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      My eyes scanned the courtyard of the school in the distance. The bell chimed for class as I waited with my eyes trained on the ground below, hoping to catch anything weird about the students. Our target was here, that much we knew, but it was our job to determine who and what they were.

      My money was on the quiet girl, the one who stood out from the crowd. My anger boiled every time I saw them shove her or laugh at her expense. It's disgusting the way humans treat each other.

      My comm beeped before voices crackled in my ear. "I think it's the brunette with her head down. By the fountain."

      "That was my thought too," I answered back as I landed on the top of the bridge nearby and sat still. "I've got night watch."

      The others all said their goodbyes, and the comm went silent, leaving me to my thoughts. I kept my perch, using my ability to control the shadows to surround myself in darkness, invisible to the naked, untrained eye. Even though we took turns, I always preferred to take the night shift. Darkness was my thing, and I'd catch far more after nightfall than the rest of my team would.

      It was hours before I saw any movement. One solitary person walked out, arms wrapped around herself like she would blow away if she let go. Her steps were hurried as she made her way towards me, and I couldn't help but let out a soft chuckle as she greeted the twin gargoyle statues below me. My heart stopped when she leaned over the edge, only relaxing again when she sat down, her feet dangling over.

      Could she be our target?
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        February 19

        Evening

        Lennox

      

      

      It wasn’t easy being the most hated student at Obsidian Cove Preparatory Academy. Sure, there were the occasional moments that someone did something and became the talk of the school, like who slept with who and all that, but I was constantly the main target. It had been the theme for almost four years now, though I had no clue why. If I smelled bad or there was some obvious reason for it, it might have been an easier pill to swallow, but I was pretty normal.

      Everything had been fine at the beginning of freshman year. My parents dropped me off, I got settled into my dorm room, and even liked my roommate. It was exciting being here, feeling like we were special and grown up because we had the freedom to live on our own. Then one day everyone just turned on me. I went from getting along with my classmates, to being the target of their ridicule. I had a sinking suspicion that it was because one of the guys in our grade started talking to me, and Clara, my main bully, liked him too. It only takes one rumor to bring down a person, and I've heard several ridiculous ones over the years, each one turning more and more of my classmates against me. I would never understand how someone like Clara could intimidate so many, she was small. She may be small, but she’s ruthless, I reminded myself.

      Thankfully, it never got physical, they just made every waking moment a living hell. Even my room wasn't a sanctuary since my roommate was just as bad. Though, now that it had been a few years, she ignores me more than anything. I even got a break on the weekends because her parents lived nearby and always had her come home for the weekend. The school was no help; I requested to get my own room several times, but they refused to 'bend the rules' for me, even though they never seemed to worry about doing that for my Clara and her lackeys.

      After a particularly nasty mealtime, where bits of hamburger were thrown at my head, I went up to my room and grabbed my coat so I could go for a walk. I still had thirty minutes until curfew, which was the perfect amount of time for me to clear my head. Plus, nobody would want to stand out in the cold in the middle of February, which meant I'd have the grounds all to myself. I shook the last bits of food from my hair and pushed the anger aside. I refuse to let them win, their words don’t mean anything.

      The front doors of Obsidian creaked open ominously, the echo reverberating through the empty halls. Snow was falling lightly, blowing around in the soft breeze that swirled through the courtyard. The grass and sidewalks were dusted lightly, the icy sheen sparkling in the moonlight. Everything was still and peaceful out there; the tension eased in my muscles, and I breathed in deeply, letting the hurt and anger fall away with every exhale.

      The courtyard opened up to the front gates of the academy. Beyond that was a single lane road that parted the trees and led over a stone bridge that had the academy's symbol carved into the pillars. The little gargoyles glared down at me as I passed, looking far more sinister than any school symbol should. Maybe that’s why I like them, though. They don’t quite fit the prestige of this school, and neither do I.

      "Hello, boys," I quipped, patting the closest one on his horns before taking a seat on the edge of the bridge, dangling my feet over. The dark, inky waters of the Obsidian Sea swirled violently below me as I peered over the edge. Our school was on the edge of the coastline, a small sliver of the sea separating us from the rest of Obsidian Cove.

      Something about the dark water called to me... the kind of call I had a really hard time shaking off. It pulled me in, almost literally, with an overwhelming urge to dive into the frigid waters below. Which would probably kill me. Which they would probably all like. Which is why I haven’t done it.

      The thing that bothers me most about it is that Clara seems to hold all the power. Sure the others jump in and never miss a chance at what they call ‘fun’, but she is the puppeteer, always using her influence to make others act how she wants them to. Even her own friends don’t seem to think on their own. Fuck, focus on something else, Lennox! I looked back over the sea, desperately trying to numb my feelings.

      The sound of the water helped relax me even further, my thoughts drifting again to the places I couldn't wait to go after this. Obsidian Cove Academy had an extension program that was a fully accredited college, so if I wanted to stay for four more years, I could. But the very idea made me want to dive into those dark depths for a whole new reason.

      The bell tolled in the distance, signifying that I had fifteen minutes until curfew. I wasn’t one to challenge the school staff; detention was no place for a person like me at this school. With a sigh, I stood up and stepped away from the edge, working my way up the path that led back to the building. My stomach knotted with anxiety as my hand touched the door. Please let me slip by unnoticed, for once.

      Obsidian Cove Academy loomed in front of me, the dark stone exterior reflecting the moonlight and illuminating my own personal Hell on Earth. Thankfully, as a senior, I'd be done with this place at the end of this semester. I can’t fucking wait.

      My footsteps echoed along the path, the only other noise was from a coyote howling in the distance. The cold winter air kept everyone from loitering out here, which was why I chose it in the first place. Plus, the bridge was my happy place. Once I was inside with the door closed, I shook off the snow and turned to walk upstairs. A familiar voice startled me, the sound grating on my nerves immediately.

      "Oh look, it's Lennie. Talking to your imaginary friends outside?" Clara teased, giving me an obvious once over as her mouth twisted in disgust. I didn't bother saying anything back; instead, I just rolled my eyes and walked directly into a wall of muscle. Cue her evil twin, Alistair. Clearly, their parents were into super pompous names. They were also clearly raised with no manners or morals.

      "Don't touch me, I don't want your pariah germs rubbing off on me," he said as he jumped back, letting me fall hard on my knees. I just glared at him, picking myself up and heading for the stairs.

      "Going to go cry, Lennie?" Clara called after me, her whole body shaking in laughter as she whispered back and forth with Alistair. They were like two dark haired, green-eyed demons, intent on making me break.

      "I don't cry over assholes anymore," I called back as I flipped her off over my shoulder. They used to be able to break me, leaving me sobbing and running through the halls on more than one occasion, but not now. I'd gained a backbone since freshman year, I no longer cry and pity myself, but I also choose not to fight back. Having violence on my record wasn’t the way to get into a good college. Instead, I kept my head down and my record clean, so I could escape as soon as I had that diploma in hand. "Man, I can't wait to leave this hell hole," I muttered the last part to myself, but the laughter following me meant they heard. I continued up the stairs, letting my mind wander to all of the places I'd go when I graduated.

      "Move," a random girl huffed out as she hurried past me, knocking me into the wall. It wouldn't be so bad if I wasn't so small, but my five foot petite frame didn't give me much in the way of strength. I should probably start some kind of martial arts training or something. Maybe it would help me stay on my feet more.

      The way everyone treated me... it was almost as if Alistair and Clara went around to every student and said 'hate Lennox Malia, or else'. It honestly wouldn't surprise me anymore. The teachers and faculty didn't bully me themselves, but they openly ignored it, never putting a stop to it. It was like they were just waiting for me to snap.

      Cierra, my roommate, just glared at me with a huff, before slipping her headphones over her ears and drowning me out with her music. It was so loud I could hear the faint melody from across the room.

      My side of the room was pristine since I was too afraid to make a mess and have her do something ridiculous to my stuff. It honestly felt like I was walking on eggshells. The only positive part of my year was going home for Christmas and summer break. It wasn’t that my family was exactly inviting; in fact, my parents were older and stern, not bothering to show much love or even basic interest in me. But the beautiful silence and not being constantly bullied was pure bliss. Plus the cook never failed to slip me extra dessert.

      I flipped on the dim desk lamp and started on my math homework. At least my grades were fantastic. With no time spent on anything else, I tended to bury myself in my studies in hopes that when I was ready for college, I could go to a good one. The idea of being in a place where nobody recognized me, and I could have a real fresh start, was so appealing. Do they have good colleges in Alaska?

      Eventually, the lights overhead flicked off without a word of warning from my roommate, because why use common decency? Sighing, I went to my closet and changed into pajamas, before I clicked off my light and snuggled under the covers.

      Only three months left until I graduate, and only one until I'm eighteen.

      It can't come fast enough.

      
        
        February 20

        Afternoon

        Lennox

      

      

      Something happened today, and since I wasn’t exactly in the loop, I spent most of the day wondering what it was. All day, everyone had been huddled together, whispering hurriedly and not giving me a second glance. Not even Clara or Alistair bothered to taunt me. It was a welcome change, but my ridiculous brain was unsettled, assuming it was just a new tactic to put me on edge, or the calm before the storm.

      "Did you see them?"

      "We never get new kids, now we get five?!"

      "They don't look the same, but I hear they're supposed to be brothers."

      "I don't care who they are, I just know they're gorgeous."

      The whispers surrounded me the entire walk down the hall, and my interest was piqued. I couldn't help but scan the halls, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever the talk of the school was. Things would go back to normal soon enough, so I figured I may as well enjoy being able to look around in peace while it lasted.

      No matter how hard I tried to focus in class, the constant passing of notes and gossiping whispers wouldn't stop. Even the teachers seemed to get frustrated and give up on teaching, assigning us busy work instead. I'd never been more excited for the lunch bell to ring, needing a break from the constant whispers.  I already dislike them, and I haven’t even met them.

      I practically ran to the cafeteria and through the lunch lines, before taking my usual seat in the back corner. I claimed that spot so my back was against the wall, never wanting to leave myself vulnerable or unable to see who was coming up to berate me. Needing an escape, I pulled out my tablet and started reading my latest book. Fantasy worlds and exciting plot twists were my favorite form of distraction.

      "Mind if we sit here?" a deep voice rang out. I didn't bother to look up, knowing it wasn't for me.

      "Do you think she's deaf?" a smooth, honeyed voice whispered back.

      "I don't want to tap her and scare her," a melodic, cheerful voice said with a chuckle.

      "This is ridiculous," another smokey voice chimed in with a huff. I finally decided to glance up, jumping when I found five tall and very intimidating guys looking down at me.

      "Ah, there she is," the last teased, his gravelly voice full of laughter, not malice. My cheeks flared at the attention, no words coming out of my mouth. So, in true Lennox fashion, I simply turned back to my book and completely ignored them.

      "Did that just happen?" the deep voice asked, his words laced with shock and amusement. I gave a small shrug as I shook my brown hair out from over my shoulder so it cascaded around my face, giving me a sense of privacy. With one last snort my way, they all sat down and drifted into an easy conversation. I felt weird listening in, so I did my best to tune them out, refusing to take in their faces. Besides, I knew I'd get caught; after all these years of being friendless, I wasn’t the most smooth when it came to social situations . My chest tightened as Clara's fake, sugary tone interrupted them. I guess it was nice not being ostracized while it lasted.

      "Hey! I'm Clara," she started, giving each of them her thousand watt smile. A grimace flickered over her face as her gaze drifted past me. "I'm sorry nobody invited you to sit with them, how rude of us. Why don't you come join us at our table? We'll make room for you guys. You don’t want to sit with Lennox."

      "No worries, Clara. We are just fine with Lennox here," the guy with the gravelly voice answered, before introducing himself to me. "I'm Lachlan."

      "Oh, come on, you really don't want to sit with Lennie," she retorted, her sweet facade faltering for a moment. She reminded me of those video game villains, flickering into her 'final form'.

      "I find Lennie quite interesting," the melodic voiced guy said, holding his hand out to me. "I'm Aeson, by the way," he said, giving me a wink. When I gave a small wave instead of taking his hand, he retracted it and looked even more amused.

      "Evander," the boy with the honeyed voice said, giving me a small smile and not bothering to look at Clara. Are these guys nuts?! She's gorgeous and tall, they're crazy to ignore her.

      "Hello, Gorgeous," mister deep voice said, as he looked right at me, a twinkle of mischief  in his eyes. Did he just read my fucking mind?! At that panicked thought, his smile spread. I'm fucking losing it, I thought, pulling my eyes away. "I'm Tristan."

      "Calev," the broody boy with the smokey voice said simply, giving me a curt nod before looking back at his food. I get it, dude, this whole thing is uncomfortable. His eyes flickered to Clara as her face turned a brilliant tomato red. Clearly, she was not used to being ignored. I, however, enjoyed her discomfort immensely. I had the overwhelming urge to stick out my tongue at her, but I knew when these guys’ fascination with me wore off, I’d have hell to pay for it.

      "Don't think this makes you any better than you were before. You're still the same Lennie you’ve always been," she reminded me, her voice returning to sugary sweetness, while her eyes filled with a deeper hatred than before. Not wanting to make it worse, I simply looked back down at my book. I went to my fail-safe, singing ridiculous songs loudly in my head until they just go away. I glanced up to see Tristan rubbing his head like he’d suddenly been hit with a headache, and the others had varying looks of confusion and judgement on their faces.

      "Hey, Clara?" I said, finally having had enough. At this point, I didn’t care what anyone thought of me. I had no real chance here. When she turned around with laughter in her eyes, I exploded, standing up and gripping the edge of the table while I screamed at her. "Fuck you. You're just a shit human, and I honestly hope that the day karma catches up with you, I get to watch you go down." With that, I simply sat back down and picked up my book like nothing had happened. I heard her stomp away after a few moments, and the tension in my shoulders drained. I was sure that I would pay for that later, but for now, I didn’t give a shit. Honestly, I felt lighter than I had in the last four years. Not wanting to see Clara staring daggers at me, as I’m sure she was, or the pity I knew I’d find in the guys’ eyes, I kept my head down for the rest of the period.

      The moment the bell rang I shoved my stuff in my bag and rushed off. Now that the school had moved on from the gossip of the morning, things were back to normal. Which of course meant that I had to dodge around people to avoid getting bumped into. The rest of the student body was back to calling me names as I rushed past them, but oddly enough, Clara's voice was silent.

      History was next, so I stopped at my locker to grab my afternoon books. The moment I reached out for it, I saw the thick letters adorning the locker. 'Watch yourself, pariah' was scrawled across it, the red paint still dripping down to the floor. Using a tissue I had stuffed in my pocket, I wiped off the lock enough to open the locker and exchanged my books. I kept my head high as I walked to history, feeling more anger than anything else. I would never understand the students here. Sure, there were the random few that shot me looks of guilt and pity, but it wasn’t like they were willing to take the risk of ostracizing themselves. But really, could I blame them? Who would want a piece of the attention I got? Not me, so as much as I would have liked to call them out for their cowardice, I couldn’t. Self-preservation and all that.

      The history room was still empty when I stepped inside, so I slid behind my desk in the back of the room and pulled out my notes. Mr. Harris never came to class until the bell rang, so this was prime Clara targeting time. Clara walked into the room, right on cue. Her eyes narrowed on me for a second, pure hatred in them as she chattered behind one of the new guys- Evander, I think. He continued to ignore Clara, coming to sit next to me instead. What the hell is he doing? This was social suicide for him, and it was going to make my life even worse.

      "Does she have an off switch?" he muttered to me as he took his seat. I snorted, forgetting myself for a moment, before hiding behind my curtain of hair. This time he was the one to chuckle.

      "So, where are you from?" Clara asked, her sweet and gentle voice so unlike her, I had to force myself not to scoff.

      "I'm not interested, so if you don't mind leaving me alone, I'd appreciate it," Evander said casually, before scooting his desk closer to me and turning his back to her completely.  Clara’s mouth hung open like a door with a broken hinge. It was funny, but my mind still tried to convince me that it wasn’t real… that he just liked the chase.

      "What the hell are you doing?" I hissed at him, unable to hold back.

      "Uh, we are in a place of learning," he said as he gestured around. "I'd say you have a good guess at what I'm doing."

      "No, smartass. Why are you snubbing her and talking to me?" His eyebrows rose up at my question.

      "And here I thought you were smart," he mused, shaking his head in mock disappointment. Clara sat fuming behind him, looking like she was close to exploding in anger. Her face was red, and she huffed silently; even her eyes looked out of focus as she mumbled under her breath. She was probably plotting my death. My stomach burned with acid at the thought of her retaliation, all because the new guy was giving me attention instead of her. Before I could offer a plea to Evander to leave me alone, Mr. Harris shuffled into the room in his usual harried state.

      "Class, welcome our new student, Evander Kova. He and his brothers started here this morning!" Mr. Harris said as he hurried into class. His beaming smile and wispy brown hair made him endearing. He never let anyone be rude or mean to others in his class, and he talked to me like I was a person. Sadly, this was something not all the teachers did, which meant he was probably the one person at Obsidian I didn't hate. The jury was still out on the new guys. "If you'd like to share a textbook with Miss Malia, we will jump right in. In fact, she's probably best suited to get you all caught up if you want to borrow notes from her. I have a feeling she'd make the perfect study partner," he said, beaming brightly as I slid further into my chair, feeling Clara’s death stare on the side of my head.

      "Perfect, thank you!" Evander called to the front of the room, as he moved his desk closer still. "Now you can't hide from me, Lennie," he said smugly. This time his voice was low and smooth in my ear, sending a shiver down my spine that I couldn't stop.

      "It's Lennox," I muttered, moving my book closer to the edge of the desk so he could see. I hated to admit it, but I didn’t hate the nickname when it was said in the way he did.

      "Nope, it's Doll," he confirmed, without even bothering to consider it. My annoyance was cut off by Mr. Harris jumping into today's lecture. I took notes and tried not to notice the boy next to me, who smelled like sandalwood and had a smile full of mischief.

      
        
        February 21

        Afternoon

        Lennox

      

      

      It seemed that at least one of the five new kids were in each of my classes. Every single one of them seemed to get there early enough to snag a seat by me, effectively making me a mentor for all of them. For once, school was passing just a little bit smoother, but still I kept most of myself guarded. It wouldn't be the first time someone had shown me attention just to turn into a complete jerk... it's only day one.

      My attention was too torn today to focus on a book or homework. Instead, I actually dug into my food and studied the lunch room around me. I wondered if the guys would be coming to sit with me, before I pushed that thought down too. I didn’t need to think like that since just two days ago I was the girl who couldn't walk three feet in the hallway before getting bumped into. They would join in soon enough.

      "There she is. Who knew she actually had a face, she's always hiding behind that hair," Tristan joked, taking a seat beside me. His grin was infectious, and I couldn’t help but quirk up the side of my mouth in a small half smile. His white hair was cut short and slightly tousled. He had vibrant blue eyes that drew me in, but the smile that spread out across the chiseled angles of his face had my heart skipping a beat. He was tall, somewhere around 6'2, and dwarfed my petite frame.

      "Hey look, you almost got her to crack a smile," Lachlan said, sitting on my other side. The other three joined a few minutes later, all of their trays stacked high with food. Lachlan had coppery red hair and pale green eyes. He seemed shyer than Tristan, his smile muted but just as adorable. The way his freckles peppered his nose and his slightly dimpled half grin had a blush rising in my cheeks.

      "This food is so much better than our old school’s. I swear they served everything microwaved or something. Nobody wants soggy pizza," Calev said, giving the pizza an appreciative look. The way he studied it had me longing for that kind of attention. Loneliness was something I was used to, had grown familiar with, and somehow it was only amplified when I saw what I could have.

      Real friends… or even more.

      Calm down, killer. You’ve known them barely two damn days.

      Calev was a mystery to me. On one hand he seemed to lead his brothers around, on the other, he seemed to hate the fact they moved here. Of all of them, he seemed like he wanted to be here the least. It was a feeling I knew well, so it pulled me to him in a weird way. He was intense, his perfect features pulled down in a frown, and his dark black curly hair flopping precariously around his face. When he glanced at me, his stone gray eyes held a note of curiosity and suspicion.

      "Now she looks sad again," Aeson said, his head tilting to the side as he studied me. Aeson had that 'boy next door' vibe to him. His blonde hair was short, and his face wasn't as chiseled, giving him a more youthful look. He seemed athletic and lean, his height close to Tristan's, whereas the others were all a few inches shorter.

      "What did they do to you here?" Evander asked, his voice holding a slight command to it that had my eyes snapping up to meet his. I couldn't seem to look away from the deep blue depths of his gaze. With some effort, I studied him, not really bothered that it was obvious. His hair was dark and straight, falling lightly in his eyes. He was thin and lithe, more of a swimmer's build than the others. Everything that exuded from him screamed smartass, which I had already pegged in history class. Remembering his question, I gave a slight shake of my head before I hid behind the familiar curtain of my hair.

      “Is that all you’re planning to eat?” Lachlan asked, his eyes flicking from my tray to my face. My cheeks burned at being called out. And here I was proud of myself for eating.

      “Food isn't really my thing,” I mumbled, pushing the leftovers away, no longer hungry. “I’m gonna go,” I mumbled, not caring if I looked crazy. Now I just felt uncomfortable and didn’t want to be here.

      “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude,” Lachlan pleaded. He reached out and locked his fingers around my wrist, giving me a gentle tug to sit back down. His touch felt oddly warm, shocking me enough to give pause. With a sigh, I took my seat again, wanting to crumple under their stares. But that’s not who I was anymore, so I sat there with my head held high. Tristan gently pushed my tray back to me, begging me with his eyes to eat.

      “Happy?” I asked, taking a bite of my sandwich. His grin returned, and he nodded, diving back into his own food.

      “Why do I feel like you’re a mythical unicorn? The closer we get, the more likely you are to run away into the night, never to be seen again,” Tristan mused, studying me with a weird intensity that had me squirming.

      “Because that’s something I’d do,” I confirmed, meaning every word.

      “I like your honesty,” Calev added as he finished his slice of pizza. He looked over at me, his eyes studying me as they roamed over my face. Something about the way he looked at me made me think he was looking for something specific, though I wasn’t sure what he expected to find in a high school loser.

      "So, tomorrow is Friday, what is there to do around here on the weekends?" Evander rubbed his hands together as he spoke, searching around the room as if exciting things would pop up at any moment.

      When his eyes fell on me, I tried not to laugh."I'm not the girl for that question," I said, shoving a piece of food in my mouth to avoid having to answer further. He snorted and shook his head before muttering to the others, though it wasn't low enough for me not to overhear.

      "This one is going to be a challenge, isn't she?" The others all nodded slightly, glancing at me like I was the most interesting challenge they'd ever faced.

      My eyes narrowed as I stood up, picking up my bag and leaving the tray where it rested on the table. "I'm not a challenge, and I'm hardly yours to worry about," I said, dodging Lachlan's arm and heading out of the lunchroom. I rolled my eyes as Evander joined me, holding the door and letting me step through first. How did he get here so fast?

      He kept peeking at me but didn't say anything for several moments, until he couldn't seem to take it anymore. "What did they do to you here? Seriously." His words were quieter this time, his hand reaching for mine before retreating again. I hated how much I wanted him to go through with it, to take my hand. What the fuck is wrong with me? A group of guys show interest, and I can't seem to control myself. They just seemed to draw me in at every turn.

      "Nothing I can't hand-" My words were cut off as Alistair and Clara stepped into our path. Of course they waited until we were in a blind spot to approach us, always knowing the best spots to commit their abuse without the teachers’ attention being drawn to them.

      Alistair puffed his chest out and sized Evander up. "So, this is the guy who was rude to you? The guy I'm going to beat to the ground?" Evander let out a low chuckle at the comical show of dominance. When I glanced up at him, I noticed the tick in his jaw and slight flash of… was that black in his eyes? What the hell is he? Stop… he’s not a character in one of your books.

      Clara looked smug as she stepped forward to get in my face. "Yeah, and she was too." Her voice was laced with venom, but her smile faltered at the look of pure fury on my face. There was no way I would let them hit Evander because of me.

      I looked at Evander and tapped him with my closed fist. "On three?" I asked, my voice hard. Evander's answering smile was a bit sinister and overly excited, making him look more lethal than I imagined.

      "On three," he confirmed, before counting and cocking back his fist. "One. Two. Three," he finished, and we both let our fists fly. Both Alistair and Clara ended up on the ground, that one punch letting out four years of frustration. A small giggle bubbled out of me as I glared down at them.

      "If either one of you feels the need to go report this, I promise that won't be the last you hear from me. I’m not someone to push around anymore," I hissed, making my voice cold and deadly. Tears sprung from Clara's eyes as she glared at me, grabbing her brother and running away. She likely wouldn’t listen, she would just wait until we were in front of faculty, and I couldn’t punch her. Neither one of us would want to get suspended. That would definitely look awful on college applications. Panic welled a bit at that thought, but I reassured myself she’d be too big of a coward.

      Evander's chuckle brought me out of my head, and I glanced over to see him leaning against the side of the building, arms folded over his chest as he smirked down at me. "There's the fire I was waiting for."

      Little does he know, he's the reason for the fire. I never would have lashed out if they had cornered just me, but something about him makes me want to protect him. Even if that means harming myself, and that thought scares me. I was fine with not needing anyone, now I’m not so sure.
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        February 22

        Evening

        Calev

      

      

      "Are we sure it's her?" I questioned for what felt like the seven hundredth time. Our team was sent here to retrieve a supernatural, but so far nobody had shown the usual signs. Sure, Lennox seemed different, but I was afraid that the wounded puppy vibe was clouding their judgement. Though, according to Van, she showed some of her bullies what she could do. A chuckle almost escaped at that thought, I hated the kids at this school for breaking such an interesting girl. Well, maybe a bit bent, not quite broken.

      "I'm almost positive it's her," Lachlan said as he sat against the headboard of my bed and flipped through his phone. He didn't even bother looking up, which only made me more angry. They should be taking this seriously, it’s our first assignment and we need to do well!

      "Stop shouting, we are taking this seriously. We can use tomorrow and Sunday to get a feel for everything. If it's that nasty Clara girl, I'm out. She can stay here," he said, his voice full of disgust. I couldn't blame him, even I wanted to see her knocked down a peg or two, and I’m usually the calm and collected one.

      Evander turned from his spot to face us. "What do you think she is?" He looked excited and far too invested in this. It’s unlike him, and I can’t seem to wrap my head around why they all seem so convinced. It’s more than that though, he’s acting like he found his soul mate. If she's not our target, this isn't going to end well.

      Tristan met my eyes when I sent that thought to him and grimaced, nodding so subtly that I doubt anyone else saw. The thought of leaving Lennox behind made me uneasy, though. I was shocked she made it this long. We had watched this school for weeks before we finally gave up and enrolled. Thankfully, being friends with a vampire had its perks. It was easy to get the school to accept five new students with no notice and minimal paper history, if you use a bit of compulsion on them.

      We go to the Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy… that one will be fun to explain to Lennox. Close in name but worlds apart. A large chunk of the curriculum at the Academy was doing missions for our territory, starting small and moving up. The Regency, our government, had a radar set up to detect fluctuations of magic in the human side of the world. It was an interesting bit of magical tech, but also quite effective. When the radar indicated someone was here at the Prep school, we figured it would be an awful, boring mission full of rich kids and snobby teachers. None of us wanted to enroll, but it could be months before our target showed any signs and we didn't have time for that. So here we are with a joint room and one of us in each of her classes listening to boring human Professors blather on about things none of us care about in the slightest. But if Lennox is in fact our supernatural it will all have been worth it and maybe even gain us a little clout back at the Academy.

      Aeson, the king of subtlety, walked into the room, banging the door against the wall before slamming it behind him. "Guys, I didn't find her anywhere," he announced, clearly failing his mission to trail her when she didn't show up at dinner.

      "That doesn't mean anything, chill," Lachlan said, tossing his phone aside and finally focusing on us. Apparently she’s interesting enough for him to focus.

      Aeson paced anyway, clearly not wanting to calm down. "I think I have a way to see what she is," he announced, stopping and facing us, his face determined. "As a healer, I learned to read a person's magical essence; otherwise, it's a shot in the dark when healing or cleansing someone. If I can at least touch her, I can narrow down her specific magical signature. But she'd need a hell of a distraction to not notice the magic."

      "At least that would end this eternal debate," Van deadpanned, looking at me.

      I held my hands up in defense, not wanting another argument. "If she is, then I'll drop it, and we can move forward," I conceded. They all nodded, renewed looks of determination.

      "Yeah, well... we need to find her first," Aeson reminded us, finally sinking onto his bed.

      "Tristan, what are her thoughts like?" I asked, unable to hold back the curiosity. He shrugged for a moment, looking uncomfortable. He hated betraying people like that, especially people like Lennox who were obviously very private, but now was not the time for that.

      "It's dark. She hates this place, and she's lonely. But she also gets angry and protective when they tease her around us, like she's trying to protect us. She also finds us annoying when we interrupt her, but she likes having us around," he explained, his face scrunching up as he sorted through what he’d picked up over the past few days. "Women are confusing," he concluded with a shake of his head.

      "Well, we need to work on being friends for her then. Try and get to know her, so she's more comfortable with us. Because if she is the one setting off the supernatural radar, then we need to coax out her powers," I ordered, letting out a long sigh.

      This isn't going to be easy.

      
        
        February 24

        Afternoon

        Lennox

      

      

      A loud knock on our door broke the silence. Since it was just me inside, I had no choice but to answer, though I wasn't stupid enough to not be prepared. I spread my feet in a defensive stance before reaching for the door. Evander's smirk greeted me as I peeked out, his friends standing behind him.

      "Where have you been, Lennie?" Tristan asked as they came barreling in, settling into different spots and making themselves at home.

      "Here," I said slowly, drawing out the word. "How did you find my room?"

      "We stalked you," Aeson teased, giving me a fake evil laugh.

      "I asked someone," Calev said from my desk chair, his legs crossed as he leaned back and studied me. His intensity still freaked me out, even after a few days of dealing with it.

      "We were worried about our girl. You haven't been to a single meal since lunch on Friday," Evander said, walking forward and stopping right in front of me. For the first time his cocky smile was replaced by a glare. I started to shrink under its intensity before squaring my shoulders and meeting his glare with one of my own.

      "And?" I challenged, putting my hands on my hips. Who the hell are they to demand answers? They’re not my boyfriends! Hell, I’m not even calling us friends at this point.

      "Your trashcan here has no food wrappers, plus you have dark circles under your eyes," Calev added unhelpfully.

      "I don't eat on the weekends. I prefer to hibernate here when my roommate goes home," I explained, moving over to my bed and taking a seat. "Seriously, why do you guys keep talking to me? Just fucking tell me and get it over with." My eyes narrowed as I waited, wanting to get the news over now, instead of endlessly waiting for the other shoe to drop. Did I want friends? Yes. But it's no coincidence they all chose me, and I doubted their reasoning was good.

      "We have to have some ulterior motive to speak to a pretty girl?" Tristan asked, letting out a surprised laugh, sounding a bit exasperated. The others all look confused at my question. They're good.

      "Okay, enough. What did the humans do to you here?" Evander asked, fangs suddenly poking out of his mouth as his eyes turned to a solid black. Fangs?! What the fuck?!

      "Van!" Calev yelled, his tone sharp as he moved faster than humanly possible to put himself in between me and A FUCKING VAMPIRE! I finally let out the scream I was holding as I scrambled backward on the bed. Suddenly, Aeson was on my other side while Calev tried to calm Evander down. Weirdly enough, even though this is fucking terrifying, I don’t think he’d really hurt me. That thought calmed me some, the scream dying in my throat as I scooted away from the others. Aeson's hand rested on my arm as he leaned closer.

      "Are you alright?" he asked, his voice soothing as it swept over me, sleepiness crashing into me until I felt my eyelids flutter. "I'm sorry," he whispered as darkness overtook me.

      
        
        February 24

        Afternoon

        Aeson

      

      

      "Seriously?!" I hissed at Van as I lowered her back down onto the bed. Van hurried over, giving me an apologetic shrug.

      "You needed a distraction. Is it her?" he asked quickly, the regret easy to read on his face.

      "She's definitely one of us. I'm getting a hint of water magic. I don't think she's a shifter... maybe a water fae, or an elemental?" I reasoned out. Her magical signature was clear, but something about it was different. "She's unique," I said finally, moving my hand away and retracting my magic. The blue essence moved back into my hand, absorbing into the surface as it went dormant until I needed it again.

      "What do you mean by ‘unique’?" Calev asked, his voice hard. Like I was purposefully being difficult.

      "She's unique. That's the best word I can use to describe it. I can feel the water magic, but it's not like any of the ones I'm used to. She could just be more powerful or something. Either way, at least we have our girl," I defended, hoping he'd chill out.

      "If she's not too freaked out to talk to us now!" Tristan yelled at Van, for once the psychic's cheerfulness was replaced with fury. "We could have just turned on a movie and sat close or something!"

      "Oh yeah, a movie would have definitely hidden his blue magic," Van deadpanned with an eye roll. "Look, I really didn't want to scare her, but the opportunity presented itself. Plus, I really meant what I asked. It just kind of happened."

      "I want to know the same fucking thing," Tristan said with a shudder. "You know I don't like to delve into people’s memories, but this girl's mind is dark. She has literally never known what it's like to have love, or even a friend."

      "That's disgusting," I muttered, looking down at the small girl next to me. I have a feeling this isn't going to go well until she gets her powers. "Do you think she'll even talk to us?"

      "No, I don't. She's been waiting for us to just stop talking to her, or say why we are even bothering to talk to her. She won't take this well," Tristan summed up, leaving a solemn mood over all of us.

      "I'm sorry," Van said quietly, sinking to the ground. I'd never seen him look so upset over someone before.

      "You really couldn't control it, could you?" Calev asked quietly, his usual bossy tone replaced by a soothing one. Van shook his head miserably for a second, before giving an audible sigh.

      "No, I've seen how they treat her, and this time I just let the anger get to me," he explained, standing up and walking to her. I moved out of the way as he adjusted her properly on the bed and covered her up. "I'm sorry, Doll."

      "Let's go, she may just think it was all a dream," Lachlan finally said, having kept quiet throughout the entire incident. He was never one for talking unless there was a good reason. “But part of me hopes not.”

      "Maybe," Tristan said as we all glanced at her one last time.

      ‘Here's hoping she does think it's a dream, or this whole mission just got a whole lot more complicated,’ I projected to Tristan.

      ‘I hope she remembers and takes it well. I’m ready to go back,’ Calev adds, though he can't hide his worry form us, his gargoyle already chose her, it was clear in every grumble and glance.

      ‘I just hope she’s okay,” Evander worried, which was unlike him. ‘I’ve never had my heart crack like it did tonight. Fuck the humans.’

      ‘This isn’t like you,’ I teased him. I couldn’t blame him though. When words seemed to leave us or the conversation was emotional, we tended to use mindspeak instead. It was easier to deal with.

      ‘She’ll see in time, she’s ours,’ Lachlan added, his tone worried like the others. The truth resonated in his words, we all felt it. Everything I could read from them as Tristan held the link open was worry, hope and possessiveness.

      She’s definitely going to change everything.

      
        
        March 17

        Evening

        Lennox

      

      

      I'd managed to avoid the guys for nearly a month. It wasn’t like they hadn’t tried talking to me, I just didn’t give them the opportunity. During class I mentored them, strictly speaking about the subject and nothing else. I wasn’t usually one for avoidance, but the memories from my room were too vivid to be a dream. I knew that it was real... that Evander had fangs.

      "Please, Lennie," Van whispered next to me as he approached me in the dinner line, the hurt in his words pulling at my heartstrings. I don't know why I'm letting them get to me. I'm stronger than this.

      "Do you need help with math?" I asked, using the only thing I could think of. When I glanced up at him, I instantly regretted it. The hurt in his blue eyes had me feeling things I had no business feeling, things that I’d never really experienced before.

      "No, you know I don't," he answered back. "Please ju-" His words were cut off by Clara coming forward, the gleeful expression on her face meaning one thing. She had found the perfect revenge... but what could it be? It's not like I do anything sketchy for her to dig up.

      "The headmaster asked me to drop this off for you because we are so close. I took the liberty of opening it, and man, I'm glad I did. It's a letter from dear old mom and dad.” She held the letter up in front of her, leaving her eyes uncovered so I could see the glee that only my pain seemed to give her. With the letter just out of reach, and the numbness sweeping through my body, there was nothing I could do before she began reciting what was clearly meant for just me.

      
        
        Dear Lennox,

      

      

      Now that you are turning eighteen, it's time your father and I move on. We are moving away, and you'll be on your own, but we sent you to boarding school to prepare you for this. We tried to give you a good childhood, a better one than your biological father would have given you. We opened a trust in your name many years ago, so you'll be okay without us. I'm sorry to tell you this, in this way, but with you off to school, it is easier. We adopted you later in life, mainly out of familial obligation, and now that you're a grown woman, I'm confident you'll continue to be a smart and rational woman.

      
        
        Regards,

        Edna and Victor Malia

      

      

      “Ouch, it must suck to find out that even your parents don't like you," Clara cackled at her own malicious words. My vision tunneled at the overload of emotions that flooded me. Dropping my bags all at once, I took off at a sprint, not caring who I was running into. My name was called out by the guys as I passed them, but I didn't stop until I reached my familiar spot above the Obsidian Sea. The moment I looked down into the water, I decided that it was all too much, the pull was too strong. I'd rather let the sea take me than to keep going like this.

      
        
        March 17

        Evening

        Evander

      

      

      My gums ached as my fangs threatened to poke through. Seeing this human treat Lennox this way had me wanting to lash out at her. It took every bit of my self-control not to reach over and body slam her to the ground. I tried to reach for Lennox, but she was already throwing her stuff down and running off. My heart shattered at the words in the letter and her reaction to them. Who the fuck does that?

      Once she was out of sight, I turned my eyes to Clara, stalking forward and letting my fury show. Her smile faltered, and she looked close to peeing herself. I didn’t stop moving forward until she had backed into a wall and couldn't run away. Locking my hands behind my back, I leaned forward, stopping mere inches from her face. "If you so much as think about ever doing something like this again, I will go after both you and your brother. I know enough shady people that I can make it look like an accident, and nobody will ever find out the truth. I suggest you find something new to focus on, like being a better fucking person, you heinous bitch," I said evenly, my words quiet but dripping with venom.

      "You can't talk to me like that," she sputtered, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. I let out a low, icy chuckle.

      "Try me," I threatened, my eyes narrowing further. "Tell me why. Why did you do this to her for so long?" I put a bit of magic in my words, wanting the compulsion to make her confess. I shouldn’t have risked it here, but fuck, I wanted to understand this ridiculous bullying. Jealousy, greed, just plain hate?

      "I didn't want her to be more popular than I was. She was trying to steal my boyfriend, and everyone liked her. I wanted that, so I made it happen," she bit out, the true nature of her personality showing, and it wasn't pretty. With nothing left to say to her, I turned on my heel and ran after Lennox.

      Remembering something about her favorite spot being the bridge, I went there first. The whispers and pointing from her classmates told me I was heading in the right direction. I made it to the bridge in time to see her walk off the edge, her black dress and dark curls swirling in the wind as she plunged into the dark waters of the Obsidian Sea.

      
        
        March 17

        Evening

        Lennox

      

      

      The icy water of the Obsidian Sea enveloped me, the vast opaqueness expanding on all sides as I sunk lower into the abyss. My lungs slowly started to burn as my body fought against the lack of oxygen, my vision tunneling as my body started to give up. Unable to stop myself, I took in a deep breath of water, choking and sputtering as the water suffocated me slowly.

      My eyes finally closed, my mind going over my miserable life and the loneliness that left a deep ache in my chest. You're dying like you lived, completely and utterly alone. Fitting. I couldn't stop my thoughts from spiraling, no happy memories popped up to counteract it.

      The depression was so all-consuming, that it took me a few minutes to realize that my lungs no longer burned. Cool water flowed through me, an odd sensation tickling the sides of my neck. My fingers brushed against the once perfect skin, revealing odd slits. I could feel the water flowing in and out of them, small bubbles rising around me. The change had me so startled that I started screaming, the sound garbled this far into the water.

      Unable to stand the oppressive darkness, I started swimming to the surface, the movement much quicker than should have been possible. As the moonlight wove through the water, a shifting glint caught my eye. Iridescent black and purple scales lined my arms, gently reflecting the beams of light that sifted through the water. My eyes flew open wide as I took it in, stopping my ascent so I could check them out. I moved my arm from side to side, watching the way the moonlight played across the freaky scales. Despite the emotions rushing through me, they were oddly beautiful.

      The panic rose higher and higher, mixing with my depression and causing my vision to blur again. Fighting it with everything I had, I finally broke the surface. I tried to instinctively take in a breath of air, but the moment I did, my body started to reject the water, huge coughs shaking my petite frame as water ejected from my lungs.

      A pair of hands wrapped around me, pulling me closer and dragging me to shore. My eyes couldn't focus, the water spilling out of my lungs painfully as my body tried to hyperventilate at the same time. A soothing hand rubbed my back as tears streamed down my face, my heart pounding in my chest as I tried to not think about what happened… what I am. When the water finished gushing from my lungs, I finally took in my first real breath of air since going under. The salty sea air was familiar and calming, despite the steady burn. My chest still ached, hating that even the peacefulness of death had been taken from me. Tears finally broke free, no longer from choking, but because of my broken spirit. Finally gaining the courage to look up, I peeked up to see Evander's terrified expression. I broke further, knowing I had hurt one of the only people who were ever kind to me. Instead of pushing me away, he pulled me closer, holding me together as I shattered in his arms, whispering the only thing I could.

      “I’m sorry.”
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        March 17

        Evening

        Lachlan

      

      

      "She just jumped off the fucking bridge!" Tristan yelled, pulling me with him as he bolted through the corridors. My heart thudded in my chest, the image Tristan projected to us made me want to vomit. These fucking humans. All of them are so afraid of differences, of losing their place on the top, that they try to crush anyone who doesn’t fit their mold. This was exactly why the supes stayed away from them. They were vile creatures by nature, and they had yet to prove me wrong.

      The sea of students seemed to get thicker the closer we got to the doors. They were shoved out of the way by Calev while he took the lead, not bothering to apologize or care. They were the reason we needed to go save her in the first place.

      Once we made it outside, the night was still. No noise could be heard, save the churning of the dark water of the Obsidian Sea. Our feet slid across the thin dusting of ice as we worked our way down the path to the shore, where Evander was already diving in after her. Her head bobbed above the surface, strangled coughs breaking the frantic silence around us.

      "There!" Calev yelled, spotting her at the same time as me. Evander quickly swam over and grabbed her, his vampire speed coming in handy.

      "Holy shit," Aeson whispered as Calev and Evander dragged a sobbing Lennox to shore. Her skin had a dusting of iridescent purple and black scales that gleamed beautifully in the dying light. I guess that narrowed our suspicions down to very few options, like a mer or siren, but she couldn’t be fully either of those. Her legs were still legs, even if they were covered in scales at the moment.

      She coughed and vomited water, spurring Aeson into action. He knelt down next to her, holding out his hand until a soft white glow surrounded Lennox and Evander, the coughs finally quieting and color returning to her cheeks. Evander looked over at him and gave a nod of acknowledgement, their shivering done thanks to him. Once she was able to take in a normal breath, although shaky and I'm sure painful, she glanced up at Evander before clutching him tightly and sobbing harder. Her whispered “I’m sorry” broke my heart into pieces, as we all stood in a quiet vigil around them, not wanting to freak her out more. She hadn’t exactly been our biggest fan the last few weeks. I'd honestly thought we’d ruined our chances of ever figuring this out.

      Her breathing slowly quieted until her eyes slipped closed. Evander finally looked up at us, his eyes showing his pain at having to see her like this. It seemed he'd become a bit more attached than we’d realized, his vampire’s protectiveness over her like nothing I’d ever seen from him before. Though, come to think of it, I didn’t think I had seen any of them have a girl around for longer than a night or two.  Sex was pretty casual in the supernatural community, so that wasn’t surprising, but it did mean that relationships were rare and coveted when a supernatural found someone he or she felt truly connected to. I knew something about her was different, that warmth I felt around her wasn’t normal.

      "You're both going to freeze. Let's go inside. I can't regulate your temperatures much longer," Aeson said sleepily, wavering on his feet for a moment, before Tristan propped him up. Van stood up easily, Lennox tucked safely in his arms. She didn't even stir as he carried her inside. Instead of heading for her room, we went to ours. Since we’d enrolled later in the year, we were given a room on the staff side, which meant a lot more privacy than a regular dorm room. Which was definitely something we could use right now. It’s not everyday someone goes from thinking they’re human, to then finding out they’re a supernatural.

      "Her scales are gone," Calev pointed out. Weird, a siren usually needs to be completely dry to transform back to human in appearance.

      "I don't think she's full siren. And she's not a mer. Maybe something else in her bloodline mixed with siren, though she hasn't shown other signs, either," Aeson said, perking up slightly now that he wasn’t using his entire magic store at once.

      My bear was bristling under my skin, wanting to be free so he could tear this school down. He wasn’t easy to anger, but seeing her like this had us fired up. Once we got to the room, I waited at the door until they got her settled. I have to know she’s safe before I walk out. As soon as I saw she was content, I had to get out of here.

      "I'll be back in a moment," I said, looking specifically at Calev. He nodded, able to see that my bear and I were on the edge and needed to find a way to let some of it out.

      My focus was on holding my bear back as I stalked through the halls of this wretched academy. I had no purpose, but clearly he did, as we ended up in front of the main office. It may have been Sunday, but I knew he would be here. He rarely left.

      My fist pounded so hard against the door that the walls shook. I had no intentions of being subtle in this conversation. At this point, I was feeling more hate than I ever had toward humans, and I didn't care who knew.

      The door flew open, and the headmaster looked appalled before his face contorted in anger at the sight of me. "How dare you come banging on my door in this manner?" he blustered, pointing at me with his meaty finger. My eyes flashed as my bear lunged forward, almost escaping my hold. He looked startled as he took a slight step back. I stalked forward, my tall frame towering over him. He retreated quickly this time, trying to close the door in my face as he muttered about insolence. I brought my bear to the surface, my strength overpowering his easily as I eased the door open and slipped through, locking it behind me.

      "Listen, you useless fuck. I just witnessed one of your students try to throw herself off of a bridge because you allowed her to get bullied to the point of hating herself. You gave her main bully even more fodder by handing over that letter, and letting her read it in front of the entire school. You, sir, are an accessory to attempted suicide, and in this day and age, you can go to prison for that," I said, my powerful voice sounding more like a growl than usual. His face paled as I dropped that bomb of reality on him.

      He squared his shoulders and straightened up, stupidly thinking he could take the power back from us. "How dare you come into my school and think you can intimidate me," he thundered, his face turning a deep red as spittle flew from his mouth. I let out a low laugh, the sinister smile on my face making him even more uneasy.

      "You need to start being the headmaster this school needs. That girl deserved none of this, yet you had a hand in her misery. So now, you are going to punish Clara accordingly, you are going to allow Lennox to have a room directly next to ours so we can keep her safe, and you are going to make damn sure that some kind of anti-bullying program is started. Are we clear?" I growled, letting the bear harden my features and bare my teeth. A wet spot formed on the headmaster’s pants as he collapsed into the seat behind him.

      "Very well," he said quietly, his voice shaking slightly. "I'll grab her a new key and send for Clara." He walked awkwardly to his desk and shuffled in a drawer for the right key. Once he handed it over, I nodded before leaving his office, slamming the door behind me. Ignorant fuck.

      
        
        March 17

        Evening

        Tristan

      

      

      "We need to get her warm," Aeson muttered, pacing back and forth while trying to find a solution to undressing Lennie.

      "Fire?" Lachlan suggested, walking back into the room in time to hear the problem.

      "It's just a bra and panties, we can handle it. Lachlan is probably the tallest, so grab a shirt," Calev said, sounding annoyed that we were letting her get cold instead of handling it. Lachlan nodded, grabbing a shirt from his drawer and tossing it to Cal.

      "She's moving to the room next to ours, so a few of us need to grab her shit and move it over. Also, I ensured that bitch would get some form of punishment. I'm not letting that just fucking slide," Lachlan said, his bear causing his skin to ripple slightly.

      "Breathe, she's not here much longer. Then we can take her back to our school," Tristan said, lifting her to a sitting position and holding her steady while Van slid her dress off. We kept our eyes on her face as Cal slid the shirt over her body. The shirt reached just above her knees, fitting her like a dress.

      "Go change or you'll get her wet again," Calev ordered, easily lifting her into his arms. She made a small noise at the jostling but didn't open her eyes. Van glared at him before rushing around the room in vampire speed to get changed. He was done within seconds, a breeze blowing around the room in his wake. He scooped her out of Calev's arms and sank to the floor with her in one graceful motion.

      "Aes, can you light a fire in here?" he asked, pointing to the metal trash can. A Mage’s fire had a low heat to the touch, but emitted a steady warmth. Aeson hurried over, dumping the random assortment of papers from the floor into the can, and closing his eyes. A few seconds later, the purple arcane fire bathed the room in an ethereal glow.

      The rest of us slowly joined him, sitting around the fire with our eyes locked on Lennox. Something about her just drew me in, and I tried to resist reaching for her for as long as I could. Focusing on Van alone, I projected how much it was bothering me. He clenched his jaw and let out a sigh, before reluctantly shifting her over. When my arms were wrapped around her, and I could smell her sweet scent of berries and vanilla, my thoughts finally calmed. The others were projecting so much that their emotions were overwhelming me despite my mental walls.

      It would seem weird how protective of her we were, if we hadn't spent weeks keeping watch over her and stopping assholes from approaching her. At this point, we were invested in her and learning more about her. But it went beyond that. I wanted to be there for her, to hold her when she was sad, to be truly with her. I may not have the primal possessiveness that some species have, but she was mine now… ours. Now that she had come into a portion of her powers, she would need us more than ever. Even if our presence is the last thing she wants, she’ll need to learn to at least tolerate being around us.

      Staring down at her peaceful face, I studied her like this would be the last time I'd get to hold her. The way she’d reacted last time, it was a bigger possibility than I'd like. Though my hope was that she'd see that it wasn’t just her, that we were in this together. I brushed a strand of her rich, brown hair out of her face as I studied her. She was gorgeous, a unique beauty that drew me in. Though they were closed, I knew she had gorgeous sea green eyes, accented by long lashes. They stood out against her high cheekbones and her adorably dimpled chin. She was a classic beauty, but it was more than that. Under that shattered spirit was an impressive strength, and until today, she had never lost her hope for a better future. This wasn't a loss of strength, it was just showing how deep her loneliness went, I reminded myself.

      "What's the plan?" Lachlan finally asked, his bear at the surface again as he stared at her. This time, there was a protective gleam in his eye, like he'd be willing to tear down the entire building if he could. I couldn't blame him for that. I'd do the same. Unfortunately, as far as powers went, I was useful... but weak. Though in this team, I was constantly reminded that we each had our strong points, which was why we all worked so well together.

      "We can’t force her. We have to wait and see what she says. Not to mention, we're the only ones here for her now," Calev said. With that thought we all grew silent, watching and waiting for her to make the next move.

      
        
        March 18

        Morning

        Lennox

      

      

      Pain flared to life inside of me, pulling me out of my slumber. A whimper escaped as I tried to take in a deep breath, my lungs feeling like someone had stuck knives in them, each breath tearing free from their hold. Flashes of memory moved through my mind, a slideshow of depressing moments until the end. They saved me? Why?

      "You still have to ask yourself that?" Tristan's voice broke through the jumbled mess that was my brain. I opened my eyes, blinking in the dim light for a few moments, before I focused on his sweet face. Did I say that out loud? I must be woozier than I thought.

      "Yeah," I mumbled, not willing to lie to him. He gave a small, sad smile, brushing a strand of hair out of my face. My cheeks flared at the closeness I wasn't used to.

      "If I'm making you that uncomfortable, I can move away?" he whispered quietly. I glanced up at his pretty bright blue eyes, studying the emotions behind them. I expected to find judgement, disgust, and annoyance. Instead, I only found relief, a hint of protectiveness, and indecision. He’s actually worried about how I feel. I can’t remember the last time someone actually cared.

      "Why did you do it?" Calev's harsh question startled me out of my stupor. Panic welled in me as I processed how to answer that without lying.

      "You're sending her into a panic." Tristan's voice was hard as he spoke, glaring at Calev. Despite the protest, Calev never tore his dark gray eyes from me.

      "No, she's strong enough to answer. I want her to trust us before this goes further," he countered, his eyes boring into me. There wasn't a single hint of judgement in his tone, which was the only reason I answered.

      "After Clara read the letter, I needed space. I threw my stuff and took off, running to the only place that calmed me," I explained, taking another shaky, painful breath. Aeson's arms reached out for a second before he retracted them.

      "The bridge," Calev encouraged, getting me back on track. I nodded slowly, closing my eyes against the tears threatening to spill free. One tracked its way down my cheek, and I angrily wiped it away. I didn't want to show weakness, not to them, the only people who weren't judging me. Maybe I should have let myself be weak around them, knowing they’d be there to help, but I just wasn’t ready for that.

      "Yes. Something about that spot resonates with me, it always has. I know it sounds crazy, but it pulled me in, consuming me until I complied. My mental strength was broken from the letter, and I didn't have enough left to think through what was happening, it just all felt so bleak. So, when I got to the edge, instead of sitting, I walked off it," I finished with a sigh, looking down at my arms to see if the scales were still there, or if I had imagined them.

      "They faded before we brought you inside. Aeson kept you and Evander warm until then," Calev explained. My eyes shot up to his face, startled. They saw me with scales, and they're not freaking out? Why?

      "Because we aren't your average bears either, Goldilocks," Lachlan said, the serious look I was getting used to seeing replaced by an amused smile.

      "How do you keep answering my thoughts? Can you hear everything I’m thinking?" I asked, scooting further away until my back hit the wall. I may have scales, but I had no clue if I could trust them.

      "I can read them, but only when you're panicking or really focused on them. I don't get every single passing thought, just the strong ones. I get emotions, too. I can also open up a link between people or groups. Don't worry, I know you were checking us out," Tristan joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      "Prove it," I challenged, determined to see if they were actually as willing to trust as they said. I didn't want to trust them, to just take this. But I fucking grew scales, and that's hardly normal, so what was a little mind reading?  If these guys were telling the truth, if they had answers, it would be stupid to turn them away.

      "Remember you asked for this. If you scream or act a fool, we will leave you to deal with this on your own," Lachlan challenged, his voice hard. I met his challenge with determination. If they thought I was weak, I'd prove them wrong. Lachlan smirked at the fire in my eyes before turning around and taking his shirt off. As he reached for his belt, I yelped and covered my eyes, but not before I got a view of his perfectly toned, pearly white ass. Well, I was not expecting that.

      "What, your superpower is getting naked?!" I squeaked out sarcastically, rubbing my chest as my lungs continued to burn. Deep chuckles filled the room, before a huge thud had me peeking out from between my fingers. A strangled cry started before I cut it off, remembering my promise. Lachlan was gone, but a huge bear stood in his place. The bear had vibrant green eyes, and his thick fur was a deep copper, reminiscent of Lachlan's hair in the light. "You're a fucking bear?" I asked in awe, forgetting my fear in the face of this badass power. Not wanting to startle him further, I projected a thought to Tristan. ‘Can I touch him, or is that the perfect way to become a snack?’

      "You can, just no sudden movements until his bear trusts you," he answered quietly, everyone's eyes trained on me. Shutting out the attention, I focused only on Lachlan. Sliding slowly up the wall until I was standing, I took a tentative step forward, my arm outstretched. I stopped inches away from his snout, opening my hand palm up, letting him make the first move. With a low grunt, he stepped forward and nudged my hand. I giggled, in awe of the magnificent creature in front of me. My fingers shook as they ran through the thick, coarse fur, gaining confidence the more he became putty under my scratches. It’s a lot easier to let go and be close to a bear than it is to another human. What does that say about me? Trying to ignore the path my thoughts were going down, I giggled again as he nuzzled his head into my side.

      "You're magnificent," I whispered in his ear, wrapping my arms around his neck in a giant bear hug. He nudged me after a moment, letting me know it was time to see the others. Stepping out of the comforting bubble we had, I headed for my safety zone against the wall. My eyes stayed on Lachlan for a moment, clinging to that sense of comfort for whatever fresh crazy was coming my way next. Instead of transforming, he locked eyes with Tristan, before the big bear nodded and padded toward me, curling up on the floor next to me with his head in my lap. I absently rubbed his head as I stared around the room waiting. I was startled when he let out a weird sort of low echoing growl, realizing as his body rumbled next to me that it was a purr. Bears purr?!

      "Well, you know mine, I'm just a psychic," Tristan said pointedly, waiting for someone else to go.

      "She knows what I am, too," Evander said quietly, ducking his head. For once he didn't look confident; instead, he looked embarrassed. Yeah, you didn't take that well last time, Lennox, I reminded myself.

      "I'm sorry for freaking out last time," I called over to him with an apologetic shrug. He looked up and gave me a smile, fangs poking out. I chuckled at the sight, thinking he looked adorable and goofy, not quite scary like I remembered.

      "She thinks you’re an adorable vampire," Tristan supplied cheerfully, looking away when I glared over at him. "Just trying to help," he mumbled.

      "Is it just fangs? What about blood and powers?" I asked, knowing he was holding some of it back for my benefit. He almost seemed embarrassed to be a vampire.

      "It's the humans. They portray them so horribly he's afraid you'll think the same," Tristan answered Evander’s internal thoughts, earning a glare from Evander.

      "Prove me wrong," I challenged, trying to keep up a confident appearance. Internally, I was still freaking out. This was all mind blowing, and I knew I would need time to process, but I was far too curious now. I needed to know what they were.

      "My hunger is the same as yours. When I get hungry, I eat. I don't get rabid or animalistic, and bloodlust isn’t a real thing. I just need it to survive. My blood is supplied by donors, and I only have to live feed once a month to keep my abilities strong. I feed from a willing participant, usually one of these guys. I have increased senses and strength," he summarized quickly, before Aeson interrupted.

      "And don't forget beauty, he's a hot vampire," Aeson added, throwing me a wink.

      "You cheating on me?" Tristan quipped, holding his chest in shock. Whoa? They’re dating? He seems so flirty, I thought before I could stop myself. Tristan let out a loud laugh before answering my thoughts. "We swing both ways, kitten." My cheeks heated, hating that he could hear my embarrassing inner thoughts.

      "Ready?" Evander asked, an edge to his voice. I snapped my eyes to his to see a hint of jealousy. There was nothing here to be jealous about. Maybe he likes one of them?

      "You'll have to excuse his vamp side, it gets possessive," Aeson snorted, gaining another glare.

      "Show me what you got, sparkles," I joked, not wanting the guys to fight because of me. Evander didn't glare as he looked back at me; instead, he chuckled and turned around. A soft red glow flowed over him for a moment before he turned. My heart skipped a beat as I looked at him. He went from ruggedly handsome to absolutely gorgeous. His skin had a pearly sheen, and his eyes were a bright silver, lined in burgundy. His hair went from its deep brown to a shiny black, while all of his features were more toned and angular. He was literally the embodiment of perfection.

      "Damn, I'm a little jealous of these internal thoughts," Tristan mumbled, making Evander give a wide grin. One corner of his mouth tilted slightly higher than the other, making his fangs poke out more. He looked so damn pleased with himself, that I couldn't help but laugh, before wincing at the sudden pain again.

      "Alright, my turn, I can't handle this anymore. I'm a mage, and my specialty is healing. Can you come lay on the bed, so I can heal whatever is causing you to make that pitiful face?" Aeson asked in a rushed, pained voice, coming over and reaching a hand down to help me up. I took his hand, reluctantly letting go of my bear friend. He's a person, Lennox, not a new pet, I reminded myself. Don't get attached.

      I walked over to the closest bed and laid flat. I debated whether to close my eyes or not, but I opted for keeping them open, wanting to see what he could do. Aeson smiled down at me, his hands hovering about a foot over my body. He closed his eyes, and a soft, white glow formed under his hands and slowly flowed over me. The magic tickled along the top of my skin, a tingling sensation that had every hair standing on end. The feeling that washed over me was a calming one, filled with a warmth that relaxed every muscle and ache within me. Each breath hurt less and less, until the pain was completely gone. I let out a deep sigh of relief, not realizing how tense and painful every muscle in my body had been, how labored every breath was.

      "Fuck, your magic could be addicting," I mumbled, shaking out my limbs as I sat up and stepped out of bed.

      "Now, tell me what I am."
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        Evander

      

      

      "Full disclosure... we don't know. You seem to be a siren, but sirens have tails. They're a variation of what humans call mermaids. So you're either half human or mixed with another supernatural creature. For now, we aren't positive," I said, bracing myself for her disappointment.

      "So I'm half fucking mermaid?" she asked, her eyes going wide. "I remember gills on my neck, and scales on my arms. The cold water filled my lungs, and I thought I was going to die." She wrapped her arms around herself, as if holding in the painful memories.

      "We'll figure it out," I reassured her, stepping forward before I realized what I was doing. When I held my arms open for a hug, she gave me a small smile and cautiously curled into my embrace, resting her head on my chest. I took in a breath of her berry vanilla scent, liking her in my arms way more than I should. We were her mentors, not her potential boyfriends. I needed to remember that. But fuck, I want to be her boyfriend more than anything.

      'She feels nice in your arms, doesn't she?' Tristan projected into my head, opening up the connection.

      'She does, too good,' I sent back, squeezing just a little tighter.

      'Is she doing alright?' Lachlan asked, a growl to his internal voice.

      'She's taking it fine, better than I expected. She wants alone time, but doesn't want to go to her room. We need to update her. Her thoughts keep going back to the letter though.' I didn't even know what we could do about that part, but fuck if I was going to let these assholes push her ever again. She's ours, she just doesn't know it yet.

      She finally pulled away, her strength shining through again. She gave one last sniffle, the sound tearing at my heartstrings. She never deserved all this, and the fact that it was done by one privileged bitch made me even angrier.

      "How did you guys learn what you are?" she asked, retreating back to her spot against the wall with Lachlan. He didn't make a move to change back, so she eventually put her fingers back in his scruff, a small smile playing on her lips. Jealousy started to flare, but also an odd sense of acceptance and hope. My vampire side’s possessiveness wanted her to myself, and the other, more rational side of me, knew she belonged with us all. We’d make a damn good team.

      "We actually go to a similar academy, just one meant for our kind. Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy," Tristan explained, moving to his desk and pulling out his phone. He found a picture of the school and showed it to her. A hint of hope lit up her eyes before her eyebrows furrowed.

      "Did you find out recently?" she asked quietly.

      "No. Most of us come from lines of supernaturals. It's rare to find someone who doesn't know what they are," Aeson said in his soothing voice, trying to break the news gently. The issue is you can't just tell someone that they didn't have to go through all this shit, that they should have known what they were, and not have it sting a little. Lachlan grunted as her fingers tightened in his fur.

      She was silent in the moments following Aeson’s response, and Tristan’s eyes started to grow wider, an indicator that he was getting concerned by the thoughts she was projecting.

      "That's bullshit," she said angrily. "How did a whole fucking community fail me?! I didn't have to grow up with parents that fucking hated raising me! I didn't have to stay at this hell on Earth!" she raged. Not one of us had anything we could say to help. She wasn't wrong, the community had failed her. The supernatural government was supposed to keep track of those living among humans. Unfortunately, sometimes kids slipped through the cracks, hence why they sent us after them.

      "I'm sorry. If it's any consolation, Lach made the headmaster pee his pants for not stepping in sooner," Calev said quietly. His face was still stoic, but I could see his jaw was tensed, a surefire sign he was struggling to control his power. All we needed was for the gargoyle to go into a rage, destroying everything in his path. She hadn't noticed that he kept quiet, but I had a feeling she'll demand he show her too. Even among supernaturals, people were terrified of his kind. He didn't want to scare her more than she already was at this point.

      She let out a strangled laugh at the headmaster's expense, before it turned into full laughter with wheezing and tears. It’s sad that she almost looks surprised to feel this little bit of joy. We need to bring more laughter into her life. We eventually joined in, unable to not laugh at the sound of her cracking up, and the tension in the room lessened again.

      "You did that for me?" she asked, looking down at the bear. He gave a happy grunt, and she giggled, leaning down and planting a kiss on his snout. "Thank you."

      "So when do you want us to take you there?" Calev asked as gently as he could manage, which still sounded intense.

      "I realize they may be able to help, but I'm already starting at a disadvantage. Can we hold off until we know more? Or at least until we know what I am?" she asked, before pausing and looking at Calev. "What if I decide not to go?"

      "Then, that's your choice. We aren't the only school around, but ours is the best. Think of it as a supernatural college. We learn the skills we need to control our powers, and how to apply them in our community," he explained, though I could see the jaw clenching again.

      'Is she really considering it?' I projected to Tristan again.

      'No, she wanted to see what we'd say.' his response was immediate. Relief flooded me, I didn’t know what I'd do if she left. I can't just stalk her, but fuck if I was letting her just walk away from me unprotected. We may not be as vile as humans could be, but there were some bad characters in our community too. The guys weren’t kidding when they joked about how possessive my vampire side could make me, and for some reason, it was making me feel like she should be ours to keep.

      "What kind of jobs does the supernatural community have? Government? Currency? How do you stay separate from humans to buy and own your stuff? Is it a separate community they don't know about?" I could tell she had more questions but was holding herself back.

      "You know what, why don't I get you some information you can look over, and you can read it instead of us boring you. In the meantime, you have a new room assignment. Let's run for some takeout and process, get you some rest today, and then we can make decisions later?" I tried, hoping to give her time to process while also giving her a distraction.

      "Well, that would be fine if I wasn't chilling in this t-shirt dress,” she said, gesturing down at her form. I took a moment to scan my eyes over her, the lacy outline of her bra visible through the thin shirt. My cock pressed against my jeans, reacting to her sexy curves. She smirked at my obvious scan of her body, slowly crossing her arms in front of her chest. But I didn’t miss the way she clenched her thighs together, the smell of her arousal drifting over me. “Where's my new room?" she asked warily.

      "Next to ours, we hijacked part of the faculty suites. You even have a shared bathroom with us, so no more humans. We brought your stuff up while you were sleeping. Your roommate loved us moving all of it around at two in the morning," Tristan said with a chuckle.

      "Through here?" she asked, pointing at the other door. I nodded, and she walked over, opening it and walking through to her room. We all smiled as an excited squeal rang out right before the door closed.

      Maybe we can make this work, after all.
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      I had been ready for twenty minutes, yet there I was, sitting on my bed and contemplating all the crazy shit I had just learned. Part of me was excited, because wasn’t this what every girl dreams about? Five sexy guys coming to sweep you away from your miserable life to a new world. Yet there I was, doubting and dragging my feet the whole time. But who could blame me? It all sounded so damn crazy.

      You know what you saw and felt. You breathed underwater, you had gills and fucking scales. What they're saying is true, and you can't deny it. So pull up your big girl panties and face this. Get to know them, and then decide what to do.

      With that little pep talk, I took a deep breath and stood up, heading for the joint bathroom. It wasn't locked, so I let myself in. Lachlan was standing at the mirror, putting gel in his copper hair. Not wanting to make him move, I hopped up on a dry part of the counter and watched him. He didn't say anything at first, just continued his routine and waited for me to break the silence, his eyes darting over occasionally.

      "Thanks for keeping me calm," I said quietly, staring at the mosaic tile on the ground. Heat flared across my cheeks, as I felt his eyes boring into me.

      "You really weren't scared of me?" he asked quietly. I peeked up from under my lashes at him, giving a soft shake of my head.

      "Not really, it was still you. You don't give me the serial killer vibe, so I think we're good. I mean, I may sleep with my door locked, but I didn't think you'd just eat me," I rambled on before catching myself.

      "I wouldn't have. He's like a companion. I'm there, but he's in partial control when I shift. But he liked you, too," he said with a shy grin. A soft “that’s an understatement” was whispered under his breath, making me flush with pride. I’d be lying to myself if I said I didn’t feel the connection with him… with all of them.

      "I liked him too. But, don't go thinking you get scratches and back rubs like he does," I joked, giving him a wink.

      "That's just not fair, I'm a good boy too!" he joked, his smile finally reaching full capacity, a small dimple showing on his left cheek. Their easy acceptance of me made that loneliness ebb away, but that voice in the back of my head kept reminding me that true colors always show eventually. It was just a waiting game to see what theirs were like.

      "Stop waiting for us to fuck up. We aren't perfect, but we won't treat you like those assholes," Lachlan said quietly, clearly picking up on my mood change and calling me out. I hate that they can see through these doubts I have so easily. "Come on, I'm starving. Anything sound good?"

      "Not cafeteria food?" I quipped, taking his offered hand and hopping off of the counter. He led me out of the bathroom, not dropping my hand until we were in the other room. The others stopped talking when we entered, but it didn't feel awkward, more like they were surprised to see me. "Did you think I ran away?"

      They relaxed at my joke, smiles and grins forming as they stood up and grabbed their coats. "I thought you might have. This shit is nuts," Evander joked back, shrugging into his black pea coat.

      "It really is, but so is growing scales and gills," I mumbled, fixing my scarf around my neck and pulling my gloves on. "What's good in this town?"

      Tristan's eyes narrowed on me for a moment before he spoke, his words laced with confusion. "You're a senior and never had food outside of this school?" I gave a shrug, nobody wanted to go out to eat alone. I spent enough time feeling like a loser, no need to make it worse. Plus, the idea of running into Clara wasn't too appealing.

      "Well then, I say we wine and dine the lady," Aeson said, using a fake snotty voice. "Well, spoil and dine her since we aren't old enough to legally drink."

      "Alcohol doesn't do anything for us anyway," Lachlan grumbled before turning to me and explaining. "Supernaturals have a higher metabolism and different internal structure, so alcohol works for less than five minutes."

      "No drunken parties, got it," I said, a smile playing across my face. It felt so natural with them, that it made me excited to go to this school and check it out. Yet there was still this small whisper of doubt, the undeniable fact that something was holding me back. I think it was the fear that I would be an outcast yet again. Maybe Evander was right, I just needed to know more first. I wanted to know more about who I was before I went and joined them, too. "Wait."

      They all stopped and turned to me, but now that I had their attention, I had to stop and think how to word it. Finally, I turned to Tristan for help. I gave him a pleading look before his eyes unfocused, and I sent all my jumbled thoughts and fears to him.

      "She wants us to wait until she wraps her head around this, and figures out her powers before we tell the school we found her. AKA, she's asking us to stay here with her until then, and help her figure this out. Right, kitten?" He turned to me for confirmation, his grin full force since he’d elaborated a bit.

      "For the most part, yes," I confirmed, shaking my head. "Why kitten?" I asked, confused as to why he would call me that if I was supposed to be a siren. He grinned brighter and chuckled to himself.

      "Kittens are cute and adorable, but when they are cornered, their vicious side comes out. We heard about that right hook," he explained. I actually really liked that name, it was fitting. I'd take being unassuming to most until I'm pushed. I couldn't hide the smile at his explanation, letting out a little laugh and shrugged.

      "I'll take it," I agreed, "Now, are you guys okay with waiting?" I got us back on track, wanting their confirmation before I agreed to go anywhere with them. My mistrust must have shown because a mental connection opened, their thoughts flooding my mind. It was startling and overwhelming, so I closed my eyes and tried to sort through it all. I could hear each of them thinking over the answer, mainly conflicted between hating this place, but wanting to be near me. It helped calm my nerves, knowing that they were genuine and had no idea I was listening in. It was surprising to hear that their mental voices were the same as their normal voices. I could tell because of Evander's Hell yeah! I'll take spending time with a hot girl, over going back and having to share her attention with the new school.

      "Fair enough, let's go," I said, and they all turned to Tristan at once with accusing glares. He didn't even bother to look sorry, instead walking through the crowd of annoyed faces and holding out his arm for me to take, a small smirk on his face. I didn't miss the noises of protest Evander and Lachlan made, as I hooked my arm through his.

      "Do you like seafood?" he asked as he led me out and through the school.

      “Hell yeah! I can eat the shit out of some shrimp...huh, I guess it all makes sense now,” I said, laughing at myself.

      “What does?” he asked, clearly not getting it.

      “Well, I’m a siren, wouldn’t I want to eat seafood?” I joked, his eyes rolling instantly.

      “Isn’t that like, cannibalism?” Lach joked behind us, making me snort.

      “No, they aren’t tiny mermaids, any more than a chicken is a tiny person,” I shot back, shaking my head.

      “Great, now I want chicken,” he whined, his stomach rumbling loudly as we made our way down the stairs. Technically, it was a school day, but there was no way in hell I was going to sit through class today. The bell rang as we wound our way through the corridors, the students spilling out around us. I reveled in the feeling of their shocked eyes on me, jealousy replacing the usual hate. Until we saw Clara. She was in the Headmaster's office, being yelled at about expulsion, tears streaming down her face. Of course, he left the door wide open like the asshole he was. We slowed as we walked past, and Clara turned her watery eyes toward us. She glared over at us, the hate now mixed with fear as she took us in, my arm still hooked in Tristan's.

      "Well, I don't think you'll ever be having a sleepover with her," Aeson muttered behind us. The others snorted, and Tristan picked up the pace so we didn't have to look at her any longer than necessary. Walking between these five and knowing that I was no longer like the humans, gave me that extra boost of confidence to keep my head held high.

      When we stepped outside, I realized that we had no way to really go into town. Most students didn't have cars unless they weren’t from the cape, though at this point I probably shouldn't doubt them. They seemed to get away with a lot more than the average student. And knowing what I do now about them I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a magical element to it all.

      "Our car is over here," Tristan said with a laugh, reading my thoughts again. That was definitely going to take some getting used to.

      Aeson snorted and walked up to my other side, putting his arm around my neck and whispering dramatically, "It's weird at first, but he grows on you."

      "Hey! I am a handy teammate to have, thank you very much," Tristan countered with a playful glare. "See how you like sleeping alone from now on."

      "You can't resist me, but go ahead and keep trying to convince yourself," Aeson countered with his confident swagger.

      Tristan scoffed before laughing and shaking his head at his boyfriend, "You're lucky you're sexy, brat."

      "So, how long have you two been together?" I couldn't help my question, my filter had been gone for years. They didn't seem bothered at all, just giving each other a small smile before Tristan answered.

      "About a year now," he replied as he pulled out keys and hit unlock on the fob. A sleek, burgundy SUV chirped to life across the lot. He tossed the keys to Evander, who caught them easily and let out a loud whoop. It must usually be a fight over who got to drive.

      "But we are willing to take girlfriend applications if you're interested," Aeson teased. I looked over at him and blushed at his heated gaze. It was honestly the first time someone had made me feel desirable. Tristan's steps faltered, making me stumble for a moment before turning to see what was wrong. He had a look on his face I couldn't quite decipher. He turned to me and put a hand on either side of my face. My heart rate sped up at the close contact and the serious expression on his face.

      "The fact that nobody has ever made you feel sexy or special is a fucking tragedy. You're gorgeous, Lennox, and more than that, you're strong and fierce. You'll find your worth, and I for one, am so excited I get to witness it." Tristan's words were beautiful, and everything in me wanted to believe him. It was time I let go of the hate and embrace the feelings these guys brought out in me.

      "Thank you," I whispered back, my voice choked with emotion. "Now let's go, no more mushy stuff." He smirked at my words and let go of my face. The others were already in the car, so he led me to the passenger side and slid in, pulling me with him.

      As we drove through the town, I took it in as if seeing it for the first time. Really, it might as well be. I rarely drove through except for holidays, when the tinted windows and relief at leaving didn't leave much time for sightseeing. It had a cute town feel for a bigger city, everything based around the ocean. Obsidian Cove played it up for tourists who wanted to visit the dark waters of the Obsidian, and we were one of the few areas where they could be surrounded by the sea and still have comforts like hotels and restaurants. The town took up the main portion of the peninsula that wasn't surrounded by mountains or trees.

      The Obsidian Sea's waters appeared darker than the average ocean, thanks to the dark vegetation that grew just under the surface. There was an old legend that townspeople loved to share anytime regional history was brought up, about the island sinking little by little over the years, the lands underneath the water making it seem more ominous than it should.

      The city kept most of its larger buildings inland; all of the cute and cozy oceanside homes were on the outskirts with all the tourist trap shops and activities. Evander drove toward the town's pier and boardwalk, where most of the tourists ended up. Since it was winter and the offseason, and most shops had shorter hours, the town was pretty dead. Luckily, that meant we wouldn’t have to deal with any crowds, just whale watchers and locals.

      Once the car was in park, Evander jumped out and pulled my door open before I could even reach for it. He gave a bow before offering his hand and peeking up with a smirk. His dark hair fell in front of his eyes, the deep blue orbs lit up with amusement.

      "Thank you, kind sir," I joked, taking his hand and letting him pull me out. I took a deep breath of ocean air and started to relax. I guess now I knew why I felt so at home here, so drawn to the sea. It was the siren in me perking up, begging me to go for a swim, but I pushed the urge away. Something told me turning into a siren in the middle of the boardwalk was a bad idea.

      Aeson walked over to me and wrapped his arm around my waist, before leaning down and whispering in my ear. There was nothing sexy about his words, but the feel of his breath on my neck was torturous, my body perking up at the closeness. "There's only one actual restaurant here, and it's lined with fish tanks and overlooks the ocean. We thought you might like it. Want to check it out now, or look around first?" My stomach rumbled in answer, officially breaking the intense moment.

      "That answers that! Now, quit flirting and feed the woman. I don't know if she gets hangry, but I'm not trying to get lured into the ocean by a hangry siren," Tristan joked, butting his boyfriend out of the way. I tuned them out as we walked onto the main part of the boardwalk, where the pier jutted out into the sea. Before I could stop myself, the ocean's call was dragging me forward. The sea filled my senses, the cool breeze blowing off it swirling around me and bringing my feet closer to the edge. Images of plunging between the dark waters filled my mind’s eye, blocking out my vision. I couldn't hear the sounds of people passing by, or see the railing that separated me from my heart's desire. I just wanted to go home.

      "Oookay little psycho. You can't jump in, so snap out of it," Calev hissed, his cool fingers wrapping around my wrist and pulling me back to reality. I had to blink several times before I could see his face, the frown I was growing used to replaced by a look of concern. "You with me?"

      "Kind of," I mumbled, still disoriented. "I think I need to be in the water again, Calev." The truth was, it scared me. I should have been able to resist the temptation like I had before, but something within me needed to be in the water.

      "We'll do that tonight then. Doesn't Obsidian Cove Prep have a pool?" he asked quietly, pulling me away from the concerned onlookers. I nodded numbly, hating myself for ruining a nice outing. My relaxed muscles tensed as the ocean continued to try to pull me away from my new friends. "Stay with me," Calev whispered again, linking his fingers with mine and pulling me forward. His cool fingers helped ground me, giving me something new to focus on and block out the call.

      "We said restaurant, not catching our own fish," Tristan teased, giving me an understanding smile. It helped knowing that they had their own secrets hidden away, that I had someone who knew what I was dealing with. Do they still feel a call to the source of their power? Will this pass? Will I always have to stay away or be lured to sea? The thoughts swirled around in my head, as they led me the rest of the way to the restaurant. A flashing neon sign distracted me from my inner panic, the restaurant’s name causing me to giggle. The 'Boisterous Barnacle' seemed like a fun place to eat.

      "Welcome to the Boisterous Barnacle, we're glad you came to visit us today!" The waitress’s cheerfulness seemed fitting for the name of the place. She gave an overly wide smile, as she grabbed our menus and ushered us to a table against the window. I didn't miss Aeson slipping her a tip and flirting with her to get his way. A small twinge of jealousy made me narrow my eyes at the pair. Tristan nudged me and gave a small smile, picking up on the emotion. If he wasn't jealous, then I had no right to be. I wasn't even dating him.

      The restaurant itself was definitely one of those hidden gem type of places. Beautifully maintained fish tanks lined the walls, filled with gorgeous saltwater fish and flora that kept the place looking bright and colorful. The tables looked like they were made from driftwood, the faded tops fitting perfectly with the bright white walls and pale blue tiled floor. The decor all centered around the beach, but it wasn't over the top.

      My stomach gave another rumble as the smell of fish and fresh bread wafted out from the kitchens. A menu was slid in front of me, but I was too busy looking out the window that Aeson had snagged for us. The view of the sandy beach and the dark, choppy waters was perfect. The sun was still high, making the light dance off of the surface.

      "Come on, Little Psycho, find something to eat," Calev teased, tapping my menu and bringing me out of my gawking. I glared at the new nickname, which only seemed to amuse him more. I couldn't deny how nice it was to see him loosen up, his usual stoic behavior made him a bit more intimidating than the others.

      With another rumble of my stomach, I opened my menu and started looking through everything they had. After reading it way more thoroughly than I needed to, I finally settled on a sampler plate that had a few different things to try. Our waitress came back just as I shut the menu, taking all of our food and drink orders before shuffling off again with one last smile. She came back a few moments later with drinks and a basket of bread.

      "So, you clearly aren't from around here. Where are you from?" Lachlan asked, starting up the conversation. I gave him a grateful smile, happy to avoid the awkward silence that would have fallen without him.

      "I grew up in Linet, a small town about an hour inland. My... adoptive father owned a chain of food packaging factories along the coast," I explained, stumbling over what to call the man who raised me now that I knew the truth. The word father only brought me back to that awful letter, and the secret they’d dropped. I wanted to know who my real father was, and why on Earth he thought it was a good idea to leave me with those assholes.

      "We can look into it. I'm sure someone at our school will know something," Tristan said with a reassuring smile. I hoped he was right, but it seemed like a stretch. I didn't even know my real last name, let alone any clues that could lead to my biological parents.

      "Let's not talk about my depressing upbringing, someone talk about something else," I mumbled, hoping someone would be kind enough to listen. Aeson gave me a wink when I peeked up at them, and started a new conversation.

      "So does this mean we have to attend classes while we're here?" he mumbled dramatically. "I don't think Economics will be helpful to me later in life."

      "I feel like there's so much I have to learn," I groaned dramatically. Saying I felt overwhelmed was an understatement. This all seemed like way too much information to process, and I kind of just wanted to curl up in bed and forget all of it was happening.

      "Maybe, but that doesn't mean you have to learn an entire new world's worth of information in one day, Doll Face," Evander said gently. We all grew quiet as the waitress came by to refill our drinks and drop off new baskets of bread. As soon as she walked away, the conversation picked back up.

      "And you have us," Lachlan pointed out around his mouthful of bread. "We can teach you different things, so it's not so bad."

      "Eloquent," Aeson joked at Lachlan's lack of manners. "He's right though, it's not a test. Right now our job is to figure out what you are, and go from there."

      "It's just really overwhelming," I said with a deep sigh, hating how whiny I sounded. Thankfully I was saved by the appearance of our food. The guys all seemed to forget our conversation, their eyes trained on the food as it was set in front of them. The waitress laughed and gave me a knowing look before heading to the back again.

      My mind went over everything my parents had ever said to me... which honestly wasn't that much, considering. No matter how much I searched my memories, nothing about being adopted, or the supernatural, ever came up. They were either oblivious or secretive, and I wouldn't put either option past them.

      By the time the food was cleared and dessert was brought out, I was overly full and had no new answers. The guys seemed content to ignore the topic for the moment, so I followed their lead and pretended like the world made sense. When they flagged down the waitress, I immediately said one check and handed her my card. Let my asshole adoptive parents pay for this one. Plus, the look of shock and horror on the guys' faces made it worth it. At least they aren’t trying to argue. They’ve clearly learned how stubborn I am.

      "I was thinking we could go down to the aquarium. It's too cold for other shit, and there you won't be tempted to go for a dive," Aeson said with a chuckle. I couldn't argue. Clearly, anywhere close to the open ocean was too tempting right now.

      "It's actually just a quick walk. There's a path between the arcade and the taco shack that leads over to the aquarium and city museum," Calev added, leading the way out of the restaurant and holding the door open for everyone. Once we were all outside, he took the lead again. I held my coat tight against me and focused on following him, trying my best to ignore the call of the sea. The further we walked, the harder it was to ignore.

      "Let me go to it," I said, my voice taking on a melodic quality that was unfamiliar to my ears. The others all nodded, seemingly entranced by the change in my voice. All except for Calev, who spun around to face me.

      "Control it," he said sharply, stepping up to me, so our noses were almost touching. A thick shadow swirled between us, our bodies hiding from everyone else. The cool touch of shadows and the crisp smell of clear, night air filled my senses, quieting the ocean's call.

      "Let me go," I said again before the shadows grew thicker, and I couldn't even see the man less than a foot in front of me. I snapped out of the trance I seemed to be in, and the mental hold my siren side had on the other guys finally let go. When the shadow cleared, the guys blinked around in confusion, not catching on to what just happened.

      "Evander, vampire speed her out of here right now," Calev ordered, glancing up and down the sidewalk to check for passersby. When the coast was clear, Evander took my hand in his and started toward the walkway Calev described earlier. When we stepped between the buildings, his arms circled my waist as he shot forward, wind whipping over my hair and face, and my feet lifting into the air. We came to an abrupt stop just before we crested the hill. The moment my feet touched the ground I wavered, trying to get a hold of my senses.

      "It's rough the first time. Sorry, Doll," he said, putting his hands on my shoulders to steady me. I gave him a smile, but I felt like I was about to puke from the sudden wave of nausea that followed his speed. The others joined us a few minutes later, looking relieved when they saw that I wasn't trying to make a break for the ocean.

      "What the hell was that?" I hissed at Calev as he walked past me. He gave me a quick shake of his head. A few moments later, a couple passed us, making sense of his reaction.

      "A siren's call, and I'll explain more about that later," he said calmly, before taking the lead again. My eyes narrowed at his back, which he clearly felt because he turned around and gave me a small smirk, before hurrying up the last few steps. Does he have to be so sexy AND a pain in the ass?!

      "Yes, he does," Tristan answered as he snaked his arm through mine. "We’ll figure it out, but for now, let's go check out this aquarium. I've heard it's the best in the area!" His voice was full of childlike excitement, and I couldn't help but laugh, his enthusiasm rubbing off on me.

      "You two are adorable," Aeson said from behind us, causing us both to turn.

      Tristan leaned close to me, his lips brushing lightly over the shell of my ear as he whispered."He's a flirt, but he's harmless. Though, I promise he wouldn't flirt if he wasn't interested." My cheeks heated at his words, and my body shivered in response to the intimate whispers. Aeson's eyes darkened at the sight, before he turned a heated glare at his boyfriend.

      "Keep teasing me, babe. You know I like it," he purred, brushing past us and landing a playful smack on Tristan's ass. Fuck, these two are hot. Images of a Lennox sandwich danced in my head, both of them audibly groaning as Tristan picked up on it. I wasn’t even a little sorry for that one.

      Needing a change of pace, I hurried past him again and into the warm air of the building. Calev, Evander, and Lachlan were waiting for us inside, Calev rolling his eyes at Aeson's smug smile and my heated cheeks.

      "Stop teasing her," he warned before storming off to the ticket counter. I followed him over, but he already had all six tickets purchased before I could protest, shooting me a smug look.

      The moment we entered the aquarium itself, I was transfixed. The hallway was an aquarium itself, fish swimming over and around us. The light danced through the water and over the floor, making it feel like we were in the sea with them. My spirits lifted as I walked through, a brilliant smile on my face as I stared at everything. When we got to the end of the tunnel, it opened up into a wide room with vaulted ceilings. Floor to ceiling tanks lined three of the walls, more tunnels branching under each one.

      I forgot all about my companions as I explored the aquarium, stopping in front of the large tanks and taking in every fish and sea creature inside. The chatter of people grew louder, eventually distracting me from my trance. When I glanced back, a crowd was watching me, and more were joining them. The guys all looked exasperated, but I had no clue why until I turned back to the tank. A large group of creatures was in front of me, floating and waiting. When I took a step forward, they followed me, stopping when I stopped again. No wonder they're watching, you're a freaking siren, and the sea creatures know it!

      Pretending like nothing weird was happening, I continued looking around until I found a good moment to step away. Something stopped me as I passed the last tank, an overwhelming wave of sadness that was so encompassing that a tear fell from my eye. My eyes immediately found the source, a small shark that was by itself, swimming slower than everything around it.

      "Doll? What's wrong?" Evander asked as he stepped forward and gently wiped my tears away.

      "She's so sad," I whispered back, more tears following as I felt her pain. An image flashed in my head of a slightly bigger and darker shark that must have been her mate. A worker passed by, and I stopped him.

      "Isn't there a shark missing?" I asked quickly, pointing her out. He seemed confused before a spark of understanding crossed his face.

      "Yes, he was in quarantine for a check-up. They found a growth, so the vet took a look. He should be back sometime this afternoon though, he was fine," he explained, pulling out the walkie talkie he had clipped to his belt. "Hey, when does the shark for tank 3A go back in?" Static followed for a moment, before a female's voice answered.

      "Right now," she answered quickly, "in time for feeding time." The crowd seemed to follow us over, gathering around as a hammock device was lowered in. When it was fully submerged, the shark swam out, looking exactly as I pictured in my mind. The two swam around each other for a moment, as relief and excitement replaced the overwhelming sadness.

      Now that they were reunited, I slipped away so the crowd could watch feeding time. The others followed me without hesitation. As soon as we were outside and out of earshot, the questions began.

      "How did you know there was another shark?"

      "Why were you crying?"

      "What the hell was that?"

      "How did you not notice all the fish following you?"

      "Did he speak to you?"

      "Calm down guys, I'll explain in the car," I fired back, annoyed by their badgering. “I'm still trying to figure this whole thing out myself.” I spent the entire ride back to campus explaining the mental images she sent, and the emotions that came with it. Even Calev was surprised, which meant they knew just as much about my powers as I did.

      This should be an interesting learning curve.
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        March 19

        Midnight

        Lennox

      

      

      A soft knock on the adjoining bathroom door woke me from my dreamless sleep. I listened for a moment, wanting to see if there was another. A moment later, the light rapping continued. With a quick stretch and a yawn, I padded across the cool wooden floors and unlocked the door. If I said I was surprised to find Calev on the other side, it would have been an understatement. Faint snores could be heard from the other room, so I doubted anything was wrong.

      "What's going on?" I whispered quietly as my eyes studied his, looking for any clue as to why he was standing there. His stoic face morphed into a grin that had my jaw dropping in shock.

      "Just come on," he said, closing the door quietly as he stepped into my room. "Grab shoes and a jacket or hoodie, and let's go." Too intrigued to argue with him, I did as he asked, grabbing a zip up hoodie and slipping on my sandals before following him to the door. "Shadow to hide us," he said simply, pulling the shadows around us so we were covered in the same black smoke as yesterday. I couldn't see, but he reached for my hand and led me out of my room. Everything on campus was indoors, so I wasn't too worried about being in my sleep shorts and tank top. He lead me down from the second floor and through the academic halls. I could tell where we were generally heading from the bits and pieces of our surroundings that filtered through the dense fog, but not much else. Eventually, the smell of chlorine and the echoing of footsteps were all the clues I needed to know where he had taken me. Once we were against the wall, he dropped the shadows surrounding us.

      "Hang on," he murmured, sending a puff of black fog to the corner of the room where the security camera was. The shadows clung to the camera lens, shrouding the entire feed in darkness. He did the same for the windows and doors until we were in a room of shadows, safe from humans finding our secrets. He finally dropped his hands and turned to me. "Well... jump in."

      "Gladly!" I squealed, feeling elated for the first time in days. I stripped off my hoodie and sandals before diving into the pool without hesitation. I came up for air and let my body get used to it, hoping the gills wouldn’t try and kill me this time. "Time me?" I joked as I dove to the deep end and let myself sink to the bottom. The chlorine felt gross to me now, the chemicals permeating my lungs as they filled with water again. It was painful still, but much less than last time. It was likely something my body would have to adjust to. I sat at the bottom until my body was filtering the water in and out properly, before I dared to move. The pool lights gave enough light to see the scales covering the tops of my arms from shoulder to wrist, and my legs from ankle to thigh. I felt a dusting of them on my forehead and throat, but that was all the physical changes I noticed... other than the breathing water part. I pushed off the bottom of the pool with my feet, sliding easily through the water. I made several laps before shooting out of the water and diving back in with ease. I'd never felt more exhilarated in my life.

      Deciding I had made Calev wait long enough, I swam to the edge of the pool where he waited, but I couldn't bring myself to get out. The memory of throwing up water until I passed out wasn't forgotten, and I wasn't eager to repeat it.

      "You're a siren, manipulate the water out of your lungs," Calev called, understanding what my issue was without words, yet still laughing at my plight. Narrowing my eyes at him through the water, I pushed off the bottom and sailed right into him. He caught me easily, cradling me in his arms and looking exasperated. Not sure how to ‘manipulate water’, but willing to try, I visualized the water moving out of my lungs, as I spit it out like a fountain. Once it was out, I took a slow, deep breath and let my body acclimate.

      "Good advice, Cal," I joked, which only made him let go of my legs and drop me to the floor. I caught my balance and giggled, the sound melodic and carefree. That moment under the water was the best I had felt in way too long... if ever.

      "Thank you," I whispered, turning and kissing him on the cheek. His cheeks tinted pink at the gesture, but he quickly offered me a towel instead of meeting my eyes. It was a sweet gesture, all of this was. Watch him shock me and be the closet romantic. Another thought struck me, and I turned to him with my eyes narrowed.

      "What?" he asked, looking around him for the cause of my glare.

      "What are you? You guys just skimmed over it last time!" I accused, laughing at his surprise.

      "I'm shocked it took you this long. Guess you aren't as quick as I thought, Little Psycho," he teased, his eyes glinting with mischief. Seeing how far I could take my powers, and feeling far more confident than I ever had, I envisioned a stream of water spraying him in the face I laughed when my magic complied. "Oh, it's on," he promised, wiping water off of his cheeks.

      I laughed and took off running, circling the pool easily before turning to see where he was. He hadn't moved; instead, he removed his jacket to reveal a tank top. The entire thing threw me off, since I was expecting him to run after me, not strip. Though I was hardly complaining. The way his black tank clung to his abs left little to the imagination. He may have been lithe, but he was built as well.

      Without warning, he ran toward the pool, taking a leap off the edge. Instead of plunging into the water, a pair of dark wings sprouted from his back, letting him glide across the pool easily. I was too shocked to move; in fact, I didn't even flinch as he crashed into me, creating a cage with his arms as we fell to the ground. He was breathtaking. The wings jutted out on either side, sleek feathers in dark blue, black, and deep purple lining each one. I reached out to run my fingers delicately over them, itching to touch them. They were velvety soft as my fingers ruffled them in their wake. He let out a slight shiver, bringing my eyes back to his face. My heart thumped in my chest as I stared into his deep gray eyes, a slight swirl of blue in them that I never noticed before. His hair hung gently down, making him look a little less put together.

      Before I could stop myself, I leaned up and pressed my lips to his, not even processing what I was doing, just letting the impulse take over. When he didn't kiss back, I pulled away, studying his face. He wore a look of shock before his eyes turned dark and he crushed his lips to mine, wiping away any doubts that started to surface. My hands moved behind his neck before I moved my fingers back to his wings. Something about a powerful man over me with his wings extended, was too hot to pass up. He let out another shiver, along with a low groan that had my body coming alive under him, and pressing my hips to his as the bulge in his pants grew harder. Holy shit what is happening to me? Is this new confidence part of being a siren? Whatever it is, I definitely like it!

      He deepened the kiss, his hand moving to my cheek to hold me in place, the other still holding me tight against his chest. My lips parted on a moan, and his tongue swept into my mouth, teasing and tasting. My hand seemed to have a will of its own, as I skimmed down his hard chest before moving under his shirt and exploring his abs.

      The sound of a cell phone blaring the Fresh Prince theme song had us both breaking away from the kiss, breathless and flushed. Well, that was unexpected and fucking hot. He finally moved his arm from around me and pushed off the ground. Once he was standing, he reached down to me, pulling me up to my feet. His eyes dipped low at my wet tank top sticking to my chest, where he could clearly see I wasn’t wearing a bra. If it wasn't for his damn cell phone ringing, I might have taken advantage.

      He reached into his back pocket with a defeated sigh as the song started up again, before unlocking it and answering with a frustrated tone. "Yes, she's with me. We're on our way back up," he promised, shifting his crotch while walking back to the other side and gathering my stuff. I shrugged on my jacket and slipped on sandals, then followed him to the wall. He hung up before calling the shadows back to him, pulling them around us like a shroud, as his free hand intertwined with mine.

      The walk back to our rooms was quiet, neither of us mentioning what had happened. He dropped me at my room first, stopping and looking into my eyes for a moment, before gliding his hand slowly down my cheek.

      "Get some rest, Little Psycho." I just blinked back stupidly, unable to create words in the moment. He walked away, locking the door behind him and leaving me to my thoughts.

      Did that seriously just happen?!

      
        
        March 19

        Late Morning

        Lennox

      

      

      I was nervous when the guys invited me to breakfast. I felt my stomach drop when I saw Calev, and made a conscious effort not to think about what happened. I didn’t want Tristan reading my thoughts. Especially if Calev hadn’t said anything, and judging by the normal looks on their faces, he hadn’t. I felt conflicted at that realization. On one hand it was nobody’s business, but on the other was he embarrassed? It doesn’t matter. All we did was kiss, it’s no big deal. Still, I could have sworn that there was something building between us, but this is Calev after all, he was the king of the resting dick face. So why did it bother me that Calev didn’t act differently towards me this morning, especially after our incident at the pool? Not that I expected flowers and sunshine from the broody, winged Adonis, but this was torture.

      The main issue I had, was that I didn’t know how to feel. Part of me kept holding back because I didn't want to be seen as a charity case to the guys… the lonely, bullied girl who nobody wants, so they feel bad and take me under their wings. Literally, in Calev’s case, I guess.  Honestly, I knew they were here because of what I was. But I also wanted them to want me for who I was, to return my interest in them. It was a continuing conflict in my head, making me wonder if I liked them because they were nice to me, if I liked them for who they were, or if I even knew enough about them at this point to really decide. It would be a lie to pick just one answer. And it seemed to me that my siren had already made up her mind, if that little display in the pool was any indication. I liked them all for different reasons, and having multiple boyfriends wasn’t exactly the norm, but they all seemed to feel the same. I just needed to get over it and see where this life took us.

      Not really up to being social, I grabbed my backpack and slipped out of my room, leaving my new shadows behind. Everyone was still getting ready for classes, so I had the halls to myself for the moment.

      My footsteps echoed in the hall as I slowly walked toward the cafeteria. A slow trickle of students started to pop up as I got closer, but before I could turn the corner, I was grabbed from behind and yanked into a classroom, the door slamming closed behind me. I fought and thrashed against the strong hold behind me, cursing and trying to pull out of their grip.

      "Fucking tie her up," Clara demanded from behind me. Icy fear ran through me at the sound, knowing that whatever they had planned wasn't going to be wholesome.

      "Help!" I screamed as loudly as I could, before a piece of thick tape was slapped over my mouth. I continued to scream, but the tape muffled it, making it pointless. My arms were forced behind my back and tied together, then my legs, before I was forced to my feet. I was no match for Alistair’s strength.

      "Oh look, now you can't yell for help. We could do absolutely anything to you, and you'd have no choice but to take it. Who knew I liked my women so submissive?" Alistair whispered in my ear, his hot breath making my stomach roll. A tear ran down my cheek, unable to stop it as I fought against the hands roaming over my curves, touching me in places he had no right to touch. I mentally screamed with all my might, hoping that Tristan would be listening in on my thoughts. I know he’d done it before, and I prayed that he was doing it again, or at least would be some time today.

      "Ew, stop. You don't want any part of that whore," Clara said, looking uncomfortable. "This classroom was closed for renovation, so good luck being found any time soon. You can learn what it really means to be lonely." Alistair let out a sigh, before pulling me over to a chair and securing more rope over me. When he leaned in and sniffed my neck, Clara’s face contorted into a sneer, and she yanked him away from me towards the door. He blew me a kiss as he was dragged away, a promise for more in his eyes. Please don’t come back later! When the lights clicked off, and the door shut behind me, I let out a muffled sob. My arms and legs throbbed painfully under the tightly bound rope.

      Just when I thought things were going well, this shit happens.

      
        
        March 19

        Afternoon

        Lachlan

      

      

      When I got to our literature class, Lennox's seat was still empty. She was missing from the last two classes as well. An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach as the teacher walked in. Not to mention, the guys were blowing up my phone and making it worse. When Clara walked in and shot me a smug smirk, I knew something had happened. Before I could think, I had her wrist in my hand and pulled her along behind me. When we reached the hall, I leaned closer to her, our noses touching. Fear was in her eyes as I let the bear come forward enough to scare her. He was restless now, wanting to break free and find our girl.

      "Where is she?" I growled the words at her, and felt her trembling under my grip. I let go but didn't step back. I wasn't going to sink to her level and hurt her, but I wanted answers, and I wanted them now.

      "Good luck finding her," she hissed back as the door was opened and the concerned teacher narrowed his eyes at me.

      "Don't worry, I will. And you better hope she's unharmed," I hissed in her ear before walking away.

      "Are you okay?" the teacher asked, his voice accusing like he knew exactly how bad of a guy I was.

      "I'm fine, just a lover's quarrel," she said lightly, following the teacher back into the classroom. Lover...ha. I wouldn't touch her if she paid me.

      Pulling out my phone, I clicked over to a group text and sent out an SOS to meet me in the hall. Not even five minutes later, all four of them were in front of me. When I explained the situation, their faces morphed into looks of horror and disgust.

      "So we split up and look?" Aeson asked, his eyes already darting around the hallway and his hand reaching for Tristan's.

      "Lach's a fucking bear. We don't need to split. We can tear this academy apart if we need to," Van grumbled.

      “Can we just use compulsion on her?” I asked angrily, knowing the answer already.

      “No, if I went in there and did that, we’d have too many people out here. We will if you don’t have any luck, though. They can’t have taken her far,” he answered in frustration, hands running through his hair as his fangs dug into his bottom lip.

      “I can’t get a read on her thoughts. She must be too far away” Tristan bit out.

      "I'm shrouding us, transform now," Calev said, his voice full of fear and anger. He lifted his hands and shot out a huge cloud of shadow to surround us. I let my bear come forward, my clothes ripping to shreds in the hallway as my muscles and bones stretched to accommodate my bear's mass. Instinct immediately took over. The bear was pissed, and he wanted to see her safe. It took a long thirty minutes before we even caught a hint of her scent near the cafeteria. We circled the place three times, but the smell of food and other students was throwing us off.

      By the time we finally found a full trail, I was about to start destroying the building itself. Nose to the floor, I followed it to a nearby classroom. A ‘Closed for maintenance’ sign was taped to the door. Evander rushed forward and threw it open, turning on the lights and frantically searching around. A muffled sob sounded from the back of the room, and the sight of my girl tied to a chair with her mouth taped shut broke me. Her hollow eyes and broken expression hurt me more than anything ever had. Rushing forward, I shifted mid-stride. I used my bear's claws to slice easily through the ropes, freeing her. Her arms and legs were red and puffy, the lines indented into her creamy skin. Without a second thought, I scooped her into my arms, not caring that I was stark naked. My bear and I just needed to know she was safe now. She shook violently, the sobs uncontrollable as they wracked through her petite frame.

      'Something else is wrong, she'd just be pissed if this was all it was,' I called out to Tristan. When I didn't get a response right away, I knew he was looking in her mind to see if she would tell him anything. His low growl set me on edge; he was the level headed one of us. When he sent the images of Alistair groping her and her feelings of shame and disgust, my growl joined his.

      "Go get the fucking headmaster, now," I ordered loudly, making her jump.

      "You're naked, he's gonna see you in all of your pasty white glory," she teased as Tristan bolted from the room, the lightness in her voice sounding off. I chuckled anyway, reaching for the backpack Aeson was holding and handing her over to Evander. I slipped out the extra pair of clothes I kept in there before pulling them on. The door opened just as I buttoned my pants and slid on a pair of sandals, Tristan and the headmaster barging in.

      "What is the meaning of this?" he bellowed, his face sweating already. I glared at him and stepped forward, my bear making my arms quake.

      "The meaning of this, is you did a shit job of disciplining Clara. She and Alistair are both guilty of kidnapping and binding Lennox. Alistair is also guilty of sexual assault. Get the police here, now," I bit out, my fists clenching in outrage.

      "You...uh....wait a second...uh," he sputtered out, looking at the visible signs of abuse still on Lennox's arms and legs. Aeson was taking a picture of the wounds and recording while she recounted the details for him.

      "No police. I want them expelled," she said, her anger boiling to the surface now. "Those are your choices, choose wisely." Her voice had taken on the melodic tones of her song again, as her siren nature started to push forward. Calev turned to her and put his hands on either side of her face.

      “Stop it, Lennox, This isn’t the way. You’re stronger than this.” he whispered as he held her gaze. Her body relaxed as she reigned her siren back in.

      "The way you children think you can accuse people around here is despicable. I won't be bullied in my own school!" he thundered, pacing the room as he babbled.

      "No, you just prefer the students get bullied, instead. You're a waste of space, and a poor excuse for a leader," Tristan screamed, pulling out his phone. "Hello, it's Tristan. Can we get a hold of Obsidian Cove Prep's board of directors, please?" The sputtering picked up at his words, the headmaster fighting for his job and only proving our case. Little did he know, his board wasn't exactly made up of humans. Sure, they let the little assholes’ parents pay their way in and think they were special, but our kind had a hold on this area, and we made sure that humans would never have majority control over any business or institution. "Ah yes, thank you," he said politely, before turning back to us. "The directors will be here to handle this in half an hour. They said to wait here, and that includes your sorry ass."

      Headmaster Collin's face paled at those words, and he sat roughly on the table nearby, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. We all huddled around our girl, hating that they did this to her. I'd be damned if they’d get away with this, not this time.

      "What do you want to happen, Baby?" I asked as I sat down next to her and Evander. She looked up at me with those pretty sea green eyes, her strength shining through.

      "If he's willing to do it to me, he's gonna do it to someone else. I guess I should go to the police and file a report," she said with a sigh, hating the idea, but thinking of others before herself.

      "Can I just kill him and end this?" I asked in a hopeful voice. Her laugh pealed out, surprising all of us.

      "Nah, killing is frowned upon. But feel free to scare him," she said, her shoulders sagging a bit as they relaxed some of the tension.

      The board arrived in thirty minutes, just like they said, sweeping in and taking over. A kind woman counselor helped her recount the story to a police officer, filing charges against Alistair. Both of them were going to get some form of charges, ranging from kidnapping to accessory. Hopefully they'd learn some humility before their daddy bailed them out.

      It was late by the time we were able to go back to our rooms. Lennox was exhausted and roughed up, but she still walked back with her head held high. Aeson offered to heal her, but she refused, not wanting the officials to think it was all a hoax.

      "I have an idea," Aeson said excitedly, running for our adjoining room as soon as we entered hers. A few minutes later he came out with a box. Lennox perked up, taking it from him and opening it up. She let out a laugh and pulled out a bright blue, glittery ball.

      "What the hell is it?" I asked, stepping forward to look at it. The smell of berries and vanilla wafted off of it, a variation of her usual scent.

      "Bath bombs. They're my secret weakness, so don't fucking judge me," he said, narrowing his eyes at me. "I picked up some berry vanilla ones for you, I just forgot to share," he explained to her, before heading to the bathroom and getting a bath ready.

      She gathered her bath stuff before following him in, giving him a kiss on the cheek before shutting the door. As soon as we heard music drifting from the room, we turned to each other, all of us on the same page.

      ‘We need to talk.’

      
        
        March 19

        Evening

        Lennox

      

      

      The warm water helped to soothe my frayed nerves. I hated that I let them get to me, especially that vile man, but I was a hot mess. The guys being there for me, and putting everything in motion, meant more to me than I could explain. Even now, they were taking extra steps to make sure I was handling it all okay.

      I was grateful that Calev and I had had our moment at the pool, because it would have been awful if the first time a guy had touched me had been part of Alistair’s assault.  Stop torturing yourself, Lennox. Images of Alistair whispering in my ear, and the feel of his hands trailing over my body were burned into my memory, the flashes making me feel disgusted and sick all over again. I pulled my knees into my chest and  rested my head on them as I let my emotions free, my tears mixing with silent screams until I had nothing left but exhaustion and numbness.

      The guys' voices drifted in occasionally, and my name came up more than once. I didn't really want to be rude and eavesdrop, though I'd be lying if I said I wasn't curious.

      Ignoring them again, I took a little time to just relax, laying back and taking in the scents of the berries and vanilla bath bomb, when I noticed something strange. I was in water, but I didn’t have scales. I touched my neck and nothing, no gills. Hmm. I wonder why that is. Maybe one of the guys will know.

      When the water finally cooled off, I got out of my bath and dried off before slipping on my pajamas. The guys fell silent as soon as the door opened, clearly stopping an important conversation. I narrowed my eyes at them for a moment, wondering why they were still in my room, and then crawled into the bed that Evander was currently sitting on. I curled up behind him, still feeling a bit hollow. Sleep was calling me quickly, but I wanted to know the answer to my observation in the bath.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I said to no one in particular, not waiting for a reply, “Why didn’t my scales or gills come out when I was in the bath?”

      “Oh, that one we can actually answer. You have to activate your gills by submerging your entire body, and then breathing in the water. Without that step you’re just a girl in a tub,” Lachlan supplied.

      “And my song? How did I use that earlier? I wasn’t even trying to.”

      “Different things can trigger your song. Fear, anger, desire. But earlier was definitely anger,” Evander said. He took a quick glance at the guys before scooting closer to me, “Now, I know you haven’t made up your mind, but what happened today is the exact reason you need to go to the Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy. You can learn to control your powers…because your song, the song of a siren, is a powerful thing.”

      ‘And deadly,’ Tristan said through the link, likely not realizing I could hear them.

      ‘She doesn’t need to know that now. It’ll do nothing but make it worse,’ Van replied, turning to give him a heated look. I ignored them, trying to keep my numb mask in place. That was a problem for another day, I couldn't handle anything else.

      "You gonna be okay, Doll?" Evander asked as he turned his body a little to look at me. He tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear, waiting for me to speak.

      "Yeah, especially since you're right next door. Just make sure my door is locked before you leave," I said quietly, giving them an attempt at a smile. They didn't look happy to leave, but they walked out anyway. Once I was alone, I immediately hated the idea.

      'Tristan, I lied. Will one of you stay with me? I think I need to be held tonight,' I called out to him, hoping he could hear me at this distance.

      'Of course,’ came back almost instantly. A few moments later, Tristan and Aeson came in, already in their pajamas. They didn’t bother to speak, instead slipping into the bed on either side of me, sandwiching me safely between them. I sighed in relief at the sensation of them around me, feeling safe once again.

      "I'm sorry you had to come babysit," I whispered as I snuggled into Tristan's back. The scent of sandalwood wafted over my senses, mixing with Aeson's spicy cologne.

      "No apologizing. You're not weak for wanting someone near you. You matter," Aeson said firmly, kissing the back of my neck. I snuggled back into his chest as he wrapped his arms around me, but my heart rate picked up in fear for a second, before I reminded myself who it was behind me.

      When the tears hit, Tristan turned in his spot to face me, pulling me into his chest as Aeson held me tighter from behind. I don't know how long we laid like that, but it felt like hours. Not once did they complain about dealing with my breakdown. Instead, they whispered the sweetest things to me as they held my broken pieces together.
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        April 14

        evening

        Lennox

      

      

      The last few weeks had passed by slowly, word of Clara and Alistair's acts already spreading by the time we got to class that next Monday. It might be a huge school, but it certainly had a small town feel when it came to rumors. Whispers followed me down the hall, sending me into a flashback.

      My hands were tugged behind my back, his hot breath fanned across my face. A shudder of fear moved through me as he whispered in my ear, his hand moving slowly over my curves. Acid rose in my throat as my stomach churned. Please, stop.

      Calev’s warm hand wrapped around mine, bringing me out of my memories. The guys helped me through the anxiety and depression that hit me after the attack, especially when I had to recount it for the cops and give my statement. They had me come and recount it in court one last time. I didn't want to press charges, but the school board talked me into it. Alistair was eventually sentenced to a six month stint in jail, and put on the sex offender list. Clara was given probation for her involvement, but neither of their sentences were anywhere near as severe as someone whose daddy had less power and influence would have gotten. My mind drifted back to the courtroom.

      As the judge’s gavel hit his podium, angry eyes turned to me. Alistair, Clara and their supporters all looked at me like I was the one to blame. Fuck them, I didn’t ask for this. But somehow, the shame of it all still creeped into me, making me want to run away and hide. I’m getting better with small touches, but I had a feeling this wasn’t going away anytime soon. My heart shattered for other victims of predators like him, who had it much worse in the end. But I will overcome this, I won’t let it keep its hold on me. It’s over now, and I can settle back into life again.

      Calev and I were walking to Biology together; one of my guys was with me at all times, now more than ever. He hadn't brought up our make-out session, probably because of everything that had happened afterward. Honestly, at this point it was probably for the best, because I was catching feelings for the others too. Gah, what do I do?

      When we got to class, Mr. Stevens had microscopes out at our lab stations. Calev stiffened next to me at the sight of the blood type tests that were stacked on each table along with a single lancet. Mr. Stevens did this every year, so it wasn't a scary sight for me.

      "We have to go now," Calev whispered, leaning close so none of the other students could overhear.

      "Why? I've done this a ton of times, it just tells you your blood type," I explained, still not sure what the big issue was.

      "Supernatural blood won't register on a normal scale once their powers or abilities are awoken. Some never do, regardless," he explained, fear in his eyes, “I’m a gargoyle, and I was born like this. I can’t be here.”

      “How old are you guys? Do we age the same?” I finally asked the question that’d been bugging me for so long, his panic making me think of it. From everything I’ve read… I mean it was paranormal romance books, but still… vampires are immortal.

      “I was wondering when that was coming. Aeson is the oldest at twenty-two. Tristan, Van and Lachlan are all twenty-one. I’m a baby, I’m only twenty,” he teased with a wink. “And we do age slower, but no, we’re not immortal. Any other questions?” he asked, his voice super low, though he still seemed to be coming up with an escape plan.

      "What happens if they find out?" I asked, catching on to the gravity of the situation from the way he spoke. He just shook his head and scooped me up from the stool as the teacher walked over to another table.

      "Mr. Stevens, she's feeling dizzy and nauseous. I'm going to take her to the nurse!" he called out. I put on my best pitiful face and leaned into Calev, like this was my last day on Earth.

      "Oh my, yes, please do," he said, giving me a concerned look. Calev didn't bother to put me down until we reached my bedroom, placing me on my feet so I could unlock the door.

      "Okay, now spill. What the heck?" I asked as I closed the door behind us, but he was already on the phone texting away. Likely telling the others to stay the hell out of Biology. He didn’t answer for a moment, only looking up when I got impatient and huffed.

      "Sorry. Our blood type is the same as humans underneath it all, but we don't register regularly on tests like that. If we were to put a slide under the microscope, he'd be calling the closest scientists to run tests on us. Our cells multiply rapidly, not to mention the unique aspect each supernatural type has. Mine would be slightly darker and harder to see through, and Evander's is thicker than normal. Yours would more than likely have a purplish tint, like most sirens," he explained, pacing the room. The close call clearly had him on edge. “I suppose it’s lucky that you didn’t find your siren side until after we found you. Otherwise, today would have been very bad for you. Not revealing ourselves to the humans is our most enforced law. Though, in your case damage control would have been used. It’s not like you had support before we found you.”

      "It's okay, crisis averted. We can take some of Evander's blood vials to do the makeup assignment. Of course, we’ll have to make sure they’re not all the same blood type, or that would be suspicious as well." I suggested, walking up to him and grabbing his hand to stop him from pacing any more. He stopped, his wide eyes softening as he looked down at me, before pulling me into his arms.

      "Good suggestion. I'm sorry I freaked you out. I know that's not what you need," he whispered, his warm breath tickling my cheek.

      "You didn't. I'm not nearly as breakable and weak as you guys think," I said quietly, hating the way they had been treating me since the kidnapping.

      "I'm sorry. We know you aren't," he said, holding me at arms length so he could see my face. "It scared us, and we don't want to see you hurt. Some of us have possessive sides, and those sides have claimed you. You've been in my head since that night at the pool, but I just wanted to give you time."

      "Well, time's about up," I teased, leaning up and claiming his lips. He chuckled at my words before kissing me back. My heart beat faster as his words finally registered, and I pulled away to look up at him. Claimed me? “What do you mean by claimed?”

      “Um, think of it like soulmates. My gargoyle wants you, and has claimed you as his. I don’t want to freak you out, but it’s kind of a ‘mates for life’ type of deal,” he said in a rush, his hands tapping out a nervous rhythm on his leg. Mates...for life? Oddly enough the words filled me with hope and excitement. I didn't feel like running away in the least. I’d felt the warmth when they touched me, and I knew it was more than just normal feelings. Even if I denied it to myself at first.

      “Does that mean you’re stuck with me forever?” I asked, my voice light and teasing. Unfortunately, my awkward self also had to add that dash of hopefulness into the words.

      His answering smile had me swooning a bit, his gray eyes lighting up at my acceptance. "Go on a date with me?" he asked as he studied my face, his tone carefree and excited, a sweet smile softening his face. I looked up at him in surprise.

      "You don't have to do that just because I'm impatient," I said, feeling guilty for pressuring him, but he just waved me off.

      "No, I've been thinking of a place to take you for awhile. Now that I know you're up for it, I want you to go on a date with me," he said excitedly, a sweet grin spreading across his face and making my heart warm.

      "Alright, that'd be fun. How should I dress?" His excitement had me bouncing on my toes, the prospect of going on my first date intensifying it. I'd wanted to have a chance at a first date for a long time, and knowing it was with someone like him made me look forward to it even more. That little voice in my head wouldn’t relent, reminding me that he wasn’t the only one I wanted… and that was a problem.

      "Hey, I heard about biology, did they see her blood?" Lachlan asked, bursting into the room without warning, his shoulders heaving with heavy breaths, like he’d sprinted the whole way here.

      "No, we got out of it," Calev said, stepping away but not letting go of my hand. The smile still stayed plastered to my face, the disruption not killing the vibe any.

      "What's going on here?" Lachlan asked, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. My eyes widened in shock. The last thing I want is to make the others mad.

      "I'm taking this beautiful girl on a date tonight," Calev announced proudly, though a hint of teasing was there.

      Lachlan's eyes narrowed on us for a second, and I braced myself for his anger. You shouldn't have been flirting and so open with the others, now they're going to hate you. First friends you've had in a while, and here you are, fucking it up.

      "I get next date, then. No hogging our girl," Lachlan said, walking forward and gently placing his hands on my cheeks. He leaned forward slowly, but I was too shocked to pull away. When he placed his lips on mine with the gentlest of kisses, butterflies went wild in my stomach. Then he pulled away, and I quickly looked at Calev, expecting him to be angry, but he didn’t look upset. In fact, he looked happy. Am I in the twilight zone?!

      I guess my thought was written clearly on my face, because Lachlan laughed, pulling me out of my shock. I narrowed my eyes at him, waiting for some kind of explanation about what was going on. "I'm sorry! I forget you didn't grow up a supe. We aren't as traditional with our relationships as humans are. We thought you were interested in us, did we get that vibe wrong?" Lachlan asked, cringing at the words. I blinked at him stupidly, not able to formulate words. Hold up... does this mean they all actually want to date me? Evander hadn’t exactly been shy about his feelings, and neither had I. Plus, Tristan and Aeson were pretty damn obvious... but surely I was misunderstanding? They can’t really mean that it’s normal for all of them to date the same person. I just figured I’d have to choose.

      "You aren't misunderstanding, Lennie," Tristan called as he walked through the bathroom into my room. "Sorry, but you were screaming those thoughts, babe. And fuck yes, we all want you,” he said, stalking forward and placing his hands on my cheeks, his warmth permeating my skin and washing away any more worries. “Listen, I know we've all been platonic the last few weeks, but we didn't want to pressure you. If you're up for it, we all want to get to know you, too." His grin lit up at the last part, and he chuckled as my jaw dropped impossibly further. My mind was blown, and I had no coherent words to say yes. I mean... fuck yes, I'm in, but I still don’t comprehend this at all. How do the logistics of that even work? How could five hot guys like them want me?

      "She thinks we're out of her league, and she isn't hot enough for us," Tristan announced disapprovingly. The others narrowed their eyes on me.

      "You're literally the kindest, strongest, and prettiest girl I've ever met. You clearly don't see yourself the way you should," Lachlan countered, tucking a stray strand of my ebony hair behind my ear.

      "Don't worry, we'll convince you eventually," Calev said with a shrug. "Now go get ready. Come on guys." They each come over and give me a hug, Lach and Calev giving me a quick kiss before walking out. As soon as the door closed, I let out a little squeal and happy dance, before composing myself. Time to get ready.

      He’d never actually told me how to dress, so I started to rummage through my closet, suddenly hating every single thing I owned. This date felt so monumental, that I wanted to dress to impress. I finally settled on a cute, purple lace halter dress that stopped mid thigh. I set it out with my favorite black flats and obsidian jewelry.

      Rushing to the bathroom I showered quickly, just in case he wanted to shower before our date as well. After drying and styling my hair, I took my makeup bag with me to my room, locking the door behind me. Tucking my towel tighter around me as I sat in front of my mirror, I opted for a smokey eye and a pretty, deep purple lipstick to match my outfit. I loved the sultry, mysterious look it gave me. Makeup was one of those things I loved to do. It didn’t mean I wore it all of the time, but it was something I taught myself on lonely weekends. Thank god for tutorials.

      After slipping on my clothes and jewelry, I grabbed my small wallet and tucked it into the hidden pockets on my dress. Yes, my dress has pockets! Now that I was about to go over to their room, my nerves hit me. My hand was poised in front of the door like a statue, too frozen to knock. Will he care that I have no experience? This is literally the first time I’ll be going anywhere with a guy alone. What if he thinks I’m boring? Stop… you know he’s better than that, I reminded myself, pulling myself out of my panic.

      "Just come in, you dork!" Tristan called from the other side, clearly picking up on my internal turmoil. It was just the kind of ice breaker I needed, making me roll my eyes before opening their door. The chatter in the room died down as I stepped in, my hands toying with my pockets as I stood awkwardly in front of them.

      "Fuck, and here I didn't think you could get any hotter, Doll," Evander said, his voice more of a groan than anything. I clenched my thighs at the husky quality to his voice, loving the effect he had on me. He wasn't there earlier to tell me his thoughts on dating me, but from his vibes, I'd say it was a yes.

      "Damn, Cutie," Aeson said, walking over and letting his eyes slide over my entire form, the throbbing between my legs growing even more intense. "I can't wait for my turn to take you on a date.” He stopped for a moment, as if a thought had struck him. “Or are we taking her together?" he asked Tristan, who only grinned back at us. Aeson leaned forward and gave me a quick toe-curling kiss, before wiping off his lip to check for makeup and walking over to Tristan. He sat down next to him, pulling his boyfriend close and kissing him next. Fuck, these men might kill me. They’ve certainly gone from ‘giving me time’ to all in. I didn’t even mind how forward Aeson was, his personality was perfect for pulling me out of my shy and awkward moments.

      "Back off, she's mine tonight. Don't entice her," Calev scolded Aeson playfully, stepping over from his closet. My mouth went dry at the sight of him, his all black attire fitting his typical style. This time, his usual dark jeans were accompanied by a black button-up shirt that accentuated his muscles perfectly, his biceps and abs visible through the thin material. His hair was gelled back in a soft wave, and his stone gray eyes shone with excitement. Fuck, they're all so perfect, I thought as he walked over and gave me a quick kiss, before taking my hand and leading me to the door. "It's okay to be jealous. Don't wait up."

      "I've never hated you more," Evander sang out as he gave me a longing look. They have a way of making me feel so beautiful and wanted.

      "You are beautiful and wanted, Kitten. Now go be good... or not," Tristan called out, giving me a wink.

      "Stay out of my head!" I called back playfully. I really needed to learn how to mentally block my thoughts.

      "Thanks for going out with me tonight," Calev said, pulling me through the halls and out to his car. He opened the passenger door and helped me settle into the front seat, before running around to his side and jumping in. My excitement kept growing as he pulled out of the lot and drove toward the pier, though confusion started to seep in when he drove to the outskirts of town and pulled up to the ferry.

      "I thought these were closed at night?" I questioned, looking around at the nearly empty lot.

      "Some are," he said mysteriously, flashing the guard an ID card. The guard gave a nod, lifting the partition and letting us through. He drove onto the waiting ferry, the workers securing the ramp as soon as we were parked and signaling the captain to go. "Let's stay in the car this time. I can't trust you not to jump into the water," Calev deadpanned.  Well, he has a pretty damn good point. Even being this close to the inky, obsidian depths had my powers rising within me, my skin tingling where the scales usually popped up.

      "I can't even argue that, since I probably would.  The call isn't as bad now that we've been going to the pool, but the sea just feels different," I explained wistfully, remembering the feeling of gliding through the cold, dark waters. My fingers pressed against the glass of the window, as I longed for the sea surrounding us.

      "Probably similar to how I feel when I fly," he said with a soft smile, trying to distract me. "Look, that's where we’re heading." Where there had only been inky darkness moments before, a brightly lit city appeared on the other side of the island, way bigger than I would have expected. He chuckled at my confusion, then explained, "It's a barrier meant to keep others away. They hit the magic, and it directs them a different way. We can pass through, and as soon as we do, it comes into view. Welcome to Obsidian Island. This is where we usually live and go to school. There's also this amazing restaurant with live music I wanted to take you to," he gushed as we drove off the ferry and onto Main Street.

      I nodded but didn't speak as my eyes remained glued to the sights.  Excitement welled in my chest as I took it all in. It was a completely different world. Bright lights lit up the different businesses on this side of town, the less lit up homes nestled further into the trees and hills of the huge island. Instead of streetlights, lanterns glowed brightly above us, all different colors as they illuminated the world around us in a kaleidoscope of colors and magical neon signs.

      Clearly people here didn't have to hide, because wings, horns, and unusually colored eyes were everywhere I looked. A weird sensation hit me, almost like I should have felt right at home, but it was all a bit overwhelming. Despite it feeling right, I had never felt so much like an outsider as I did now I didn’t quite comprehend how the two worlds could be so different, yet merge together into one city.

      Calev didn't stop me from gaping out the window as he drove his way through the brightly colored city. Parking in a huge lot and coming around to my side to help me out, he led me toward a strip of restaurants and shops. Glad I wore flats, I thought as we made our way through the streets.There were a few specialty clothing stores, a barber that specialized in manicuring horns, a blood bank for vampires, and an interesting looking apothecary, the window full of various bottles and colored liquids. It was like the supernatural version of New York City, and I wanted to explore every single shop.

      "This is so cool," I whispered to Calev, not wanting to bring attention to us, though I'd say it was pretty obvious that I was a tourist.

      "I thought you could use a taste of what life is like on the other side," he said proudly, gesturing to the city around us. The sound of music wafted into the street, and I watched the people dancing and laughing on the sidewalk. The vibe in this place was fun and carefree, much warmer than I was used to.

      We finally stopped in front of a restaurant and nightclub that had a tall, winged bouncer standing out front. His stoic face lit up when he saw Calev, and in that moment I saw the resemblance. His feathers looked the same as Calev's did, and their eyes and jawlines were almost identical.

      "Little brother! What brings you to these parts? I thought the dean sent you on a tracking mission at that human school!" he called out, his voice an octave higher than Calev's smooth tone.

      "He did, but even we need nights off occasionally," he said quickly, "plus I had a hot date,” he explained, pulling me flush against his side before introducing me. “Lennox, this is my annoying older brother, Lorcan. Lorcan, this is my beautiful date, Lennox.” his smile was proud, and the way he looked at me made me blush

      "Oh, hello there! What are you doing with a loser like Cal?" he asked with a wink, his joking demeanor making me like him immediately.

      "What kind of girl turns down a gargoyle?" I ask, teasing right back. He let out a barking laugh as he waved us past.

      "Smart girl, I like her," he called after us, the sound of the restaurant drowning out anything else he said. A tall, blonde waitress greeted us and took us back to a small booth tucked away in the corner. It had the perfect view of the band, but was shadowed enough that we weren't on display, which I appreciated. I didn't miss the stack of cash he passed her to procure this spot. He tried to be subtle, but I was observant. I appreciated that he was trying hard to make the night perfect, but he didn't realize it already was.

      "This place has really good food, and the band tonight is one of my favorites. They're a mix of rock and punk. This whole place will be crazy in about an hour," he said, his smile still firmly in place. He slid a menu over to me, and we fell silent as we studied the pages. The food was still the same, though I noticed a few odd choices, like blood cocktails on the drinks list along with a few raw meat selections.

      He slid around the circular booth to sit next to me after he closed his menu, his hand resting lightly on my thigh as we waited for our waitress to come back. I couldn't help but watch everything around me, until I realized I was being an awful date.

      "I'm sorry, I'm paying attention to everything but you," I said with a small wince, turning my body to face him better, my knee brushing against his thigh.

      "That's okay, I like watching you get excited over this stuff. It makes it all new again. Plus, it helps that you're adorable when you get excited," he said smoothly, leaning forward and nipping at my bottom lip. With that, all thoughts of looking around were lost, and I fused my lips to his, not holding back this time. My leg slowly moved to cover his, my pussy throbbing at the feel of his hand roaming my leg.

      A voice cleared, pulling us apart, though Calev didn’t even look sorry. I shot the waitress an apologetic smile along with my dinner order, trying to ignore my furiously blushing cheeks. I figured I couldn't go wrong with tacos, since they're almost impossible to ruin. When she walked away, he grinned and brought his hand to my neck, pulling me back to him. Let’s be honest, it’s not like I’m protesting.

      When we separated for air, he grinned and whispered in my ear. "You know, when I first saw you, I knew there was something different about you. Everything I saw had me more and more interested. But the moment you first touched me, my gargoyle wanted you more than anything. He's never done that before, but I think he knew you were special." My chest warmed at his words. I could tell that he thought I mattered, and that meant a lot to me. He saw past what the others had said about me for years, and managed to find the real me. Not only that, he wanted and liked the real me.

      We were interrupted again as our food and drinks were dropped off, falling silent as we dug in. He was right, the longer we sat there, the livelier the restaurant got, eventually morphing into a dance club before our eyes. The lights dimmed, and something sparkled and moved through the air, almost like a weaving trail of magic. By the time we finished eating, people were moving their bodies to the loud music, the restaurant getting hotter as the night wore on.

      "Want to dance?" he finally asked when we were done eating, dropping cash with the waitress before I could even protest.

      "Sure," I said excitedly. Dancing was one of my favorite things to do, I was even part of the dance team before things went downhill. I pulled him this time, weaving my way to find an open spot on the dance floor. The music pulsed around us as I began to move my body to the beat. The lights danced above us, getting brighter and brighter as the music got louder. Calev's hand moved to my hip, before sliding to my stomach and pulling me back to him. I felt his muscles moving behind me with each twist and sway of our bodies, getting more and more turned on as time went on. Feeling bold, I spun in place so I was pressing my chest into his, bringing his mouth down to mine once more. Our tongues danced together while we moved our bodies to the music.

      Eventually, I let him pick me up, my legs weaving around him as he continued to sway. The bulge in his pants hit me perfectly and made me moan into his kiss. It was the hottest thing I'd ever experienced, and I just wanted more of him. A cloud of shadows moved around us, secluding us in the crush of bodies enough for him to slide his hand between us, rubbing my throbbing clit through the lace of my panties. I panted and threw my head back as I let out small sounds of pleasure. He kissed my neck as his thumb circled faster, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

      Bringing my head back down, I latched my mouth to his neck, sucking in the delicate flesh there and reveling in the deep groan that rumbled through him. I flicked my tongue over the sensitive flesh, before sucking it into my mouth again. The moment my body gave into his attentions, I bit down, and the orgasm crashed over me as my pussy quivered. He slipped a finger inside my panties and into me, prolonging the orgasm with each pump of his hand. I rode it out, practically crying out in the middle of the club. I probably should have cared that we did that in public, but I didn't. We were alone in the shadows, and I found myself abandoning any shyness that normally would have stopped something like this from happening. When my body finally calmed, he pulled his hand away and dropped me to my feet, never letting me go. He swirled his tongue around his fingers, giving me a sexy wink, before heading to the bar. I fixed my dress, following him a moment later. He ordered two sodas, which we sucked down, before heading back outside and to the car. When we finally got there, I was shocked to see that several hours had passed.

      "Thanks for tonight. I think that's the most fun I've ever had," I said happily, leaning back in my seat as I twined my fingers with his free hand. He smirked over at me, before driving us back toward the ferry.

      "It was my pleasure," he said happily, clearly having had a good time too. It gave me hope that this whole thing could actually work out, that I could actually be happy with him... with them. Maybe that was why I felt like I never fit in. Maybe I’d been waiting for them all this time.

      "Nope, it was definitely mine," I teased back, looking out the window again and watching the sea move by us as we passed the magic to get back into the human world. I felt like I was leaving my home, not coming back to it. There would be no love lost if I moved with them back to their school, and it was just a matter of catching up and finding out what I was before going. I didn’t want to spend my entire life as an outsider, but now more than ever I longed for something other than just getting away. I longed for the life I got a glimpse of tonight.
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      My smile was still plastered to my face when I woke up, memories of last night keeping it firmly in place. Who would have thought that of all the guys, Calev would be the one to show such a flirtatious side. Well, it was a bit more than flirtatious, I thought with a blush, remembering how his hands worked my body into a heated frenzy.

      The red letters on the clock read 10:30, meaning I definitely slept in and missed breakfast. My stomach gave a loud protesting rumble at that thought, forcing me to get up and get dressed. The cafe usually kept some fresh fruit and crackers available at all times, and that would have to do until lunch. Since it was the weekend, I got to dress a bit more freely, sliding my legs into skinny jeans instead of my usual uniform. After pulling on a band tee, braiding my hair, and putting on some quick makeup, I was ready to leave. I hesitated a moment, listening for the guys, but their room was still silent. Not wanting to freak them out, I wrote a note on the bathroom mirror with a dry erase marker, and started working my way downstairs.

      The dorm rooms were on the upper floor of the building, the academic rooms on the second, and the first floor was the foyer and cafeteria along with the administrative offices. Our student population was huge, so there was usually someone milling around the halls. Today they were pretty empty, though I had heard about a party someone was throwing in their room that they paid off the RA to keep quiet about the night before. In fact, most of the student body was probably still hungover. You'd think private schools were quiet and prestigious, and some are, but don't be fooled into thinking that meant the students were well behaved. We had a whole disciplinary team for a reason, though nobody got into any real trouble, since they were from rich families that weren't afraid to throw their money around. The teachers were even afraid to give bad grades. These kids were going to be fucked when they tried to go to college.

      I was so lost in my head, that I didn't notice someone blocking the hall when I turned the corner. I crashed right into her, sending her and her bags flying. "Oh my gosh! I'm so sorry!" I squeaked out as I gathered up what I could and helped her to her feet.

      "No worries, I probably shouldn't have stopped around a corner, but I just got a bit turned around. The headmaster gave me directions, but they didn't really help. I'm just trying to find my room," the girl rushed through her words, taking her bags back and looking over at the directional signs on the wall.

      "Which room? I can take you up there," I offered, though my stomach gave another growl. "On second thought, let me grab a banana or something from the cafeteria, then I'll take you up there. I'm starving, and it's right here. I'm Lennox, by the way." She laughed at my whining and piled up her bags next to the wall.

      "Lead the way, I never say no to food. And I'm Dhara," her answering smile was brilliant, showcasing perfectly white teeth accented by two adorable dimples. Her blonde hair was twisted up into one of those messy buns that some girls make look fantastic, accented with a glittery headband. Her chunky sweater and leggings, complete with brown winter boots was simple, but she looked fantastic. Gah, why can't I be this cute? With the goth look I was rocking for the day, we looked like complete opposites.

      The cafeteria was empty, but they had muffins for breakfast. Nothing lasted long at this school, especially thanks to the group of guys that were loading up on the leftovers the staff set on one of the long tables. Seeing two more chocolate muffins on the opposite side of them, I dashed forward and snatched them for myself, earning groans from the others. At least they didn't fall into their old ways and ridicule me for it. This new side of life was weird to me still.

      "You like chocolate?" I asked triumphantly, holding up the second one.

      "Is that a trick question?" she teased, grabbing it out of my hands. I grabbed two bananas and two bottles of milk, before letting her lead me to a nearby table. We both plopped down on some chairs and dug in, not speaking for a moment.

      "So, where are you from?" I asked, starting the conversation. She began to answer, then stopped herself and thought for a moment. Weird, it wasn't a hard question.

      "I'm originally from California, then moved to Vegas. My dad is in... the military, so we moved a lot," she explained, stumbling over the words for a moment, then brushing it off.

      "Well, welcome to Obsidian Cove Prep!" I said brightly, trying to help ease her obvious nerves. She smiled with relief, before pulling out a piece of paper.

      "It says I'm in room 34A?" she read aloud, sliding over the paper that had her schedule, room assignment, and locker number.

      "Ah, that's my old room, I recently got switched to a different one," I said quickly, not bothering to mention the asshole roommate, since she likely would have a different experience with her. Looking over her schedule, I noticed we had an almost identical one, only one class was different. "We have the same classes too."

      "Oh thank god! I really didn't want to go through that awkward, 'I don't know anyone, where the fuck do I sit' panic that always hits," she said excitedly. "Thanks for not being an asshole. The new girl usually gets picked on for a bit, and I'm the new girl a whole lot."

      "Of course. I was picked on for three years here, but thankfully my bullies got suspended recently. Now it's like an entirely different school," I reassured her, not wanting her to think she would get the same shit here.

      "There you are, Doll," Evander's smooth voice wafted over to me. I looked up and smiled as he kissed me on the top of my head, before he hurried over to the buffet line to snag some food.

      "Oh, your boyfriend is cute!" she hissed, giving me an exaggerated eyebrow wiggle that had me almost snorting milk out of my nose.

      "Thanks, he is a cutie. But we aren't official yet, just trying out dating first," I fumbled over the explanation, not sure how to explain what we all were.

      "Morning," Calev's deep voice rolled over me, a blush coloring my cheeks at the sound alone. The others trailed in behind him, their smiles already in place. Each one took turns giving my shoulder a squeeze, or a kiss on the head, or something in the way of a greeting. This new phase of openly touching and flirting was nice, but now my panic was welling up inside of me, wondering what this girl would think. When they were all occupied, she leaned in closer to me, her eyes lighting up excitedly.

      "Wait, you're dating them all?" she whispered, clapping her hands quietly. "You're one lucky girl! Did you leave any hotties for the rest of us?!"

      They all looked over when I snorted out a laugh, but turned back to the food quickly. "Probably not," I said honestly, feeling a bit possessive of my guys. They hurried over to join us with their selections, dropping into seats around us and digging in. The only one hesitating was Aeson, who looked oddly uncomfortable. Dhara seemed to pick up on it too, because she started to fidget in her seat and steal glances at him.

      "Who might this be?" Tristan asked, his usual friendly smile in place, easing some of the tension. My eyes picked up the slight tightness around his eyes. I wonder what his deal is?

      "This is Dhara, she just moved here and is taking my old room," I explained, "I ran into her, literally, on my way down here."

      "Nice to meet you," he said, his easy grin still in place, but a tenseness in his jaw. "This is Aeson, Evander, Calev, and Lachlan. I’m Tristan."

      "Nice to meet you guys, too," she said brightly, throwing her trash away in a nearby trash can.

      'What the fuck is going on, and why are you being weird?' I thought to Tristan, the others’ voices drifting into my mind as he opened the mental link up again.

      'I recognize her. Her parents are part of a supernatural faction known as the Citrine Commanders. They're trained at Citrine Island Academy. It's further north from us, but their reach is expansive. They try to claim they're the good guys, but every time they try to 'help', disaster follows,' Aeson's usual smooth voice was edged in frustration.

      'Why would she be here?' Evander questioned before turning to her. "How long have you been in town? Got to see any of the sights yet?" She looked relieved at the simple question. Great, now I'm going to side eye everything she says and does.

      'The same reason we were sent here... Lennox,' Calev said like it was obvious. Fuck, probably because of all of our recent abilities testing.

      'What kind of radar is in place to find people like me?' I asked quickly, but it had been something I'd meant to ask for a while.

      'It's a magical sensor that detects low level bursts of magic. If it triggers in one place more than a handful of times, they send someone out to retrieve the person before the humans find out,' Tristan explained. ‘Untrained supes can be volatile.’

      "I'm a military brat, so we moved around a lot. But I’m most recently from Vegas," she explained, bringing us back out of our heads.

      "Must be quite the temperature change," Tristan joked. Despite the teasing tone, he wasn't kidding. It was snowing today, and I'm sure Vegas was still hot.

      "Yes, but I hate the heat. Give me spring or fall, and I'm a happy girl," she said with a laugh, before giving me a tight smile. "Can you still show me to my room?"

      "Of course. I'll be right back, guys," I said, standing up and following her back to her bags. I grabbed two of them, leaving the other two for her, before leading her upstairs. We were quiet for most of the walk, my mind trying to process everything I'd just learned. I’d just assumed that Obsidian Cove’s Academy was the only big school, and that all supes lived over on the island. Now that I thought further, that would be silly. No way every supernatural in the entire world ended up here.

      "Sorry I'm so socially awkward, I don't know how to 'people' well," she mumbled as we came to a stop.

      "Same, no worries," I said with a quick smile, pointing to the door we’d stopped in front of. She pulled out a key and started to put it in the door, when it flew open.

      "What are you doing here?" Cierra asked, her familiar sneer in place. Poor Dhara will have fun with her.

      "Bringing your new roommate up here," I shot back, holding back an eye roll. Glad to know she didn't get the 'we don't hate Lennox anymore' memo.

      "Hey! I'm Dhara." She gave a small wave and stepped around me, plopping the bags on the floor. Cierra moved back and out of the way, letting Dhara through to set her stuff down. Unfortunately, Cierra had taken over the entire room. No wonder she was pissy, now she has to clean and move all her shit back.

      "Good luck," I said quickly, waving and hurrying back downstairs. I wanted to put as much distance as possible between me and Cierra.

      "Where's the fire, little Psycho?" Calev teased as I ran completely past them. Whoops.

      "Did she say anything?" Aeson questioned, the coldness still in his tone.

      "No," I replied tentatively, hating how weird he sounded. "But I think you guys should explain this a bit more."

      "Yeah, agreed. Go for a drive, or stay in our room?" Lachlan asked, stepping around and pulling me to his side. His hand wound absently in my hair, and my thoughts derailed at the feel of his strong arms around me, making me wonder what his muscles looked like under those baggy clothes of his.

      "Let's get out of here," I said quickly, wrapping my arm around his back and turning us toward the front door.

      "Don't we need wallets and keys and shit?" Calev snorted, laughing at my quick retreat.

      "Some of us come prepared," I shot back, pulling my wallet out of my pocket and holding it up. Having a shit roommate taught me pretty early on not to leave that kind of stuff behind. "Old habits die hard."

      "I got it," Evander laughed at the others’ sheepish expressions, taking off at a sprint that was clearly slowed down for the humans’ sake. I'd seen him run faster. However, he was back within two minutes, a stack of wallets and phones in his hand.

      "Now can we go?" I whined impatiently, desperately needing a change. Cierra's not so warm welcome had me itching to get out before my old anxiety flared back up.

      "Yes," Aeson said, grabbing my free hand and pulling me, and in turn Lachlan, away swiftly. We were all outside and hastily buckled into their SUV quickly, pushing the boundaries of how fast we should move with so many witnesses. Apparently the guys all needed a break as well.

      "Alright, let's do the explanation in the car. I don't trust this place anymore, and I doubt they sent one girl all alone. Unless they're that fucking dumb. This is our territory," Aeson bit out, clearly still not over it.

      "Turf wars?" I snorted, "That's not something I expected from the Supernaturals.”

      "How could you not? As a whole, we are possessive, instinctual, and territorial as fuck. Shifters are some of the worst, if you hadn’t noticed," Lachlan said, nuzzling into my neck. Now that he pointed it out, Lachlan and Calev both surprised me with how quickly they settled in with me, both of them always touching me.

      "They're not the only ones. Vampires aren't quite as instinctual, but mine claimed you right away," Evander said unapologetically. "You're mine now." His possessive words had heat flooding me, and for some reason, that turned me on even more. There's something super hot about a dominating man.

      "Oh, just wait then," Tristan said, giving me a heated look and a sly smirk. Fuck, I have to watch my thoughts. Why can't I block them out?!

      Lachlan chuckled and glanced over at Tristan. "What's she thinking about?"

      "I'll keep that little thought to myself," he teased, leaning back with a smug smile and a slight bulge in his jeans.

      "Fucker," Lachlan joked back, giving me a wink to show he wasn't really angry. "Okay, explanation. We're off task."

      "Oh, yeah. So, the supernatural community has several academies that are always named after their location. So, we are Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy, and our team of elites are called the Obsidian Warriors. They're our government per se. All major factions have a member or two on our collective council, but we each run our own areas. The council is in place for major issues, or to be an 'impartial' third party if war breaks out," Aeson explained.

      Tristan picked up where Aeson left off. "Now, the United States alone has five. Obsidian, Citrine, Diamond, Lapis, and Emerald. Two on each coast, and one in the midwest. Our people can move freely, but we require that they register with their new faction, to keep an accurate census of our people. Each area also has a magical radar to pick up the stragglers that have been hidden away."

      Calev joined in on the explaining, his darkening eyes putting me on edge. "Which means your parents either had a good or bad reason for tucking you away like they did. We really need to track down your adoptive parents, or search their online correspondence. Did they act weird about the mail or anything?"

      "Not really. The staff always got it, but I wasn't allowed to go in my adoptive father's office. He was kind of secretive about it," I said, my eyebrows furrowing as I tried to remember if they ever had guests over or anything. My eyes started to widen when I triggered an old memory. "Now that you mention it...when I was around seven, before I moved to this school, a group of people came to our house. The servants announced them while my mother and I were downstairs. Father barreled down the stairs and ordered us to go up. Even though I begged her not to, Mother closed me in my room, with the threat of grounding me if I even dared to come out. I tried to listen, but I didn't catch the conversation. Eventually, they started yelling, and I caught snippets of them talking about 'her', which I assumed was me. They left when the police showed up, my parents claiming there was a possible home invasion and quieting the staff. After that, the driver took me to school instead of giving me the freedom to walk."

      Evander's eyes narrowed as my story went on, "I bet that was the 'father' she mentioned in your letter. Possibly others? I'm not sure. We'll look into it more, as soon as you let us take you back to the island."

      "Soon. I just don't want to be an outsider," I mumbled. Before I could say more, Calev picked up speed, and everyone around me tensed.

      "We've got a tail," he mumbled, our heads whipping around to spot the white car that was following us through every turn and lane change.

      "They're keeping distance. Trying to just watch and observe, I bet," Lachlan noted, holding me a bit tighter.

      "Don't worry, they won't get to you," Evander growled out, reaching back and giving my knee a squeeze. Their touches kept me from freaking out too badly, but my heart pounded in my chest. Just how dangerous would this new life be?

      "If they were simply here to find the source of the abilities, then why would they trail us?" I asked, pointing out the obvious. It didn't add up, so there had to be more to this story.

      "I'm assuming she called them in. I'm sure she read all of our powers too, but you probably seemed oblivious, so she assumed you didn't know what you are, or even what we are. She probably thinks we are overstepping our bounds, or that they'll lose you to us, so they're upping security," Calev answered, his eyes flicking from the windshield to the mirror to watch them.

      "Well, fuck them. No supernatural is ever forced to go with one or the other. It's their choice, not the government. The council would flip if they found out they forced people to their territory," Aeson fumed.

      "Aeson, why do you hate them?" I asked softly, reaching out and taking his hand again. His eyes softened as they met mine, but a sadness was clear in their depths.

      "There was a turf war between our two territories a while back. I was maybe ten at the time. Something about a spy, or something, set it off. My brother's team was attacked while defending the border, and he died protecting the others while reinforcements came. I don't trust them at all; nobody needed to die over a land dispute. Not to mention, if a spy got caught, it should have been a high council issue. Not handled by everyday soldiers," he explained, a glossy sheen to his eyes as he held back tears. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I crawled over to him, sitting in his lap and wrapping my arms around his neck.

      "I'm so sorry," is all I could find to say. I didn’t want to make it worse, but I wanted to hold him until his sadness passed a little. He grasped me tightly, his arms wrapping around my waist as he held me close.

      "Thanks, babe," he said softly, his voice wavering for a moment. The car remained silent, until it finally came to a stop. I had been so caught up in Aeson’s story, that I hadn’t even seen where they’d taken me.

      "The zoo?" I questioned, a bit confused, but also not complaining. Who doesn't love the zoo?!

      Tristan laughed at my thoughts, before he explained. "It'll be populated, so no chance of them approaching us. Let me call the dean really quick, before we get out." He pulled out his phone and waited for a moment before someone picked up. "Hey Dean Warrick, it's Tristan. We've got a problem. Someone from the Citrine Knights is here at the school. We left and were trailed, and we haven't fully secured the target yet. We've narrowed it down but no outward abilities have shown yet, she's a late bloomer." He was quiet for a few moments before hanging up with a ”Yes, sir.”

      "So?" Calev questioned after Tristan got off the phone, unbuckling and turning in his seat now that he was parked.

      "He said to lay low, keep observing, or even nudge her along. And that they'll send a detail to watch outside of the school for backup. He'll message us the car identification and names soon, so we will know who to watch for. He also didn’t sound convinced about us not knowing. I’m guessing the school board mentioned we were with her," he explained with a sigh.

      "I'm sorry, guys. I didn't mean for this to happen. Should we just head back now?" I asked in a defeated tone. I wasn't going to put them at risk over this.

      "No,” Calev said quickly, his eyes unfocused while he thought over everything. “I'd like to know how their radars picked you up this far out, and why Dhara's really here. I think we should let you talk to her. We'll always be nearby though," he added, his eyes studying me for my reaction.

      "Not to mention, there's still some more magic in there you haven't unlocked. You're not a full siren, and I'd rather us know more, before subjecting you to the testing they'd want to do. Not that it'd be bad, just invasive," Aeson explained, his magic glowing as he talked. His eyes were faraway as his magic moved over me. The tingling over my skin picked up as it spread, a soft warmth enveloping me as he scanned my magic. "There's something more there than there was before, and I think it's close to the surface, and powerful. Far more powerful than your siren magic." He gave a soft shudder as he pulled his magic back to him.

      "Could that be the reason they picked it up? She's so strong?" Evander asked curiously, his fangs showing as he nibbled on his lip. My eyes were drawn to his lip, ignoring the conversation around me. Despite all of the hanging out we had done, they were so limited around humans, that I couldn't see the full extent of what they were. I had been curious about his feeding, and he’d once mentioned that he had to feed once a month on a living subject. I know he said the others usually offer, but what if I did?

      "Evander, stop. You've got her all hot and bothered with your lip biting. We need her to focus," Tristan said, sounding amused.

      "We've got to work on my blocking skills," I groaned, hating that I couldn’t even keep my thoughts to myself. My cheeks flared with embarrassment at being called out.

      "Agreed, but it's so much more fun to watch you blush. Plus, it does our egos good to know how you daydream about us. Don't worry, I'll share their thoughts next time I catch one of them daydreaming about you," Tristan reassured me. The other guys huffed, making me giggle with curiosity at how they pictured me.

      "We're getting derailed again. Focus, Little Psycho," Calev teased, giving me a sultry smile that was so not helping.

      "What if they knew her parents? Or her parents are Citrine Knights," Lachlan asked quietly, sobering us all up with that thought.

      "Fuck, I didn't even think about that. It would make sense that they’d send her outside of the community, if they were trying to hide her," Calev said, letting out a string of colorful curses under his breath.

      "I get that it's a territory thing, but why are they so bad?" I asked, wanting the brunt of the ugly truth. If my parents were the bad guys, I wanted to know.

      Tristan let out a long sigh, before explaining further. "They aren't bad, per se. They just believe in the purity of the races, so our kind don't die out. Even though the council has its own research team that studies the genetic side of supernaturals, and reassures us that bloodlines don't die out because of mixed pairings, they want only vampires with vampires, bears with bears," he waved his hands, "you get the idea. I'm guessing if your parents were, in fact, from the Citrine Island, then they hid you to conceal their breaking of the law. They aren't kind with their punishments, and would likely have dealt with that kind of transgression severely. It's treason in their territory. Despite the council's warning that they can't punish with death anymore, I'm sure they still have some shitty punishments in its place."

      My head reeled as I tried to wrap my mind around everything he’d just told me. The thought of my parents suffering was hard to swallow, but the fact that I may have been wanted had hope blooming in my chest, even though I tried to hold it back. What if it wasn't safe to keep me? What if they spelled my magic to stay locked in, so I wouldn’t have to face that same kind of ridicule or 'shame'?

      "Let's go," Evander said softly, sensing my mood and wanting a distraction. The others all got out, but Aeson didn't move, and I made no move to follow just yet.

      "Don't worry, babe, we'll figure it out," he said softly, kissing my neck and making me shiver at the sensitive touch. "Thanks for earlier. I don't usually get emotional, but I can't help but hate them for what they took from me."

      "Always. I'm not just here for the good times, I'm here for it all," I reassured him, gently running my hand over his jaw, before turning him to face me and pressing my lips softly against his. He wasn't one for subtlety, so he quickly deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping along my lips to beg for entrance. I gladly let him in, letting him fully taste me as I wiggled against him. His free hand stilled my hips, and a low groan came out.

      "Fuck, babe. You can't tease me like this, I'll be walking around the fucking zoo with a raging boner." I snorted at his words, but stopped the movement I hadn't even realized I was doing.

      "Sorry," I said quietly, nipping his bottom lip. "Let's go before the others get antsy," I joked, scooting off his lap and stepping out the door. Tristan had a grin on his face, winking at me when I stepped out. A flash of my face entered my mind, before it moved to an image of Aeson ripping my clothes off. Fuck, I guess he feels the same about me. Glad I'm not the only one thinking about how much I want them.

      "You definitely aren't," Tristan whispered as Aeson groaned from inside the SUV at something Tristan said to him through their connection.

      "Come on guys, I want to see the otters!" I cheered, focusing on something other than my ridiculous libido.

      "She's going to kill us all," Aeson complained playfully as he climbed out of the car.

      "Hey! I'm innocent," I pouted, linking my arm through Evander's and leading them to the ticket booth.

      This should be a nice distraction.
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      "It smells awful here, how long do we have to stay?" Tristan asked, holding his nose. Lachlan's stomach rumbled for the fifteenth time, but he just waved us off.

      "My inner bear is hungry," he whispered, trying not to laugh. Me? I was focused on my second favorite part of the zoo, the penguin exhibit. Otters were definitely my top choice, though.

      They kept it nice and cool in here, and they even had an overhead tank, so you could walk underneath where they swam. The zookeeper came out with a fresh bucket of fish, only making the smell worse, but the happy noises that followed had me giggling and moving to get a better view. Warm arms encircled my torso as I stepped up on the small ledge that let the little kids see better. I looked back at Aeson and smiled happily, quickly turning back to the cute little penguins dancing around for their dinner.

      "You're adorable when you get excited," he hummed, leaning down to nuzzle into my hair and kiss my neck. This time, my stomach started to growl, since the muffins were hours ago at this point. "We can come back again. Come on, babe, let's get some lunch." I gave a defeated sigh, before nodding my head and hopping off of the ledge when he moved away.

      "Come on, my sweet bear. Let's get you some proper food," I joked, taking Lachlan's hand and heading out of the exhibit. A giant map was located right outside, so we stopped to pick a restaurant from the few they had sprinkled throughout the place. A grin spread across my face as I spotted The Grizzly Bear Cafe. Do bears react to him the way fish react to me? I’ve gotta see this. "I want to go here."

      "Good, I wanted to see the chimp exhibit, and that's on the other side of the bears," Tristan said excitedly. They could tease me all they wanted to, but their smiles and lighthearted laughs were just as adorable today, all thoughts of being followed and Citrine Knights were out of their heads.

      The Grizzly Cafe was adorable. Everything was set up like a cabin in the woods, the tables and chairs carved from thick wood, and the deep red walls highlighted the wood accents perfectly. There was even a kids climbing zone to the side that had a climbing tree carved in the center and fake turf underfoot. The sounds of squeals and laughter echoed through the high ceilinged room along with the quiet chatter of the adults. Scanning the room, I spotted a long table in the back and hurried for it, dropping into a spot to claim it.

      "I'm going to order some food and drinks. Aeson, Tristan, why don't you help?" Calev said quickly, leaving Lachlan and Evander to guard me and the table. Though the way his eyes scanned the room, it was more to guard me.

      "Alright, Doll, where are we going on our date?" Evander asked with a smirk, trying to rile Lachlan up.

      "Nah, I got first dibs. Wait your turn, pretty boy," Lachlan said, a hint of a growl rumbling in his tone. There's that possessive bear again. I wonder if sirens are possessive in nature, because I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel like they all belong to me. Ugh, still so much to learn about myself.

      "We can do whatever. I'm pretty easy to amuse, and I'm hardly high maintenance," I said with a shrug, trying to end the conversation and distract myself from the sudden twist in my stomach. This will never work. I can't date five guys that are clearly all alphas in their own way. Eventually, they'll rip each other apart, and I can't be the reason they stop being friends.

      "Hey, why the frown, Darlin'?" Lachlan asked, his mouth quirking down as his eyebrows dipped in concern. He studied my face as I tried to find the words.

      "I just don't see how this can work," I said quietly, not wanting to bring down the mood, but also wanting to be honest.

      "Keeping you safe? I promise we've got it under control," he reassured me, his hand taking mine. Evander reached for me under the table, resting his hand on my thigh.

      "That's not it," he said, his tone gently coaxing me to continue.

      "No, he's right. This... us. There's no way. Jealousy keeps popping up, and you guys were with each other way longer before becoming friends with me. I don't want to ruin that, I'd never forgive myself," I explained, looking at the rough edges of the wood and avoiding their eyes.

      Evander was the first to speak, squeezing my leg slightly before explaining. "Doll, we aren't friends with you, we're your boyfriends. Let's just make that clear first. Second, we do have those instinctual, possessive sides, but that doesn't mean we want to fight over you, caveman style. You aren't ours to possess. You're not an item, you're a person. We may tease each other, or get a bit jealous, but that doesn't mean we'd throw away a friendship or walk away. Adults face problems and talk them out. Plus, at this point, we're all goners, not one of us would be willing to walk away. Fuck, I haven't seen Calev smile like that in all the years I've known him. Trust me when I say that we know each other’s limits, and we promise to never cross them just to get an edge with you."

      "He's right. It's hard not to feel that pang of jealousy, but the way you look at each of us is the same. I can tell you treat us and think of us equally, and that is what makes this work. We're in this already, don't worry about problems we may or may not have. Just live in the moment, we've got this," Lachlan said as he teased the hair hanging down my back.

      "Why the long faces, what's wrong?" Aeson asked as they walked up with trays full of food and cups.

      "She was worried we'd stop being friends, or being with her, because we couldn’t handle the inevitable jealousy," Evander summarized.

      "Oh, no worries. We get possessive, but not out of our minds jealous," Aeson said quickly, waving off the concern. He slid the only non-paper cup in the group toward me. A smile spread across my face as I took in the cute picture of an otter along with Obsidian Cove Zoo printed on it. My heart warmed at the sweet gesture.

      "Thanks!" I said happily, taking a sip of the cool liquid. The drink only made my stomach rumble more, and I stared greedily at the selection of food, but paused when nobody moved.

      "Ladies first, duh," Tristan teased at my confusion, my hand resting in midair over a basket of fries. I gave a shrug and picked up the fries, before grabbing one of the cheeseburgers. The others snatched what they wanted as soon as I started adding ketchup to my plate.

      "So, who gets next date?" Calev asked, clearly enjoying my panic. The guys all started talking at once, before I glared at them to stop.

      "Let's settle this like real men," Aeson challenged, holding his fist out. What the hell is he talking about?

      "Rock, paper, scissors," Tristan said with a snort. All the guys narrowed their eyes, holding their hands out and ready. Calev was enjoying it far too much, not even bothering to hide his laughter at the sudden seriousness around us.

      "Alright, on three," Calev called out, "one, two, three!"

      "Fuck!" Tristan called, his paper getting beat by scissors.

      "Damnit," Aeson cursed as Tristan's paper covered his rock. "How do you lose and win at the same time?!"

      "I guess I'm special like that," Tristan deadpanned.

      "One, two, three!" Calev called again as Lachlan and Evander battled. Both ended up with the same sign.Two rounds later, Evander finally won, letting out a loud whoop that brought the whole room to silence.

      "Rock, paper, scissors champion!" he called, giving silly bows all around. The other people in the room started to go back to their own conversations as he sat back down.

      "Way to make a huge scene," Lachlan said, pouting. "I called second dibs, this is bullshit."

      "Would a kiss make up for it?" I asked with a laugh, unable to resist his adorable pout.

      "It couldn't hurt," he said quickly, playing up the pouting even more as he leaned in. His hand tightened in my hair as he moved his lips against mine. The kiss was soft and slow, building in heat until I felt like I was going to combust. Images of climbing him like a tree spun through my mind, and if we weren't in a restaurant, I couldn't have been held accountable for my actions.

      'Fuck, she's perfect,' Lachlan's voice filtered into my mind, this time only him and Tristan in the mix, before I was alone again. I smiled into his kiss, giving Tristan a wink when I pulled away.

      "Damn, that was hot," Aeson mumbled, his eyes wide as he took a bite of his burger and avoided eye contact with everyone for a moment.

      "This is a family establishment, you guys need to keep it down and control yourselves," a middle aged woman with a mom haircut said, a look of disgust on her face. Either that, or her face permanently looked like she just ate a lemon.

      "Excuse me? Other than one outburst, we’re just talking," I said with narrowed eyes. I'll be damned if she talks down to my guys.

      "And making out with him," she sneered, her eyes narrowing on my and Evander's intertwined hands as she spoke. I'm not sure if it was to keep him or me calm. "I know that your generation loves to be different and do these poly relationships, but we don't need our kids to witness you all over them." Is she seriously slut shaming me right now?

      "I'll do what I want, with who I want, Susan. Just because I kissed my boyfriend, not even making out with him, you feel entitled to insert yourself into our lives. You are the one making the scene here, not us. Don't you dare come over here and slut shame me because you live a miserable life," I challenged.

      "My name isn't Susan?" she said, confusion taking over her features. Calev took advantage of the moment, standing and gathering our trash before throwing it in the nearby trash can, the rest of us standing to follow him out. The woman continued to stand there in confusion as we left the building, our laughter bursting free as soon as we got outside.

      "You broke poor Susan back there," Lachlan wheezed around his laughter. "Though, it's kind of hot when you stick up for us." I snorted at his ridiculous statement, unable to stop myself.

      "It's hot when I lose my temper?" I asked, resting my hands on my hips.

      "No, it's hot when you put someone in their place for messing with your guys," Aeson confirmed with a cocky smirk.

      "Well, then people shouldn't say shit about you in front of me," I mumbled, heading for the grizzly display.

      "Would you have reacted if you were with anyone else?" Evander asked, not letting it go.

      "No," I answered back with an eye roll. Nobody else in my life ever mattered to me.

      "Oh my god, my heart," Lachlan said, clutching his chest dramatically. "Though I'm sorry you’ve been alone for so long, I'm kind of glad that we get to be the ones to show you how great the world can be, and how you should be treated." My cheeks flushed as soon as I realized why he was being dramatic.

      'Damn you, Tristan,' I sent to him, feeling embarrassed that they had to hear one of my darker thoughts.

      'Sorry, Sweetheart. I just wanted you to realize you don't have to be alone anymore,' he sent back, and I could read his emotion behind it. The anger at my former life, the excitement about our life together, and his happiness at seeing me enjoy things, all had tears threatening to burst out.

      "Dammit," I mumbled, swiping at my eye and stomping ahead. I had a bad habit of refusing to cry in front of people, and they’d already had to witness it once. I knew they wouldn’t judge me for it, but old habits and all that. Nobody said anything while I regained my composure; instead, Calev walked up to me, throwing his arm around my shoulders and squeezing me in a side hug, before steering me into the bear exhibit. "Will they react like the fish did?" I whispered to Calev, not wanting the crowd around us to listen in.

      "Nope, just wait," he said with a chuckle, moving us to a free space in front of the glass. He pulled me out of the way as Lachlan stepped up next to us, a grin on his face. The bears all seemed to sense him, stopping in their play and scanning the glass slowly, until their eyes stopped on us. The male bear ambled over, his body hunched low as he slowly approached his prey. A warning growl tore from his powerful mouth, loud enough to be heard through the glass. He came closer, his hair standing up like a mohawk as he showed his teeth to Lachlan, pacing back and forth on the other side. Lach, of course, just smiled back, maintaining eye contact with the bear as he came over to me and kissed my cheek. The bear calmed at that, apparently no longer seeing Lach as a threat.

      "That was weird, I've never seen him get territorial here. I'm sorry, sir," a zoo worker said, looking completely shocked as he stepped through the crowd. "He's sweet enough that his keeper can go in and out of his exhibit."

      "It's alright, something about me must have just set him off. You never know with wild animals," Lachlan said in a serious tone, leading us away.

      "Well, I didn't really expect that," I said, giving Lach a playful shove. "You shouldn't taunt the poor thing."

      "Hey, I did nothing! I didn't even pull my bear forward this time," he said defensively, holding his hands up.

      "Hey! Pictures, come on!" Aeson called, pulling me away from Lach and dragging me to the photo backdrop. A photographer stood in front, waiting for us to all get in place and directing us to stand closer.

      "Alright, say an animal on three! One, two, three!" he shouted as Tristan and Aeson each kissed my cheeks. I started cracking up as soon as he lowered his camera. "Pickup is over there!" We followed his directions to the nearby booth, Aeson handing over his card and asking for six copies. He handed them out to each of us, letting us see before tucking them back in the envelope for safe keeping. The picture was perfect. My smile was huge and genuine as they kissed my cheeks. Calev had a small smirk on his face, Evander a bright smile, and Lachlan with his boyish grin. It was perfect.

      "Alright, let’s go see the chimps, and then the otters. Then we should probably get back before dinner. I don't want to drive in the dark and not be able to see our shadow," Calev said, and nobody bothered to argue.

      "You had me at otter," I joked, happily walking ahead. We spent the next thirty minutes laughing as the zookeepers showed us the tricks they’d taught the chimps to perform, rewarding them with fruit. Then, I finally managed to drag the guys away to the otters. They had their own little river that they lazily floated around in. Surprisingly, the viewing window was empty, giving us the perfect spot to see them. I sat on the edge and watched them swim, squealing as the otters came to play with me. If I tilted my head, they'd mimic me, even swimming up and studying me or showing off for me.

      "Why is she so adorable?" Evander groaned, smiling down at me as I twirled for the otters and watched them swim in little circles to mimic me.

      "Don't be jealous I'm a badass sea witch, and you aren't," I said with a peal of laughter.

      I finally let them drag me away with the promise of a stuffed animal from the gift shop. By the time we walked out of there, I had a big stuffed otter, a new t-shirt that said 'Otterly Amazing', and a cute water bottle. Despite my protests that I could pay for it myself, Evander insisted, handing over his card before I could.

      Just as we passed the zoo gates, my guys a few steps ahead while I adjusted my hold on my souvenirs, a hand clamped around my wrist and yanked me away. My new gifts dropped to the ground, the bottle clattering loudly and causing the guys to turn as I was pulled around the corner. I tried to pull away, but the cold grip on my wrist felt like stone.

      "Don't fight me, I'm saving you from them," the man grunted, pulling me into a nearby set of trees, obscuring us from view. My panic surged through my body as flashes of Alistair flooded my mind.

      "Let me go, now," I said, trying to use my siren song, but my panicked mind was not letting me. I took a breath, knowing he wouldn't get far with me. I had a vampire and a tracking bear on my side. With that thought, a sense of calm washed over me. I wished I had powers like Calev, then I could escape, since my siren powers weren’t working for me. At that thought, a thin cloud of shadow surrounded me, leaving the guy sputtering awkwardly, but still not letting go. Using his surprise to my advantage, I brought my fist to his wrist, forcing him to drop my hand. Once I was free, I started to sprint back in the guys’ direction, running straight into Aeson’s arms.

      "Lennox?" he asked, confused. Realizing the issue, I mentally let go of the shadows I was apparently still using to cloak me.They dissipated as easily as they manifested, and I looked up to find Aeson's relieved eyes meeting mine.

      "Did you just control shadows?" Calev asked, his eyebrows furrowing. "And what the fuck just happened?"

      "A man dragged me away, saying he was trying to save me from you guys. My song wasn’t working, so I wished I had powers like Calev, and then I did. They weren't very strong, though," I explained as I tried to calm my breathing.

      "Let's go, but someone stay behind for Evander. He ran after you, but the crowd got in the way," Aeson explained, leading me to the car. The others joined us a few minutes later, Evander's fangs in full view as the silver danced in his eyes.

      "Who was he?" I wondered aloud, not really expecting an answer. "And what am I?"

      Nobody had an answer for me, all of us still shaken from the attack. The fact that they did it in a crowded place, and in broad daylight, baffled me. The reality of the situation hit me then, that I was no longer safe without the guys. I know they’ll argue if I say it out loud, but I really hate the idea of being a burden on them.

      "Can we just talk about why she has fucking shadow power now?" Evander said, looking pointedly at Calev, who refused to take his eyes off of the road.

      "We connected, that's probably why. It's not like I could have done it before. Plus, I tried to use speed and nothing happened, so it's not like it’s a latent power of mine. I've wanted to disappear plenty of times, trust me," I rambled on, taking the heat from Calev.

      "So, eventually you'll be able to control all of our powers?" Lachlan asked, looking from me to Calev.

      "I didn't feel a drain of power or anything, so it has to be something she's capable of on her end," Calev said quickly, pressing down on the accelerator and making a quick turn.

      "That's interesting. I wonder if you'll be able to shift?" Lachlan's voice was full of excitement now, but I just felt relieved they didn't call me a freak, or too much trouble to deal with, before kicking me out of the group.

      "We. Aren't. Going. Anywhere," Tristan said slowly, giving me an exasperated look. "Evander was just trying to figure it out."

      "I was. Sorry, Doll. It's just so odd, you're like a puzzle we can't figure out. A piece is missing or something," he said distractedly, running a hand through his messy black hair.

      "I don't know if that man was with the Citrine Knights, or not. What if he was sent by her parents or something?" Aeson asked as he bounced his leg up and down. Clearly, they were all freaking out a bit, but so was I.

      "There are just so many damn questions surrounding me. This is crazy," I mumbled, staring out at the town passing by as we made our way back to campus. "Is that car still following?"

      "No, I lost him at the traffic light with a well-timed turn. Don't leave campus without us, though, please," Calev said. He sounded more shaken up than I’d expected, which only made my nerves worse. "But now more than ever, we need to stay here and figure out your powers."

      "Agreed," we all said in unison. A shudder shook through me at the thought of strangers running tests on their newest mystery. Fuck that, I'd rather stay here and figure it out... and we will figure it out.

      "My otter!" I cried out, shuffling through the coats and bags around me. "Tell me someone grabbed him!"

      "We did, on our way back to the car," Evander said, grabbing the bundle of items off of the floor and tossing it back to me.

      "It was still an awesome day," I said, giving my otter a hug as I followed them out of the car. "We can just push the rest of it away for now. That's the healthy way to handle it," I joked as we walked back to the building. I spotted someone in the second floor foyer window staring at us, catching a hint of blonde hair before she backed away. Not wanting to freak out the others, I made myself think about something else, so they didn't pick up on it or hear it from Tristan. I didn’t want them to worry, and she couldn’t hurt me here.

      At least I hope she can't.
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      Dhara had kept her distance so far, though being in the same classes made it difficult. She didn't try to approach me or anything, but that was probably because I hadn’t been alone since the attempted kidnapping. The guys updated their dean about it, sticking to their story about my powers not showing yet. Security floated around every time we went out now, but nothing had come to a head. It was like a huge storm was building, the clouds rolling in and rain starting to fall, and you're just waiting for everything to ramp up in intensity. That's how it felt around here, but everyone seemed content to ignore the tension.

      "Eat," Aeson said softly, pushing my plate closer to me. I frowned down at the eggs and bacon on my plate, no longer hungry as my mind kept reminding me of all the impending changes.

      "Do you want something else?" Van asked, looking down at my plate with a grimace. "They have french toast today."

      "No, I'm not hungry. I just need a minute," I said, pushing it away and walking out of the cafeteria. Nobody followed me this time, apparently picking up on the fact that I wanted to be alone. Plus, Evander could hear me yell and run out at lightning speed if he needed to. Vampire senses are handy.

      I stepped out onto the second floor balcony, needing to feel the morning breeze. The salty air tickled my nose as I inhaled, the spring warmth finally starting to come around. Yes! I am so sick of ice and snow.  The Obsidian Sea stretched out below me, the islands in the distance so small, I could barely make them out.

      "Nice view," Dhara's voice called out as the door clicked behind her. "I've been trying to get a moment alone with you, but clearly they're possessive. Supernaturals, am I right?" I snorted at her cheeky humor, hating that I liked her despite knowing why she was here.

      "What do you want?" I asked bluntly, not willing to play this whole small talk game with her.

      "I just wanted you to know that you have options. I was sent here to find a supernatural, but it seems they found you first. Which is not surprising. I know this is their area, but I don't think you belong here. I can't tell what you are though, so maybe that's why they haven't taken you off to their school already," she said thoughtfully, half reasoning it out with herself.

      "And what options are those? To go live in your oppressive territory that values purity?" I asked, raising my eyebrow as I turned to face her, bracing my back on the high railing.

      "Is purity so bad? Sure, the council says that it's a genetic toss up if the species are mixed, but with purity there's no guessing game. The Knights can help you find out what you are," she said, and I could tell easily that she believed every word she said.

      "And if I'm mixed?" I asked pointedly, realization finally dawning in her eyes.

      "Then you'll still be welcome. Once they pinpoint what you are, they would suggest you find someone of the same species for a partner," she said, like that took care of that matter.

      "And if I chose to love who I wanted?" I asked. Her eyes darkened for a moment as she fought with some kind of inner demon.

      "Then you'd be punished or exiled," she said quietly, shuffling her feet on the ground. "Maybe you shouldn't go there. Fuck."

      "I have my partners, and I don't intend to lose them anytime soon," I pointed out, relaxing now that she finally understood my hesitation.

      "Touché. They're definitely hotties, too," she said with a wistful smile. "My parents chose a nice guy for me, but I've been throwing myself into my work to avoid it."

      "So leave. You're eighteen, right?"

      "I am, but it's not that easy. I can't just give up my family," she whispered, not even surprised by my comment. She’s probably thought about it on her own before. I know I would’ve, if I was her.

      "Can I ask you something?" I finally had the courage to ask about the one thing that had been nagging at me since the guys explained the Citrine Island lifestyle.

      "Sure," she said, relief taking over her face.

      "If my parents chose to have me anyway, despite being mixed, and they were part of Citrine... where would they be now?"

      Her eyebrows furrowed as she thought about my words, opening and closing her mouth several times as she tried to put it nicely. "Prison, most likely," she finally spit out, sighing in defeat. "Fuck, no wonder everyone hates Citrine."

      "For life?" I hedged, hoping to see if there was a deadline to their sentence. It was far fetched, but it gave me hope.

      "No, I think it's 25 years. They place any of the prisoners children with suitable families to help bring them back to the right way of thinking. Since most supes in Citrine marry at around 22, they’ll hold the biological parents long enough that they can’t influence their kids’ choices. By the time they get out, any kids they had are hopefully settled with a mate of the right species," she explained, sitting down with a huff.

      "How do you stand that? The oppression, and the lack of choice or free will?" I asked, sliding down to sit next to her.

      "It's home," she said simply, but those two words were dripping with a soft uncertainty that made her statement seem like more a question.

      "That's the thing about home. I've had one that lacked any sort of emotion. It's not really a home, it's just a place to live temporarily. Find your own happiness, Dhara," I said quietly, not wanting to be a bitch, but unable to empathize with this life that I'd never choose.

      “It’s not that easy,” she sighed in defeat, running her hands through her hair.

      “It’s not, but it might be worth it,” I offered, shrugging a little. I refused to give her a look of pity, I couldn’t fucking stand pity.

      "You're right. I've been so numb, just doing my duty and all that. I'll stick here until you guys move to the Island, then I can figure out what to do," she said, sighing again. Something in me wanted to believe her, but my cynical side warned me that it could be a trap.

      "Come on, we have class," I said as I stood up, reaching out a hand for her to take. She reached out and clasped my hand. After a few moments of our hands touching while she got up, I felt my powers slowly bubble to the surface, reacting to something within her. Why now? Why not when I ran into her before? Maybe the prolonged contact?

      "You're a siren?" she whispered in shock. Her eyes were wide, showing me her pale blue depths, full of confusion.

      "Why are you asking?" I said, dropping her hand and stepping back. She smiled before a flash of scales flared on her face in a mix of pink hues and silver. They disappeared as quickly as they came, her eyes lighting up in excitement as she jumped to her feet.

      "Do you have any idea how rare we are? My family was thought to be the last of our kind, but here you are!" she whisper-shouted, trying to stay quiet, but clearly too excited.

      "That's the issue, I know nothing about myself. And I'm not full siren, so don't get your hopes up," I said, trying to bring her excitement back down.

      "Doesn't matter. You're a siren at your core, your main power. This is so great!" She opened her mouth to continue, but her words were cut off by the door slamming open, and my five angry guys barging out.

      "Stop!" I yelled, but before the word even finished, Van had her pinned against the railing. To her credit, she didn’t look even remotely afraid.

      "We warned you," Calev said as he stalked closer, a layer of shadows surrounding us in a big bubble.

      "Listen, she's not what you think," I tried again, putting a hand on Van's arm.

      "You don't know how dangerous they can be, Doll," Van tried for a soft voice, but it didn't stop his tone from being harsh. Anger flared within me at their refusal to listen. I may be new to being a supernatural, but that hardly makes me an idiot.

      "I'm aware how little I know about this life, but I can still think for myself. You don't get to come out here and talk to me like I'm some stupid little girl. You weren't here this entire time I was talking to her, and I don't need bodyguards," I spat out, the familiar defensive hackles rising. His eyes widened as he registered my anger, hopefully realizing how pompous he’d sounded. This is Van, he doesn't think of you the same way your bullies did, I reminded myself, no need to push your anger on him.

      "Look, I'm sorry. I know you aren't a stupid little girl, I just know how these people are," he defended, letting her fall to the ground. Her face turned down in a scowl as she picked herself up and dusted off her uniform.

      "They'll never listen about me, it's fine," she said with a friendly smile, though her eyes were flaring in anger as she walked through the door, leaving us alone. When she was out of earshot with the door shut behind her, I turned to the guys, hands on my hips.

      "What the fuck?" I asked, eyeing each one of them in turn.

      "Fuck, why does she have to give us that look?" Aeson whined, clutching his chest like my expression wounded him.

      "The disappointed look hurts, babe," Tristan confirmed, wincing as he leaned against the railing.

      "Well, why did you come barreling out here like that?" I asked, throwing my hands up. "She was literally just giving her view on things. We had even come to an agreement. You guys even suggested I talk to her! You don't get to come barreling into my life and assume that I only get to see your side of things. For all I know, you could be the bad guys, not her. But either way, that's for me to decide."

      "She has a fucking point. Sorry, Little Psycho," Calev said with a groan, coming over and wrapping his arms around me. I deflated into his arms, not wanting to let my personal issues get in the way of my life with them.

      "So, what did she have to say?" Lachlan asked, his tone now curious and lacking contempt.

      "She's a siren," I revealed first, and their eyes all widened at the unexpected announcement.

      "Impressive," Calev said, his warm breath tickling my cheek and sending a shiver down my spine. It's hard to think when they're this close.

      I did my best to summarize what Dhara had said, leaving nothing out. Maybe if I show them what she's like when she's on her own, they'll warm up to her a little. "Honestly," I finished, "by the time we finished talking, she pretty much said she thought I'd be better off here with you guys." Their eyes grew even bigger at the last bombshell. Well, surprise is much better than hostility. Baby steps...

      "She sounded more like someone fulfilling a duty and spouting what she’s been taught. She said they would take me in, mixed blood and all. They'd 'encourage' me to find someone of the same species and mate. Then, I pointedly asked about my parents, and she said they'd probably be in prison for a sentence of 25 years to avoid influencing their offspring before mating age. My questions got to her, she's never known anything else. I'm good at spotting liars, and she was telling me the truth. She said I'd be better off here with you," I explained, their faces looking even more shocked.

      "I'm still keeping an eye on her, just in case. But I trust your judgement, Doll," Evander said as he came over and kissed me on the forehead. "We have classes to get to, and graduation is in two weeks."

      "It all seems so pointless now. Staying for class and dealing with the mundane, when my parents are probably rotting away in a prison. I want to break them out." My voice was calm as I said it, finally voicing out loud what I intended to do. They don't get the choice to imprison people for love. Fuck that.

      "Break them out? What if they aren’t even there? You don’t want to get your hopes up, and you can’t say it so casually. You know prisons are guarded... right?" Aeson asked, laughing until he saw my face. "Fuck, she's serious."

      "Of course she is. Would you let someone you cared about rot for a few more years, just so you could avoid danger?" Evander questioned, looking far too excited about some bloodshed. "Does that mean we’re done with school?"

      "No. She stays, she graduates, and then we find a place to lay low while we pull out her abilities. Then, we need to report back to school," Lachlan said firmly.

      "No, the dean knows when her school ends, and he knows by now that we've found something… well, at least that she is a supernatural. I explained it away enough for him not to  push, but he's hardly a patient man," Calev warned, letting go of me and starting his nervous pacing.

      "Then we need to decide what to do. She still has magic locked away, I can feel it," Aeson mumbled, his eyes closed as his body emitted a white glow. "Something about it is off, though."

      "What do you mean?" I squeaked out, his tone making me think something awful was hidden inside of me. My skin crawled as I glanced down at my body, like something was going to rip from my flesh and present itself. I’ve seen Alien. I definitely didn’t want that!

      "It feels like us," he said quietly. “I've been with this team and healed them long enough to know their distinct magical signatures. You have a form of that within you, like you carry a piece of us inside. There's something more under those, but it's far too obscured by those other signatures to tell what it is."

      "Wait a second. You're telling me that I've stolen some of your life essences?" My voice held a hint of laughter that I couldn’t disguise; the entire thing just sounded ridiculous.

      "No, it's been there since I've met you, but now it's building," he said, looking every bit as confused as I was.

      "My shadows?" Calev questioned, looking from me to Aeson. "Is that why she could control them? My shadows are unique to our species, as are all of our powers, so I was shocked to see her use a form of it."

      "No, it was yours, or a piece of yours, just not part of your reserves," Aeson explained, sitting down on the ground as he processed it all.

      "You're not making sense, babe," Tristan said softly, sitting next to him.

      "It doesn't make sense to me either, but I know what I felt," he argued adamantly, running his hands through his hair.

      "What if it's destiny?" Lachlan said finally. "Shifters have something called fated mates, a mate or mates who are destined to be a part of our lives."

      "We aren't shifters, but we have a similar connection with our mates," Evander said with a sigh, sliding down to sit as well.

      "Okay, hear me out," Calev said, starting to pace again. "What if the reason she has this connection to us is because she has more than just two mixed species?"

      "Like some kind of experiment?" Tristan asked, his voice rising with each word in  anger and anxiety.

      "No, a relationship like ours, where magic was involved in the mating. What if she has a piece of us because this situation is so fucking unique, something about meeting us triggered her to take on our essences? Touching her feels different than anyone else. She’s clearly magically joined with us." Calev's arms were flailing as he spoke, looking way less composed than I'd ever seen him.

      "So you think this is destiny? You all dating me?" I snorted, my eyebrow quirking up.

      "This isn't just dating, and you know it," Calev said as he came to a halt in front of me, his stone gray eyes boring into me until I squirmed in my spot. Fuck, why does he have to be right? I've felt how strong this attraction is, the warmth of their touches that seemed to permeate my very soul. I just thought I was screwed up in the head from years of life with Clara and my adoptive parents.

      "You held back because you thought you were desperate?" Tristan asked in shock. I nodded numbly, what else would I think?

      "This instant attraction shit isn't normal for supes either, but my bear claimed you the first time we came to eat lunch with you," Lachlan added softly.

      Van nodded in agreement, "My vampire almost ripped Clara limb from limb for treating you badly. Normally I'd get mad, but this wasn't my typical range of anger."

      Calev held his hands out in a 'see, I knew it!' gesture before starting to pace again. "My gargoyle was the same way when I first watched over the school. Something in her called to me, yet her siren abilities don't affect me at all."

      "But they affected the others," I pointed out, remembering the incident on the pier. "I almost walked into the ocean in front of everyone nearby."

      "True, but maybe it’s not your feelings, it's ours," he countered. "I did night watch the most, since my gargoyle doesn’t mind the cold. But mostly, I just wanted to see you. The mysterious girl who talked to statues and poured her heart out to the sea." He stepped back in front of me and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. My heart clenched at hearing his confession, knowing that someone really did want me... all of me. A rogue tear escaped me, and he swiped it away with a soft smile. "That night at the pool, that's when I knew I wanted you. Not just my gargoyle, but me too."

      "The magic came way after that, though. When her panic response was strong," Evander pointed out. "When that power was most relevant. I doubt she'd drink blood, but I wonder if running were an option, could she have borrowed that speed too?"

      "This is all too much, and class started like an hour ago," I mumbled, needing a moment to process this. Could something like this be possible? Something within me calling to others? Is it more than that, could someone have orchestrated this? It all seems too perfect. No, there's something more.

      "Fuck," Tristan breathed, my inner rant clearly projecting to him. I didn’t even care that he’d heard me.

      "See you guys later," I said, not able to find it in me to stay. I needed a moment of peace. Instead of heading straight for class, I walked out the front door and headed for the bridge. I needed the ocean, I needed the calm it would give me. Footsteps echoed through the halls behind me, along with the sound of my name. Resolve strengthened my flight response, knowing that I needed this time, but not trusting them to give it to me.

      I started running, and when I reached the bridge, I tried to visualize myself using speed like Evander's. I need to get away, to be alone. I need to just be invisible for a little while. Shadows folded easily around me, the mere thought enough to activate it, before I took off at a sprint that felt more like flying. Wind whipped through my hair as the world flew by, laughter bubbling out of me at the intense feeling of freedom fueled by adrenaline. When I reached the sandy beach, I tried to slow my running, but I was hardly a professional when it came to vampire powers. I promptly face planted in the sand, getting a mouthful before I could stop myself.

      After I stood up and brushed off as much of the sand as I could, I stepped behind some of the large rocks that rested on the bottom of the lighthouse cliffs. Once I was out of sight, I sunk to the ground, resting my back against the rocky surface. I stared out to the sea, hoping to find some peace of mind there.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tristan

      

      

      "Something about this still bothers me. We are questioning if she has more than one supernatural parent, but if two people mix species, their offspring is one or the other. She is the first person I've ever seen that has more than one species’ power. I don't think it's a parental ability," I argued as we watched Lennie cloak herself in shadows and disappear. With Citrine watching us so closely, it was too dangerous for her to get the space she seemed to desperately want. But the least we could do was let her believe she’d gotten away from us for a little bit.

      "We just talked about it possibly being related to us. Aeson even said it feels like our magic," Calev countered, punching the metal of the bridge and leaving a dent behind, the steel groaning under his abuse. His jaw was tense, and his fists clenched. He was clearly feeling out of control and frustrated.

      "I can’t find her with her shadow. We shouldn’t have let her run off" Evander mumbled, his fangs poking through as he turned to us. "I'm with Tristan, this is way over our heads. We need backup. We can't just figure this out and wait. We know what the other powers are."

      "She asked us to keep her here for a reason, and we all decided it was for the best that she not be put through all that bullshit right now. This is rare, if not completely unheard of. She'd become a test subject, and I don't think I could sit aside and let that fucking happen," Lachlan growled, the wave of magic and soft light around his form telling us his bear was so close to the surface, that they were about to shift completely.

      "Stay calm, guys," Aeson encouraged, even though he looked close to panic. "She was right, we are missing something huge here."

      "Like what? We've all studied supernatural genetics as part of our intro courses. She shouldn't be possible," Evander countered, throwing his hands up.

      A high pitched scream tore through the area, the sound a perfect match for Lennie. Evander, Lachlan, and Calev took off running as one, while Aeson and I were too slow to follow, so we ran for the car. I grabbed my keys from my pocket and unlocked it as soon as we were close enough, diving in and starting up the SUV before peeling out of the lot.

      "Follow their signature," I ordered Aeson, who was already glowing with his magic.

      "By the shore," he pointed as I took the curve too fast and sped off to the beach. We parked as close as we could, flying out of the car and following his lead to the others. Once we got closer, I could hear her panic and followed on my own.

      'He's crazy, what the fuck is he on about?' Her inner thoughts had me sprinting faster, hating that some unknown man was freaking her out. The fact that I couldn't hear the others had me running faster. My heart nearly stopped at the sight before me. The other three had their hands up in the air, though Lachlan's were vibrating with his restraint. A masked man had a knife to Lennie's throat. He shuffled back further as we approached, making Aeson and me throw our hands up too.

      'Lennie, use your shadows, escape,' I encouraged internally, but she gave no response or recognition that she heard me. What the hell?!

      "It was about time to collect her, but for some reason, she was never alone," he said pointedly, his face turning to slowly look at the rest of us. Damn right she wasn't alone.

      "I'm sorry guys, I'm so sorry. Just let him take me, don't get hurt," she said softly, backing away with him as she tried to keep the knife off the sensitive flesh of her throat.

      "Fuck that, Baby," Lachlan said, his bear finally breaking free as he transformed. Calev shot out his shadow at the same time Evander leapt forward, his fangs tearing into the man's throat. The man screeched and dropped Lennie, giving me the opportunity to spring forward and pull her away. Aeson was glowing as he ran a hand over the small trickle of blood on her throat and pulled her between us. Lachlan's bear was in front of us, guarding us as Evander and Calev tried to tear the man apart. But a moment later, he turned to shadows, disappearing completely. A splashing in the water caught my attention before something dark glided under the surface, away from us.

      "What the fuck was he?!" Calev yelled, hurrying over and placing his hands on Lennox's face before checking her over.

      "I'm so sorry. I just wanted space, and I thought I’d stayed out of sight, but he literally came out of the water. I tried to fight back, but he was too quick for me," she said, her voice shaking with her panic.

      "We need to talk to someone we can trust. Did he say anything to you?" Aeson asked as he did another once over with his magic.

      "He said he created me, and he would do as he pleases with me," she started, anger mixing with her terror, "Like he’s got more control over me and my abilities than I do."

      "Okay, maybe it's time to move on to the other campus or something," I hedged, knowing their feelings.

      "Or we go stay with my brother for a few days," Calev offered, eyeing Lennie for her approval. She gave a small nod, a hint of a smile on her lips. "I'll call him now." He stepped away, his eyes still trained on Lennox while he called.

      Well, today didn't go as planned. So much for sticking it out until graduation.
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        May 1st

        Mid-day

        Lennox

      

      

      "I've got your assignments emailed to you. Finals are next week, but seniors don't have to take them. Apparently, it’s a surprise they do for graduation, so you should be done easy," Tristan announced as he walked back through the bathroom into my room. I had everything of importance packed already, each guy waiting in front of the boxes and ready to lift them and go. In just a few minutes, they had taken everything out to the car.

      "How are we going to fit it all in there?" I questioned, looking around at the five boxes I had, unable to imagine what else the five of them might be adding to the pile.

      "Oh, my brother already came and got the others. He was in town shopping anyway," Calev said, waving off my worry. “We just have to load yours in the back, and then we can head across the ferry.”

      When they all grabbed my boxes and left, I stood there in my empty room, taking one last look around. It wasn't my room the entire time I was here, but it was definitely the closest to having a home I'd ever felt. With so much mystery and danger popping into my life, I wasn't sure I'd get the safety of a school like this again. Who are you kidding? This place was hell to you. Yeah, but it was still my home for almost four years. With one last glance and sigh, I walked out of my room, closing the door on my past.

      We’d only made it to the bottom of the main stairs, when I heard someone yelling. "Where are you going?" Dhara's voice called down the hall as she ran toward me, stopping at a safe distance so the guys didn't say anything.

      "I almost got abducted yesterday, so we're going somewhere safe," I explained in a quiet voice to keep other students from hearing.

      "It wasn't my people," she revealed. "I'm the lead on this one."

      "Either way, I'm not safe, so we're going. Thanks for trying to give me the chance to learn more," I said quickly, hating that emotions were creeping up. She was my first potential friend, and I was leaving before it could even begin.

      "Here, take my number and email. If you want to talk, or need me, then don't hesitate to reach out," she rambled, looking just as upset as I felt. She grabbed the pen that was tucked behind her ear and scrawled her information on my hand, before holding her hand out and extending the pen to me. I did the same, having to make the effort to remember my number, since I never really used it for calling or texting. There’s never been someone who needed it before.

      "Bye, thank you," I said one last time, before turning and following the guys out. They got the car packed, and we were on the road in record time. The ride was somber this time, everyone scanning our surroundings nonstop, waiting for another attack. This time, not even our old shadow followed us. I guess Dhara called them off of us.

      Needing something else to think about, I turned to Calev, "So, where does your brother live?"

      "He lives with his girlfriend above the bakery. It's right on Main Street, so there will be plenty to do to keep us occupied," he said as he pulled off of the ferry and into the hidden Obsidian Cove.

      "So, is this also called Obsidian Cove?" I asked, hating how similar they both sounded.

      "Yup, the actual town was named after us. A group of supes moved to the human side after the initial split, then they named it that just to be assholes to our council. Something about not wanting to live like they're ashamed of their powers... which made zero sense, because on that side they have to hide it, or the council will intervene," Evander explained absently as he looked out of his window.

      "We should have the loft to ourselves until super late, so don't expect to see them until breakfast. His girlfriend is a bartender at The Hallowed Veil, and they're both working tonight. I have a key, though," Calev said, pulling into a parking garage and finding a spot. "Our other stuff should be inside, but we'll figure out where to go from here later. For tonight, we should settle in, eat some food, and pretend the world isn't going to shit around us." He shot me a grin and grabbed my hand, leaving the others to grab my boxes.

      The loft wasn't anything like I expected. I pictured human loft apartments, with open floor plans and no real bedrooms. This was bigger than a normal house with two stories. It had that modern loft feel, with brick walls and industrial style lighting, but there were normal bedrooms upstairs. Everything was perfectly organized and spotless, down to the vacuum lines on the plush carpet in the living area.

      "Lilah has OCD, so she gets anxious if her stuff isn't exactly how she wants it. She's really sweet though, just don't offer to help her clean, and don't clean your own stuff. She's got her routines she has to do. I know it sounds like a dick move, but I legitimately threw her into a full blown panic attack, hyperventilation and all, by washing my dishes last time I was here," he explained as I looked around with wide eyes.

      "You know, that's something I never considered. I didn’t really think that supes could have mental health issues too," I said, realizing how silly it sounded.

      "It's a bit more rare, but we still experience the same things that cause humans to have them. Like trauma, abuse, PTSD. It's just the genetic ones that don't manifest in supes," Aeson explained as he sat my box down by the door.

      "That makes sense," I said, knowing damn well I had my own issues from my parents and bullies.

      "We get the two spare rooms upstairs. There are two twin beds in one room, and a full in the other with a pull out couch. So, we're going to have to get super comfortable," Calev teased, leading us up the wide staircase to the top floor.

      "We going to the club tonight?" Tristan asked excitedly, but Calev shot him down right away.

      "Too many opportunities to be seen right after the incident. I say we go somewhere we can surround her. Sorry, Little Psycho. No more running off," he said, actually sounding genuinely apologetic.

      I shuddered at the reminder. "No worries, I learned my lesson."

      Lachlan brushed past and dropped his box on the empty bed. "There's a really good restaurant down the street. They do themed weeks, mixed with random customer favorites, so food from different parts of the world and cultures each time. This week is breakfast food and Greek food," Lachlan said, flipping his phone over to show the menu. It was a really ridiculous combination, but I was intrigued.

      "Sounds fun," I shrugged, not really caring where we went. I just wanted to forget about this morning and have a second to breathe. Plus, another chance at really getting to see the city was more exciting than anything. The glimpses I got didn't really give me a good representation of how things usually were, just the nightlife.

      "What was it like growing up on this side?" I finally blurted out, looking up to see only Lachlan in the room with me still. They tended to make sure that someone was around me at all times now.

      "Well, I grew up in what you'd probably call 'the country'. It was a lot of forest and farms and rural areas, so my experience was a bit different than Calev, who was raised by his brother," he said, plopping down on the bed with a small bounce. "My parents own a mining company, and our pack occupies a huge chunk of the forest. We were the biggest pack in the Pacific Northwest, so our bears and wolves protected the smaller packs. It was a lot of camping, cook-outs, swimming, and outdoorsy stuff. Mom’s a baker, and she would make cookies by the dozens and send them out with us to share. I love it there," he finished, his expression faraway as he described it.

      "It sounds amazing," I said, sitting next to him. "I grew up not far from here, but my parents were super reclusive, so I didn't have a lot of kids to play with outside of school. There would be the occasional business clients that had children, but it was rare."

      "That sounds terrible," he said, wrinkling his nose. "I can't imagine not having so many people around. We're pack supernaturals at our core. I think that's why Calev and I fit into this group so easily. We all have different pasts, but here we have a team that helps fill that gap."

      "I'm glad you guys were the ones to find me," I started, "If it were anyone else, I fear I'd be a test subject or alone still."

      "Nah, I have a feeling we would have found you anyway. If not now, then down the road at some point," he said, taking my hand and pulling me out of the bed. "Come on, we're hungry."
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        * * *

      

      "Hold on, you ordered french toast AND gyros?" Evander groaned, sounding completely grossed out. "I drink blood, and even I think that's gross."

      "Food is food! It's not like I'm dipping french toast in my tzatziki," I laughed, reaching for my soda and taking a drink.

      "Says the guy who eats peanut butter dipped oreos," Aeson called out from the other end of the table, earning a glare from Van.

      "Yeah, because they’re delicious, you ass," he called back, looking genuinely offended.

      "Here's your appetizer, can I get you anything else?" our waiter asked as he sat our food down. We all just grunted our answers, already digging into the pita, fava, and chicken skewers. He chuckled at our reaction and walked away, leaving us alone with our terrible manners.

      When I had polished off my portion, I sat back and appreciated the restaurant. They had local memorabilia decorating the walls, along with some other random things, creating an odd sort of collage. Closest to us was an oar with a bite taken out of it and purple paint splattered over it. Weird.

      "That's not paint, babe," Tristan snorted, "it's blood. Water creatures tend to have purple blood when they're in their full form."

      "And they hung it on the wall... of a restaurant... where I'm eating?" I asked, my stomach churning at the idea. What the fuck?!

      "It's been sealed, read the plaque," Aeson pointed out. The little plaque was on the side, and I had to strain to read the tiny letters.

      The actual oar from the first mermaid sighting by a human. The mermaid in question was mid fight with a shark shifter when they were spotted. It was confiscated thanks to famous historian Darius Renato, who took it from the scene where he posed as an investigator. It was sealed and preserved as a piece of American supernatural history. Its original home was in the Council Hall Museum.

      "Still gross," I pointed out, wondering if my blood would be purple as well. "So, do any humans know about us?"

      Calev nodded, lowering his voice to a quiet whisper that wouldn't be overheard by nearby patrons. "There are the occasional people who find out but get laughed off as conspiracy theorists, and then there are certain government officials who know. The only other exception is mates. Certain species tend to find human mates, but they have to register with the council. Generally, they move to one of our territories, but some prefer the human world and have to keep things under wraps."

      "My mom is human," Aeson added, "but my dad's magic was strong enough that good old genetics and luck gave me powers. It's rare that a child is born without powers. Those with powers are generally more diluted, but not all."

      "Here are your meals," the waiter called out as he approached, probably a warning because of all the whispering. We all leaned back and smiled, trying to be the picture of innocence.

      "Thank you," I sang out as he slid my two plates toward me. We all fell back into silence except for the sounds of silverware and chewing. As we finished, we all leaned back and rubbed our bellies, way too full to function just yet.

      "So, we stay here and what?" I asked, frustration welling up again. "Clearly, we aren't going to randomly figure it out since it's not your average skill."

      "I think we should start with Lilah. When she's not bartending, she's in school to be a geneticist," Calev revealed. Everyone around the table turned to him with shocked expressions.

      "He says casually," Tristan deadpans, waving his hand in Calev’s direction. "You don't think that would have been important to know before now?"

      "So we are bringing our girlfriend, a biological mystery who wants to avoid being tested on, to a geneticist in the making?" Lachlan growled, his eyes flashing from their usual color to a golden honey.

      "Rein it in, buddy. I didn't mention it because I wasn't considering it an option. But I'm bringing it up now, aren't I?" Calev shot back, his tone a low hiss edged in stone.

      "You're right, it's not an option," Lach seethed, the table splintering slightly under his grip.

      "Stop," I called sharply, both of them snapping their heads in my direction to take in the look of anger on my face. "It is still my life, and I will decide if we tell her or not. I haven't even met her. For tonight, we go home and plan for the future."

      
        
        May 1st

        Evening

        Aeson

      

      

      Watching Lennox put the others in their place when their anger got the best of them was sexy as hell. She had such a commanding presence for someone who had seemed so timid when we met her. Her sea green eyes flared with authority as she stared them down, her pouty lips pursed as she waited for them to chill.

      "Let's go," Tristan encouraged, getting up and heading for the cash register. We all followed him, Calev and Lachlan still looking angry, but properly chastised. I wrapped my arm around Lennox and leaned in to whisper in her ear.

      "Did you ever think you'd grow up to tame a bear and a gargoyle?" I asked, keeping my tone light. I wanted to see her smile back, or blush. I liked that too.

      'Stop trying to make her blush,' Tristan's voice filled my head as he lectured me.

      'Just wait, I'll have her blushing with you eventually,' I shot back, sending a mental picture of the fantasy my mind felt the need to tease me with. I heard him groan and cover it with a cough, making my cock twitch appreciatively. He was hardly a pushover, but he loved when I talked dirty, and this was the ultimate version of talking dirty. Or would it be thinking dirty? Either way, he liked what he saw and that was enough for me.

      "So, what was growing up like for you?" she asked with a small smile as I led her to the car. "I want to get to know you guys a bit more."

      "Well, my dad met my mom when he was on vacation in the cove. He was originally from Citrine. He couldn't get her out of his head, so he flirted incessantly to win her over," I said, giving her a cheesy grin. She rolled her eyes and shoved me playfully.

      "Hm, wonder where you got all this charm from," she joked, trying to unsuccessfully hide the smile.

      "I'm a charmer, what can I say?" I teased back before continuing. "Anyway, Mom agreed to move to our side of the world, so he brought her to Obsidian Cove. You know Citrine wouldn't let them stay." She gave a disgusted look that I knew I was mirroring.

      "So where are they now?" she asked, though she winced as soon as she said it.

      "Dad works at the academy, and Mom owns a bakery. I'll take you by there sometime." Her eyes lit up adorably at the word bakery.

      "I love me some cupcakes," she said excitedly. "I have a feeling I'll like it here."

      "Cupcakes was the way to get you over here? Shoot, we should have called Aeson's mom a long time ago," Lachlan teased, his mood a bit lighter now that he'd calmed down.

      "Just wait until she meets my grandparents, it will be ridiculous," Evander snorted, piquing Lennox's interest even more.

      "What are they like?"

      "Well, they're just your traditional proud grandparents, vampire style. She texts me every day to make sure I'm eating and being a 'good boy'. My grandpa likes to teach me practical things and gets adorably proud when I achieve literally anything," he explained, his eyes gleaming as he described them. She sighed, a goofy grin on her face as she looked at Van adoringly. I loved that she gave us all that look. When we first proposed our relationship, she was hesitant, but this was how I knew it would work.

      Calev's phone started pinging, interrupting us. We were all so on edge still, even if it had been temporarily masked while we joked and ate. His face hardened for a moment before he turned the ignition on, not even bothering to nag about seatbelts, then he peeled out of the parking lot and flew back to the garage.

      "What the fuck is going on?" Lennox squealed as he took another turn a bit too sharp, sending her flying into my lap. My heart pounded in my chest as I searched around us for any sign of danger, but nothing jumped out at me.

      "I second that! What the hell, Calev?" Van yelled, his hand clutching the handle as he slammed into the door.

      "His brother called, and he gave the descriptions of her attempted kidnappers to him. Lorcan thinks they just left the club. They were asking Lilah about all of us, but she gave them some false info. They're on their way back now," Tristan summarized as Calev stared dead ahead, his eyes trained on our surroundings. The tension in the car ramped up to an all time high as he whipped his car into the spot. Evander was out of the door and pulling Lennox out, fully morphed into his vampire form. He ran her up the stairs and in the door, while the rest of us got out and stood watch for a moment, keeping our eyes on the road in case anyone followed us.

      "Who do you think they are?" I asked, trying to calm my breathing as my magic glowed in my hands. Instead of the healing white, this was an angry red, ready to strike down anyone foolish enough to take our girl. Power coursed through my being, using my emotion to fuel itself, until I was practically shaking as I struggled to control it. A pulsing burn filled my veins, my body thrumming with power. A white car drove past, slowing down as the passenger peered into the garage. I was hidden by the support beam, while the others dove behind cars to avoid being seen. If they think she's here and stop, then we’ll have an all out brawl on our hands.

      'Calm down, babe,' Tristan said soothingly in my head, his voice alone bringing the anger to a simmer. 'We will figure this out, but they aren't coming here.'

      "Tristan said it's all clear," I called, walking up to him and taking his hand as we walked inside. His warm fingers intertwined with mine as his thumb ran soothing circles over my palm. He held back as Calev and Lachlan walked inside, turning to me and studying my face.

      "That was new. Are you actually okay?" His eyebrows dipped down in unease as he studied me, his lip tucked between his teeth as he worried it.

      "I am, I was just so angry. The fact that they tried to take her, that they’re stalking her here, isn't normal. We don’t usually see people doing that on this side," I complained, starting to fire up again, Suddenly, he locked his lips to mine, the softness of his mouth molding perfectly to mine as he held my face. My resolve cracked, my shoulders sagging as a sense of warmth flowed through me, the normal reactions I have to this perfect man. I may be flirty, but I'd never felt this way about another man. We both knew we were bisexual going into this, and that we wanted more than just us. We’d always wanted a third. I just never thought we'd become part of this ragtag harem that happened so unexpectedly.

      "Stop. We won't let them," he reassured me, nipping my lip and bringing my mind back to where he wanted it. “Let me help.” I groaned as his hand slid down my body at an excruciating pace, tugging my belt and pants open, and pulling me out of view. Knowing I needed a way to release the built up magic, he got on his knees and wrapped his mouth around my already hard cock. I moaned as my hands instinctively tangled in his white hair, my eyes closing as his lips moved over me, lighting every nerve ending on fire. He moaned around me, his warm mouth making my cock throb in appreciation. Fire built, searing me from the inside, as pleasure knotted in my stomach. My mind was full of Tristan and his hard, lean muscles, how they dipped and flexed, until Lennox's face flashed in my mind. He sent me an image of her watching us, her sea green eyes heating as she bit her lip in that sexy way that she did without even trying to be enticing.

      Panting, my cock throbbed, and I shifted as Tristan swirled his tongue around the head before bobbing down, his eyes locked on mine as he sent another image. It was of her in his place, her luscious lips wrapped around me, looking up at me under those gorgeous lashes...that was all I needed, and the pressure became too much to hold back. Tightening my grip on Tristan’s hair, I shuddered, my eyes darkening for a moment as lightning seared every nerve. I couldn’t stop my hips from bucking forward as I came, ropes of my cum shooting deeply into his throat as he lapped me up. My eyes rolled back as I slumped against the wall behind me, releasing Tristan in the process so my magic could dissipate, the red essence turning to white as it shot out into the air around us. My body was still shaking, but this time from Tristan’s mouth, and not from my overwhelming magic.

      Now that I had a grip on my emotions, I pulled Tristan up and brought him close, kissing him deeply and tasting my own unique flavor on his tongue. “I’ll take care of this, tonight.” I promised, running my fingers down his chest and brushing over the front of his jeans, before pulling back and nipping his lip. His icy blue eyes darkened as he grinned over at me.

      “Let’s go check on our girl.”
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      It was not easy just sitting there, while Tristan sent images of what they were doing out in the parking garage. I didn’t know if he meant to open the link, but things were supposed to be somber here, and I couldn't stop thinking about those two and how badly I now wanted to join them.

      By the smug grin on Tristan's face, and the hot mess his white hair was in when they came into the room, I'd say it was on purpose. The distraction was short lived though, as Calev's brother barged in with Lilah behind him. Both of them looked just as angry as the guys, which surprised me. They don't even know me.

      'They don't have to, you're one of us,' Tristan countered, his unexpected reply making me jump.

      'We didn't jump into this lightly, and they know that. You're now like their sister,' Calev added, the others grumbling their agreements.

      "Is this her?" Lilah squealed, her anger momentarily melting as she came over and scooped me up into a huge hug. It was in that moment, that I realized I didn't fucking know how to properly hug. I stood there awkwardly, showing them just how much of a freak show I was. My arms hung limply at my sides while I shot Evander, the only one in my line of sight, a plea for help with my eyes. He just laughed, not bothering to come to my aid. Lilah didn't seem bothered in the least, her melodic laugh bubbling out as she pulled back and held me out at arms length. "You boys didn't tell me she was this gorgeous! What lucky men." Her kind words had me blushing, and I stammered for a second.

      "Thank you," I mumbled, the simple words of gratitude all I could manage to get out.

      "And humble," she complimented. "We have to drag these guys out shopping one of these days. Lord knows they won't let us go alone."

      "That would be fun," I agreed, actually meaning it. I hadn’t been shopping in so long, and her bubbly cheerfulness was making it hard to stay quietly awkward. When she finally moved on, I collapsed onto the couch, missing the cushion and landing in Lachlan's lap instead to further my awkwardness.

      "Don't worry, I like you right here," he whispered, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me closer, making it look like the entire thing was intentional. "Don't think I missed you getting all hot and bothered over there. What did Tristan send to you?" His words sparked an idea in my mind. If Tristan can send images, can I do it too? Focusing on Lachlan the best I could, I sent him what Tristan had teased me with. He coughed in surprise, trying to cover his shocked laughter. My eyes darted around the room, panic striking me for a second as I worried that I’d sent that to all of them. Nobody else seemed affected, so I snuggled in further, letting Calev catch his family up on what had been going on. Not to mention, I wasn't really up for reliving those memories just yet.

      "Well, shit. That was surprising. Did you do that?" Lachlan whispered, his lips brushing across my forehead. I nodded against his shoulder, not wanting to say anything to draw attention to us.

      'Do we trust them enough yet?' Calev asked in our heads. They did it so often now that it was never a surprise when I was pulled into the group link. I studied Lilah as they spoke, her worried expression and everything about her just screaming that she was genuine.

      'Yes.' My answer was met with silence for a moment before they all agreed.

      'If she's okay with it, then I'm okay with it,' Lachlan conceded, the last to give his affirmative. He was also the only one who almost fought Calev over it. My shoulders sagged as relief washed through me; apparently, I had been holding on to a bunch of tension that I hadn't even realized was there.

      "We have something to discuss with you," Calev said out loud, his tone serious. Both Lilah and Lorcan froze, their bodies tensing under his change in demeanor. Calev had that intense and brooding vibe about him, and it drew attention to him even more when he was commanding.

      "Okay..." Lorcan trailed off, but Calev seemed to be fighting with his words. Not wanting to put him on the spot, I uncurled from my safe spot on my bear and stood.

      "It's my powers. I'm a siren...but, I'm also something else. I can call Calev's shadows, I can use Tristan's mind speak, and I can use Evander's speed," I admitted in a confident voice. When in doubt, fake it ‘til you make it. Their mouths fell open in shock, neither one speaking for a moment as I shuffled my feet.

      Finally finding her words, Lilah looked up, now studying me like I was a puzzle. "Have you been able to do this with others' powers as well, or only your boyfriends'?"

      "They're all I've really known since finding out I'm a supernatural. So, I don't know," I admitted, blushing as I let them know how big of an outsider I was. Not only am I some kind of supernatural freak who might be stealing people’s powers, but I’m also the one weirdo who doesn’t know any other supes.

      "Well, let's test it!" she squealed excitedly, clapping her hands. "See if you can use mine." She stepped apart from the others at that, holding out her hands as lightning arced from one palm to the other. I jumped back in surprise, not expecting such a show. She gave me an encouraging smile, so I took a deep breath and put my hands out, picturing her magic and trying to make it happen. I watched it arc from one hand to the other before fizzling out, probably because of the gasp that I let out at the sight. I really didn’t expect it to actually happen.

      "Holy shit!" Lorcan and Evander shouted, but it was Lilah who caught my eye. I could see a hint of fear in her eyes mixed with shock and awe.

      "What do you know?" Calev questioned immediately, moving toward her before I could blink. He stopped inches from her, studying her intensely, until Lorcan cleared his throat and gave him a warning look. I guess I’m not the only one who saw that she looked afraid for a second there. She shook her head for a moment in disbelief, like she couldn't wrap her mind around it all. But it was something more than that, and the fear and awe in her eyes was replaced with tired resignation, like part of her knew what was coming and didn’t much like it.

      "Well, it just seems impossible," she argued, starting to pace, which only made me even more nervous. "There was talk of a ridiculously rare species of shifter, called a mimic. But really, they’re talked about as this urban legend- an extraordinarily powerful supe who most geneticists might whisper about, but would never actually find. Essentially, they could mimic any power, sometimes even several at a time as they grew into their powers. They can also mimic mental abilities if they've come into physical contact with the person they're mimicking."

      Lorcan stood up at that, holding her steady to pause her pacing as he turned to us. "I remember reading about this before. Like Lilah said, it’s something that people gossip about, but no one thinks they really exist anymore. They were hunted and used in the sixties, The Regency at the time corralling them and running experiments. The fact that someone survived is mind blowing."

      "So I'm still a freak," I tried to joke, but the guys all looked worried now. This is it, this is the point I become too much to handle.

      "No, you're not. I'm more worried about what this means for your future. You have to go back to school, and you need it now more than ever. The Dean can be trusted, and he'll likely set up some kind of special training program for you," Lilah said, her eyes full of pity... which I hated. Why did everyone trust this Dean so much? This isn’t the first time they’ve relied on him. Why is he the go to guy?

      “The Academy is where we all hone our skills, the Dean was part of The Regency but stepped down to look over the school. They’re kind of like your congress and president combined. They control the councils. It’s kind of a tradition of Regency members. It doesn’t mean he was out of their council completely, now he’s an extension of it. So, his knowledge and reach are honestly our best bet,” Tristan explained, scratching the back of his neck as he explained. A chorus of agreement followed his explanation, but I held back my opinion on it until I could meet him. I’m too cynical to trust implicitly, they were the exception.

      "The current Regency would protect me, right? Like, if I said no to experiments in the name of science, they would honor that?" I asked, praying that I’d find reassurance in their faces, but of course, it’s never that easy.

      "Not The Regency, they'd encourage it. Tradition is key here, and anything outside the norm is seen as a challenge to that, deviant even. Sure they pretend it’s fine, and they’d make sure you were safe, but I don’t know if I’d trust them with this," Tristan mumbled angrily. "My parents even threatened to send me to them when they found out I was with Aeson."

      My mouth dropped open as I tried to form the words fueled by my anger. "You mean to tell me they don't accept people from the LGBTQ community here?"

      Aeson scoffed,"It's actually worse. Shifters want their people to breed, as do most other species, so being in your prime and not taking part in that is seen as a huge insult to the pack, and a problem that needs to be “fixed.” Some are exiled from their packs, some are forced into pairings, and some are brutalized."

      "Wow, I guess I thought things would be better over here," I said quietly, the news a harsh slap in the face with reality.

      "In some ways, yes. But in other ways, it's worse," Lorcan answered honestly.

      "Well, if she's going to be under scrutiny, and we have to go back to school, she should at least master our powers. Then we won't have to hover over her and smother her," Aeson teased, blowing me a kiss.

      "That sounds wonderful. Who's up first?" I asked, looking around. The guys all looked around at each other, seemingly having a mental conversation without including me this time. Without speaking, they turned their focus to Calev. I guess he’s being offered up as the test subject.

      "Whoa there, Little Psycho. Why don't we wait until morning?" Calev said, pulling me with him upstairs. I tried to protest, but I just didn't have it in me, sagging into him as we walked into our room. He pulled me down into a bed, not even bothering with changing clothes, before he covered me up and snuggled around me. I wanted to sink into the warmth and comfort he was offering, but my mind wouldn't stop going as he fell asleep behind me. I tried to calm my mind, letting the soft sound of Tristan and Aeson snoring on the other bed fade into the background, but nothing worked. After what felt like hours, I slipped out of the room and headed for the kitchen. I felt bad for moving around the house at night like a creeper, but I couldn't lay there for another minute, or I'd go crazy.

      "Couldn't sleep, either?" Lilah's voice asked as I rounded the corner. I yelped in a completely undignified way, clutching my chest and heaving out deep breaths. "Sorry," she cackled, clearly not sorry at all.

      "At least I didn't scream?" I attempted to joke, but my voice was still shaking. I had been so lost in my thoughts, that I wasn't prepared for her to be right there.

      "True, though those boys could sleep through the apocalypse. Hungry?" she asked, going back to mixing whatever was in the bowl.

      "I could always eat," I said, taking a seat at the breakfast bar. "Want help?"

      "No, thank you. And good, I bake when I can't sleep, so we should have some fresh scones here in a minute. Dark chocolate raspberry or white chocolate cranberry?" she asked, not even skipping a beat. She plopped a huge ball of dough on the counter and looked up, waiting for my answer.

      "I mean, we can't go wrong either way, but I vote dark. Or, go big and throw it all in. Why choose?" I said with a shrug. She smirked for a moment, looking pointedly upstairs, before shrugging and throwing some of each in a smaller bowl and mixing them together. She poured the mixture over the dough, before folding it in until they were fully mixed.

      "So, how are you handling the news?" she asked quietly, not looking at me as she worked, but I could tell she was listening. I appreciated how perceptive she was, how she seemed to know I didn't want to be put on the spot.

      I thought over my answer, trying to figure out how to word it all. "I'm kind of numb, but my mind is also going a hundred miles an hour. Questions keep popping up, like what will happen, who are my real parents, why did they abandon me, why did my adoptive parents move away?" I finished speaking and flopped my head down on my folded arms, my hair fanning around me and hiding me from view.

      "Now none of that," she chided softly. "The boys will help you find those answers. The school will help with that too. As for your earlier worries, we won't let anyone experiment on you, and neither will Obsidian Cove's Regency." There was a fire in her voice that helped calm my nerves.

      “How could they stop the main Regency from anything, though?” I worried my lip as I waited for her answer. My mind was a jumbled mess of thoughts and worries, and I just needed someone to show some confidence that I could use to settle it.

      “They’re independent parts of a whole, so they won’t necessarily report you to the main Regency until you’re ready. Not to mention, the Dean is truly a good guy. If he tells them, then it would be only because he thinks it’s for the best.” I thought over her words, still not quite sure why they trusted him so much, but I was going to keep hoping that it was well placed. “Don’t worry, you will have people behind you. They can’t do anything without your permission, or they’d have a lot of backlash.”

      "That's probably my biggest fear. I'm used to being ostracized, and I don't do well with the idea of needles and tests and experiments. That shit’s out of those human horror films," I said, peeking up at her. Her mouth curved into a happy smile, completely not fitting the topic. "What?"

      "You said ‘human horror films’. You aren't as disconnected as you think, not anymore," she said happily, popping the scones in the oven. That thought actually did brighten my spirits, knowing I'm finally accepting my life here. Now if I can just come to terms with my apparent mimic abilities.
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      "Again," Calev called, getting a glare from me while sweat poured down my face. We'd been at this for hours, and I had yet to be able to mimic any of their abilities for longer than a minute. No matter how hard I concentrated, nothing was working. It also didn’t help that they were all watching me, despite knowing that I hated being the center of attention. I felt like one of those monkeys at the zoo being given fruit to perform, except I was getting unhelpful comments instead of fruit. Now I'm just hot, sweaty, frustrated, and miserable. It didn't help that I didn't actually go to bed until the sun was up.

      "It's not working, we need to try something else," Lachlan pointed out again as he switched back to his human form, giving me a shot of his perfect ass. Which of course, only distracted me more.

      "Your bare ass is clearly helping her concentration," Evander called out, cracking up as I guiltily pulled my eyes away.

      "I can appreciate the goods, too," I said with a shrug. "Don't act like you wouldn't look if my bare ass was out!"

      "She's got a point," Lachlan said, cracking up. "Should I turn and give her the frontal view?"

      "Yes!" I said, laughing with him and waving off the glares from the other guys.

      "You guys are wasting your time. You've got her working way too hard," Lilah said as she stepped into the courtyard we were using as our practice grounds.

      "I agree," I said emphatically, dropping to the ground dramatically and wiping my forehead off.

      "Oh, come on. You're stronger than this," Aeson teased, dropping down next to me.

      "No, I'm not. I'm a weak, pampered, rich, only child who went to a preparatory school so her parents didn't have to bother with her. I didn't train, or run, or any of this," I whined dramatically.

      Tristan snorted at my dramatics, dropping to the ground next to us. "Don't act like you were some pampered queen, you were clearly a runner. Not to mention, you had no qualms about running out to your spot on the bridge," he challenged, nudging me with his foot.

      "How are you gonna call me out like that?" I pouted, sitting up and waiting for Calev to stop chatting with Lilah and tell us why we were still doing this. "What's the academy like?" I asked, switching the subject up. It was a question I'd meant to ask over and over, but never found the right time.

      "It's a bit different than the prep school, even though the names aren’t that different. It's more modern looking, the teachers are laid back, and there's a lot of mentoring involved," Lachlan explained, joining our group. "It's less catty than that school of yours," his voice became bitter, apparently remembering all the bullying involved.

      "If you’ve got any hidden artistic talents, we also have the best arts programs of the American territories," Evander added, sitting on the ground and scooting forward, forcing me to put my head in his lap.

      "I can draw a bit," I said casually, my cheeks heating at our closeness. We’d known each other a while now, and they still got me giddy as a schoolgirl. "Are any of you in any of the arts programs... music, theater, art?"

      "Aeson can paint, and Calev can sing," Tristan said in a rush, ducking out of the way of Aeson's shove.

      "I can't wait to see some of it," I said, giving him a smile. I pictured Aeson as the type of painter who did intricate fantasy scenes. He had a sweet side, but he was way too imaginative for casual landscapes and still life. And the thought of Calev singing in his smokey, slightly raspy voice had me fangirling already.

      "Anyway, little Miss Redirection, Lilah thinks you're thinking too hard about it all. You've used the others powers when you were in danger or upset, so it was instinctual," Calev said, sitting down and passing me a platter of snacks. I was glad we weren't staying here long, because Lilah would have me gaining ten pounds in less than a week. I grabbed a brownie and passed it back, thinking over their conclusion. He had a point, I’m a reactive person in general, so it made sense that my powers would come out if I tried them on pure instinct, without my head getting in the way.

      "So what's the solution?" I asked hesitantly, hoping Calev and Lilah didn't cook up something ridiculous for me to do. From what little I already knew of them, I feel like they'd stage something intense just so I'd have to react.

      "Nothing. She said you should be able to use indefinite powers if you just do it. No thoughts or distractions, just react. So, until you are relaxed and ready to let go, we can't do much,” he explained, before furrowing his brows in thought. “When should we set up a meeting with the Dean?" Calev finally asked with a sigh.

      "Is it wrong that I'm almost hesitant to go there?" I asked, sitting up and bringing my knees to my chest before wrapping my arms around them.

      Van scoffed at my words, scooting up behind me to wrap himself around me, his knees on either side of mine as he snuggled into my shoulder. "Of course not, your last experience was hardly a good one. I can't say that none of the other students will give you a hard time, but I can promise that the whole school won't turn on you like that."

      Calev rolled his eyes at the short description, taking it upon himself to explain better. "There's more of a hierarchy among supernaturals, even in the school. So you've got your Vamps and Shifters vying for power at the top, both thinking they're the best of the best. Under that are the Mages. They try to keep at the top, but there's just too much variety involved. Then under that, you have your rare breeds and low power types."

      "Why would the rare ones be lower on the hierarchy? I thought rare usually meant powerful?" My words were partially out of curiosity, but part of me wanted to know where I'd actually be on that list. It's better to be prepared.

      "Not always. There are rare species of the lower ranks too, but it's more of a lack of backup. They're alone and hard to train for the most part. You'll be the exception because you have us, and your magic comes from ours. Don't worry, I think you'll really love it there," Tristan said excitedly. Their excitement made me excited to go, but I also worried where I’d fit in when they settled into the school they’d been attending for a while.

      "What about the dorms? Will I get a super weird roommate?" I asked, wincing at the reminder of what living with someone else was like. Though, I hoped my future supe roommate would be nothing like Cierra. But honestly, who could be weirder than a creature only known in urban legends?

      "Some dorms have them, and some are single rooms. It depends on your powers, honestly. They pair mages with mages and so on. It gives them built in study and training partners. I'm sure they'll move you to the singles dorm, though," Calev explained with a shrug. "It's kind of all unknown. We were only second years, and you’re still a bit of a mystery, so it's going to be slightly different for you."

      "Is it like a college, or does this side do things differently?" I asked, looking at Aeson who seemed to be the one best equipped to answer questions about society in general.

      He looked proud at being the one I turned to, puffing his chest out before launching into his explanation. I smirked at how adorable he was, but listened to his words, needing to sort some of my questions out still. "I guess you could call it a college, it's for anyone over eighteen, but you’re not the one who chooses your path. We have our core classes to keep our minds sharp, but each student's schedule is tailored to their magic and needs. So, where a human college teaches a trade, ours teaches our specific magic. Trade skills are taught through apprenticing and mentoring at the job itself. A mage has to master his healing magic at the Academy before he can get “on the job” experience where lives are truly on the line, if that makes sense.”

      The answer only sparked more questions, my mind going a million miles a minute with the questions popping up constantly. "So, what are you guys going to do after the academy?"

      "I'm actually planning to stick around the academy. I wouldn't mind teaching history or something," Aeson said, not surprising me at all. He’s so calm and clear when he talks that I can perfectly imagine him in front of a class, leading the next generation in learning about their history and who they are. Tristan took his hand before answering, making me think that this might not be the easiest subject between them.

      "I want to work for The Regency. I think it'd be the best use for my skills," Tristan answered, not looking away from Aeson who just gave him a sad smile in return.

      Picking up on their mood change, Evander gave me a squeeze before answering. "I want to work as an investigator in The Regency, tracking down criminals and outlaws. Being in the field sounds more exciting than working an indoor job."

      "I want to go back home, I miss the pack," Lachlan said without hesitating, his voice strong and sure. It warmed my heart to know that he wanted to be close to his family and his home. Though, the implications of it weren't lost on me. If he went home, and some of the guys went to where The Regency was located, while the others spread out, this would be over.

      "Now you sound like Aeson," Tristan said sadly, reaching over and squeezing my hand. "We'll figure it out, we have time."

      "If not, we at least have right now," I said, trying to stay positive. But the truth was that the idea was ripping my heart to shreds. I had grown used to my guys over the few months we’d had together so far, and even though we'd just started dating, I wanted to see where this would go. Taking a deep breath, I pushed that idea down, knowing we'd have at least several years before it was even an issue. "Alright, your turn, Calev."

      "I want to be where you are," he answered, meeting my gaze. The stone gray color of his eyes sparkled with specks of silver I'd never noticed before, the skin around them crinkling slightly from his small smile. He looked so sure of himself that my heart melted into a puddle in my chest, my soul singing at being wanted and accepted, beyond just right now.

      "Damn, Calev! Getting deep on us," Lachlan joked, shooting me a wink to show he was joking. "Who'd have thought this little siren could tame a gargoyle, especially a royal one."

      "Royal?" I asked, grinning as Calev rolled his eyes and groaned. He gave me an exasperated look, the topic clearly something they loved to tease him about.

      "Back when each species had its own form of monarchy, my ancestors were the royals. It means nothing now,” he mumbled, trailing off and seemingly desperate for a subject change. “Speaking of which, let's get away from these losers." With that, he stood and took off his shirt before holding a hand out to me, his obsidian wings uncurling from his back and spanning out on each side. He looked every bit the handsome prince, with his perfectly sculpted muscles and strong arms framed by black feathers, and his striking gray eyes. He was like a sculpture come to life.

      "Wipe your drool, babe," Aeson joked, throwing a small pebble at me. I finally closed my mouth and stood, taking his outstretched hand before standing in front of him awkwardly, my head tilting to the side as I contemplated what the fuck to do. Do I latch on like a koala? Do I do piggyback style with a wing on each side of me? Does he cradle me?

      "Just take her, she's overthinking again. Here’s a blanket," Lachlan teased, giving me a kiss on the cheek and handing the folded blanket over to Calev. Suddenly, a sharp smack landed on my ass, making me yelp and jump forward. Taking advantage of my unbalanced state, Calev scooped me up and put his arms under my ass to support me. I wrapped my arms tightly around his neck and my legs around his waist, watching out for his wings that started to move as he jumped off of the ground. Before I could process or over think again, we were in the air and flying above the city. The cool wind whipped through my hair, but all I could focus on was his hard muscles moving under me, and his warm chest that pressed against me and overpowered the chill from the air. Need coursed through me, distracting me from the views whipping past. Feeling bold after his earlier answer, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his neck, teasing him with a gentle graze of my teeth before soothing it with my tongue. He growled under my attention, his chest vibrating with the low rumble.

      "Little Psycho, are you trying to make us crash?" he accused playfully, lifting me a bit higher so he could nip my bottom lip, his heated eyes glowing a liquid silver now. Hmm, I guess they change with his emotions. Each new thing I learned about my guys made me feel more and more connected to them.

      "Yes," I answered, knowing Calev would never put me in danger like that. He chuckled under his breath, slowing us down and landing softly on the ground, before taking the blanket that was tucked between us and unrolling it. I gasped as I looked around, taking in the land that spanned around us. Apparently, while I was too busy appreciating him, he was flying us to the top of the nearby mountain, the area covered in plush grass and vines. Before I could turn around, he had his arms wrapped around me, his chin resting on my shoulder.

      "Do you like it? This is one of my favorite spots," he hummed, his voice even sounding lighter up here. I guess our lives had taken quite the dramatic turn lately, and here I was pulling them away from their school and lives at every turn. After this week, we needed to just go to the Academy. It's time.

      "It's beautiful," I said, taking in the view one last time before spinning in his hold. "Did you mean what you said? You really want to be where I am?" I studied those silver eyes like my life depended on it. And in a way, it did. This is the life that’s been thrust upon me, but they are the life I choose, and I’m not ready to let them go just yet.

      "Of course I did," he answered simply, pulling me flush against him so he could capture my lips. "I've never met anyone quite like you, and I'm ready to see where this goes. There are some breeds of supes that are open with their dating, but gargoyles, like vampires, are not one of them. We choose our mate, and our instinctual side agrees. I chose you, and so did he. Though, that doesn’t mean we won’t share you with those we deem worthy,” he reassured me before his eyes darkened. “You’re ours now."

      "Then prove it," I teased, wanting him now, his words filling me with a sense of belonging and something akin to love. I wouldn't say we were there yet, but I couldn't ignore the strong feelings he invoked any more than I could ignore what I was now. I stepped away slowly, giving him a sultry smile before taking my shirt off over my head and shimmying out of my skinny jeans, leaving me in only my hot pink bra and panties.

      "Fuck," was all he managed to whisper before I was in his arms again. He kissed me even more fiercely as he walked us backwards, lowering me down on the blanket. He broke the kiss as he gazed down at me, the question clear in his eyes. The truth was, with his arms braced on either side of me and his body covering mine, I'd never been more sure of anything. I wanted this, and I wanted him.

      I rocked my hips up in answer, begging for more. He gave me a sexy half-grin, before kisses peppered down my throat to my collarbone, sending shivers of pleasure moving through my body as need throbbed between my legs. My skin pebbled with goosebumps as he slid the bra straps off of my shoulders, licking along the swell of my breasts and pulling moans from my mouth.

      My fingers fumbled with the belt of his pants, his hard bulge already straining against them. Freeing his erection, I wrapped my hand over the silky skin of his cock, not bothering to worry about my lack of experience or anything other than the feel of him. I moved my hand over him slowly, only stopping when he kicked out of his jeans and pulled the last of my clothes free.

      "You're fucking perfect," he husked as he leaned further back to take in every inch of me. I didn't feel self-conscious for even a moment under his gaze; instead, I felt beautiful and cherished. Each second he spent looking at me was another second that my body ached for him. The sight of his wings spread out on either side of his powerful body made him even sexier. Wanting to touch them, I reached up and ran my hands slowly over the soft feathers there. His reaction turned from sweet to desperate at my attention, his hips rocking his cock into my hand as his mouth moved down to my breasts. He sucked one tightened bud in and grazed his teeth across it, his moans rumbling out of him with each stroke of my fingers.

      “Wait,” I stopped him, his eyes meeting mine in concern. “I’m on birth control, and I’m clean.” I didn’t want to break the mood, but it needed said.

      “Perfect,” he husked, nipping my lip after a sexy half-grin. I had nothing left to say, losing myself completely as he continued without missing a beat.

      His hands worshipped me, moving slowly across my skin as he touched every inch of me, as if he were committing it to memory. Heat flowed through my veins, the pleasure almost overwhelming as I lost myself in his touches.

      His hand slid between my legs, groaning as he moved his fingers over my wetness. My hips arched instinctively as he pushed one finger inside, pumping in and out of me until the pleasure was pulsing through me, bringing me close to release. He met my eyes, his silver orbs full of adoration as I came undone under him. I moaned out my release as he added another finger, brushing over my throbbing clit in the process. He didn't stop as my body pulsed around him, instead dragging it out until I felt like I was floating in overwhelming sensations. He slowly slid his fingers from me, a whimper escaping me at the loss of his touch. He chuckled before replacing his fingers with the head of his cock, slowly sinking inside of me. I winced as he pushed further in, my body slowly adjusting to his size.

      "I'm sorry, Love. I should have been more gentle," he said, his eyebrows drawing down in concern. It was sweet, but it wasn't his fault. I probably should have told him that I’ve never done this before.

      "No, it's fine. It's just my first time, and my body needed a second," I admitted. His eyes lit up a bit at my admission, like he was pleased but not surprised at the news.

      "Well, then I'll take extra care with you," he promised, pushing in even further while I was distracted. It was only a slight sting, but my body was too wet for it to hurt much before I was bucking my hips, begging him to move faster. He groaned as I wrapped my legs around his back, pushing him fully into me.

      "Please," I begged, needing so much more. He obliged, thrusting into me faster as his hands gripped my hips, pulling my body in to meet his thrusts with every stroke. My body came alive under his, another orgasm already climbing in intensity. As if he could read my mind, he slid his hand between us, his thumb pressing into my throbbing clit once more and throwing me into another wave of pleasure that had me shaking beneath him. With one more thrust he joined me, his climax bursting into me and filling me with his warmth. When his body calmed, he pulled out and gathered me into his chest, snuggling me close.

      “You’re perfect,” he husked, his voice full of emotion.

      “You’re everything I wanted and everything I didn’t know I needed,” I said back, snuggling closer as his grip tightened around me.

      We both sat in silence as our bodies and minds settled, his arms and wings wrapping around me, enfolding me, and making me feel loved. Who could’ve known that the broody Calev I’d first met would turn out to be the sweetest and most caring of all of my guys?
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      After our outdoor adventure, I wasn't sure how to feel when we got back to Lorcan and Lilah's place. I wasn't regretting it, I was just worried the other guys would be upset or jealous. This was going to be hard to keep even. Though, I thought the guys were all outspoken enough to say something if they were feeling left out.

      "Stop overthinking it, Little Psycho," Calev teased as we landed in the backyard. I hadn’t realized I had somehow opened a mental link between us. His obsidian wings folded behind him. Though he’d tried to treat his words as a joke, hurt slipped through, and I froze. Damn it, of course my stupid overworking brain leads to me putting my foot in my mouth, yet again.

      "I'm not overthinking that part of it, I promise. I'm happy... I just worry they won't be happy when they find out. I don't want secrets between us all, but I don't want fights. And I especially don't want to fuck this up by making someone feel like they aren't getting the same attention as someone else."

      With that, his frown loosened, and some of the tension left his eyes. "Don't worry, we aren't keeping tallies of who you kissed last, and we especially won't be petty about sex. You'll be fine. Each relationship you have with us is different and will grow at its own pace, we get that," he promised, stopping me and folding me in one last hug before leading me inside. Please let that be true.

      "You're back!" Lachlan yelled, his vibrant copper hair visible through the window as he threw open the back door and hurried down the stairs. The tension left me as he scooped me up and spun me around. When he dropped me back on my feet, he pulled me in, his soft lips crushing against mine. His kiss wasn't as sweet this time; instead, it was possessive, his hands moving to rest on my ass as he pulled me even closer. Well, I guess his bear has an idea about what happened with me and Calev. "I missed you."

      "Hey, no hogging my Kitten!" Tristan complained dramatically, pulling me away and into his embrace. "We were just figuring out what to do tonight. What sounds fun?"

      "I'm up for whatever," I answered, knowing it wasn't the least bit helpful. “I do want to shower and get comfy first, though.”

      "Whatever?" Aeson asked as he walked up, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. I snorted, expecting nothing less from him.

      "Movie?" Van asked, coming out with a handful of cookies. Tristan reached for one, earning himself a smack on the hand. Laughing at Tristan's indignation, Van handed me one.

      "See, I'm special," I joked, taking an exaggerated bite just to tease him. Aeson snorted before dashing toward me, trying to snatch it out of my hand. Channeling my vampire powers, I sped out of the way, only to be snatched by Lachlan who used his hold on me to take a bite of the cookie. So I channeled a bit of lightning that Lilah taught me to give him a gentle zap, surprising even myself when it actually worked. I guess they were right, my magic is strong. When he dropped me, I took off again, wishing I had wings like Calev, but this time nothing happened. I guess even mimics have their limits. Honestly, I’m probably okay with not growing extra body parts or shifting into an animal for now.

      “Impressive, Doll. See we knew you had it in you,” Van cheered at the same time Calev lunged forward and picked me up. He unfurled his wings and he flew up above the yard, hovering just high enough to be out of reach. The others protested before Aeson shot a stream of water out of his hand to hit Calev in the face.

      "Fine, fine," Calev groaned, dropping down to the ground and shaking his hair over the others. Before his arms even let me go, I was being pulled away by Aeson, who didn't bother to hide the glare he shot over his shoulder.

      "Behave," I teased, pulling away from him and heading for the kitchen. I wanted another of Lilah's cookies before we worried about a shower and movie night.

      "There you are! Did you have fun?" she asked, her voice holding a hint of teasing.

      "It was, the view was lovely," I said, barely keeping the laughter at bay. I appreciated it on the way back, since the only thing I saw on the way over was my sexy gargoyle.

      "Here are some more cookies for you guys to dig into. I have to go get ready for work before Lorcan starts pestering me. You guys have fun with your movie night," she teased, using her magic to dry her hands and click off the oven. It still blew my mind to see the little shows of magic she did so casually, but I guessed that growing up human would do that to you.

      "Wait, I have a question," I said, my hand pausing in midair, stealing a glance at the others as they followed us in. "We have a few hours of daylight left. Is there somewhere I can go to read through records or look into my parents?"

      Everyone avoided my gaze for a second, hiding the emotions that my question had provoked. I don’t want any more secrets between us, but I also don’t need their pity.  Either way, I was growing exasperated. Just because I grew up human, didn’t mean I was going to keep letting it bother me.

      Evander finally sighed and answered, his voice hesitant, "We have a census. That'd be the first place to look since it’s divided by species. Sirens are rare, but a mimic wouldn't be listed. I'm not sure how helpful it will be, but it's a start."

      “What about genetic testing?” I asked, directing it at Lilah.

      She seemed to think it over before answering slowly. “Well… mimic’s aren’t created by design, only a mimic can make a mimic, just like any other species. So, you could probably start at the last recorded one. As for testing, it wouldn’t be listed there. I’ll do some research and let you know what I find,” she promised, giving me a quick hug before she walked away.

      Aeson hopped up to sit on the counter, his eyes lighting up excitedly now. "We could also check out the library in town, see if there's any mention of mimics in the books."

      "Your nerd is showing," I teased, but I couldn't hide my excitement. It was one thing to find out that I was a supernatural, but the fact that I had no clue about my past had bugged me from the beginning of this adventure. The chance to find answers had me feeling hopeful, excited, and anxious.

      After a quick shower and change, we hurried out of the apartment, not wanting to waste any daylight. We all agreed to split up, since Calev wasn't about to let anyone go out on their own. It wasn't even ten minutes of driving, and we were being followed again. The same white car from last time stayed a few cars behind us, and no matter where we turned, it seemed like they were always there. We’d discussed who it could be, but the guys all seemed convinced that it was Citrine still. They seemed less worried today, since we’d be out when the sidewalks were still crowded.

      Since it was late afternoon, the city was packed with people. Aeson, Calev, and Tristan went to the library, while Evander and Lachlan took me over to the census building. It was attached to the Obsidian Regency Hall, which meant we had to go through three waves of security just to get to the archive. I didn’t mind the metal detectors or giving my information, it was the damn magical scan I hated. With Aeson, scans felt intimate and gentle. This one was invasive and unsettling, leaving me even more anxious and uncomfortable.

      The building itself was beautiful, distracting me from my unease. It looked like it was carved from actual obsidian, the stone a sleek black that stood out against the bright spring colors outside. Despite the stone building, it had a modern look with smooth, sliding doors, huge windows that let the natural light in, and white and silver furniture lining the rooms. After our last security checkpoint, where I had to hand over all my belongings just to get through, we were finally inside.

      The archives themselves weren't as busy as the rest of the building, so only one clerk worked behind the desk. She was a tall woman with thick glasses, not much older than us. I couldn’t use Aeson’s powers to tell, but for some reason I thought she felt like a witch. Maybe I should ask the others about this later. She greeted us as we walked in, looking bored out of her mind. "Can I help you find anything?"

      "I'm actually looking for a census from eighteen years ago, around March of that year," I said quickly, my eyes already scanning the directory to see if we could just start looking. The nerves and anticipation had me practically jumping out of my skin.

      "Let's see what we can find," she said, a bit perkier now that we'd given her something to do. She waved a hand at the computer monitor to wake it up, before her eyes took on a neon green glow. The screen started changing on its own, words typing into the search engine and pages scrolling through, without her lifting a finger. I studied her as she worked, noting how her eyes had become unfocused and her body still as she faced the screen. That skill will probably come in handy someday, I noted, hoping my mimic ability would pick it up.

      "She's a digimage. It's a ridiculous name they came up with for mages who operate within the virtual world. They usually specialize in computers and are fairly rare," Evander explained in my ear as he pressed his body closer. My thoughts drifted away as I focused on the feel of his hard muscles and warmth pressed against me.

      "They usually work for The Regency," Lachlan finished for Van, absently running his finger along my knuckles as he held my hand, not helping the situation.

      "It looks like they are on LL4. Just take the elevator in the back down to that floor, then head straight for the directory, where you'll make a left.  Follow the path until you find the red section. They are sorted by month," the clerk recited, her eyes slowly fading back to a more normal, hazel color.

      "Thank you," Lachlan answered for us, leading us toward the elevators she’d pointed out. The elevators were ridiculously small, barely fitting my huge boyfriends inside with me. I ended up sandwiched between them, since nobody wanted to go down alone.

      "Where's Aeson and his ridiculous, flirty jokes when you need them?" I laughed, sliding out from between them as soon as the doors opened. Despite my night with Calev, I was ready to climb them right there in the elevator, though I didn’t think The Regency would look kindly on that.

      "I can think of some, if you want," Lachlan joked as we wound our way through the dim rows of shelves, which were stacked so high they blocked out the bright lights and gave the entire room a creepy, basement glow.

      "I'm good. Though if you're missing it, I could tell you that your ass looks amazing in those jeans," I said, slapping him on the ass as I slipped past and sought out the red shelf.

      "You love to play with fire, don't you?" Lachlan growled as he stepped up behind me, kissing the back of my neck and sending a shiver down my spine. "You're lucky we aren't alone."

      "Watch out, shorty," Van teased, ignoring our flirting as he reached up for the binder we needed. The dusty tome was almost out of reach for him on the high shelves, and he had to stand on his toes just to graze it. As his heels touched the ground, he faltered for a moment, stumbling into the shelf and grasping it for support.

      "Van, when's the last time you ate?" Lachlan asked, his voice suddenly serious, making my heart stop. What happens if he doesn't eat often enough?

      Van's voice was barely over a whisper as he answered, letting himself slip to the floor as he turned. "It wasn't that long ago. I shouldn’t be having any hunger effects yet." The more I looked, the more I noticed how rough he looked. His cheeks were a bit gaunt, his skin was paler, and even his eyes were dull.

      "Fuck, what is this?" Lachlan asked, slipping down next to Evander looking just as rough. "Something isn't right."

      "Here, Doll," Van whispered, pulling a dagger out of his shoe and handing it over. "I use obsidian so it doesn't show up on those stupid scanners." With that he started to cough, blood spattering in his hand as his whole body convulsed. At the sight, my heart pounded in my chest. I should have been affected too, right? What the fuck?

      "Hide," Lachlan choked out as his body started to shake on the ground. A sob escaped me before I could stop it, my eyes scanning the room as I strained to hear any hint of noise. The room was silent except for the low whir of the ventilation system. My pulse thundered through my veins as I stood in a defensive stance over my guys, the obsidian dagger clutched in my hand.

      "Well, well, well, you must be the girl the bounty is for. I've never seen anyone look at this building with such awe, it made you easy to spot. We don’t exactly get tourists in our community. I guess the Doc’s description was accurate," a cold voice echoed in the room, footsteps finally reverberating around the open space as a man turned the corner. His tailored white suit and long white hair made him look like someone who loved to flaunt their status and wealth.

      "Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing?" I seethed, holding the dagger in front of me so he could see I wasn't planning to play. The thought of using shadows passed my mind, but it was a bit too late for that. Maybe I could channel Lachlan's strength?

      "I am a man who could gain a lot of status by turning you in. A bounty is on your head, little girl, a hefty one. My benefactor doesn't tend to play around. My magic is tearing up your friends’ insides as we speak, so I suggest you cooperate, before it’s too late to save them," he threatened, coming closer like I wasn't holding a sharp dagger at chest height.

      "He's a physiomage, be careful," Evander managed before he choked on blood again.

      "I said, let them go you fucking bastard!" I screamed, throwing my body over my guys.

      "I will, you just have to come with me. Once we're on our way, they're free. Scout's honor," he said with a mocking sincerity that made my skin crawl.

      "If you touch her, you die," Lachlan growled out weakly. His skin was vibrating with an attempted shift, until his back arched and he screeched out in pain, his eyes rolling back in his head. I wrapped my arms around his torso and tried to use Aeson's healing magic, but it didn't seem to work.

      "Your magic is too weak, sweetling," the man taunted, coming forward yet again. I turned on him with a withering glare, but he only laughed at me.

      I took a deep breath before giving each of my guys a kiss. "Let me go, I can't let you die. I'll be fine. I have your magic with me," I promised before standing and squaring my shoulders as I faced him. "Fine, I’ll go with you." I knew I should say something more to them, but they were too weak to hear me now anyway, and their emotions and pain would only distract me from forming a plan.

      "Ah, I knew you'd come around. I can be mighty persuasive," he said in excitement, coming towards me and wrapping an arm around mine. I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate, hoping he’d mistake my reaction for fear. Remembering what Lilah said about touch and learning new powers, I stilled my mind, trying to buy enough time for my mimic heritage to kick in. I didn’t take the time to overthink, simply working through it and reacting.

      Physiomage… if he’s shutting their bodies down from the inside, then physiomages can probably manipulate any biological system. With that knowledge, I focused on the man next to me, willing my magic to take the breath from his lungs. He stumbled into to me before he pitched forward, scraping at his neck like he was trying to pull away an invisible hand. He kept fighting as I held my concentration on his throat, constricting it slowly and willing him to pass out. The moment his body dropped to the floor, I let go of the magic. His chest rose in shallow breaths as his body’s instincts took over, but I didn’t have much time. I turned and ran back to my fallen men.

      Both of them were passed out, leaning hard against one another. I collapsed next to them, pulling out my phone and calling Calev. His voice boomed through the phone on the first ring, as if he knew we needed him. "What's wrong? I can feel it," he huffed out, sounding like he was mid sprint. "We're almost there."

      "LL4," I choked out, disconnecting and closing my eyes.

      Healing someone who couldn't tell you what was wrong was not easy, but I did my best, concentrating on their lungs first before trying to mimic the scan I'd seen Aeson do. The magic flew through me, connecting us to the point that I could picture their body in my mind, certain areas flaring up as the magic moved over them to show what needed help. With Lachlan, it was his heart, and with Evander, it was his lungs. I pushed healing into both, lessening the angry pulse that attacked their organs. My energy wavered the longer I worked, tears steadily streaming down my face as I worried that my guys wouldn't wake up.

      I was so lost in my task that I didn't hear our attacker wake, oblivious until cold hands wrapped around my throat, pulling me backwards and slamming me to the ground. My head cracked on the hardwood floor, the world above me spinning as he looked down at me, his face contorted in rage.

      "How dare you! Do you know who I am?!" he screeched at me, reaching down and grabbing a fistful of my dark curls before turning and dragging me toward the elevator by my hair. I fought with everything I had, but the obsidian dagger gleamed in the dim light over by my guys.

      'Tristan!' I called in my head, desperate for someone to come and save me. My hair felt like it was being plucked out a strand at a time, and I didn't know how to fight back at this point, every attempt at using others’ powers failing me.

      He smacked his palm against the elevator call button repeatedly, growling out obscenities and yanking me around every few seconds. A low growl sounded behind us, and I could see Lachlan limping forward, his bear's teeth showing. Thankfully, his growl was masked by the man's slamming and the ding of the elevator as it finally reached its destination.

      "Don't fucking touch her, you piece of shit!" Tristan yelled, launching himself at the man, his fist raised. I wasn't at a good angle to catch the contact of his fist to the man's face, but I heard it, and it was the most satisfying sound in the world. His hand loosened in my hair, giving me the chance to pull away. Tristan's fists continued to rain down on the main, leaving blood dripping down the formerly white suit.

      "Enough, Tristan!" Calev said, pulling him away. My sweet psychic looked half deranged, his face feral and angry as his breath came out in great heaves.

      "Tristan?" I asked in a quiet voice, the sound seeming to deflate him as he pushed away from Calev and hurried over. The others rushed over, everyone trying to get to me at once as the elevator dinged again. None of us had even noticed that it had gone back up during the scuffle.

      When it opened, a group of men in long robes stepped out, taking in the scene before them. The guys didn't move to protect me, but they did bow their heads respectfully. I followed their lead, though I inhaled a sharp breath when the action caused my head to pound even more. I swayed in my spot and nearly collapsed until one of my guys steadied me.

      "Young lady, can you stand?" one of the men asked gently, looking concerned as I looked back up. When the room stopped spinning, I used Lachlan's fuzzy back to support myself as I rose on wobbly legs.

      "The feed was sent to us, your girl here is quite the fighter," another man praised, while the remaining guy went over to the man in white who lay unconscious on the floor once more. With a flick of his wrist, my attacker was levitated, before the man motioned him toward the elevator and stepped inside.

      "She impresses us, too," Aeson said as he smiled down at me.

      "Are you alright? Do you need to see a healer?" the first man asked, his brows still drawn down in concern.

      "I'm fine, I just need some rest," I reassured him with a smile. "We have a healer among us."

      "Well then, if you could leave your names and contact information upstairs with the clerk, we will be in touch. I'm not happy anyone dared to attack one of my citizens... in the capital, no less. We will get to the bottom of this." At his reassurance, a sinister smile twisted on the levitator’s face, sending a chill down my spine. Despite the sense of caution that covered me, I couldn't find it in me to even feel a hint of remorse for the man in the white suit. If you hurt my family, you get what's coming to you. I was just thankful they didn’t question who or what I was, though I doubted that they knew each and every citizen well enough to identify them by appearance alone.

      Once the elevator closed again, leaving us alone, the guys converged on me. I tried to reassure them that I was fine, but they ignore my protests until I let out a shrill whistle, stopping them in their tracks. Though maybe I should have picked a method that wouldn’t make me feel like I’d just been stabbed in the head. "I'm fine. Aeson, please check over Lach and Van. The asshole was a physiomage, and he managed to hurt Lachlan's heart and Evander's lungs in the process. I healed everything else I could."

      "On it," he mumbled, already letting out the white glow as he approached Evander first. I walked over to Tristan, relieved now that the others were being cared for, and a wave of exhaustion hit me as I approached him. He caught me as I dropped, pulling me against his chest and whispering sweet words to soothe me.

      "You're a badass warrior," he whispered as my eyes slipped closed.
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      I didn't wake again until someone was pulling me out of the car. I guess I missed that entire drive home. Tristan smiled down at me as my eyes fluttered open, lifting me and carrying me inside. Now that I was awake, I felt a lot better.

      "How are they?" I asked in a raspy voice, my throat still a bit scratchy from the deep sleep.

      "Just fine, your magic saved them. They were still pretty damaged, and if you had to use this much magic to heal them enough for Lach to shift, I would wager they were near death," Aeson answered for him as he opened the door for us. When we were safely inside, Tristan finally put me back on my feet.

      "Sorry for falling asleep, the magic wiped me out, I guess," I mumbled, already searching out Lilah's coffee stash so I could start a pot. I didn't feel like attempting to go to bed just yet, and I was far too sleepy to sit through a movie without any caffeinated assistance.

      "You don't have to apologize," Lachlan said, coming over and wrapping me in his arms. The smell of pine and mountain air washed over me, driving away some of the awful feelings from earlier. "You were a fucking badass back there. Even I was a little scared for him." The teasing in his tone didn't block out the clear awe in his voice, and that made me feel even better. Knowing I wasn’t the weakest link, that we didn’t have one in our group, made me happier than I could put words to.

      "Where's Evander?" I asked, realizing he'd slipped out of the room.

      "He needed blood, so he was checking his bag for a vial," Aeson answered as he pulled down a bag of chips from the cabinet.

      "I'll be back, someone make my coffee for me?" I asked, not bothering to see who. I made a beeline for our rooms upstairs, hoping to catch him before he drank the bottle of blood. I'd learned enough about him to know he needed a live feed for this, but he hated asking. For some reason, the thought of having him drink from me made me excited, and I wanted to know what it was truly like. Books and movies always made it sexual or painful. Though if I had the choice, I'd take sexy vampire over the other any day. Let’s be honest...even if it hurt, I’d still be willing to help him out. I care about him too much to not take care of him when I can.

      "Oh, hey," he said as I entered the room, almost dropping the vial from his shaking hands. Once I closed the door behind me, I walked over and gently took it from him, putting it back in his bag. He looked confused until I slipped my shirt over my head and flipped my hair to the side, baring my neck. "No, Doll. We don't have to do that, this will be enough."

      "Wouldn't this be better?" I asked, giving him a reassuring smile. I could see him arguing with himself, his eyes studying me as his jaw clenched and unclenched repeatedly, before he let out a defeated sigh.

      "Yes, of course. And I've wanted to know what you tasted like. But not like this," he mumbled in defeat.

      "We all taste differently?" I blurted out, my stupid mouth getting ahead of me again. He laughed at the question, finally relaxing a bit as he pulled me into his arms and he collapsed on the side of the bed.

      "Yes. The closer you are to a person, the better they taste. So, I have a suspicion you will taste better than anyone. Let's clean you off first, though," he said, still looking worried. I shook my head at him, knowing it was more about checking out my body for injuries than anything, but I wasn't about to turn down a shower with my vampire.

      He groaned as I slipped my pants off, before sliding my panties down and unhooking my bra. The ponytail holder still tangled in my hair was the last of my clothing and accessories to go, leaving me bare in front of him. He didn't move, instead gulping audibly while his eyes turned a deep burgundy and his fangs extended. Heat flooded between my thighs as I took in his predatory stare, backing away as he started to stalk forward, before I turned and rushed to the shower. As soon as I bent over to adjust the water, his hands were roving over my body, and then a loud smack landed on my ass. My pussy clenched at the sensation, a gasp escaping at the shock of it. He chuckled darkly, his hands never leaving my body as I straightened back up and walked into the shower. The warm water felt so good that I almost forgot how fucking turned on I was, until he got down on his knees in front of me, moved my feet apart, and brought his face to my pussy. Pleasure pulsed through me as he licked along my folds, then he pushed his tongue into me. I moaned, my legs already shaking as an orgasm built. I wobbled on my legs as he thrust his tongue in and out of me, drawing out more pleasure with each movement. The moment his lips closed around my clit, the tip of his fang grazing across it, I came. My hands fisted in his hair as I rode out the sensations, my hips grinding into him. Fuck, that’s the quickest anyone has made me orgasm… not that I have a ton of experience, but damn.

      When I looked back down at him, he grinned, his fangs poking out of his mouth adorably. His fanged, sweet smile was one of my favorite things about him.

      My eyes roamed over him as he stood, his form lithe but muscled. Wanting to feel him, I leaned forward, running my hands and tongue over every chiseled inch of him. When I went to put my mouth around his cock, he pulled me up to face him, his lips capturing mine before lifting me up and pressing my back into the shower wall. With his vampire coming forward to lend him strength, his features transformed into his full vampire form. I looked up into his deep, red eyes, seeing my Van under his shifted features. He lifted me just enough to capture one of my breasts in his mouth while he rolled the other tightened bud between his finger and thumb.

      Another orgasm built, slower this time, as he switched to take the other nipple between his warm lips. When I let out a small whimper, he readjusted me until he was at the perfect position to line the head of his thick cock at my entrance, and pushed forward. We both groaned in unison as he filled me, inch by inch. When he was fully seated inside of me, I sighed at the delicious feeling before rocking my hips... but he didn't need the invitation. He started slamming into me as he looked me in the eyes, his gaze hooded, small grunts of pleasure moving past his perfect, full lips. One of his hands wrapped around my wrists pinning them above my head as I pushed my chest into his, the position making me feel vulnerable and turning me on even more.

      "I feel like I've waited for this, forever," he whispered huskily, his pace never slowing. My arms wrapped around his neck as he let go of them, my nails biting into his skin while he pounded into me. I loved that he wasn't just sweet and innocent, but rough, taking what he wanted from me with no apologies. I gave it willingly, my body on fire for him as he fucked me perfectly, his hands gripping my ass with bruising fingers.

      Knowing he still needed to feed, I offered my neck to him once more. This time, he didn't bother to protest, instead running his tongue along the juncture of my neck before sinking his fangs in. The sharp prick had me gasping, but I forgot about the pain as his relentless fucking continued, still building that pleasure I craved. With the first pull of blood, it felt like my entire body sang for him, a tune only he could coax out. The pleasure was heightened, my body shaking as he fucked and drank from me greedily. The closer to climax I got, the harder he fucked me, my body so turned on that I bucked my hips, meeting each thrust head on. I writhed and moaned, taking all he was giving me until waves of pleasure crashed over me, more intense than I'd ever felt. He pulled deeper from me as I came, prolonging my orgasm until I was clinging to him and screaming his name, not bothering to care if anyone heard us.

      With one last pull, he found his release, thrusting in one last time and gripping me tightly as he filled me. His groan was animalistic and deep as it vibrated against my neck, before he licked over the wound and pulled away. I whimpered as he slid out of me, the change in sensation leaving me weak in the knees. Though that could also be from blood loss.

      "I thought I was going to lose you today. I'm so sorry I didn't protect you," he said, his voice still husky with lust as he rested his forehead against mine.

      "Sometimes it's okay to let me protect you. We're a team, and I don't always need to be the one saved," I said softly, wrapping my arms around his torso and snuggling him, letting his embrace and the water wash away the rest of my anxiety.

      I ran my fingers lightly over the two small pricks in my neck where he marked me. He looked down at me, his eyes pleading with me not to be angry. But truthfully, I kind of liked being marked by him. Needing him to know that, I let him feel my excitement about it, how sexy I thought it was, until a grin spread across his face again. His features slowly switched back to the Van I was used to, with more color in his cheeks now as his strength returned to him.

      By the time we were actually clean and dressed again, the guys had abandoned the kitchen and settled into the living room to wait. They all smirked as we entered together, both of us still wet from the shower, though nobody bothered to call us out.

      "Your coffee is cold now," Calev joked, pointing to the mug on the table in front of them.

      "That's okay, I'm awake now," I countered with a wink, diving over the back of the couch and into Lachlan's lap. Nobody bothered to laugh at my ridiculous antics, already growing used to my weirdness, and I appreciated them all the more for it. Tonight, I just needed a quiet night with my guys, to relax and recover from the ridiculous day we had. Tristan flicked on the movie before settling on my other side and pulling my feet into his lap. As the intro credits rolled, he massaged my feet, giving me a soft smile when I glanced over at him. They looked just as content as I did, just being together like this, not a hint of jealousy in sight... and that was something that would help keep us strong.

      Between Lachlan’s warmth and Tristan’s massage, my eyes drifted closed. Clearly, I wasn’t as awake as I thought, the day taking its toll on me.

      I didn’t object in the least. We could leave any important decisions and revelations for tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tristan

      

      

      As I watched Lennox drift off to sleep, her breaths evening out into cute little puffs, I opened a mental link to check on everyone. I didn’t want to spark a conversation and wake her up, she’d given enough today.

      ‘Checking in,’ I projected, waiting as their minds opened up to the link. We all stared mindlessly at the TV while we spoke internally. To an outsider we all probably looked like we were in a trance.

      ‘I’m fine now, she gave me some of her blood,’ Evander said, his love and awe coming through, like he still couldn’t believe it. An image of their shower sex shot through next, and he gave a sheepish chuckle as we all groaned. ‘Sorry, guys.’

      ‘How you gonna do us like that?’ Aeson asked, his words were light, but his worry and his confusion were loud and clear.

      ‘Who was that guy down there?’ Calev asked, bringing the conversation around to the attacker again.

      ‘He said something, but I can’t fucking remember what it was,’ Evander growled, his anger thick and consuming.

      ‘He mentioned a bounty. I heard that much as I was fighting to stay on my feet,’ Lachlan added, his anger mixing with Van’s, making my head spin. Everyone was too emotional for this.

      ‘Guys, reign it in. Tristan can’t take it,’ Aeson said, a bite to his tone. He was as gentle as they came, until you messed with someone he claimed as his. His possessiveness was sexy as hell.

      ‘Let’s talk about her,’ Calev said, offering up a less angry alternative. Their thoughts all switched to her. Worry, confusion, pity, love, lust… the emotions were endless.

      ‘Is anyone having second thoughts about sharing her?’ Evander asked bluntly.

      ‘Hell no! We’ve all noticed how she looks at all of us, and I’d never break her heart that way. And Kitten is different. She has had a rough time, but her capacity to love is huge. I’m not jealous in the least watching you guys with her,’ I answered quickly.

      ‘Agreed,’ Aeson added.

      ‘Same,’ Calev said, ‘she was worried about it again today.’

      ‘I’m coming to terms with it. It’s not jealousy, it’s more my bear being territorial,’ Lach admitted.

      ‘I’m in the same boat as Lach. My possessive side cares, the rest of me doesn’t. But I don’t want it any other way, I just need her,’  Van- admitted, his gaze drifting down to Kitten. Lachlan absently played with her hair, content noises drifting into the silence.

      ‘She’s ours,’ Lach finally agreed, the others all joining the chorus until I closed the link.

      She is ours, and I’ll be damned if something like today happens again. We have to be stronger for her.
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        May 3rd

        Morning

        Lennox

      

      

      "Thanks for letting us stay with you," I said as I hugged Lilah close, feeling like I was leaving a sister behind.

      "Don't be afraid to visit, the school isn't far," she reminded me as she tucked a paper bag into my messenger bag. She'd made one for each of us in true Lilah fashion, her teary eyes giving away just how sad she was about us leaving. She mentioned coming from a big family, so I think she preferred the noise and bustle of a busy house.

      With one last squeeze I pulled away, following the others out of the building and adding my last bag to the car. Lorcan and Calev had delivered the other boxes to the school for us this morning, so all we had were the small bags we didn't want to send ahead. I smoothed my shirt, loving that the black lacy fabric and dark jeans with matching boots were simple but classy enough for meeting new people. Today was the day I would meet their Dean of Students, so I wanted to look at least somewhat put together, especially since I'd be under scrutiny. We'd agreed to tell the headmaster what we suspected I was, even though the rarity of being a mimic would likely make my life more difficult. At this point, I’d just rather keep my new family safe.

      Pushing my worry aside, I closed the trunk before shouting "I call shotgun!" and startling them all. Evander perked up, and an evil grin spread across his face as he went speeding off for the front, before I even finished my words. "No, you asshole!" I screeched, pulling at his magic in desperation, and sending me barreling into him. We both fell in a heap on the ground.

      "Now that's cheating," he accused as he kissed me on the nose. "What if I was only hurrying to open the door for you?"

      "Don't lie, it's not attractive," I scolded playfully, making no move to get off of him. "I should maybe get a hold on controlling my speed. Though, this is a nice view,” I joked, kissing him softly.

      "Seeing you using my powers is kind of hot," he teased, scooping me up easily despite him being underneath me. "Hmm, now I'm not sure I want to put you down. I could run us to campus?"

      "No, you can't," Calev said firmly, glaring over at Van who completely ignored him.

      "What's the worst that can happen? She's a fucking mimic, and I'm a vampire," he challenged, bracing his legs like he was about to run a marathon. Clearly, he forgot about yesterday for a moment, before realization dawned on his face. "Touché," he mumbled, putting me down on the seat and buckling me up.

      "I think we should go for runs during the day, get a handle on this speed," I suggested, hoping it wouldn't get shot down, too.

      "We can once we're on campus, that's true. The grounds are huge, and it has a ton of trails and sidewalks," Van explained. His eyes lit up at the prospect of having a normal life again. Thanks to me, they hadn’t had a lot of that lately.

      "Yet, we wouldn't change a thing," Tristan reminded me from the backseat. I turned around and gave him an apologetic grin, realizing I hadn't bothered to shield my thoughts again... I really needed to work on that more. Tristan tried during our attempt at training, but nothing happened. Maybe I’m just too reactive for that.

      Needing a subject change, I turned back to Calev who was driving, "How far away is the school?" He grinned and pointed toward the mountain where I could just barely see the tall rooftops in the trees. It looked pretty secluded, which was nice.

      The ridiculous white car followed us again, this time a bit more obvious. Every time Calev tried to lose the tail, they seemed to find us, staying only inches behind. As he turned onto a winding road, they followed again, only this time a military style van pulled up behind them. The sight of it made my blood turn to ice, and an evil vibe flooded me that was so overwhelming, my hands shook. This time I didn't bother to hide my feelings from Tristan, since I needed him to see and feel what I was.

      "We've got another tail guys, and she's getting an awful vibe. GO!" Tristan commanded while I fought down my nausea, flashes of memories that weren't mine popping into my head. A little girl on an exam table, the same little girl coloring in a plain white room, nothing else but her paper and crayons. Another of her crying as someone hooked her up to an IV,  then one of her hiding under her bed, shaking. It was one after the other, bringing tears to my eyes.

      "They've got a child. I think I'm getting some of Tristan's ability because I'm seeing premonitions of them doing something to her, but I just can't figure out what. Needles, IVs, a plain white hospital room, nothing happy at all," I explained, wiping the tears away with my clenched fist. Who the fuck are these people?!

      "Did anything stand out?" Calev asked without missing a beat, instantly believing my words.

      "I didn't notice any names or labels in what I saw. It was all just stark white, sterile, and cold," Tristan added with a shudder. "The shit was straight out of nightmares."

      "They're getting faster!" Evander yelled before pulling out his phone. "Dean Francis, this is Evander Cole. We have a tail on the school road, please send securiー" His words were cut short as something slammed into our car, sending all of us pitching forward. The force of it slammed my head against the dashboard, the seatbelt giving out on me and letting me take the full brunt of the hit. From the sounds in the back, everyone else had the same thing happen. The world blurred around me, darkness hanging on the edge of my consciousness. Heavy footfalls approached us, my head turning to the side to see men in dark clothes and masks approaching. Fear pulsed through me as they flung open the door, reaching in and yanking us out one by one.

      "Take the girl and the two with light hair. Leave the other two, they'll be feral," a man barked out orders, the others following him seamlessly. One of the men grabbed me roughly, flinging me over his shoulder. I tried to fight it with everything I had, but the darkness was too close. As everything faded to black I heard the sounds of my guys fighting, but I couldn’t see anything to reassure me of their safety. Please, just let my guys survive.
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        * * *

      

      I was unsure how long it took before I came to, but I felt like I'd been hit by a bus. We were in the back of a work van, the windows painted over, nothing back here but us. The drive was bumpy as they drove us down a shitty road, heading who knows where. My head pounded, and I could feel the dried blood on my face. When I tried to reach for it, I found my hands were bound with a zip-tie. The hard plastic bit roughly into my wrists as I pulled against it, tears of frustration starting to form, before I pushed them away.

      Glancing around me, I spotted Aeson and Tristan leaning against each other, still out cold. From the blood running down the side of their heads, I'd say they were knocked out too, if not from the car, then from our assailants. When I tried to move again, I realized my feet were bound with the same large zip ties. Fucking dicks. Pulling forward some simple spells, I used fire to melt the plastic band until it snapped loose, my skin marred and red underneath from the tight hold. I did the same for my wrists before hurrying over to the others and melting theirs, laying them flat on the ground so I could look them over. The only visible injuries were the matching bumps on their heads, so I used Aeson's magic to heal them both until I was wavering again, then I shut down the magic so I didn't lose consciousness. I was currently our only hope until they woke up.

      I tried to open the back door, but it was locked with no working handle on the inside. The windows were bolted shut and painted over, meaning I had no views of the outside. Eventually, I sat in front of my guys, rocking nervously as I waited for them to wake up.

      Tristan was the first to stir, his eyes blinking rapidly as he regained consciousness. He looked disoriented for a moment, before he bolted upright and then groaned in regret. I scooted forward and clutched his hand in mine, "Take it easy, babe." His eyes shot up to me, relief flooding him before fear took back over. "I healed you both, but we need to try and wake Aeson."

      "Are you okay?" he asked, trailing a finger over the wound on my head. I just brushed him away and scooted over to our boyfriend to check on him. I ran a hand over Aeson’s hair and trailed my fingers down his face. When that didn't work, I tapped him harder. In Tristan's desperation, he shook Aeson violently, his actions betraying the worry he was feeling. Aeson woke up, gasping for air. His face looked a bit green for a second, before he leaned to the side and vomited, the acrid smell filling the vehicle up quickly.

      "Sorry," he mumbled as he tried to swallow down the next wave of nausea. "What the fuck?"

      "No idea. I woke up and healed you, but we haven't stopped driving yet," I said, worry coming back to the surface now that they were both awake.

      "We were bound?" Aeson asked as he rubbed his still red wrists. His were even worse than mine, angry welts forming along the edges of the marking.

      "Zip ties," I answered, trying to slam against the door with my feet to fling it open. I'd take falling out of the back while they drove, instead of ending up like that little girl.

      ‘Let's not get hasty, we can attack as soon as they open it,’ Tristan said softly, though he didn't look happy about that plan either.

      ‘I'm so sorry,’ I said quietly, refusing to look at them. ‘You're only here because of who I am. You would have been better off without me. If they let me trade myself for you, I plan to do it.’ My confession was met with silence, though I could hear one of their panicked breathing.

      ‘I'm not sorry. You don't even understand what you've brought to our group. And you will not sacrifice yourself for us,’ Aeson said, his mental voice hard. I didn't respond, refusing to lie when I knew what I'd have to do.

      As if on cue, the van stopped abruptly. The three of us scrambled to crouch in defensive stances, magic already dancing on my palms. Not knowing which magic to try first, I went for something small. I let lightning dance in my palms, forming a ball and building it bigger until it was a volatile mass, sparking and flowing between my hands. Once again, the elemental magic was easiest for me to channel. Now isn't the time to dwell on that.

      The moment the door opened, I threw the lightning forward, smacking one of the masked men square in the chest. He dropped to the ground on impact, the lightning shooting out in all directions and taking out three more.

      "Fuck this," one of them yelled, throwing a blast of ice our way as another shifted into a wolf.  Before he could lunge, the others stopped him. "They're on the no harm list. She's Project M."

      "Don't fucking touch us," I warned, throwing shadows around us and yanking my guys away from the van, hoping we could make it to safety. A large blast of wind blew into my shadows, revealing our location within seconds. "Son of a bitch!" I yelled in frustration, defeat slowly sinking in. I didn't know if I could, but I channeled Lachlan's strength and Evander's speed, trying to pick up the others and run with them. It seemed like a ridiculous idea, but I was beyond desperate. I didn't make it more than five feet, both of the guys protesting the entire time before I gave up. "Suggestions, guys?" I said, not bothering to glance at them, instead, keeping my eyes trained on our remaining attackers.

      "Go, baby. Run," Aeson begged as he and Tristan tried to step in front of me.

      "No, I won't leave you! Especially not defenseless," I growled, shooting lightning bolts at our kidnappers as they approached. Unfortunately, they were clearly strong supernaturals, and my hits didn’t faze them like it did the others. I tried different variations before they got too close, making it dangerous to shoot out fire and lightning.

      Before we could react further, a sharp prick flared in my neck. My hand shot up instinctively, touching the feathery end of a tranquilizer dart. What the fuck?! The men in front of us all slowed down, sinister smiles in place as they watched us collapse, the fight over before it truly began.
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        * * *

      

      I flinched as I blinked my eyes open, the stark white of the room a harsh contrast to the darkness I had awoken from. The room was exactly as I saw in the premonition, down to the small table. Though this time no crayons were in sight... or the little girl. Looking down, I noticed I was wearing only a white nightgown, my bra and panties missing. Feeling cold and vulnerable, I fought once more against a wave of tears.

      The worst part was that I was alone, my men not in sight. I should have let the guys go when I had the chance, but instead we fought. They’re so damn stubborn. They shouldn’t refuse to leave me when it’s honestly the best plan for all of us.

      The room had to be soundproofed, since there was not a single sound of any other living thing except me. After hours of pacing, I was an anxious mess, and my body was getting tired. My mind, however, was running through all of the possibilities of what could be happening on the other side of that door, each idea making me more uneasy than the last.

      The door finally creaked open after a round of beeping, revealing a man in a white lab coat. I recognized him as the same man that had tried to take me that day on the beach, though this time he looked completely in his element. I glared at him as I backed into a corner, not bothering to mask my hate.

      "You should cooperate," he warned, coming over and leaning against the desk so he could face me. I raised an eyebrow, not bothering to dignify that with any other answer. "I have ways of gaining your cooperation. In fact, two strong boys are going to make the perfect motivation for our little project, I'm sure."

      "You won't touch them. If any harm comes to them, I will take you down, along with this whole building and everyone in it," I threatened, my voice feral as I put every ounce of confidence and anger I could into my words.

      "I will if you don't allow us to see how far you've come, little mimic," he said, his voice calm and sure. He fully believed that I would cooperate, and fuck if he wasn't right. I would do anything to protect my men, but I would also plot and plan for ways to escape while I bided my time. Fucking asshole.

      "First, we want to do some blood tests to get a baseline. Then we have some tests for you. This has been a long time coming, Subject 1 of Project M," he said, turning and walking to the door. When he opened it, a nurse ambled in, a tray in her hand full of needles and empty blood vials. I held back my curses, knowing he'd hurt Tristan and Aeson if I put up a fight. He seemed like a man of his word, even if his words were full of darkness.

      "Just to prove that cooperation is necessary," he said in a cheerful voice, before barking an order into a comm. As soon as it left his mouth, a loud, wailing scream echoed down the hall. The sound of Tristan's broken yells shattered my heart, a sob escaping before I could stop it. Why wasn’t he using his powers? What the hell is this ‘project and subject’ shit?! I’ve never met them before!

      "I’m going to cooperate, you fucking monster!" I yelled, flipping the table in front of me in my anger and utter helplessness to stop this.

      "Now, now. You don't want me to have to call it again. That was just to show you that I'm a man who demands full cooperation. I've waited too many years to play games with you," he said, walking out of the room. Play games...like I’m a toy and not a person.

      The nurse didn't speak or make eye contact with me as she fixed the table and directed me to sit with a wave of her hand. I sat down and extended my arm for her. She quickly prepped the needle before sticking it in my arm, and filling the five vials with my blood. She finished up by handing me a cotton ball to place on the puncture wound, and then scurrying out of the room like a mouse avoiding a predator.

      I was once again left alone, but this time I was more angry than worried. I didn’t even want to imagine what was happening to my guys, and no matter how hard I tried to communicate with Tristan, nothing seemed to be reaching him. No food or water was offered to me, but that was probably another one of his sick tests.

      Finally, when I was ready to collapse with exhaustion, the door opened again. This time the man was flanked by two huge bodyguards, both in black tactical gear with assault rifles on their shoulders. I didn't bother to worry, he didn’t want me dead. That thought alone let some of my tension melt away. I had to focus if I wanted to find a way out, and I had every intention of making it out of here alive, and with Tristan and Aeson.

      The guards grabbed me roughly, pulling me down the hall with them. I complied, my eyes scanning the corridors for an escape as my magic danced along my skin. I tried to keep it contained, but from the random grunts and tighter holds from the guards, I was doing a shit job of it. Why can I use mine, but Tristan can’t?

      ‘Tristan?!’ I tried, begging him internally to answer.

      ‘Don’t, Kitten,’ he said, before the link slammed shut. His answer hurt, but I knew he wouldn't say it without reason.

      We stopped at another door, and this time my guys were in there. Anger flared even higher when I saw they were both in what looked like electric chairs. How fucking dare they? My vicious glare turned back to the head of this house of horrors, but he didn't look in the least bit worried about me.

      "Doc, you want us over there?" one of his goons asked, hitching a thumb over his shoulder at Tristan and Aeson. Their mouths were taped over, but their eyes were matching pools of terror. Doc… wait, wasn’t the bounty from a Doc? I couldn’t remember his name when I recounted the story to the guys, but now that he said it, I knew it was the same one.

      "Yes, it will keep our subject in line. She's a bit stronger than our usual batch," he said casually, taking my arm from them and roughly dragging me to the nearby table. After squirting some sort of gel in his hand, he slicked back my hair with it, the sterile smelling goo making me gag. He looked down at me in annoyance and a hint of warning, like I could control my body's reactions. I stared back at him with dead eyes, watching every move he made. Something in his face was familiar to me, more so than just remembering him from his recent attempt at abducting me on the beach.

      "Now, come to this chair. I even moved it to give your friends a show," he said with a dark chuckle. Wanting to push his buttons even more, I couldn't stop myself from blurting a response.

      "Boyfriends. We aren't just friends," I countered, raising an eyebrow in challenge.

      "All the more fun, then. It must run in the family," he mumbled, but he looked more pleased than I was comfortable with as he shoved me in the chair and tightened the bindings around me. Not wanting my guys to see, I mouthed an apology before moving the shadows to only surround them, hoping the guards didn't notice. Currently their beady, greedy eyes were focused on me, the promise of pain too enticing for them to look away.

      "Let's see how strong your body is. Just a bit of poison," Doc said casually, pulling out a needle full of a bright yellow liquid. Fuck that! As soon as I fought hard against the needle, trying to scoot away despite my restraints, the guys let out heartbreaking screams, calming my fight. I stopped in my chair, sitting still and waiting for my fate, a small tear slipping down my cheek.

      "You're despicable," I hissed before falling silent. My teeth clenched in my jaw, refusing to show him any further bursts of emotion. If I even make it far enough for that to be an issue.

      "Oh, that hurts," he laughed, plunging the liquid into my veins. A whimper escaped, despite my best efforts, and the poison coursed through my veins like he’d injected liquid ice. I started to shake and sweat at the same time, nausea overtaking me, until I started vomiting all over myself. As my body started to convulse, my ability to hold the shadows waned, giving the guys a full view of my torture. Not exactly the view you want to give your new boyfriends.

      Ice and fire continued to battle within my body, making me weaker and sicker by the minute. All I knew was agony as the torture drove on and on, my consciousness going in and out before they finally grew bored.

      "It'll wear off in twenty more minutes, and then we'll be back for round two. Mimics are supposed to be stronger than the average supernatural creature, so we’ll see how strong you are when I come back," Doc said, sounding annoyed like I was being a nuisance on purpose. The moment the doors closed, the guys started fighting against their restraints, their voices trying to keep me awake.

      ‘Kitten, don't fall asleep. Stay with us, we're coming,’ Tristan pleaded through gritted teeth, pushing and pulling against the chains securing him to the chair.

      ‘I'm getting us out of here, Baby, I promise,’ Aeson said as he tried to use his power against the restraints. The fire danced along the metal, but it refused to give way. As the time ticked on, the poison faded, but another round of nausea hit me, making me vomit again. Man, I just want a shower and to be safe. Please, let us get out of here.

      The men came back in just as Aeson's chain snapped with an audible clink. Thankfully, it was behind him, so they didn't even glance over. The guards and Doc converged on me as one, releasing me and forcing me over to a covered table. As soon as pulled the covering off, I noticed it wasn't a table at all, but an aquarium of sorts, with a water tap hooked up to the lid. They opened the top of the tank before shoving me in unceremoniously. The weird nightgown I woke up in floated around me, and my eyes narrowed as I shoved it down, refusing to give these assholes the pleasure of seeing my nakedness. Fucking, creeps!

      My gills formed faster than they had the last time, and I let myself slip into the sensation of using them instead of fighting it. If I don’t fight, at least I can keep this sicko from the joy of seeing me in pain. The acrid water worked through my lungs as I breathed in and out, settling on the bottom of the tank to sit and wait. What is this? Something tastes off about this water. My heart beat rapidly in my chest, wondering what they did to the water, and what they had planned for me. My scales formed along my skin as I stared at Doc and his men, my siren side growing stronger with each lungful of water. A weird sensation moved up my legs, but looking down I noticed nothing was different yet, except the scales there were slightly thicker. The doctor moved forward, a device in his hand and a sinister smile in place.  Is this what the little girl had to live through, day after day? The thought settled like a weight on my chest as I imagined shoving them in here, then saving everyone else. I was sure if they had her, and they had me, that there were plenty more imprisoned here as well.

      Please let us get out of here alive.
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        May ?

        Unknown

        Lennox

      

      

      When the lightning arced through the water, I felt like this truly was my personal hell. They had taken away the safety I felt in water by turning it into a siren torture chamber. As the white, hot electricity pierced through me, I let out an unrestrained scream, the noise garbled in the water around me. As the scream left me, the water swirled away like I'd let out a cyclone with my yell, the area around it wavering like a mirage. Apparently that pleased them, but I saw it as my chance to escape. They all talked excitedly and took notes for a moment before turning another wave of electricity on, a cruel excited gleam in their eyes that fueled my anger and steeled my resolve. This time, with my scream, I pushed out power, not willing to let them torture me or my guys any more. Fuck this. I'm no victim, and today they are gonna learn.

      When the cyclone of power touched the glass, it instantly shattered, flying into my torturers and knocking them down. I didn't hesitate, knowing this was my only shot at freedom. I punched, channeling shifter strength as I heaved my fist into Doc's face, before turning to the others. I felt nothing in that moment, except invincible. The power and adrenaline were a strong drug, and the whole scene felt like an out of body experience, like I was simply an onlooker in a twisted movie. I couldn't move around well,  but I didn’t have time to assess that right now, so I chose to fight instead. Thankfully, they fell into a cluster, clearly trying to protect Doc.

      Warm blood coated my hands as I fought the last man who was clinging to consciousness. His fist connected with my jaw before I covered his eyes in shadows and landed one final blow to his temple, his face going slack immediately. I stared down at the mess I'd made, unable to look away. Glass glittered in the industrial lighting overhead, covering every available surface. The floor was coated in rivulets of blood that ranged from deep red to watery pink as it mixed with the contents of my exploded tank. Internally, I was panicking.

      You're a monster.

      What if you killed them?

      You're no better than they are.

      How could your guys want you now?

      Tears streamed down my face as I stood there in a trance, my vision blurring slightly as my heart pounded far too quickly in my chest. My breath came out in panicked, quick pants as I tried to pull myself out of it. A banging noise caught my attention, pulling me a small fraction out of my panic. Glancing over to my side, the sight of my guys' fearful expressions pulled me out the rest of the way. Quickly searching the unconscious attackers, I grabbed any keys and weapons I could find, a far bigger task than I’d anticipated. Using the combat knife I pulled from one of the beefy guard’s boots, I tried to hurry over and cut their ankles and wrists free from their zip tied prisons, but tripped as my legs seemed to be fused together… what the fuck?! Slowly as the air hit my body, my scales started to disappear slowly and my oddly fused legs started to separate back to normal. I tried to tuck that away for later, not wanting to deal with yet another new development. Instead, I lunged for my guys to free them.

      As soon as their mouths were uncovered, I expected to get a million questions, but they both pulled me in for a group hug.There were tears in everyone's eyes, but then Tristan took charge. He grabbed my clothes from a nearby table and threw them over to me, taking what weapons I'd found and distributing them between us, then waiting long enough for me to put on my clothes before hurrying us out of the room. Thank god my clothes were still here.

      "We have to find a way out. Let's go," he ordered in a hard tone, starting down the hallway and kicking in doors. But my mind was focused on the other victims that I knew were hidden away in here somewhere.

      "We have to find the little girl," I begged, my voice hoarse from yelling. "I can't leave her here."

      "Kitten, we have to. We can't help anyone if we're captured again. We have to get help, but we won't leave without sending someone in after her. Let's go before they wake," Tristan begged as Aeson tugged my arm gently, pleading with his eyes. Seeing them so determined and desperate coaxed me to give in. Sighing in defeat, I nodded and followed, all of us now actively searching for a way out. Movement from the direction we’d just come from had us working faster, and eventually we found a stairwell and slipped quietly inside. Aeson clicked the lock in place and pulled us down, motioning for us to be silent. Nodding my understanding, I tiptoed down the staircase, gagging at the smell as soon as we hit the bottom. The room was some kind of dump, and piles of trash, bloody rags, and medical equipment were stacked everywhere. I spied the incinerator and couldn’t stop the wave of disgust that ran through me, acid stirring in my stomach at the sight. I guess we know how they take care of any evidence. Who are these monsters? More importantly... why?

      "Baby... there's a window. I want you to climb out and go find help. Call the others, call anyone you know, just get help. We won't fit, so this is our only chance. We’ll hide and wait for help," Aeson said, his voice cracking. I turned and stared into his eyes, the cellar’s dim lights just bright enough to show the defeat on his face. He had no hope that we'd make it out of this, but if I didn't go, then I’d failed them.

      "I'll go, but know that I will come back for you, and I'll come back with help. Protect yourselves and each other. I love you," I whispered, kissing him fiercely before pulling Tristan in too. "Believe in me, I won't let you down." Sure, the words sounded cheesy, but if ever there was ever a moment that I wanted to make them smile... this was definitely it.

      "Love you, Kitten. When you get out of here, don't use mind speak until you're further away... we don't know what they are," Tristan said, tears freely flowing as he hurried over and pulled open the tiny basement window. Grabbing the ledge he pulled himself up, sticking his head out as his shoulders caught on the frame around it. "Coast is clear, be careful."

      "I love you, Baby. Thank you for doing this, I know you can make it," Aeson said, though I knew he meant that I'd at least be safe. For now, there was no more time to argue or fuss about it. I need to get help. The footsteps upstairs grew louder as they boosted me up. I dug my fingers into the soft dirt of the ground, using it as leverage to pull myself out. I took exactly five seconds to look around, memorizing every building I could see in the dark night, then boosted my running speed to fly across the well-traveled road. On the exterior, I was calm, collected, and determined as I ran. Inside, I was screaming for my guys, hoping that the powers I'd shared with Tristan would be enough to reach them.

      Each mile that flew by led me further from my trapped boyfriends and closer to... nothing. Trees and the sea were all I could see, no homes or buildings to speak of. Fuck, of course they took us to the most remote and creepiest part of the island. Finally, I stopped running, collapsing onto the damp earth as I tried to figure out a new plan. Each moment with them trapped was another moment I felt like I'd lose them.

      Walking toward the sea, I tried to glance down the coast, but startled when I realized the vast expanse ahead of me was not as long as it should be. The moon glimmered off the surface of the Obsidian Sea, the crashing of waves against the shore visible. I just ran from the other end of the shore, this can't be right. Panic welled in my gut as I realized the ugly truth of our situation... this wasn’t Obsidian Cove.

      Ignoring the warning he’d given before, I tried to reach out to Tristan. 'Can you hear me?' Silence was my answer, and I knew that meant I was too far away. Wanting to get a feel for the land I was on, I ran in the opposite direction, straight into the heart of the island. Even a secluded island would have a port... right?

      Wrong. The only thing that greeted me was more vegetation and heartbreak. It had been at least an hour since I’d left them, and the moonlight and fog surrounding me was like a thick, suffocating blanket. The soft hum of something caught my ear, and I froze. I recognized the noise moments later as a drone. Oh, fuck. Hurrying to a thicker copse of trees, I reached into the damp earth and covered every visible part of me in mud as quickly as possible, the thick, cool substance caking on my skin and making me itch. The siren side of me was not pleased that I was covered like this. I saw this in a movie once… it has to work, right? Natural camouflage and all that.

      Twisting my hair into a bun, I secured it with a twig before lathering on even more mud. I'm sure I looked like the Swamp Thing at this point, but that was what I was trying to achieve. Moments later, the drone entered the thicket of trees, approaching easily. Clearly, its navigator had done this exercise many times, perfecting the proper distance and path to fly his mechanical pet.

      Taking a determined breath, I dropped, hoping the mud was enough to mask my form among the weeds and bushes. Keeping my head covered and peeking around slowly, I watched the white drone fly nearby. It didn't even hesitate, which hopefully meant I was going to be okay. As the drone flew away, I finally untucked myself from my hiding space, trying to come up with a new plan. If they saw me jump into the ocean, would they come after me? With no evidence of a port, Doc was clearly able to travel underwater, so swimming away wasn't exactly an option. Fuck, what do I do?! I babbled to myself as I clutched my hair in my hands and crouched down. I knew I was taking too long, but my options were far more limited than we’d expected. This felt like something out of one of my favorite books, being hunted to the death for sport.

      Doc's voice drifted toward me, amplified by a megaphone or something to project through the island. Soon after, the sound of engines rumbling caught my ear and I froze. "I'm going to find you, you can't run. My partner is in the sea, and my men are on land. You and your little boyfriends are no match for this island. I see all and hear all here," he bluffed, because if he did, they would have already found me. The fact that he hadn't found my guys filled me with relief, giving me back just a small glimmer of hope among this mess.

      Staring down a thick tree in front of me, I didn't focus on any certain magic to mimic. Remember what Lilah told me- don’t overthink it, just do it. I quickly pictured what I needed to do and ran for it. Claws formed on my hands as I climbed, digging perfectly into the trunk to propel me upwards. My gasp was audible, but I didn't stop to appreciate the badass change. Pulling the shadows to me, I settled on a thick branch, hoping the shadows, mud, and leaves were enough camouflage.

      "We will find you, you can't hide out here. I know every single square inch of these woods, Subject 1. Don't underestimate me," he called again, his grating voice making me flinch. I shuddered in my spot and prayed to anyone that would hear me, to send help. But I knew the truth... the only help I will have out here is myself.

      "Come out, come out, wherever you are, little fishy," a man's gravelly voice echoed through the trees, the laughter in his tone amping up my fear even more. My pulse thundered through my veins as his vehicle stopped and his footsteps squished in the soft ground.

      "Don't make this more difficult. He won't hurt you... much?" a second voice added, cackling at his lame attempt at a joke.

      I barely took a breath as I waited, hoping they wouldn't spot me in my hiding spot. They didn't give up easily though, stalking from one spot to the other and splitting up to cover more ground, giving me no chance to make a break for it. They have to give up eventually, right?

      
        
        May ?

        Night

        Tristan

      

      

      Forcing Lennox to run away was one of the hardest things I've ever had to do. The fact that we saw the guards start to search for her not long after she escaped, made it even harder. We had to eventually close the window and hide, not wanting them to find us here. Upstairs, it grew quiet as the others left, but I didn't see the sadistic doctor at all. Which meant we weren’t alone here, despite the lack of noise. Was he waiting for us to make the first move? Watching property cameras?

      "She's going to be fine," Aeson mumbled, like a mantra to himself. I held on to his hand, hoping all three of us would be. I had never been more terrified in my life, the two people I loved most were trapped in this hell with me, and I couldn't control it or help from down here. A grinding of metal echoed in the room as an opening above slid free, then a bag of trash fell down, joining the pile. We let out a collective sigh of relief as the hatch slid back into place.

      "I feel like a fucking loser just hiding down here. I'm done. I'm going to go back up there while he has no protection and see who else he's got trapped in here," I growled, grabbing two guns from the pile and checking for ammo before sliding a knife into my boot. When I looked back at Aes, he wore the same determined look.

      "I was just about to suggest the same, love," he agreed, a determined smile forming on his face. He clearly wanted revenge, and he was not afraid to work for it.

      "I still can't read anything here," I grumbled, trying my powers yet again. Maybe Lennie was out of range by now, but there was no reason I shouldn’t have been able to  hear Aes.

      “You’re probably just exhausted," Aeson muttered as he secured his knife. "Shout out to our girl for being smart enough to grab these."

      "Let's go," is all I answered with, ready to get out there. "He must think we're with her, or some of those goons would have stayed behind. So let's do this."

      My hand shook as I reached for the door handle, turning it gingerly and listening for any sound. He likely wasn't back in the room we came from, but I remembered seeing an office just down the hall from it. If we could get to a phone, I could call the Dean for extraction, or the council. Anyone.

      A faint scream echoed down the hall, but it was one of rage, not pain. We definitely need backup. Trying to remember which way the office was, I hurried down the hall, and opened the door quickly with my gun trained inside. My pulse thundered in my ears as I swept the room, pulling Aes inside with me as soon as I knew it was clear. He clicked the lock on the door and turned to me, the fear in his pale blue eyes making my heart clench and strengthening my resolve. I will get them out of here. Our kidnappers seemed to be a huge fan of this cat and mouse game, but I was done. Hang in there, Lennie.

      Aeson skirted around me and went straight for the phone. My gaze zeroed in on the computer, and I smirked. That I can work with. Sitting down on Aeson's knee, since he’d already taken the desk chair, I got to work on trying to crack the password. My powers were a little less dampened in here, so I rested my hands on the keyboard and tried to pick up any psychic imprints. An image of the asshole who hurt Lennie popped up, and I watched his finger movements and unconsciously mimicked them. The irony of it wasn’t lost on me as the computer unlocked with a cheerful ding. I guess he didn't want his powers dampened in his own office.

      Searching through the desk, I spotted a USB device. Pulling it out, I downloaded his document files and images to the drive, hoping we'd have time to do something with it later. My attention was split between listening to the conversation Aeson was having, and reading through the files I was copying. Lennox's name was easy to spot among them, but the part that had me shaking in anger was the date and year. They were dated a few months over eighteen years ago, meaning she had been born here. How the fuck do I tell her that her whole life was a lie? Who were the people she called her parents?

      "Yes sir, we will. No, we don't know our coordinates, but we will send a huge magical burst for the radar," he promised. My eyes closed in defeat. It was a suicide mission. For Aeson to create a big enough burst, he'd drain his entire reserve and his energy right along with it. A selfish part of me didn’t want to be left alone in this godforsaken place.

      The ding of the drive pulled my attention back to it, and I slipped the USB into my pocket and shut the computer back down. Rising from his knee, I walked over to the window to look out, my eyes flying wide in shock as I took in the towers of the academy over the trees... across the ocean from where we currently were. That meant this fucker had taken us to one of the outlying islands.

      "We're on an island. I can see the school across the ocean, to the east," I reported, Aeson's jaw clenching as he processed and relayed the words. With one last affirmative, he hung up.

      "Does the window open?" he asked, walking over and pushing the blinds aside. We ran our hands over the edges to find some sort of lock, but the window was sealed shut instead. "So we break it and run. I'll use just enough energy to do that, then we can leave. We have to get help. It's been too long, and we still haven't heard from Lennox. She might need us."

      Without waiting for me to agree, he sent a blast of icy magic at the window, freezing it over, but nothing else happened. The blast wasn't even big enough to bust through. Looking at him in confusion, I noticed he was already grabbing a large paperweight off of the desk. I ducked out of the way, shielding my face as he threw it, the window shattering easily thanks to the ice. I grabbed a leather bag off the doctor’s coat rack and emptied the contents so I could use it to clear the glass. Aeson jumped out first before turning to me, his face going from accomplished to horrified at the same moment a hand wrapped around my ankle.

      "Leaving so soon, boys?" the doc asked, a needle piercing my ankle as Aeson yanked me out of reach, thankfully before he could plunge whatever it was into my body. I yanked out the full syringe and threw it on the ground. Fucking, psycho! Aeson pulled me close and fired a shot into the broken window, the scream of pain letting us know it found its mark, before he pulled me into the trees.

      
        
        May 5th

        Morning

        Evander

      

      

      It had been 72 hours since we’d woken up and found the others missing. I faintly remembered whispered voices, but nothing else, the crash was too violent. We had been searching everywhere for them, but the problem was I couldn't sense them, and neither could Lachlan or Calev. I'd never seen Calev so broken either, which didn't help morale.

      I blinked my eyes open slowly, pain blooming along my arm and head. Thankfully, the vampire genes were healing me, albeit slowly. I looked around, but all I saw was Lachlan in his bear form, limping around and sniffing the ground. Calev hovered overhead, shielding his eyes from the sun as he searched the area.

      "They're gone, there’s no sign of them," he reported as he landed on the ground next to our destroyed SUV, smashing his fist into the door and crumpling it into a contorted mess.

      "Fuck, what do we do?" Lachlan said, mid shift. His bear was too close to the surface for a full shift, causing him to look like a ridiculously scary, hairy man.

      "What do you mean, they're gone?" I said stupidly, trying to process their words. "Who the fuck took them? How did just a crash knock us out?!"

      "That part I can answer. I found this under the hood," Lachlan said, picking up a container with a clawed hand. It had some sort of timer on the end that blinked zero. "They gassed us with something, then hit us at the same time. Probably to play it off as an accident.”

      "We've called the Dean. As part of The Regency, he can get help," Calev muttered, pacing back and forth with his wings out, cursing under his breath as he struggled to keep his anger contained. He smashed his hand into the SUV again and again, the grinding of metal filling the air until a procession of SUVs pulled up, the Dean and the rest of the Head Regency guards stepping out.

      Shaking myself out of reliving that nightmare yet again, I hurried back inside. I needed air at first, but now I needed to be around the others, to hear them discuss options. Well really, I needed to be out there again, searching. But we'd scoured the entirety of Obsidian Cove on our side and the human side, coming up empty at every turn. There were no tire tracks or cameras out here to find anything.

      "Van!" my name echoed down the hall from the conference room, and I sped in as fast as my vampire ability could take me, startling everyone in the process.

      "Aeson called in, they're on one of the outer islands," Calev explained before turning to the Dean. "Sir, this would probably be a good time to tell you that she's not just an average supe... she's a mimic. I don’t want to leave anything else out, in case it could help us narrow down the search."

      "Excuse me, son? A mimic... those are real?" he questioned, looking suspiciously at Calev. "You boys knew and kept it to yourself?"

      "We only just found out and were heading into the school," he defended. "She wanted a handle on her powers before coming to the academy."

      "Our academy has trained every one of you, plus every elite member of our society, and you thought that we'd harm a girl for being rare?" he said, a hint of horror and shock in his voice, properly chastising all three of us.

      "Sorry, sir. She just led a shit life and didn't need all of the fanfare that would come from being an urban legend," Lachlan challenged, more of a growl than necessary.

      "I see," said the Dean, a slight disbelieving chuckle escaping. "We've got things to deal with that are quite a bit more pressing, but we will come back to this." The promise in his tone had me wincing as he mobilized the guards and they called in a fleet of boats. He doesn't play around.

      "Do we have any idea who the men are that took her?" I asked, noting the dark look that came over the Dean's face. We’d already caught him up to speed on the attempted kidnapping and the fight before we were all knocked out.

      "I have an idea, which means we need to go... now!" he rumbled, motioning everyone on. They didn't even bother trying to leave us behind, knowing we'd find a way to follow anyway. It's an unspoken rule within our community... you don't get in the way of mates. From the realization in his eyes after Lachlan’s possessive growl, I’d say he knows we’ve already claimed her.

      "Let's go get our girl and our brothers," Lach growled, but we didn't need his encouragement. We were already sprinting ahead of the guards and towards the ships.

      I'm coming, Doll.
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        May 5

        Morning

        Lennox

      

      

      My body ached from being contorted atop the thick branch I had found, but the search went all night and into the early morning, so I couldn’t climb down yet. The sound of glass shattering had the guards sprinting back to the front of the island, leaving me in welcome silence. I wasn't sure how soon they'd be back, so I took the opportunity to roll over in my spot and stretch my abused limbs. My mind played over every option I could think of to get help, knowing it had been way too long.

      The sound of someone running toward me almost startled me enough to fall out of the tree. I barely caught myself and got back into position before I heard who it was. "Lennie?" Tristan hissed, the sound of his voice like music to my ears.

      "Tristan," I sobbed, sliding down the branch. My claws didn't extend this time, leaving me to slide down the tree awkwardly and fall to the ground in a heap. "I'm so sorry, I tried so hard."

      "Shh, baby, it's okay. Help is coming," Aeson reassured me, but the sound of boots hitting the wet mud told me it wasn't soon enough.

      "So is someone else. Close your eyes and take a deep breath," I hissed, using vampire speed to hide their bright hair and bodies with mud. I fumbled at first, but managed to control it in my desperation. This was a better option than shadows after the failed attempt during our kidnapping. "Go!" I hissed, ushering them up the tree with me. We all managed the climb, the guys pulling me up with them as the men came into view.

      "Now, we fucking know you're in here, little fishy. I see that your friends are here too. You're lucky Doc has a way to heal, but now he's mad. Don't expect him to go easy on you," the nasally guard called. His voice was imprinted on my memory after the night I had.

      "Well, I'd say she has it a bit easier than some. Remind us to take you on the tour," the gravelly guard yelled, their laughter echoing around and sending a shudder through me. How do people like this manage to find like-minded fuckers? Is there a villain's matchmaking site? 'Yes, I'm Brett, and I love long walks in the woods to torture young maidens. Murder count sixty, and I'm a Libra'.

      The sound of boats approaching mixed with the sound of the comm, "Evacuate order, 626. Now!" Doc's voice echoed through the loudspeakers before they gave a loud feedback screech and cut off, the drones and lights shutting off with it.

      "Fuck, go!" the gravel-voiced guard yelled, both of them retreating. Sounds of gunfire rang out immediately, before the crackling of fire caught my attention. No! There may be others inside! Without a second thought, I hurdled down the tree and sprinted for the building, ignoring the gunfire from the other side as I burst in, throwing open doors and breaking them down when I needed to. I moved so fast the building was a blur, but I found no trace of anyone else. I covered my body in frost before bursting into the thick of the flames, praying I wouldn't find only corpses beyond this point. The building splintered and creaked around me as I ran through the embers, the flames licking every surface ahead of me. Suddenly, someone wrapped their arms around me. I yelled, taking in a lungful of smoke before Evander's voice calmed me.

      "I've got you. Let's go," he called, pulling me with him out of the burning building. My lungs ached with every breath I took of the fresh island air. Coughing overtook me, and Aeson jumped into action and pulled the damage from my lungs. Dating a healer has its perks.

      "Oh, Little Psycho," Calev mumbled as he collapsed next to me, pulling me into his chest. The broken quality to his voice shook me, my heart shattering as I looked up into the gray, watery depths of his eyes. He didn't seem to care that I was essentially a mud monster, the fire having hardened it against my skin.

      "I'm so sorry, Calev," I whispered, before Lachlan tore me away and crushed me in a hug, his bear letting out a low growl as he shifted between his two forms. I whispered soothing words to him until only my man stood before me, not giving any fucks that he was stark naked in a crowd. Evander pulled me to him next, conveying everything he needed to in a hard kiss, his hand resting on the back of my head as he crushed me to him.

      An odd noise broke up our little reunion. A group of mages were tending to the flames, manipulating them until they disappeared fully. We all gathered around them, watching until all that remained of the building was a charred pile of rubble. My heart clenched in my chest at the thought of a scared little girl stuck inside, the building burning and falling apart around her.

      "There were others," I yelled desperately, trying to make anyone listen as I struggled against Evander's arms. "Let me go!" I screamed, panicking and fighting even harder against him when nobody moved.

      "There's no one in there alive, miss," a nearby guard said, his voice reflecting his sadness as his magic glowed in his eyes. His words echoed in my head, a hollow feeling settling in my gut.

      "I failed her... them," I whispered, so low that I doubt anyone heard. The guards started to converge on the building, using force and magic to move the rubble and see what was underneath. The fire may have burned bright, but it didn't burn long enough erase all evidence. Of course, there was no sign of Doc and his lackeys. Only portions of the building burned, the other areas still intact, just blackened from smoke. They found the source of the fire quickly; his office, of course.

      Refusing to dwell on the fact that he was still at large, I focused only on the moment, helping pick through the rubble and find anything left. The guys finally gave up on trying to stop me after learning just how deep my stubbornness ran. They eventually joined in, but from all accounts, the place had room for only one other victim.With nobody in sight, it meant Doc likely took them with him.

      After hours of searching, we were finally called to a stop, the guards and the Dean all ushering us off to the boats to leave. I was itchy and uncomfortable, but also numb, unsure how to feel after living through everything that happened.

      Calev got us a hotel room in town, giving us a chance to shower and recoup. We were required to be in the Dean's office by ten in the morning to give reports to the Regency and to him about what happened.

      The guys fussed over me until I managed to close myself in the bathroom. Peeling my mud caked clothes off wasn't easy, taking me an embarrassing long time to get naked. The moment I stepped into the hot spray, I scrubbed myself raw. The action gave me a way to get out my frustration and anger. I finally collapsed onto the tub floor, curling into myself and sobbing, unable to truly move past the abuse I'd endured and the fact that I’d failed that little girl. I wasn't sure why I felt such a connection to her, but I couldn't get her out of my head.

      'You okay in there?' Tristan asked tentatively in my mind. I knew he’d heard and felt everything I’d just let out, but I couldn't find it in me to answer him. My mind and body were numb at that point.

      'I've got her,' Calev answered quickly, the entire connection open for all of us now. Moments later, the water shut off, and I was lifted into his arms before he set me on my feet. He dried my hair then wrapped the towel around me. "Stay with us, love. Don't shut us out, we're stronger together," he promised out loud this time.

      "Plus, I have food!" Lachlan called from the other room. The offer drew a small smile out of me, my strength and focus returning the more they called out their random words of comfort. Calev took his shirt off, sliding it over me and pulling it down.

      "Come on, Little Psycho," he said, grinning as he looked down at me in his clothes. I rolled my eyes at him but followed him into the room.

      "Wait, why is she taller?" Evander asked, staring at me like I was an alien.

      "I'm assuming it has to do with her siren side. They drew new powers out," Aeson said quietly, a haunted look in his eyes at the reminder of my torture. I went and sat between him and Tristan, taking each of their hands in mine, needing their support as much as I wanted to give it.

      "She looks a bit different too," Calev pointed out, turning to me as he continued, "the mud hid it before, but your eyes are brighter and your hair is shinier. It's a hint of what Evander gets when he goes full pretty-boy vamp."

      "Well, sirens are known for their beauty. She was already gorgeous, but maybe this is more of her siren coming through," Lachlan said, throwing a wink my way.

      "I found a computer while Aeson called for backup. I hacked in and downloaded the files to this. When you're ready, I think it will have some answers about your past," Tristan said, his words like a bucket of ice water to the face as he held a small USB drive in front of me. I nodded as I took it and clutched it in my hand, not having the courage to look now.

      "Thanks. I'll look someday," I said with a heavy sigh, knowing that there would be no going back once I did.

      "I'm not going to ask what happened today. We'll hear about it tomorrow. For tonight, let's focus on healing and relaxing," Evander soothed, handing over a takeout box. The greasy cheeseburger inside looked heavenly, and my stomach growled angrily as I realized how hungry I was. Adrenaline and fear can do funny things to you.

      I looked around at my five boyfriends while I ate, just appreciating how much they cared about me. Mere months ago I was bullied nonstop, but this group came into my life and taught me how to be strong, how to care. Tristan, Aeson, and I were a bit broken now, but I had a feeling it wouldn't keep us down long. Now I had a purpose, and I intended to make sure that Doc was found, and that we freed any others he was keeping captive.
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        May 6

        Morning

        Lennox

      

      

      The next morning we were all still sluggish. I for one, slept awful, my body still on high alert as thoughts of what I would find on that flash drive plagued me. Evander came back with clothes and coffee, looking like an angel with his bounty.

      "Caffeine!" I squeaked, taking it and my bag from him, and disappearing into the bathroom. I downed half of the hot drink, scorching my tongue in the process. Once I was a bit more awake, I changed clothes, happy that he chose one of my nicer outfits for this since I'd be making my real first impression on the Dean and school. I refused to count yesterday when I was in mud monster form.

      My stomach rolled with anxiety at reliving the past few days for the authorities... yes, days! I thought it had happened in the span of one day, but Calev mentioned how long it actually was. Which meant we were out for longer than I realized.

      "Come on, we're going to be late!" Tristan called, his voice a bit harsher than normal. I didn't want him to stress any more than he already was, so I finished pulling half of my hair into a topknot, and then slid on some lipstick before hurrying out of the room.

      The drive to the academy was intense, the mood in the car somber and so thick that it made me even more uncomfortable. As we drove past the crash site, I noticed the glass and debris still on the side of the road, but my nerves about seeing my new school were more intense than anything. My last one didn't go so well, and now here I was, going once more into the unknown. Can't be any worse, right?

      The trees were thick along the road, shielding the school from view. The moment Calev drove around the last turn, a giant stone building came into view. My mouth gaped open as I took in everything I could. This was it, the beginning of my new life.

      
        
        "Welcome to Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy, Little Psycho."
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        Thank you for reading Call of the Siren! This is book one in a six part series, so if you still have questions that are unanswered, rest assured they will be!
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