance at me. We’re all worried about our woman laying there screaming.

      Looking down at the love of my life while she’s in such agony is tearing me apart. I can’t fix this, it’s supposed to happen from what Caius said, so I do what she did for me. I grab her and pin her to my chest and tell her what I can to try and soothe her, ease her pain.

      “Mira, I'm here. I'm okay. You're going to be ok. I won't let you go, you need to let it take over. Let it happen. With four bonds and four shifters, that you accepted, the bonds are settling themselves within you. The human side was fine, but when you accept our beasts as well, it cemented the bond within all of us. We’re all yours, we all accept you. I love you so much, Bugs, just breathe.”

      With one last scream, she passes out and goes limp in my arms.

      I close my eyes and feel the tears streaming down my face, feel the others trying to pick Mira and I both up, but I’m stuck. I‘ve never seen her look so frail and small. It’s wrecking me, inside and out.

      “We need to get her inside,” Rhydian’s large frame came into focus and I was surprised to see him with as little clothes on as I did. “I can’t believe you’re a fucking Ternary! Glad to have you on our side,” he says with pride in his voice, but it’s lost on me right now. My emotions aren’t with them, but with Mira.

      “Yeah, now we have one more person to keep from the Conclave. Not going to be as easy as Mira since he fucking works under them and he’s supposed to be my guard. If they come near him, they are going to smell what he is in a heartbeat,” Merrick’s words make me panic. He’s right. There’s no way I’m ever going to be able to keep my job now that I’m Other. What the hell am I going to do?

      “Don’t worry about it man, here,” I look up and barely catch the fresh meat before it hits Mira, I glare at the fucking Warlock that appeared out of nowhere, one of his damn portals no doubt, but can’t get the smell of the sweet meat off my mind. I don’t give the fact that it’s raw a second thought as I tear into with a fervor I didn’t know I posses, and relish in the sweet taste while the blood drips down my face and onto Mira.

      Rhydian offers to take her and I sadly, in my weakened, hungry state, let him.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Waking in the comforts of my own bed, the first thing I notice is that I’m alone. There are whispers outside the door and sounds coming from down the hall. Nothing alerts me to let me know who it is and no one comes in to check on me.

      The second thing I notice is a heavy feeling in my chest, almost like something’s pulling me in different directions, but only when I think about my guys. My guys that should be with me, but aren't. Thinking about Ebbin, I can feel he’s worried, tired and he’s angry at someone.

      -I hope I’m not the cause for that anger.-

      I think to myself, but too quickly I remember every one of them can hear my thoughts when I think them loud enough. I wonder if I can sneak in and listen in on their thoughts before someone comes rushing in here.

      Thinking of Rhydian, I find him arguing with Kigiree about the way he spoke to me and how he could have messed things up for being such a ‘sexed crazed beast’. Rhydian can’t fathom how Kigiree can be that way since it’s their job to give justice on the people that thought heinous, perverted thoughts. Kigiree argues he would never act on those thoughts, they aren't wrong they’re normal and he points out that Rhydian was the one to actually do the deed, with me and three other men. I feel bad for the way they’re arguing though sweet, it isn't necessary. They’re both amazing.

      -Shut up, both of you. Kigiree, I don't know if you can hear me. If you can, I can't thank you enough for what you do when you're forced to shift. I hate it, and what it does to you, but thank you. Rhydian wouldn't be the man he is today without you.-

      I feel Kigiree’s appreciation, his pride and ego inflate but I hear no words from him.

      -Rhydian. I'm fine he was funny and made that very surprising and scary ordeal bearable. He gave me compliments, yeah they were dirty, but if you have ever truly listened in on my mind, you would see I am much worse than he is.-

      -I'm glad you're awake, love, I'll be there soon, I'm at home getting a few more things Rhett forgot. How are you feeling? And yes, I have heard such things in your mind… it’s fucking hot.-

      It’s surprising to know we can talk to each other with such a large distance between us, but also very comforting.

      -I’m tired and worried about all of you. Are we leaving when you get back? I need a shower and to pack a few of my own things. Y’all kind of stole the show and stopped all that when you decided to scare the fuck out of me and shift.-

      -Your fault technically. You claimed us as yours. Therefore, your fault. Sorry, love. I have to go, Rhett is about to open a portal so we can bring our other truck to haul everything. See you soon.-

      -You can bring a truck through a portal? Holy shit!-

      -Rhett can.-

      I don’t have time to reply before I feel him leave my mind, making me feel a little insecure and alone. Instead of dwelling too much on why’s and how's of all of this, I search for Merrick since I know he isn't with Rhett and Rhydian. Instead of trying to hear his thoughts, I try to search for his eyes in our bond and see if I can view what he does, see out of his eyes.

      Hearing his inner monologue, I’m embarrassed and turned on immediately, I should back out, but I can’t, not yet. Pushing my way into his mind a little deeper, I’m able to finally see through his eyes, and I give myself a mental high five. This is going to be so much fun.

      Not only can I see what he was seeing but I’m getting his thought images too! As I’m watching him stroke his hard cock through his own eyes, I start seeing flashes of myself. He’s got me bent over on the bed in a way it would nearly be impossible to move. In one hand he’s got a fist full of my hair, pulling me back into him. The other firmly grasping my hip. He tells me to scream for him as he thrust into me hard. Fucking me deeper with each thrust of his hips and pull of my hair. I can see his abs flexing with every thrust and his arms tensing every time he pulls me back down his shaft. I can’t believe how vivid his imagination is.

      He’s now watching himself fuck me as hard as he can. From a third person view, it’s like he’s standing beside where I’m watching, this feels so strange. Plunging his cock deep inside me over and over to the point his legs start to weaken from the pleasure building up inside him. I stop watching his thoughts and listen.

      -Fuck, I don’t know how long I can hold out. Seeing that sweet ass in my fucking face makes me want to explode. Next time I get her alone, I’m gonna sink my teeth into that shit and make her beg for my dick. Just like she has me begging for that sweet cunt of hers. I wanna feel how wet she gets when I rip her legs apart and dive in to taste her. I want to make her squirm with pleasure as I pull her closer and closer.-

      Already wet and needy, I thrust further into his mind peering out of his eyes, what I see does not disappoint! Gripping his large hand over himself, his dick was hard as a rock and needing a release.

      Throwing his head back and closing his eyes, he started visualizing me again, which cut me off from my own personal show. I wasn't happy.

      -Enough of that, I have to see it, now. Open your eyes and look at your cock Merrick!-

      Eyes snapping open wide, he whips his head down and looks in the mirror, halting the movement he has going on his cock.

      -Why did you stop? I can feel how much you want it, how much you want me. Why are you still in the bathroom and not in here,with me. Though I can't say I'm complaining too much. That was quite a treat.-

      -I can't fucking believe you finally wake up after a week! Dive into my thoughts, and, and! Figure out how to see through my eyes. Jesus Mira, get out of my head. I'm too fucking riled up. I have to finish, I need this.-

      -A week?!- I shout into his head, making him wince and tense his shoulders, releasing his still throbbing dick.

      -Mira, I'm not kidding. Let me finish and I will be right there, please?-

      Feeling bad for not letting him finish, I try to set aside the fact I was out for a week, and let him get back to it. Though I’m not about to make it that easy.

      -I'll let you finish if you let me watch.-

      I can’t help it as I slide my own fingers down my body, tweaking my nipple once and dipping lower as I start to play and rub myself. I’m hot and bothered,  needing release just as much as he is.

      -You little voyeur. I should tell Rhydian and Kigiree.-

      -Why? You want him to help you out?- I tease back giggling at how much fun this is for me.

      -You’re insufferable.-

      Knowing he’s joking, he obliges but looks in the mirror first with lidded lust filled eyes and a smirk on his face. Fucker is teasing me too much, even though he is the one in need.

      Slowly looking down his own body, I take in every tattoo, every corded muscle in his chest and his abs, the decadent V at his waist, and then I see his hand grab for his dick again.

      Wanting to help him in any way I can, I tried to send him thoughts of what I was doing to myself. The way my fingers are soaked in my own juices.

      The look on my face as I play with a nipple and rub my clit harder and faster. Then to push him over the edge, I sent one of me, riding him and cumming when he sucks on one of my nipples and pulls my hair making my head fall back as I scream.

      Watching him as he pumps harder, tightens his hold on himself and grabs the edge of the counter, he finally lets go when I send an image of myself cumming to the image of him. I can’t help the moan that slips out as I find my own release when I see him take his. I know he hears me through my mind, and the walls.

      Opening my eyes, I watch him taking deep breaths as he washes his hands. He looks into the mirror, flips me off and leaves the bathroom, I assume heading for my room.

      Feeling too shy now that I was back in my own head, I jump off the bed and run into my own bathroom locking the door behind me and jump in the shower. I have to clean myself up and try to rein myself in a bit before I show my face, to anyone.
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      Taking as long as I possibly can, I stand under the hot water, wondering how I was out for a week.

      -I mean, nothing was hooked up to me for food and water, and just how the hell did I not have to go to the bathroom?-

      I’m not sure I want to ask but I’m way too confused to leave it alone.

      Hopping out of the shower, I notice someone put a new set of clothes on the counter for me, a plain black t-shirt, my jacket with the fur lining, skinny jeans, and fuzzy socks with a pair of my winter boots. I know for a fact, I locked the door. Seeing all of it in here, I can almost guarantee Ebbin found one of the little keys and silently opened the door, saving me from having to come out naked, and embarrass myself any further.

      So, I guess since I’m finally awake it’s time to go. The fact that we only have a week for me to figure out how to get to my ancestor’s home, ascend to a Valkyrie and get the Demon shit worked out. It’s daunting and I have no idea what’s going to happen now that I don't have Lyra to help me through everything.

      The risks of staying behind and getting caught by the Conclave is what makes up my mind to accept everything so quickly. I know I can’t stay since I’ll soon be showing, and the Conclave no doubt has the knowledge I was hooking up with Rhydian since our little ordeal at Blue's. Their spies are everywhere. The sooner we leave the better.

      Grabbing one of the bigger makeup bags I have from under my sink, I shove in the few items I want to take with me and walk out to go pack up my clothes. Ebbin, no doubt, already has Rios on his way over to take care of things while we’re away. I just wish we knew how long we’re actually going to be gone for.

      There’s a buzz in the air, everyone’s busy with their own packing and no one tries to come in to check on me. Not even Merrick after what we did. They know I’m awake, someone does, since there were clothes set out for me after my shower. I already talked to Merrick and Rhydian, they knew I was up. Rhydian I’m sure told Rhett, but where is Ebbin.

      Finding my closet empty and my clothes already in a suitcase, I double check my closet and grab the knives that were left behind by whoever packed for me. I’m not going into anything without some way to protect myself.

      With nothing left to pack, I zip my bags and walk quietly and as slow as possible down the hall to find the others. I want to savor every last second I can in my home. I hate that we have to leave it. It’s not an easy thing to leave the only place you have every truly been able to call your own. To leave the memories, the people and even the material things. I know we can come back, but it doesn’t change the fact, we don’t know when that will happen. That’s what scares me most.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Taking in the home we worked so hard to save up for, I can’t help but stare at each picture, remembering each memory that came with it. I wondered if we really would ever be able to come back, come back to our little town, our home we worked so hard get.

      Will we be able to raise our daughter here safely, without the threat of the Conclave, or Hollows and Others alike trying to tear her down, hunt her for her powers or use her for them. Just thinking about it has my blood boiling. My heart rate is steadily rising, I clench my fists and grind my teeth. How can someone so small, so innocent be hunted, hated and used. Hollows can be so cruel, but so too can the rest of the worlds, the Others. Life is supposed to be cherished, not used for others gains or used by people for their sick and twisted games. Maybe coming back here isn’t such a good idea.

      “I can feel the nasty shit you have going on inside you. You want to talk about it?” Ebbin says, coming up behind me, sliding his hands in front of my stomach and holding me to his chest.

      I shrug my shoulders in response unsure of what to really say. So I try and change the subject, for him and me.

      “Oh, so you can feel my feelings now?” I lean my head back and peer up at his smiling face right before he leans down and gives me a kiss on the nose.

      “I can always tell what your feeling, you give yourself away with your body language, and yeah, having these new nifty powers has given me some more insight, like hearing your thoughts if I try,” he gives me a panty dropping smile and leans down once more, but this time instead of a kiss he blows slobbery raspberries into my neck. I wipe away the slobber and turn to get out of his arms.

      “I'm so glad you're awake. They’ve never heard of someone being out for as long as you and so we called in Lyra when you didn't wake, after eight hours. We were worried about you but also the baby. Lyra was able to feed you some of Rhydian's blood to sustain you both. She left the rest of what was going on up to Rhett. You should have seen his face when he tried to cast a spell so you wouldn’t wet yourself. We thought he was going to run away in embarrassment. Don't be too hard on him though. We couldn't have taken care of you properly without him,” he tells me while he’s trying to hold in his laugh but the jitters in his shoulders tell me he’s losing the battle.

      “Why was he so embarrassed? What did he have to put me in a diaper or something?” The image I have in my mind has me laughing. Rhett leaning over me with an adult diaper, trying to lift my butt up and scooch it under me, and then pinning it with clothespins instead of the tape that's on the sides.

      “No, nothing like that, but the words he had to use were pretty funny. Talking about ‘urine’ and ‘don’t let her piss herself’. I thought all of that witchy shit was in a different language, I guess we now know it's not.” We’re both laughing at that. It’s a nice reprieve from the worry and rage that seems to be a now constant in my life.

      “So that's how he did it. Well that answers that, but why would he think I would make him feel bad for doing it?” It’s his turn to shrug his shoulders at me and give me an I don’t know look; his sexy lips pursed and his brows are high on his forehead. He’s so fucking adorable.

      So far, all any of them have done is take care of me, make me feel wanted and loved. They promised to stay with me, and protect what I now consider theirs, me, Ebbin and this baby girl, their family. Yeah, I might poke fun at them sometimes but I’m not about to diss them and make them feel bad for something that was so sweet.

      Instead of answering me, Ebbin lifts my chin up so he can see my eyes, I stare back at him and clasp my hands behind his neck. He leans down and right before our lips meet, he smiles and dives in. I can feel his arousal, it's been there for a while I'm guessing since he’s rock hard and ready for whatever I give him. I don’t know how I missed it earlier. No doubt he peeked in on me when I was spying on Merrick’s little hand session.

      His kiss isn't slow and tender like I was expecting. It’s fast, hot and heavy. I’m out of breath and needing more contact. Wanting and needing to feel him everywhere, all over me, now.

      When his hands come to the front of my shirt and started gliding up, I can’t resist feeling him the same way, running my own hands up the hard muscles of this stomach. Right as we’re about to start tearing each other's clothes off, a loud bang has us pulling apart.

      Staring at the front door that is now hanging wide open. Rhett’s standing there, sheepishly staring at the ground trying to turn away. Ebbin and I both laugh and adjust our clothes, trying not to be embarrassed.

      “So, how hard was it to make sure I didn't wet myself?” I ask, still adjusting my clothes and trying to hold in the laugh that’s about to burst out at any moment. He ruined my moment with Ebbin, so I’m going to give him a little grief. I won’t prolong it or take it too far, but I’m going to give him a little of what he always gives us. His cheeks flare a deeper red and I watch as his jade eyes go wide with embarrassment. It’s worth it.

      The look on his face is adorable, he turns and tries to walk to the open door. Before he can leave, I run straight into his chest wrapping my arms around him. Soon enough he embraces me back and kisses the top of my head. All is forgiven, he knows I‘m playing and he secretly loves it. I know it.

      “Thank you yet again, Rhett,” with one last squeeze, I let go and walk to my packed bags, handing them to Ebbin with a wink.

      “I saw this on the bed, I take it we’re leaving today?” I can’t contain the sadness in my voice, instead of it coming out strong, it’s quiet, said almost in a whisper, unable to contain the sadness in my voice.

      “We are,” Ebbin states with a downcast look on his face.  His eyes sad and a small frown is pulling his lips down. “The sooner the better. We were also able to find a few more books on Valkyries.” That piques my interest. My eyebrows raise and I lick my lips, in anticipation, ready to learn as much as I possibly can. “One talks about their abilities, another is what seems to be a ‘how to’ on their powers and how to properly ascend. We are ready when you are. I’m sorry it’s so soon after you woke up. Time really isn't on our side right now.”

      I understand his worry more than he knows. I’m the one that actually has to do all of this. He’s right though, there’s no warning. I woke up, perved out on Merrick, showered and now, with few words said, they have my entire life packed. I don’t even have time to go back through and look for things they may have missed. I have to trust they got everything of importance. Rhett can portal us back at any time if they did miss anything, but it won’t be the same, we won’t be able to stay.

      Pulling me out of my inner pity party, Rhydian walks through the door heading straight for me. He picks me up in one of his bear hugs, twirling me around like a child. Surprised by the gesture, but happy for it all the same. I squeal into his neck as I wrap my legs around him. Stopping his antics, he kisses my neck once and sets me down. A little dizzy from all the twirling, I hold onto his arm with a giant smile plastered across my face.

      “I'm sorry for all of this,” he says looking down at me. I try to smile for them all to let them know I’m okay, but I doubt I’m very convincing. “We really do have to be going. The snow is already starting to fall through the pass. The later it gets, the more snow we will have to get through. It will only get worse with time.” Rhydian’s statement has me looking up to him with gleaming wide eyes. Snow, I love snow and have been missing it since Ebbin and I haven’t taken a vacation in awhile.

      Blowing out a breath, I ask them for two minutes. Running into the kitchen, I grab the tea they left behind, no doubt Rhett did that on purpose. My giant self heating mug, some honey and a few snacks I don’t think I’ll actually need, but hey, you never know.

      Jogging back into the living room, Merrick’s there. My stomach flips and I snort out a laugh when I see him standing around looking smug. His arms are crossed and his mouth is turned up in a half grin.

      “You're better than any porno! Is there some way to save that? Maybe go back, watch it again and pause at all my favorite parts?”

      He has a cocky grin when I first come in, thinking I will be the one embarrassed, like I was when he finished and I ran to the bathroom. Now it’s him that was beet red, shaking his head at the floor as he walks out the door.

      “What’s all that about?” Rhydian asks turning his head to the side with a confused look on his face.

      “What he said,” Rhett replies raising one brow in question.

      “Don't know all the details, I just know I was feeling a lot of arousal coming from the bathroom and Mira’s room at the same time,” Ebbin says as he tries to keep a straight face while mine falls and my eyes are surely bugging out of my head.

      Bumping into me with his hip, Ebbin smacks my ass and tells me, “Stop worrying about those things. I know what we all are, I'm in it for the long haul, just like before. The only thing that’s changed is I want to renovate when we come back. I'm really starting to understand why people love a lot of bathrooms in their house,” scrunching up my nose at his words and thoroughly grossed out, I leave it alone and walk out the door trailing behind the others to a new future.
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        Mira:

      

      

      It’s a long but gorgeous drive. The snow’s coming down fast and hard, covering the ground, making it look like a true winter wonderland, and littering the trees with what looks like sparkling white feathers. Ebbin is driving and Rhydian sits behind us in my SUV, letting me take the front while Merrick and Rhett take the giant red truck.

      Sitting in silence most of the way, it gives me time to ask about the what happened when I was passed out for the week. Ebbin tells me there were always two of them at the house watching over me, while the other two packed or searched for any information on what I am, and Merrick was the one to figured out how to get the Conclave to approve everyone's leave. Rhydian tells me about he and Rhett breaking into the Conclave’s underground historical chambers and getting the books on the Valkyrie for me, they were almost caught when a bookshelf fell over, but Rhett was able to portal them out before they were caught. It was always busy at the house and tensions did run high but there was no fighting between them. I did ask Ebbin why he was angry when I first woke but he didn’t seem to remember what I was talking about. It would come later.

      With the sun high in the sky, now midday, we stop off and grab a few more road snacks, get some fuel for Merrick's truck and charge my SUV for a bit.

      I’m enjoying the brisk cool air and walk to a cliff side where I can see for miles. All the trees below me are capped in fresh snow and the entire valley looks like something off of a Christmas postcard. It’s so gorgeous. With a shrill whistle cutting through the air, I look back and see Merrick twirling his hand in the air trying to get everyone to load up. I don't want to leave this spot, I want to stay and enjoy it a bit longer, but sightseeing isn't on the agenda, sadly.
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      Back on the highway, through snow covered mountains, winding roads, and deserted streets, we finally turn down a long dirt road covered by low hanging trees and a massive iron fence that follows the path of the road. It feels eerie and after about fifteen minutes of driving slowly down the winding eerie path, we come up to a giant gate adorned with huge stone gargoyles on each side.

      Merrick tells Ebbin through their minds a six-digit code that opens the gate. After another ten minutes of driving down the overgrown, dark, winding driveway, a huge wood cabin comes into view. I don't even know if you can call it a cabin. It’s all wood, sure, but it’s two stories, with wrap around decks on each level. Six windows overtake the top floor. You can tell there’s a room for every two windows since the blinds are open and you can see the surrounding walls through them. The bottom floor has two large bay windows on either side of the door giving it a ‘homey’ feel. I’m filled with jitters, thinking about tomorrow morning when I will sit in front of one of those windows, enjoying the falling snow with a hot mug of coffee in my hands.

      Under one window, a set of rocking chairs sit with a small table between them, the other side has two large porch swings with three taller tables to accommodate the height of the swings. There are no potted plants or bushes to be seen. Only a walkway of broken pathway stones led to the house. Jumping out of the car, still in awe at the size and beauty. Rhydian comes around the side and bumps my shoulder.

      “Nice ‘quaint little cabin’ huh?” he asks with a wry grin on his perfect face as he too stares up at the gorgeous house.

      “I want to see what y'all consider a house, it's probably a fucking castle! This is insane. Who would ever need all of this room? Who would want to clean it?” He lets out a snort in reply, and walks away shaking his head.

      “We have cleaners come every two weeks. We leave so they don't know what we are. They don't snoop or ask questions. They have yet to try and sneak a peek of the owners. I guess it's a good thing we pay them a truly obscene amount of money to do this, or I'm sure we would be outed. This is our secret getaway. Not even the Conclave knows about it and that's how we plan to keep it. I can’t imagine letting the Conclave know this is one of our properties. It's one of the reasons we’ll be safe here. I gave them the address of another property of mine four hours away so if they do come looking, they won't find us but we’ll be alerted to any suspicious activity on the other property and we have a plan laid out if they do come. Excuses to use when they don't find us there and start to question our whereabouts,” Merrick's words have me instantly relaxing. We won't be bothered or found. I can take the time to read up on Valkyries without worrying we might have to rush out.

      When I do ascend, no one will see me flying above the trees, or disappearing when I figure out how to use the tether inside me to find the right side of the veil, so to speak.
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      With the guys bringing in all of our stuff, I wander off around the side of the house, very pleased to find a covered area that has a huge fire pit, stone seating and even a hot tub. It’s all surrounded by a lattice that’s covered in jasmine, though it might not be in bloom, I can still smell its sweet pungent scent before I even make it within ten feet of its vines.

      Finding some cushions hidden inside a cabinet that’s tucked away by the hot tub, I lay them on the stone bench and grab the only book I was able to snag off of my shelf before Ebbin packed the rest away when we left.

      It’s one of my favorites, re-written from years ago, so we are still able to enjoy it in our time.

      It’s about a unicorn shifter, that tried all her life to overcome the pain of being left behind and find her place in a world full of assholes. She had been trying to get into a special academy for magic users and shifters like herself for years. Though every attempt is met with heartache and rejection with each letter of denial. Finally, when she was about ready to give up, she got her wish and was accepted. When she got there, she met six different men that changed her life.

      It’s a lot like my life now. Having more than one man, defying the odds, I hope. Finding love when you least expect it, and learning to deal with the changes that life throws your way.

      The author wrote about things that were yet to make themselves known. They have many words for each race, I just know them as Others, and now me. Though, I have yet to meet a Unicorn shifter.

      Looking at the beautiful cover, full of color, and animals, we don't have anymore, the woman on the cover is stunning. With a long brown curly hair, mismatched eyes, and skin the color of spun gold. I’ve read this book several times, but it never gets old to me.

      Before I can even open it to the first page, there’s a shifting in the bushes a few feet away from me. With no ominous sounds, I figure it’s a small rabbit trying to find warmth and shelter.

      When the little beast scurries at me without warning, I squeak out a little scream and jump onto the seating. I stand on the bench looking down at the cutest baby lynx with a silver and black coat. It sits on its haunches, staring up at me with its head cocked to the side, every so often one of its ears would twitch and the long tuft of hair on the tips would sway side to side. With a sudden, adorable ferocity, it lets out a sound that I can only explain as a high pitched purr.

      Slowly stepping down from my safe spot. I start to talk to it with my hand held out so it might sniff it and see I’m not a threat.

      “Come here kitty, I won't hurt you. Come on,” making kissing noises and talking a little higher than I normally do, the lynx cocks its head to the other side without moving forward. I don't want to scare it, so I sit down on the cold ground and act like I’m ignoring it.

      I start to read my book out loud, in a low soothing voice. The little lynx gets low on its belly and crawls over to me very slowly.

      I’m so excited I almost go to grab it, but stop before I scare it away. Instead, I keep reading and wait for it to get comfortable with my voice and my scent.

      Five minutes later and the little one has its head right by my knee, it keeps sniffing the air and looking back to me, turning its head from side to side and sniffing the air. Unsure of what it’s smelling, I turn my head and notice all of my guys standing far enough away so they don’t scare the lynx away.

      “It's alright, they’re mine. They won't hurt you either. You're pretty small to be out here on your own. Where is your family?” I whisper to it. Looking back to me and away from the guys it crawls right to my hand and lays its chin right on top. My hands are cold from being out here so long already, but I’m not about to lift it off the ground when we have made it this far. I really want her to trust me.

      “I wish you would let me pet you. Your fur looks so soft. Maybe after a little more time, you will let me take you inside to warm up and get a little meat in your belly. How’s that sound?” I ask it, trying to sooth it further, get more comfortable with my voice and scent.

      Raising its head off my hand, it makes that strange high pitched purr again and surprises me by nuzzling me right under my chin.

      Slowly, petting its neck and down the side of its body, it starts to purr like a real kitten. It puts its paws on my stomach, but jerks back before any real weight is put down. Lowering its head it starts to sniff my stomach. Laying down with its head now resting on my belly, I notice it is a little girl, but I’m still confused as to what has it acting the way it is with my belly.

      “Well then little one, you're a girl! What should we name you? I haven't even gotten that far with my own little girl.” Hearing footsteps coming closer, I turn and watch as Merrick and Ebbin sit on each side of me, while Rhett and Rhydian sit closer to my feet.

      “What have you adopted now, Bugs? We can't keep wild animals,” Ebbin says as he puts his arm around my shoulder. None of them make a move to try and touch the lynx, but I can tell they all want to.

      “She’s not wild. She is an Agathion or a familiar. She was sent here. Most likely for Mira since that's where she wants to be. I wonder what her second form is?” Merrick dares to reach his hand out and touch her. With her hair standing on end, she hisses at him making him snatch his hand back and making all of us laugh in turn.

      “Shit, alright I get it you don't like me. That will come with time.” Feeling her body shake on my lap, I’m wondering if she’s cold, but looking down at her, she’s clearly laughing at him, her little tongue barely peeking out and her eyes are trained intently on him.

      Unable to resist, I join her in her joke, laughing at Merrick as well. With all of them looking at me like I’m crazy, I’m out of breath and tears were falling from my eyes. I laugh longer and harder with the looks of confusion they have for me.

      “She’s laughing at Merrick! I can't help it!” I say in between breaths, trying my best to stop laughing, but the more I think about it, the more I laugh.

      “Sent here by who? I know what a familiar is, but what is an Agathion?” Remember his words on that, I stop laughing. I feel like all I have been doing lately is asking questions. It's getting pretty fucking annoying.

      “They’re a spirit that either comes in the form of a human or animal. Before, from what I know of them, they are only granted to those with Demon blood. They didn’t stay, like this little one here,” Merrick says as he points to the lynx once again, the little thing looking at me with a small smile, if cats can do that. “They would only show themselves at midday, leaving at night, and returning only when their masters needed them. That doesn't seem to be the case here,” Merrick says leaving me more stumped, but looking at me with pride in his eyes.

      “That’s you, love. She was sent here from their realm, Hell. Once a Demon manifests, an Agathion is sent,” Rhydian’s the one to answer my questions this time, but he leaves me with more instead of relieving my mind.

      “I haven't manifested any Demon shit. So how exactly does that make sense? Second question out of the million I have asked recently, what do you mean her ‘second form’?” Without waiting for any answers, knowing they will follow, I get up with my little lynx following close behind and head for the cabin. I want to get warm and feed my new Agathion.

      Walking ahead of everyone, Rhett catches up to me putting an arm behind my back as we walk. His body heat seeping into me, making me feel more comfortable.

      “You did manifest, love. While you were asleep, you sent us all images of what you would do if anyone ever hurt what was yours. The second day when we kept getting them, we came into your room and found a bird pecking at your window. You might not have been awake, but it annoyed you, and with a flick from your wrist, a few groans and the bird was lying dead on the sill. It was the first and only time you moved while you were out.”

      Those words stop my dead in my tracks. Again, no one fucking told me. Not understanding how an annoying bird could have triggered something so volatile, I put my hands up to let all of them know I want to be alone, and walk into the woods.
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      “Why the hell can’t they just be honest with me? All I ask of them is to be one hundred percent up front and open with me. Why is that so fucking hard to do? I don't want to hear any of them say, ‘It never came up’ or ‘There wasn't time’ or even ‘We didn't want to worry you’. I’m so sick of being left in the dark.” Huffing out a breath, I stop for a moment and listen to see where they were. I can hear them lightly traipsing through the woods after me. They keep their distance which is smart of them right now. I doubt I’ll be able to hold back any of the anger I carry inside me right now. I feel like boiling kettle, ready to scream and flow over.

      The little lynx is the perfect companion to vent to in the quiet cold, she might not be able to reply, but she seems to listen. Her little ears flicking back and forth with my words and she looks up to me when I speak.

      We walk in silence, taking in the snowy landscape, appreciating the darkening sky and the smell of snow and rich pine that wafts through the air. The lynx keeps stride with me but stops abruptly when we get to an open grove where a single stone bench is placed before a huge boulder. There isn't anything around us except woods. Out here, in the middle of nothing but trees and an open sky, in the middle of nowhere, was a giant rock, with a bench.

      -Well, this is strange?-

      I think loud enough to get worried responses from all my guys. They’re rushing towards me, asking what was wrong in my mind.

      -I’m fine. Just… here look.-

      I send them all the image of what I’m seeing.

      Stepping closer, my lynx starts to growl deep in her throat. Not seeing the threat, I get right up to the rock and don't find anything out of the ordinary. I step back and scratch my head wondering just what the hell this thing is.

      Soon enough, I’m surrounded by my men, everyone walking around the boulder to see if they can figure out what it was, just like I did before they got here.

      “It’s a fucking rock. What else can it be? Maybe someone has a thing for rocks?” I say shrugging my shoulders, rolling my eyes at their actions. They still don’t listen to me, and that is getting me on edge again.

      “This isn't a random rock Bugs, the bench, the fact that your furry little friend won't even step inside the line of the field here. Something's not right. Rigar is saying animals sense more than we do. He, Enbarr, and Caius all want you to go back by the lynx,” Ebbin says still looking the boulder over.

      “Kigiree agrees, so do the rest of us. Something doesn't feel right,” Rhydian's worry cuts through my confusion. I move back beside my little lynx and wonder why the guys were still surrounding it when they made me move away.

      -Little lynx, I wish you can talk to me, tell me what you're thinking and feeling.-

      I think to her as I scratch her behind the ears.

      -It is a Dragonstone, my Harbinger. It takes you to that which you seek the most. Though they are known to betray and send the user to the place you fear the most instead of taking you to your desired destination. They are not good. You must stay away. I cannot follow you through one unless we are touching. It would take me a very long time to find your essence and make my way to you if you went through without me.-

      “Wait, you can understand me? Hear me and talk to me? Why didn't you before?” I almost shout, making the guys stop their assessments of the stone and walk over to me. All with quizzical looks over their own sent to me and the lynx.

      -You did not speak into my mind, I did not think you have that ability, I am sorry. I can understand you when you speak, but I cannot reply back the same. You must touch me once while you speak to me to cement that bond. That is what you just did.-

      Tired of questioning everything, I take it for face value. Truth.

      “Do you have a name?”

      -I do, it is Cynide. Close to the poison you have in the world. I picked it because that is my ability. My fur is poison, I also have the power to poison someone's mind with a thought. That is why I didn't want your brutish mate touching me. I must accept someone before they are able to comfort me with touch.-

      -Handy.-

      I tell her. Which makes her look to my hands and then her own paws in confusion.

      “This is Cynide. She can talk in my head just like all of you. Merrick, she can only be touched after she accepts someone. If you touched her before, her fur would have poisoned you.” Merrick’s eyes widen with surprise and intrigue all at once as he looks to the lynx with an appreciative smile finally gracing his face once more.

      “Just like her name,” Merrick grins at her. “Thanks for that Cynide. I hope we are all able to gain your trust at some point,” he says to her as he turns and starts walking back to the cabin.

      -They all have. When they told you, Harbinger, to come back with me and stay safe. Just don't tell them yet, I would like to make a few more assessments of them.-

      -I won't.- I think to her with a hidden grin. -And what's up with you calling me ‘Harbinger’? It's a little strange. Please just call me Mira.-

      -It is who you are, and what you are. You are a Death Demon; a Harbinger. I will accept calling you by your name and thank you. Many of our kind are taken advantage of and used more as slaves than as companions, protectors, and equals. I am lucky to be sent to you.-

      Saddened by her words, all I can give her back is my thanks and show her I appreciate her. I will have to figure out different ways to do that and often.

      -Shit, they don't know what it is.-

      Remembering what she told me about the Dragonstone, I yell to Merrick to come back.

      “I already know what it is, love. I need to get to the study in the house, find the maps for this property and see if I can find anything about it with the books my father left behind.” His back is to me as he still stalks back to the house without a glance back my way.

      The others all look at me with an expectant, yet stumped expression. I don’t know what to say so I too turn away and follow Merrick. The need to be alone is ebbing away, so I start explaining everything to them as we walk back.

      “Cynide told me it is called a Dragonstone,” Rhett and Rhydian whistle in surprise, but Ebbin stays quiet. “Apparently, they can take you to the one place you desire, but she also said that they are almost sentient, and will betray you, sending you to your own personal hell. She said it a lot nicer, but you know me… I'm blunt,” I say the last part pointedly and glare at them all before quickening my pace, trying not to start a fight out in the open.

      Walking through the front door with Cynide hot on my heels, she races up the steps leaving me alone to take in the beauty of this place. Looking to my left, there’s a large wide open kitchen with gorgeous marble countertops. The only thing on the counters is a few cooking machines, of which I have no idea what they did. It’s a baker's dream kitchen.

      -Too bad I don't cook or bake-.

      Cherry wood adornes every cupboard and drawer, accented with brushed silver knobs. There’s an island in the middle with a sink and has a bowl of fresh fruits waiting for us. The table is picnic style, more cherry wood and bench seating.

      To my right, there are two white leather L shaped couches surrounding a giant black leather ottoman, the fireplace beyond that is wide and tall, filled with wood. Above it on the mantle is an even wider TV that will likely get little use while we’re here. Behind the couches is an area set up with three Link chairs and the console set up on the far wall.

      -They liked to Link, I had no idea!-

      That’s a pleasant surprise. Though, just like the TV, I doubt they will get much use either. We‘re here to train, figure out how to get the rest of my, pieces so to speak, in place. As much as I want to sit down and relax, taking this gorgeous place in, I need to unpack and start reading the books the guys found for me.
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      Merrick comes to my side and takes my hand leading me up the stairs.

      “The others and I already have our rooms set up. I called ahead and with Ebbin's input we had a few things added to yours.”

      It’s the first door on the right and what I see does not disappoint. The bed is larger than any I’ve ever seen. There’s no headboard, but it’s very high, and it looks so inviting. It’s pushed against the wall and there are so many fluffy pillows, I can’t wait to jump in. Taking a running start, I jump up and fall back into the bed with a smile on my face as I nestle into all the pillows letting out a deep relaxing sigh. Sitting up on one arm, I take in the rest of the area, it’s sparse but has an empty bookshelf, a small vanity in the corner by the window, and a large armoire for our clothes.

      The room is freshly painted, a light sage, and the furniture in the room is all deep wood colors, some mahogany, some cherry. It almost feels like I’m in the forest, in the middle of spring. There’s a potted plant on the vanity that piques my interests.

      Getting up to see what it is, it looks like mint, but mint is so rare now. I have to rub my fingers on the leaves to get the scent and I’m so surprised and elated that it actually is chocolate mint.

      -Ebbin's doing.-

      I love putting it in my tea when we can find it and he knows that. He never ceases to amaze me.

      “I hope you like it. We can change anything you want or get more furniture. We decided not to get any chairs since Ebbin told us you were very particular on what you liked. Maybe tomorrow when we go into town for supplies, we can stop at the furniture store and find something you like. The bathroom was just renovated. We put in a large garden tub in case you wanted to try a home birth, and we added seating to the shower for after. The toilet is closed off with its own door so you have more privacy, and the vanity has double sinks with a controlled mirror that won't fog. Also, we got you this,” handing me a large screen, he pushes the only black dot on it, making it come to life. There are six different screens that all show different parts of the outside of the cabin. He swips his finger to the left and the inside of the house, minus the inside of the bedrooms and bathrooms, come into view.

      “You can also scan each book and have it handy on this anywhere you go, so you're not carrying everything around at once. Everyone's Link is in here and you just have to ask it to Link you to whoever you want and it will connect.” I love tech, but sadly I'm very ignorant when it comes to things like this. It’s such a sweet gesture and I can’t hide my excitement when I launch myself into his lap squealing like a school girl over her favorite boy band. With him laughing at my sudden outburst, I jump up after a quick kiss to the side of his cheek and start to unzip my bags.

      “Thank you for all of this. The colors are so gorgeous. I feel like I’m actually outside and the tablet is perfect. I don't know this place yet, but with this it will definitely make me feel safer.” I can feel the stress leaving me, my shoulders relaxing and my breaths come easier.

      Picking up the first book Lyra gave me, I ask the tablet to start scanning. Page by page is a little annoying but it will be nice to have everything in one place. Merrick’s right about that. I don't want to have to run upstairs or downstairs if I forget it somewhere, which was very likely to happen, a lot. It still will, even with the tablet.
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      Merrick leaves me to my own devices, but soon enough Ebbin comes in dropping his bags at the side of the bed, with Cynide following him in from wherever she was out exploring. She jumps on the bed, plops her little body right next to me with her head on my lap.

      Absentmindedly petting her, I keep on with the scanning only to give Ebbin a quick smile and thank him for what he did with the room.

      He too leaves after he’s done unpacking, but is sweet enough to leave my clothes out and put all of my books on the shelves. He also takes my bathroom bag into the bathroom and surprises me with hanging a few pictures of us on the walls.

      One was of our first holiday, where we went to a little bed and breakfast on the coast. We had another couple that were staying there take a picture of us while we played in the water. Another was of us, in front of our house when we had just closed on it. There’s a new one I can’t place though, so I get up to see what it is. It’s a collage of pictures that I have never seen before. There’s one of me in the middle of Rhydian and Merrick, it was the back of us, but I have my head rested on Rhydian's shoulder and I was holding Merrick's hand on the other side.

      There’s one of me with a giant smile on my face, taking in the SUV they bought me. Another with me jumping into Rhett's arms, his eyes were closed and he has a look of sheer happiness and peace while he held me it was when we were outside and he had just put the protection spell on me. The last one was of Ebbin and I when we were in bed. My head was on his chest, with my hair covering my face, and both of his hands were wrapped around me while he slept. Getting to the end, I’m filled with love, and have some tears trying to escape.

      -When did they do all this?-

      I think to myself. They don't understand how much this means to me. Opening up my mind to all of theirs is a little harder than I thought it would be, but after a few tries I feel them all connect to me.

      -Thank you all so much for the pictures. They are amazing. I don't know when you had the time, some I didn't even know you were there!-

      -I couldn't let that moment go to waste. I opened a portal and had Merrick take it. I'm glad you like it.- Rhett answers.

      -Rhett took the one of us sleeping that first night. He showed me the next day and asked if he could get a print. It was a perfect moment. I love you, Bugs.-

      -Ebbin took the one of you, me and Rhydian. We didn't know about it either until he showed it to us in the frame. I'm glad you like them and that we all have our place with you. Though I want one of just us.- Merrick's reply makes my heart happy. They will all get their own chances with their own separate memories.

      -Me too! Lots of them!- Rhydian chimes in.

      -Dinner will be ready soon, are you almost done up there? We can just bring it to you if you want, Cynide is frothing at the mouth trying to get any scraps she can. She's kind of scaring us every time she gets close. I think she's doing it on purpose.-

      -I haven't opened myself to them yet but I can hear them. They are too easy not to have a little fun with, and though they seem very intelligent, they can also be very stupid. I can't poison them unless bare skin comes in contact with my fur.- Cynide informs me.

      Her laughter in my head was more of a hiss, which was a little scary. Laughing with her, I head down the stairs to ‘save’ them.

      “On my way ya big babies,” I shout with a giant smile plastered on my face. I feel like at any moment my face is going to split open from how much they have been making me smile.

      “We aren't babies! She’s scary! She pins her ears back, lowers her body like she's about to pounce on us and hisses! Mira! Tell her to stop, she's doing it again!” Rhett is too funny! Coming around the corner to the kitchen, I find Cynide doing exactly what he described, but what he’s doing has me doubled over in laughter.

      He’s holding a ladle out in front of him, like a sword, and has the lid to the pot he was using, guarding him like a shield. His upper body is leaned back and his face is full of worry.

      -Put your claws out and act like you're going to scratch him. Oh, please do it! I can't wait to see what he does.-

      She doesn't disappoint. Deep in her throat, a low growl starts. She pins her ears back again and starts to hiss, then she raises her paw, lunges a few inches and takes a swipe at him.

      He drops the lid and the ladle, with a high pitch scream I thought only little girls can accomplish, and he jumps away from her and runs behind me. With Rhydian, Merrick and Ebbin all there to witness it, Cynide sticks her tongue out at him in a very human way, jumps down walks to Rhydian who stops his laughing immediately, and she starts winding herself in between his legs, purring.

      You can see the sweat start to bead on his forehead. I feel a twinge of guilt but not enough to stop her, or tell them she can't hurt them now. Leaving Rhydian alone, she does the same to Merrick and Ebbin, who all stand stock still with their eyes closed and fists clenched. When she’s done, I’m still laughing too hard to make actual words so I open the link to everyone.

      -Touch her. She has already accepted you. She did in the grove, but asked me to keep her secret, which I did to give you all a little dose of what it feels like. Once you touch her, she can speak into your minds.-

      Once it’s out, all hell breaks loose. Rhett, still behind me, smacks my ass and tells me how messed up that was and how he will be getting me back. Merrick stomps off to go brood in a corner, but not before he tells me to keep that mangy cat away. Not liking what he said, she jumps in front of him and starts hissing in anger. It weirds me out a little as well, because Rhett put the protective barrier on me yet he's able to still cause me harm. I know it’s a jest, but it gets me thinking.

      Ebbin yells a few cuss words, runs his hands through his hair and starts to laugh. Rhydian goes over to Cynide, picks her up and starts feeding her choice bits of the chicken that was sitting on the counter forgotten that they had been cooking for dinner before Cynide started her little show.
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      No one sits at the table to eat. Merrick has finally come back from wherever he went off to after his little fit, when he found out I kept something from him, and everyone dishes up. We sit around the sofa and watch an old movie about some girl that has a really unhealthy relationship with a vampire that sparkles and a wolf that has control issues.

      It gets a little chilly with the cold night air creeping in, so the guys make a fire in the big fireplace while I snag a few blankets and snuggle into the couch. Looking to my left, Rhett’s sitting on the couch staring into the fire, he doesn't blink or even breath. I call his name but it doesn't register with him. I finally snap my fingers in front of his face which brings him out of his little trance.

      He shakes his head and looks to the fire and then to me with a very disconcerted look taking over his gorgeous features. He sends me a small smile and turns away, leaving me once again confused and a little scared.

      -What the hell was all that about?- I think to myself, happy no one seems to hear it when I get no replies back.

      Leaving Rhett's strange behavior for another time, I take everyone’s plate to the sink, rinsing them off trying to get my mind onto something else.

      With the clean-up done, I wash my hands and head back into the living room. Leaning into Ebbin, I relax with my head in his lap, my legs and feet over Rhydian and Merrick. Rhett is now sitting on the floor in front of me. His hair right there and I have an itch to play with it so I do just that, taking his long white hair out of his hair tie and running my fingers through it. We’re all full and comfortable so we keep the movies coming while I keep pushing my fingers through Rhett’s gorgeous, long tresses. It’s nice to relax and have this little bit of down time with them before we have to start the hard part tomorrow.

      Rhett’s asleep in no time, and I’m not far behind. I wake up when Ebbin goes to get up, rousing me from all his movements. Looking down they have put a giant pile of thick blankets and cushions on the floor. Rhett’s already fast asleep on the pile so, I sidle up to his right side and cuddle into him. Merrick takes my other side cocooning me in warmth. Ebbin lays at my head on the couch, and Rhydian lays on the other side of Rhett with his arm above Rhett's head as he plays with my hair. Ebbin rubs my shoulder soothing a few aches and soon enough, completely relaxed and nestled in between them all, I fall asleep embraced in their warmth.
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      Going to sleep surrounded by yummy men, and waking up alone was something that needs to stop happening, right now. Groggy and a little stiff, I can smell the coffee brewing, hear the bacon sizzling and the sound of a toaster popping. I sit up and take my hair out of the messy bun that's even worse now that I slept on it, I brush my fingers through a few tangles and pull it back into a ponytail.

      Getting up and going around the corner, Ebbin’s at the stove cooking bacon and eggs, Merrick’s pouring coffee, Rhett‘s buttering the toast and Rhydian is feeding Cynide more leftover chicken. Watching them all flow effortlessly between each other, while sticking to their tasks, it’s a sight to see for sure. If I was in there with them right now, I would have them all pouring coffee and food everywhere and dropping food on the ground as I bumped into each strong, hard body. This, this right here, is what makes me happy. Seeing them so in sync and enjoying each others company. If this is how the rest of my hopefully very long life would go, I will gladly take it and cherish every second. There’s no jealousy between them, no animosity, they’re family; my family.

      Walking up behind Merrick, I hug his back and snag a coffee cup that he just poured. Scuttling away as he tries to snap the dish towel he has over his shoulder at me.

      “It was yours anyway, you little shit,” he says smirking at me, his silver eyes gleaming. He looks delicious in his low cut sweats and cut off shirt, that show off all his delicious tattoos, the ones on his biceps moving as he flexes his arms.

      Ebbin brings me a plate filled with bacon, eggs, toast and some cut fruit. He’s crazy to be cooking bacon without a damn shirt on, only wearing his gym shorts. I would have been covered in tiny blisters from all the splatter. I want to run my hands all over his hard body, but this isn't the place for that. He can tell what I’m thinking without having to enter my mind. His blue green eyes are half closed and he inhales deeply like Rhydian has done to me a few times before. I know he can smell my arousal, just by the way his eyes flutter and land on me giving me a heated start before he winks at me and turns back to the stove.

      -ASS, I will so get you later.-

      -Is that a promise, Bugs?-

      -Nope, that's a threat. I won't be nice… at all.-

      His shoulders tenses at the dirty words I’m thinking, to push it deeper, I show him an image of me on my knees in front of him, taking him deep in my mouth.

      -Looking forward to it.-

      Rhett’s sipping his coffee in sweats and a tight t-shirt that show every hard corded muscle, making my mouth water and my thighs tighten. His jade eyes crinkle at the corner and he too winks at me.

      -I hate you all. This isn't fair.-

      -What's not fair, baby mamma?-

      I had just taken a drink of my coffee when Rhydian's words in my mind come through, the drink flies from my mouth splattering across all of my food and the kitchen island, making a mess of everything.

      “Shit, what was that?” Merrick says turning around with one side up his mouth turned up in disgust as he tries to catch the coffee before it hits the floor.

      I‘m trying my best not to laugh at what Rhydian said, I almost make it, almost. Until Rhydian thrusts the air right behind Merrick like he’s humping him. More coffee spews at how relaxed and how fun he’s being.

      Merrick turns around, raises an eyebrow to Rhydian's now turned back, shrugs his shoulders and hands me a towel to clean everything else with.

      Rhydian’s the only one in normal clothes, wearing baggy jeans with a hoodie. He’s always dressed to impress, so seeing him like this is a nice change, but it surprises me for a minute since it is so new.

      When everyone is seated at the island, Merrick runs through what we all need to do without anyone bringing up the coffee incident again, thankfully. I’m too embarrassed about the coffee, and I would honestly have no idea how to tell them about Rhydians words. They were so strange.

      “Rhett is going to get the back barn set up for training and put up more wards around the property. Ebbin are you still okay with setting up cameras at the front gates and a few extras in the areas you know Mira will be spending the most time?” Ebbin nods his reply, and  Merrick keeps going.

      “Mira, Rhydian and I want to take you into to town to look at the furniture for yours and Ebbin's room and stock up on the essentials. When we get back, I was going to finish helping Rhett, and have you and Rhydian start on the books we got for you. Sound okay?” Pleasantly surprised, I sit up straighter and wiggle in anticipation.

      “Sounds perfect but Ebbin, you're okay with me picking it out, you don't want to be there? I mean, it’s your room too.” It’s a little strange to think I’m going shopping for furniture without him. We always make those decisions together. My frown makes Ebbin smile, and it eases a little of my sadness.

      “Bugs, anytime we went, I never cared what you picked. I wanted to make you happy. I’ll love anything you choose because I love seeing you happy. Just no pink or purple,” bottom lip pushed out as far as it can go, he laughs at my face, gives me a kiss on the temple and I concede to going shopping without him.

      “Fine, but I’m not guaranteeing anything on the colors. You aren't going, well I get to choose it all!” Cackling like a witch, I grab two more pieces of bacon and take off up the stairs like a bat out of hell.

      “This is going to be interesting, especially with her and the baby there’ll never be a dull moment in our lives,” I hear Merrick say as I come to the top of the stairs.

      “Yeah, but that's the best part. Would you have it any other way?” Rhett asks them all, his voice low and demanding, I know his answer was ‘no’, though I did wait to hear the rest.

      “Fuck no,” they all say in unison, making my heart happy and my face ache from the giant grin that has overtaken my face.

      Excited and happy, I rummage through my still packed bags, finding a pair of black jeans, a long sleeved shirt, and my boots. I put them on in a hurry and go brush my teeth and try to tame this mess of hair. Skipping steps as I jump down the stairs, Cynide is there waiting for me.

      “I would love to ask if you wanted to come with me, but I doubt you would want to be stuck in a car while we shopped,” I say aloud to her.

      -No, I prefer to have free reign, though if anything happens, I can mist to you in an instant.-

      Cocking my head to the side, I ask her, “What’s misting?”

      -To explain it simply, my body loses all density, and I am able to… hmmm, teleport to you? I think is the proper terminology.-

      “Kinda jealous, though they say I can do the same with my Demon half. I haven't even tried yet. Maybe you can help me with it later?”

      -I would be honored! Thank you!-

      She says excitedly and runs off before I can say or ask more.

      Kissing Ebbin, who is waiting by the door for me, I hug Rhett and rush out. Merrick and Rhydian, are shaking their heads at me as I pass their smiling faces. I hope they think I’m fun, because in this moment I’m happy, free and full of bottled up excitement. Jumping into the back of the big red truck, I get cozy and wait for the others to get in.

      “So if we are supposed to be hours away, how are we going to get away with shopping in town, unless we’re driving a while to wherever your other property is. If so, I wish I would have thought about it sooner and said no,” I nibble on my bottom lip and shift my eyes back and forth, not looking at anything in particular, just trying busy myself.

      “Love, town is forty minutes away, I own pretty much all of it anyway. I get what I want, when I want it,” his eyes in the rearview mirror are locked onto mine and his gaze is steady and intense. I know he’s insinuating something with me, but there’s no way I have the nerve to ask what it is.

      “The furniture store is closed down for repairs. No one will be there. They were told that we would have an interior decorator coming in to pick up a few things for my house back in the city. The market it always closed on Sundays and well, I have the keys,” he holds up a keyring with a shit load of keys dangling from it to make his point, as he smirks at me with twinkling eyes filled with amusement in the mirror. “No one will even know we are there. That's the beauty of being rich.” Merrick's eyes are staring back at my surprised look with a now mischievous one of his own.
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      Walking into the enormous store, my eyes fall on the most amazing lavender chaise lounge. -I know, I know, Ebbin said no purple, but…- it will go so well in the corner by the book shelf. The colors won’t clash at all. I can see myself sitting in it now with a book in one hand, tea or a coffee in the other, covered with a nice throw.

      “Yup, that’s coming home with us. Look at her face. I think she went into furniture overload. No way can I resist that,” Rhydian says. I can’t turn my head away from the chair to gauge his reaction, but the light, playful tone has me smiling anyway.

      Clapping my hands and squealing, I hug them both and run around the store like a maniac trying to find my next piece.

      We end up with a round end table to go with the chaise. A set of light sage high back leather chairs, and two nightstands.

      The guys won't let me load a single thing. Merrick won't let me pay either. That’s still something I’m going to have to get used to, but if we’re a team, then I’ll pay them back in my own way, just have to figure out how.

      We have to finagle a bit to get all of it to fit, but we finally get it all in. We put a tarp over everything incase it starts to snow or rain and walk across the street to the closed market. We’re out of there pretty quick, grabbing mostly red meats, some vegetables, and bottled water. Rhydian grabbed a bunch of cereal. He claimed it was for Rhett, though with the sheepish look on his gorgeous face, I can see it was for him as well. I grabbed a bunch of junk food and extra peanut butter and pickles. After that, we were back on the road.

      Everyone comes to help unload and put everything where I want it in the room. Ebbin doesn’t mind the color of the chaise like I initially thought he would. Going back to finish with his camera setup, I get changed into a pair of thick sweats and a t-shirt. If I’m going to sit around and read, I’m going to be comfy while doing it.

      Finding my way through the house, on the first floor, tucked away from the rest of the large house is a quaint study. Though small in size, the ceilings are very high and covered from floor to ceiling in books. There’s a table in front of the window, with a large high back leather black chair, that looks very comfortable and inviting, but that’s it for the furniture.

      Setting my books down, I hand one to Rhydian and we start going through them page by page, making notes if it’s important enough. Finding ‘Information on How to Ascend Without Having Valkyrie Family With You, I halt his progress and read it to him.

      “‘Valkyrie Edeline:

      If you find you have Valkyrie lineage before your twenty-seventh name day, and you're ready to give yourself to our people, our ways. Find the tether inside yourself that will lead you back home. Clear your mind of all thoughts and feelings. Open yourself to the pull of our worlds. Search your center, grasp the link within your mind and call to your ancestors. Ask them for guidance. They will help lead you on your journey home, push with all of your might to be with our people. You will find yourself home when you're able to follow those steps.

      If you're so lost to our ways and it is unknown which house you hail from, search yourself for our mark. Each Valkyrie is born with a mark showing their lineage. A tree for one and four knots for the other. If you don't succeed in this by your twenty-seventh name day, you will forever be lost to our worlds and your ascension will never take place, leaving you weak and mortal for the rest of your days.’

      “How the hell does that explain anything? Do I beg a fucking tree or set of knots to bring me back? And that doesn't tell me anything about actually ascending! Just how to get to the other worlds. This is bullshit,” my voice is raised out of frustration and I throw the book away from me in anger.

      “Is there anything else in there?” Rhydian asks, in a quiet voice trying to calm me as he puts a large hand on my shoulder and starts to knead the taut muscles.

      “No, that was it. Fucking garbage.” I exclaim a little louder than I mean to and roll my eyes at my own outburst.

      “Okay, it’s a start gorgeous, let’s think this through, we can now look up the knots and tree okay? But let's go show this to the others.” Blowing out a frustrated breath, I nod my head to him and try to give him a small smile to let him know I appreciate all he’s doing for me and that I will calm down, in time.

      “I have no idea about the mark though. I don’t have anything like that, that I have ever noticed.” Wagging his eyebrows at me with a devilish smirk he says, “I can help you find it, you should take your clothes off, for easier viewing purposes, of course.”

      “You’re such a perv!” I say, smacking his arm playfully. “But you make me laugh. I’ll find the mark, but after? I want everyone around for whatever happens, if I do make it work, I don’t want to be alone wherever I end up,” my shoulders involuntarily drop and he places his hand on my lower back to rub a couple times before he lets go.

      “Sounds good love, let’s go.” Standing, I take his hand and follow his lead, grabbing my tablet so we don’t have to haul the books as well.
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      The barn, if you can even call it that, is a monstrous metal building, no loft or stalls like I imagined, no farm machinery.

      It’s filled with every piece of gym equipment you can think of. Hell, some I’ve never seen before! If I try to use any of this stuff I’ll no doubt do it completely wrong. A machine that’s supposed to work out your arms, I would use for my legs or something massively embarrassing like that.

      Rhett’s high above us in the rafters, just as I peer up to him, a long rope falls from where he’s sitting. It’s a wide piece of stretchy material that doesn't touch the ground, not a rope like I first thought, and I again have no idea what it’s for. Ebbin, just walking in, holds a small set of cameras in his hands. Merrick, not looking to be doing much of anything, is walking towards Rhydian and me with a quizzical look on his face, brows drawn and a slight frown on his lips.

      “Done already?” he asks rubbing his hands together and shaking himself from the cold he must be feeling.

      “Not really, but we found this,” I turn the tablet on so he can read it.

      Ebbin’s right behind him reading, and Rhett being the show off that he is, takes one side of the material and slides down so effortlessly, upside down with one of his legs wrapped around the material and his hands sliding along it for extra support. His dismount is a perfect flip and he lands it throwing his hands in the air. Wish I had a gold medal to give him. That was amazing.

      I think I know what the material is for now. I remember Ebbin and I once went to a show where acrobats flew in the air on something like this, doing amazing twists, and jumps flying through the air like they had wings of their own. It was breathtaking.
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      After they’re done reading, Merrick pulls me by the arm and has me sitting in the middle of the room with the rest of them around me in a circle. My arched eyebrows and wide eyes clue him in on my confusion.

      “We want you to try, but I want to make sure we’re all touching her while she does. If she figures it out, I don't want her shooting off to someone unknown place alone. Love, do you want to call Cynide?” Merrick states to everyone. While they all reach for me or who they’re sitting next to.

      “I do, but if we're going to do this now, shouldn't we get the house locked up and have some bags packed? I don't know if this ‘Tethering’ thing goes both ways,” I say with a nervous chuckle not only at what I’m about to do, but how quickly he’s ready to leave everything behind without any preparations.

      “True. Let's meet back here in an hour. I'll get the last two cameras set up. Bugs, can you pack me some clothes and I'll pack a bag with waters and some protein bars?” Ebbin asks, laughing to himself while he gets up and heads for the door.

      “Sounds good,” I say lifting myself off the floor and following behind him.

      -Cynide, in an hour I am going to try and find ‘Valkyrie land’. No idea if you’ll be able to follow me there, if I even end up figuring it out. Did you want to stay here or come with me?-

      I really want her to come, but I also want it to be her choice, not something I push on her.

      -I would like to come with you, will I be a burden? If so, I can stay here and protect the grounds. In case something does happen, I will need to know where it is you're going.-

      She sounds indifferent, and that worries me, she’s usually so open and willful with her words and feelings. This new attitude isn’t like her at all.

      -I have no idea. There are two possible ‘realms’ but I don't know which one I am from. I have to do some weird shit where I meditate and find some tether, I will know it because there will be a magical pull inside me that wants me to go home. Oh, and find some mark.-

      I tell her honestly, though my words are tinged with mirth, though not meant towards her.

      -Well that's easy. Yggdrasil is one realm, the good one. It is where the first original Valkyrie was from. The other, that is home to the rest. The realm of the gods and where most Valkyries come from is Kalikore. They were once a proud people, but darkness has clouded their hearts for many years. They are not bad, but they are not good either. I can find you in either realm now that I know that is where you will be going. There is no need to worry there.-

      Her flippant tone makes me crack a small smile. I need that more than anything in this moment. More good news and happy thoughts, not the dreary, life altering shit I have been dealing with.

      -Well thank you for that, though I'm not sure I can even begin to properly say, the what was it? Igdruddle?  Uhh yeah, the first place. None of the books have names. It was strange. So now that I know that, maybe after I get a few things packed I'll see what I can find out about them.-

      I wish she was with me so I can hug her little body. In a matter of hours, she has become a best friend and protector. I know she’ll never leave me, and I want to show her what family and a team really mean, that she’s not alone. That she can count on all of us.

      - You will never be a burden to me. Your opinion matters to me. I want you to do what you want, not what I want. We are a team, all of us, that means when I ask for anyone’s input, on anything? I want yours too, okay?-

      A deep rumbling purr is vibrating from her when she finally finds me walking to the house.

      -Thank you so much. I am truly lucky to have you.-

      She says as she rubs her side against my leg as we walk.

      -You seem so… wise, and you don't have the voice of a child, but your body is small. Will you grow? I hope that doesn't offend you.-

      -Not at all. I was wondering if you would say anything. Much like Ebbin and Rhydian's animals, I, too, was just a spirit, think of me as a ghost in your world. I was nothing but aether before I was sent to you. We live and learn, but we don't have bodies. I am unsure as to why I was sent to you in this form. This body has to grow, just like a child's. Though I should have received my second form by now. I am a little thrown off as to why I can't manifest it.-

      -Wait, wait, wait. Okay, I have no idea how the other animals came to be or whatever, but then again I really have been in the dark my entire life. I only found out a week ago that I was Other.-

      I think to myself, holding it back from her hearing it.

      “Maybe I’ll get one of the guys to explain it all to me,” I mumble aloud.

      -What about your second form? I think I remember one of the guys saying something about that when you first showed up. Is it a bad thing?-

      She’s obviously worried about it, though the reasons are unknown to me, I want to be there for her, in any way I can.

      -It’s not. What has me worrying is when an Agathion is sent to her pair, we come with two forms, but I only seem to have this one. I should be able to shift, but I cannot. That is another reason I would like to go with you. If you come into your Valkyrie side, maybe it will trigger my second form.-

      -I still haven't even tried to figure out my Demon half, maybe that's why? The guys said I manifested, but I was incapacitated when it happened. I don't feel any different though. Maybe when I ascend, everything will fall into place for the both of us.-

      -You should try accessing your Demon side before we go as well. Your men might be well versed in their abilities, but you're not. If something should happen, and none of us can be by your side, you need the confidence and know how to protect yourself and others.-

      I try to really understand her words, I do. The issue was, I don't want to be a fucking Demon, of any kind. Being able to protect myself and others is a plus, the rest that came with it, is what has me so worried. I know I’m going to have to do everything; ascend and accept my Demon half, however, it doesn't mean I have to like it.

      -So, go pack, look up the two realms that I will be going to, we’ll only be going to one of them and also, what? Try and kill something? I know there is a lot more a Death Demon is able to do. I'm still not sure I am one. The book I was given by a Blood Fae states that his last child was killed twenty-four years ago. He was the last Death Demon when the veil dropped. I am doubting I am a Death Demon, a Demon yes, but not Death. It doesn't make enough sense.-

      I stop and look down at Cynide, trying to wrap my head around everything she is telling me.

      -All you can do is try. What are the other abilities you know of, for a Death Demon. I watched over the last Death Demon, his name is Alastor. You also must understand, he killed his children. Though the last one you told me about? He killed the wrong child. He has been searching for her since. Only us Agathions know the truth.-

      There’s pride in her small voice as she says those last words.

      -Wait, hold up. So that little girl he killed wasn't his daughter? So his daughter is alive, my age and now I manifest?- Surprise runs rampant through my body. How the hell is all of this possible?

      The dots start to connect.

      -I should have seen this sooner. So she's me? Who’s my mother? Do you know? Is she still alive? Please tell me I'm wrong in my train of thought!-

      I feel bad, bombarding her with so many questions at once, but I have to know. There are too many unknowns and it’s driving me mad.

      -You are correct in your assumptions. This is not a bad thing though, Mira. You are stronger than you think. Though the situation might be ‘fucked’ as you would say, we can use this to our advantage. Your mother? She disappeared. Everyone thought Alastor killed her when he killed the wrong child, but there was no body. He mentioned her a few times, though when he did, it was always in anger and sounded as though she took you and went to another realm. I don’t recall her name and I don't have any more information than that. I am sorry.-

      -Guys!-

      I shout into everyone's head. Rhett portals in with Ebbin hot on his heels, Merrick and Rhydian are storming down the hallway straight to my room. Everyone’s on high alert thinking there’s a threat. When they see none, the confusion takes over, making me snort and bite my lips trying to suppress my laughter that is coming out anyway, making me sound like a dying donkey.

      “I was talking to Cynide about learning a few of my Demon abilities before we left. She let me in on some really fucked up history. Not only am I most likely Alastor's daughter! Ya know, the last Death Demon that we all thought was childless? Turns out he's a super douche and killed all his kids! Except for me. He killed another little girl thinking it was me. Though I have no idea why he would have thought it was me if my mother had disappeared. Cynide watched over him and found it all out, he's still out there looking for me, I’m more confused than y’all are right now. Just ask her what you want. I need to find out what I can about dear ol’ dad.”

      Ebbin reached for my hand, I don't want to be touched right now and in my anger, I pull swiftly away from him. I feel bad and look up to him. He looks defeated, I squeeze his arm trying to convey I wasn't angry with him and walk out. I can hear them all start to argue about what I just dropped on them, and then start to ask questions aloud to Cynide.

      I don't even get a chance to pack. We aren't on a deadline today, so there’s still time. I do want to get this over with, it’s just going to have to wait a bit longer. Yggdrasil and my Valkyrie half need to be put on hold for just a bit longer.
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        Mira:

      

      

      Rushing down the stairs with my tablet in hand, I go into Merrick's study with a plan in mind. I ask the tablet to find me everything on Alastor. Of course, nothing of importance shows up.

      Going old school, I start looking through the books that were on Others. I find only one that has anything to do with Demons. Sitting down to read it, I’m disgusted at what I find.

      “What a sick fuck!” When I shout, I feel Cynide slip into my mind. I can feel her trying to send me calming thoughts, though I ignore it. I need the anger and pain I hold inside of me right now to be able to get through this.

      He would breed with women for the sole purpose of having her get pregnant. When a woman gave birth, he would then feed off the souls of his children that he killed. The soul of an infant was much more potent than that of an adult, and his children all had powers that he was able to take into himself as well.

      He would get away with killing his innocent kids by taking them to hell; they were his blood so they could freely cross with him. There was nothing anyone could do. Since the mothers were never other Demons, they couldn't cross to try and save them unless he took them there with their permission.

      He didn't lose his powers like the previous books stated, he only got stronger. The Hounds can't even rival his power due to what he has done. He has gone unchecked for thousands of years. Staying out of our realm and not taking a new breeder in twenty-six years, only because he has been going to other realms to try and breed with other beings that are more powerful and pure.

      There’s only one way he can die. The touch of another Death Demon. -Yay me.- Somehow, with everything else, I’m going to have to find him and finally rid every realm of him. The only problem? There has to be a Death Demon to take his place in hell. Someone that will vett out proper justice. -This shit keeps getting better and better!

      -If I kill him, I’m all that's left. Who in their right mind would want to reign supreme as the only Death Demon in hell?- The list of things I have to do, just to keep myself and my child alive are daunting enough. If he finds me, he will be able to take my daughter as well. -The day hell freezes over, and I'm lying dead will be the only day he would ever get his hands on her.- My anger at that thought is delicious. I stretch my neck and crack my knuckles just thinking about it. I will do whatever it takes. Always.

      -Cynide, I know you were listening in while I read that. Can you please tell the guys everything? I'm going out in the woods. If I'm going to learn anything, I want to be as far away from all of you as I can.-

      -Of course. If anything happens I will mist to you.-

      -Thank you.-

      Searching for the comfort of Ebbin's mind, I can tell he’s worried but keeping his distance. He never lets me feel alone, I know he will always be there, but sometimes, I need space. This is one of those times.

      -Ebbin, I need to do this on my own, I can feel the worry coursing through you. I’ll be fine. Will you please pack my clothes? I'm sorry I didn't get to it.-

      -I will always worry about you. I love you so much. Just promise me you won't try to do all this on your own? Let me, let us all, help. That's what we’re here for okay? I love you.-

      -I promise. If I ended up hurting any of you while I try this, I couldn’t live with myself, knowing I caused you harm. Give me time to get used to this, just this, on my own. I love you too, always.-

      -Be safe, I'm already packing you a bag.-

      With that, I close off my mind as best as I can and wander into the woods.
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      I’m looking for an area with any kind of wildlife, bugs, birds, rodents. It takes me a good fifteen minutes before I hear a bird’s call. How strange that a bird is the first thing to make me manifest and it will be a bird again to help me get ahold of the powers I hold inside.

      As silently as possible in the snow, I creep closer. I‘m supposed to be able to kill with a thought, but it’s not as easy as that. Seeing something so small and innocent, wanting it to die?

      -Pretty sadistic.-

      How are you supposed to want something dead that has done you no harm?

      Sitting here in the cold for over an hour, trying to will it to die doesn't work. Asking it to die, doesn't work. Feeling defeated after so many failed attempts, I’m over it. I’m cold, frustrated and about ready to give up. I start thinking about my father and how he’s able to do this. It’s disgusting, how easily he can kill, how simple it was to take his own child's life. That gets my blood boiling and the hate inside me intensifies, I feel like I’m on fire. The rage that’s inside me is all consuming. I feel like I can take on the entire world with the power that is pumping through my veins. I don’t just want the bird dead now, I want anything and everything that’s close to me to wither and die. To be pure, magnificent destruction. Looking back to the bird once more, I yell at it. “Why won't you just die!” I scream my outrage at the bird. I’m shaking from all the emotions swirling inside me. The black, evil, seductive, tenderness calling to me. Pushing me to be more, want more and need more.

      The song the bird had been singing immediately ceases and the little thing falls off its perch from high in the tree, down to the ground in front of me.

      With my anger now sated and seeing the destruction I caused, I’m able to pull everything back inside and tamper it down.

      The guilt hits me harder than I would have thought possible. Crouching down to pick up the bird I just murdered, tears are streaming down my face and my body is shaking, whether it’s from the grief or the cold, I don’t know.

      I feel terrible. I wanted something to die because of the hate I have for someone else. Finding my trigger has its own comforts, but it doesn't take away from the fact that I just killed something. It also cements the fact I am indeed a Death Demon, Alastor’s daughter.

      On my knees in the snow, holding the little bird to my chest sobbing, I’m suddenly surrounded by my guys. They're all here, touching some part of me and holding me. Trying to soothe the pain I know they can all feel through our bond. They can’t though, they can’t soothe my pain. This is my doing, my burden. I have to either accept it or die letting it consume me. I have no idea what I‘m going to do in this moment.

      I don't know how long we sat like that. Getting it out, just letting myself cry, eases some of the pain that has been burdening me for the last week. It helps calm my worried little heart.

      Wiping my nose on my sleeve like a child, I try my best to explain what happened through my sobs and the shakes of the cold making my teeth chatter. When I finish Ebbin and Rhett smile at me, both giving me a kiss on each cheek; Rhydian lifts me from the ground bridal style, while Merrick takes the little bird to go bury it. They don’t judge me about my anger or rage. They accept me no matter what.

      We portal into the living room thanks to Rhett. Rhydian sits me by the fire that was started after I left. I get comfortable and curl my legs under me while I push my hands out trying to get them as close as I can to warm them. I look to find Rhett and see him come in through the portal and he zones out on the fire again.

      - I really need to ask him what his deal is with fire.-

      Soon enough someone brings me warm tea, but I can’t bring myself to look at who it is or even give my thanks. I’m too deep into my own thoughts about the bird. What I did to it, and the things I can now do, to be able to focus on anything else.

      We still haven’t looked for my mark either. I’m being pulled too tight. There’s so much going on that I barely have any time to just think. Dragging myself upstairs after I finish half of my tea, I want to get a shower in before we leave. That will also give me a chance to go over my body and search for this damn mark.

      Standing naked in front of the mirror, I don't look for the mark like I should be doing, instead, I stare at my belly, trying to see if there’s a change in my body. My breasts are heavier and my hair seems longer, but nothing else stands out. I’m not thin, nor fat. I’m a fluffy, healthy woman which makes it a bit harder to notice the notorious bump. I rub absentmindedly at my belly, wondering if my little girl can feel all the love I have for her already. I think about all the things we’re going to do when she comes into this world and I promise her I will always keep her safe, love her with every fiber of my being and be the best mom I can to her.

      Lifting my arms, looking between my legs, trying to see all of my back, I can’t find the mark. I’m covered in tattoos, how am I supposed to find it. Giving up for the moment, I hop in the shower.

      Sitting on the bench that’s here feels amazing, especially with the rainfall shower head pouring over the top of me. I put my feet up and lean my head back enjoying the heat and relaxing under the water. Enjoying how the water seems to wash away all the bad and cleanse me, body and soul. Even if it’s just for a moment.

      Coming out clean and relaxed, I grab the fluffy bathrobe off the back of the door and go in search for some clothes.

      When I open the door, I scream as I’m picked up, spun around and thrown on the bed. A heavy body pinning my bottom half to the bed.

      “Feeling better, Bugs? You smell amazing,” Ebbin says as he holds himself above me, just out of reach, so I can’t kiss him.

      “Much! Now get off me ya big lug I was actually about to call you in here. Don't get all pervy on me okay? I need you to look me over. I have to find that damn mark but I can’t find anything on my own, I looked earlier.” I try to push him off with both of my hands on his chest, but he weighs too much. He lays there, smiling at me smuggly.

      “How can you ask me to look at your fucking gorgeous body… naked and not have me get turned on? That’s like asking Cynide not to eat meat! Cruel and unusual, babe,” his adorable pout makes me bite my bottom lip and lift up to kiss the tip of his nose.

      “You’re such a dork. Okay, seriously!” I say whining. I want to get this over with. Dropping my robe, I put my hands on my waist and jutt one hip out.

      “Look at me in all my glory, take it in. Take it all in,” I say taunting him, shaking my ass while my tits jiggle in unison.

      “You really are a Demon. Fuck Bugs, this isn't going to be easy, you're lucky I love you so much,” one eyebrow lifts and he pulls the opposite side of his mouth up in a smirk.

      I stick my tongue out at him and spin around shaking my ass in his face. In revenge, he gets in one good smack that makes me jump, not expecting it

      . -Damn, I would be lying if I said I didn’t love the sting.-

      -I know you do. Now shut up and come here.-

      Getting closer, he looks at me like I’m insane. “How exactly are we supposed to find the mark with all your damn tattoos?”

      “That was exactly what I was thinking earlier. I have no idea,” I pout to him.

      He tells me to spin, lift my arms, spread my legs. Amazingly, he’s serious about the entire ordeal, and pulls my hair back gently as he starts searching me for the mark. We find nothing.

      Feeling defeated for the umpteenth time, I fall back into the bed and cover myself with the robe, feeling sorry for myself and slamming my hands down on the bed beside me.

      “Quit that Mira. We’ll figure it out. We are all going to get through this, together,” Ebbin says as he grabs my foot and starts rubbing, instantly relaxing me, taking my mind off how fucked we really are.

      “It's hard not to. It seems like every step we take in a good direction, we end up taking two back,” I blow out a breath feeling utterly defeated. Again.

      Switching his position on the bed, he takes my other foot in his large calloused hands and starts his tickle attack.

      I can’t contain the laughter. Kicking and bucking trying to get him to let go, it was no use, he has a good grip on my calf and keeps his tickle attack going.

      “Oh my, stop, stop I can't breath!” I yell still laughing. My stomach is aching from how hard he has me going. It feels so good to have this time with him. Him and I, having our fun. Not thinking of anything but, now.

      Looking down at my foot, I brace for another onslaught of tickles, I’m surprised when they don’t come. Ebbin stares at my foot, then my face and then my foot again with his eyes drawn down and his shoulders tense.

      “What? Don't tell me they're dirty! I just sat in the shower for like thirty minutes!” Grabbing my foot from him and looking at the bottom, I see what has him so speechless. A light brown mark in the shape of a tree is in plain site. -No wonder I have never noticed it before, who the hell stares at the bottom of their damn foot?-

      I launch myself off the bed and start jumping up and down and shouting how happy I am in this moment.

      “I'm from Alyria’s side! The good side! Ahhhhh, I am so fucking happy!” I push Ebbin back on the bed shaking his chest, I can’t hold in my excitement over not only finding the mark but finding out I was from the original Valkyrie’s side.

      -Finally, something is going right!-

      “Okay Bugs, your turn to quit. I feel like you’re trying to give me CPR,” letting go, I twirl around the room like a maniac, to the point I get a bit dizzy and plop down in my new chaise.

      Sighing out a relieved breath, I grab my clothes from the end of the lounge chair and start throwing on what’s there. I’m so excited, I pull on my pants backwards and try putting my head through a sleeve of my shirt. I giggle to myself and hear Ebbin doing the same though I can’t see him with the shirt still on wonky.

      “You have us all packed right? Let's get everyone together and try this shit out.” Chuckling at my attitude and happiness, he lifts two backpacks I haven't even noticed by the door and we head down the stairs to get the guys and my little lynx.

      We all walk back to the barn. When everyone’s there, Cynide having to be called in from hunting her food. The guys sit around me in a circle, all of us with our own packs on. Rhydian reads to me again on how I’m supposed to grasp the pull inside of me, call forth my ancestors from the right world now that we found my mark, Yggdrasil and pull us all over to the other side.

      I sit with my eyes closed, hands clasped in Merrick and Rhett's, trying to tune everything out. After a few minutes, I’m able to drown out the outside noises and concentrate on finding what I need. I do feel some strange foreign, feeling inside me. It’s in my chest like the book said. Tight and wanting release. It feels like a part of me isn’t whole, something I would’ve never felt unless I did something like I am now.

      Bewildered I try to put all my efforts into that one spot. I think of Valkyries and call the only ancestor I know the name of, Alyria. I push all my feelings into calling her name. My worry for my daughter, the pain of finding out who my father is, the fear of losing any of my men. The hate for what the other half of me is, and the sadness at not knowing my entire life who I really was. The barn wasn't warm per say, but when I feel like my body is being whipped around in a tornado, and the heat is too much to bear, I open my eyes a few seconds too soon. Instant vertigo hits me as our scenery changes before my eyes. The swirling vortex of doom quickly subsides and we are now all sitting in an open style building of some sort, it’s surrounded by columns and has a stone roof above. I'm confused, lost and in awe. Where the hell did we end up?!

      

      
        
        The End of Book 1
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