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      To Levi,

      “Fulfillment isn’t found over the rainbow—it’s found in the here and now. Today I define success by the fluidity with which I transcend emotional land mines and choose joy and gratitude instead.”

      
        
        -RuPaul Charles-
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      “Tell me, are the plans in place?” I squint my eyes as I try to get a better look at the figure that stands cloaked in the corner of the dark room. I don’t know who they are, just that they’re someone willing to pay heavily for the particular set of services that I provide.

      Unable to make out any distinguishing features within the shadows that they stand within, I clear my throat. “Yes, everything is ready, as you requested. I’ve leased a small cabin on the outskirts of the town you’re sending me to. If your sources are correct, and that is, in fact, where they will be going, the girl will be no problem to sort out,” I reply, though ‘sort out’ isn’t the right term for what I’m being paid to do. No, my plans are of a more permanent nature, and though the clueless fairy has never done anything to me, I am a businessman. One that can’t refuse taking a hit with such a high payout.

      A scoff comes from the corner, mucus causing it to sound wet, and I can practically feel their gaze staring me down. I go to open my mouth, to backtrack on what I've said, but they raise a hand, and the words die on my lips. "Believe me, my sources are never wrong. The girl will be there, but she won't be alone. You'll need to be smart about how you approach her because if her companions become suspicious, they'll have her out of there and back behind the walls of Aradia before you even get a chance to react. We can't risk her going back there, as a second attack won't be as easily written off. Now, if you have no further questions, you should go. You're wasting time, and I want this dealt with as quickly as possible," they say, their tone of voice so neutral, that I wonder if they are using magic to keep me from guessing their gender.

      I rise from my seat, unsettling the dust of the room around me as electricity courses through my veins. There’s no denying the thrill of the hunt, and I’m more than ready to get started. With the conversation clearly over, I don’t stick around to see if the person shrouded in darkness suddenly grows chatty.

      No, there is no need for further communication. I know all that I need to know — the location of my target, and that half of my payment has been paid up front. Nothing else matters.
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      “Please explain to me again why we’re going to some podunk town for our summer break? Please, Rhia... We can use my father’s private jet and go anywhere. Milan, Paris— you name it.”

      Turning to face Declan, I laugh at his pleading look. His green-tinted lips have a fake pout upon them, and his eyes are wide-open and glassy. I’m not sure how he manages to look so upset, but I don’t fall for it. We’ve been having this same conversation for the past month, ever since Dean Wiseman suggested I lie low for the summer break, yet Declan still isn’t convinced it’s the best idea.

      I'd told him he didn't have to go, but he'd shut that idea down quickly. He wants to spend the summer with us, even if he has made his distaste for our plans known. It makes me wonder if his willingness to abandon whatever luxurious plans he no doubt had, has more to do with us still working through the hurts of what happened before the winter solstice. Neither of us had forgotten him kissing Delphine, and it makes me think his desire to spend a few months out in the country is because of that.

      I meet his daffodil eyes and lay my hand on his bicep. As I do, I have to fight to keep my face blank when I feel how much the muscle has grown over the past five months. If the small knowing smile on his face is any indication, I'm unsuccessful.

      “I’m sorry, Declan, but you know what Dean Wiseman said. We still don’t know if the note and arrow that were left in my room were a legitimate threat, or just a student’s way of trying to piggyback off of the crimes of Councilman Ellis. Besides, a little culture would be good for you. Have you ever even been to a farm?”

      His smile vanishes as his lips turn down. Seeing the look, I give his arm a squeeze and smile big, hoping to chase the shadows in his eyes away. It isn’t much, but the small gesture seems to go a long way. Instead, his eyes flash to a molten gold before slowly returning to their normal daffodil yellow. The color perfectly complementing his green skin and red hair.

      I know what that heated look means since I've seen it on his face more than once recently, but I look away. Too much is still unsettled between us to act on the attraction that we share.

      Five months have passed since our brush with death, and though my friendship with him has grown stronger, we haven't progressed further than a soft touch here and there. It's frustrating as hell, but I know that despite our return to friendship, I'm just not ready for more with Declan yet. He seems to understand, but I've caught his longing looks on more than one occasion.

      Even with the others, I’ve shared a few kisses with Satine and Gavril, but that's it. All romance has taken a back seat to surviving at Aradia these last few months. With the possible threat of someone out there still wanting me dead for reasons that elude me, and the students outside of my small group of friends hating my very existence at their school, romance hasn’t been high on my list of priorities. The last attempt on my life had stopped some of the outright prejudice that I face at school as the scholarship student, but it still lurks beneath the surface, festering and waiting for a chance to explode.

      Add all of this together with my own frustration at the stall in any budding relationships I had blooming with the others, and …well let’s just say that my ‘magic wand’ has been busier than ever trying to deal with the carnal thoughts being around them invokes. Since the guys are so bad about forgetting to lock their doors, I know they have similar ways of ‘working’ out their feelings.

      "Come on, Dec. It will be good for you. Think of the four-leaf clovers you'll find out on the farm," Gavril says as he walks into my shared dorm room with his bag slung across his muscular shoulders. I allow my eyes to drink in every solid inch of him, noticing he's doing the same in return. With his white-grey hair, steel colored eyes, and broad shoulders, he strikes an impressive image. Even when wearing just low slung basketball shorts and a t-shirt.

      Raising my brow at him when his gaze continues to roam over my body, lingering at my small, but perky breasts, he just shrugs his shoulders, not caring that I caught him, before laying down his bag on the floor and dropping onto my small twin bed.

      “Fuck off, Gav. I’m surprised you even agreed to this. Don’t you and your family usually spend your time sitting on a steeple during school breaks? This is a big change for you. You’re not going to cry about missing Mommy, are you?” Declan fires back, mocking Gavril for being a gargoyle before flipping him off from across the room.

      Friends for longer than I've known them, they have a very ‘guy' way of showing they care, so I don't bother telling them to knock it off. Usually, they will insult each other and take any opportunity they can to prank one another, but when one needs help, the other is the first person there. It's endearing, in a way that I won't ever understand.

      When the door to the room opens again, I turn away from where the two sit sending lewd gestures at one another, and take in Satine as she walks into our shared dorm room with her shower caddy, and her shirt is damp from where her hair still drips. Coincidentally enough, I find myself doing the same thing Gavril had just done to me.

      Without conscious thought, my eyes dip to her chest, taking in the curve of her breasts straining against the material of her shirt. My mouth goes dry at the sight of her hardened nipples, obvious through the wet shirt, and I feel my heart rate speed up at the sight.

      She glances quickly at our guests, rolls her eyes, and faces me again, as her tongue darts out to slide across her full lips.

      It’s as if we’re magnets being drawn together, and I have no idea who moves first as we both walk toward each other at the same time. She wraps her arms around my waist, slightly caressing my mulberry-colored wings, and a small shiver races down my spine at her gentle touch. I love the way her smaller body tucks into my taller frame, and her soft curves seem to press perfectly against mine.

      While I hold her, I turn my attention back to the guys, stomach clenching as I wait to see how they’ll react, since we don’t often embrace around them.

      Gavril’s expression doesn’t change. He just bumps his fist in Declan’s direction and uses his arms to pillow his head. He made his intentions to date me clear, but knowing that I have feelings for the others too, he doesn’t appear fazed.

      On the opposite side of the room, Declan looks away. He’s come a long way in accepting that I care for more than just him, but he isn’t happy about it either. As the prince of the leprechauns, he’s never even had to share. But I think he realizes that with our friendship still strained, saying anything right now would probably send me away from him forever. I care enough for him to allow him a chance to rebuild my trust, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say that my feelings for him right now just aren’t as strong as they are for the other three people in my life. He technically didn’t cheat on me, since we weren’t together, but he did kiss the best friend to Sasha Broomfield, the resident witchy princess that tried to have me killed. That was a different sort of betrayal, and it hurt like hell.

      “What are they going on about this time, Rhia? Wait, let me guess. Green boy over there is bemoaning, once again, that he won’t have his silver spoon and Irish Whiskey at his beck and call during the break, and the blockhead just wants to fight. How close am I?” she asks, and a giggle escapes me as both boys give her one finger salutes.

      My breathing becomes more steady, and my shoulders relax as I watch them all interact and tease one another. None take it seriously. Like Declan and Gavril, Satine has been friends with them for long enough to get away with teasing them.

      My hands twitch when she pulls away, taking the warmth of her body with her while leaving me with a few damp spots on my purple shirt. And I watch her walk toward her open bag and begin tossing a few last minute items in. As she does that, I find my eyes straying to where tight black jeans hug her shapely legs and ass. It's not until a throat clears that I realize that I've been caught staring.

      Turning away from Satine, my cheeks feeling hot, I marvel at the fact that both Gavril and Declan are watching me, instead of the beautiful woman behind me. Not having anything to say to being caught taking in all the curves they somehow seem immune to, I take a page out of Gavril’s book and shrug.

      It took months for me to come to terms with my attraction for Satine, as I have never felt that way about another girl before, and just like with how I found myself having feelings for more than one person, I have learned to accept that there is nothing wrong with me. The heart wants what the heart wants. This has become my motto, a creed of sorts, and I won’t make excuses or apologize to anyone for how I feel.

      Besides, I have been upfront about wanting them all, and though I'm not officially with any of them, we have a bit of an unspoken agreement. While not monogamous to any of them, I'm not out with strangers either. They are being patient with me while I work out what it is I want, and I'm being patient with them, as they discover what I already know. I want them all. I'm just not sure how it will work yet.

      Like me, the others won’t date anyone else either, though not for lack of willing partners. As a succubus, Satine has to have access to sexual energy to feed. So far, she’s been able to go to clubs, dancing with strangers to feed off the residual energy that surrounds her, but I know it’s not enough. The bags under her eyes tell me that, regardless of what her mouth promises. She needs more. She needs sex, and despite not knowing if my relationship is strong enough with the others yet for them to be able to handle me taking my relationship with her to the next level, I want to try. I don’t begrudge her nature, but I also want to be the one to sustain her. To breathe life into her with my kisses, as my body sates her needs and desires.

      It's a conversation that I plan to have, soon too, as where we're going, access to any local nightclubs will be a problem.

      So deep in thought am I, trying to work through the murky waters of the messy situation I’ve made for myself, I don’t even notice the sweat that has begun to form on my forehead until a large hand, larger than any the three in the room has, is placed on my cheek, and I’m looking into a pair of smokey eyes.

      “Everything okay, Rhia?” asks Maksim, the last member of our motley crew, and I lean my face against his warm palm.

      Relishing in his heat, I release a sigh before answering, “I’m perfect, Maksim. Just thinking about the town we’re going to.”

      It’s my go-to response recently when trying to work through problems with school, my ever growing feelings for my four closest friends, and the fact that there still might be someone out there wanting me dead, despite the lack of attacks since winter.

      She’s lying. I wish she would just talk to me….

      The thought runs through my mind in a deep, almost husky voice, that I automatically identify as Maksim’s. It’s not the first time this has happened, so I’m able to keep my face arranged into neutral lines, not even blinking.

      It's been this way since the others and I joined in an exchange of energy to save Declan. For me, it had been the second time they had pushed their energy, their life force, inside of me, and this, the ability to sometimes catch snippets of their thoughts, has been an unforeseen consequence. Fifi, my mentor, and the Fairy Godmother, has spent countless hours with me trying to learn to shield against it. I’ve gotten much better at it, but like now with Maksim, sometimes my guard slips, and thoughts that aren’t mine will pass through.

      I smile as he continues to stare at me, his eyes scanning my face, and I try to ignore the heavy feeling that has settled in my gut as I attempt to ease his worries with a small smile. It’s all I can do without letting on that I heard his thoughts in the first place.

      After a time, I turn back to the others where they lounge around the room, and my heart swells as I take them all in. With summer break’s arrival, we are going to a ‘safe house’ in a small town in nowhere United States, so I reach down and lift my bag, knowing the larger suitcase has already been shipped ahead of me. While I do, I try to let my appreciation for them shine through in my eyes. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand,” I say, and can immediately tell that Gavril and Declan are fighting the urge to comment on the ‘blow’ part.

      Starting for the door before they get the chance to share whatever naughty thoughts have lit their faces, and caused smirks to twist their mouths, I walk through the door and toward the waiting car. I’m glad for a break from the rigorous academics and snobbish peers, but Aradia has been my haven since the attack, so venturing out now is both a relief and terrifying.

      Squaring my shoulders, I fight the urge to bite my nails as the main door comes into view, a nervous habit that I broke myself of years ago. The sensation of having my four closest friends walking behind me helps. I have four people at my back that I know will do everything in their power to keep me safe. And I will do the same for them.
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      "Remind me not to send a Christmas card to Dean Wiseman this year," Gavril says when we park our rental, an SUV, outside of our ‘home' for the next two months. His eyes are wide, and mouth pinched. With white paint aged to an egg-shell yellow that is peeling from the siding, and rips in the screen door, I'm inclined to agree.

      Not wanting the others to be bummed out, I force my lips to curve into a wide smile. "Come on, guys. Just think of it as an adventure!" I say, feigning enthusiasm, but I can tell they’re not buying it. With the yard overgrown and no WiFi signal to be found, the place leaves a lot to be desired.

      “You coming or what?” Maksim asks as he walks toward the house, turning his head back and forth as he looks around, but never lingering in any spot. It’s almost like he’s scoping it out, rather than checking out the paint job.

      As he walks up the stairs, I let my gaze take in his long, muscular legs, and his broad shoulders, feeling regions lower than my stomach tighten as I enjoy how well fitting his jeans are. The wood groans and dips beneath his large frame and I worry that it won't hold him, but it stops once he reaches the door, and I release my held breath.

      I cringe at the shrill squeak as he opens up the screen door, yet there's nothing to do until it's as wide as it will go. With the horrible sound over, he lifts his hand to knock, but it swings inward before he can, revealing a petite red-haired woman with generous curves. She doesn't look much older than me, but as her eyes drink in Maksim, lingering at his waist, I have to clamp down on the insane urge to fly up there and wrap around him in some primal display of possession.

      “Well, aren’t you one tall drink of water. When uncle told me to fix the place up for some guests, he forgot to mention how handsome you are. If you say you enjoy long walks on the beach, I may just let you propose to me right here and now,” the woman says, her deep southern drawl doing nothing to endear her to me.

      Shoulders stiffening, Maksim glances down at his new admirer for only a second before turning and raising his hand, moving it toward himself. I go to him without question, noting the small frown that tugs at the stranger’s lips when I arrive at Maksim’s side.

      “Hi there, I’m Rhiannon Tansy. We were told the caretaker would greet us here. We really appreciate you doing so. It’s been a long day, and I know we’re all looking forward to getting some rest.” I greet her more polite than I want to be, but I try not to let on how my heart rate has quickened. Adrenaline is coursing through me at the obvious way she is flirting with Maksim, but I tamp down on my baser, more aggressive, urges.

      I remind myself that she doesn’t know how I feel about Maksim. How I dream about his whiskey eyes and fantasize about if everything is as equally hot to the touch. No, she doesn’t know, and neither does Maksim. Despite how close we’ve grown, anything more than a hug has eluded us.

      “Bless your heart! Y’all have had a long day, and look at me, out here going on about how handsome your friend here is. Please excuse my poor manners. I can see that y’all could do with some freshening up to put you back to rights. Come on now, right this way.” She waves her hands for us to follow her, but her eyes linger on Maksim. Yet, as I go to pass, I notice the small smile that tugs at the corner of her lips aimed in my direction.

      She may have apologized, but at the same time, I get the distinct impression that she isn’t apologizing at all. Though the words are friendly, her tone and the look she gives me says otherwise.

      Entering into the front door, I'm pleased to find that, though dated, the inside is in much better condition than what can be seen outside. There's a modest sized living room with two large blue couches occupying most of the space, and further down the hall, I spy the shine of the steel appliances of the kitchen. My nose wrinkles as I hope that one of the others know how to cook. Me? I burn boiling water.

      "There's no internet connection out here, but my uncle stocked the fridge and pantry for you, and if you need something, town is only five miles out. It may not be big, but you should be able to find everything you need there," the woman says, still not introducing herself, and turns her attention back to where Maksim stands beside an unlit fireplace. She takes a small step in his direction, hips swaying more than one step requires. "And if for some reason you can't find what you need there, I'm just a call away. I'll make sure to leave my number by the door. It doesn't matter what time of day, just ask for Candy. I'm at your disposal." She flicks her long red hair over her shoulder, and I hear a snort come from Satine.

      Maksim has remained quiet during her flirting, but when she moves closer to him, his face darkens and his eyes narrow on her. Her breath catches as the beast, the part of himself he fights to control, shines through. “That won’t be necessary. You’ll find that we’re quite resourceful and can take care of ourselves,” he says cooly before turning and making his way down the hall toward the kitchen.

      After sharing a glance, Gavril and Declan follow, presumably to raid the fridge, but Satine steps up beside me and places her arm around my waist. The movement draws Candy’s attention and her face turns a crimson color as she stares at us with pursed lips.

      “So, Candy, I think that is all we need this evening. We’ve all had a long day, and I think I speak for us all when I say that we just want to get out of these travel clothes and relax. If we think of anything, we’ll give you a shout, but I’m sure we’ll be able to keep each other entertained.”

      Satine is able to convey snark in a friendly tone that I could never accomplish, and though she doesn’t mention Candy’s stare, I don’t miss the flash of anger in her eyes. With Maksim gone, and Satine’s arm still wrapped around my waist, her hand drawing small circles on my side, Candy doesn’t seem inclined to stick around any longer. She just shoots one last glance toward the kitchen, perhaps to catch a glimpse of Maksim, before she gives a tight smile.

      “Of course. I’ll leave you to it. Have a nice day,” she says, words stilted but polite, and walks out the front door, the screech of the screen door following her out.

      “I’ve got a feeling that won’t be the last we see of dear, sweet, Candy,” Satine says sarcastically, letting go of me to grab her bag, but I don’t laugh.

      Unlike Satine, this is my first time really dealing with the prejudice of others at two women being so close. It bothers me, and I don’t understand how Satine can be so cool about it. I don’t want to let one close-minded individual ruin my summer break, as I have big plans, but I can’t help the tiny voice that urges me to go outside and give Candy a piece of my mind. Who is she to judge us?

      I must not do a good job of keeping these turbulent thoughts from showing on my face, because Satine walks back over to me, places her hand on my cheek, and makes sure I look deep into her chocolate eyes.

      “Spill it,” she orders, and I sigh. She doesn’t need to explain what she means, and I don’t try to pretend everything is fine. The demand is clear in the way she holds my gaze without flinching, and I know there’s no getting around talking about it. Not when she is standing before me like she can wait all day. Resigned to the upcoming conversation, I take a deep breath, gather my thoughts, and lay it all out there.

      

      “Doesn’t it bother you?” I ask the most pressing question first. The one that I truly want to know the answer to because I can’t understand how it couldn’t. Just dealing with Candy’s condemning looks for a few minutes had tested my restraint, and somehow, Satine has been able to deal with this for years.

      Lifting a brow, Satine absently brushes one of my braids over my shoulder. “Does what bother me, Rhia?”

      My body begins to respond without my telling it to, my mind going blank beneath her touch, but I stop myself when I realize what I’m doing. I have questions, and getting too close to Satine will only distract me. “Doesn’t it bother you when people just automatically judge you like that? You seem so cool about it, but I want to go out there and throat punch her,” I admit, not bothering to censor my feelings, and I watch Satine for her reaction.

      With a sigh, she drops her hand from where she's been holding a braid, before going and sitting on the large sofa. She looks so small against the large cushions. "Honestly, Rhia? It doesn't bother me. Not anymore. Throughout my life, I've been judged. People hated me for being a succubus. Women hated me because their men wanted me. Men hated me because they couldn't have me. And those small-minded individuals who spout of fire and brimstone, while condemning me for something I have no choice over, hated me too. All I've known is hate for what I am, and eventually, I just stopped giving a damn what they thought. Because despite all that hate, I found a small kernel of love for myself, and through years of standing up for what I believe in and being true to myself, that kernel has grown. Do I wish it were easier? That people weren't judgmental asshats that believe love has an assigned gender? Fuck yeah! But I'm not going to let that person break me. Let any person break me. I am a woman, and I know my worth. And that, Rhia, is something no amount of judgment can take away." Her voice is strong as she speaks, and there's a determined glint in her eye that makes me believe she can do anything.

      Seeing her like this gives me a warm feeling in my heart. Pride, and dare I say, love for her, at that moment fills me. With these emotions riding me, I don't hesitate to walk over, sink down next to her, and pull her into a hug.

      “Thank you for sharing that with me. I won’t pretend to know what it’s like, being judged for who you’re attracted to, but I understand being condemned for your nature. Growing up we lived in a pretty small town. Not many other supes around, and you know how vicious children can be. The bad part is, they were only repeating the behavior of their parents, and they were even worse,” I tell her, wanting her to know I understand, at least some of what she went through.

      She takes my hand in hers, her slim fingers sliding through mine, and we stay that way, with her head leaning on my shoulder until the guys join us a while later. Declan looks as if he’s just stepped out of the shower as water still drips from the ends of his red hair, while Gavril’s looks adorably rumpled from sleep. The blanket he must have been sleeping on has left creases in his face, and his hair sticks up at odd angles.

      When he sees us sitting on the couch, he plops down onto the cushion beside me, sandwiching me between him and Satine, and lays his head on my lap.

      “Didn’t you just wake up from a nap?” Satine asks, laughing at the triangular indentations that cross over his right cheek, while I absentmindedly run my fingers through his mussed hair.

      I don’t hear what he says with his voice muffled as he speaks into my shirt, tickling my stomach, and I turn my attention to where Declan has claimed a seat on the other couch. He’s staring at his phone with his brow furrowed, and when he catches me looking, he gives a tight smile before putting it down beside him.

      “Barely any service here. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not,” he says, and I lift my eyes from where his phone rests. The screen keeps lighting up from a notification, but I don’t mention it. If he has something to tell me, he will. Even if my stomach clenches up in suspicion about who he might be talking to.

      "I don't know. It might be nice to get away from technology for a bit. I'm going to miss playing on my Instatwit though." I joke to try and push away my concerns. I had decided to forgive him, and that meant giving him the opportunity to earn back my trust. Questioning his every move wouldn't do that, so I use the term an instructor had used months before, and it causes Gavril to laugh out loud. He's laughing so hard, it shakes the couch, and I can't help but join him. Gavril had been in class that day and knows exactly what I'm talking about.

      Brows raised and looking at us as if we've grown two heads, Declan tilts his head to the side and then focuses on Satine. "I feel like we're on the outside of some inside joke right now," he says, and I try to get myself under control. It's not easy though, not while Gavril still chuckles to himself.

      Smiling at our display, Satine only shrugs her shoulder. “I think you may be right. I don’t think I’ve heard of this ‘Instatwit’ before,” she says, bumping her shoulder against mine as she looks back and forth between me and Gavril.

      I open my mouth to explain, but Maksim chooses that moment to walk into the room, and the words die on my lips.	Hot damn! I think and know that the rising temperature has nothing to do with his natural body heat, and everything to do with how hot he looks standing there in his tight, dark red t-shirt, an apron reading ‘kiss the cook’, and snug fitting blue jeans.

      Not appearing concerned about having all our attention centered on him, mine in lust, while the others stare in disbelief, he doesn’t even twitch under the weight of our combined stares.

      "Dinner's ready, so come eat," he orders without blinking. With his message delivered, he turns around without saying anything else and walks away.

      The view is as nice going as it is coming, and I watch with what I’m sure is a line of drool running down my face. Suddenly starving, I carefully remove Gavril’s head from my lap and follow like a lamb to slaughter, wishing so much that I could do as the apron says. As I go, I mentally add domestic abilities to the already long list of attributes that I find attractive about Maksim, and I can’t help but imagine another type of meat I’d like to sink my teeth into.
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      "Dude, where the hell did you learn to cook like that? You know what? Forget that part. I want to know why you've been holding out on us," Gavril demands, hands resting on his extended stomach as he leans back in his chair, and I'm surprised he hasn't passed out yet. He'd eaten three large steaks, adding potato and carrots to each helping, and had devoured it all.

      Grunting from his seat, Maksim lays his fork down after finishing his own seconds. Once he does, he stares down at his hands as if there’s something interesting about them. “That’s a story for another day. If one of you could handle cleanup, that would be great. I think I’m going to get some rest,” Maksim replies, voice quiet and leaving us all at the table, bewildered by his sudden change in attitude.

      At a loss for words, I look around at the others and find them just as speechless. Dinner had been delicious, and we’d all joked and laughed as we enjoyed our time together. Maksim’s sudden change has come out of nowhere and left us all looking confused.

      “Hey, Rhia, why don’t you let us take care of this, and you can go ahead and relax,” Satine says, cutting her eyes to the side, and I follow them to see they’re pointing in the direction Maksim went.

      “Hey! I want to relax, too. I’ll go with Rhia. You two can handle cleanup,” Declan says from his spot, rising and reaching a hand out for me to take.

      Before I can refuse, Gavril steps forward and speaks quietly into Declan’s ear. Whatever he says seems to change Declan’s mind, and he drops his hand before grabbing the dishes off the table.

      "You know what? I think I'm going to stick around and help after all. Besides, it's good for a future king to spend time with his subjects doing mundane things. Keeps us levelheaded. You go on, Rhia. We've got this," he adds and turns his back to me as he moves toward the sink, barely dodging the punch Gavril aims at his shoulder.

      Looking between them all, it's easy to guess what they're doing. They want me to go talk to Maksim, so I rise from my seat with a soft smile. I had wanted to go after him as soon as he left, but guilt over leaving the cleanup for them held me back. Knowing that they want me to go too, makes it easier to walk away in search of Maksim.

      

      It takes a few minutes to find him, and when I do, it’s after I have checked all the rooms inside the house.

      Opening up the front door, surprised at how quiet the old springs on the screen door swing open, I see his large frame sitting at the edge of the wooden porch, long legs hanging off the side as he leans back and stares out at the distant mountains. It’s grown dark, but there’s just enough light from the moon to make out their silhouette.

      “Come sit down, Rhia. No use in just standing there,” he says, and I wonder how he knew it was me. Walking over and sitting down, I shiver a little at how the evening breeze tickles my wings.

      “Are you cold?” he asks, scooting in closer, and my body warms at his proximity, only partially due to his body heat.

      Damn, she’s beautiful.

      “What?” I ask, disbelieving his words, but he only raises a brow at me.

      “I didn’t say anything. Everything, okay?” he asks, and I realize it had been his thoughts I heard. Not ready to have that particular conversation yet, I change the subject.

      “Dinner was delicious, by the way. I didn’t really get a chance to thank you for it, you know, before…”

      “Before I left? I guess I should explain myself,” he says, sounding as if that’s the last thing he really wants to do. Not wanting to push him, I reach down and grab his hand.

      "Hey, it's okay if you don't want to talk about it. I just wanted you to know that I enjoyed it. I'd cook, but I don't feel like getting food poisoning," I joke, hoping to wipe the distant look from his eyes, but he only sits up straighter and turns so that he is partially facing me, our legs brushing against each other.

      "No, I want to tell you. You're probably the first person I've ever wanted to. It's just such a new concept that I'm not really sure where to start," he admits and looks down at our joined hands.

      Leaning forward so that I’m in his field of vision, I soften my expression, hoping to convey a look of understanding. “Just start at the beginning,” I say, and he nods his head once and looks back out toward those distant mountains.

      “As a cherufe, happy families are not really lining up to welcome you into their homes. I’m sure that, had it not been for my sizeable inheritance and stipend set up for my caretakers, I would have been abandoned when I turned five and my power to shift manifested.

      “I don’t blame any of the families that returned me to the lawyer that was set up to handle my affairs because my kind was never meant to be contained, to live a civilized lifestyle, as we burn as hot and wild as the flame.” He pauses, his thumb stroking over my wrist, but with the way he’s staring off, I wonder if he even realizes he’s doing it. I sense he’s not finished, so I remain quiet.

      "Eventually, the council intervened and declared me a ward of theirs. I was fostered within one private academy after the next until finally, I started Aradia. During the breaks, when most of the staff would return home, only a few would be left for basic maintenance, upkeep, and to keep a loose watch over me. But I had no use or want to even try and get close to any more people that would inevitably discover my true nature and run away."

      My heart breaks as I listen to his story of what must have been a lonely childhood, and I can’t stop myself from moving in closer, hoping that being here for him now will somehow magically erase the years he’d had no one. A ridiculous thought, but I try it all the same.

      Placing his arm around my shoulder, him now comforting me instead of the other way around, he picks back up where he left off. “After that, I learned lots of skills that my privileged peers had no clue about. I taught myself to cook from watching Paula Deen and Rachel Ray episodes, and had YouTube to teach me how to wash clothing… That was an experience the first time, as I’d measured out too much soap and filled the facility with bubbles. The Dean was not happy that day. Not with soap suds up to her knees.”

      I can’t help but laugh at the image he’s painted. One where a younger version of himself is standing, covered in bubbles, and having no idea what to do. He, too, lets out a small chuckle, and I find I enjoy the way it rumbles from his chest and into me. Or maybe, I just enjoy being pressed close enough against him that I can feel it.

      “Were you punished? I mean, it was an accident,” I say, prompting him for more details, but his laugh dies off, leaving me trying to figure out what I said to change his mood again.

      “No, I wasn’t punished. I’m never punished for anything. The council fears what would happen if I were.”

      Gone, is any touch of happiness in his tone, and I have to pull away, to put a little space between us as his temperature starts to rise from whatever dark thoughts have taken root. Needing to know more, I ignore the warning bells that tell me not to push him further. He never talks about himself, and if this is to be the only time, I’m going to use it. I crave more from him, and knowing him better gives me that.

      “Why, Maksim? Why not punish you? I know the laundry accident wasn’t intentional, but you must have done something throughout the years to warrant being disciplined,” I say, trying to understand. Finally returning his focus to my face, I swallow at the hollow look I find there.

      “I never get punished because they fear what will happen if I lose my temper. If my control slips and I shift, things could go very badly, very quickly. It’s why they keep me close, so that they can monitor me. Don’t you wonder why, Rhia? Why I’m the last of my kind?” he asks almost frantically, pulling his hand away with self-loathing thick in his voice, and I find my eyes transfixed on his face. Though anger cuts a sharp line across it, pain is there too, and that’s what keeps me from retreating from his heat and the small flames I see growing in his eyes.

      Never one to back down, especially not when a friend needs me, I reach out and force myself to take his hand again, using my magic to soothe his heat, like an arctic breeze blowing across a wildfire, and calming the flames. Closing his eyes in either pain or pleasure, which I can’t be sure, I ask, “Why are you the last cherufe, Maks? Why were you alone?”

      Never opening his eyes, still seeming as if he's relishing my breeze, he answers quietly, "Because all the other cherufes burned out. Like the sun, they eventually burned too hot, exhausted the flames that gave them life, and died. It wasn't an asteroid that killed the dinosaurs, Rhia. It was a tribe of my ancestors that burned out at the same time. No one knows what caused it, but it was enough to destroy the entire tribe and decimate an entire species. I'm watched so closely by the council because they expect I'll either go one of two ways. Like my parents, and most of my kind before me, feeling my control slip and ending myself before that control disappears completely, or like my ancestors, abandoning myself to the fire, and destroying everything I've ever known. There's never been a third option."

      Stunned by his words, and with no idea of how to comfort him, the only thing I can think to do is just continue to hold onto him. To show him that unlike others before me, I’m not going to run. Even if I can’t hide the faint tremor of fear that moves through me, I stay. I’ll never abandon him, but his story has left me positively shaken.
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      "I'm bored. Let's go do something," Gavril suggests, pulling my eyes away from a game of cards with Declan, and I can't help but agree. We've been in the old farmhouse for three days now, and we’re all starting to get a little stir crazy. Plus, a new setting may give me the nerve to talk to Satine, who is growing weaker every day she goes without feeding.

      “Hell yeah, man. Let’s go!” Declan cries, jumping from his seat, and sending our cards sliding across the table. I’m not mad though. I’m as ready to be out of here as him.

      Satine rises from where she appeared to be sleeping on the couch at Gavril's suggestion. As she moves over, her feet almost seem to drag and her normal hip-swaying walk is nowhere to be seen. She's still beautiful, but her once glowing skin is pale, and her hair though still nice, lacks its normal shine. "While we're out, I need to find a bar or something," she mumbles, not meeting my eyes, and my chest squeezes at what she's implying. I knew that it was coming, but I can't help the jealousy I feel at the thought of someone else feeding her. I want to be the one to be there for her.

      Noticing where my eyes linger on hers, Maksim steps up and places a warm, soothing hand on my shoulder, and I lean into his touch without thinking about it. "Some time out will do us all some good. Let's take half an hour to get dressed, then we'll meet back here and see what this town has to offer," he suggests, squeezing gently before walking toward the room he's claimed. While I share one with Satine, Declan and Gavril share another. Neither of the guys had argued about Maksim bunking alone. Something about how hot it gets while he sleeps. I'm not sure if that's true, but I still feel bad watching him retire to bed alone every night.

      Realizing that the others are staring at me as they wait to hear what I think, I look away from Maksim's retreating form and plaster a smile across my face. I can't change Maksim's past, no more than I can change Satine needing to feed off of others. These are just parts of them that I either have to accept or allow to tear us apart. The latter is not an option I can willingly choose.

      “A night out sounds great. I’ll see you all in a bit,” I finally say, and turn to head toward the bedroom, mentally cataloging what I have in my suitcase and how I’m going to broach the subject with Satine. I can’t feed her always, but I can tonight, and if she’s eating, I’m determined to be the one on the menu.
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        * * *

      

      "Well, it's not the Playhouse, but it's more than I expected," Declan says dryly, eyeing the single-story building in front of us.

      Reading the sign that says, ‘Sonny’s Bar and Grill will be open until one a.m. every night but Sunday,’ I’m not so sure I agree. The place doesn’t even look like it had seen better days. I was pretty sure it was just always this decrepit.

      "Well, let's not keep the locals waiting. I'm sure they will be more than thrilled to have a bunch of strangers visit on their popular Friday night meatloaf buffet," Gavril replies sarcastically, pointing to a sign that does, in fact, boast of Sonny's award-winning meatloaf.

      Looking around, I notice that there are a number of other cars in the parking lot, and I can hear some song playing within the small space. I’m starting to second guess if we should even bother going in when I notice Satine stumble out of the corner of my eye. It isn’t much, but for a moment, her steps lacked the sureness and grace that she normally carries herself with. Unwilling to force her to stand out here longer than necessary, I wrap an arm around her waist, trying to play it off as if just wanting to be closer to her, but a subtle nod from Maksim shows he caught the misstep too.

      Instead of saying anything, I give her a small squeeze, and she looks up at me with tired eyes, her exhaustion clear.

      "So, a gargoyle, leprechaun, and cherufe walk into a bar…" Declan starts, joking as we move inside, but none of us laugh.

      It’s hard to appreciate his humor with the looks of curiosity and some downright disdainful ones, pointed our way.

      "I don't think anyone is in the joking mood," Gavril says, the music playing on the old jukebox the only noise as the previous conversations died with our arrival.

      It's dark inside, the hardwood floors, ceilings, and walls making it more so, and cigarette smoke floats above most of the tables, leaving the air stale. Yet, despite the shadows, it's easy to see we're not welcome. Uncomfortable with the local's glares, but knowing Satine doesn't have the energy to stand around, I start us forward, face straight as I walk to an empty booth in the back. We make it halfway there before a high-pitched voice reaches us.

      "Well look at you. You sure do clean up nice," Candy says, stepping into our path and devouring Maksim like he's on the menu. Irritated, but more worried about Satine than a clearly drunken woman, I move around her and continue to the booth.

      "Well, hello to you too," I hear her say to my retreating figure, but I don't stop to reply. She can think me rude, Satine is my priority.

      Finally arriving at a booth, the sounds of the patrons finally pick up as the novelty of our arrival dies down, I allow Satine to scoot in first before following after. The cushions of the booth are worn but still comfortable, and with the dim lighting, I don't feel quite so much on display.

      A touch to my leg draws my attention, and I look down to see Satine’s hand rub across my jeans before settling on my inner thigh. The touch has things low in my body stirring, and I lean in closer to her for a kiss, right as the others claim their seats. Declan and Gavril look as if they’re fighting not to laugh, and Maksim has a scowl on his face. The absence of Candy makes me think his sour mood has something to do with her, and as curious as I am to know what she did to make him so angry, I don't ask him about it. With the heat pouring off of him in waves, his shift is too close to the surface, so talking about the petite redhead will likely only add fuel to the fire.

      "Hey y'all! Welcome to Sonny's. I’m Dolly, I’ll be your waitress this evening. Can I start y'all off with some drinks?" a woman, maybe in her late thirties asks, arriving at our table with a big smile on her face. Feeling only good vibes from her, I give her my own wide smile back as I accept the laminated menu she passes my way.

      "That would be great! I'd like some sweet tea, please. Lemon on the side. What's good to eat here?" I ask, and after she takes the drink orders from the others, she motions toward the slightly sticky menu I hold.

      "That menu has our regular items, but tonight we have Sonny's world-famous meatloaf. Now, I know what you're thinking, how can you make a meatloaf famous, right?" she asks brightly, and at our nods she smiles and continues on with her sales pitch, leaning in as if she has some secret to tell us. "Well, the trick is, Sonny makes his own ketchup. I'm sworn to secrecy about the details, but you folks look like the trustworthy type. Anyways, he says it's all about the portions of salt, sugar, and tomato that make it so good," she adds, and I wonder that if our magic wasn’t cloaking our true forms, if she'd still be so eager to share secret recipes.

      Smiling widely, Gavril answers, a realistic southern drawl to his voice that causes my toes to curl inside my shoes. "Thank you, ma'am. We sure won't tell anybody about that. Y'all have a nice establishment here too, and I for one, am ready to try some of that meatloaf."

      Shocked into silence, we all mumble that we'll have the same, and Dolly takes our menus back before walking away. Our silence lasts for only as long as it takes for Dolly to get out of earshot before Declan practically bursts out of his seat. "Dude! What the hell was that?" he asks, staring at Gavril likes he's grown two heads.

      Appearing unbothered by our gaping, he asks, "What?" Like the fact that he just spoke in a perfect southern accent is an everyday occurrence.

      "What do you mean, ‘what’? When did you turn into a 'good ole boy'?" Maksim asks, and I find I'd like to know too.

      Sighing, Gavril turns to look at the guys. "I like The Duke," he says as if that clears everything up, but when he sees that it confuses us even more, he adds, "John Wayne. I like his movies. One winter break, my family stayed on the steeple of this one church. Well, every Sunday after the service had ended and the people had gone home, the caretaker would turn on a small portable DVD player and watch John Wayne movies. I didn't have anything else to do but watch them, and eventually discovered that I like them too."

      We all let that sink in, and the table is quiet while we do. This is just another piece of the puzzle that is Gavril, and though unexpected, I find it adorable how easily he slipped into the role of a southern gentleman, even if I'll never tell him that.

      Before we can question him further, Dolly arrives back carrying a large tray with our drinks and five plates, overflowing with their enormous portions, and my eyes grow wide as I take in the mounds of mashed potatoes, fried okra, and steaming meatloaf.

      "Thank you, ma'am. This looks mighty good. I don't reckon we need anything else," Gavril says, again using that feigned accent, and with one last smile, Dolly tells us to enjoy before walking to another table.

      The guys dig in immediately, giving up any semblance of manners, while I use my fork to cut off a slice of that famous meatloaf. Bringing it to my lips, I can't help the moan that releases as I take my first bite, and realize that I owe Sonny an apology. I hadn't said it aloud, but while Dolly had bragged about the flavor, I'd thought that there was no way it could be as good as she described. An error on my part.

      Quickly taking another bite, I only stop when I see Satine pushing her food around with her fork, looking as if she'd rather do anything else at that moment but eat. "You okay? We can order you something else if you'd like," I say, lowering my voice, but she only looks at me, her expression apologetic.

      "The food’s okay. It's just, it's not the food I need. I have to feed, Rhia. I don't think I can put it off any longer," she says miserably, and with those few words, the meatloaf turns bitter in my mouth.

      The table quietens as the guys look anywhere but at us, and despite their half-full plates I look at them pleadingly. "Can y'all give us a minute," I ask, hating to interrupt their meal.

      Not needing to be asked twice, they grab their drinks and plates to take with them and rise from their seats. "We'll be over at the bar. Just yell if you need anything," Declan says, and there's a look of pity in his eyes that I can't bear to see. Turning away, I look back at where Satine is sitting beside me, and I hate how weak she looks.

      "I know you've been putting off feeding. And I know that what you’ve been getting isn't enough to sustain you. Just like I know that you're suffering because you don't want to hurt me," I say, cutting straight to the point. Looking up at my words, I swallow hard as I see the tears that have built in her eyes but haven’t fallen yet.

      "Oh, Rhia, it's not just not wanting to hurt you. It's that I don't want anyone but you. It sickens me to think about being with someone else, to have their hands on me, but if I don’t, I'll die. So I’m stuck in a lose-lose situation and don't know what to do," she says, and the first tear finally falls. I hate to see it there, sliding down a face made for angels, so I lean in and kiss it away.

      I take a deep breath and hope I have the courage to lay it all out there, before taking her hand and bringing it to my lips in a kiss. "Satine, I care about you. A lot. You know that I have feelings for the others, and you accept that. Just like I accept this part of you, but…”

      “But what?” she asks, voice smaller than I’ve ever heard it.

      “But I want to be the person to feed you. Let me be the one to breathe life into your soul. If it becomes too much for me, then we can figure out another way, but if you'll have me, I'd like to try," I tell her, honesty making my words soft, and I watch another tear fall from her thick dark lashes.

      She slowly brings one of her hands up to the back of my neck, as her lips tremble, and looks directly into my eyes. “I’d try anything for you, Rhia. I just don’t want you to feel bad if it's not enough, okay? For this to work, we both have to be one-hundred percent honest with each other. That means, if I’m not getting enough from our feeds, I tell you. And–”

      “And if I feel like I’m giving too much, I’ll tell you. I promise, Satine. I’ll tell you the truth. Even if it doesn’t work out, I’d rather know we tried,” I say, and she pulls me down to meet her lips, hers brushing softly against mine.

      We stay like that, my body beginning to grow hot as she deepens the kiss, but the hairs on the back of my neck begin to stand on end, and a feeling like ants marching down my spine causes me to pull away. Not understanding what I’m feeling, but sure that, whatever it is, isn’t good, I tighten my hold on Satine, and pull her in as if we’re embracing again. When I put my lips to her ear, I make sure to speak as quietly as I can. “Something’s off. I don’t know exactly what it is, but there’s something wrong. Or, better yet, someone wrong. I think we’re being watched.”

      Following my example, Satine moves her head, ensuring ours stay close enough together that the casual observer will just assume we’re making out, and lowers her voice to match mine. “It could just be one of the customers here. I mean, how often do they get to watch two hot girls make out?” she asks, but it does nothing to ease me. This isn’t the feelings of a casual customer.

      “No, it’s not that. I can practically feel them watching us, and whatever their intentions, they're not good," I add and feel her tense slightly in anger or fear. Good. Let her be afraid. Being afraid will keep her on her guard, I think, knowing that anger can do the same.

      Still sitting with our heads together, I say, “I think we should get out of here. We'll get the guys and go. Is that okay with you?”

      She nods her head against mine, and I'm glad that she's taking the threat seriously. Holding hands, we slide from the table and make our way toward the bar as I help support her, but the closer we get, the more irritated I grow.

      On either side of where the guys sit, girls surround them vying for their attention as they eat what looks like another serving of meatloaf. I can't help but roll my eyes as I see Candy lean so close to Maksim that she's practically perched on his chair with him. She somehow doesn't see or ignores the fact that he's leaning so far away, that it looks like the chair may tip at any moment.

      “Now, no need to be shy boys. Me and my girls grew up in this area. The place we’re going camping is very secluded. No one will bother us there,” Candy is saying, and the three women that stand near her are nodding their heads along, like puppets on a string.

      “Dude, no way. Why would we go sleep in the woods, when we have perfectly average beds to sleep in?” Declan replies, and I shake my head at his description of the beds. As a prince, he’s used to much higher quality, but Candy doesn’t seem deterred.

      I hesitate while I wait to see if he'll say anything else, self-doubt rearing its ugly head, so I pause Satine and myself mid-step. Maybe it's wrong to do so, but I can't help needing to see how he'll handle this.

      “Now, don’t be that way. I’m sure the girls you are with won’t mind. I mean, they sure seemed ‘preoccupied’ a minute ago,” a brunette with entirely too much hairspray says, and when another shiver runs down my spine, I decide I’ve had enough. If these girls can’t take a hint, then I’ll spell it out for them. And I’ll leave it up to Declan to decide what he wants to do.

      Moving forward, I release Satine before I wedge myself into the space between the brunette and Declan, as they’re the closest, and I notice him try to hide his smirk.

      “Hey, Rhia. What’s up?” he asks, not even glancing in the brunette’s direction as he meets my eyes, but still, my palms grow sweaty as I meet his daffodil eyes.

      "I'm taking Satine home. You staying, or going?" I keep my face even as I ask, not wanting him to see how much his decision means to me, but I can't help the tightening of my stomach as I wait. He may not know it, but so much rides on his response. Namely, what our relationship will be moving forward.

      At my question, I notice how his face softens, and he ignores the brunette’s protests as he pulls out the gold money clip that holds a roll of cash. Flipping through it, he slaps a few twenties down on the bar, and I notice the bartender picks it up and pockets half. A touch to my wrist draws my attention back to Declan. “I’m with you, Rhia. Where you go, I go.”

      Pleased with his answer, I give his hand a gentle squeeze before motioning over my shoulder. “Can you go stand with Satine, please?”

      Seeing where I point, we both see Satine shooting daggers at a younger man that attempts to approach her, and Declan wastes no time walking over to her. He offers her his arm for her to lean on, and she accepts it with a relieved nod. Satisfied that she's okay, I set my sights on Gavril next, who actually has both hands up as if warding off a blow, instead of a petite blonde with a gravity-defying chest.

      Hearing him telling her no, his tone sounding as if it isn’t the first time he’s said it, I decide to speed the process along with a little magic. Knowing that for my magic won’t work for selfish reasons, I focus on Gavril’s look of annoyance, and how it would be helpful to him if I were to give him a way to get away from the woman. With that thought in mind, the first bit of energy starts to trickle through me, and using my magic, I remember what Fifi once threatened Satine with, and cause a large pimple to appear on his forehead. The skin red, and angry around it.

      At her gasp, and then her quickly moving away, I know I’ve been successful, so as she makes excuses about why she has to leave, Gavril turns to me, never the wiser. “Whew, I thought she’d never leave,” he says, not realizing that the reason she did is the big red bump that’s taking up a large portion of his head, and Declan cracks up behind me.

      He laughs so hard, he begins to cough, and even Satine, though weak, giggles along with him, leaving Gavril looking confused. "What? Is there something in my teeth?" he asks, and taking pity on him, I imagine the blemish is gone, and like that, his skin is back to its smooth perfection again.

      “No, nothing is in your teeth. I’ll explain later. Can you just go stand with Satine and Declan while I grab Maksim?” I ask, giving him a hug, though he doesn’t understand it’s an apology for using magic on him. Regardless, he squeezes me back for a second and goes to join the others. Two down. One to go.

      “Hey, Maks. You ready to go?” I say, hoping to be nice first, as we’re staying in Candy’s family home, but as I see her lay her hand on his arm possessively, her red nails slightly gripping into his skin, I realize that nice isn’t going to cut it.

      Pretending she isn't eyeing me like she'd like to stab me with her stiletto, she looks back at where Maksim sits, his eyes narrowed at the hand on his arm. "That's all right. Y'all go ahead and go. Maks and I were just getting to know each other. I can bring him home later,” she offers with a giggle, not releasing his arm when he tries to pull away.

      As a result of her refusal to let him go, I feel my side warm the tiniest bit, and see that he's fighting not to lose control. Which explains why he's not saying more, as talking usually messes with his focus. Fed up with this game and the feeling that I'm still being watched, I step closer to Maksim. Those frustrations coupled with worrying about Maksim shifting and burning the bar down, cause me to make a split-second decision to nip this little problem in the bud.

      Moving fast before I can talk myself out of it, I step in closer to Maksim, place my hands on either side of his face, and right as his eyes widen, I pull him in and kiss him.

      The room, and Candy with it, melt away as our lips lock and begin to gently move against each other. Maksim's mouth is hot, and his kisses tingle my lips like plumping glass, but I find myself enjoying the burn. He finally relaxes against me and wraps his arms around my waist before pulling me in so close that no air can fit between us. Caught up in the moment and the ecstasy of his fiery kisses, I don't even notice when Candy storms away.

      Forgetting myself and my original purpose for kissing him, I begin to run my hands through his hair, but freeze as I feel the icy tendrils of intention from before return. They mix with Maksim’s heat and cause me to jolt in his arms.

      At the movement, Maksim pulls back, staring at me with a searching look, but before I can say anything, the sensation disappears. Gone, like it was only a figment of my imagination.
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      Back at the house, and away from the watchful eyes of a bar full of strangers, I find myself sitting alone on the front porch, listening to the crickets and watching the small, random flashes of the lightning bugs as they add a little shine to the dark night.

      After my kiss with Maksim, we had quickly left the bar, and the ride back to our summer home was silent. Satine had laid her head on my shoulder and fallen asleep, and when we got here, Gavril had offered to lay her down on the bed, assuming correctly that I couldn’t carry her. It meant that my plans to feed her were going to be delayed another night, and I hoped she’d be okay to wait.

      Then there was the issue of what to do about Maksim. Though he had driven, I had felt his eyes on me in the rearview mirror the whole ride and knew that we needed to talk, but I wasn't sure what to say. I had wanted to kiss him for so long that I didn't regret doing it, I just regretted the way I had, as it had led to so much uncertainty between us. Now things feel as up in the air with him, as it does for me and the others.

      Sighing, the thoughts of how badly I had screwed up once again running through my mind, I recline back onto the porch and let out a small screech when I discover Gavril standing over me, looking down with an amused smile on his face.

      Damn. Am I really that ugly to you? He thinks, and even though he doesn’t say it out loud, his eyes betray him. They’re strained in a way that tells me he really is wanting to know the answer to that, and I berate myself for being such a horrible person for making him feel this way.

      Not able to handle the sadness that lurks within his gaze, I stand and offer him my hand. “Walk with me?” I ask, and though he seems surprised by the offer, he takes it without question and allows me to lead him off the porch.

      “It’s nice out here,” he says after a few minutes of walking in silence, and I can’t help but agree as we come to a nice clearing with a phenomenal view. Where the silhouette of the mountains had been partially obscured by trees from the porch, our vantage point now shows them in their full glory. It’s so nice, that I drop down onto the soft grass, taking care not to sit on my wings, and tug his hand for him to follow. With a chuckle, he does.

      "It's beautiful out here, Gav. But that's not why I wanted to take a walk. It's actually because I need to apologize," I say, and he looks at me with furrowed brows. Before he can deny that I've done anything wrong, I continue. "You told me you liked me. You laid it out there, and have been accepting of me not being able to give you an answer, and what have I done? Thrown that kindness back in your face by kissing Satine, and now Maksim, in front of you. I'm so sorry about that. You must think so badly of me now," I say, pain at the thought causing my chest to constrict, and I can't meet his eyes. Too afraid to see the truth that he agrees reflected within them.

      “Rhia, I won’t pretend that it didn’t hurt a little to see you with Maksim. I mean, watching you kiss another girl is hot, but yea, with another guy… not as easy to swallow. I want to believe you only did it as a way to make that Candy girl back off, but I know that’s not it, is it?”

      Releasing the breath I’ve been holding, I look back at his earnest face, ready to see the hate there, but it’s not. Instead, his eyes search my face, and I know that it’s time to lay it all out there.

      “When you kissed me that day in the gym, you did so after you found out that I liked you, and Satine, too. What you didn’t guess, and what I didn’t say, was that my conflicted emotions ran deeper than that, and you two weren’t the only ones I found myself drawn too.”

      “Who else? Maksim? I mean, I guess I already knew that. At least, in a way I did. You two have a lot of chemistry together. And you seem to be able to get through to him better than any of us can.” I can tell it pains him to say it, and I hate the look of defeat that washes over his face, as he clenches his jaw. Unable to take his grey eyes looking so sad, but knowing that I need to finish this now, I take a deep breath before telling him that he’s still not completely right.

      “It’s not just Maksim, but Declan too. Or, it was Declan. I still like him, but things are… complicated right now. Honestly? The four of you have occupied my thoughts since I got here, and it’s caused more than a few sleepless nights for me. Believe me, I know how selfish I must seem, and would understand if you never wanted anything else to do with me. I barely want anything to do with me somedays. It’s just… every time I think about choosing one of you, of being with that person and walking away from everyone else, I get physically sick. Like the thought of no longer having you, or one of the others in my life causes tangible pain. I don’t know what to do. I just… I’m lost,” I admit, forcing the tears not to fall. I don’t deserve to be comforted. Not when he is the one that’s been wronged.

      He is silent for a moment, the gentle breeze and cicadas the only noises, but when he looks at me again, there's a glint to his gaze that I don’t understand. “What if there was another way? I’m not saying it could work, or if I’d even be able to handle it without breaking one of their jaws, Satine excluded. But, what if we took the time away this summer to try something new? Something where you didn’t feel like you had to pick one or the other, and we just enjoyed being with each other? However that means…”

      I’m stunned speechless at his proposal, the idea echoing my darkest fantasies, and close to a conversation I’ve already had with Satine, so it takes a second to respond. “Gav... I’d love to try it. Believe me, I want this, but this is you being okay with it. Maksim and Declan, they might not agree. What if they hate me for asking?”

      "Rhia, if they could hate you, then they're fools. A fourth of your time is better than none of it. Besides, those idiots are my best friends. We've shared everything else without killing each other. Why would this have to be different?" he asks, and I'm so grateful for his understanding that I swing my leg around, straddling his waist, and take his mouth with my own.

      Gavril kisses me back as eagerly as I kiss him, and I feel him grow hard between my legs, our pants keeping our most intimate parts away from each other, and I can’t stop myself from grinding my sex against him.

      Groaning, he rips his mouth from mine, breathing heavy and his lips are swollen from the force of our kisses. “Rhia, you have to stop,” he says, but I don’t. Instead of listening, I rub myself against him again, causing him to drop his head back and moan.

      Taking advantage of the new position, I lean forward and say, "No more talking," before I bite his neck gently, trailing kisses down to his chest. He must realize that I have no intentions to stop because he brings one hand up to cup my ass where it moves against him, while the other strokes my wings, causing my own burst of pleasure to fill me as he continues to caress the sensitive nerves.

      Lost in the feel of him between my legs and stroking my wings, I’m not thinking clearly as I reach down and unsnap the button of his jeans, causing him to still his hand at my back and ass. “Wait. If you’re not ready, we can stop. I didn’t suggest that so that you’d sleep with me,” he tells me earnestly, and the vulnerability in his voice clears some of the lust induced fog. Enough for me to sit back a little and really think about what I’m doing here.

      Tracing the lines of his face, I recall the day in class where he came to my aid, despite knowing nothing about me. How he had tried to protect me each day since, and how I am only alive today because he and the others had sacrificed a part of themselves to put life back into me. It’s with these thoughts I decide what I want, and that I’m ready to start going after them. No more waiting around.

      Decision made, I move once more over the hard length of his erection, the material of his pants straining to keep it inside, and feel myself grow wet. “Gav. I want you. I want the others, but right now, you’re the one I want with me, and inside of me. So, if you’re not ready, then we can wait. But if we're only doing so because you think it's not what I want, then shut up and kiss me," I command, and his eyes flash liquid metal before he crashes his lips back down on mine, the intensity of his kisses stronger than ever before.

      There’s no more hesitation as he begins to lower my back down onto the ground, but right as it starts to press against the pillow of grass beneath me, he seems to think better of it and in one smooth motion, twists our bodies so that he’s the one laying with his back against the cool earth below.

      “Now this is a view I could get used to,” he says, as I rise above him, voice full of male satisfaction, so I wink at him before taking the hem of my shirt and swiftly pulling it over my head. When it reaches my wings, he gently glides the fabric over them, and I moan from the way his fingers brushes against them as he moves.

      “Damn.”

      It's all he says as he drinks in my topless form, and I know that my wings are shimmering slightly in the moonlight. He gulps once and then lifts his hands up to cup my breasts, gently flicking his thumbs over them, and my core tightens in response. Ready for more, I beat my wings a few times and rise above him. While suspended over his prone form, I slowly shimmy out of the pants, watching as his eyes grow wide and mouth parts when I reveal that I'm bare beneath them.

      I allow him a moment to gather himself as I float nude above him, and after a brief pause, he copies my action. He stands up quickly to pull off his own pants, but his legs become entangled in the material and he falls over. My laughter dries up however as I get my first view of his muscular ass, toned from years of exercise with two dimples over those firm cheeks, and his rock hard cock.

      “You going to come down here? Or are you going to make me come get you?” he asks in a husky voice, and I start to drop, but the prospect of making him work for it is too much, and with a sly smirk, I powerfully beat my wings and shoot up into the air. As I do, a predatory look slides across his face as he rises and partially shifts into his gargoyle form so that his own, granite-like wings slide into place.

      "You'll have to catch me first," I yell teasingly, giggles making my flying erratic, but I move at a fast pace as I shoot over the tops of trees, exhilaration, and joy thrilling me as the warm summer air brushes my nude form. It's a freeing experience after the stressful few months I've had.

      After a few minutes of flying along, I fear I’ve lost him and prepare myself to turn around, but I let out a startled cry when he’s suddenly there, his large body coming up from below me and taking me in his arms before I even have a chance to pull away.

      “That wasn’t very nice, Rhia. Making me chase you like that,” he says, breathing hard, and I lick my lips at the pressure of his cock against my hip.

      Giving him a sweet smile, I meet his eyes, "Who says I want to be nice?" I say, and his eyes darken to a grey that's nearly black. "It took you long enough to catch up," I add, but he doesn't seem embarrassed about being slower. Instead, he just lifts his hand and reveals what he holds within it.

      “Oh, Rhia. I would have reached you sooner, but I had to grab this, and I found myself enjoying the way you looked flying through the air. Like a goddess of the night,” he says in his deep voice, and desire pours over me as he raises the shiny foil package to his mouth and bites the edge, revealing the condom nestled within.

      Parting from me to allow enough space to reach between us, he slides the latex over all that smooth skin. He places one last kiss on my lips, and while he gazes into my eyes, he lifts my legs to wrap around his waist and enters me with one powerful thrust.

      “Yes!” I call out as he fills me up, and when he pulls back and does it again, I moan my pleasure to the night and dig my nails into the tops of his shoulders, rolling my hips to match his thrusts with my own.

      We stay like that, bodies moving against each other as our wings hold us in the air, kissing passionately as he places kisses all over my neck and face. I return his kisses with my own, sometimes biting the tender areas of his neck until we find our release, my core clenching around him as I feel him pulse inside of me, and I feel like he’s not only inside my body, but my mind too, awareness of him touching me all over in ways I never thought possible.

      “Well, this is unexpected.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      Stunned, we pause as the stray thoughts pass through our minds, our bodies dropping a few feet in the air as we forget to beat our wings, and I realize Gavril heard the thoughts, too. Seeing his face full of questions at having Satine and Declan in his head, he gently pulls out of me, never releasing my hand, and begins to fly back toward the clearing with our clothes.

      Body still luxuriating in aftershocks of pleasure, but mind a nervous wreck, I reluctantly fly behind him, dreading the conversation to come, and only spare a few glances for the dimples above that perfect ass.
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      My heart pounds heavily in my chest, the feeling similar to how it had beat when I was in the air with Gavril, but for a completely different reason this time. I had been holding onto this secret for months now, and now that I finally have to share it, my palms grow slick with sweat as my stomach tightens with nerves. Looking back over at my friends, as they sit watching me, I know there’s no getting out of this talk.

      “I know you all must have questions, but if you’ll allow me a chance to explain first, I might be able to answer some of them. Is that okay?” I ask as I pace the floor in front of them, hair still wet from my shower. I told them I needed one when I got back to the house and discovered everyone awake and waiting for an explanation. It was true, but it was also a way to buy myself some time as I worked out what to say to them all.

      “Just start at the beginning please,” Satine says, and I notice how much better she looks, her normal glow back in her skin and her hair shiny. Catching me looking at her, she lifts her shoulders as if to say she doesn’t understand it either, and I resume my pacing when no one else interrupts.

      “After the Winter Formal, I went to Fifi for help because I noticed a small difference in myself. Namely, that I would occasionally pick up one of your thoughts. It wasn’t all the time, and it definitely wasn’t intentional, but since then, she’s been helping me learn how to shield my mind so it doesn’t happen.” I pause there, looking at each of them to ensure they’re still with me, but when Gavril nods his head gently for me to keep going, I continue on.

      “Anyway, with her help, I was able to get some control of it, and as long as I focus, I can block out anything I’m not supposed to hear. Tonight, though… well, I’m not really sure how to explain that. I’d need to speak with Fifi to—”

      “Please don’t say you’re going to speak to Fifi first, Rhia. I think I speak for all of us when I say that we’d like to be the ones you discuss this with. Since it includes us,” Declan interrupts, and as I look for anyone to back me up, I realize no help is coming. They don’t look mad per se, but they’re not leaping with joy either, and it hits me how unfair it was to keep this all from them.

      "Okay, you're right. I should have brought this up sooner, but I honestly didn't know how. I was worried you would think I was doing it on purpose when that's the last thing I'd ever do. And since Fifi was able to teach me how to block it out, I didn't think it would be a problem. I can see now that I was wrong, despite my intentions only being to protect you all. So I'm sorry."

      Silence reigns while I wait for them to respond, to either accept my apologies or turn me away, and I hold my breath as I do. I’m surprised it’s Maksim that breaks first, as he’s normally content to hang back and let the others do the talking, but when he clears his throat, I turn and study his handsome face.

      "It would have been nice to know this from the start so that we could've been there for you and helped you through this. Maybe even found a way to keep our thoughts from crossing over to you in the first place, but that's in the past. What we need to talk about now, is how me and the others found ourselves in your head… uh… experiencing your happiness with you," he finishes, looking uncomfortable, and my jaw drops at the news. I'd known that they were aware of what we had done, but to have felt it? That's something else entirely.

      Gavril jumps from his seat and stares down at Maksim. “You mean, you felt us having sex?” His cheeks are flushed, eyes wide, and I look away. Knowing what I do now, I’m unable to meet any of their gazes.

      Picking up on my discomfort, Satine rises and makes her way over, taking my hand in hers. “We didn’t feel the whole thing, Rhia. Just the last part. You know, when he made a deposit into your cave of wonders.”

      Face flushing hotly, I ignore Gavril's scoff and turn my back to them, more humiliated than I've ever been in my life and fighting to keep my tears at bay. A warm touch to my back ends that fight, and as Maksim pulls me into a hug, the salty bastards finally fall and run down my cheeks.

      “Don’t be embarrassed, Rhia. It was a shock, but, there are worse things to wake up to,” he says, voice tight, and Declan chuckles behind him.

      “Oh, there are definitely worse things to wake up to, except I thought a ghost was taking advantage of me, or the less thrilling prospect, that I had suddenly reverted back to thirteen and blew my load during a wet dream.”

      Everyone laughs at Declan’s statement, but he doesn’t look bothered. He just joins in and the tension breaks, the admission making me feel lighter than I have in months. Keeping this from them had been putting more stress on me than I’d thought.

      “Now that Declan’s put that image in my head, I think there’s one last thing to address,” Maksim says, and pulls away before leading me over to sit down beside him on the couch. Once there, I look up at him in confusion, not understanding what else there could be to talk about, but he’s not looking at me. Instead, his gaze is focused on where Satine still stands, eyes bright and full of energy.

      Gavril and Declan both look at her as well, and she looks down at her shirt as if she's trying to figure out what we're looking at. "What?" she finally asks, but Gavril answers before Maksim has the chance.

      “Sorry for staring, but I think we’re all just wondering how you were in here asleep, looking like you were only steps away from death's doorstep, and now you look like you could run a marathon?” he says, and her face takes on an inquisitive look, as if examining what he’s said.

      Maksim seems to have already figured something out and raises his hand to stop her. "I've got a theory, but we'll probably need to see what Fifi thinks about it. Until then, I think we've figured out your feeding problem, Satine," he adds, and her face lights up, hope shining within her chocolate eyes.

      “What do you mean, Maks? How would it be solved?” she asks, excitement causing the words to rush out from her.

      Never missing a beat, Maksim points his thumb in my direction. “Because of this connection, you fed earlier when Rhia and Gavril were together. I can’t say for certain, but I’m pretty sure you fed from them both. And if that's the case…” he drawls, waiting for her to pick up his reasoning, and when she does, tears start to cascade down her perfect face.

      “Then I’ll never have to find new partners again,” she finishes, and just like that, a whole new set of possibilities shine before us.
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      “Honey, I sure hope you have a good reason for calling me so late. Because I’ve got three words for you. Sexy. French. Barista.”

      I laugh in response to Fifi's greeting and feel lighter just from knowing she's there. As far as friends go, she's a good one to have. Still, I can't help giving her a little grief about her choice of company.

      “Fifi, you’re in the middle of nowhere at Aradia. There are no sexy French baristas there,” I tease, and she scoffs in response.

      "You're no fun! Fine, he's a French major that works at Starbucks. He is fine though. Double jointed and eager to please. I swear, the boy could suck a golf ball through a hosepipe," she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

      Rolling my eyes at the mental image, I sigh, knowing that it's late and I have more questions than time. “As enlightening as that is, I’m actually calling because something happened. Something I’ve never heard of,” I say, and I hear a rustling of fabric followed by a few mumbled words I can’t make out.

      “Okay, I’m out of bed. What’s going on?” she asks, voice serious, and I’m filled with gratitude for her.

      Not sure how to start, but figuring I should just spit it out, I blurt, “I had sex with Gavril.”

      The words hang there between us, and I don’t know if I’m happy or not that I can’t see her face. Until she replies, “hmmm,” and nothing else.

      “That’s it? Hmm?” I ask, frustrated and taking it out on her.

      She doesn't rise to the challenge in my voice though. Instead, her tone is calm as she says, "What do you want me to say? You kids practically reek of repressed sexual tension and anxiety. I swear, it's like an episode of Riverdale with you. Though I have to admit, I thought it would be mighty Maksim that stormed your trenches first. Gavril always seemed like more of a team player. You know, the more the merrier."

      While shaking my head in exasperation, Maksim comes into the room I sit in alone, and hesitantly approaches the bed. When he sees I'm not going to kick him out, he lowers himself onto the bed beside me, lays back, and puts his arm across his eyes. "Hey, Fifi," he murmurs and then goes silent.

      Hearing his greeting, Fifi says, “Speak of the devil and then he’ll show up. Tell that beefcake I said hey.”

      Maksim's snort tells me he heard Fifi, so I don't bother repeating her. Instead, I go on to tell her the rest of the story. Of how not only was I unable to keep the others out of my head, but that they'd shared my pleasure too. By the time I finish telling her, making sure to include Satine feeding through our bond, Fifi is dead sober when she addresses me next.

      “Rhia, I need you to listen to me very carefully. You can’t tell anyone else what happened, okay? You keep it between just you and the others. I need to do some research, but I’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Until then, try experimenting with this connection and find out what other things can be shared through it. Just don’t do it around anyone else.”

      I start to reply, to ask her questions about what research she needs to do, or why she sounds afraid, but the line clicks off before I can, and she’s no longer there.

      Tired, confused, and with more questions than I started with, I fall back beside Maksim and don't resist as he pulls me in close and tucks me into the line of his body.

      Relieved he’s not upset about earlier, I look up at the curve of his handsome face and find him staring back at me.

      Rather than ask about my conversation, or even demand answers for what happened earlier in the bar, he leans his head forward and kisses my lips gently. “Get some sleep, Rhia. The problems will still be there in the morning, but at least tonight you can rest,” he says, and with his warm body cradling mine, I close my eyes and do just that.

      

      The sun streaming through the window caresses Satine’s face, and seeing her smooth skin back to a healthy color, makes all the problems we’re facing worth it. Especially when I think about the revelations from the night before. If she can feed through our bond, then she’d potentially be able to be sustained by that alone, and would never have to seek out willing donors to sate her needs again.

      Studying the soft curve of her lips, my eyes go wide when I feel a movement behind me, and remember that Maksim had been in here when I'd fallen asleep the night before. I'm not sure when Satine had joined us, claiming the space on the opposite side of me and somehow managing to avoid any contact with Maksim's big frame, but it's nice waking to both of them. Even if they are strangely still aware of each other in their sleep, their bodies both pressed against mine but never drawing closer to each other. No, there is nothing between them but a long-term friendship and a shared attraction for me.

      At least, I think Maksim is attracted to me. He'd never come out and said it, but he'd kissed me the night before, and that didn't seem like something you'd do with someone you didn't like. Especially once you found out they'd slept with one of your closest friends, and because of some metaphysical connection we couldn't control, you'd experienced their post-coital bliss right along with them.

      I hate having all of these unanswered questions and hate having to leave the nest of their bodies even more, but I'm eager to do as Fifi suggested. With that thought powering my movements, I rise from the bed and begin to plan my day. A call to my mom has to come first before anything else, as I have already put it off for too long, but after that, I can tell the others what Fifi said.

      I release a silent groan when I think about my upcoming call. It isn’t that I don’t want to talk to my mom. The opposite, really. My concern is that as soon as I hear her voice, I’ll spill all the troubles and events of the past few months to her. That would not be good for me, or for Aradia Academy, since Dean Wiseman had agreed to keep my nearly dying, twice, a secret from her. It won’t matter how elite the school is if my mother finds out. She’ll raise more hell than a demon on spring break.
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      When my mom doesn’t answer by the third try, I leave a message for her to call me back, and immediately feel guilty for feeling relieved I’ve dodged our talk for a bit longer. One day I’ll tell her what's really going on in my life. Preferably when I know she won’t demand to know where I'm at, hop on a plane and come to see for herself that I’m okay. So… never.

      With everyone still sleeping, and nothing else to do, I decide to take a shower. I’m not dirty, but it will give me something to occupy my mind with for a few more minutes, so I head to the bathroom. As I walk down the halls, I absently note that there are no family portraits hanging on the walls before entering the small, but tidy bathroom. Once the door is closed behind me, I quickly strip out of my tank top and pajama shorts as I wait for the old pipes to heat the water up.

      The water feels phenomenal as it beats down on my back, granting me a few precious minutes of not thinking about anything, and I lean with my forehead pressed against the wall as I try to clear my mind. With the water running, I don’t hear the sound of the door opening, so when I exit a little while later, I smack straight into a toned, green chest that is missing its shirt. Which, funny enough, is a match to my own bare top.

      Startled by Declan's presence, I quickly push away from his solid chest, as he stares at my breasts like a deer caught in headlights. It's almost comical the way his mouth is gaping open like a fish out of water, or would be if I weren't completely naked in front of him.

      Remembering my lack of clothes, I make the mistake of diving for the towel that hangs on the door only for the quick action combined with my wet feet, to cause me to slip. As I fight and fail to regain my balance, I grab the only thing close enough to hold onto. Declan.

      We go down in a tumble of wet braids, bare skin, and humiliation, and end up flailing as we try to quickly get away from each other. This does no good, and eventually, I just stop moving and give up. Bringing my hands up to cover my hot face.

      "Shit, Rhia, I'm so sorry. I thought it was Gavril in here and was just going to brush my teeth. I didn't mean to… wait, are you crying?" he asks, his voice sounding strained, and I drop my hands to show that I'm not crying. I'm laughing at the predicament and that I'm still sprawled across the floor, my morning glory on display for anyone to see, and Declan's face is the darkest green I've ever seen as he tries to look away from me while fumbling for a towel.

      When his hand finally lands on it, he snatches it off the hook and tosses it my way like it burns, before turning his back to me completely. An action that I find strange, as he is the most flirtatious of all my friends. Well, excluding Satine. But I think hers is more due to her succubus nature than anything else. She just oozes sex appeal.

      When I climb to my feet, I wrap the towel around me as a thought hits me. Surely he couldn’t be… No, there is no way that Declan is a virgin. As prince of the leprechauns, I have no doubt that he's had his pick of women his whole adult life, even if the idea of him with another woman makes me want to rub up against him and claim him as my own.

      Done with the ‘what ifs' of his virginity, or lack thereof, I tap him on his shoulder, letting him know that I'm covered, and he turns hesitantly to face me, his face lined with an apology.

      “Hey, don’t do that,” I say as I run my thumb over the crease between his eyes, smoothing away the line there. Declan has a face for smiling. Seeing him look so uncertain is just wrong.

      Raising his hand to grab my wrist gently between his fingers, he stops my movements, before clearing his throat. “No, I shouldn’t have assumed it was Gavril in here. Now I need to go apologize to him too, for you know, pretty much perving on you in the shower,” he says, and I raise one brow as my temper begins to rise.

      Dropping my hand and taking a step back in anger, I can see the confusion in his eyes. But as he opens his mouth to ask what’s wrong, I halt him by shaking my head.

      “You apologized to me, and that’s all you need to do. Regardless of what I did with Gavril last night, this is still my body, and I’m the only one that gets to dictate who sees it.”

      Upset, I go to storm past him, but a soft touch to my elbow stops me, and I turn to see him looking even more miserable than before. I don’t let it sway me. He needs to understand that I mean what I said.

      “I don’t know what to say, Rhia. I feel like all I ever do is put my foot in my mouth. I know it’s your body. I would never presume to think otherwise. I just… I don’t know where you stand with Gavril, and I don’t know where you stand with me. Or even with any of the others. I’m floundering here, hoping that you’ll throw me a life raft, but so far, I’m sinking.”

      I finally soften a bit at his stricken look and know that I'm not being fair to him. Actually, I've been reckless as I've dealt with my growing feelings for them all, and it's time that I do something about it. So I take a step toward him, and look him straight in the eyes, before placing my hand on his chest and kissing him. I don't stay there long, really just a brush of our lips, but when I pull away, I find some of the darkness from in his gaze has disappeared.

      "I know what I want, Declan. It hasn't changed. The question you need to be asking yourself is, do you know what you want? Despite what society or anyone else tells me is right, I care for you all, and I don’t see that changing. If that’s not something you can deal with, or think you’ll ever be able to handle, then there can’t be anything more between us, and as much as that hurts me, I’m not willing to give up any of the others either. You each mean a lot to me, and if that makes me a horrible person, then so be it. If I have the chance to keep you all, then I’m going too. There’s still a lot we need to figure out with this bond, and that’s going to take practice, so you need to take some time and decide if you’re willing to put in the work with the rest of us. I need you to make a choice, Declan. No more of this in-between. It’s only going to hurt us both in the long run,” I tell him, laying all my cards out there for him to see before turning and leaving the bathroom.

      He doesn’t try to stop me again.
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      I lean back my head and enjoy the way the sun warms my face, relishing in the brief moments when the gentle breeze blows by and provides just enough air to keep my body from growing too hot. We sit in a circle in a wide clearing with the view of the mountains on one side, and the thick line of trees on the other, and I think about how I could get used to such perfect weather. This thought is only made stronger as I feel the touch of my knees pressed against Maksim’s and Gavril’s where they sit on either side of me, and I’m able to look Satine and Declan in the eyes as they sit across from me. Surrounded by the four, I know there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

      We’re all quiet as we try to focus, so I allow my mind to wander, and with the way the grass is tickling my palms, I’m reminded of my time with Gavril the night before, and the flight after. His hands had been everywhere as our wings kept us aloft, and with the wind blowing over our naked bodies, we–.

      I snap my eyes open when I hear the groans from Satine, Maksim, and Declan, and the satisfied male chuckle from Gavril, as they pick up my naughty thoughts. My cheeks feel flushed as I look into their faces, noting their expressions range from Satine's exasperation to Gavril's pride, and I instantly feel guilty. Smiling sheepishly at letting my mind stray while we're trying to figure out our bond, I mumble an apology. As I do, I feel the weight of their stares and the pressure to figure this out sitting heavily on my shoulders.

      Gavril clears his throat to get my attention. “You have to focus, Rhia. Believe me, I enjoyed last night too and I would love to do it again, but right now, I think broadcasting the details to everybody might be too much. If anything, it may cause them to subconsciously shut you out,” he says kindly, and I let that thought sink in.

      A sigh escapes me. He’s right, so I nod my head. “Sorry, you guys. I guess I’m just so used to blocking you all out that I’m having trouble with you being inside of my head now. For the past two months, it’s been the other way around, so this is new to me too. I’ll do better. I promise.”

      There’s no judgment on any of their faces and that just makes me feel worse about my inability to focus. We’ve been out here for two hours already, and haven’t gotten any further than opening up our minds to share our thoughts. Unfortunately, that means I’ve accidentally shared the more intimate parts they should have never seen. I don’t mean to do it, but every time my gaze catches Gavril’s, my mind flashes back to his strong body, bare save for the moonlight that caressed the curve of his ass, highlighting the dimples that–.

      “Rhia!”

      The thought dies as they all yell my name at once, the word coming out as one voice, and I can’t believe I’ve done it again. Cheeks blazing, I cover my face with my hands, hiding from them as I rest my head on my raised knees. At this rate, they’ll never need to watch HBO again. Not when I keep giving them a play-by-play of what me and Gavril did for free.

      "All right, I think we could all do with the break. How about you come inside with me and help me get some drinks ready, Rhia? The guys can just hang out and relax for a bit while we do," Satine says, and I immediately take the hand she holds out to me to help me off the ground.

      On my feet, I quickly walk toward the house, causing Satine to practically jog to keep up, and I don’t stop until I feel the press of the living room wall behind my back.

      Feeling the air stir around me, I meet Satine’s kind face and note the concern there. “I need to ask you a personal question, Rhia. I have a theory, and this will help me figure out if it’s right or not,” she says, getting straight to the reason she pulled me away from the others, and I consider what she’s asking. I could handle some personal questions if she can help. It’s a small price to pay.

      “Sure. What do you need to know?”

      “Last night with Gavril. Was that your first time? You know, ever?” she asks hesitantly, and I can tell talking about this isn’t high on her to-do list.

      Not ready to have the ‘how many partners have you had sex with talk’, I keep my response simple. “No, it wasn’t.”

      “Damn,” she mumbles under her breath, and I lift my brows. Seeing my look, she throws her hands up in what I guess is supposed to be a soothing gesture.

      "Sorry, Rhia. I didn't mean it like that. Honestly, it doesn't matter to me, but I needed to know. The way you're acting, your inability to focus and obsessing over sex with Gavril isn't like you at all. At first, I was hoping that it was because you were a virgin, and he was your first. But, if that's not the case, then I think it's something else…"

      She looks pained by whatever thought she’s come to, and I cup her face, enjoying how soft her skin is, while my eyes zero in on those juicy, red lips. If I just lean in a few inches, I’ll be able to taste them...

      "See, this isn't like you. Getting distracted and having all your thoughts turn to sex. Or, even if it is, you're normally better at hiding it than this. I think I know why though. Last night, I was able to feed through our bond. Not just you either, Gavril too. If I was able to physically gain something through our connection, like the energy that you built during your… flight. Then it stands to reason that you could get something from me as well," she says, no longer meeting my gaze, so I lean down into her line of sight.

      “Tell me, Satine. What do you think is going on?”

      With a groan, she answers in a soft voice, like she dreads what she has to say. With the my stomach turns from nerves, I’m grateful she doesn’t leave me guessing for long.

      “Meaning, I think that you’re experiencing my lust. The craving to have the feel of another person rubbing all over you until you come unglued beneath them. I’ve had years to manage it, but you’re acting like a teenage succubus not in control of her powers and self yet. And if that’s true, only one thing will help…” she looks down once more before she seems to gather herself, and in a voice so soft I almost miss it, she answers. “Sex.”

      

      When we rejoin the others, I reluctantly share with them Satine's theory and wait for their reactions about sex being what I need right now. They don't disappoint with their reactions.

      “Rhia, as difficult as this is to say, if you just have to have sex, I’m here for you. You’re my friend, and this is a sacrifice I’m willing to make,” Gavril says, feigned nonchalance in his words, but his tone tells a different story. He’s just a touch too eager to be anything but excited by the prospect of us having lots of sex.

      “Wow! Conceited much? Why assume she’d want to have sex with you again? Not to toot my own horn, but toot toot. I was basically created for one thing, and that is to give pleasure. Besides, I can do things with my tongue that you can’t even imagine,” Satine says back to him, and rather than get offended, I lean back on my palms and let them argue. I mean, they’re talking about bringing me pleasure. Call me curious, but I want to see where this goes.

      Gavril looks at her in disbelief and starts to gesture erratically with his hands. "Just because you're a woman, it doesn't mean you can please her more than anyone else. I'm a gargoyle. I can literally grow and harden parts of my body at will. You may have some ‘magical' tongue, but I'm like a Duracell baby. I don't quit."

      Chuckling softly from his spot beside me, Maksim leans in to whisper quietly in my ear. “Are you okay with this?” His warm breath caresses my skin and causes a shiver to race down my spine.

      I think about the question, rather than answer immediately with some textbook response, but then shake my head. “Honestly? It’s kind of funny watching them argue,” I admit, but he gently cups my face to turn it toward him. Falling into those whiskey eyes, Satine and Gavril’s conversation fades away.

      “No, Rhia, not just this conversation about who can please you more. Though, if we’re throwing out our specs, I’d like to mention that I’m single, willing, and have this aggravating habit of not being able to stop until I know my girl has been thoroughly satisfied. This could mean hours in bed, screaming for more until your voice fails you while I worship your body like the goddess that you are. But more than that, more than the endless amounts of pleasure, my priority will always be making sure that you’re happy.”

      His voice has grown deeper as he talks, and by the time he finishes, I’m squeezing my legs against the heat that has pooled between them. It’s a struggle to find my voice with how dry my mouth has become.

      Seeing that he’s left me speechless, Maksim gives a sly smile before placing a soft kiss on the side of my neck, and as I lift my gaze, it locks with Declan where he sits across from me.

      Instead of the anger or hurt I’ve grown so accustomed to seeing, a new expression is written across his face, and as he leans in, moving between where Satine and Gavril are arguing over the finer points of how a strap on is just as efficient as a real erection, I find myself holding my breath in anticipation of what he’ll say.

      “We get it. Satine is a woman and knows what other women enjoy. Gavril can make his cock like a rock, and Maksim? Honestly, most of the shit that comes out of his mouth either terrifies or cracks me up, so I’m good not knowing what he can offer. But let me be clear. Leprechauns set the standard for making a woman’s dreams come true. You get lucky with one of us, and you’ll find more than just a pot of gold on the other side of my rainbow, sweetheart.”

      At his proclamation, my heart rate speeds up, but I try to quell my excitement until we can talk alone. After our disaster of a conversation in the bathroom earlier, I need more than just an afterthought. I need assurances that he’s really ready to try and make this work, and won’t bow out when things get tough. I also need to know if I can trust him fully again. He hurt me the last time I opened up, and I don’t think our friendship could survive that a second time.

      I try to show these doubts on my face, having been burned by him before, and when he gives a subtle nod, his eyes taking on a challenging look, I return one of my own. I may want him, but I also refuse to play this back and forth game. If he has decided to do this, then he has to be all in.
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        * * *

      

      The call from my mother finally comes two days later as I go to sit down for dinner with the others, and as much as I want to dive into the chicken parmigiana Maksim prepared, I rise from my seat with an apologetic smile, and make my way up to my room.

      “Hey, Mom! How are you? How’s Matt?” I ask in greeting, thinking about how my little brother must be driving her crazy during his summer break. Confirming my suspicions, she lets out a tired sigh.

      “Matt’s fine, honey. Though he’s started spending time with our new neighbor. He seems nice, but I don’t know… I think he’s been smoking. I asked him about it, but you know how he can be. He denied it and then spent the rest of the evening locked in his room.”

      Feeling guilty about not calling her enough, I try to lighten my tone. “Mom, Matt’s a smart kid. I’m sure he’s not doing anything stupid like that. Besides, he knows if he does I’ll magic all his clothes pink.”

      She laughs when I say that last part, knowing that I’ve done it before since my intent was to help him, and it makes me glad to have called. She’d been disappointed when I called her a month ago to tell her I wasn’t coming home for the summer. Which only made it worse when I couldn’t say it’s because it could put her and Matt in danger. Until we know for sure the threat has passed, I’m not willing to risk my family.

      “Rhia? Are you still there, honey?”

      Frowning at how often I find my thoughts straying, I force my focus back onto our conversation. We’ve already missed too many talks. The least I can do is pay attention when we do.

      “Yea, sorry. I just thought I heard Gavril call my name,” I lie, forgetting that I haven’t told her who all I’m with, and immediately cringe knowing I’ve just opened a can of worms I’m not ready to talk about yet. One day maybe.

      "Gavril? Honey, when you told me you were staying with friends this summer, I thought you meant Satine and some other girls. Are you seeing this Gavril?" she asks, her voice excited, and not wanting to lie, I settle on a half-truth.

      “Kind of. It’s complicated. I like him, but I have feelings for someone else too. I guess I just worry I’m not being fair to him when he’s not the only person that I like,” I say, telling her more than I intended to, and wait for the lecture the admission is sure to bring me.

      “You’re young, Rhia. I wouldn’t worry so much about it. The chances of Gavril, or even this other boy you like, being the ‘one’ are slim. Right now is a time for you to figure out who you are. When you do meet the right person, you’ll feel it to your very core. I wouldn’t worry so much until then,” she tells me, and my heart sinks.

      How do you explain to someone that there isn’t just a one for you, but four people that have grabbed your heart, wrapped it tightly within their arms, and refuse to let it go? I'm not sure, so I don't try. Instead, we spend the next fifteen minutes with her telling me about the people from back home, as I make the right noises in the right places, but all the while, I can't stop myself from thinking about the four downstairs and what they mean to me.

      I just know one thing for sure after our talk is over and we hang up. Mom is wrong. Feelings aren't assigned to a specific number, and I know for a fact, that a person is capable of loving more than one person. I may not be ready to tell her yet, but one day I will. And when that day comes, I can only hope that she'll see it my way, because if the four downstairs agrees to be mine, then I'm never letting them go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Grocery Stores And Pop Up Storms

          

        

      

    

    
      The day after my conversation with my mom, I’m lounging on the couch when Maksim walks into the room, brow furrowed.

      “Everything okay?” I ask as he stands there staring down at a piece of paper he holds. He looks up at my question and nods.

      “We need more food. I’ve gone through the stock that was left for us, and if we plan on eating tomorrow, someone will need to run to the store in town.

      Since I haven’t contributed much besides helping to keep the house clean, I stand up and stretch my arms out above my head. “I’ll go. Who’s coming with me?”

      I look around the room and see Gavril open his mouth like he’s about to respond, but before he can, Declan shoots up from his spot and joins me where I stand. “I’ll go with, Rhia. With only two of us, we’ll have space in the back for groceries if we run out of room in the trunk.”

      Gavril’s body tenses like he’s ready to argue, but after sharing a long look with Declan, he sighs. “Yea, you’re right. I’d hate for there not to be enough space for the groceries,” he says in a dry tone, and I look back and forth between the two of them. It’s a bad thought, but with how strange they’re acting, it would be a good time for their thoughts to seep through.

      Scolding myself for thinking that way, I walk toward the hallway, stopping only for a second when Maksim stretches out what I now see is a grocery list. I read over it for a second and put it in my pocket before facing Declan. "Let me grab my shoes, and I'll meet you outside."

      He nods, and I continue to my room as I try to ignore the nerves I feel at the upcoming car ride. We haven’t been alone since Satine figured out that I may be picking up on some of her succubus traits, so I fear this may end up being a very awkward trip.

      

      Staring down at the directions on my phone, I make sure we’re taking the right road before I look up to direct Declan. When he said he wanted to drive, I’d been more than happy to comply. These curvy roads made me nervous to drive on.

      "Stay straight for five miles, and when you come to a four-way, you'll turn right. That should take us right to town," I say as I take in his profile.

      With his green-tinged skin and shock of red hair, he really is handsome. But the tension is thick between us. There’s still so much hanging in the air between us, and I don’t know where we stand.

      He must feel the same way because, after only another mile or so of driving, he pulls off into an old parking lot, the building in the middle long since closed, and turns off the car before running his hands through his hair.

      Unsure of what’s going through his mind, I keep my mouth closed as he works through whatever it is that’s bothering him.

      "I," he starts and snaps his mouth closed. Trying again, he turns to me and I'm taken aback by the naked pain he allows me to see etched across his handsome features. "I have to get married, Rhia. I'll be king one day, and tradition requires I have a wife before I can. I know you think I'm being difficult because of whatever it is that's going on with the others, and that was it, at first, but I had mostly worked through my issues with that…"

      “But?” I ask, sensing there’s more he needs to say, and he startles me by slamming his hand down onto the steering wheel. The blare of the horn disturbs the birds resting in the trees nearby. As they screech and fly away in alarm, I wait for him to say something. Anything to give me some clue about what’s going on with him.

      Leaning back and resting his head against his seat, he no longer looks at me. He just keeps his eyes closed and swallows hard. “The week before school released, my mom told me that her and my father decided I wasn’t actively trying to find a wife, and it was embarrassing them. They said that I have one year or they’ll choose for me, and I will have no say. I want to agree to this with you Rhia because I care about you. But, how can I? If I do this now, I'll only have to give you up in a year when you definitely won't be able to choose between me and the others. And I won't ever ask that of you again. Not after I almost lost you. So here I am, a slave to a tradition that is older than me, with no idea of what to do. Because no matter what I decide, I lose you in the end."

      My breath hitches in my throat at what he says, and it pains me to see him hurting, but he’s right. This isn’t something I had been expecting, and I don’t know what to tell him, so I reach over and grab his hand, hoping that some magical solution will appear. When nothing comes to mind, the seconds ticking by with neither of us adding anything to the conversation, Declan turns the rental back on and shifts into gear. I stare away from him as he does, and look out the back window and catch sight of another vehicle doing the same thing about two hundred yards back.

      Guess we’re not the only ones in the world with problems, I think bitterly, upset about a system that threatens to keep Declan away, and the injustice of it all. With so much already on my mind, I push away the thoughts of the car behind us and gaze off into the trees as we drive. I have enough problems without worrying about strangers.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrive at the largest store the small town boasts, we park amongst a variety of old and new vehicles. There doesn't seem to be any class differentiation here, so our SUV fits in just fine amongst the mix of cars. We unbuckle from our seats in the same silence that has accompanied most of our drive, and start to make our way to the store.

      Halfway to the door, a crack of thunder halts our progress across the parking lot, and we stop to look up at how the sky has darkened. While I peer into the sky, the first fat drop of rain lands on my forehead, and begins to slowly slide down my face.

      “I didn’t realize rain was in the forecast,” I say as I wipe away the drop and scan the storm clouds that have begun to roll in. It had just been a bright and sunny out. This hit fast.

      “We better get moving before it starts pouring. I don’t have an umbrella,” Declan says, grabbing my attention away from the darkening sky, and we start jogging toward the door as the drops of rain turn into a downpour that seeps through our clothes.

      Soaking wet and laughing as we finally arrive at the overhang that leans over the entryway, I stand just outside the door and squeeze out my braids, making a note to dry them better when we get home. It's bothersome, but I'm grateful that the magic that keeps my wings from being seen, also protects them from any outside elements as well. While I do this, I turn to see Declan staring at me, his eyes are soft and lips slightly parted.

      “What?” I ask, beginning to feel self-conscious at his prolonged stare, but he just blinks and looks away, his jaw tightening.

      “Let's grab a cart. We can start at the produce section and work our way around. Maksim wants us to get some peppers for chili later,” he says, changing the subject, and I let it die. If he wants to talk about it, he will.

      We wander around the store for about an hour, grabbing the things we need, and some that we don't, and I make a point to throw in some cake mix. He pretends like he doesn't, but Maksim has a major sweet tooth. And well, who doesn't love cake?

      By the time we finish shopping, the rain is pounding against the windows of the store, making it difficult to see, so we run out blindly with the cart, splashing through puddles as we go. At the SUV, we work quickly to throw the stuff into the hatch so that our groceries don’t get ruined, and once we finish, Declan closes the hatch and seals our things inside.

      Since I’m already soaked to the bone, I grab the cart before Declan can, and race back toward the return station, ignoring his calls to let him do it. As I run, I step onto the small rack at the bottom of the cart and let out a small squeal as my momentum carries me the rest of the way to the station. Despite being wet, I feel lighter on the way back to the SUV, like the rain has washed away my earlier worries, but as I pass a light post, lightning arcs across the sky and the bulb suddenly blows, sending a shower of sparks flying out. I barely dodge the falling glass, jumping to keep from getting cut, and the smile is wiped from my face as I sprint back to where Declan waits, frowning, beside the SUV.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, running around the SUV to look me over as I slide into my seat, shaking as water drips from me and puddles into the seat and floor below. Seeing me shiver, he closes my door firmly and runs back around to his side and climbs in. Once inside, he cranks up the heat, and I sigh in relief as the warm air blasts over me.

      “You should have let me do that, Rhia. You could have been hurt!”

      “I’m fine. The light just blew and startled me is all. Besides, one of us had to do it, and the light would have blown either way,” I retort, not understanding why he looks so upset.

      “I just... there’s not much I can do or offer you that the others don’t already have covered. At least let me do the small things like sparing you from being out in the rain for longer than necessary. Please,” he pleads, and I reach my hand over to squeeze his, his skin as chilled as mine. I try to comfort him, even though I don’t know why he’s acting like this, but after only a second of touching him, he pulls his hand from my grip and shifts the SUV into gear.

      “It’s getting worse. We need to hurry and get back,” he mumbles without meeting my eyes.

      I don't reach for him again as he backs out of the lot, and I rest my head on my seat, feeling my braids soak the cushion behind me. I don't understand why he's so worked up, so I'm hesitant to try and strike up a conversation. Instead, we once again sink into the strained silence that is becoming normal for us. As we start down the road, heart heavy from the whole grocery trip, I glance in the mirror to see the blown out light that almost struck me. It's dark now, an oddity among the other brightly lit street lamps.

      

      The rain pounds against the windshield and makes it difficult to see as the wipers struggle to keep up with the downpour. We’re traveling along a narrow road that leads back to the farmhouse, and with exception of a car we passed a moment ago, seem to be the only ones crazy enough to be traveling during this weather.

      As Declan leans close to the window, eyes squinted to try and see better, a bolt of lightning crashes down, and appears to strike the road in front of us. It hits so close, I worry that it actually hit the vehicle, and it causes Declan to swerve, the tires hydroplaning for a second before he gains traction again.

      “Holy shit! You okay?” he questions once the wheels have found purchase, his breaths coming quickly from him, and I shake my head, opening my mouth to tell him that I’m fine, but a second strike hits a short distance ahead of us, the percussion almost too loud for my ears. Unlike last time, all that power is directed into a tree along the side of the road, and when the electricity shoots through it, it comes crashing down into the path of the SUV.

      “Declan!” I cry as he yanks the steering wheel hard to the side to avoid the fallen oak, and the tires spin as we slide off the road, speeding down a steep incline before we finally crash to a hard stop between two trees. The airbags don’t deploy at the force of the hit, and I dazedly make a mental note that I should complain to the company about their faulty bags.

      “It’s okay. You’re okay,” Declan says as he unbuckles his seatbelt quickly, and moves over to run his eyes and hands over my face and body like he’s reassuring himself that his words are true.

      Realizing that he’s most likely in shock from what just happened, I halt his cold hands as they come back to rest on my face, and meet his wild eyes.

      “You’re right. I’m okay. We’re both okay. You took care of us,” I say, hoping to wipe the panic from his gaze. When he doesn’t respond right away, I hesitantly ask, “You are okay, right?”

      Running his hands through his hair, he looks away. “No. I don’t think I am. Everything’s so fucked up, Rhia. I want to tell you everything. I know I can trust you, but it’s not just my secret. It’s my kingdom, and it’s my parents pushing for me to find a wife, and… and despite everything, all I want to do is love you. To tell you how much my heart beats for only you and that keeping you safe has become almost an obsession at this point because if I can’t have you, then I’ll at least see you safe. And I can’t even do that right.” His voice breaks at the end, and it hurts me to see him so upset.

      It’s like he’s laid himself bare before me, exposing his cracks, and it’s cracks that mirror my own doubts and fears. Recognizing that shared pain, I can’t say who moves first, but the kiss we share is hot and greedy. It’s almost as if we’re proving to each other that we're truly okay. That we’re alive, and our hands drift and roam over each other’s bodies as we continue to seek that reassurance. It doesn’t take long before our frantic emotions urge us forward, and we end up in the backseat, with our hands desperately trying to rid ourselves of our clothes as the rain pelts the windows, the storm outside a mirror to the storm within.

      Pulling back as I finally get my shirt over my head and past my wings, Declan’s face searches mine, and I frown at his dejected look.

      “We can’t do this Rhia. What about my parents? Nothing has changed. I’ll still have to take a wife,” he says, breath rasping out of him as his hand tightens on my hip.

      Having him before me with his shirt gone and pants unbuttoned, I decide to say fuck it to plans. They rarely work anyways, and this is what I want. With my mind made up, I reach behind me and unclip my bra. As the cotton material falls away, I feel more powerful than ever under his reverent look.

      “You know what? We’ve got a year to figure that out and cross that bridge, but right now, it’s just us. And I want you, Declan. Now,” I say, and a feral look crosses his features before he pushes me back onto the seat and rotates his body so that he leans over me.

      “Okay. We'll figure it out. Together,” he starts, but pulls away the smallest bit before adding, “all five of us.” With that, he takes my mouth with his as he works his pants down his hips, and I break away for a moment to take him in. Hard and ready, his cock juts out between our wet bodies, and my eyes widen slightly at the deceptive length.

      With him being the shortest of the guys, I had imagined that he may also be smaller in other regards too, but I was very, very wrong. Where he may not be as long as Gavril, he’s marginally wider, and a thrill of excitement laced with fear shoots through me at the prospect of taking all that smooth length inside of me.

      My nervous anticipation must show on my face because after he allows me a second for my gaze to roam over his body, he leans in and places a gentle kiss on my lips. "Together," he repeats, and leans forward and kisses my neck.

      It’s that last bit that finally does it, that snaps my control and I throw caution to the wind, throwing my arms around his neck, and pull his lips back down onto mine.

      

      Sex in the back of the car with the windows fogged up as a storm rages outside sounds hot in theory, but in reality, it’s really difficult. We face the problem of not only having to remove my remaining clothing, wet in this case, but my wings are not very flexible.

      Giving up on being gentle, Declan seems frustrated with my jeans that stick to my body like a second skin, and gives a great tug and pulls them from me. It’s a great idea, too, until he frees one leg as I’m pulling it away and I slip and kick him in the nose, causing a spurt of blood to leave it.

      “Shiiiit!” he cries, pulling up both hands to cup his face as I scramble to grab some napkins from the cup holder before pressing the wad to his face.

      “I’m so sorry, Declan,” I say miserably as he holds them up, the white staining red as we sit there half undressed with goosebumps from the cold air pebbling across our skin. The flush of my skin helps to fight off the rising bumps, but when we meet each other’s eyes, we begin to laugh.

      “Damn, that’s nothing like in the movies,” he says in a stuffed up voice, but has a smile on his face as he turns his head to the side. His gaze moves down my body, and I giggle at the white tissues stuffed in his nose. “I really messed this all up, didn’t I? I always imagined our first time being in a nice hotel somewhere. I would give you a massage, let my hands linger on your body and then I’d finally take you. Maybe against a wall. Blood was never part of the plan.”

      We laugh again as he finishes describing what he had imagined, but I think about what he’s said. It would have been great that way, but he fails to understand that it’s not the setting that matters to me, it’s who I’m with. And right now, there’s no one else I’d rather be sitting in a wrecked car with.

      With these thoughts driving me forward, I reach down and yank the jeans from my other foot, and rise up and throw my leg over Declan's slim waist. His face registers surprise as I settle down over him, the thin fabric of my boy short panties the only thing that separates us.

      “You don’t have to do this, Rhia. I didn’t say all that to make you feel bad,” he says with his lips pursed, and I lean in and kiss his mouth, the tissues tickle my nose.

      As our mouths move against each other, I echo the rhythm with my body and slowly begin to grind my core against his returning erection.

      Wanting to be closer to him, but knowing that I need to be smart too, I pause and look at him, head tilted slightly to the side. “You have protection, right?”

      His gaze grows distant as he looks like he's thinking hard before he leans around me and reaches into the pocket of his jeans. Pulling out his wallet, I suppress a giggle at the four turtles in ninja outfits that are on it, different from the gold money clip he normally allows people to see, and he opens it and pulls out a foil package.

      He doesn’t waste time returning the wallet back into his pants, just throws it to the floorboard, and I pretend I don’t see him yank out the bloodied napkins before tossing them onto the floor, because as soon as those gold eyes meet mine, thoughts of mutant rats, turtles, and bloody noses disappear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rock You Like A Hurricane

          

        

      

    

    
      Declan doesn’t fumble with opening the condom, but I stop him before he can slide it on. I halt his hands with my own, removing the latex from his grasp, and place it over the tip, smearing the bead of clear liquid that sits on top of his cock. I pull my eyes up and hold his gaze as I slowly roll it down, gently squeezing his shaft with my hand along the way.

      He groans at the touch, and I take advantage of his distraction to lift my hips up just enough to shimmy out of my panties. Once those have joined the rest of our rain-soaked clothes on the floor, I guide his wide length between my folds and begin to sink down, growing wetter at the pain-pleasure his swollen cock brings me.

      “Oh, Rhia! I love how I feel inside of you,” he says once I finally take him all in, his eyes flashing liquid gold. I hold his hot gaze, luxuriating in the way he breathes my name, and after allowing myself a moment to acclimate, I begin to rock my hips back and forth over him. Sometimes I change up the motion by rising slightly, before coming back down, and pulling more moans from his lips.

      A few times he reaches up to stroke my wings, and although it feels good, the feeling of control I have right now, of taking his body and using it to bring us both pleasure, is even better, so I grab his wrists to stop him from touching me. His brows lift in surprise, but I don’t give him a chance to question me as I raise them back over his head, holding them there as I continue to fuck him.

      Turned on by this new side of me, and his willingness to let me take the lead, I gradually start to move faster, increasing the speed of my movements, but still, I want more. Feeling bold, I let go of one his hands so that I can grab the back of his head and bring his mouth to my breast, moaning as wet heat engulfs my nipple. It feels so good I reward him by clenching my core so that it tightens around where he moves inside of me.

      We stay like that, with our bodies pushing together, sometimes in time with the thunder outside until I eventually feel that slow rise of awareness. The pleasure building telling me that I’m getting close, so I once again increase my tempo until it’s too much, and I throw my head back and scream as my nails dig into his shoulders and I ride out my pleasure. Taking everything that I want from him.

      I release his wrists when my body begins to lose its rhythm, my orgasm causing my motions to slow, and he grabs my hips forcefully and keeps driving into me.  He stays like this until he finally reaches his own peak and comes undone beneath me.

      So caught up in the aftershocks of my orgasm, I forget to shield against the others, but when I search my mind, I find them locked away. As if sealed within a vault, and realize, it's locked from the other side. They must have caught onto what was going on and shielded against me. Grateful they did that, but guilty they had to, I lean my head against Declan's shoulder and just breathe against him.

      We’re both still wet, either from the rain or sweat, or maybe a combination of both, but I don’t mind. I’m just enjoying having him still encased deep within me as my body relaxes against his.

      “That was,” he starts, but has to stop to clear his throat. “Amazing. You’re amazing,” he adds, and I smile against his skin, thinking about how much I enjoyed taking control. And even happier that he seems to have enjoyed it too. But, insecurities begin to rise and I pull away and study his face.

      “Are you sure? I mean, I didn’t push you too far by being too bossy did I?”

      At my question, he laughs and then pulls me into a hug, his arms being careful not to smash my wings. "Rhia, I'm going to be king one day and will be responsible for running a whole group of people. That sounds exhausting and like a lot of work. Believe me when I say that if you want to be in charge in the bedroom, then I'm good with that. Smack my ass and call me your bitch, if you want. As long as you keep doing what you just did, I won't complain."

      Giggling at the image that pops in my head, one where I put a collar on him, ride around on his back slapping his bare ass, I can only shake my head at his questioning look.

      Even after what we’ve just done, there are still some thoughts you hold onto for yourself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three hours, two calls for a tow, and one ride in a taxi later, and we finally walk through the farmhouse doors, wet, tired, and with our hands loaded down with bags.

      Gavril comes to greet us first, and though he seems unsure of himself, no doubt knowing about Declan and me, he eventually leans in and gives me a soft kiss on the cheek, lingering there for a touch too long.

      After he pulls away, I look between the two. One of stone, and one of earth, they’re both so different, and the longer we stand here with them staring at each other, I can feel the testosterone rising. I’m beginning to think I may need to separate them when Maksim appears around the corner, his large frame filling the small entryway, and the moment seems to break. Neither smiles, but they both nod their heads as Gavril grabs a handful of Declan’s bags and turns to grab some of mine. Maksim moves in front of me and blocks his way before he can, and rather than take the bags from my hands like I think he will, he wraps his big arms around them, and me, and carries me to the kitchen as I squeal and leave droplets of water in my wake. I playfully kick my legs like I want down, but really, he’s so warm pressed against me, that I’m disappointed when we finally reach the kitchen.

      “Were you hurt?” he asks, skipping straight to the point, and pinning me in place with his stare.

      After I place the bags on the counter, I grab a hand towel off the rack. As I squeeze out my long braids with it, I think about what he asked. Was I hurt? The wreck had scared me, but like how I had proven to Declan, I felt otherwise fine. “I’m good. Though you should expect a call from the insurance company tomorrow,” I reply, not envying him for being the person listed as the SUV being under.

      He doesn’t appear bothered, just continues to stand there, and I start to grow uncomfortable under that piercing gaze. Finally having enough, I narrow my eyes at him. “What?” I say, but he doesn’t back down from my challenging look. Instead, he steps in so close that I have to crane my neck to look into his eyes as our bodies press together. He’s so warm that I must resist the urge to rub against him and take in all that heat.

      “You forgot your shields,” he says, and I bite my lip as I realize what he means. With my eyes cast down, I don’t catch his movement until both of his big hands are holding my face and angling it up toward him. “Don’t ever feel like you have to hide or be embarrassed with me, Rhia. I didn’t bring it up to shame you. The opposite, actually. What I mean is, you forgot your shields, so I saw what you did. The lucky king-to-be may be happy being dominated, but when it’s me you’re with, things will be different.”

      Feeling emboldened by his words, I do what I wanted to earlier, and sink into him and send him a challenging look. “And how will it be different, oh wise and grumpy one?” I tease, but any humor dies on my lips when he leans down close enough for me to see the flames dancing in his eyes, the reds and oranges the only color in that depthless gaze.

      "It will be different because, for as much as I plan to worship you with my lips, I am equally as ready to punish you with my teeth. What I will do to you will send you on highs and lows while I get you so caught up in the ‘whats' of what I will do next, that you'll lose yourself to me and the pleasure I give you. You'll crave the pain because through it, you'll experience rapture like you've never known before."

      Words no longer exist for me, and all I'm capable of is blinking as I picture what he has in mind. With my mouth too dry to talk, I swallow hard and watch his eyes dip to my neck, shivering at the raw hunger I see there.

      Seeing that I have nothing to say, he leans in and takes my mouth with his own, pulling back with my bottom lip between his teeth, and gives a gentle bite before releasing me and spinning away to put up groceries.

      Unable to do anything but squeeze my thighs together against the heat pooling between them, I admire him as he works, his jeans hugging his ass like a long lost friend. With a sigh, I regrettably shift my eyes away and move to help him put the groceries up, and notice the bags from Declan and Gavril are in here. Since we made it to the kitchen first, they must have come in while I was fixated on Maksim, yet I never heard them come and go.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat beads across Declan's forehead as he stares unblinking into Maksim's eyes. Neither has moved in minutes, but the strain is starting to show on Declan's pale green face.

      “What’s going on? Are they about to make out, because I’d rather not see that?” Satine asks as she slides onto the couch beside me, and with my body angled away, I can feel the brush of her full breasts pushing against my back.

      Leaning into her touch, I lower my voice to where only she can hear. “There’s only one doughnut left, and they both called dibs at the same time. Gavril suggested a stare off with the winner getting it.”

      I don’t move my eyes from the two in front of me, and I feel more than hear Satine scoff at the two guys and their antics.

      “Maksim’s in over his head. Declan’s just playing with him,” Satine says just as quietly, her warm breath tickling my hair and I shiver against her.

      Making sure to keep my voice down, as to not interrupt either of them, I reply, “I don’t know. He looks like he’s going to break any minute. But Maksim doesn’t even seem tired.”

      Satine rests her chin on my shoulder and stares at the two for a second. “Believe me, I’ve known that tricky bastard for years. Leprechauns like to play, and Declan’s just messing with him.”

      Peering closer, I try to see what it is Satine sees. From my vantage point, Declan’s posture appears tired, but when I focus on his eyes, I see that they look just as bright as ever. Whereas, Maksim’s back is ramrod straight, his large frame dwarfing his chair as he towers of Declan, but his eyes have begun to squint. Small creases have formed in the corners of them. Even as I watch, I can tell that it won’t be long for him now, and as the thought crosses my mind, I see him blink. It’s more of a twitch really, but that doesn’t stop Gavril from jumping from his place between the two guys.

      "That's it! You blinked, Maksim. Declan wins!" Gavril declares and raises Declan's hand in the air in a celebratory motion. Maksim stands just as quickly, his chair crashing to the floor behind him, and glares down at Gavril.

      “Bullshit! I didn’t blink. I call a rematch,” Maksim growls out and I feel the heat rolling off of him in waves. Uh oh!

      “Don’t be upset, big guy. You were doomed from the start. But tell you what, I’ll let you lick the crumbs off my plate,” Declan taunts, still sitting with a smirk on his face. He is enjoying pissing off Maksim.

      Reluctant to move from Satine’s soft hold, but knowing that if I don’t step in soon, something or someone, will inevitably end up broken or on fire, I stand and move between the two, placing a gentle hand on Maksim’s hot chest.

      "All right, guys, settle down. We can just go back to the grocery store and buy some more," I say soothingly, but it does nothing to break through to them. And sweat starts to bead on my forehead at the too warm temperature of the room.

      “Yeah, Rhia is right. We’ll just get some more,” Gavril agrees, finally realizing that things are about to get nasty, and not in the way I’d prefer.

      "Don't worry, boys, I have the perfect solution."

      We all turn at Satine's voice and find her standing by the table with the last doughnut in hand. Without removing her eyes from mine, she slowly moves the doughnut to her full lips and sinks her teeth into it, sending the jelly squishing out of the dough layers and staining her lips red. So stunned are we all, that none of us even react as she walks slowly over toward us and leans in, and places a gentle, yet sticky kiss on my lips. She moves away before I can respond, and proceeds to walk out of the room whistling between bites.

      “What the hell!?”

      “Damn it, woman!”

      “Haha, she got you guys good!”

      The three seem to break from their spells at once, Maksim and Declan pissed, while Gavril laughs at what Satine has done, but I still stand there staring at the empty doorway she left through.  Unable to help myself, I slide my tongue out and across the jelly Satine left behind, moaning softly at the sweet flavor.

      “Damn, that was sexy, Rhia. Can you at least tell us what flavor it was? You know, so that we can live vicariously through you?”

      With the delicious flavor still coating my lips, I debate lying to Declan, but shrug and decide to answer truthfully. “It was cherry,” I tell them, and walk out while their eyes glaze over slightly.

      Their sighs are the only sound to follow as I walk away in search of Satine. I tell myself the whole way it's because I want another taste of the doughnut but immediately admit, at least to myself, that that's a lie.

      The doughnut had been delicious, but it’s the touch of Satine’s lips on mine that I crave.

      

      I find her in our room, feet dangling from the bed as she sucks the last of the jelly from one of her fingers, and I can’t stop myself from going to her. It has always been this way with her. Like I’m a moth drawn to her light, unable to resist being next to her, despite the burn I may receive.

      She flicks her gaze up to mine and slowly inserts her last finger into her mouth, her cheeks sinking in slightly as she sucks the cherry flavor from it before pulling it out enticingly slow. The action leaving me jealous of the jelly.

      "That wasn't a very nice trick you pulled downstairs. They're probably plotting ways to get you back right now," I say, breaking the silence as I stop before for when my thighs brush up against her knees.

      Gaze hot, spearing me in place, Satine brings one of her hands around to gently sit on my lower back, brushing my ass as she does, and with her other, she takes the hem of my shirt between her fingers.

      “Let them try. I’ve known them too long for them to catch me off guard. But you, you’re a different story. I never know what you’ll do or how you’ll react,” she says as she gently lifts my shirt before placing a soft kiss on my stomach, and an ache shoots straight to my core.

      She had explained that she thought I'd possibly gained some of her succubus cravings. Especially her need for sex, but I wasn't so sure I blamed my thoughts completely on that. Sure, I've found myself daydreaming and imagining doing naughty things to them more than usual recently, but I can't lie to myself and say that's the only reason why. No, when surrounded by not only a physically attractive group but ones that are also kind and generous, it would be impossible not to think of all the naughty things we can do.

      Satine moves as if she’s heard my thoughts, and leans back in like she’ll kiss my stomach again. She surprises me instead by gently biting down on the fleshy area of skin along my hip. I moan as my eyes close of their own accord, and she traces her fingers across the exposed skin of my stomach before expertly flicking the button on my pants open, revealing the top of my lavender thong. The lace intricately designed to look like flowers.

      Feeling her pause, I look down and meet her gaze, the chocolate color so dark they’re almost black, and I can’t deny that I want more.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

      “I just wanted to look at you for a second. You’re so beautiful, Rhia. I just can’t believe that you’re mine sometimes. Even if I have to split my time with the three stooges downstairs,” she says, and her nose flares as my desire flares again.

      Blown away that the gorgeous woman before me thinks she’s the lucky one, I lean down and capture her mouth with my own, loving how soft her lips are, and that her mouth is just a touch smaller than mine. Giving in to what my body and my heart want, I gently push her back onto the bed and climb on top of her as I straddle her waist. My mouth never leaves hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Touch Of A Succubus

          

        

      

    

    
      What starts off as sweet, playful kisses, steadily increase into something with more heat. Satine pulls me down onto the bed with her and trails kisses down the line of my neck, playfully nipping at places with her teeth and leaving me practically vibrating with desire. But under that, nerves.

      I'm far from being a virgin, but my sexual experiences up to this point have been with guys, and despite not questioning if this is what I want because I'm a hundred percent sure that it is, I can't help but worry I won't be any good.

      Satine hovers over me where my back rests against the soft duvet and begins to slide my shirt up. The hem has just reached the bottom of my bra when she stops and meets my gaze, brows creased. “Are you okay? We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready. All you have to do is say so.”

      My eyes sweep across her face, taking in the small furrow between her brow and her sincere gaze, and it helps to ease some of my concern. But not all of it. Her being so supportive and understanding convinces me to just be honest with her. If not, she may think it’s her that’s causing me to hesitate and not my own self-doubt.

      Raising a hand to cup her cheek, I make sure she focuses on me. “I’m ready for this. More than ready, actually. I just… I’ve never done this before, and I don’t want to disappoint you.”

      I don’t try to hide the slight tremble in my voice, knowing that, with her, I can be candid with my feelings, and her body seems to relax at my words. Like she has been holding her breath in anticipation of what I would say. Happy that she’s not so tense, I curve my lips up into a smile.

      Still leaning over me, she lowers her mouth and traces the seam of my lips with her tongue before pulling back a few inches, our breasts are pressed together and my hands twitch at the urge to reach up and stroke my thumbs across her hardened nipples.

      "Rhia, I know I'm the first woman you've ever been attracted to, and that you're feeling insecure right now, but understand one thing. You're beautiful in every way to me. From your long legs to your topaz eyes, and everything in-between. Every day I spend with you, just makes me realize that I'm so blessed to have you in my life. Please don't be uncomfortable because all I want is to make you happy. And if you'll allow it, to love you."

      My breath catches at her admission, and when she doesn’t immediately try to take it back, I wonder if it’s possible to just melt into a puddle. Since my words refuse to leave my suddenly dry lips, I swallow hard before I act on my urge from before, and cup her large breasts, enjoying how they feel in my hands while I lean up on my arms and bite her nipple through her thin shirt.

      Moaning, Satine wraps one of her hands behind my neck to hold me there, and then, before I can even react, she pulls away and once again claims my mouth with her own. Her kisses are more urgent than before as her hands slide down my sides before dipping one hand inside my jeans and into my lace panties.

      Without releasing my mouth, she expertly slides her hand lower, as she simultaneously uses the other to roll my nipple between two fingers, and I gasp, as she slides a finger between my folds.

      Slowly she moves her hand in and out of me, circling my clit with each pass and I moan at how she seems to know all the right places to touch without needing any cues from me. When she pulls her hand away, I whimper at the loss of contact, but she only smirks before moving down my body and slowly sliding down my jeans and panties.

      Once they’re off, and I lie before her with only my shirt pressed up beneath my breasts, I fight the urge to cover myself. When her pupils dilate and lips part, I’m glad that I don’t. When I go to sit up, to level the playing field and remove the too many articles of clothing that I know cover a body with curves in all the right places, she pushes me back down.

      “Nuh uh!” she says as she shakes her finger and brings her hands down to my legs, running her nails up to the apex of my thighs before stopping at my knees and gently spreading them wide before her. “I’m going to take care of you tonight, Rhia. You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      I watch her, her dark hair all that I can see as she leans down between my legs, but as I feel her hot tongue slide along my folds, I close my eyes as pleasure engulfs me.

      Satine fucks me with her mouth the way one might eat ice cream on a hot summer day. Every action seems to be deliberate, and I can't stop the small noises that I make with each pass of her tongue over my sensitive ball of nerves. With one hand, she works my breast, stroking and squeezing my nipple. With the other, she slides first one finger, and then two inside of me, never once removing her mouth, until I feel the slow build of pleasure start, and my breathing begins to quicken.

      Hearing the speeding up of my breath, Satine speeds up her pace to match my short breaths, and she moves her fingers inside of me faster and harder with each motion until I can't take anymore and I cry out my pleasure as my nails grip into the mattress. Core tightening, Satine drinks me in as I ride out my pleasure, and I'm distantly aware that some of my energy leaves me and goes into her. It's not a lot, nothing I'll ever miss, but the push and pull of sensations only make my orgasm that much better.

      Once the aftershocks of my orgasm pass enough for me to think clearly, I look up as the bed dips down beside me and watch as Satine pulls a few napkins out of the tissue box on the table beside the bed. She brings them up to wipe across her glistening mouth, and I track the motion with my eyes.

      “That was incredible,” I say on a breath, ready to suggest she lay down so that I can return the favor, but a knock at the door stops me.

      “What do you want?” she calls out, eyes lingering on where my shirt has ridden up and exposed one breast, but when I hear the voice on the other side of the door, I sit up quickly and look wide-eyed at Satine.

      “Well, I need a cold shower after that. But since I just got here, maybe we could start with you two getting dressed and coming out here. We’ve got lots to discuss, and the sooner we do, I can get back to my french barista. I’ve taught him how to roll his tongue.”

      Fifi doesn’t wait to see if we’ll argue, and Satine closes her eyes with a growl and mumbled curse under her breath, so I grab her hand to get her to look at me.

      “You know, if we’re quick, I think I can show you a few of things I just picked up. I bet we can even do it before Fifi comes back to threaten us with acne,” I say, not having to fake the breathy quality to my voice. I’m dying to know what Fifi traveled all this way to tell us, but it can wait until after I take care of the beautiful woman at my side.

      Satine doesn’t seem as convinced, and just gives me a quick kiss before standing, leaving me with the taste of myself on my lips. “No, Rhia, I’ll not rush things with you. When it happens, it will be on our own time. I can wait until then. I’m going to steal Fifi’s idea though and jump in a cold shower. Don’t start without me, okay?”

      Feeling guilty about having gotten off, but leaving her wanting, I barely nod, and she comes back over and lifts my chin to meet her eyes. “Hey, none of that. I may not have gotten off, but I enjoyed everything I just did to you. Being able to touch, to taste you like that, was amazing. We’ll have our time. Until then, go ahead and get dressed. Whatever it is that Fifi has to say must be important for her to leave her boy toy behind and travel to the country.”

      Feeling slightly better after she says that, I smile before standing and giving her one last deep kiss, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her flush against my body. She lets me hold her like that for a second but then pulls away with a sheepish smile. "On second thought, you all may want to go ahead and start. I think it's going to take more than just that shower," she admits, and before I can request that she come back, lay down, and let me take care of her, she's out the door.

      

      After I finish getting dressed, I head down the hall toward the living room, the carpet muffling the sound of my steps. Following the murmur of voices, I can’t help the laugh that escapes me when I enter the living room where the others are.

      The guys are all sitting around on the couches, a forgotten game of cards lying on the table between them and staring at our guest. They’re all so handsome, even dressed in just their jeans and t-shirts, but I only have eyes for Fifi.

      As the legendary fairy godmother, there are lots of stories about her benevolence, generosity, and beauty. And they're all true. While Satine may have a sex appeal that no one can rival, Fifi is absolutely stunning with her pink wig, immaculately applied makeup, and a figure that any pin-up model would envy. All of this is made even more impressive considering that underneath her jewel-encrusted denim mini skirt and plaid button up shirt that she has knotted at her waist, she has quite the secret. A penis.

      I’d been stunned when I first met her at her Hollywood home. I wasn’t sheltered growing up, and I watched tv, but I had never met a drag queen in real life. With her brightly painted house and garden benches carved to appear like men in various positions of intercourse, I had been worried about what she could actually teach me. I have never been so wrong about a person in my entire life, and each day I found myself looking up to her as not only a mentor, but a friend.

      In the short weeks I had spent with her in her home, she had taught me about how I could use my magic for others. She did this with small deeds like producing a suit for a man who was nervous about a job interview. Or, gifting a pair of shoes to a woman that didn't have enough to buy any for her child. She never stuck around for their thanks. She would give them these gifts, and then leave while they were too stunned to speak. She also made me see what you can accomplish without magic. That sometimes, being an ear to listen, or a shoulder to cry on is its own sort of magic. Because those are gifts that money can't buy.

      It's Fifi that notices I've joined them first, and she stands from her spot on the couch before making her way over to me in silver cowboy boots. They have a small mechanical click as she walks, the sides having actual spurs on them that look like they too have seen a hot-glue gun and glitter.

      “Hey, sugar,” she says, before leaning in to air kiss my cheeks. “We’ve got lots of catching up to do,” she adds with a conspiratorial wink before pulling back. Her hands immediately go to her wig, ghosting across it as she ensures that no hair is out of place, and I roll my eyes.

      “Whatever do you mean?” I ask, playing coy, but she only places a hand on her exaggeratedly round hip as she looks me over.

      With her brows raised, she examines me, not in a sexual way, but as if she sees something that I don’t, and I clear my throat to bring her attention back up to my face.

      “What do I mean, indeed. Shall we get started then?” Fifi asks, face suspiciously blank, but I haven’t forgotten the look from before. She’s hiding something.

      When no one opposes, she clears her throat and begins to pace back and forth, the spurs on her cowboy boots clicking as she makes her second pass before us, until finally, she turns and eyes us all. “When you all exchanged energy the second time, you created a link between yourselves that is deeper than any you could have forged otherwise. You have to believe me that, if I’d known, I would have never instructed you on what to do…” Her words trail off and she looks so dejected, that I stand and walk over to her and take her hand in mine.

      Staring straight into her face, I allow her to see that I’m not upset with her. “Fifi, what you did was help us save Declan. And, I for one, could never be mad about that. No matter what repercussions there may be.”

      “Yea, I have to agree. This face is too pretty to die so soon. I haven’t even gotten to hold the king’s scepter and wave it at people to show off how important I am yet. I mean, I could have gone my whole life without knowing Gavril has dimples, but you know,” Declan says with a shrug, echoing my sentiments. Losing him would have been a hard blow to recover from. So any price we have to pay now is worth it.

      Still, even though none of us grab the torch and pitchforks to condemn her, she remains silent. Face distant.

      Satine chooses that moment to walk in, hair in a bun on the top of her head, and wearing a t-shirt with yoga pants. Eyeing Fifi’s uncharacteristic state, she claims a seat on the couch, and after one last pat to Fifi’s hand, I join her and claim the space between her and Maksim.

      Silence reigns as the seconds turn into minutes, and I can feel the frustration from the others through the bond she speaks of. Growing impatient, I’m ready to nudge her along, but Maksim beats me to it, his baritone voice causing me to jump from the suddenness of it. “Just say what you came here to say, Fifi. Stop dicking around.”

      I can see the moment his words register to Gavril and Declan, both of them clamping their lips together, but refrain from commenting about his ‘dicking’ around comment. It also seems to be the boost Fifi needs, as she appears to gather herself. She turns her gaze back on us and tries to smile, but it doesn’t erase the small creases at the corner of her eyes.

      “Sorry about that, loves. Like I was saying, I’ve done some digging and found out that, while not altogether unheard of, what you did is extremely rare. As in, the only other cases have always been between two people, and never before more than that. You, my dears, happen to be the first group, and as such, will have to figure most of this out through your own trials and errors.”

      Suddenly more concerned about what we've done, I open my mouth to question her further but have to close it again and swallow a few times. Ready to try again, I say "What is it called, Fifi? This link? Is it permanent, and why do you look so worried?"

      Drawing into herself, almost like she’s taken a physical blow, she closes her eyes one last time before standing a bit straighter. “What you’ve done is create a soul link. It’s very permanent, and it’s a connection so deep, that if one of you die... you all will.”

      With that news, Fifi sinks into the large chair beside her, as if all the energy has just suddenly left her, and leaves us all stunned into silence.

      Well, fuck me, I think. And because my shields are gone, completely blown apart from Fifi’s news, I hear four echoing agreements slide through my mind.

      

      After our talk, I excuse myself and walk out the front door, needing some air. I walk around aimlessly for a moment before I find a large tree to sit beneath. After I wriggle around for a second to find a comfortable spot, I finally give up and let my head drop back onto the hard bark of the tree.

      I thought I had accepted having the others in my head, hearing my thoughts, and even witnessing my life like it was them going through it themselves, but the fear I feel clawing up my throat says otherwise. I’m not happy about any of these things, but I’ve been dealing with them because Declan is safe. Now, however, things have changed.

      It isn’t that I regret the choice to save his life, it’s that I hate knowing that I’ve bound the four to me. Because that’s what’s happened. It is me that can hear them. It is my eyes they can see through, and it’s my soul that is tethered to theirs. Knowing that I’m responsible for that is a tough pill to swallow. Especially when I think about the proverbial bomb Fifi just dropped.

      A soul bond went beyond a few mind tricks. It bound us so tightly together that death for one of us meant death for us all. That is the part that has me feeling like I've swallowed a brick.

      “Those must be some hard thoughts, sugar, but if you keep frowning that hard, you’ll get wrinkles.”

      I give a weak smile at Fifi’s attempt at humor, but I can tell by her strained voice that she’s not even feeling it, and we fall into a thick silence. As we sit there quietly, each of us lost in our own thoughts, I find that I can’t hold back the question that scares me the most, despite how selfish it might make me sound. “What if they hate me? Maybe not now, but in the future. What if they grow tired of having to constantly block out my thoughts, and it eventually causes them to hate me?”

      At the tremble in my voice, Fifi leans in close and pulls me into a hug, revealing that her lean arms are also very strong. “Sugar, those four could never hate you. And not only because of the soul bond either. Just look at that porch. You see any resentment there? Because I sure as hell don’t.”

      At Fifi's prompting, I turn to see what she's talking about and find all four of them standing on the porch, watching me. When they realize they've been caught, they quickly look anywhere but at me. Well, all but Maksim. He makes no attempt to hide his staring and the sight of them all chips away at some of the icy dread that has taken up residence inside of me.

      “Thanks, Fifi. I guess I should...,” I trail off, waving my hand in their direction, and she gives me a sweet, understanding smile.

      "Go talk to your harem, girl," she says and lifts a brow in challenge at the word she uses.

      “What? That’s not… I mean, they’re not… We’re…” sighing, I give up trying to explain. “It’s complicated,” I say instead, and she snorts at my weak explanation.

      "Sugar, I think the only one making it complicated, is you. Sure, there may be some kinks to work out," she winks at the way she phrases that part, "but, nothing worth having is easy. Take it from me, if you know what you want, you should go after it. Don't waste time trying to be something you're not."

      With a last pointed look in my direction, she sashays away, magically pulling her magic wand from her ‘cleavage’ and spinning around as she makes wilting flowers around her bloom.

      I just shake my head as she walks away, and begin to walk toward the four that stand on the porch. The ones that have somehow twisted me up like a pretzel, figuratively, and… well, literally as well.

      Feeling my face heat, I try to slow my walk as thoughts of some of my alone moments with them play through my mind, but when I see the smiles on their faces, well, all but Maksim’s face, I forget that I’m not blocking them out.

      This is going to take some getting used to.

      As they nod their heads, I know that they agree. But it warms my heart to know that they’re not going to run away, and that if I have to face this with anyone, I’m glad it’s these four that have found their way into my life.

      As I arrive at the porch, the confidence I found from Fifi’s pep talk begins to fade. Even with the others only pushing out calm and accepting thoughts, I start to walk slower. I climb the steps like my feet are glued to the old wood, but for some reason, I can’t bring myself to step onto the very last one. It’s silly, but I feel like if I do, I’ll be diving into our situation head first, despite already being in the deep end.

      Seeing me hesitate to move further, Gavril steps forward and offers a hand in my direction, and the action feels like more. Like if I take his hand and join the others on the porch, I’m accepting our situation and allowing them to face it with me.

      The insecure side of me, the tiny part that sometimes wonders how I got so lucky to have found them all, starts to push to the surface, but when I look between the faces of my friends, I know that it’s already too late.

      And since none of them seem to be panicking, it seems they know it too.

      Taking a deep breath, I place my hand into Gavril’s strong one, and with no more second guessing myself, I step up and over that last step into the waiting arms of the ones that hold my heart.
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      The talk I need to have with the others gets set aside when Declan suggests a game of Monopoly, and because he seems so confident that he’ll win, none of us can back down from the challenge. Forty-five minutes later, however, I discover why he’s so sure of himself. He literally has not rolled a bad round yet.

      “That’s it, you little green shit. You’re either cheating or have a lucky horseshoe shoved up your ass. Either way, I’m done.” Gavril tosses down the last of his colorful cash when he lands on Declan’s property, and since it has multiple hotels on it, it leaves him with nothing.

      I’d offer him some of mine, but I’ve already taken a loan from the bank and am hanging on by the few purple properties that I have left. It’s not much, but it’s better than Gavril, and even Satine, who is hoarding her only two railroads like they’re gold.

      “Don’t be a sore loser, Gav. It doesn't suit you. If you need to borrow some money, all you have to do is ask,” Declan says, throwing a wink Gavril’s way before looking over Satine’s small stash in glee. “You too, Satine. I’m nothing if not generous. And since we’re all friends, I’ll only charge you both an extra twenty percent! What do you say?” he asks, and in reply, Satine picks up one of the extra game pieces, a tiny house, and throws it right at him, hitting him directly in the forehead.

      “There’s your interest, asshole. Why don’t you put that with the horseshoe,” she jokes, and I can’t help but smile at them all going back and forth.

      While they argue, Maksim takes his turn, and with the next best group of properties, including the other two train stations, he rolls and lands on community chest, winning a beauty pageant.

      “Enjoy it while it lasts, big guy. You’re coming up on my boardwalk, and beautiful or not, that money is going to be joining everyone else’s in my pile,” Declan says, but Maksim doesn't rise to his goading.

      “Now, now, children. Let’s all play nice. If not, the royal banker is going to repossess all of your property,” Fifi says from her place at the head of the table where she sits with the ‘bank’ money all set out in neat piles. She’s even added a tiara to her wig and some fake bars of gold to the table to make it more authentic. At least, I think they’re fake. I’m not really sure what Fifi’s magical limits are.

      “For the last time, Fifi, you’re not the royal banker. You’re just the banker. Why do you want to be royal anyways? Believe me, it’s not all that it’s cracked up to be,” Declan says, his voice growing dark, and a glance at the others show that they’ve noticed it too.

      "That, my dear, is easy to answer. So let me put it to you like this. Not everyone can be royal. And the title doesn't always come from a person's pedigree. You see, I'm a queen, despite what your definition of the word may be. But not everyone can boast that title. If they did, there'd be no one to clap when I walked by. And that, my loves, would be the true travesty," Fifi says dramatically, and we all laugh. Declan joins us, his smile washing away the earlier darkness, and I mouth the words ‘thank you' to Fifi across the table.

      She barely tilts her head, but it's enough of an acknowledgment to tell me she said that on purpose to get the conversation back on a happier note.

      Glad that everyone seems to be enjoying themselves, I’m ready to take my turn. I need a solid roll to get me to GO and to collect my two-hundred dollars, but the telephone ringing interrupts my shaking of the dice.

      “You all keep playing. I’ll grab the phone,” Fifi says, rising from her spot before any of us can say otherwise.

      Leaving her to it, since the only people I care to talk to right now are in the room, I finally release the die, but can’t help the curse that leaves my mouth when they come to a stop with five dots sitting upright. Reluctantly, I move my piece the ten spaces, lips pursed, at where I stop. Declan smiles broadly at me when I land on Boardwalk, reaching out his long hand toward me as I begin to count out the rent I owe for landing on his property.

      I’m still counting out ones when Fifi arrives back into the living room, and I grow suspicious at the look of glee in her eyes. “What are you up too, Fifi?” Maksim asks, taking the words from my mouth. I don’t know if it’s because he feels the same, or if my thoughts ghosted through his mind, but the question is out there.

      Feigning mock pain, Fifi places her hand over her heart. "Oh, you wound me, you mega-sized hunk. I can't believe you'd think I'm up to something."

      The others stare at her with flat looks, and I'm sure my face is a match to theirs, but this only causes Fifi to grin bigger, before sitting back in her seat. "Well, it's nothing big anyway. I just got off the phone with a nice girl, Hershey kiss or bubble gum? Something like that. Anyways, she says that there's a festival going on in town this evening, and we're invited. We're gonna have ourselves a hoedown, y'all!"

      “I don’t know, Fifi. Some of the locals haven’t seemed thrilled to have us around here. Maybe we should just stay in tonight?” I suggest, but can’t help feeling a little excited about the prospect of a festival.

      Poking out her bottom lip, Fifi turns toward Satine and gives her the full effect of her widened-puppy dog eyes.

      “Sorry, Fifi, but I’m with Rhia on this one. I don’t think country festivals are really my thing,” Satine says, and Fifi’s mouth twists into a frown as her shoulders drop. The look makes me feel guilty for ruining her fun, but it doesn’t last as she turns to face the guys.

      Gavril brings his hand up to rub the back of his neck and looks uncomfortable with Fifi's pout being turned on him. Declan just meets her gaze with a smirk, but it's Maksim that speaks. "I don't know," he says, looking around the table at us all. "Maybe we should go. We could all do with some fun, and it will give us a chance to practice communicating mentally in a crowd since it will take more concentration to block out the background noise."

      Shocked that Maksim’s on board with Fifi’s suggestion, I stare at him across the table. His little dog piece is still sitting on Community Chest, but he appears to have lost interest in the game. Instead, I find him studying my face with a thoughtful expression.

      Knowing I may regret it, but admitting that he’s probably right, I lay down my properties and stand up. “Okay, we’ll go. But don’t expect me to start doing the Cotton-eyed-Joe, Fifi.” I say as I shoot her a pointed look. This causes her to shrug, before standing up as well.

      “No worries, loves. This will be exciting. Like an adventure! Let’s get cleaned up and head out. We can grab dinner there!”

      Despite not wanting to, It’s hard not to get excited around Fifi. Her enthusiasm and demeanor are just so bright, that I don’t know if it would be possible to ever stay upset with her. And watching her eagerly toss her neatly stacked play money back into the box before practically skipping out of the room, makes the upcoming awkwardness with the locals worth it.

      Once I’ve returned my own game pieces to the box, laughing the whole time as Fifi belts out the lyrics to Save A Horse Ride A Cowboy, I too, head to my room to figure out what to wear to a ‘hoedown’.

      

      “There is no way in this world, or the next, that I will ever wear that.”

      Looking over at what Fifi holds, I choke on a small laugh. The sound comes out so abruptly that I begin to talk. Concerned, Satine lifts a hand to tap me on the back until the coughing fit subsides.

      “What? This is what you’re supposed to wear to a hoedown,” Fifi says, narrowing her eyes on us and giving the hangers the outfits hang on a shake in our direction, causing the light to reflect off the large silver buttons, and the fringe to whip around.

      Putting her hands on her hips, and facing her directly, Satine narrows her eyes right back at her. “No, it’s not. Besides, it’s not a ‘hoedown’, it’s just a festival. And even if it was, have you ever even gone to one? Because, I haven’t, and I still know that people don’t dress like that outside of…”

      Eyes flashing, Fifi tilts her head to the side and waits with almost a predatory look to her gaze. "Go ahead, sugar, finish that sentence. People don't dress like that outside of what?" she asks, voice deepening. She emphasizes each word, and I realize that this could get ugly really fast. Both are powerful, and I don't want to see what would happen if either lost their temper.

      Stepping between them, I place a hand on Satine’s arm, giving it a soft rub, and look at Fifi. “What I think Satine is trying to say is that it’s just a bit much for our tastes. Maybe you could create something that incorporates our style, but with a touch of your flair? We don’t want to look too good, Fifi. It might make the locals feel bad.”

      The room is silent as we wait for Fifi to respond, and I watch her face closely. After a pause, Fifi smiles once again, any trace of her earlier temper disappearing as her face smoothes out, and in the blink of an eye, the horrible fringe monster outfits are gone, replaced with clothing more like what we normally wear.

      "Of course, Rhia. Here are your jeans. I know you can't go anywhere without them. And Satine, here's some shorts. You all won't look as fabulous as me, but there's nothing to be done about it now." Laying the new clothes onto the bed, Fifi walks out the door, whistling a tune that I don't recognize, and I release the breath I've been holding.

      Feeling hands wrap around my waist, Satine moves up behind me, lacing her fingers, and laying her head on my shoulder. “I love her, but damn, Rhia. I’d rather eat slugs than wear that first outfit.”

      I laugh as the image of the first outfit flashes in my mind again, the suede material mixed with the cow print pattern a permanent fixture in my head, and run my hand up and down her arm. "I don't know. I think you would look pretty good in skin-tight suede. Maybe Fifi will make it again later, and you can model it for me?" I smile as I tease her, and she moves around my body and faces me, grinning.

      “I can do that. But then you have to do something for me,” she says as she lifts one of my braids and wraps it around her long fingers, her nails painted a blood red.

      “What’s that?” I ask, breath catching as she moves the other hand up to cup the back of my head, moving her fingers and massaging my scalp. I moan a little.

      “If I wear that for you, then you have to wear a cowboy hat and boots for me,” she says, leaning in so close I feel her breath on my face. “Only a cowboy hat and boots,” she adds, then kisses me deeply. Her full mouth moves against mine, and I enjoy the strawberry flavored lip gloss she wears. It makes our lips slide against each other.

      Pulling away, and leaving me breathless, Satine winks before grabbing her outfit off the bed and with one last heated look, she closes the door softly behind her as she leaves the room.

      With a smile on my face that I can't wipe away, I pick up the outfit Fifi made, and after undressing, pull it on, loving how she has somehow created jeans that are not only comfortable but slide on and fit like a glove. And the top, though I'm not normally a fan of plain tank tops, I don't mind with the way this white one fits. As I pick up the next item, however, all I can do is shake my head. She's created a vest. A suede vest, with tassels and a star embroidered on the back. It's definitely not my style, and I go to toss it back down but hesitate. Wearing it wouldn't mean anything to me, but to Fifi? She'd love it. Thinking back on our lessons together, and how sometimes the simplest actions can help others, I slide the buttery soft vest on, pair it with some cowboy boots, and walk out the door.

      

      “If you make one more Daisy Duke joke, Gavril, I swear on all that’s holy that I will cut your tongue right out of your big block head!”

      I speed up my pace when I hear the thread of anger in Satine’s voice, and rush into the living room. But as I look around, I draw up short. Not only at Satine’s outfit, which is going to take a second for my brain to process, but at all my lovers gathered in the room.

      “Oh my…”

      It’s not the most articulate response, but it’s the only thing I can force pass my suddenly dry lips when they all turn to face me. Maksim meets my eyes first, and my eyes devour him in his dark wash jeans and black, short sleeved button up shirt. His shirt is tucked in, and paired with a black leather belt, boots, and large buckle that, upon closer inspection reveals a woman riding a man, and not a bull. Top that with a black cowboy hat that sits right over his dark eyes, and my body starts to heat.

      “I can’t help calling you that when you’re wearing shorts that short, Satine. Give yourself some piggy tails, and you might fool some of the country folk at the festival. They’ll think a celebrity has come to visit,” Gavril fires back, tone teasing, but he really doesn’t have much room to talk. Like Maksim, he’s wearing a button up shirt, but his sleeves have been made to appear cut off, revealing his muscular arms. It’s a dark grey, with blue threading, and he has his own pair of denim jeans and boots. He doesn’t have a hat, but it would only take away from those piercing steel eyes of his anyway.

      “I vote we leave those two here, Rhia. Then we can have more alone time together,” Declan says as he walks over, allowing those daffodil eyes to run over my body. He starts at my brown boots and his gaze travels over the skin-tight jeans, vest, and tank top. By the time he reaches my face, his eyes have darkened into a molten gold that reveals how he feels about that idea. And if his changing eyes doesn’t give it away, the erection straining against his jeans does.

      He’s forgone cowboy boots, instead opting for some leather loafers, but it doesn’t matter. No one will be looking at his feet when he’s wearing a quarter sleeve baseball top with the words ‘You can ride my bull’ written on it. With his signature smirk and smoldering eyes, I want to blurt out that I’ll ride him any day. Yet, as the thought crosses my mind, someone clears their throat and I look up in surprise.

      When I meet the stares of the others, they're all smiling, lips clamped together and looking as if they could laugh at any moment. It takes me a second to figure out why everyone looks so amused when I realize that every thought I've just had was clear for them to hear since my shields aren't up. I quickly slam them into place, but the damage is done, and I feel their delight at catching me lusting over them all.

      “You guys suck,” I say, and Maksim walks over, his large frame dwarfing mine as he pulls me into a hug. With the summer heat, it’s almost too hot to be in his arms, but I don’t pull away. Not when his spicy scent reaches my nose and I feel a deep growl rumble through his chest. With his face relaxed, I know that it’s a sound of contentment, not anger.

      "Don't be embarrassed for how you feel, Rhia. It's very flattering, and I like a woman that knows what she wants," he says, and then leans closer so that his mouth is right next to my ear, brushing it with his lips. "Believe me, it's incredibly sexy," he whispers and I shiver in his arms. He tightens his hold when I do so, and I can feel how sexy he finds it. And with the size of what I’m feeling pressed against my hips, I swallow thickly at the thought of what all I’d like him to do with it.

      “Yep, I’m going to head outside to wait for Fifi. You two with me?” Satine asks, and motions for the others to follow her. When I look up from Maksim’s hold, she meets my stare with a soft smile, a nod of her head, and follows the other two out the door.

      As she walks away, my eyes run down the line of her back, silently appreciating the short sleeve flannel button-up she has on, and the shorts that are in fact, daisy dukes. I can't stop a giggle, however, when I see that on the back of her shorts are stars with horseshoes bedazzled onto the pockets. Raising up her head and lifting her middle finger into the air, she doesn't look back as she walks out the front door, her cowboy boots clicking as she steps onto the wood porch.

      “You know, I don’t know if I should thank Fifi, or be upset about this getup. I’m going to be beating people with sticks for looking at you.”

      Turning back to look at Maksim, I have to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. “Don’t you mean you’ll have to ‘beat them off with a stick?” I ask, tone light and teasing. His face doesn’t change as he holds my stare.

      “No. That’s not what I meant. I’m going to be beating people with sticks,” he replies, and with his eyes flat, and mouth not revealing whether or not he’s joking, I just cough into my hand.

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you won’t have to. Not when I’m surrounded by all of you. And Fifi, no doubt, will attract all attention to her.

      Maksim snorts at that, kisses my forehead, and pulls me with him out the door. Time to go.
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      I wasn’t wrong about Fifi garnering the attention of the locals, but her being a supernatural has nothing to do with it since all of our true natures are cloaked by magic. No, these stares are all for the white one-piece jumpsuit that she wears, tiny cherries dotting the spandex fabric.

      "Fifi, I think you have a few admirers," I tell her, looking back over my shoulder and seeing the two men that have been shadowing us since we arrived.

      Turning, and making it completely obvious that she’s staring, Fifi takes the corn dog she’s been eating, and slowly starts to slide it between her lips, flicking her tongue out at the end, and twisting it around the top. “I’m not sure why they would be following, honey. I can ask them if that would make you feel better though.”

      Moving his large frame to step in between Fifi, and her growing fan base, Gavril blocks their view of my flamboyant mentor. "I, uh… don't know if it's the best idea to tease them, Fifi. A small town like this may not have ever met a…" Gavril runs his hand up the back of his neck, his cheeks reddening to an adorable shade of pink, and Fifi tilts her head at him, lips pursed.

      “Never met what, sugar? A fairy?”

      A grunt comes from Gavril at Fifi’s response, and as his shoulders slump, he steps to the side. He waves his hand in the direction of where only one man remains, eyes lighting up as Fifi is once again revealed to him. “Just be careful. These country boys can be… hard to handle,” he finishes lamely, and I pat his arm as he moves toward me.

      “You were in over your head before you even started with that, man.” Declan’s shoulders shake as he bites back a smile, and I can’t help my own grin from spreading across my face as Gavril’s cheeks once again tinge pink.

      At the sound of music playing, Fifi stops licking her corn dog, and instead, sends a wink at her lone admirer before taking a huge bite, half of it filling her mouth as she works to chew the too big piece.

      “Really?” My tone is dry as her cheeks bulge from the meat, and she gives me wide eyes.

      "Hmph," her words are unclear, but after a few moments of chewing, she's finally able to swallow. "That was some good meat," she says, licking her fingers like she was holding the meat itself instead of the stick. Then, turning to where Gavril stands shaking his head, she grins up at him. "And thank you, honey, for your concern, but country boys aren't the only ones that are hard to handle. Now, if you all are finished wasting time, let’s go dance!”

      Fifi doesn't wait to see if any of us will follow, she just starts to walk toward where the music is playing and I see more than a few passersby do a double take. And one very eager admirer follows her onto the dance floor, offers her a hand, and begins to do some dance that Fifi surprisingly seems to know every step of.

      “That one’s in for a surprise,” Maksim says at my back, his natural heat ensuring I never forget he’s there, and Declan chuckles from off to my side.

      “And what a surprise it will be.”

      We all laugh and start to walk over to the makeshift dance floor, dodging the hay bales that have been brought in and set up as chairs until we find a spot out in front. This places Fifi and her new friend directly in front of us as we wait to see how this will play out.

      

      As it turns out, it takes four songs for the man to catch on, and we know this because as a slow song starts, he tries to pull Fifi in close.

      At first, she shakes her head, smiling coyly and wagging her finger at him, but with a pleading look and a hand over his heart like she’s wounded him, her shoulders slump and acquiesces with a nod.

      We all sit up a bit straighter, and I catch myself not breathing as we wait to see how this will go. Her suitor wastes no time, unaware of who he’s found himself trying to woo, and pulls her into his arms, his body swaying against hers.

      “Shiiiit,” Declan breathes as we all watch, and my eyes start to feel dry from trying not to blink. With as still as the others are at my sides, I bet it’s the same for them.

      About a minute into the song is when it happens. One second Fifi is being held, the man’s large arms wrapped around her and allowing no air to pass between their bodies, and then suddenly, his back goes ramrod straight as his movements stop.

      Fifi doesn’t move in his arms as he slowly brings his hands up, hesitantly places them on Fifi’s shoulders and moves back just enough to look down the line of their bodies. I purse my lips as his eyes grow impossibly large when they reach Fifi’s waist, lingering on the spot where an obvious bulge is straining against her pants before swallowing hard and meeting her face with a look that’s as confused as it is horrified.

      I can’t hear what Fifi tells him when he continues to stare at her, eyes wide and mouth hanging open slightly, but she takes advantage of his shock to lift his hand into her own before placing something in it. After she’s closed his fist around whatever it is, she walks back our way, head held high and uncaring at the crowd of gawkers.

      When she arrives, she takes the seat at my side, and when I take in her flushed cheeks, I pass her my water bottle.

      ”Thanks, honey. I love to dance, but this heat and humidity has me melting,” she says in a perfect women’s voice that’s somehow both breathy and husky.

      “That looked like it went well,” Satine says drily from my spot, and Fifi laughs, not appearing upset at all from her fun ending.

      "That, my dear, did go well. He was surprised, but when I returned the class ring he lost earlier, I think it helped to smooth things over."

      I pause mid-nod and swivel my head around to look at her. "Wait. What class ring?"

      With a smile tugging at her lips, she leans in. "The ring he lost earlier on a ride. He was quite chatty about it, something to do with his senior year of football. Well, while we danced, I sent out a little magic to find it. The man who picked it up will surely be in for a surprise later when he checks his pockets and it's not there, but, it's back with its rightful owner. I may have made a hard impression, but I don’t think there will be any hard feelings.” Her pun causes her to laugh, and I see the other’s shoulders slump, the tension going out of them at a potential crisis averted.

      When nobody else makes an attempt to ask Fifi to dance, the crowd around us keeping their distance, we leave the area in search of more activities to enjoy, since the day is still young. Besides, we’re already here and whether the locals like it or not, I plan on having a good time.

      

      The fair turns out to be exactly what we all need. Even with the sideways looks we attract, I can feel the others contentment and joy radiate through our bond.

      “Hey there!”

      Maksim’s shoulders stiffen from his place at my side where we wait to go on the hayride, and I turn my head to see what has grabbed his attention. It’s Candy, and a few other women wearing some of the shortest skirts I’ve ever seen, and smiling widely at the catcalls they’re receiving as they walk toward us.

      “Damn it! Go away, lady,” Maksim grumbles under his breath, and seeing how uncomfortable he is to have the small redhead’s gaze focused directly on him, I decide to thread my fingers through his and move in closer to his side.

      “I had hoped y’all would come! When I spoke to that nice fluffy lady, she said she’d mention it. Are y’all enjoying yourselves?”

      At the butchering of her name, Fifi steps forward with a kind smile and offers her hand. “Yes, thank you. Fluffy just loves a good shindig. We appreciate you telling us about it.”

      I search Fifi’s face for any sarcasm, but she just keeps up a kind smile. I do notice though, that her eyes take on a considering look as she examines Candy’s face.

      Cheeks tinting pink, Candy quickly drops Fifi’s hand once she takes a real look at her. It’s not that Fifi looks like a man in women’s clothing. On the contrary, actually. Fifi makes a beautiful woman, but call it a woman’s intuition. There’s just something that clues us in, and with how quickly Candy steps away, I can tell hers has just kicked in.

      Though Fifi tries to hide it, I know that Candy’s reaction hurts her. It’s in the small downturn of her lips that she immediately yanks back up. Someone that doesn’t know her might not be able to see through her charade, but I can tell that some of her joy has been wiped away because of the closed-minded individual before me. Seeing that pain in my friend’s eyes, my heart starts beating faster and I squeeze my empty hand into a fist to release some of the building energy.

      Turning completely away from Fifi and the rest of us, Candy plants her gaze back on Maksim, while her friends in the back stand there looking bored. It’s the same ones from the bar, but they don’t appear interested in trying to flirt with the guys this time. If anything, they look irritated, rolling their eyes at Candy’s back, and I wonder if they too have grown tired of her attitude.

      “Like I was saying, I’m so glad you came. I was just planning on hitting the dance floor. Would you care to accompany me?” She flutters her eyelashes as she stands, head tilted back to meet Maksim’s gaze. She doesn’t even glance my way, completely ignoring my hand that he’s holding. Rude much?

      Finished with how she's making Maksim feel, how she made Fifi feel, and not forgetting her response at seeing Satine and me together, I've had enough with sweet Candy. This may be her town, but these are my people.

      “Actually, we were just going to go on the hayride together. I’m sure there are lots of other guys that would be happy to accompany you though.”

      It's like I haven't even spoken as Candy reaches out her hand and lays it on Maksim's forearm. When she does, I feel his skin grow hotter, and although she doesn't appear to notice, I catch a flash of fire in his eyes. "Wow, you're so hot! Don't worry, that's how I like it," she adds and rubs her hand down his arm.

      Jaw tight and teeth clamped together, I can see that he’s getting pissed and it’s making his control slip… Shit.

      Trying again to give her a hint, I practically step in between the two, and smile, though I make sure it doesn't reach my eyes. "As I said before, we're busy. Run along now."

      This time she does turn to meet my gaze, and for the first time, I notice something about her that I hadn’t before. It’s like her magic has been muted until now, and I can feel it brush up against my fairy magic and it feels scaly, reptilian. It causes me to shudder, the feeling of those scales running along my essence, and a deep growl comes from beside me. Maksim must have realized the same thing that I have, and decided she’s a threat.

      “Don’t pretend like you’re the only ones with magic, fairy! And don't fool yourself into thinking that you have anything to offer him. He may not be a dragon, but he's fire, and we can burn together. All you can do is burn up."

      Stunned by the discovery that Candy is a dragon shifter, it's easy for Maksim to gently move me to the side and step closer to an eager Candy. Her eyes are bright as he moves, and a smug grin crosses her face like she's won, but she misunderstands the flames that dance across Maksim's gaze. She doesn't know that the fire she is poking is one that is older than this earth itself, and much more deadly.

      Moving so that only an inch separates them, Maksim is putting off so much heat I force myself to remain still as sweat runs down my back, and he leans down to where his face is inches from hers. “If you ever threaten her again, you’ll discover that not all flames burn as hot as others. I am done with your foolish games, and I have no desire to go or do anything with you. Best you run along before I leave you standing in the ashes of your town.”

      His voice is so low and deep, that I barely hear him, but with Candy’s widening eyes, and the smile that slips from her face, I can tell that she’s had no trouble catching his words. She practically jumps a step back when his body grows hotter, and plants her hands on her hips as she glares at us all. “You’re all messed up! Women together! Men dressing like women! Wait until my uncle hears about this! He’ll have you out of his house so fast you won’t know what to do with yourself!”

      “Please! If you can do that, I implore you to do so! I’ve seen better accommodations at hotels that charge by the hour,” Declan says, stepping up to my side. “Oh, and while you’re at it, call Dean Wiseman at Aradia Academy and complain too. I don’t feel like calling my father, King of the Leprechauns to let him know that we’ve been forced from our summer lodging. And you should alert the council as well, as they like to keep tabs on their future seat holders. Miss Lovelace here will need to find a suitable replacement for a place to sleep. If you can do that, that would just be peachy. Thanks!”

      Declan delivers this with what can only be a tone born of years of knowing he will be king one day, and while I’d normally be uncomfortable with him using his status, or that of the others, as a means to belittle someone, watching Candy’s face pale as the blood drains from it, makes it all worth it. Especially after how she treated Fifi.

      Yet, Fifi completely surprises me by walking up and gently laying her hand on Candy's shoulder. "You don't need to do that. We will leave if that is what your uncle wants, and there will be no retaliation taken against you or your own. However, if you'll be so kind as to allow us a day to pack and find a new place to go, we'd be most grateful."

      Candy flinches from Fifi’s touch like she struck her, and she spins and walks away before saying whether or not she’ll follow through with her threats. Turning back to us, Fifi shrugs her shoulders. “You can’t win with some people.”

      Moving forward, lips pursed, Declan can’t hide his frustrated look. “Why did you do that, Fifi? Why be kind to someone with such a bad attitude. You heard what she said. Hell, she treated you the worst. Why waste an ounce of kindness on her?”

      Fifi turns so that she can make eye contact with us all but eventually focuses back on Declan's face. "Because young prince. One day you will lead a nation of people, and you'll have to make a choice. To forgive those who may have slighted you so that you can make a better future for your people, or hang onto the anger. The thirst for revenge can rot you from the inside out if you allow it. That goes for all of you. At the end of the day, the only person that is responsible for your actions is you. Don't allow others to poison you and strip you of your kindness. There will always be those that judge you for no reason, but if you want to see a change in the world, you need to be the change in the world.”

      I chance a look at Satine as Fifi speaks, and notice the sheen to her eyes. The conversation is so close to the one we had the other night, about people judging her, that I wrap my arm around her shoulders and hold her close. Of us all, I know that she has had first-hand experience with dealing with people like Candy, and it makes me swell with pride for Fifi for being able to say something that has touched Satine so deeply. Now, more than ever, I know that when I grow up, it's Fifi I want to be like.
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      Lightning in the distance interrupts our reverie, and I look up at the darkening clouds to see them moving in quickly and blotting out the sun. "Huh. The weather forecast didn't show storms today," Gavril says, head tilted back, but as the loud rumble of thunder echoes out across the fairgrounds, I see that the weather station got it wrong. Again.

      “Come on, everyone. Let’s head back,” Maksim orders, and we all comply, moving with the stream of fair-goers that are also making their way back to the shelter of their cars.

      Somehow, during the walk back, Fifi, Satine, and I get separated from the guys, the choke of people growing so thick that a bottleneck effect occurs as we wait to get through the gates. Once we make it through, I look around at all the new faces, but don’t see the others anywhere.

      “Let's get to our ride. I’m sure they’re already there,” I suggest, ignoring the bad feeling I’m getting as a fat raindrop lands on my shoulder. When more drops join the first one, we all begin to move at a jog, Fifi magically keeping up in the heeled sandals she wears.

      “I guess we made it out first,” Satine says as we arrive, and I curse as more drops begin to fall and remember that Maksim drove.

      “Maksim has the keys. I hope they get here soon, or it’s going to be a wet ride home,” I say, but as I look over at Fifi, I see that she is still perfectly dry. Despite the steady drops of rain that are falling now.

      Eyeing her suspiciously, I stick my hand out near her face, not meeting any resistance, but not feeling any moisture hit it from the wrist up. “How are you doing that?” I ask with an edge to my voice, but with my braids hanging heavy at my sides, water soaking through them, I can’t find it in me to ask nicely.

      “Magic, sugar. I’m not getting this wig wet. I don’t care who notices.”

      I open my mouth to reply, to ask that she do a magic umbrella over Satine and me too, but another sharp crack of lightning hits at that moment, and a fence post we are standing near blows into pieces from the force of the bolt, sending small projectiles of wood flying toward us.

      "Fuck me! That hurts!" Satine cries, and I turn to find a sliver of wood at least four inches long protruding from her shoulder.

      Moving to help her, all of my attention is focused on examining the wound and the blood beginning to leak out of it when I notice the tips of boots in my peripheral vision. The boots don’t belong to any of the guys, but I barely spare them a glance as I think of how to treat Satine.

      "Well look what we have here, boys. A couple of cats got caught out in the rain."

      I stiffen at the unfamiliar voice and drop my hands as I straighten. Looking over, I find a man that looks vaguely familiar, and two I have never seen before leering at us. "Can we help you?" I ask, keeping my voice open and calm, but when they sneer in my direction, I feel my temper start to rise.

      "Can she help us, boys? I know what you could do, sweetheart, but unfortunately, we're not here for you. No, we're here to deal with this punk thinking he can dress as a woman and fuck with us. That gay shit might be okay in the city, but around these parts, that shit will get you messed up real quick."

      I open my mouth to snap at the assholes, but Fifi moves to stand in front of Satine and me, blocking us with her body. Her stiff shoulders give away how tense she is. We may have magic, but it’s against the rules to use it against humans unless it’s a life or death situation.

      “Forgive me if I missed it, but I didn’t see a rule against a person coming to the fair and enjoying themselves. My intention was not to ‘fuck’ with anyone, but I must admit to being slightly flattered that I caused a stir. You see, I’ve been working on this summer body all winter long, and I had worried I’d not used enough padding and duct tape. Thank you for assuring me that I have. My friends and I were just leaving, and don’t want any trouble. I’d appreciate if you would leave us now.”

      Fifi keeps her voice even, doing better than I could in her situation. But despite her attempt at a joke, it seems to fall on deaf ears as the speaker of the group takes a menacing step forward, eyes hardening as they travel over Fifi’s outfit.

      “You think you’re funny, man? You think because you’re dressed like a woman, you won’t get your ass kicked? You don’t get to come to my town and fuck with me. Nobody does!”

      By the end of his rant, the man is shouting. And even with the cool rain drenching him, his face starts to turn red as a vein throbs in his forehead. His friends yell out their agreement.

      Ever the example of patience, Fifi doesn't even react to the irate man standing in her face screaming, and spreads her arms out into a non-threatening gesture."I've asked you once already to leave. Do not mistake my kindness for weakness. We don't want any trouble from you, but I am legally required to tell you that I have studied multiple forms of martial arts. I'd rather not have to use them, as these are new shoes, but you're leaving me without any options," Fifi states, and the man goes to move forward, but halts at her raised hand. "If it's an apology you need, then fine. I apologize for looking fabulous and confusing your senses. I'd like to say that I feel bad, but your discomfort or inner feelings are things I have no control over. So if my looking like a woman has somehow ‘fucked' with you, then I think you should take some time to look inward and seek answers there. Self-examinations are very good for the soul."

      At her words, I can see the last thread of control slip from the speaker and his gang, their faces looking mottled and red as they all start to move at once toward Fifi.

      Circling around her, the speaker goes to hit her in the face, but she’s just suddenly not there, dodging his arm with practiced ease, and dipping into a low spin that kicks his legs out from under him, sending him to his back on the wet ground.

      When the others go to jump her, I leave Satine's side and move to block one's path. He's about my height, but with at least fifty extra pounds on him. Most of it centrally located at his waist. And he aims an open-handed slap at my face.

      I move to dodge it as Fifi had, but before I can, Gavril steps in front of me, his large form blocking me from the blow,  and I cringe at the crack of bones snapping rings out as the man's fist connects with Gavril's face. His silence only lasts for a second, as his face shows confusion first, then his eyes widen before his mouth stretches open and he screams and cradles his now useless hand to his chest.

      I turn away from him, not feeling any pity for the jerk, and plan to head over to help Fifi, but realize there’s no need. The third man is on the ground beside the speaker, eyes slowly blinking into the rain and looking dazed, and standing behind Fifi is Maksim, jaw clenched as the rain turns to steam when it connects with his exposed skin.

      “Is everyone okay?” I ask once I look around and ensure the area is clear of any more threats.

      “Yes, honey, we’re all fine. Satine, hows your shoulder?” Fifi asks, hair still dry from her magic, and despite having just been in a fight, she looks ready to walk onto any stage.

      Satine’s face is pale when I turn to her, but the wood shard no longer protrudes from her shoulder. Instead, Declan stands beside her, using what I can only guess is some gauze that either he or Fifi magicked up.

      I walk over to where they stand, unsure of why she looks so frail now that the wood has been removed, and the closer I get, I realize she’s swaying a little. “Whoa there! I got you,” I say, as she stumbles a bit, and I take her into my arms. Noting that the others all appear ready to step in should I prove unable to support her weight, I look down into her face and frown at the dark circles that now rest beneath her beautiful eyes. “What’s wrong, Satine? Why aren’t you healing?”

      Smiling weakly at me, her white teeth barely peeking out between lips that curl more into a grimace than a grin, she opens her mouth to answer, but Declan beats her to it.

      “It’s not the injury that’s the problem, Rhia. It’s that her body expended a lot of energy to heal itself, and it’s left her a bit drained,” he says, matter of fact, and I take a second to wonder how many times she’s gotten hurt for him to be able to say that with such confidence.

      Lowering my voice so that the others won’t easily hear, I make sure to stare into those chocolate syrup eyes of hers. “Tonight, when we get back, I can… we can… you know, be together. You don’t need to suffer, and you haven’t fed directly from me recently. I’ll take care of you,” I say, but give a small grin so that she doesn’t think I’m only doing it out of obligation.

      Her eyes flash for a moment, a red shade shooting through them as her succubus side peeks out, but then she sighs and closes them, her face looking pained. “As much as I want that Rhia, and believe me, I do. I don’t think it’s going to happen tonight. I’d be practically useless, and you’d have to do all the work.”

      “Then I’ll do it all. I’ll take care of you. I don’t mind,” I reply, desperate to make her see that this is what I want. That I want to take care of her.

      Reaching up and stroking my cheek, I can feel the tremble in her hand as she stares deep into my eyes. “I’ve already told you how I want our first real time to be. And honestly, I need a complete feeding to get me back to normal. If only one of us orgasms, then I won’t get as much. Part of the succubi appeal, I guess. We may use your body to fuel us, but to get a complete meal, we have to make sure you get off too.”

      “What can I do then to help you?”

      Seeming to think about my question, she drops her hand and allows her eyes to glance over my shoulder before looking at me once more. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but, if you really want to help, I think the best way tonight would be if you choose one of the guys and you both drop your shields. I’m not really thrilled at the thought, but it’s the best way right now. If you’re too uncomfortable though, then I understand, and we can do a partial feed.”

      I stiffen when she mentions me being with one of the others, but not because the idea is unappealing. No, looking over my shoulder at the three handsome guys that stand there, all willing to help whenever I ask, I know that it has nothing to do with any resistance to sleeping with them, and everything to do with not being able to pick one. Up to this point, the times I’ve slept with one has been spontaneous, and the thought of choosing, then telling them that I want too… well, it is uncharted territory for me.

      “Hey, don’t look so afraid. You don’t have to do that. I’m sorry I suggested it, Rhia. It was stupid of me, and I…”

      Satine trails off when I swivel my head back around to face her fully, and I raise a brow at her in confusion. “I’m not upset because you suggested it, Satine… I’m just…I don’t know who to ask,” I finally blurt, and she quirks an eyebrow at me.

      “Well, seeing as they all have supernatural hearing, I’m assuming you won’t really need to bring the subject up. More like, just say who you decide on. Either way, do you think we can go ahead and get in the vehicle? I’m exhausted, and unlike some fancy pants fairy, I don’t have a magic umbrella to keep me warm and cozy.”

      Glancing at said ‘fancy pants fairy,' I find Fifi focusing entirely too hard on her nails, shifting the colors and patterns while looking way too innocent to not have overheard our conversation. At the mention of her though, she turns and with a wink, we're all dry and sporting our own magic umbrellas. "Ask and you shall receive sugar. It's part of the gig," she says, walking over to the downed men, and with each sway of her wand, I notice that they all seem to be put back to how they were before they attacked us.

      “What did you do?” the man with the broken hand asks, as he reaches down and grabs his wounded wrist, but as he twists and turns it, it no longer appears hurt.

      “Oh, honey, I didn’t do anything. I was just offering you a hand up off the ground. You and your friends hit your head awfully hard, and I wanted to check that you were okay before leaving. You should get going though, the rain doesn’t seem to be easing up anytime soon. Now, y’all get on out of here.”

      “Yea… okay, but don’t touch me. I can take care of myself,” the man with the now healed hand says, ignoring Fifi’s attempt to help him stand.

      I watch on in bewilderment as Fifi continues to offer a hand to each of the downed gentleman, and despite their refusal, she never falters from her kindness. Once they’ve each risen, all three still appearing confused about what had transpired, they turn and head deeper into the almost deserted parking lot.

      “What did you do?” Maksim asks, and I lean back into his heat as he moves in close behind me. I still have Satine cradled in my arms, so it leaves me sandwiched between the two. It’s a feeling I don’t mind at all.

      Smiling beatifically, Fifi gives Maksim a saucy wink. “I did my job, of course. Remembering that they were schooled by all of this fabulousness would have just caused problems for them, and us, since we aren’t leaving right away. Plus, I don’t feel like explaining to Cresseda why I allowed you to fight with humans, regardless of it not being your fault.”

      “I get that, but damn, I wish they remembered at least a little of it. Like, a phantom pain. Those assholes shouldn’t get off scot free,” Gavril says, and I silently agree.

      “Oh, did I say I removed everything? How silly of me. No, they may not remember this fight, but they will forever have an aversion to picking fights with women or trying to hurt those that they don't think are normal. If they do, well…. Let's just say that there will be consequences…"

      Too curious not to ask, especially with the wicked gleam in her eyes, I wait until she finishes speaking before clearing my throat, arms growing tired from holding some of Satine’s weight. “What consequences, Fifi? And how does that work with you being The Fairy Godmother?”

      "Oh, easy, honey. You see, I help those that need help. And those three absolutely do. If they keep acting on their hate and trying to hurt others, it will lead them down a bad path. So now they'll at least think twice before they do. And as far as consequences go… let me put it this way. If they pull another stunt like they did tonight, then the next time they go to have sex, it will be like trying to hit a dartboard with a limp noodle. The impotence will only last for twenty-four hours after the incident, but every time they mess up like that, they will have to deal with twenty-fours of Gumby dick. Or, since this is the country, maybe I should call it limp biscuit.

      A laugh bursts from my lips at the visual image, and it isn’t long before the others join in, the rain swallowing up the sound. We’re still chuckling as we all pile back into the new rental SUV, and begin to make our drive back to the house.

      The mood may have improved, but with Satine snoring lightly with her head in my lap, I stroke her hair and stare out the window as the trees blur by. She needs the energy of sex, and I’m able to give that to her. But with who?

      Looking around at all the amazing guys who sit near me, I have no idea how I’ll choose.
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      The rain has tapered off by the time we arrive back at the old farmhouse, but the roiling of my emotions are just as strong as they were at the festival. The silent ride hadn’t helped, and as I watch Maksim carry a sleeping Satine into the house, I know that I need to decide something soon.

      “Rhia?”

      I look up from the rock I’ve been staring at for the last minute or so, and see that everyone has already gone inside except for Fifi, who is sitting on the porch, watching me. Patting the spot next to her, I move toward her with a sigh, the damp grass squishing beneath my boots.

      "What's up, Fifi?"

      “I was going to ask you the same. Why are you hesitating? I know how you feel about those three boys. And you know they care for you too. Why stall now?”

      The question is simple to ask, but not so easy to explain. But I try my best. “I care for them all, Fifi. And that’s the problem. If I ask one to spend the night with me, do they think I’m only doing it because Satine needs it? What if I hurt one of the others by not asking them? I just… The answer doesn’t seem really clear right now.”

      Talking to Fifi is easy, like she'll never pass judgment on me or my feelings, and for a second, all is quiet as we sit and stare off. Finally moving, Fifi turns at the waist to look at me.

      “That is a tough decision to make. And, as much as you don’t want to hear it, this is most likely a situation you’ll face again in the future. The path you’ve chosen won’t be easy, but I have a feeling that despite how hard it may be, you’re in for one helluva ride. I do have a suggestion though… since you’re so worried you’ll hurt someone.”

      She has my full attention now, and I turn so that I make eye contact, barely restraining the urge to shake her for answers. “Well?” I ask, finally growing too impatient, and she lifts a perfectly styled brow at me.

      “You all share a bond, honey. No words are really needed for the five of you. What you share through that bond will probably express your fears and desires better than any words ever could. Use it. Let them in fully and share your burden. I know that you all have already come a long way, but trust them to be there for you. To help you.”

      With a small pat to my head, Fifi stands and goes to walk away, before stopping and facing me again. “And before I forget, honey, you need to get your braids redone.”

      Planting my face in my hands as Fifi walks into the house, the screen door shutting softly behind her, I can’t help but shake my head. Leave it to Fifi to point out messy braids at a time like this.

      

      I decide to take Fifi’s advice, to allow the others to share in my concerns and hope that one of them will have a good solution.

      I do this by walking over and sitting on one of the lawn chairs that are arranged beside the house. They’re wet, but after the day I’ve had, I don’t mind.

      Opening up my mind, I immediately find the lines that connect me with others, and I follow along three of those tethers, leaving the one that flows to Satine alone. It doesn’t shine as brightly in my mind as the others, and it’s easy to guess it’s because of how weak she is right now.

      Putting that worry aside, for now, I focus back on tracing down the tethers of the guys and placing a metaphysical knock against their barriers. It's not the best explanation for the sensation, but it's the only way I know how to describe it.

      I know the moment each of them become aware of my presence, their shields dropping causing me to feel a level of comfort that I hadn’t had at first, but have grown to appreciate, and it’s Gavril that calls out to me first.

      “Rhia? Is everything okay?” he asks.

      I shrug my shoulders, and then immediately feel stupid for doing so, since he’s not out here to see it. Instead, I focus back on our link.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Are Declan and Maksim listening?” I ask.

      “Present, though I’m not sure what we’re supposed to be doing. I didn’t know we were practicing tonight,” Declan replies.

      “I’m here, Rhia. Why are you still outside?” Maksim questions and I know that time is running short for me to say and do what I need to do before one of them comes out here to join me.

      Taking one last deep breath for strength, I close my eyes and focus on what I need them to see.

      I try to convey through the images that I show them, that they all mean a lot to me. I allow them a brief glimpse into my mind and lay the cards out on the table. To Gavril, I show how his unwavering loyalty makes me feel secure. To Declan, I express how his humor has helped me through many hard days. And to Maksim, I allow him to see that his strength makes me feel safe in a way I've never thought possible.

      I push those thoughts and feelings out there where they hang between us, and then I show them Satine, and how she has become my rock. The person I can talk to about anything.

      With Satine present in my mind, I then allow them to feel how worried I am for her and push my intent out there. Of knowing what I need to do to help her, but afraid that whatever choice I make will only hurt someone.

      I leave them with one last thought. One last question.

      “She needs energy, and I can give her that. We can give her that, but the idea of choosing one of you to be with, to create the energy she needs with, is too hard. There’s no choice for me. Not really, so I’m leaving it up to you.

      “You can think I’m a coward because I already do, but on this, I won’t change my mind. I care deeply for all three of you and won’t risk hurting anyone by my choice. So you have to decide for me.

      “If you are all really in this, with me, and care about making it work, then I need one of you to join me outside. You have to work it out between yourselves though, because I’ve tried to think of a better solution since we left the festival, and I’m drawing blanks here.

      "It's time for you three to prove that we can make this work. Figure out who is coming out here. Who I'm spending the night with because I can't. I understand if this is too much to ask, and I won't hold it against you if no one comes out, but I had to try."

      

      I shut down the link after that last thought, slamming my shields in place against the surprise I feel coming through the lines, and lean back and look at the night sky. It may take them some time to discuss this, so I make myself comfortable, the knot of nerves sitting like a stone within me as I fight to keep my breathing steady. Now they know how I’m feeling, I just have to wait and see how they feel too.

      As the minutes tick by and no one shows, I only grow more anxious. My palms start sweating and I bring my knees up to my chest to wrap my arms around them as I try to think of anything besides them all deciding it’s too much work to stick around. I had tried to avoid hurting anyone, and in turn, I’ve either hurt or angered them all, and the worst part is that I have no idea how to even go about fixing it. I thought sharing how I felt would help, would make them see how deep my feelings for them went, but with the seconds passing by, I can see that for the naïve mistake that it is.

      I lay my forehead on my knees and close my eyes tight against the world. I can’t clear my mind, so I try to wish this whole day away. I could always ask Fifi to do it, but knowing her, she’d probably tell me to suck it up then take me shopping. Giggling to myself at the thought, I don’t hear anyone approach and startle so bad at a touch to my shoulder that I jump from the chair. My feet slip across the slick grass, and as the ground rushes up to meet my face, I don’t even have time to throw up my arms before I’m suddenly stopped, and then brought up into a warm hug.

      I’d know his heat and smell anywhere, and I lose myself in the sensation of having Maksim’s strong arms wrapped around me. “I’ve got you,” he murmurs into my ear, and the tears I’ve been fighting back silently slide down my cheeks, disappearing into the cotton of his grey shirt.

      “I… I didn’t think anyone was coming. I thought I had run you all off,” I admit, voice shaky.

      A rumble in Maksim’s chest has me pulling my face back, as I realize he’s laughing, and my tears dry up as irritation flares. I narrow my eyes on his face.

      "Sorry, Rhia. I thought you were joking for a second," he says and squeezes me tighter when my eyes narrow further. "I'm not making fun of you. It's just, the thought that me or any of us could run away from you is unfathomable. Don't you know? We're crazy about you," he adds, and my pulse picks up as my heart begins to pound against my chest.

      “You are?” I say, voice more uncertain than it ever has been with Maksim, and he leans forward and rests his forehead against mine.

      “Yes, Rhia. I am. You consume my thoughts, and whether I like it or not, the others care deeply for you too. I would have been out here sooner, but me and the others had to have a talk…”

      As he trails off, my heart thumps for a different reason and I glance back at the house, not seeing the others anywhere. “Uh, Maks?” I ask, voice dry.

      “Hmmm?” he says, as he continues to lean against me.

      “When you say talk… you don’t mean that you killed them, right?” I ask, only half joking, and another rumble of laughter bubbles from his lips.

      “Not quite, Rhia. I may have threatened to maim, but no killing. But in all seriousness, we did have a talk, and even though it’s not the situation any of us would have chosen, we care too much to not at least try.”

      My breath leaves me in a sigh as I wrap myself in tighter against Maksim, his words leaving me with a deep sense of relief as he holds me.

      "But," he says, and my body tenses as I realize that things can't be that easy. Raising his head, and using his big hand to lift my chin, I meet his piercing gaze. "When you're with me. You're only with me. I can share your time, but only if I know that it's me you're thinking of when we're alone together. I'm afraid that any other way and my control won't be able to hold."

      I scan his face and know that he's right. He's come a long way in learning to keep control of his shift, and this is a small request to make.

      Standing up on my tiptoes, I stop my lips when they’re just a hair's breadth away. “Only you,” I breathe, my lips caressing his when I speak, and after a brief pause, he crushes his lips against mine, his long arms reaching down and cupping my ass as he lifts me into his arms.

      I instinctively curl my legs around his waist, and as he walks back toward the house, he doesn’t even break our kiss. The others must know that we’re coming, because when we reach the door, I look up and around, but the house appears empty as we walk down the hallway.

      At his door, he looks down one last time, eyes running over my face, and when I don’t tell him to stop or to put me down, he turns the knob with one hand and walks through the door, allowing it to softly click shut behind us.
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      Despite the fires I see burning in his gaze, Maksim takes his time with walking over to the bed, taking care to lay me down softly as not to crush my wings. The whole time he does this, he keeps eye contact, never allowing me to look away from the eyes that seem more amber in the dim lighting of his room, and I wouldn’t want to anyway. Not with my heart pounding in my chest as desire and nervousness swirl inside of me.

      “Don’t be afraid, Rhia. I’ll only ever take care of you,” Maksim says, and I check my mental shields to make sure I’m not broadcasting my thoughts to him.

      Finding them solidly closed, I tilt my head as my eyes trace down his handsome face. “How do you do that?”

      “What?” he asks, seeming confused by the question.

      “How do you always seem to know what I’m thinking or feeling. Is it the bond? I thought I was blocking you,” I admit, tired of keeping things inside.

      Surprising me with his small smile, the sides of his mouth barely curling up, he cups my cheek with one large, very warm hand. “It has nothing to do with your shields, Rhia. I don’t have to read your mind to know what you’re thinking because I know you. I’ve memorized the lines of your face, and have dreamed about the curves of your body. Even when you’re away from me, you’re always in my thoughts, and I’ll admit, being with you, caring for you, comes as easy as breathing to me. You’re a part of me now.”

      My breath hitches at his admission, and moisture rises in my eyes at how open he’s being with me. It’s a side of him that I don’t see often, and I cherish this moment for the gift that it is.

      “Thank you for caring that much, Maks. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it, but thank you.” My words are slightly choked as they come out, and I go to rub my eyes, feeling foolish at the tears building within them.

      Maksim stops my hand before I can, and instead leans in and kisses them away.

      I thread my hands through his hair as he moves, and once he pulls back far enough to capture my mouth with his own, his kisses burn as he claims me with a searing kiss.

      From my lips, Maksim moves down my neck, sucking and biting until he reaches the neckline of my shirt. “Sorry,” he says, the words my only warning as he takes both hands and rips my shirt into two pieces, revealing my bra.

      He eyes the purple fabric for a moment, gaze lingering on the cleavage the underwire creates, but before he can move, I throw up my hand and place it against his chest. “Don’t you rip it! It’s my favorite,” I tell him, and with a sigh, his hands start to slide around and underneath me.

      I hide my smirk in the bend of his neck as he searches for the clasp to unhook the back, but when his hands begin to heat up and I fear he may burn the offending material from my body if he doesn’t figure it out soon, I sit up. Moving quickly, I use both hands and reach in the front, right between my breasts, and unsnap the hook.

      His lips part as the bra falls open, releasing my breasts, and as he leans in to take one with his mouth, he rubs the hard length of his erection against me, and I wiggle my body so that it’s closer to where I really want it. Right between my legs.

      Rubbing against him must feel good because I feel a deep vibrating rumble from his chest as he flicks his eyes up in my direction, the amber is lost among the flames, and my body tightens in anticipation of what’s to come. Any other time I’d be worried about him losing control. But not this time. This time I’ll welcome the burn. I’ll lavish in how he sets me on fire.

      He never moves his lust filled gaze from mine, even as his hot mouth works my breast and my eyes flutter closed as his hand begins to slide down my side, tickling me slightly as he dips it into the waist of my blue jeans.

      I gasp as he runs one finger down between my folds, slipping it inside of me easily as I’m already very wet. He stays like that for a moment, slowly drawing it in and out in deep strokes, the feeling as pleasurable as it is maddening. All the while, his mouth keeps moving on my breast, his tongue circling my hardened nipples.

      “Maks,” I breathe, feeling a slow rise of pressure beginning to build from his teasing, and he lifts his head up, eyes dark but for the twin fires that burn there and my breath catches at the raw look of desire that’s painted across his features.

      “I believe I made you a promise,” he says, his finger moving slightly faster, and with it, my pulse increases too, that pressure building further and as I look into his hungry gaze, he leans forward and bites down onto my sensitive nipple, the sensation too much and pushing me over the edge as my core squeezes around his hand.

      Small waves of pleasure roll through me when he finally pulls away, and it takes a second to blink away the starburst that dances within my vision.

      Peeking one eye open when the bed moves, I can’t stop the small noise of disapproval I make as Maksim stands up and stares down at me, a satisfied smirk on his face.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Rhia. I’m nowhere near being through with you,” he says in a dark promise, and despite just finding my release, I feel my desire for him rise again.

      “Then hurry back,” I say, hoping he can see the challenge, the dare, in my gaze. When his eyes narrow slightly, I know that he does.

      Standing before me, Maksim takes his time as he pulls his shirt over his head, revealing a body that causes my mind to go blank as I drink him in.

      Despite being so tall, he's not lanky. His shoulders, chest, and back are broad with muscle and his waist is slim. He doesn't have a six pack, but he doesn't need one. Not with the way the lines of his muscles draw the eye, holding me transfixed and begging for me to taste him. So that's exactly what I do.

      I raise up and on my hands and knees, crawl the few feet that separate us and run my tongue up the short space that sits between his belly button and pants.

      A shiver runs through him as I do it, and I cut my eyes up to find his head tilted back, jaw clenched. Figuring fair is fair, I take advantage of him looking away, and unzip his pants, pulling them down his hips, and I’m surprised to discover he’s not wearing any underwear.

      That surprise only holds my attention for a moment however as, once his pants move down a bit more, his erection springs up, right in my face, and I don’t resist the temptation to lean forward and wrap my lips around the tip where precum glistens.

      The noise he releases this time hardly sounds human as his large hands come down to tangle into my braids, fingers clenching ever so slightly with each bob of my head, but after a moment, he withdraws himself and before I can even protest, he lifts me from my knees and tosses me back onto the soft bed.

      “Enough!” The words leave him with a rasp, and my eyes widen as he prowls toward me, coming to a stop at my legs where he reaches up and wrenches the jeans from my body. My underwear goes with them and all I’m left in is the tattered remains of my shirt and my unclasped bra as his gaze travels over me, devouring every inch. “Don’t test my control, Rhia. I’m not that strong.”

      His threats do nothing but spur me on, and I tilt my head to the side, examining his wild face as I open my legs, spreading them as I crook my finger at him. “Who said you have to control yourself, Maks? Actually, that’s the last thing I want you to do right now,” I say.

      His nose flares and he clenches his fists, and before I can say more, his pants fall from him into a pile of ash, the material burned right from his body. My eyes widen as he stands nude before me, flames racing up and down his legs and torso, and I find that the heat from his body is no match to the heat that is running along my skin from how much I want him.

      Without warning, he jumps, the flames extinguishing only inches before he lands on the bed, legs on either side of mine, caging me with his body, and I swallow hard. I know he’d never hurt me, but this new savage side of him, has me arching my back, his heat washing over me and leaving me flushed.

      Leaning forward, he once again crashes his lips with mine, the searing kiss steals my breath. I feel his hard length pressing against my thighs, the tip of him kissing my folds and I squirm beneath him.

      “Wait, you need protection,” I say, breaking the kiss as the coherent thought barely comes to me. It’s hard to think straight with him so close.

      Rising up on his elbows above me, causing his groin to push into mine even more, I moan as he meets my eyes. “Didn’t I tell you? Cherufes can only procreate with their own kind.  Our heat is too much for anyone outside of our kind’s reproductive system. I could go into the science of it, but there’s something else I’d like to do more,” he growls as he shifts his weight rubbing himself against me. “I can put one on if you’d like, but uh… it will probably melt. I’m just too hot for it.”

      I snort, knowing he’s not being conceited but meaning that his body is literally too hot, and he quirks his head to the side as he gazes down on me. I sober up quickly at the look he gives me, and then reach my hand up to run down his cheek. “You sure?” I ask, needing the reassurance.

      The flames in his eyes lessen then as he gives me a serious look. “I swear to you, Rhia. I’d never lie to you. Especially about something like this. You’re safe with me.”

      That’s all I need to hear from him, and he doesn’t even get the chance to move again as I reach up and grab the other side of his face and bring him down hard into a rough kiss. He meets my kisses with his own, and it’s a clashing of lips and teeth as we nip and bite at each other, the temperature of the room rising with our combined lust.

      With nothing to stop us, Maksim slows down right as the tip of his cock starts to enter me, and I gasp at how hot he really is as he slowly moves into me, filling me. Combined with his heat and how ready I already am for him, I have to force myself not to come apart with just his one thrust, wanting this to last longer.

      Once I’ve acclimated, I look into Maksim’s gaze. The wild lust is there, but there’s also a tenderness too, and he places a soft kiss on my lips as he starts to move, his thrusts coming faster and deeper as he moves.

      We find a rhythm together, him moving and me meeting his thrusts with my own as I throw one leg over his hips, using it to push our bodies closer.

      We stay like this until his breathing changes, and I feel him grow impossibly harder inside me. This makes my own breath quicken as I feel that building pressure once again, and with one last thrust, he pours himself into me, pumping harder than before as he drops his shields, invading my mind with his thoughts of pleasure, and makes my own orgasm crest. I claw out my pleasure into his back, carving my passion into him as I allow my own shields to drop, to run down the line that not only connects me to Maksim, but to Satine as well.

      I can tell the moment the energy of our orgasms hit her, the awareness that comes from her as the lifesaving energy flows into her, giving her what she needs and restoring her health. “Thank you,” she whispers across our minds, taking in the last of the energy from the bond, before closing her shields with a contented sigh.

      Spent, he leans forward, forehead pressed against mine and breathing hard. He hovers over me, using his arms to keep from crushing me beneath his full weight as he places one last kiss on my lips. Our lips move against each other slower this time, and I feel myself grow tired. I draw away as a yawn stretches my lips, and he rolls to his side and pulls me flush against his chest. Warm and sated, I close my eyes and finally think about what I had felt from him when he had dropped his shields during sex. There had been pleasure and happiness, but much deeper than that, almost so new that I almost missed it, was a tiny kernel of love. The love he feels for me.

      As I relax into his embrace, I decide not to mention what I felt. It’s up to him on whether or not he shares that with me, so with my body tired and heart full, I fall to sleep to the feel of him stroking his hand up and down my spine.
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      Two days pass without a problem or word from Candy, but just as I start to relax and believe that she isn't going to try and go through with her threats, a knock sounds at the door.

      Since I’m the closest, the others either in their rooms or in the kitchen, I walk toward the door to answer it, but my skin begins to feel tight the closer I get.

      It’s weird, but by the time I arrive, it feels as if a thousand insects are crawling across my skin, and sweat has begun to bead down my back, but not because it’s hot. The temperature hasn’t changed, but whoever or whatever is on the other side of that door is magic. Very powerful magic. Strong enough that even with the thick wood separating us, I can barely restrain myself from running to my room and hiding.

      When a knock rings out again, I swallow hard as I go to look through the peephole, but before I can, I hear thundering footsteps come from down the hall. Maksim runs into the living room, eyes wide and mouth pinched. “Stop, Rhia. Let me open it,” he says, and even though a part of me wants to insist that I can open a door by myself, the part that is currently fighting to keep from fleeing the room agrees.

      “Be my guest,” I say, words strong, but not completely hiding the tremble within them.

      It’s not that I’m scared, but I am being cautious. The power coming from outside is enough to set anyone’s teeth on edge.

      Jaw tight, Maksim arrives at my side, and with a pointed look, one I can easily decipher as ‘stay back’, he shifts one hand to a hot flame, and uses the other to twist the handle, pulling the door inward slowly, revealing our guest on the other side.

      For a while, neither Maksim or the man outside speak, both standing there taking stock of one another. They may be similar heights, meaning the guy is huge, but where Maksim has thick black hair, this guy’s head is shaved bald, making his black eyes all the more startling.

      When neither appear as if they're planning on talking anytime soon, I go to step around Maksim, but Fifi is just magically there, her denim mini dress hugging her curves with her pink hair in two perfectly combed pigtails.

      “Hallelujah, and Merry Christmas to me. Somebody has been taking their vitamins,” she says, breaking the silence and drawing the man’s eyes to her.

      “Pardon me for my silence, ma’am. The young man and I were settling something. It’s a dominance thing,” he says, his voice rich and deep, the sound almost melodic.

      Grunting from my side, Maksim narrows his eyes. “I’d hardly call that a dominance thing. In my culture, things are handled in a more physical nature. But you already know that, don’t you demon?” he says, growling out the last word.

      My head swivels so fast to the side I worry I’ll get whiplash, but if the man is offended at Maksim’s tone, he doesn’t say so.

      “Demon is a bit of a stretch, young man. Ifrit is what most of us prefer to be called, but you already know that,” the man retorts, and I search my brain for what an ifrit is.

      I know that it was covered in one of my classes last semester, and as I wrack my brain, I remember that ifrits are like the fire-wielding cousins of the djinn, meaning not only does the man before me have a large reserve of power, but it's old power too. He's had time to hone his craft, as ifrits don't age.

      Smiling sweetly up at him, Fifi reaches out and rests her hand on his bicep, drawing his attention back to her.

      “Don’t mind Maksim here, he doesn’t mean any harm,” she says, causing another snort to come from Maksim. “Well, maybe he does, but I love company. Would you like to come in and allow me to give you something to quench your thirst… oh, and I can fetch you something to drink too.”

      I roll my eyes as Fifi flirts, but if this new stranger minds, you can’t tell. Not with how he’s eyeing her with interest.

      “Yes, ma’am. A drink would be great. I am quite thirsty.”

      It’s like a game watching the two go back and forth. And I hear Maksim’s sigh when Fifi places her hand in the crook of the ifrit’s arm, leading him past us and to the kitchen. I go to follow, but a large hand on my shoulder stops me.

      “Be careful around him, Rhia. Ifrit are strong and cunning. I’m not sure why he’s here, but I don’t want you to ever be alone with him.”

      My first instinct is to snap at Maksim that I have no intention of being alone with him, but when I look up at him, I can see the worry there.

      His shoulders are tight and jaw clenched; and I reach up and run my hand down his strong jaw, my mind flashing back on our night together.

      “I promise, I’ll be careful. Fifi, on the other hand… Well, I’m not sure if we should warn her or him.”

      Maksim snorts, knowing full well that Fifi is more than capable of taking care of herself, and I find myself grinning right along with him.

      “Him.”

      “Definitely, him.”

      We both say at the same time and burst out laughing. Maksim is still chuckling, a quiet rumble coming from him, when we make it to the kitchen and find the others have all joined Fifi and our guest at the table.

      Eyeing the room, I see that there’s only one place left to sit, so I hold back so that Maksim can take it. Once he sits, I find all eyes at the table focused on me, but when Satine scoots to the side, tapping the space in the chair she has made, I go to her.

      “You know, Rhia. I have a much more comfortable place you can sit if you want. No need to sit on the edge.”

      I raise my brows at Gavril, a small smile ghosting his lips, and I blow him a teasing kiss before sitting back, Satine’s arm going around my waist.

      “That’s okay. Besides, this seat gives me a great view,” I joke, sending a wink his way as I make an obvious show out of letting my eyes run down his face and across his broad shoulders.

      Scoffing, Declan grabs my attention, his hair standing out brightly next to his grey shirt, and my grin turns to a soft smile as I catch his eye.

      “Well, now that we’re all here, why don’t you start talking?”

      Maksim isn’t necessarily rude, but it’s clear in the way he’s eyeing our newcomer, arms crossed across his broad chest that he isn’t happy with his presence here.

      Eyeing him back just as intently, the man raises his hand and rubs it across his brow. “Listen, I’m not here to fight or cause you any problems. The opposite actually. My name is Brendan Ledger, the owner of this house and Candy’s uncle.”

      The room falls silent as we let that sink in. Knowing what we know of Candy, this visit has just gotten more tense, regardless of what Brendan says.

      “Well, then let us thank you for your hospitality and the use of your home. It’s lovely. A nice rustic feel,” Fifi comments, batting her long eyelashes at Brendan.

      I have to bite my tongue to stop my laugh, but when I see that Brendan is staring at Fifi with a look of pride, I decide not to. Candy’s uncle or not, he is allowing us to stay here for the summer for free. The only option given to me by Dean Wiseman.

      “Yes, thank you for your generosity. However, after our last conversation with your niece, I believe I speak for us all when I say we are just a wee bit wary,” Declan says, giving Brendan his full attention, a keen look in his eyes.

      Brendan sighs again, seemingly tired, and I wonder if that's what it's like to be Candy's uncle. Eternally tired from dealing with her messes. "I'm aware of your conversation with my niece. Or at least, her side of events. That's why I'm here to apologize. Your dean stressed the importance of your anonymity when she requested the use of my property this summer. As such, I declined telling Candy who exactly our guests were. I'll ask that you forgive her for any grievance she has caused. That dragon blood of hers causes her emotions to run hot, and she often acts on impulse. I hope she'll grow out of it, but only time will tell."

      The others are quiet, even Fifi, as his words sink in, but I decide to take pity on him. He’s no more responsible for Candy’s actions than I am, so I scoot forward in the chair and meet his eyes.

      "Yes, Candy can be a bit hard to take, but that's not your fault. As Fifi said, we appreciate you letting us stay here for our summer break," I say and notice him begin to relax. "But, when someone says no, it means no. These are my friends, and she made them all uncomfortable either through her actions or words. That's not okay. So while I'm grateful for you and your help, I also request that she not come over here again. Not while we're still here. If that’s going to be a problem since she’s family, let us know now and we’ll leave, but that’s how it has to be. No one, and I mean no one, gets to hurt the people in this room.”

      Once I deliver my ultimatum, I lean back, Satine’s hand tightening slightly on my waist as we all turn our attention to Brendan and await his response.

      Mimicking my action, he also leans back, never breaking eye contact. “Okay, I can understand that and will agree to it. But, I have my own terms.”

      Neither of us blinks, our gazes locked onto each other, and I nod for him to continue.

      “I’ll take over handling things here, but I want y’all to come to the party I’m having tomorrow. It’s a get together of family and friends, and I’d like to make things up to you.”

      “A party? Of course we’ll be there! We could never turn down such an offer. Do tell, what can we bring? Dessert, a casserole, biscuits and gravy?”

      “No one brings biscuits and gravy to a party, Fifi,” Gavril says with a grunt, and chuckles at her confused expression.

      "Why not? It's country food, right?"

      We all laugh at Fifi's genuine look of bewilderment, and Brendan leans forward and rests his hand atop hers on the table. "Biscuits and gravy are one of my favorite foods. Y'all don't need to bring anything, but if you'd like, I'd love to eat your biscuit," he says, smiling broadly at Fifi. Who has an actual blush on her cheeks.

      "Don't forget the gravy. You'll get to taste that too," Declan says beneath his breath, and even though it's funny, I kick his leg beneath the table. He grunts but doesn't say anything else.

      Seeming satisfied that we’re going to show up at his party, Brendan lets his hand linger on Fifi’s hand, their gazes locked, before he finally stands from his chair. Reaching into his back pocket, he pulls out a simple leather wallet, retrieving a card from it before putting it back into his pocket. Fifi’s eyes follow the motion.

      “Here’s my business card. It’s got my cell phone number on the back, and I’ve written my home address on there as well. Party starts at five tomorrow. Bring your appetites,” Brendan says, before turning to walk out the door.

      “Oh, we most certainly will,” Fifi says from her spot, fanning her face as her eyes stay glued to his backside until he disappears out the door.

      Once we hear the front door open and shut, we all relax back into our seats, the temperature in the room drop as the two fire-born supernaturals separate, and I turn to look at where Fifi sits staring off, a glazed look to her eyes.

      “Fifi?” I say, but when she doesn’t answer, I raise my voice. “Fifi!”

      Blinking, she seems to shake out of her daze and sends me a sheepish smile, an expression that seems out of place on the self-assured, Fairy Godmother. “Yes, Sugar?”

      “I was just going to ask if you really think it’s a good idea to go to that party. You know Candy will be there, and uh… I’d hate for tempers to run hot,” I say, motioning with my eyes in Maksim’s direction.

      Catching on to my meaning, Maksim sighs. “I’ll behave. Just keep Candy away from me.”

      We all nod that we’ll do that, none of us fond of the idea of being around her again, and everyone gets up to leave the kitchen, except for Satine and I.

      We stay sitting with her arm around my waist, and I shiver a bit as she leans over and kisses my neck. “This will definitely be interesting,” she says between another kiss.

      Wrapped in her embrace, loving the feel of her lips on my skin, all I can do is nod. Interesting indeed.
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      Brendan's party of family and friends feels more like a gathering of half the town, and we have to park a quarter of a mile down the road behind a line of cars and trucks. There's even a tractor or two interspersed between them.

      Pleased I had declined Fifi's offer to help me get ready, I'm at least comfortable in a pair of relaxed jeans and a shirt, my tennis shoes making the walk easier. The others are all dressed similarly, comfortable and simple, so Fifi stands out with her pink wing, brightly done makeup and outfit of the day. She's paired heeled sandals with white capris that I'd never be brave enough to wear, and a checkerboard red and white, sleeveless button up that she's tied off at the waist. She looks great but is drawing more than a few side looks from those we pass.

      Speaking of the onlookers, my stomach has been tight since we arrived, the feeling growing stronger the closer we get to the party as the energy of so many powerful supernaturals wash over me. I’m used to being surrounded at school, but this is different. The power here has a wild feel that’s missing amongst my elite peers. No, this is raw and untapped potential, not unlike what I’m used to feeling from Maksim.

      Moving closer to where Maksim walks, I study his furrowed brow, his hands opening and closing at his sides, and rest my hand on his arm, wincing slightly at how hot his skin has become.

      “Sorry,” he mumbles when he catches my reaction, and a sigh of relief leaves me as I feel his skin cool slightly beneath my hand.

      “You okay?” I ask as we pass by another group of people, these appearing around our age, and I feel Maksim stiffen as he eyes them. The group returns his stare before lowering their heads in a deferent gesture.

      “If I lie, you’ll be able to tell. So let’s just say that I’m taking it all in. I’ve never been around so many fire users, and it’s playing hell on my control.”

      Nodding like I understand, which I really don't, I just move in closer to him, as he slides his arm around my waist. "If it becomes too much, tell me. We don't have to stay."

      He doesn’t respond since we have arrived at the house, but I feel some of the tension leave his body. The prospect of leaving helps him calm down. Satisfied that I helped, I look around at the others as Brendan appears from the side of the house and begins to approach us.

      He moves with a predatory gait, one that speaks of his confidence at being the strongest around, but I don’t miss his quick assessment of Maksim when he joins us, his gaze darting over the rest of us, but lingering on Maksim before Fifi steps forward.

      “Thank you so much for your invitation. You have a beautiful home. Now, where do you want me to put my biscuits? You can butter them if you’d like, as I left the gravy on the side. Some people like more than others.”

      Declan and Gavril chuckle at Fifi’s choice of words, and even Maksim looks like he’s fighting back a grin. Satine, too, has a small, secret smile playing across her lips, but Fifi and Brendan don’t seem to be in on the joke.

      “What? Some people don’t like a lot of gravy. What’s so funny about that?”

      Laughing harder, none of us able to tell her we’re laughing because our heads are in the gutter, she just screws up her nose before turning back to Brendan, looking for all intents and purposes, like a wary mother trying to deal with her wayward young.

      “You’ll have to excuse this bunch. They seem to have left their manners at home. I’ll never understand kids these days.”

      Smiling, Brendan shakes his head. "Me neither, ma'am. And thank you for being so thoughtful. Why don't we head inside, while these youngsters go out back to mingle? We'll get started on buttering your biscuits in the kitchen."

      Their combined words and general lack of awareness about what's so funny is too much, and I bust out laughing along with the others. Even Maksim and Satine are laughing now, and Brendan and Fifi walk away, leaving us to it.

      It takes a good five minutes for us all to finally stop, and I scrub the tears that have fallen from my face as I work to get my breathing back under control. Satine is doing the same as a hiccup leaves her, which makes us all laugh again. We don’t stop until we catch sight of a familiar redhead walking our way. By the time Candy arrives, all of our humor has died out as we eye her in suspicion.

      "Candy," I greet when the silence between us stretches, and she pulls her sullen gaze away from where she stares at Maksim. He doesn't even glance her way. Just stares out over the top of her head.

      “Look, my uncle already told me to stay away. I just came by to apologize. Uncle seems to think I came on too strong, so sorry. That wasn’t my intention. I just know that as a dragon, I’m able to satisfy needs that he has and I’m good at it.”

      “Enough!” Maksim roars, everyone gathered turning to stare at us as Candy’s eyes widen. Breathing hard, he shakes his head. “I’ve heard enough. Listen very closely, Candy. I don’t plan to say this again. Dragon or not, I’m not interested. I have the one I want, and it’s not you. Don’t approach me, or my friends, again.”

      Taking my hand, Maksim stalks by a stunned Candy, ignoring those that rush to her side and glare at us. He doesn’t stop walking until we’re at an empty picnic table, where he only releases my hand when he drops heavily onto a bench.

      “Was I too harsh with her?” he asks once we’ve all joined him, his jaw clenched.

      “Dude, no. That girl can’t take a hint. It had to be said, and it had to be said by you. Maybe now, she’ll move on,” Declan says, claiming the seat at my side, leaving me sandwiched between him and Maksim.

      “I agree, Maks. She needed to hear it, and unfortunately, she had to hear it the hard way. Nothing else was getting through to her. I think her heart was in the right place though, despite how poorly she went about it.”

      Hurt, I look toward Satine, and she throws her hands up in a placating gesture as I stare at her in disbelief. “Why would you even suggest that? Her heart had nothing to do with it. That was all hormones,” I say, anger making my words come out tight.

      Eyes softening, Satine reaches out and grabs my hand. “Don’t misunderstand, Rhia. I’m not saying that Maksim didn’t do the right thing. I’m saying that, as another supe that deals with fire, she probably believed everything she was saying. Maksim doesn’t have any others of his kind around, and a dragon may very well be the closest thing to him,” she says, and my heart gives a hard thump at the implications of what she’s saying. Seeing this, her face pales. “Not that he should be with her. Ugh! I’m saying this wrong. I just mean that being here, around all of these other fire users might actually be good for Maksim. Not Candy, of course. But maybe Brendan could help him. Kind of like how Fifi helps you.”

      Pushing away any hurt feelings, I actually think about what Satine is saying. Sighing, I close my eyes before turning to look at Maksim where he sits, face blank. “I don’t like it, but Satine is right. Brendan probably could help you more than we can.”

      Maksim doesn’t respond, but he holds my gaze. So many emotions play across his face, but one sticks out, hope. He agrees with Satine, too. This is a place he could really learn from. He doesn't get the chance to reply, however, because Brendan walks out onto the back deck of the house and rings a large cowbell that's attached to the post.

      “Dinner’s ready! Get it while it’s hot!”

      Conversation tabled, for now, we all join the line of hungry partygoers and wait to get our food. The topic isn't settled, but for now, it can wait.

      

      With exception of our run-in with Candy, the party ends up being a lot of fun. There are games set up, and we've all taken part in more than one of them. I see the others often, but Gavril has stayed on their makeshift football field, enjoying the challenge of playing some of the other strong guys and girls here, while Declan is cleaning up at the poker table. His lucky nature and poker face hard to beat.

      While they’ve found what they like, Satine, Maksim, and I have wandered around, joining a game of horseshoes here, or volleyball there, but after our last game, Maksim disappeared inside to use the bathroom, leaving Satine and I playing the hellhound triplets alone.

      At five foot even, the ginger triplets don’t look like much, but they are fierce competitors, and even with Maksim’s height advantage, they had smoked us every game. It’s just too difficult to beat a team that moves as if they share one brain.

      It’s almost poetic watching them work with each other, anticipating the other’s moves, and just knowing where the others will be, and I make a mental note to see if they’d exchange numbers with me. Their bond obviously goes deeper than just blood, and I’d like to see if they have any insight into helping me manage the other three voices I find bouncing around my head sometimes. Voices that, surprisingly, have been quiet all afternoon.

      “Damn it. That’s it, I’m done. I concede to the awesomely creepy triplet powers. I’m not worthy to play against you.”

      Satine sounds serious, but when she laughs, the triplets join her, and Hillary, the triplet with the shortest hair steps forward. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Succubus. You played a good game. You just never had a chance.”

      “Now, Hillary, that’s not very nice. Remember what Uncle Brendan said?” Hailey, the triplet with the pigtails asks, prompting a groan from Hillary.

      “Don’t say everything that I think. I know. But it’s true. No one beats us at sports,” Hillary whines, making me dock a few years off their age. I had clocked them at about sixteen, but now I’m leaning more toward fourteen or younger. It’s hard to tell these days.

      “Yes, well, right or not, we’re not supposed to rub our superiority in. Uncle says it’s rude and not how we make friends. Please excuse our sister, she just really enjoys winning,” the last sister, Holly, says, her sharp eyes appearing to take in everything around her.

      “No worries. Really. We enjoyed it. But I do have a question,” I say, and when all three fix their identical stares on me, I fight not to squirm. The way they move, their motions completely in sync, is creepy. Keeping those thoughts to myself, I focus back on the three unmoving girls before me. “You called Brendan your uncle, but I thought he was Candy’s uncle?”

      “He is Candy’s uncle,” they all three answer in unison, not even blinking as they stare at me.

      “Oh… okay,” I say, not sure if asking more questions will even help, but Satine doesn’t seem to have that problem.

      “So you’re telling me, not only is Brendan, an ifrit, uncle to a dragon, but to hellhounds as well…. How exactly does that work?” she asks, and I nudge her with my arm, not wanting to appear rude.

      "We are not family of blood, but of loyalty. Our ties go much deeper than that of the flesh, as respect and obedience must be earned, not freely given. Brendan is an uncle to us all, as he has mentored and helped us all in some way. That is what binds us as family. Not some ridiculous notion that shared genetics trumps all."

      I look from Hillary to Hailey to see if they’ll disagree with their sister, but when all any of them do is blink at the same time, I decide not to question them further. No need to anger or offend the three.

      “That’s very kind of him. And I agree, there are many things that can make a family. If you’ll excuse us, I think I’m going to go grab a drink,” Satine says, gracefully ending the conversation, and we both smile and wave as we walk away. The feel of three sets of identical eyes staring into my back is disarming as we walk up the porch steps, and into the back door of the house.

      “I understand that you feel obligated to stay. Hell, anyone would. But what has that school or council ever done for you? I mean, really think about it. Have they helped you learn to control your power? Or, out of fear, do they force you to lock it away? I know it’s a lot, but I think you could really learn a lot here.”

      Satine and I both freeze in our spots as we hear Brendan’s voice coming from the living room, and when she tilts her head toward the connecting door, we silently take a step closer as we continue to listen.

      “No, they haven’t helped with my power, but that’s not why I stay. I have reasons.”

      I freeze when I hear Maksim’s deep voice, and looking at Satine, I see that her eyes have widened as well. Maksim had made it clear on more than one occasion that he isn’t a fan of Brendan, so it’s surprising to hear them talking now.

      “What could possibly make you stay at a school of stuck up assholes? You’re stronger than them all. They’ll never trust you, and they’ll certainly never understand you. Not even your friends can. I know that you care for them, but as it stands right now, you’re a danger to them. Stay here with us, we can help you. We can show you how to live up to your full potential.”

      Heart pounding and stomach turning, I spin away and rush out the door, leaving Satine behind as I jump off the porch.

      I never hit the ground though, I give a few powerful beats of my wings as I rise up into the air. The party, and everyone there, shrinking away as I rise higher into the sky.

      

      I fly for around fifteen minutes before the blurring of my vision becomes too much, my falling tears ruining my line of sight, and I land in a field, nothing but grass and daisies as far as the eye can see.

      Sitting on a large rock I find, I angrily scrub my tears away. “You should have stuck around,” I say to myself, angry. “You don’t even know what he was going to say. He could have been about to tell Brendan off. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”

      “That’s the worst pep talk I’ve ever heard. But then again, the fact that you’re having a conversation with yourself may be more cause for alarm than the actual context of the talk.”

      My head whips to the side at the unfamiliar voice, and I find a tall man… No, not a man, an elf, if his pointed ears are any indication, standing about twenty feet away watching me.

      His long silver hair hangs down past his shoulders and he's dressed in all black. The color offsets his pale skin and even paler eyes, and I frown at the manic look in his gaze.

      He's not making any move to come closer, but a cold sensation slithers over me. The same I felt that night at the bar, and I dart my eyes around as I seek a way out. "Who are you?" I ask when nothing sticks out to me, and I take a small step back.

      The stranger's eyes follow the motion, and I freeze mid-step. "Who I am is unimportant. It's who you are that matters.”

      Swallowing hard, I ignore my fight or flight response and force my voice to remain even. “And why is that important?” I ask, trying desperately to think of what I should do.

      Finally, my mind flashes back to my thoughts about the triplets, mainly how they seem to know what the others are thinking, and I could kick myself at forgetting that I can do the same. I need some help! I mentally cry, shattering my mental shields and sending the thought broadcasting to each of them.

      “You aren’t really anything, just a fairy with bad luck. I personally don’t have a problem with you, but you have pissed off some very powerful people. People that have enough money to obtain my set of skills,” the man replies, voice matter of fact, and bile rises up my throat.

      Searching my mind on what to say, on how to stall him, I feel that I’m not alone, and I mentally try to send images from my flight here. I’m not sure it’s enough, but I hope that the jumbled pictures are clear enough that the others know where to find me.

      “Stall him, Rhia. We’re on the way!”

      Maksim’s voice is more urgent than I’ve ever heard, and I relax the tiniest bit knowing they’re coming. But I had flown a pretty long distance, and it’s going to take time. I just need to do like Maksim says, and stall.

      Focusing back on where the stranger watches me, a stillness to his body that causes another cold chill to race down my spine, I clear my throat as I wrack my brain for things to distract him.

      “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or not that there are people willing to pay for you to seek me out for whatever reason. I mean, that’s if you’re expensive. If your services, or skills, or whatever are cheap, then it’s not so flattering at all.”

      Nostrils flaring, the first emotion I’ve seen from him, he takes a step closer, and I kick myself at choosing the wrong distraction. “My skills are incomparable. I can do things others can’t, and I can assure you fairy, these services don’t come cheap.

      As he speaks, I feel a charge to the air, similar to a charge during a thunderstorm, and I bite my lip as the sky above us begins to darken, the beautiful summer day being chased away by the angry storm clouds that are starting to take shape above us.

      Concerned, but knowing that I need to focus, I turn back to see the strange elf has moved closer during my distraction. Close enough that I can see the silver flecks in his pale grey eyes. Rubbing my hands down my arms at the static electricity that fills the air, causing my wings to twitch, I try to focus on what I can do. Magic is out, since my powers are bound against using them for myself, and I’d really not like to leave it up to chance on whether or not they’ll protect me again. I’d almost died the first time. I don’t want to repeat that and try my luck.

      Since goading him will only piss him off further, I switch tactics and smile sweetly at him. “That’s very impressive. I apologize for suggesting otherwise. How do you do it? Control the clouds?”

      He scoffs, and levels me with a superior glare, staring at me down his long straight nose. “I don’t control the clouds girl, I control the storm!”

      He shouts the last part to be heard over a bolt of lightning that arcs across the sky and strikes a nearby tree. I throw up my arms as branches and leaves rain down on me, mixing with the rain that’s starting to fall, as my mind flashes back to all the recent storms.

      When only the rain continues to pepper down onto my skin, I look up and find him staring at me with a satisfied gleam in his eyes as the realization of what I’m facing hits me.

      I have no protection against him, only his magic. And if he doesn't directly use his magic on me then… oh fuck.

      “Can’t we talk about this? You said you were getting paid, right? I have very wealthy friends. I’m sure they could make what you’re getting paid now look like snack money. Please! There must be something I can do. You don’t have to go through with this.”

      Stepping forward, the man comes to stand within reaching distance of me, him not appearing as if he minds the rain, as we’re both soaked.

      “You see, that’s the problem. The money is only part of the payment. You can’t give me the other part I seek. What it is that truly motivates me.”

      Terrified to know, but having no options but to continue to stall, I clear my throat, hating the tremor to my words. “What’s that? What motivates you?”

      Grinning maniacally and revealing a mouth of straight white teeth, I can practically see how unhinged he is. His eyes are a touch too wide for any sane person.

      “I do it for the rush. The exhilaration of watching my beautiful light stretch across the sky, deadly and accurate as it strikes my target. It’s a feeling akin to nirvana to watch my light fill you, while I see yours fade away. That’s why I do it. The money is just a bonus.”

      Seeing that I can’t reason with him, I jump as another bolt crashes down far too close for comfort. As he looks on in glee, I react on instinct and kick up my leg, my knee striking him right in the family jewels.

      He immediately leans forward from the pain, and I take advantage of his new position to cup my fists together and bring them down as hard as I can on the side of his head. When he cries out, I spin and flap my wings, ready to fly away, but pain like I’ve never experienced tears through my back, and I crash into the wet ground as a warm liquid begins to seep from the large gash I see in my right wing.

      We’re almost there, Rhia. Just hold on,” Declan pleads across our link, and I feel the others there as well, quiet but present. They don’t speak, but their anger is almost suffocating and beneath that, I feel their fear. Fear for me.

      Finding strength from knowing they’re on their way, that I’m not alone, I push my arms down to lift my head from the mud, spitting out the disgusting muck that has entered my mouth, and look at where the elf stands.

      A smile is curling his lips as lightning dances across his hands, the tiny bolts weaving in and out of his fingers, and I narrow my eyes at him. I may not have magic, and my wings may be hurt, but there’s nothing wrong with my mouth.

      “Hey, Pencil Dick!” I yell, and I feel a small amount of satisfaction at seeing his smile falter. “Yea, you. What’s wrong? Mommy not give you enough love as a child, so now you have to torment young girls?” I ask, and watch his face grow as stormy as the sky above, but I’m not through yet. “Or was it daddy? Yea, I bet that’s it. You have that look about you of someone seeking daddy’s approval. Well, news flash. Unless he’s a sadistic, limp dick fuck like you, then this ain’t gonna do it.”

      “Shut the hell up! You know nothing! I seek nothing from that asshole. Nothing!”

      He’s screaming by the time he finishes, spittle flying from his mouth, and lightning begins to strike erratically through the sky. It’s so loud that I can’t hear, but it’s obvious he’s lost control. Which is just what I want as I feel something coming toward us. An energy that is stronger, more powerful, than his summer storm and much deadlier.

      “What’s that? What did you do?” he asks, looking uncertain for the first time since he announced himself, but all I can do is grin as I push myself up onto my trembling legs, mud caking my body, but I won’t lie in the mud and wait to be rescued.

      "That would be the cause of your bad day," I say, the temperature rising with every passing second. Knowing that signifies Maksim's, and the others' approach, I aim my own self-satisfied smile his way.

      The storm grows stronger as I watch his mouth tighten, but he doesn’t get a chance to speak again. Not when a gargoyle and succubus drop into the clearing, both Satine and Gavril having completely shifted, and my breath catches as I take them in.

      Gavril looks as if carved from the strongest rock, his powerful wings spread wide behind him, and Satine’s eyes glow a bright red as the continuing strikes of lightning flashes in stark contrast to her onyx skin. But neither waste the time looking me over as I do them, because they only have eyes for one person, and I can see his face pale, even from this distance. He knows he’s outnumbered.

      Satine and Gavril move at the same time, Gavril’s stone wings and Satine’s webbed black ones beating quickly behind them, as they rush toward the elf. A blur of pink and green beats them to the stranger, the red of his hair and the pink of hers signaling the arrival of Fifi and Declan.

      They move with a confidence that matches their quick wit like they've been fighting together for years, and Declan lands a punch to the elf's jaw as Fifi sends a kick that has him doubling over.

      At first, it looks like they will gain the upper hand, but they quickly jump back as a bolt of lightning strikes the ground where they just stood. The elf may be outnumbered, but he's not showing any signs that he's ready to quit.

      Moving in to flank them, Satine and Gavril close in on his sides, as Declan and Fifi face him head-on, the four having to jump to dodge the electricity that dances through the sky and randomly shoots straight for them.

      As I watch, wing in too much pain to move, I see that they’re talking, but I can’t hear what they say over the thunder that rolls between the lightning strikes. Whatever it is, the elf must not like, and he shakes his head ‘no’, as he takes a step back.

      While he moves, he circles his hands around each other as the wind picks up and begins to lift my sticky braids and the leaves that lay within the clearing. Flowers are pulled from their roots in the soil as tree limbs break and rush by my head, entering a tunnel that begins to take shape at his back.

      Eyes widening, I watch as the others stumble back from the tornado that is growing larger behind this strange elf, until they turn and begin to sprint in my direction, the motion no doubt difficult as the spinning funnel tries to draw them back in, and yet, the elf remains rooted to his spot. Seemingly untouched by the forceful gails of the storm.

      “Run, Rhia!” Satine yells as they draw nearer, but with the damage to my wing, all I can do is stand there and gape as that great funnel widens with the earth that it swallows.

      “Come on. We need to get out of here,” Gavril says once they reach me, but when he goes to lift me into his arms, I cry out as pain radiates down my wing into my spine, causing black dots to blur within my vision.

      “Don’t lift her! You’ll only do more damage to her wing,” Fifi says calmly, somehow maintaining her cool despite her wig having been sucked into the tornado that is only growing larger by the second.

      I’d like to sit and stare at the shock of platinum hair that is slicked back on her head, but when the howling of the wind abruptly stops, the clearing going deathly silent and still around me, I look up to see what’s happened.

      “Well coat me in butter and serve me for dinner,” Fifi breathes from her spot at my side, and I take in where her gaze has landed.

      Along the tree line is nothing but a wall of flame. It’s like a part of Hell itself has risen, and the Devil with it.
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      I blink in astonishment as shapes begin to form within the raging fires, the heat so strong my skin feels tight, and I start to recognize those that step out of the flames.

      Maksim is easy to spot, his hybrid shift into his cherufe form causing him to grow larger as fire drips from his skin, leaving the ground behind him charred as he slowly steps toward the elf.

      At his side, another large form covered in flames moves, and despite the fire that surrounds him, I can make out enough of his features to guess that it’s Brendan.

      He’s not as large as Maksim, but he’s terrifying. He walks like the fire itself carries him and at his back moves the three large shapes of the triplet hellhounds. They’re closer to the size of Clydesdales than dogs, and are as equally intimidating with their synchronized steps that bring them closer to the visibly shaking elf.

      Throw in three fully shifted dragons, easily the size of double decker buses, and a handful of other fire creatures, and I’m not surprised in the least when the elf raises his hands into the air in the universal sign that he’s surrendering.

      “Let me see what I can do for that wing, Honey,” Fifi says into the quiet clearing, but I barely nod as Maksim moves forward with the other fire uses, my heart hurting worse than my wing as I’m forced to accept that they can offer him more than I can.

      I continue to stare until an orange dragon moves and blocks my view, so I finally take in the faces of those around me as Fifi runs her hands down my wing, a cool sensation following the motion.

      Declan’s hair is sticking up at odd angles, looking disheveled and unlike his normally groomed self, but otherwise unharmed. Satine is still in her succubus form, and I can’t help my eyes traveling down her body, appreciation for how the small scraps of fabric of her ripped outfit cover just enough to make me wish I didn’t feel as if someone was hammering nails into my wing.

      After giving her a tired smile, and watching her red eyes fade into chocolate brown, I face Gavril, noting that it doesn’t hurt nearly as bad to move now. Thank you, Fifi.

      “You okay, love?” he asks, and I internally play the nickname inside my head, deciding I like the gravelly way he says it, but when I nod to say that I am, I can’t hide my wince as a fresh wave of pain hits me.

      “I think what she means is no,” Declan says, reaching forward and placing a gentle kiss on my cheek. “I was so worried,” he whispers before pulling away, but I have no chance to reply before Satine steps forward and captures my mouth with her own.

      It’s a different sensation kissing her while she’s shifted, and I find myself missing the smaller height of her normal body. I’ve grown used to being the one to hold her, so this is a new position for her. Pulling back, and leaving me breathless, Satine meets my eyes, hers flashing red quickly before going back to brown.

      “No more running off alone, Rhia. No more,” she orders, but the catch in her voice makes me lean forward and press my forehead to hers.

      “No more. I promise,” I say, drawing back as Gavril steps near and takes my hand in his. It’s cold despite the heat the fires are putting off, and after Satine backs up, I lean into his solid frame. His rock body soothing with its cooler temperature.

      Gavril doesn’t speak as he stands there holding me, but when the heat grows hotter at my back, I finally force myself to turn around.

      Drawing near are Maksim and Brendan, the charred remains of the ground evidence of their presence, and I let my eyes run over Maksim’s face as he moves closer. In this form, this hybrid shift between human and full cherufe, he’s larger, but not so big that I don’t see the kind eyes beneath the flames. Even if they are hardened in anger.

      Unafraid, I step from Gavril’s embrace and meet Maksim halfway. His body changes shape and fires extinguish the closer he comes until finally, he stands as a man before me. His clothes are gone, and even though I let my eyes run over the long length of him, I raise them up and catch his gaze.

      “You were gone,” he says in greeting, voice strained and steam rising from his skin. His anger and shift still close to the surface.

      “I know,” I reply, knowing that I’d been foolish in running off. Even if I had felt like my world was crashing down when thinking about Maksim staying behind here. Without me.

      Eyes scanning my face, he raises his hands, but hesitates only inches from touching me. It’s clear that he wants to cover those last few inches and take hold of me, but he resists, despite the anguished look on his face.

      I don’t have his restraint, however, and close that space for him, wrapping myself up in the heat that is almost too much, but lessens the longer I stay wrapped around him.

      Giving in, he brings his large hands down to cup my face, angling it up in his direction and places the gentlest kiss on my lips. “I’ve never been so afraid, Rhia. I thought we wouldn’t make it in time.”

      Swallowing hard at the emotion I hear in his voice, I say, “But you did, Maks. You saved me.”

      We kiss again, this time not as gentle, and I work through my remaining adrenaline by chasing his kisses with my own. I’d be content to stay this way too, but when I hear someone clear their throat, I tear my mouth away from Maksim’s and find Brendan and Fifi standing there.

      She still hasn’t recovered her wig, and surprisingly hasn’t just magicked a new one for herself. But if Brendan cares, you can’t tell from the way he rests his hand on her lower back, their bodies looking joined at the hip with how close they stand.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, Rhia. When we get back, we’ll finish healing that wing,” he says, his body back to his human form, the fire djinn from before nowhere to be seen.

      Tired, but grateful for his help, I give a weak smile. “That would be great. Thank you…” Not ready to look at where the elf that tried to kill me was, I maintain eye contact with Brendan. “Thank you for coming too. Is he... Did you kill him?” I finally ask, not sure what I want the answer to be.

      Sighing, Brendan raises his hand to his neck and rubs it. “Unfortunately, no. We started questioning him… persuading him to talk, but looks like he had a cyanide tablet. Bit down and took his own life before we could get much out of him. Shame too. I’d like to know who was stupid enough to send someone to my turf.”

      Brendan looks angry, and I turn my eyes from him, looking out and finding no body on the ground. I absently note as I search, that Maksim is now wearing pants, compliments of Fifi I'm sure.

      “Yea, I wanted to question him some more myself!" Maksim's angry voice pulls my attention back, and I watch as he and Brendan share a look. One that reminds me all over again of why we're all out here anyway. I was going to lose him.

      “Nothing could be done, son. That’s not your fault. But I hope you see what I mean now. That we take care of our own. Maybe you’ll reconsider my offer?”

      “No. Thank you, but no,” Maksim says and looks down at me. “I already told you, I have a home,” he adds, and my heart swells as tears form in my eyes. Hope distracting me from the pain that still throbs in my wing.

      “What offer?” Fifi asks suspiciously, and it makes me happy to know that she had nothing to do with Brendan’s offer. That she didn’t even know about it. “Well?” she says when Brendan remains quiet, her hands on her perfectly rounded hips.

      Looking younger than I’ve seen him, Brendan actually seems chagrined as he runs his hand down the back of his neck again. Fifi doesn’t appear moved by the action though, and his shoulders droop. His defeat obvious.

      “How about we talk while we walk back? Get these kids back to my house and cleaned up.”

      Nodding, Fifi graciously takes his offered arm, allowing him to lead her back through the clearing. Even with her outfit disheveled and wig lost to the storm, she looks regal, and I envy her that ability. Covered in mud and blood, I no doubt look like swamp thing.

      That thought gives me the motivation I need to start walking, but Maksim stops me when he lifts me gently into his arms. Smiling gratefully at him, I sink into his arms and close my eyes as he walks.

      With the others walking by our sides, his heat surrounding me, and the warmth in my chest at knowing that I’m not going to lose him, I fall asleep before we even make it out of the clearing.

      

      Everything moves fast once Satine wakes me at Brendan’s house. Fifi must have done a patch job on my wing to stop the bleeding while I slept cradled in Maksim’s arms, but it still hurt, the pain throbbing in time with my beating heart.

      I didn’t get a chance to thank all of the fire users that showed up to help me, but Brendan said that for many of them, they’d need to work out their excess energy from a hunt that ended too abruptly. Whatever that means.

      "Your friends aren't so different from my sisters and me," one of the hellhound triplets say, and I wrack my brain before deciding it's Holly.

      “How so?” I ask more out of politeness. I’m dirty, tired, and hurting, so thankful for her help or not, I don’t really feel like twenty questions.

      Holly either doesn’t notice or care about my lack of enthusiasm, and claims the seat beside me on the couch where everyone had left me so they could get us ready to leave. She’s small, so she barely takes up any room, but I haven’t forgotten the large hellhound from the clearing. Appearances can be deceiving.

      “They knew exactly where to find you. Which is curious, since you’d never been to this area before, and I doubt any of them would have willingly let you out of their sight. Which begs the question, how?”

      My body tenses at her question, the memory of Fifi ordering me to keep our bond to myself fresh in mind, and Holly tilts her head to the side as she studies me. “You’re afraid of something. Interesting. You don’t have to tell me how they knew, but I wanted to give you this,” she says as she hands me a card. Upon closer inspection, I see that it has ‘HHH’ and a phone number. Nothing else.

      “What’s this?” I ask, but already have a feeling that I know. I just want to know why.

      Placing her hands in her lap in a dainty manner, she turns to face me. "That is the number you can reach my sisters and me at. We don't give it out often, and never to anyone outside of our group, but we discussed it and decided that you'll probably need it. We've had our whole lives to learn to live and thrive with the others' thoughts in our heads, but it's not easy. It's a dance that you must perfect. One where you will come close to stepping on each other's toes, but to master it? That, Rhia, is a beautiful thing. When you realize you're in over your head and need some help, give us a call."

      With her message delivered, Holly rises from her seat right as her sisters appear in the doorway. Once she makes it to them, she turns and I’m held under the gaze of their eerily identical stares before they turn as a unit and walk away.

      Relaxing once they're gone, I run the paper through my hands, committing the number to memory, and place it in my pocket right as the others enter the room. They all hold various items that Brendan gave them, but besides a first aid kit, I don't recognize anything else.

      “The offer stands for y’all to stay here a while and collect yourself. No need to rush off,” Brendan announces as he walks in behind them, but he only has eyes for Fifi.

      Dressed now in rhinestone jeans and a crop top, Fifi smiles up at him. She still hasn’t replaced her wig, opting to wrap her hair in a beautiful lace headwrap instead. “That’s very kind of you, Honey. But we can’t. The dean has already informed me that they’re to be on the next flight back to school for an emergency meeting.”

      This doesn't come as a shock to any of us, as Fifi had been required to call Dean Wiseman and inform her of the attack, but the sadness I see on her face as she and Brendan gaze at each other. That is something I hadn't expected. Sure, they'd flirted, but Fifi did that with lots of people. I don't even think she realized it sometimes. She just had a natural charisma. Looking at her now though, face uncertain as she looks up at Brendan, I wonder if this isn't something more.

      “I know you have to, but my door is open. Anytime. You just come on back,” Brendan tells her in a low voice, and I look away. The moment seems intimate, and I feel awkward overhearing it.

      Fifi must catch on to all of our obvious attempts at looking distracted by anything else in the room, because she clears her throat and straightens her spine, the perky godmother I’ve come to know and love returning in an instant.

      “Thank you, Honey. I’ll remember that. We need to be on our way now, though. Before the Dean sends the council enforcers to pick us up,” she jokes, but I secretly wonder if there’s not some truth to that too. We’ve all heard of the Council Enforcement Squad, but nobody ever says much about them. Too worried they’d catch their wrath.

      “Of course. Well… It’s been nice having you. Maksim, the offer still stands. And you know you can call if you have questions?”

      “Yes, thank you. I don’t think I’ll need to, but I appreciate the offer,” Maksim replies. There’s no hesitation in his voice, and again my chest warms when he reconfirms he’s not going anywhere.

      “Well, all right then. I guess this is it. After you get your things from the house, just go ahead and lock her up. I’ll be over to straighten everything out. No need to waste time cleaning up. Just go on and get back to school, and take care of yourself.”

      None of us argue with Brendan, too tired to care about tidying up the old farmhouse, and after a few thanks and goodbyes, we make our way back toward the rental, Fifi taking the longest to exit the house.

      When she joins us, I ignore the glossy sheen of her eyes, and just wrap my arms around her back, taking care with my wing. Laying her head on my shoulder, Fifi sighs.

      “That was one smoking hot man,” she says, and when she laughs at her pun, I join her.

      “He wasn’t my type, but yea, I’d say he was hot,” I tease back, feeling lighter. It doesn’t hurt when Fifi flicks her wrist and we’re all clean again.

      “Damn that’s a good trick,” Declan says when he stretches out his arms, inspecting them for any leftover dirt, and Satine scoffs.

      "Yea, too bad it can't work on your hair. You really need a haircut," she teases, but I find myself liking the way his hair has grown longer on top since we arrived in the country.

      “Come now, Satine. Don’t be that way. You and Gavril only wish you could rock this shade of orange.”

      “Hey! Don’t bring me into this conversation. And I could totally rock that orange. I’d just rather be covered in something else instead,” Gavril adds to the conversation, throwing a wink in my direction that has my body heating for a reason other than Maksim being so close by.

      When everyone either laughs or groans, I find myself smiling as we arrive at the rental. Sure, I'm hurt, again. Someone tried to kill me, again. But I am surrounded by the people that have become like family, and we are all alive and together. Things are bad, but they could be worse, and we can deal with everything else later.
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      "I'm beginning to wonder if you're not more of a detriment to these students than a help, Francesca. Every time you're around, they're in trouble. Trouble that I have to deal with. Who do you think has to tell the King and Queen of the Leprechauns when their son has been involved in an accident or fight? Who is responsible for reporting to the council that their future head of the succubi was in harm’s way again? Even the gargoyles with their brutish ways can only tolerate so many instances of their heir being in danger before they start to question the integrity of this school. Of me! This is unacceptable and–”

      “Oh, stuff it, Cresseda! Students or not, they’re adults. No matter their stations. What you should be asking is who keeps putting them in jeopardy. Why is someone so dead set on getting to Rhia? How did they even know where to find her? An elemental elf like that doesn’t come cheap, so whoever it is we’re dealing with, they’re not a nobody. That’s what you should be focused on. Not your reputation.”

      The arguing between Fifi and Dean Wiseman has been going on for so long, that we've all found places to sit and make ourselves comfortable. They don't even seem to notice us anymore, and I wonder if they've forgotten we're in here.

      I’m good with that, but secretly, I’m rooting for Fifi, who has refused to cower at the dean’s feet.

      “I’ve got twenty on Fifi. Dean Wiseman looks mad, but Fifi will whip out her wand and give her two heads or something,” Gavril jokes quietly at my side, his hand cool in mine, and I nod that I agree. Though more delicate, I’ve seen what Fifi is capable of and won’t ever make the mistake of underestimating her.

      “I don’t know. Fifi’s the best, but Dean Wiseman is descended from Echidna, the Mother Of All Monsters. The Dean may abide by the rules, but she’ll also do whatever it takes to win and preserve her reputation,” Maksim replies, eyeing the both of them like he’s really giving it some thought.

      Satine doesn’t bother guessing, she just rests her cheek in her hand, and when she catches me staring, gives a small half smile that’s just for me. I return it with one of my own, already thinking about the next time I can be alone with her, with any of them. Now that we’ve figured out how to feed her without us hurting, or her starving, I plan to make sure it never becomes an issue again. I’ll work tirelessly to make sure of that.

      Slamming her hand down on top of her wooden desk, my attention swings back to the Dean where I see her chest is rising and falling rapidly. Her eyes are narrowed on the fairy godmother, but there’s also a glint in them that I don’t like. Something’s up.

      "Well, since you seem so concerned about their wellbeing, then I guess it's a good time to tell you that you and them have been summoned to appear at the Leprechaun court. The King has questions he'd like to ask his son and friends himself, and since you seem to go where they go, despite my telling you otherwise," Dean Wiseman says, shooting Fifi a scathing look before leaning back in her chair, "then you get to go along with them. Don't get comfortable. You leave in two days. I suggest you pack a bag. The Leprechauns want their prince home and are out for the blood of those responsible for trying to harm him. They are impatiently waiting to hear from the lot of you what happened."

      Eyes wide, I look at Declan and find that his face has paled as he stares at the dean. Shifting his gaze away from her, he meets my gaze and swallows hard. Knowing what I do of his parents and their order that he find a wife, I can understand his apprehension. And then it hits me. It’s not just him that has been beckoned home. It’s all of us. Meaning, not only is there still someone out there trying to kill me, but I’m about to meet the parents to my boyfriend. Accompanied by two more boyfriends, my girlfriend, and my fairy godmother.

      I sink my face into my hands as I think about the summer vacation I had planned. All I had wanted was an uneventful, relaxing break with my friends, and now I'm going to a royal court. I'm just not sure what I'd rather be facing. Assassins, or parents?

      

      
        
        The End…

        For Now.
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        Keep reading for a look at book one in The Gilded Cage Series, Sing For Me. Available on Amazon and KU now.
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      The spotlights are hot as they shine down on me, bathing my body in a pink glow as they reflect off the glitter and gems that cover my costume. They no longer blind me as they once did. I’d grown up on this stage, and I know it as intimately as I do my own body.

                 I ignore the urge to look at the crowd to try and discern individual faces, because it doesn’t matter. Once the curtain falls, they’ll be gone, and I’ll go back to my trailer until the next night. When I do it all over again.

                 Smiling coyly as I slowly settle into my swing, I begin to sway, beating my wings gently behind me to propel me forward, a motion that I’m told the audience loves. Though they aren’t close enough to see the silver specks that dot my lavender eyes, I look up through my lashes, and pretend I’m somewhere else. But since this stage, and the cage my swing sits in, are all I’ve ever known, I can’t pretend for long.

                 “Ladies and Gentleman, tonight we have a very special treat for you all. One of the rarest creatures to ever grace the stage, a beauty unmatched by others, and a voice so exquisite, none can compare. I give you the diamond of this show. The one, the only, Nightingale!”

      My heart beats faster as I hear the ringmaster announce me. A blush staining my cheeks as I think of his immaculately groomed mustache, or the suit that hugs his lithe, but muscular form. Even twenty years my senior, he is as handsome as he is charismatic. Though, he never looks at me the way I do him.

                 “As you can see, she’s a bit shy, so I think you’ll need to coax her a little, make her see that you are excited to hear the voice that’s worth crossing oceans for,” he says, as he twists his arms in my direction in a rehearsed practice that’s repeated each night, and just like all the other times, the crowd screams their excitement. Their shouts and cheers almost too loud, even for my partially deaf ears.

                 That’s okay, though. Even if I can’t make out their distinct words, I can feel the bass of the music as it blends with the rhythmic pounding of their colliding hands. It floats through the air, coaxing the part inside of me that is drawn by the music. The song, my place of solitude.

                 Perched in my cage, my large black wings still beating behind me, I push aside my long curls, the pink, orange and white colors of them blending together in an ombre effect. Despite the beliefs of others, the color is all natural. What had started as a few curls here and there, with a kiss of pink or a touch of orange, has grown to cover my whole head, each year the colors only become more prominent.

                 Seeing my cue, the ringmaster lifts his right arm, twisting his wrist in a theatrical way, and I push aside any thoughts that don’t pertain to the performance before me. Wondering whether my mother would have had curls like mine or if it was my father that passed down the ebony color of my wings will do me no good now. The show has begun, and I am but a willing servant to it.

                 With the eyes of the crowd watching me, I’m no longer the unsure seventeen-year-old Nightingale shifter. I’m The Songbird. The jewel of the Tri-Star Circus, and this is where I belong.

      Strengthened by those thoughts, I open my mouth as the music silences, and let the first notes of my lullaby spill from my lips. A song I had never been taught, but have known for as long as I can remember.

      “As the river runs, and the trees sway, there is a kingdom far away. Upon the clouds, it reaches high, where angels fly through the sky.”

      The words leave my lips in a slow, almost melancholy tone, and a sense of homesickness fills me, leaving my chest heavy, and my heart aching for a place I’ve never known. Home is the trailer and the circus I travel with. Yet, despite reminding myself of this each night, I sing my song, serenading the crowd with the breathy, melodious tones of my voice.

                 The audience reacts to my lullaby the way it always does. The people who were but moments ago talking over each other to be heard, and full of energy, are now silent. The music no longer rings throughout the large, striped tent, and even the animals in their pens are still.

      Nothing moves as I belt out the last few notes of my song, and no one notices the tears that trace salty paths down my face. Tears for a place I’ve never known, except for in my lullaby.
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        * * *

      

                 “You were distracted tonight Lori, what’s up?” Sal, my closest friend and fellow performer asks as she walks into my trailer without knocking.

      She knows she’s always welcome, and gave up on the habit of announcing herself years ago. Besides, even if she tried to sneak up on me, I’d feel the heat that she naturally emits before she even had the chance. As a Phoenix, she runs much hotter than humans or other supernaturals, and my wings are especially good at sensing that heat.

                 Scrubbing off the last of my makeup, taking care to remove the glitter that is arranged into intricate designs, I answer with my eyes closed. “Was it that obvious? I tried not to let it show, but I don’t know, I just couldn’t get into it out there. Like, the closer my birthday gets, the harder it is for me to concentrate. Even my lullaby has lost its ability to soothe me like it once did. The crowd didn’t notice did they?” I ask, trying to keep my voice neutral, and not show my worry, but she knows me better than that.

                 Coming to stand by my side, I open my eyes, half of my face still done up in the performance makeup. Our stares meet in the mirror and I hate the pity I see in her eyes. It’s in the small downturn of her lips. “Did the crowd notice? Or did Barney notice?” She guesses my true thoughts, using the ringmaster’s first name, and I curse my pale skin for allowing my blush to shine through so brightly.

      Sighing at the obvious answer, she claims the right edge of the bench I sit on, sitting so that she can speak into my good ear, and never breaking eye contact in the mirror.

                 The two of us couldn’t be more opposite if we tried. Me, with my moonlight pale skin, and hers like onyx. My long hair with the pastel curls, while hers is short, almost shaved to her head, bright red with yellows and oranges strategically placed to mimic the flames of her phoenix form. Despite these differences, we had formed an unlikely friendship years ago when I defended her from some of the other performers.

      I’d stood up for the small girl with the lost face, but she’d soon proved I shouldn’t have bothered when she shifted into a bird made of flames and burnt the clothes right off her bullies. We’d shared a lot of laughs that day, and still reminisced about it at times since then. It was the day I knew solidified our friendship for life.

                 “You know I love you, Lori. I just hate seeing you pine for him. I mean, you’re almost eighteen, which is twenty years younger than him! You can’t live your life hanging on and reading into his every word. Just, think about it, has he ever given any indication that he may return your feelings?”

                 Her words sting, but not because she’s trying to be cruel. It’s because she’s right. The man I long for, whose very voice seems to enchant me as mine does others, never looks at me in any other way but that as a master does to his ward. Seeing my defeated face, Sal pulls me closer.

      “I’m sorry, Lori. I know how much you care for him, and no, I don’t think he noticed your being distracted. Honestly, you had the crowd too enthralled to notice anything, and Barney was too busy emptying his pockets in preparation for all the tips he’d be getting. You’re definitely the money maker of the show,” she finishes.

      I search her face as she says this, but there’s no resentment there. No, I’ve experienced enough of that from the other performers. Sal is just being Sal. And that’s fiercely loyal, and honest to a fault.

                 “I’ll try to do better. I know your earplugs keep you from being caught up in my song, but if I don’t focus, then the crowd won’t fall into my song. I can’t imagine how disappointed Barney would be then,” I say, shuddering to think of how much it would hurt to know I let him down. After taking me in and raising me, I owe him everything.

             I’m pulled away from my thoughts when I feel three raps at my door. The sound barely penetrates the fog of my ears, but the vibrations reverberate through my wings, and with a shrug, Sal rises from the bench, uncaring that it’s my trailer and not her own that she’s in, walks over to the door and opens it.

      Curious, but unable to hear what she says, I watch her from my spot as I finish wiping away my makeup, but when I see her tilt her head forward in deference, I quickly look back in the mirror, cursing myself for removing my makeup so soon. Barney is here!

                 Schooling my features, lest he think I’m some lovestruck girl, I nervously run my hands down my silk dressing robe, glad that it at least accentuates my curves. It’s as I’m doing this, that I hear the timbre of his smoky voice, and I close my eyes to block out the longing that washes over me at being so near to him but knowing that It will never be.

      Getting my breathing under control, I turn to take in the two of them, reading his lips as sound barely reaches me.

                 “I need to speak with Lorelei alone, Sal. Please leave us,” he says, and I watch the conflicted look flash across Sal’s face before she eventually nods her head and squeezes through the small space that’s left between him and the door. She gives me one last wave and pointed look before she disappears out the door.

                 Stepping into the room, black and red striped suit still in place, I find I can’t meet Barney’s eyes. Focusing instead on the gold buttons and the perfectly pressed lapels of his costume, I just stand before him quietly as he closes the door behind him and steps further into the room.

                 “Another five star performance from my little songbird. You make me so proud,” he says by way of greeting, and I raise up my head, beaming with pride at his praise. “But, you weren’t paying attention and stumbled over the third chorus,” he adds, and my smile melts away as shame and embarrassment wash over me.

                 Moving forward and motioning for me to turn around, I do so without question and feel his hands go to the binds of the choker I wear around my neck.

      “I… I’m sorry, Mr. Iverson. I guess I was just thinking too hard about my upcoming birthday, and it caused my focus to slip. I’ll do better next time.”

      My breath catches as his long fingers brush the sides of my neck before allowing the thick leather to slip slowly down my chest, his hand trailing it slowly down.

                 “My sweet Nightingale, you know that you can call me Barney. There’s no need to sound so afraid. I simply want the best for you. If you’re to remain a star, you must always give one hundred and ten percent. I don’t get on you because it’s my show. I do so simply because I know how much potential you have. You know that, don’t you?” he whispers into my ear, stepping in close enough that the line of his body presses gently against mine.

      I whimper a little at the way his breath tickles my neck as his hand finally stops the descent of the necklace, right as it reaches the crest of my breasts.

                 “I know you’re only looking out for me. I think, after my birthday tomorrow, I’ll be able to perform better, as my mind won’t be focused on it,” I say, a small quaver in my voice.

                 “Ah yes, my little songbird becomes a woman tomorrow. Don’t think I haven’t thought of that either. I’ve actually come to you tonight because of that. I’ve brought you a gift,” he says, surprising me enough that I turn to look over my shoulder at him.

                 “Tsk. Tsk. No peeking,” he tells me, and I’m quick to comply, turning my head forward again and closing my eyes. When I do so, I feel a brush of cloth move across my wings as he retrieves whatever my surprise is.

                 Standing there with him so close by, my wings tremble slightly. There’s a vulnerability of standing in the low light of the trailer alone with him, and there’s nothing I’d like more than to be able to turn and have him take me into his arms as he kisses me passionately.

                 Distracted by the thought, I miss him pulling away and coming to stand before me, until I feel the stroke of his thumb as he rubs it across where I bite my lower lip.

      “You shouldn’t bite such a perfect pout, Lorelei. I’d hate for anything to mar that beautiful face. Now, are you ready for your birthday gift?” he asks, as I open my eyes, nodding eagerly.

      “Yes,” I say instantly, my words coming out breathy.

      Chuckling at my response, he reaches up once more, except this time, instead of removing something, he gently clasps a delicate chain around my throat, the metal cold against my flushed skin and the length long and ending with a heart shaped jewel that rests cradled between my breasts.

                 I gasp at the beautiful necklace. It catches the light when I move, and I marvel at how he found a jewel to match my lavender eyes. The question of how he did dominates my thoughts, but with him standing so near, I can’t make myself ask, too transfixed on studying the piece I now wear.

                 “Tomorrow, after your performance, there will be a party,” he starts, and I’m so excited by his words that I can’t help but interrupt him.

                 “A party? Like, a birthday party? Will my friends be there,” I ask, but quickly close my mouth when his eyes flash, his disapproval evident at my speaking out of turn. Bowing my head forward quickly to express my regret for cutting him off, he acknowledges the apology by laying a warm hand in the dip of my shoulder, his long fingers cupping my neck as his palm sits over my collarbone.

                 “As I was saying,” he starts, raising a brow to make sure I won’t cut him off again, “there will be a party tomorrow after the show. When your act is complete, I want you to come back here and change. There will be a dress waiting for you, and Catrine will help you get ready. When she tells you it’s time, you’ll have an escort bring you back to the smaller tent where a private party will be held. This is not just a birthday party, Lorelei, this will be a group of investors that are looking to really put our show on the map. You’ve been personally requested to be there by numerous potential investors, and they are very eager to get a look at where their money will be going. Tomorrow is extremely important, so I expect you to be very accommodating to our guests and look your best,” he says, stepping away and making his way toward the door.

                 Finally feeling as if I can breathe again, but too confused to say anything else, I watch as he turns the handle on my door. Before he steps out into the night, he stops and turns back to look at me once more. His gaze starting at my feet, slowly traveling up my body, lingering at my breasts, before coming to rest at my face.

      “Make sure you get plenty of sleep tonight. You have a very busy day tomorrow, and I need you at your best to make sure our guests are satisfied,” he adds, and leaves the trailer, the door clicking shut softly behind him.

                 Weak from being so close to him, and confused about what he’s said, I sink back onto my bench and stare at my flushed face in the mirror. The necklace sits perfectly within the swell of my breasts, but as much as I want to be able to admire the gift, worries for what tomorrow holds plague my mind. He’d called them investors, which meant, if I didn’t make sure they were happy, I could lose my spot in the show. And more than that, lose the only home I’ve ever known.
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        If you’d like to read more, you can find Sing For Me on Amazon. This link will take you there.
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