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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Thursday morning arrives more quickly than I’d like. When will I learn not to stay up into the wee hours of the night, reading? Groaning, I swing my legs over the edge of bed and walk into the bathroom. A quick shower, makeup, messy bun, pair of jeans and a T-shirt and I’m ready for the day. Only two weeks left, and I’ll be a high school graduate. 
 
    I toss my backpack on the kitchen floor next to the bar and pull the cereal out of the pantry. Mom walks in the kitchen just as I sit down with my bowl in front of me at the kitchen island. She kisses the top of my head as she walks by and opens the fridge before leaning back against the counter with a cup of yogurt in hand, wearing a serious expression. “Have you made your decision yet, Ophelia? Only two more days and I’ll need an answer for the counsel.”  
 
    I push my bowl of cereal across the counter, losing my appetite at the mention of my impending eighteenth birthday. “No, Mom. I haven’t decided yet.” I say with annoyance in my voice. She lets out a long sigh as she tosses the yogurt container in the trash can. “You better get to deciding then. With your dear ole mom being on the counsel, they’re going to want an answer soon.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes at her as I stand and grab my backpack from the floor, tossing it over my shoulder. 
 
    Snatching my keys off the counter I turn and walk to the front door. The last thing I want to do is have this conversation, again. Just as my hand settles on the doorknob, Mom materializes next to me. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. “I’ll give you a decision by Saturday.”  Opening my eyes, I turn to look at her. She has her arms folded across her chest with her forehead furrowed. “I’m just as tired of having this conversation as you are. Just let me know your decision and we’ll be done.” I don’t resist this time and roll my eyes as I walk out the door. 
 
      
 
    I pull into the parking lot of the high school and turn the car off. Leaning my head against the headrest as I watch all my friends and classmates walk in the building. A heavy sigh escapes me as I watch them laughing and smiling. Some holding their boyfriends’ hand, others laughing and chatting carefree. I’m sure the conversations leaning toward everyone’s plans after graduation. Unfortunately, I don’t get to be that girl. I get to be the girl who has a life lasting decision to make in two days time. 
 
    The passenger door swings open and Callie pops her head in. “We going in, or we riding out?” I give her a grin as I sit up, turning the key in the ignition. She swings her backpack in the backseat as she gets in. “Hell yeah!” I laugh as I pull the car out of the parking lot. Callie’s been my best friend since second grade. I used to wear gloves every day. My Mom had my teachers and myself convinced that I had some sort of dermatological issue that required me to wear gloves at all times.  
 
    Kids can be cruel, so I was always picked on and left out. Until Callie moved here during the middle of the school year in second grade. We met in the lunchroom when she pushed Lilly Carpenter on her ass in front of everyone because she was making fun of me. I chuckle as I recall the memory. “What are you laughing about?” She gives me a slight grin as I shake my head. “Just thinking about when you pushed Lilly on her ass.” Callie nods as a huge grin creeps up her face. “She still hates me for that, you know.” We both laugh as we pull into my driveway.  
 
    We get out of the car and walk up to the front door. “At least you don’t have to wear those damn gloves anymore.” Callie mumbles as I unlock the front door, swinging it open. We head straight to my room, her stepping in my closet as I lock my bedroom door behind us. She emerges with the wooden box and sits in the middle of the floor, criss cross applesauce style, as I follow suit across from her. 
 
    She flicks the lid off and runs her hand through the box. Most people would think it’s a box of junk, but most people don’t have my ability. Holding up a button between her thumb and index finger, she gives me a grin. It came off a jacket we found in a thrift store a few years back. I raise an eyebrow at her with a smirk. “Needing a little peace and music?” She chuckles as she places the button in my palm, the familiar tingling starting as soon as it touches my skin.  
 
    I grab her hand and close my eyes, concentrating on the button. Within seconds we’re transported through time. When I first started traveling through time, I would end up in a garbage can or on my ass in the middle of a field, now though, I can control my ability like nobody’s business. I find a group of tents with no one around, gently placing us behind them, on our feet, not our asses.  
 
    Callie flips her curly red hair behind her shoulder as she grins at me. “This will never get old.” I smile at her as we step out from behind the tents and make our way toward the stage. This isn’t our first time to Woodstock. 1969 that is. It’s one of our favorites to visit from my box of travel objects.  
 
    We find a group of people in the back of the crowd, swaying to the music of Jimi Hendrix. Most of the time I think my ability is a curse, especially when it comes to my eighteenth birthday, but when you’re standing in a field watching one of the greatest guitarists of all times, it has its perks. Most people can’t say they’ve seen the great Jimi Hendrix live, especially an eighteen-year-old in 2018!  
 
    Callie bumps my arm with hers, holding out a joint to me. I shrug as I take it in my hand, taking a small hit. I don’t normally partake in drugs or drinking while we’re in time, but, you know, Woodstock. I pass it to the guy next to me and lean into Callie. “If we end up on the roof, it’s on you.” She throws her head back laughing as the two girls of the group grab our hands, lifting them above our heads and swaying in a circle.  
 
    The set ends and I look at my watch, tilting my head to the tents we arrived at to Callie. She nods and brushes her hand over the guys arm that she’s been flirting with. “We have to go but look me up if you’re ever in Alabama.” I roll my eyes. Dude is at least seventy in present time. She steps over to me and hooks her arm through mine. “Bye Flower and Rain!” The guy yells as we walk across the field.  
 
    We end up in hysterics at the mention of our fake names Callie gave us. Although fitting for the time, nonetheless ridiculous. We step behind the tent and I reach for the button in my pocket, palming it and recalling the last place it was. My bedroom at home in the present. My hand begins to tingle as I reach for Callie’s hand, pulling us through the decades.  
 
      
 
    We land with a thud on my twin size bed, both of us laughing wildly. “Ophelia Orene Oakes! What in the hell do you think you’re doing?!” We both jump to our feet at Mom’s voice. She stands in my bedroom doorway with a shocked expression. I clench my hands in front of me and look down at the floor. I know this is bad. 
 
    She takes a step in the room and looks between Callie and I with an angry scowl. “Do you know what the Societies punishment is for taking a non-shifter through time?” She hisses at me quietly as I nod my head, unable to look at her. I glance up and see the horror written all over her face. She knows Callie is my best friend, but she didn’t know I’ve been through time with her, or that I’d told her about my gift.  
 
    I take in a shaky breath as I meet her eyes. “I know, Mom. Punishable by death.” Callie snaps her head toward me. “Seriously O? Why in the fuck would you let me go then?” She looks back at Mom with an impish look. “Sorry, Ms. Oakes.” Mom looks her square in the eyes. “I hope you understand the seriousness of this situation. If you were to ever tell-.” She raises both of her hands in front of her, shaking her head wildly. “I would never, Ms. Oakes. I had no idea it was a crime.”  
 
    Mom takes a deep breath and pinches the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. “Callie, I need you to leave, so I can speak with my daughter privately.” She nods and starts to step around Mom before turning around. “Oh, uh, I don’t have my car.” Mom lets out an aggravated sigh. “Just take Ophelia’s. You can pick her up in the morning before school.” Callie nods and catches my eyes as she stands behind Mom. “Holy shit!” She mouths before walking out of my room. 
 
    I hear the front door to the house close and I look at Mom. She looks like she could skin me alive. “I’m sorry Mom, I just needed to clear my head, and-.” She holds up one hand in front of her and I stop talking. “You know the rules, Ophelia! If the counsel ever finds out about this-.” She shakes her head and places her hands behind her back, pacing the room. “How many times have you taken Callie with you?”  
 
    I shrug as I look down at the floor. “A few.” A few my ass. We’ve been everywhere in my box of goodies at least a dozen times each. Mom stops pacing and looks at me with an angry glare. “Never again.” I nod as she walks out of my room, slamming the door on her way out. I sit back on the bed, placing my hands over my face and falling to my back. “Crap on a cracker.” I murmur to my empty bedroom.  
 
    Around two in the morning I’ve had enough tossing, turning, and no sleep. I get out of bed and walk to my closet, grabbing the wooden box that holds my travel objects. Sitting in the middle of my bed, I flip the lid open, grabbing a little rubber ducky. My palm tingles as I hold it. Closing my eyes, I transport myself back to the day I won it at the arcade.  
 
      
 
    I hang in the shadows of the day. Shadows meaning, I don’t materialize, just watch. Ten-year-old me is sitting in my bed, the same twin bed I still have, holding the small rubber duck in gloved hands. There’s a knock at the door and Mom peeks her head in, a cautious smile on her face.  
 
    She steps in as I sit up and swing my legs off the bed, dangling in front of me. Mom sits down next to me and pats my knee. She fiddles with a piece of paper in her hands as she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. “I have something to tell you Ophelia. Something big.”  I watch the ten-year-old me as her eyes widen. I remember what I was thinking in that moment. Thinking something had happened to Gamma, thinking we were going to move.  
 
    Mom looks at me with a sad smile. “Take the gloves off Ophelia.” I pull my hands to my chest protectively. “But, my dermatological skin!” Mom gives a strained chuckle. “There’s nothing wrong with your hands. I just told you that until I thought you’d be ready to learn about your gift.”  
 
    I pinch my eyebrows together. “What gift? It’s not my birthday, or Christmas.”  Mom shakes her head lightly as she grabs my hands, pulling my gloves off. She stands and pulls a little horse figurine out of her pocket, holding it out to me. I hesitantly reach for the horse. When my fingers brush it, I feel tingles shoot through my hand, jerking my hand back and clutching it against my chest. 
 
    Mom widens her eyes. “You felt it then?” I nod. “What’s wrong with that horse?” I ask angrily as I pinch my eyebrows together. Mom laughs as she sits down next to me on the bed. “There’s nothing wrong with the horse.” She flips it over in her hand, trailing her finger along its mane. “It was mine when I was a little girl. About your age.” 
 
    She turns so she’s facing me, lifting one of my hands and placing it in her lap. “You’re a past shifter, Ophelia.”  I wait for her to continue. She holds the horse between her thumb and forefinger between us. “Take this in your hand and focus on it. It will transport you back to the day I got it.” I eyeball the horse, not moving my hands. 
 
    Mom lets out a deep breath. “When you’re ready to come back, focus on the last time you saw this horse. Right here, in your bedroom.”  I look from Mom to the horse and back, like she’s lost all her marbles. She chuckles as she grabs my hand and pulls my fingers back from my clenched fist, dropping the horse in my palm.  
 
    My hand tingles and my eyes close, thrusting me back in time to see my Mom around the same age as myself, curled up in her bed. I land in a heap in the floor as she bolts up in bed. “Who are you?” She asks as I pull myself from the floor. “I’m uh, I’m Ophelia.” She flings her legs off the bed and stands, a few inches taller than me, looking me up and down. “You’re a shifter too?” I nod as I squeeze the horse in my hand.  
 
    She points to my hand. “What do you have?” I open my hand and show her the tiny horse. Her eyes widen before she spins around to her bed, producing the same horse in her palm. “You’re from the future, aren’t you? Mom told me all about travelers.” I nod as I look down at the ground. “I’m your, your daughter.” She gives a little laugh as she shakes her head. “Please tell me I’m married to Donnie from New kids on the block!”  I give her a shoulder shrug. “I don’t know who that is, but you’re not married.” She sighs as she sits on the bed. “Darn. I really hoped I’d end up with Donnie.” I rub my finger along the horse as she looks over at me. “You should get going. I have school in the morning.” I nod as I clench my hand around the horse, focusing on Mom giving it to me in my bedroom. 
 
    I land ungracefully in the middle of the floor of my bedroom, Mom smiling at me from my bed. “How’d it go?” I stand up and brush my hands over my jammies. I hand her the horse as I sit on the bed next to her. “Who is Donnie? And who is the new kid on the block?” Mom throws her head back laughing as she pulls me against her side.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that, dear.”  She pulls away, keeping her arm around my shoulder, her face getting serious. “You can’t ever tell anyone about this gift, Ophelia. There are rules for those who shift through time.” I nod as she slips the piece of paper in my hands. 
 
    I begin reading it. “The society expects an answer of commitment on the eighteenth birthday of said shifter. The society will provide protection to those within our realm and none other.” I read the words in front of me and pause as I read, “A shifter shall never tell a normal of their ability. Violation of this law shall end in the death of said shifter.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The alarm on my cell phone goes off the next morning and I barely open my eyes, utterly exhausted. The whole two hours of sleep I managed to get last night isn’t near enough. Turning the alarm off I roll over, clutching the pillow over my head. My bedroom door opens, and I groan as I roll over and face Mom. She still looks pissed off. My eyes drift to my box in the middle of the floor. I could shift somewhere and sleep for a few hours. “Don’t. Even. Think about it.” Mom glares at me with a hand on her hip. I growl as I swing my legs off the bed and stomp to the bathroom. 
 
     
 
    I try to make myself as presentable as possible. A lost cause since I’ve had all of six hours of sleep in the last two days. Grabbing my backpack from my bedroom floor I head toward the kitchen, dropping my bag next to the barstool and taking a seat. Mom has her back to me, facing the stove. She looks over her shoulder at me briefly before continuing to cook. “I’m really disappointed in you, Ophelia.”  
 
    I close my eyes and drop my head to the counter on my arms. I knew taking Callie with me on my travels was a bad idea, but after the first time, the scariness of getting caught subsided. I got complacent. “I know, Mom. I really am sorry.” I mumble to the countertop. I look up when something touches my arm, seeing a plate of eggs and bacon. She gives me a half smile before turning back to the stove and fixing her own plate.  
 
    She brings her plate over and sits next to me while I push the eggs around on my plate, not really hungry. Mom bumps her shoulder into mine, giving me a soft grin. “You’re not the only one to ever take a non-shifter through time.” I raise an eyebrow at her as she chuckles before taking a bite of bacon. “There was a boy.” She gives me a look then rolls her eyes. “I thought he was the love of my life. “Other than Donnie Wahlberg.” I snicker as I take a bite of eggs. “We had been dating a few weeks when I was fifteen, so I shifted him to Paris for Valentines. When we got back your Gamma was waiting for us in my bedroom.”  
 
    She shakes her head and sighs before looking at me. “That’s how we ended up in Alabama. Your Gamma moved us across the country, so I wouldn’t be found out.” She looks down at her plate. “Do you think Callie would ever say anything?” I shake my head vigorously as I sip my orange juice. “No. She will never say a word.” Mom nods, finishing her breakfast in silence. 
 
    The doorbell rings and I slide off the bar stool, walking to the front door. Callie stands with a hesitant smile. “Let me grab my bag.” I turn to walk back to the kitchen for my backpack as Mom steps up beside me. “Callie, why don’t you come in for a moment so we can chat.” She looks from Mom to me with a deer in the headlights look before stepping inside and closing the door behind her.  
 
    We follow her to the living room, taking a seat on the couch as she stands in front of us. Callie moves closer to me on the couch and hooks her arm through mine as Mom paces in front of us, hands clasped behind her back. She suddenly stops in front of us, her eyes darting between ours. “Have you told anyone about Ophelia?” She narrows her eyes at Callie as she shakes her head rapidly. “No. No, Ms. Oakes. I would never-.”  
 
    Mom holds up a hand to Callie as she pinches her eyes shut. She begins pacing the floor again. Callie sits up straighter and unhooks her arm from mine. “Ms. Oakes. I didn’t understand the gravity of Ophelia taking me with her on the journeys.” She looks from me to mom before continuing with a deep breath. “Now that I know there are severe consequences for O taking me to these places, I can assure you, I will never again travel with her, nor will I ever, ever, tell anyone about it.”  
 
    Mom gives her a scrutinizing gaze as she places her hands on her hips. “I truly hope that’s the case. If this were to ever come out-.” Mom lets out a shaky breath and squeezes her eyes shut. I stand from the couch and place my hand on her arm. When she opens her eyes, they’re brimming with tears. She pulls me into a hug as she gestures for Callie to join us. “You need to make a decision by tomorrow. I’m sure Callie knows all about it, so why don’t y’all take the day and discuss it.” She says as she pulls away from us.  
 
    Mom wipes under her eyes as I take in a shaky breath, blinking back my own tears. “I’ll make sure you’re both excused for the day.” She gestures her head toward the door. “Go on now. Go figure it out.” I smile at her and wrap my arms around her waist once more before grabbing my purse and following Callie to the front door.  
 
      
 
    Callie drives us to the mall a few cities over. My mind is whirling as we stride by the store fronts. She bumps my shoulder with hers and I look over at her. She has an almost sad expression on her face. “What are you going to do?” I don’t answer her as I steer us into Garfunkels. It’s a quaint little sit-down restaurant within the mall. I’m not the least bit hungry, but at least we can sit and talk.  
 
    The hostess sits us in a booth in a far corner, at my request, and places a few crayons on the table. This is what I love about Garfunkels. The tables are covered in paper and you get crayons whether you’re two, or ninety-two. I pick up a red crayon and begin drawing designs along the paper. “So?” I look up at Callie briefly before resuming my drawing. I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t think I’m going to join the Society.” 
 
    We sit in silence, both of us doodling on the tabletop. The waitress sits our drinks in front of us and we place our orders. I catch Callie's eyes as the waitress steps away. “What does that mean?” I reach for the green crayon in the middle of the table, sighing. “It means I won’t have the protection of the Society.” I begin accenting my design on the table with the green crayon. “But, what do you need protection from?” I look over the table to her and shrug again. “I don’t really know, but I know I don’t want to be another Society member who lives their entire lives following a highly specific set of rules and regulations.” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and sits back in her seat, causing me to look over at her. Her forehead is creased slightly, and she wears a frown. I place my crayon on the table and sit back, swiping my water from the table and taking a sip. “What are you thinking?” She shakes her head slightly. “What would you need protection from? That sounds scary AF!” I chuckle at her use of words as I shake my head. “Apparently the Society protects people like me from people who would exploit my gift.” 
 
    I shrug as I pick up another crayon. The waitress comes back to our table, placing our meals in front of us. I look at mine and push it to the side. I have no appetite with the topic at hand. I look over at Callie who’s pushing her food around on the plate, worry on her face, she looks at me across the table. “What do you mean by exploit?” I shrug again. “I really don’t know much about it. The Society is very secretive until you become a member, but being a member basically means giving them my life. I wouldn’t be able to go to college, or date anyone who’s not a shifter. I’d likely have to move to another location of their choosing, cut ties with everyone from my past, and be thrown into an arranged marriage.”  
 
    Callie gasps, her eyes wide. “An arranged marriage? What the fuck?” I nod in agreement. “Yep. They pair you with the best match to have a child with strong abilities.” I scoff as I place the crayon on the table, sitting back and folding my arms across my chest. Callie lets out a heavy sigh and shakes her head. “It doesn’t seem like much to think about to me.” I nod at her in agreement. 
 
      
 
    After our lunch, or lack thereof, since neither of us touched our food, I drive Callie and I back to my house. It’s still early in the day and Mom won’t be back from work for a few hours. We make our way through the house to my bedroom, closing the door and locking it behind us. I step in the closet and grab my box as Callie sits on the edge of my bed, wringing her hands in front of her. I sit in the floor, expecting her to follow suit, but she stays perched on the bed. I tilt my head to the side and exhale deeply. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She shakes her head without looking at me. “I don’t think we should be doing this anymore. Your Mom said this is punishable by-.” I cut her off as I stand and grab her hand, pulling her down to the floor in front of me. “It’s only punishable if you get caught and you’re a Society member. We’ve never caused a problem in our journeys and as long as we don’t start today, no one will know.” She gives me a nervous half smile. “If you say so, but this is the last time.”  
 
    I give her a grin as I rummage through the box, pulling a key chain out with a pink Pom Pom on the end. She raises an eyebrow as I dangle it between us. “Really?” I chuckle as I grip it in my palm, my hand tingling. “I could use a drink. Or ten.” She shakes her head but grips my hand. I close my eyes and focus on the keychain in my hand, transporting us to a fraternity party at the University of Alabama in 2005. Another thrift store find for the win. 
 
    I scan the scene in my mind, searching for a place for us to materialize without being detected. Finding an empty bathroom on the third floor of the fraternity house and placing us there. Callie drops my hand and turns to the mirror behind us, checking her hair. I pull the bathroom door open once she’s finished. We walk to the stairs and step over a rope across the top step. A guy from the landing below looks up at us. “No one’s supposed to be up here. How’d y’all get through?” I give him a flirtatious smile and flip my long blond hair over my shoulder as we descend the stairs, stopping in front of him. I smile brightly up at him as I place my hand on his arm. 
 
    He looks down at my hand and gives me a devious smile. “I’m sorry. The bathrooms downstairs were full. Tyler said we could use that one.” I tilt my head toward the stairs. He places a hand on my hip and smiles. “No worries, babe. Save a dance for me once I’m off duty?” I wink at him as I shimmy out of his grip, grabbing Callie’s hand and pulling her down the next flight of stairs.  
 
    The party is in full swing, like all the other times we’ve been here. Unlike most times though, this is exactly what I want to be doing. Drinking, flirting, and not thinking about tomorrow. I pull Callie behind me to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of vodka and a solo cup, pouring a generous amount of alcohol before finding a mixer along the table.  
 
    Callie reaches over, placing a hand on my arm. “What are you doing?” She half whispers. I shrug as I plop a straw in my drink, taking a generous pull. The alcohol burns on the way down my throat and I grimace before looking at her. “I’m going to get drunk tonight.” I raise my glass to her as she gives me a dirty look. Eventually she quits the stare down and fixes herself a drink, following me to the crowded living room that has become a makeshift dance club. 
 
    We stand off to the side against the wall, watching the people dancing. I make eye contact with a guy across the room leaning against the wall, his hands in his pockets. He’s handsome. Really handsome. Dark, disheveled hair, a tall, muscular build and light-colored eyes. He looks like he doesn’t belong here. Like he’s just observing instead of partying with the masses. I smile lightly before throwing back the rest of my drink. I grab Callie’s hand and pull her back to the kitchen, making another. She gives me a ‘What the fuck?’ look as I roll my eyes at her. “What? I never have any fun!” I pretend to pout as she sighs, although she’s smiling. 
 
    We go back to the living room and resume our perch. We’re chatting loudly when a guy walks up to us. He eyes Callie up and down, smiling widely. He’s tall with blond hair and has a football jersey on. He’s not my type, but definitely would be on her radar. “Hey there, beautiful. Haven’t seen you around here.” Callie brushes her curly red hair behind her shoulder, giving him a flirtatious look as she sips her drink. “I’m not from here. Just stopped by for a bit.”  
 
    His eyes trail down her body, making me roll my own and scoff. Callie bumps my arm with hers in a discreet way, telling me to shut up without having to say it. He looks between the two of us, before settling his gaze on her. “Do you want to dance?” She doesn’t answer, simply passes her drink to me as he pulls her into the mass of bodies. I roll my eyes and sigh as I finish off her drink and mine, walking back to the kitchen to refill.  
 
    I stand at the table pouring a drink when I feel eyes on my back. I look over my shoulder and find the handsome guy from earlier leaning against the kitchen counter. Same stance. Hands in his pocket with a slight grin. I give him a little nod and go back to fixing my drink. When I turn to walk back into the living room, I collide into someone, sloshing my drink over my hand. “Shit.” I mumble as I grab a napkin from the table, cleaning my hand and cup and then dropping to the floor to clean what I spilled.  
 
    As I’m wiping the napkin across the floor in front of me a hand wraps around my wrist lightly, sending tingles up my arm. I jerk my hand back and lift my head to find him knelt in front of me, a sideways grin plastered across his face. I take in his light blue eyes and dimple in his left cheek. Damn he’s handsome. He raises an eyebrow at me. “I don’t think there’s any use in cleaning up the floor. Just look around.” He motions his head around and I follow his gaze. The place is a disaster. Cups all over, trash cans overflowing, stickiness on every inch of the floor.  
 
    I give him a slight smile as I shrug. “I was taught to clean up after myself.” He repositions his hand to grip mine, pulling us both to standing. Grabbing the napkin from my hand he tosses it into a trash can to our side, never moving his eyes from mine. He smiles, showing that dimple again as he places his hand between us. “I’m Cooper, by the way.” I look down at his hand, placing mine in his as I look back up to his smiling face. “Ophelia.” He grips my hand lightly and I feel the familiar tingles that pass through me before shifting.  
 
    I pull my hand back and clasp my drink in both hands in front of me, my eyes widening briefly before I compose myself. I clear my throat. “Are you part of the fraternity?” He chuckles as he shakes his head. “No. Just passing through.” I detect a bit of an accent, almost like he’s trying to hide it, but I can’t quite place where from. I raise an eyebrow at him. “Where are you from?”  
 
    He gives me that sideways grin again that shows the dimple in his left cheek. “A few towns over. You?” I narrow my eyes at him slightly. I know he’s not from around here. He’s obviously hiding something, but who cares? It’s not like I’m going to be around tomorrow. “I’m from a few towns over as well.” He chuckles slightly as he reaches behind me to the table and pours himself a generous helping of whiskey straight. Once he’s finished, he looks at me, really looks at me. “Do you want to accompany me to the backyard? It’s a tad loud in here.” I look through the doorway that leads to the living room and spot Callie. She has her head thrown back laughing at whatever, jock of the day, is saying as he grazes his lips along her collar bone.  
 
    Cooper follows my gaze, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Your friend seems to be having a good time.” I step back to create some distance between us, looking him over. He seems nice enough and I can’t help but be attracted to him. I start walking toward the door that leads outside, looking over my shoulder I give Cooper a shy smile. I place my hand on the door and he places his hand on mine. “Allow me, love.” Sending those tingles through my hand once more. 
 
    I pull my hand back and let him open the door, stepping out to a modest at best, backyard. There’re only a few people standing in a circle next to the door, smoking cigarettes. The rest of the yard is deserted. I scan the yard and find two chairs next to a fire pit in the very back corner. Cooper places his hand on my lower back, guiding us to those chairs, sending tingles down my spine at his touch. Where in the hell are these tingles coming from? 
 
    I take a seat in one of the chairs as he kneels, working on the fire pit. Within a few minutes he has a fire going, stepping back and taking the seat next to mine. He lifts his glass and I do the same, nodding at each other. We sit in a peaceful quiet, gazing at the fire for a few moments. I turn to him, his light blue eyes meeting mine. “So, where are you from, really?” He chuckles as he looks at the fire. “I’m from all over.” He turns his head, staring at me with those penetrating eyes. “What about you?” 
 
    I scoff, tearing my eyes away from his intoxicating gaze to look at the fire in front of us. “You’re not exactly being forthcoming, but I’m from a town about two hours east of here.” He makes a humming noise, causing me to look over at him. He has an amused look on his face as he tips up his solo cup, finishing off his drink. He stands and grabs my cup from the arm of the chair. “Vodka and cranberry?” I nod as he turns to walk back to the house. 
 
    I take a deep, calming breath, closing my eyes. I’ve never felt this drawn to a guy before. When he touched me, I felt the same tingles I feel when I touch an object to send me back in time, only tenfold. I hear a throat clear and I pop my eyes open to find Cooper standing in front of me, drinks in hand. He smirks as he hands me mine, moving his chair closer to mine before sitting. “I thought you had fallen asleep.” I laugh before taking a sip of my drink. I never drink when I’m in time, but tonight, the day before my eighteenth birthday, the day before I make the biggest decision of my life, it seems like a good thing to do. 
 
    I look over at him. Since he moved his chair, he’s closer than he was. Our hands are right next to each other on the arms of our respective chairs. I give him a smirk. “Where are you really from?” He takes a deep breath as he stares at the fire for a moment. His intense eyes connect back with mine and it’s hard to breathe. Jesus Christ he’s handsome. His mouth pulls up into an almost smile, showing that dimple. “I’m originally from Scotland, but I haven’t been back there in many years.” 
 
    I nod, giving him a half smile. “I thought I detected a slight accent.” He laughs and brushes his dark hair back in his hand before looking over at me. “What brings you here tonight?” I chuckle slightly and raise my glass to him. “I needed a drink. I have a bit on my mind right now.” He nods knowingly. “Stressed about finals?” I resist the urge to laugh, only nodding in response. Of course, I’m stressed about finals. I’m at a fraternity party drinking it up. I’m definitely not worried about tomorrow…. Tomorrow being over a decade in the future. 
 
    Cooper places his hand on mine on the arm of the chair, grinning widely. “Don’t worry about finals, just worry about the present. It holds the key to the future.” My hand tingles under his and my spine straightens as he uses the words from the Society letter I read so many years ago. I remove my hand from under his and run it though my hair, trying to play off my nerves. I sneak a glance from the corner of my eye to find him staring at me. “That’s a strange thing to say.” I try to gauge his reaction from the corner of my eye as I keep my gaze fixed toward the fire pit. He simply shrugs. “Something I read a while back.”  
 
    I turn my head his way, our eyes locking on each other’s. I can’t explain the pull I feel toward him. I want him to kiss me. I want him to wrap his arms around me and pull me against him. It’s the alcohol. It’s definitely the alcohol. I try to convince myself as his face inches closer to mine. I close my eyes, holding my breath as I lean toward him.  
 
    His lips meet mine, and it’s the tingle I feel in my hand when I shift times a million. My mouth instinctively opens slightly, and his tongue gently darts in. As soon as our tongues meet, I see an image of Cooper. More like one of those flip books that you have as a kid. The ones where you flip the pages quickly and each picture is only slightly different than the last, causing a scene to play out. 
 
    The scene is Cooper in a different time, looking over his shoulder as two hooded figures follow him. Before the scene plays out, he jerks away from me, his eyes wide. “What the hell was that?” His accent a little more pronounced. I stare at him wide eyed, my mouth slightly open. There’s no way he saw the scene in my head, maybe I’m just a bad kisser. I’ve only kissed a handful of boys. 
 
    My cheeks turn red as I look down at the drink in my hands. I shake my head slightly. “I’m, uh, I’m a high school student. Sorry if you thought you were getting a more experienced make out partner for the evening.” At first my voice is embarrassed, but the more I speak the more pissed off I become. I look over and scowl at him, his eyes are still wide, staring at the fire, his head shaking ever so slightly. 
 
    I scoff as I stand up quickly. The alcohol catches up to me and I sway slightly. Cooper jumps up and wraps his arms around my waist, gazing down into my eyes as he steadies me. “How old are you, Ophelia?” I roll my eyes as I place my hands on his chest, urging him back. He steps back but keeps one hand on my hip. I let him because, dammit, I’m drunk.  
 
    He grabs my hand with his free hand, turning me and gently pushing me back into the chair I just vacated. Placing both hands on the chair arms, he lowers his head so he’s eye level with me. “I asked, how old are you?” He gives me a grin as I take in a shaky breath, staring into his eyes. “I’ll be eighteen tomorrow.” I barely whisper. 
 
    “Close enough.” He says as he cups my face in his hands, lowering his lips to mine. Just like before, the tingling sensation is intense. I moan softly against his lips as he darts his tongue in my mouth, moving one of his hands to the back of my neck. Suddenly I’m seeing another image. This one of Cooper and I running through a strange city, men running behind us. Cooper pulls back, eyes wide. He squats down on the ground in front of me, placing his hands on the arms of the chair. "How are you doing that?”  
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. There’s no way he saw the image in my mind. “I, uh, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I look beyond him to the backdoor of the house. I’ve got to get out of here. Pronto. I start to stand, and Cooper stands along with me, placing his hand on my arm so I’ll look at him.  
 
    I look up into his face as his eyes search mine. “Are you from a different time?” He asks quietly. The question is like a slap and instantly sobers me up. I duck out from his arm and speed walk to the house. I’ve got to get Callie and get the hell out of here and away from this guy. Just as my hand reaches the doorknob, he places his hand against the door. I sigh. I know at 5’4 and a hundred and ten pounds there’s no way I’m pulling the door open while he’s bracing it.  
 
    I look up at him with my best resting bitch face. “I’m just leaving. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.” I pull on the door, but I can’t make it budge. “Just talk to me for a minute.” I let go of the door and stomp around him. The good thing about visiting the same place is you know all the exits. I walk around the corner of the house to the little gate that leads to the front yard. Just as I unlatch the gate and step out, he calls from behind me. “Ophelia. Please, wait.”  
 
    I drop my head. I don’t know why, but something in his voice causes me to glance at him over my shoulder. His shoulders are slouched and he’s looking at the ground. I turn, folding my arms across my chest and scowling. “You have two minutes.” He jerks his head up, his lip pulling up slightly at the corner as he walks toward me. “Can we sit down and talk about what just happened?” I shake my head at him. “Nothing to talk about. We kissed at a party.” I shrug nonchalantly. I’m not telling him anything about my gift, the Society, nothing. 
 
    He nods and takes a step back, putting his hand between us. “Very well. It was a pleasure to meet you, Ophelia. I hope to see you again. Maybe in the future.” I eye his hand, reluctantly shaking it. His touch sends those damned tingles straight through my arm. He gives me a polite nod before turning to walk into the backyard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I groan and place my fingers to my temples Saturday morning. Why in the hell do people drink is my first thought, my second, Cooper. I shake my head as I climb out of bed and walk into the bathroom. After my shower I stand in front of the mirror in the bathroom, applying my makeup.  
 
    Try as I might, I can’t help thinking of Cooper. He very possibly is one of the most good-looking men I’ve ever seen in my life. I catch myself smiling in the mirror and quickly shake my head, trying to rid my thoughts of him. He knows about the Society, about shifters. I recall the images that came into my mind when we were kissing. Men chasing us in hoods. I shudder involuntarily. Maybe Cooper is Society. Or maybe he’s what the Society protects shifters from. 
 
    I finish my makeup and get dressed, my mind still whirling with unanswered questions. “It doesn’t matter. You’re never going to see him again.” I mutter as I round the corner into the kitchen. “Never going to see who again?” Mom smiles at me over her shoulder as she cooks breakfast. I sigh to myself. Damn my bad habit of talking to myself. Out loud. I open the fridge and grab a water, gulping it down as I sit at the bar. 
 
    Mom raises an eyebrow at me as she places a plate in front of me. I stare down at the French toast on my plate. Mom only makes me French toast one day of the year. I had been so preoccupied with my thoughts of last night that I forgot today is my birthday. I look up at Mom and she’s smiling brightly. “Happy Birthday, Ophelia!” She walks around the bar and flings both arms around me.  
 
    I hug her back. “Thanks, Mom.” She pulls away from me, staring into my face with a smile. She runs her hand across my cheek as her eyes fill with tears. “When did you grow up on me?” I chuckle as I shake my head lightly. “It’s been eighteen years in the making, Mom.” She pushes my shoulder playfully before walking back to the stove to fix her own plate. “No reason to be a smarty pants. You’ll understand when you have kids of your own.”  
 
    I scoff before taking a bite of French toast. Kids are the farthest thing from my mind right now. Mom takes the seat next to me at the bar, quietly eating. I know she’s holding back asking about my decision. I finish eating and walk my plate to the sink, rinsing it and placing it in the dishwasher. I lean back against the counter, folding my arms across my chest. “I know you’re chomping at the bit to ask.” 
 
    She gives a small chuckle as she shakes her head. “You know me well, O.” I push off the counter and grab my purse from the kitchen table. I don’t even know why we have a kitchen table. I can’t ever remember using it for anything other than a place to drop our purses and bags. “I need to talk to Gamma before I give you my answer.” She nods, not saying a word as she finishes her breakfast. 
 
     I make the short drive to Gamma’s house. She lives just a mile away from Mom and I in a small subdivision. Mom’s been trying to convince her for years to move in with us, but Gamma likes her independence. I walk onto the porch and knock on the door. After a moment the door pulls open. “I knew you’d be by today.” I laugh as she steps aside to let me in. Of course, she knew I’d be here, she’s a future shifter.  
 
    I throw my purse on the couch and follow her into the kitchen, taking a seat at her kitchen table. One that is actually used as a table, unlike our table at home. Gamma pours two cups of coffee, sitting one in front of me as she sits opposite from me at the table. I pour cream and sugar into my coffee cup as Gamma sips hers. “So? What brings you here on your birthday? Happy Birthday, by the way.”  
 
    “Thanks, Gamma.” I look down into my coffee as I stir it with a spoon. Taking a deep breath, I look back up to her. “Am I going to join the Society?” She gives me a little smirk. “We’ve had this discussion many times. You already know that I haven’t seen it.” I nod as I sip my coffee. Future shifting is a hell of a lot more difficult than past shifting, or even presenting shifting. The future has yet to be determined, so it can always change with even the slightest influence.  
 
    I sigh loudly, sitting my coffee cup down in front of me, running a finger along the rim. “Have you ever seen things when you, uh, when you touched someone?” I feel my cheeks heat as I glance up at her. She tilts her head to the side, looking at me quizzically. “What do you mean? You touched someone’s hand and glimpsed their past?” I shake my head and lean back in my chair, covering my eyes with my hand. “Not exactly.”  
 
    Gamma smacks my knee with her hand, forcing me to look at her. “Dammit girl. Quit beating around the bush.” I laugh as I pick up my coffee cup, wrapping both my hands around it like it’s some sort of shield. I suck in a deep breath and tilt my head back on the chair, staring at the ceiling.  
 
    “I saw something when I kissed this guy. When he touched my hand, it tingled just like it does when I’m holding an object to travel, except a thousand times more.” I shake my head as I close my eyes. “When he kissed me the first time, I saw him, in a flip book sort of way, and two men in hoods following him. The second time, I was with him. We were running, and the men were running behind us.”  
 
    After a moment I’ve gathered myself enough to look at Gamma. Her eyes are narrowed, mouth pinched into a tight line, worry clearly written across her face. “What? What is it?” I ask as I sit up more straightly in my chair. Gamma lets out a long breath. “Who is this boy?” I shrug. “I really don’t know. I met him in the past, all I know is his name is Cooper. Why does that matter?” 
 
    She gets up from her chair, walking over to the kitchen sink and staring out the window. “Does he know of your gift?” I nod my head as she glances over her shoulder at me. “I think so. He asked if I was from another time.” Gamma walks back to the table, taking her seat. She reaches over and grabs both of my hands in hers. “Listen to me, Ophelia. Firstly, you already know your answer about joining the Society. Secondly, you need to be careful of this boy. He sounds like he may be a shifter in one form or another. A strong shifter. Just like you. Connections like that only happen when two strong shifters come together. We don’t know if he’s on the good side of shifting or the bad. Be careful when you see him again.” 
 
    She sits back and picks up her coffee cup, taking a sip. I shake my head as I play with the coffee cup in front of me. “I doubt I’ll see him again. I met him at a Fraternity party in 2005. I didn’t give him my last name or anything personal.” I glance back at Gamma who has a shit eating grin on her face. “What?” I ask her. She simply shakes her head. I sigh heavily. I know she knows something, but she’s not going to tell me. She never does. Gamma stands and offers me her hand, pulling me up and hugging me tightly. “You need to get on home and tell your Mamma your decision.”  
 
      
 
    I park my car in the driveway and stare at the front door. I already know my decision, but I don’t want to disappoint my Mom. She’s Society through and through. I respect her for that, but I hope she can respect me for my decision as well. I take a deep breath before stepping out of the car and walking through the front door. “Mom. I’m home!” I call as I sling my purse on the kitchen table. “In here!” She calls from the dining room.  
 
    I make my way through the kitchen to the dining room that we never use, to find Mom sitting at the table looking at paperwork. She looks at me over her glasses. “How’s Gamma?” I pull out the chair across from her, taking a seat. “She’s good. We had coffee and chatted.” She crosses her arms over her chest as she smirks at me. “She didn’t give you anything. Did she?” I chuckle as I shake my head. “You know she didn’t.” I sit up straighter in my chair and fold my hands in front of me as Mom does the same. “What would be the point of living if you already know what’s going to happen?” We say at the same time. 
 
    We both laugh at the line Gamma has told us each over and over through the years. She may know what’s going to happen in our future, but she sure enough won’t let us in on it. Once we’ve recovered from laughing, I look across the table at Mom. She slides her glasses off and places them on the table. I sit up straighter, trying not to fidget as I open my mouth to speak. “I’m not joining the Society.” It comes out barely a whisper as I drop my head to stare at my clenched hands in my lap. 
 
    Mom sits forward in her chair, folding her arms on the table. “Ophelia.” I lift my head to look at her. I expect to see her face full of disappointment, but instead she’s smiling at me. She reaches across the table, holding her hand palm facing up. I place my hand in hers and she squeezes it. “I’m glad you made a decision. I’ll let the counsel know first thing Monday morning.” She pulls her hand back and grabs her glasses, placing them on and flipping through the pages in front of her.  
 
    I stare at her dumbfounded, before standing from my chair and flinging my arms up next to me. “That’s It! That’s all you have to say? All this time I’ve been worried about disappointing you, about ruining my whole life with this one decision and that’s all you have for me?!” She sighs as she sits back in her chair. “Sit your overdramatic self down.” I scowl at her as I plop back down in the chair, folding my arms across my chest. 
 
    Mom tilts her head and gives me a slight grin. “You remind me so much of myself at your age.” I roll my eyes. It’s not the first time I’ve heard this, but right now I’m not in the mood. She flings her pen across the table at me, narrowly missing me. I stare at her wide eyed as she points across the table at me. “You may be eighteen. You may be a legal adult, but I am still you’re Mom, and you will treat me like it.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. “Yes, mam.” 
 
    She exhales a heavy breath as she stands from the table, walking around to sit in the chair next to me. She raises an eyebrow at me. “As I was saying, you remind me of myself at your age. I didn’t want to join the Society either.” She flips her hand in the air as she rolls her eyes. “Too many rules and regulations. I wanted to choose my own partner, travel the world through time, backpack across Europe. I wanted to do it all.” She looks over at me with a wistful smile. “But I found out I was pregnant with you a few days before my eighteenth birthday. I chose the safest route for you and for myself.”  
 
    I stare at her for a long moment. “Why have you never told me that?” She shrugs. “I never wanted to influence your decision.” Tears sting the back of my eyes as I reach over and pull her into a tight hug. She pulls back, tears in her own eyes. “I’m proud of you, O. Proud, but worried. There are bad people in this world that search for people with our gifts.” I nod my head as I listen to her.  
 
    She stares up at the ceiling, shaking her head slowly before looking at me again. “I’ve never told you much about your father, but he decided not to join the Society. He wanted to fight the good fight, take down the group of people who hunt our kind. He was taken just after you were born.” A single tear slides down her cheek. She brushes it with her hand and clears her throat. “Don’t be foolish Ophelia. That’s all the advice I can offer you. Keep your secret, don’t get complacent, and don’t go out looking for trouble.” I nod as I wipe the tears from my own eyes.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the day goes by wonderfully. Mom and I get pedicures and have lunch together for my birthday, not speaking anymore of my decision to decline my invitation into the Society. Once we get home I decide to retire to my room with a good book.  
 
    Just as I’m nodding off, there’s a knock on my door. I blink quickly a few times as I sit up in my bed. “Come in.” Mom peeks her head in the door. “I just got off the phone with your Gamma.” I groan as I roll my eyes. I should know by now that there aren’t any secrets between the three of us. Mom chuckles as she sits down next to me on the bed. “I here you met a boy.” I groan again as I lean back against my pillow, covering my face with my hands as the heat spreads across my cheeks.  
 
    I’ve never really talked about boys or dating with Mom or Gamma. There was never anything to talk about after-all. A few dates with guys from school, that ended with an awkward peck of a kiss. Mom pokes me in my side, causing me to laugh and grab her hand to force her to stop. “So?” I sit up and flip my hair behind my shoulder. “So. Nothing. I kissed a guy at a party in the past. The end.” Shes gives me a curious look. I throw my hands up. “Ugh! Why can’t there be any secrets in this family?” She leans back on her elbows, snickering, as I stand up and pace in front of the bed.  
 
    I stop and look at her after a few moments, placing my hands on my hips. “Ok. I met this guy. Cooper.” I start pacing again, my hands behind my back. “I had shifted to a fraternity party in 2005. He was handsome. Dark hair, light blue eyes, tall.” I close my eyes briefly and sigh. “He kissed me at the party, and it felt like when I hold an object in my hand.” I turn back to Mom. “You know, that tingling feeling?” She nods as I continue pacing. “Anyway, when he kissed me, it felt like that except intensified, and I saw this vision of him walking through a city that I didn’t recognize with two hooded figures behind him.”  
 
    “Then the second time we kissed-.” Mom holds up a hand and I stop. She raises an eyebrow but has a playful smile on her lips. “You went to a fraternity party without me knowing and kissed a boy? Twice!” I wave my hand at her and continue pacing. “The second time we kissed I saw another vision. This one was of Cooper and I running through another strange town with three hooded men running behind us.”  
 
    Mom sits up on the edge of the bed, her eyes wide. “What kind of shifter is he?” I shrug as I sit down in the middle of my room on the floor, legs crossed under me. “I don’t know. After the second kiss he asked how I was doing that. He obviously saw the images too.” I shake my head and look down at my hands in my lap. “I bolted after he asked if I was from another time. He knows something.” I look back up to Mom who has a worried expression on her face. “Why do you have that look?” 
 
    She squeezes her eyes shut briefly, trying to refocus. “You’ve never seen him before?” I shake my head. “Do you know why the Society pairs couples together?” I shake my head again. Mom slides off the bed to the floor, sitting directly in front of me with her legs crossed under her. “The Society pairs members according to their strength chart.” I give her a confused look as she huffs. “You would know all of this if you had joined the Society. Anyway, the strength chart is based on each individual’s strength in traveling.”  
 
    “Yeah. I’m still lost.” Mom sighs. “Okay. Do you remember when I took you to the natural history museum right after I told you about your gift.” I nod. “Yeah. I touched that vase and damn near got whiplash from being thrown back to ancient Egypt.” Mom pushes my shoulder as I laugh. “It was not funny, young lady. You could have been lost forever.” I scoff as I roll my eyes. “I was only gone for a few minutes. I just remembered to focus on my necklace.” Mom nods. “Exactly. Most past shifters can’t go back that far in time. I’ve met one person in my life that could travel back to the civil war. That’s the farthest I know of personally.”  
 
    I stare at her wide eyed. “Seriously? Why have you never told me this?” She shrugs her shoulders. “Once again, I wanted this day to be your decision.” I sit staring at the floor for a moment, trying to wrap my head around what she’s telling me. She taps my knee and I look up at her. “About this boy.” I hold up my hands. “There’s nothing about him. I’ll never see him again. No harm, no foul.”  
 
    She clears her throat and gives me a pointed look. “Like I was saying, I believe this boy has a strong gift, just like you. You met him in the past, so he’s probably a past shifter, or he could have been there with someone else. That would explain how you were able to see the future together.” I shift my legs to the side of me, leaning down on my elbow. “How do you know it was the future?” Mom follows my stance so we’re both lying on the rug in my bedroom floor. “You’ve never met him, yet you saw a vision of the two of you together. I’d say that would be the future.”  
 
    I slap my palm against my forehead, feeling like an idiot as Mom rolls onto her back laughing. I sit up and cock my head to the side. “How would we be able to see the future if neither of us are future shifters?” Mom composes herself and sits up. She takes a deep breath, “Well, there’s no real science to this, but from what I’ve read in the Societies archives, it has only happened one other time in the history of the Society. The couple were both past shifters, their parents were present shifters and they’re grandparents were future shifters. Basically, all the stars and moon must align for something like this to happen. They were a power couple, almost bringing down the Hunters, as they were called in the old days. There’s a Prophecy that another power couple will emerge, taking down the Hunters, once and for all.” She shrugs as she finishes.  
 
    I stare at her with my mouth hanging open and a look of disbelief. “You know this sounds crazy, right? And what is a Hunter?” Mom takes a deep breath. “The Hunters are a group that, for lack of better word, hunt people with our gift.” I stare at her for a moment with wide eyes. “I’m sorry. Hunt?” Mom nods again. “Yes, O. This is the danger that the Society protects our kind from.” My mind swims with questions, but my body betrays me as a large yawn slips out. 
 
    Mom sits up before standing, offering me her hand, pulling me up as well. She wraps both her arms around my neck, pulling me tight. “I’m so proud of you, O. I’m scared of this new information about this guy, but I have to believe it’s your destiny.” She pulls back and smiles widely at me as I shake my head. “This isn’t destiny with Cooper. I’m sure I’ll never see him again.” Mom shrugs as she walks to my bedroom door. “Get some sleep, dear.” She says as she slips out, closing the door behind her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
    I wake up the morning of my high school graduation, refreshed and ready for the day. I decided to go to bed early, forgoing my usual reading the night before. It’s a few hours until the ceremony, but I head to the bathroom to get ready anyway. After my shower I take extra time on my makeup, and hair. Curling the ends of my long blonde hair into waves.  
 
    I step out of the bathroom and find a black dress draped across my bed with a note on top. I flip the card over to read it. Congratulations baby! We can’t wait to see what the future holds for you! Love, Mom and Gamma. Smiling, I place the card on my nightstand and pick up the dress. Our school colors are black and gold, and we were instructed to wear either color for graduation today. Thank God they didn’t buy me a gold dress. I chuckle to myself as I slip on the dress.  
 
    It’s a strapless dress that flairs out right at my waist with a layer of tulle underneath that falls above my knees. I turn in front of the mirror in my closet. It really does look great on me. I grab a pair of black heels from my closet, slipping them on before walking out to the kitchen. Mom turns as she hears me come in the room, putting a hand over her mouth as her eyes fill with tears. “Stop it, Mom.”  
 
    She fans her eyes and walks toward me, wrapping her arms around me. “You look beautiful, O.” I rest my head on her shoulder as she quietly sobs against me. I pull back and look at her as she wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, then waving a hand at me as she walks to the stove. “I just can’t believe this day is here already.” I roll my eyes behind her back as I take a seat at the bar. Already? This day has been coming since I started Kindergarten twelve years ago! 
 
    Mom turns and scowls at me over her shoulder, like she can hear what I’m thinking. “This goes a lot quicker on my side, than yours.” I tilt my head and smile at her as she places eggs and bacon on two plates, dropping one in front of me before taking the bar stool next to me. I quickly finish my breakfast and hop off the stool, taking my dish to the sink, rinsing it and placing it in the dishwasher.  
 
    As I turn around to Mom she’s crying again. I shake my head as I walk over and give her a hug. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere, Mom. I didn’t apply to college because I wasn’t sure about joining the Society or not.” She nods against me as she takes a shaky breath. “I know, but you’re all grown up now.” I chuckle as I release my arms from around her, giving her a smile. “I’ve got to get going or I’ll be late. I’ll see you at ten!” I call as I stride to the front door. 
 
    I pull into the parking lot of the high school and turn my car off. The senior class is already gathering on the lawn in front of the school. Callie turns and faces me as I walk up, waving excitedly and rushing over to me. “We’re fucking done!” She grabs both of my hands and bounces in front of me. I laugh as she pulls me into a hug. Damn, I’m going to miss her when she leaves for college in a few weeks.  
 
    Before long, we’re all in caps and gowns, in alphabetical order, making our way into the stadium. I spot Mom and Gamma in the stands as I take my seat, giving them a little wave. The ceremony goes quickly. There’s only a hundred people in my graduating class. After the ceremony, I turn in my gown and make my way to my car. Mom and Gamma are leaning against it, both wiping tears from under their eyes.  
 
    They see me coming and both open their arms wide. I grip them both and we all hug tightly as Mom and Gamma blubber against me. I chuckle as I pull away from them. “Come on, y’all. This isn’t that big of a deal.” They both cry harder and hug me again. Eventually they head for home and I stand around the parking lot chatting with a few friends. It finally hits me that this is the last time I’ll stand in this parking lot talking with this group of people. 
 
     I’m finally able to get in my car, alone, and head for home. As I pull in the driveway and turn off my car I lean back against the headrest, taking a deep breath. “What in the hell am I going to do now?” I ask my empty car. After sitting in the driveway for a few moments I gather myself and head inside.  
 
    Mom and Gamma are in the living room when I walk in. Mom jumps up, clutching something in her hand as she walks toward me. She grips my hand and pulls me down the hallway as I look over my shoulder at Gamma. She winks before we disappear into my bedroom. Mom closes the door behind us and locks it, turning to face me. “What in the world are you doing?”  
 
    She grabs my hand and walks to the middle of my bedroom floor, sinking down and pulling me down with her. She looks at me with sad eyes as she opens her clutched hand, revealing a locket necklace. I study the locket in her hand before reaching for it. She closes her fingers over it and pulls back, as I look into her eyes. “Your father gave me this locket.” She closes her eyes as a tear slides down her cheek.  
 
    “This will take you back to the day he gave it to me. If you want, of course.” I take a moment to let that sink in. I’ve never really thought about my father. Mom said he died when I was younger and that was that. But now, having the opportunity to meet him. I shake my head in disbelief before looking at her. She holds her hand out to me, the locket resting in her palm.  
 
    I eye it wearily. “It’s up to you, O.” I nod as I run my finger along the locket, feeling those familiar tingles. I take a deep breath as I sit up straighter, holding my hand out. I look up into Mom’s eyes. “Are you going with me?” She lets out a shaky breath as more tears form in her eyes. “If you’ll take me.” I chuckle as she places the necklace in my palm and I grip her hand, closing my eyes and focusing on the locket. “You can stay in the shadows or you can choose to meet him. It’s up to you.” I open my eyes to look at my her. I haven’t even thought this through.  
 
    I take a deep breath and close my eyes, focusing on the locket again. A small farmhouse comes into view. I guide us toward it, as I scan the outside, making sure no one is around. Mom squeezes my hand. “No one is around, just your father, who is inside.” I nod my head and land us gently just in front of the porch. Mom lets go of my hand and brushes her hair back, looking at me with teary eyes. “You decided to meet him then?” I nod my head, unable to speak over the lump in my throat. 
 
    Mom walks up the few steps as I follow behind her. She takes a deep breath before knocking on the door. A young man, no older than twenty opens the door. He has blonde hair and green eyes. I suck in a breath as I see myself in him. He pushes the door open wider and looks between Mom and I. Settling on Mom, he scrunches his eyebrows. “Lil?” His face brightens as she nods her head. He grips her hips and pulls her to him, laying a kiss on her that you only see in movies.  
 
    I look away, not knowing what else to do as they kiss passionately right in front of me. Mom places her hand on his chest, pushing him back a step. He clears his throat and glances over at me. “Sorry.” I snicker as he puts his hand out, gesturing for us to come inside. Mom walks in ahead of me, taking a seat at a small kitchen table and pulling the chair next to her out for me. I sit next to her, my hands in my lap, trying not to let my nerves show. 
 
    My father takes the seat next to Mom, placing his hand on her knee and smiling brightly over at her. “I’m gonna take a wild guess here, but since you’re coming to me from the future, my life didn’t turn out as planned.” I grimace at his words. This is why you don’t visit dead relatives in the past. Mom takes it in stride though, placing her hand in his and lacing their fingers together. “I wanted you to meet your daughter, Robert.”  
 
    The man looks over at me with wide eyes. He’s barely older than I am, but the look on his face is one of a Dad. “My daughter.” He whispers as he stands and walks around the table to kneel before me, placing his hand on my knee. “You’re my Ophelia.” I nod as tears burn my eyes. “How do you know my name?” I barely choke out. 
 
    He looks from me to Mom, smiling. “When your Mom came to tell me she was pregnant, your Grandma already knew we were having a girl. I called you Ophelia from the moment I knew about you.” He stands and pulls me to him as I choke back a sob. “I’m sorry I won’t be there to watch you grow up. I don’t know what happens to me as of yet, but I’m certain your Mom will do a hell of a job raising you.” I nod into his shoulder as tears stream down my face. 
 
    He pulls back and looks me over. “You’re a past shifter?” I nod as I wipe under my eyes. He rests his forehead against mine. “You’re a strong one. I feel it. There are big plans for you.” I pull back to look in his eyes. He’s smiling, but his eyes are brimming with tears. He releases me and takes a step back, giving me a once over and shaking his head slightly. “I never could’ve imagined that you’d turn into such a beautiful young woman.”                
 
      
 
    After the initial shock of us showing up on his doorstep, we settle in around his kitchen table. He pours us all cups of coffee as we chat. “This is O’s graduation day. I thought it would be a good time for her to meet you.” Mom says. My Dad smiles proudly at me from across the table. “Congratulations. I hope this won’t be the only time you come to see me, now that you have the locket.” Moms eyes widen as she stares at him. He chuckles and shrugs. “This is the day I gave you that locket. Y’all arrived fifteen minutes after eighteen-year-old you left here.” I shake my head as I sip my coffee. Time traveling is so damn weird sometimes.  
 
    “Are you planning to join the Society, Ophelia?” Dad asks from across the table. I shake my head slightly as I place my coffee cup down on the table. “No. I declined my invitation a few weeks ago.” I look up to find Mom and Dad having a wordless conversation between each other. Dad looks back to me. “What are your plans now that you’re a high school graduate?” I shrug a shoulder with a scoff. “I have no idea.” He gives a small chuckle with a shake of his head. “I’m sure something will fall into place.” 
 
      
 
    After another hour of talking about what Mom and I are doing in the present, Mom looks at the watch on her wrist. “We need to get going.” She says, looking at me. I reluctantly get to my feet. Dad walks around the table and I make the move to embrace him, throwing my arms around his waist. He pulls me close and places a kiss to the top of my head. “I hope you know that I loved you from the day I found out about you.”  
 
    I nod against his chest as tears fill my eyes. As I step away Mom takes my place, standing on her tiptoes to kiss my Dad. I smile as I watch the exchange. I’m glad to know they truly loved each other, and I wasn’t some mistake. Mom steps away, wiping under her eyes, and gripping my hand. “I love you, Robert. I’ll love you until the day I die.” He gives her a sad smile as he places his hand against his heart. “I’ll love you until the day I die.”  
 
    Mom chokes on a sob, but squeezes my hand, letting me know it’s time to go. I reach my hand in the pocket of my dress and retrieve the locket. I take one last look at my Dad as I palm the locket. “I love you too, Ophelia. With every breath I have left.” I nod as I close my eyes, transporting Mom and I back to my room in the present.  
 
    I’m surprised I have it in me to land us in my bedroom and not upside down in a tree outside. The emotional rollercoaster of our journey hits me and I sob against Mom’s shoulder for a long time. She pulls away, keeping her hands on my shoulders. “I didn’t know if this was the right time for you to meet him.” I look into her teary eyes and nod. “No. This was the perfect time.” She pulls me back against her as we cry in my bedroom floor together. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long we stay like this, both of us with our arms wrapped around the other, crying quietly, then sobbing loudly. Mom eventually pulls back, looking at me with tear stained cheeks. “Come on. We need to clean ourselves up.” She stands and pulls me from the floor, guiding us to my bathroom. She takes the time to wash her face and use my makeup in the drawer to fix her face. I follow suit, reapplying my eyeliner and mascara and throwing on red lipstick. 
 
    We walk out of my bedroom hand in hand to the living room. My eyes widen as I take in the scene around me. There’s a banner hung over the couch. Congratulations Class of 2018. A few of my friends and their parents are here, as well as Callie and her Dad standing off to the side. She turns and we lock eyes. She barrels toward me and wraps her arms around my neck. “I can’t believe we’re high school graduates!” She squeals as she bounces up and down.  
 
    I give her my best smile. I can’t believe I just met my Dad, in the past, before he died. I blink my eyes rapidly to dispel the tears that could surface as I smile at her. She takes in my face and pulls me into another hug, whispering in my ear. “Are you ok?” I nod against her shoulder slightly. “I just met my Dad.” She pulls back and stares at me with a shocked expression as I shake my head slightly.  
 
    She grips my hand and squeezes it tightly, letting me know she’s here for me whenever I’m ready. Gamma sticks her head out of the dining room, giving me a sad smile. I nod at her with a smile, letting her know I’m ok. The doorbell rings and Callie walks with me to the door, her arm looped through mine. I pull the door open with a fake smile planted on my face. I wish Mom and Gamma wouldn’t have planned this party after the trip I took this evening.  
 
    As I pull the door open, my fake smile quickly fades as my breath catches. “Cooper?” I manage to say. He stands on my doorstep with his hands in his pockets, smiling timidly at me.  Mom peeks her head around the door, sizing him up before looking at me. “Cooper?” I nod just as Gamma fills in the gap in the door. “Cooper.” She says. Her voice certain. I stare at Cooper on the steps. He pulls one hand from his pocket, giving a little wave to the crowd in the doorway. “I guess you already know, but I’m Cooper.”  
 
    Callie unhooks her arm from mine, reaching forward to grab his hand, pulling him inside. “I’m Callie, O’s bestie. You must be from Oxford.” He quickly looks between the two of us. I give him a slight nod as he shakes her hand, planting an award worthy smile on. “Yeah. That’s me. Cooper from Oxford.” She closes the door behind us, surveying my Mom and Gamma. She hooks her thumb toward the dining room. “I’m going to go help serve the cake.” 
 
    Mom and Gamma glare at Cooper, as I do the same. He clears his throat and looks between the three of us before settling on me. “Is there somewhere we could talk privately?” He asks quietly. Mom huffs as she walks through the crowd of people toward the hallway, Gamma following, me right on her heels. I don’t have to chance a glance because I know Cooper is right behind me. I can feel him. 
 
    Mom holds her bedroom door open as we all file in, shutting it loudly after Cooper steps inside. Mom locks the door, then grips Gamma’s hand as she grips mine. I hold my hand out to Cooper. He looks from my eyes to my hand a few times before taking my hand. We appear in Gamma’s kitchen within a second. Gamma drops my hand as Mom takes a seat at the kitchen table, dropping her head on the table. I take my usual seat at the table, noticing Gamma is starting the coffee pot. She leans back against the counter and motions her head toward the empty seat to my right. 
 
    I sigh as I pull out the chair with my hand, motioning for Cooper to take a seat. He gives me a curt smile as he takes the chair, pulling it away from the table so he’s facing all of us. He dips his head and makes eye contact with all three of us. “Forgive me ladies, but I’ve learned to keep my back to the wall in situations such as these.” I can’t help the smile that creeps up my face. That damn hint of an accent and those damn sky-blue eyes. 
 
    Gamma harrumphs, causing me to refocus my attention. She grabs four coffee cups from the cabinet and slams them down on the counter, filling each one. She walks over, handing one to Cooper before handing me one, a slight scowl on her face. I look over to Cooper as I place cream and sugar in mine. “Do you want any cream or sugar?” He gives me that smile that sets off his dimple, passing his cup to me. “Cream, if you would, love.”  
 
    I can’t help the smile that breaks across my face as he calls me ‘love’. I pour a bit of cream in his cup before passing it back to him. Our fingertips brush as I pass the cup between us, causing a surge of tingles to race up my arm. He smiles at me, letting me know he felt it too. 
 
    Mom clears her throat from across the table, breaking the moment. I turn my attention back to her. “Where are you from, Cooper?” She asks diplomatically. I look back to him as he sips his coffee. “I’m from Scotland originally, but I haven’t been there in years, mam.” I look back to Mom to gage her reaction. She’s solid as stone. No reading that. Cooper gestures his hand around the room. “Are we past, present, or future? I like to keep my bearings.”  
 
    “Present.” I answer him as Mom and Gamma scowl at me. I look between the two of them. “What? It’s not like he’s our hostage.” Mom sighs as I cross my arms over my chest in irritation. “Yet.” Gamma mumbles as she sits at the table next to Mom. “Let’s just get right to it. What are you doing here?” I turn to look at him. He looks around the table at the three of us before clearing his throat and sitting up straighter, focusing his attention on me. “Uh, well. This is quite awkward, but I would like to ask you to dinner sometime.”  
 
    I raise an eyebrow at him as I bite my bottom lip. Seriously? He hunted me down to ask me on a date. Mom and Gamma make disapproving noises behind me. Just as I open my mouth, Mom interjects. “How did you find Ophelia?” I nod my head. Good question. Cooper taps his finger against the coffee cup in his hands. “I asked a friend of mine.” He shrugs nonchalantly. “What friend?” Mom asks slowly, drawing the words out.  
 
    He shrugs. “Just a guy I’ve known for many years.” Gamma slams her hands on the table as she jumps up, quickly making her way to the kitchen counter and retrieving a wooden spoon from the spinning utensil rack. “That’s it, boy!” She raises the spoon as I jump in front of her, holding my hands up to block her. “You better start talking, Cooper. If she swings this thing I’m getting out of the way and she will come after you.”  
 
    I see his eyes widen briefly as I look back over my shoulder at him. He stands and steps behind his chair. “The friend is in the Society. I’ve known him since I was a boy. I simply asked if he knew of an Ophelia from Alabama that would be joining the Society soon.” He shrugs as Gamma lowers the spoon. I lower my hands and turn toward him. “Are you Society?” He shakes his head. “No. I declined my invitation last year.”  
 
    “What about your family? How did you know about Ophelia’s gift?” Mom asks from her seat at the table. Cooper nods at Mom before speaking. “My parents were both killed when I was sixteen. Hunters. They were present shifters, like yourself.” He closes his eyes for a brief moment as he takes a deep breath, clearly upset at the mention of his parents. “My grandparents both passed a few years before my parents. They were future shifters, paired by the Society. And…” He lets out a deep breath as his gaze reaches me. “And I don’t know how to explain how I knew about Ophelia.”  
 
    I fold my arms over my chest and rock back on one leg, my hip jutting out. “I already told them about the images when we kissed.” His eyes widen briefly as he gives a nervous chuckle. “Well then. I wasn’t sure if that was something we would want to discuss in front of the family, love.” Gamma raises her spoon, trying to step around me as I snatch it out of her hand. She spins around, placing both hands on her hips. “You give me my spoon right this instant, missy!” I pull the spoon back behind my head and launch it into the living room behind her as she glares at me. “No. You’re not going to hit him with the spoon.” 
 
    I throw my hands up as I spin around and begin pacing the kitchen. “Seriously. What is wrong with the two of you?!” I stop to look pointedly at Mom and Gamma before continuing my pacing. Flinging my hands up again and laughing lightly. “A guy comes to our door to ask me out and you…” I turn and point my finger at Mom. “You whisk us off to another house to interrogate him, while you…” I spin and point at Gamma. “Try to assault him with a damn spoon!” I fling my hands up yet again as I spin to continue my pacing. “What is wrong with this family?! Ugh!!” 
 
    I hear Cooper chuckle from across the room, spinning I cast a glare at him, noticing Mom and Gamma doing the same. He holds his hands up toward us in an apologetic fashion as his shoulders bob and he tries to contain his laughter. I stop in the middle of the room as I look at him. “Are you a past shifter?” He nods. “Your parents were present shifters and your grandparents’ future shifters.” I hear Mom and Gamma both gasp. “How far have you traveled?” He tilts his head to the side giving me a quizzical look. “I think the farthest I’ve ever traveled was Ancient Rome. Sometime around 30 BC.”  
 
    He looks at the three women in the room before settling on me. “What? You don’t go out with past shifters?” I shake my head from side to side. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know.” I can feel my face heating as I sputter over my words. I take a deep breath before looking at him. “It’s like the couple from the archives. The stars and moon have to align.” He looks at me with his brow creased. “You’re talking about the Prophecy?” I give a small nod as my cheeks heat. 
 
    He lets out a low whistle before giving me that side grin that highlights his dimple. “I wanted to start with dinner, but if you want to skip straight to the power couple, I could be persuaded, love.” He winks at me as I scoff. “Shut up.” I can’t help the smile that creeps up my face. I glance over at Mom and Gamma at the table when I realize they’ve been extremely quiet. They both wear the same shocked facial expressions. “Power couple.” Mom quietly mutters, looking between the two of us. 
 
    “The Prophecy, Lil.” Gamma whisper shouts. Mom shakes her head lightly as she stands from the table, Gamma standing next to her. She faces me, a worried look on her face. “We need to get back to the party.” Gamma grabs her hand as she holds her other out to me. I blow out a breath as I look behind her at Cooper. “I’m not going back to the party. Tell them I have a headache and went to bed.” I find Mom’s eyes. “I’m going to dinner. I’ll be home later.”  
 
    I can see Cooper smiling from behind her as she gives a slight nod. “My keys are on the hook.” Gamma gives me a slight smile. Cooper steps from around the chair for the first time since the spoon came out, holding up one finger. “Um, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to your house to get my car. It’s parked down the street.” I shake my head. “Nope. We’ll drive over. I don’t want to deal with Callie, or anyone else if we try to leave the house.”  
 
    Mom turns to face Cooper. Her face has softened toward him, but not by much. She points a shaky finger at him. “If anything happens to her…” He shakes his head lightly. “I can assure you, mam. My only intention is to take a beautiful, funny young woman to dinner. Nothing more, nothing less.” Mom nods. Seeming to be appeased. She grabs Gamma’s hand and they dissipate.  
 
    I let out a loud sigh once they’re gone. Cooper chuckles as he starts toward me, my heartbeat quickening. He stops just in front of me. “Well, that is definitely not how I had this planned in my head.” I throw my head back laughing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I glance over my shoulder to the fridge in Gamma’s kitchen. “Did you have anywhere in mind for dinner? I could always throw something together here.” Cooper gives me a boyish grin as he runs his hand through his hair. “Well. I don’t really have a plan for tonight, but I can come up with something.” I wave my hand toward him as I walk over to the fridge, pulling it open and peering inside. “I can make spaghetti.” I glance over my shoulder as he smiles widely at me. “One of my favorites.” 
 
    My cheeks burn as I grab a few things from the fridge, closing it with my hip as I deposit the goods on the counter. I grab a cutting board from the cabinet and set to work, hyper aware that Cooper is leaning back against the counter watching me. He pushes himself off the counter and grabs a knife from the butcher block, stepping closer to me and grabbing an onion.  
 
    His body is so close to mine I can feel those familiar tingles running along my side. We finish chopping the vegetables and I take the cutting board, scraping them into a sauté pan. I stand in front of the stove as he leans back against the counter next to me. “Your Mom and Grandmother are something else.” I scoff as he snickers. “They’re… overprotective. To say the least.” He chuckles as he pushes off the counter, walking across the kitchen. He steps back into my view with a bottle of red wine in hand. 
 
    I tilt my head to the drawer that holds the corkscrew and he pulls it open, scanning the contents before pulling out the corkscrew. “Gamma’s going to kill me for drinking her wine.” Cooper shrugs as he pulls the cork out. “I’ll go and buy her a replacement bottle.” I furrow my brow at him. “I thought you said you declined the Society last year? That would make you nineteen.” He gives me a grin with a shrug. “I was late with my declination. I’m twenty-one.”  
 
    I focus my attention on the stove. “Were your parents Society, you know, before?” He taps my arm and I turn to him, taking the wine glass he’s offering. I take a sip of the red wine. “No. My parents were part of the Assembly.” I tilt my head to the side and scrunch my forehead. “The Assembly?” He raises an eyebrow at me, giving me a disbelieving look. “You don’t know about the Assembly?” I shake my head. His eyes widen as he shakes his head slightly. “Wow. I don’t know that I’ve met a modern-day shifter who’s not heard of the Assembly.”  
 
    I place a hand on my hip, narrowing my eyes at him as he chuckles. “Okay. Okay. Did you join the Society?” I shake my head as I turn to focus on the spaghetti sauce on the stove. He props himself against the counter next to me. Too close to me. Close enough that those tingles start trailing up my side. “You mean to tell me, you declined an invitation from the Society, but you haven’t heard of the Assembly?”  
 
    I roll my eyes at him in irritation. “No, Cooper. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “Why didn’t you join the Society?” I give a slight shrug as I stir the sauce. “It isn’t right for me. Too many rules. I don’t want my entire life dictated.” I turn my head to look at him. “The one that got me is the arranged marriage bit.” I bite my bottom lip after saying it. 
 
    He sips his wine as he looks at me, causing me to blush. Why? I don’t know. I flip my hair over my shoulder, focusing on the sauce on the stove, stirring it for all it’s worth. “What’s the Assembly?” He clears his throat, causing me to look over at him. He pours himself another glass of wine, motioning the bottle toward me. I pick up my almost empty glass and pass it to him. As he hands my glass back our fingers brush, causing me to shudder involuntarily as the tingling sensation passes through my hand. 
 
    “You feel it too?” I sip my wine as I shrug. “Feel what?” He gives me a look that clearly reads, ‘really?’ I chuckle at his cute face. “So, what’s the Assembly?” I lean against the counter on the opposite side of the stove with my wine glass in hand. Cooper rolls those gorgeous baby blues. “I’m really surprised you don’t know. The only shifters I’ve ever met that didn’t join the Society, inevitably join the Assembly. I know a few lone shifters, but they all live in remote locations, completely off the grid.”  
 
    I give him a confused look as he chuckles. “The Assembly is a group of shifters who decided not to join the Society. We seek to take down the Hunters.” A shiver courses down my spine and it’s not from being cold. I wasn’t reading much into the whole Prophecy thing at first, but now? As if he’s reading my mind, he says. “What’s your take on this Prophecy business?” I shrug as I shake my head slowly. “I’m not sure. It’s kind of far stretched to think that two people could take down the Hunters, singlehandedly. I honestly don’t know much about the Hunters either.”  
 
    I sneak a glance over at Cooper who’s staring forward, looking like he’s in deep thought. I step away from the stove, grabbing two plates for our dinner. Once I’ve made our plates, I walk them to the kitchen table as he follows with our wine. We sit across from each other. He looks at his plate and gives me a big smile. “I know this is going to taste incredible. You haven’t any idea of how long it’s been since I’ve had a home cooked meal.”  
 
    As we enjoy our dinner our conversation drifts back to the Assembly. “So, how does one go about joining the Assembly?” I ask. Cooper looks at me with surprise. “One doesn’t just join the Assembly. It’s a cause.” I roll my eyes at him as I finish off my wine. I start to stand, but he beats me to it. Walking across the kitchen and grabbing the bottle from the counter. He fills my glass before sitting back down.  
 
    “What are your plans, Ophelia? College?” I shake my head as I finish my dinner, pushing my plate back as I wipe my mouth and sit back with my wine glass in hand. “No plans. Up until a few weeks ago I thought I was going to be another Society member.” I wave my hand in the air as I roll my eyes. “You know, paired up with the best mate, sent away to another town to be protected and raise another generation of shifters.”  
 
    Cooper laughs, causing me to give him a playful grin. “Why is that funny?” He runs his hand through his hair, shaking his head lightly. “It’s not funny, love. It’s refreshing.” I pinch my eyebrows and narrow my eyes at him, not understanding what he means. He leans forward, placing his wine glass on the table and propping on his elbows. “Most people with our gifts don’t think twice about joining the Society. They want the protection from the Hunters, and the passive life they’ll have.”  
 
    I chuckle. “That’s the last thing I want. I want to travel freely. Maybe find a nice non-shifter and settle down in a decade or so.” Cooper’s brow creases. “You know you can’t just travel through time freely. The Hunters are everywhere, and you’ll be high on their list.” I roll my eyes. “Why would they want me? I’m nothing special.” He shakes his head, giving me a slight smile. “You don’t know how powerful you are, do you?”  
 
    I scoff as I stand and grab the plates from the table. I rinse the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, standing and turning to find Cooper directly in front of me. He hands me my wine glass. Our eyes meet as our fingers brush, the intensity of the familiar tingling making my breath catch. He lifts his free hand, brushing my hair over my shoulder before settling his palm against my cheek. I can feel my heart beating rapidly in my chest.  
 
    Cooper closes his eyes. “I’ve never felt anything like this.” He opens his eyes and stares into mine as I softly shake my head. I’ve never felt anything Iike this either. He drops his hand and takes a step back with a deep breath. “Sorry.” He mutters to the ground. I take a second to compose myself. Walking over to the kitchen table, I grab the bottle of wine before grabbing his hand and pulling him to the living room.  
 
    I kick off my heels and settle on the couch, pulling my legs up beside me as Cooper settles on the couch next to me. “Tell me more about this Assembly.” He gives me that smile that sets off his dimple.  
 
    Cooper explains the ins and outs of the Assembly. They’re a group that travel though time in search of the Hunters. Taking them out, one by one. I didn’t ask what that means, but I’m fairly certain that means killing. The more he talks about it, the more interested I am in the cause. They’re not like the Society. Sitting back waiting for someone else to take out the threat. They’re actually taking out said threat.  
 
    As the night wears on we finish the bottle of wine between us, settling in on the couch with the TV playing quietly in the background.  
 
      
 
    “Ophelia!” Ophelia! You get up right this minute!” I barely open my eyes to Mom’s hushed voice. Blinking rapidly, I look around, trying to orient myself. I move my hand to my face as something moves under my head. Sitting up quickly I size up my pillow. A very handsome, very much asleep, Cooper. “Shit.” I mutter as I pull my dress down over my ass. “Shit, is right.” I look up to Mom who has her hands on her hip and a fierce glare.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I stand up. “I’m an adult, Mom. Not that it’s your business, but it’s not what you’re thinking.” She motions her hand to the empty wine bottle and glasses on the coffee table beside her. “Last I checked, young lady, you’re not of drinking age and you still live in my house!” Her raised voice wakes Cooper. He stands quickly looking from me to Mom, running his hand through his already disheveled hair. A smile tugs at my lips at his cute morning look. 
 
    Gamma stomps in the room from the kitchen. “Now I’m going to have to burn the couch.” My mouth drops open as she jerks the wine bottle from the table, shaking it at the two of us. “Who the hell said you could have my wine?” Cooper raises his hand slightly. “I intend on replacing the bottle.” She narrows her eyes at him. “You better, boy, or I will get my spoon.” He looks down at the floor and I can tell he’s hiding a smirk.  
 
    Mom huffs out a long sigh. “Get your things, Ophelia. It’s time you go home. And you-.” She glares at Cooper. “You are not to come around my daughter ever again.” Anger courses through me. I open my mouth to tell her how I feel just as Cooper starts to speak. “Mam. I understand how this may look, but I assure you my only intentions with Ophelia when I showed up at your home was to ask her to dinner. After you left, we had dinner and wine, and fell asleep on the couch. Nothing more.” Mom scowls at him.  
 
    Gamma steps up beside her, placing her hand on Mom’s shoulder. “Lil. I think you need to take a step back. Ophelia is eighteen. You don’t get to say who she spends time with anymore.” Mom blinks a few times, taking a deep breath before settling back on Cooper. “Fine. If the two of you say that’s all that happened, then I accept that. However, there will be no more sleep overs while you live in my home. Understood?” She looks back at me as I nod.  
 
    Gamma claps her hands in front of her. “Good. Now get the hell out of my house. It’s time for my stories.” Cooper coughs next to me, trying to cover his laughter as Mom huffs. Mom puts her hand out to me as I take Cooper’s. Once we’re back at my home, Mom walks toward the hallway, leaving us without another word. As the door to her room closes Cooper shoves his hands in his pockets, looking at the floor.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ophelia. I didn’t mean to cause you so much trouble with your family.” I shrug as his eyes meet mine. “They’ll be fine.” He gives me a slight smile before running his hand through his hair. “Do you have any plans tonight?” I shake my head as I give him a small smile. “Would you be interested in accompanying me to dinner?” I chuckle at his nervousness as I place my hand on his forearm. “I would love to go to dinner with you.” He gives me a wide grin. “Great. I’ll pick you up at six.” He glances down at the watch on his wrist. “I need to get going though.” 
 
    I walk him to the door, holding it open as he steps out. He turns back and leans his face toward mine. My heart nearly stops when I think he’s going to kiss me, but he places a quick peck to my cheek before turning and walking down the steps. I close the door behind me and lean my back against it, closing my eyes and letting a content sigh out as my hand rubs my tingling cheek. “About last night.” I jump and clutch my hand to my chest as I look at Mom leaning against the wall next to me. “Jesus, Mom! You scared me!”  
 
    I walk into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge as she follows. “I know you’re an adult now Ophelia, but last night was unacceptable. You don’t even know that young man, and I find you with your dress hiked up and your head in his lap.” I resist rolling my eyes. “My dress slid up as I was asleep, and my head was more on his chest than his lap.” It’s not the best argument, but it’s all I’ve got. Mom raises an eyebrow at me. “Really?” I try my best not to laugh. Mom’s lips twitch as she tries to hold in her laughter as well.  
 
    After a moment she places her hand on my shoulder. “Look, O, I’m serious about being careful. Now that you’re of age, you’ll be on the Hunters’ radar. You don’t know this guy, or his motives. I’ve heard terrible stories through the Society about people who declined the invitation being preyed upon by people they trusted.” I shake my head as I look down at the floor between us. “You don’t get it, Mom. I may not know him that well, but the feeling I get when I’m around him, when our hands brush.” I pinch my eyes shut as I shake my head again. Mom lets out a little sigh, causing me to look up to her. “I know he’s a good guy. I can’t explain it, but I know.” 
 
    Mom simply shakes her head as she pulls her hand away from my shoulder. When she looks back at me, I notice the tears brimming in her eyes. “I trust your judgement. You’re just so young, and you don’t know what’s out there.” She flings her hand toward the front door. I do my best to keep the sarcasm out of my voice as I point toward the door. “You never told me about the dangers out there. I didn’t even know about the Hunters until a few days ago!” 
 
    She draws in a shaky breath as her eyes reach mine. “You’re right. I never wanted you to be afraid of your gift. But now…” She shakes her head as she throws her hands up at her side in exasperation. “You declined the Society! You have no protection now. None!” Her bottom lip quivers as I stare at her with wide eyes. “Then tell me what I need protection from. Tell me about the Assembly.” 
 
    Her eyes go wide as she looks at me. “The Assembly? How do you know…?” She closes her eyes and shakes her head lightly. “Cooper. He’s Assembly, isn’t he?” I nod as she looks back at me. She groans as she begins to pace around the kitchen island. “Your Dad was Assembly. Hell, he wasn’t just a part of the Assembly, he ran it. Orchestrated the missions, took down countless Hunters.” She sighs as she stops on the opposite side of the counter from where I stand, placing her hands on the counter.  
 
    “The Assembly was formed by a small group of individuals who went rogue from the Society. They were tired of running from the Hunters and decided to take matters into their own hands.” She looks up at me, her eyes looking worried. “The Assembly basically hunts the Hunters. They follow them through time and kill them, one by one.” She shakes her head at me lightly as she takes a deep breath and blows it out. “Without the Assembly, the Hunters would outnumber us. They would hunt down every single one of us and draw our power.” I scrunch my forehead at her, not understanding what she means. She nods and continues. “The Hunters find a shifter and draw their power away. In turn it makes the Hunter stronger, hungrier for power.” 
 
    I pull the bar seat out, needing to sit as I take in this new information. “What happens to the shifter once their power has been drawn away from them?” Mom shakes her head as she leans back against the counter, wrapping her arms around her in a protective manner. “Drawing a shifter’s power is basically like sucking their souls away. They die.” I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Are you thinking of joining the cause, O?” I stare at Mom across the counter for what feels like an eternity before simply shrugging my shoulders. 
 
    She places both of her hands on the counter as her eyes fill with tears. “I wanted to be Assembly, but when I found out about you, I couldn’t risk it. The Hunters specifically search for Assembly members, and I couldn’t put you in harms way.” Mom walks around the counter and throws her arms around my shoulders.  
 
    When she pulls back and looks at me, tears roll down her cheeks. “If this Prophecy business is true, and you and Cooper are the power couple-.” She takes a deep breath as she closes her eyes, trying to calm herself. As she opens her eyes and looks into mine her lip lifts just slightly into a smile. “You Dad was right all along. You really are destined to change our world.” She pulls me into another hug. “You’re destined for greatness, Ophelia. I won’t lie and say I’m thrilled by the idea, but you’re going to do incredible things.”  
 
     She pulls away and wipes under her eyes with both hands as she takes a steadying breathe. “Promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t do anything risky.” I nod my head, not even knowing what she’s referring to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    After having lunch with Mom in our kitchen and listening to her tell stories of Dad and his Assembly days, I decide I need to speak to him directly. There are just too many questions swirling in my mind. I tell Mom I’m going to rest before going out to dinner with Cooper tonight. I close my bedroom door, locking it behind me, before I open my closet door and retrieve the wooden box, pulling the locket from the contents.   
 
    I run my thumb along the locket as my hand tingles. Closing my eyes, I transport myself back in time, waiting in the shadows as my Mom walks onto the front porch of the small farmhouse, clutching the same locket around her neck as I hold in my hand. Dad kneels on the porch, kissing her stomach as she runs her hand through his hair, smiling lovingly down at him. He stands and kisses her, wrapping his arms around her small frame and pulling her to his chest. I almost feel like I’m intruding on their moment. 
 
    As Mom dissipates into thin air, I materialize at the edge of the porch, clutching the locket in my hand. Dad turns to walk back inside, catching me from his peripheral vision. He turns and opens his arms wide. “Ophelia! I’m so happy to see you again!” I walk up the steps, straight into his arms, blinking back tears as he strokes his hand down my long hair. It’s funny how shifting works. Once you meet someone in the past you remember them. Even though I haven’t been born at this time, my Dad still knows who I am because I visited with Mom yesterday. 
 
    He continues to stroke my hair and shush me as I cry. “What’s the matter, Ophelia? You were just here and were happy.” I nod against his chest as I swipe under my eyes. “Everything. It’s all happening so fast. I need answers, and I think you’re the only one who can give them to me.” He pulls back and wraps his arm around my shoulder, leading me into the farmhouse.  
 
    I sit at the same small table as he places a cup of coffee in front of me. Wrapping my hands around the mug I smile as he pushes cream and sugar across the table to me. “What can I help you with, baby?” I sigh as I stir my coffee with the spoon he hands me. “I need to know about the Assembly. Mom told me the basics, but I need to know the whole story.” He nods as he kicks his chair back, balancing on the back legs as he sips his coffee. 
 
    “Thinking of joining the cause?” He smirks at me over his coffee mug. I shrug as I cross my legs under the table, wearing the dress from my Graduation yesterday. He sits forward, letting the legs of the chair come back down to the floor as he places his elbows on the table. “Well, I’m not sure if Mom told you, but I am a part of the Assembly. I’m assuming that’s why you’re here?” He raises an eyebrow as I nod. 
 
    “The Assembly is a group that declined their-” I wave my hand at him as I shake my head. “I already know the basics.” I take a deep breath, closing my eyes to gather my thoughts. When I open them, he’s watching my every move. “What about the Prophecy?” Dad tilts his head slightly, scrunching his forehead. “Why do you ask about the Prophecy?”  
 
    I shrug again. “It seems I may have found myself smack dab in the middle of it.” He lets out a chuckle, his shoulders bobbing as he shakes his head. “I knew you were destined for greatness the moment I heard of your existence.” I can’t help but smile, wishing I could’ve met this man sooner. That he could’ve been around for my childhood. Not just someone that’s long since gone that I can visit in time. 
 
    “Tell me how you’ve found yourself in the middle of the Prophecy, baby.” My heart warms at the term of endearment as I sip my coffee. I’m having a real conversation with my Dad. Shifting absolutely has its perks. I place the coffee mug on the table, still holding onto it with both hands and staring at it. “I met a guy when I was traveling. When we touch, I feel the same tingles as I do when I’m holding an object about to shift through time.”  
 
    I glance up to see Dad nodding. “Go on with it. I know there’s more.” I swallow as I nod. It’s so hard talking about boys with your parents, even if you’ve never had that parent around. “His parents were both present shifters and his grandparents' future shifters. When I asked how far back in time he’s traveled, he mentioned B.C.” I blow out a breath as I look back at my Dad.  
 
    He’s smiling widely at me. “And how far back have you traveled?” I can’t help the smile that pulls up on my lips as I look across the table to my Dad’s proud face. “B.C.” He slaps his hand on the table as he jumps from his seat. “Hot damn! I knew it! I told your Mom before you were born that you were going to be incredible!” He pulls me to standing and wraps his arms around me excitedly. “I knew it, baby. I just knew it!”  
 
    I chuckle as he squeezes me tightly. He pulls back to look down at me. “What else? I feel like there’s more.” I step back as he releases me, sinking back into my chair. He walks around the table and takes a seat, pushing the chair back to rest on its hind legs. “When we, uh, when we kissed, I could see the future. He saw it too.” I can feel my cheeks burning as I admit to kissing a boy. 
 
    Dad laughs as I pick up my coffee. Anything else to focus on than admitting I kissed a guy to my Dad. He runs his hand through his long hair as he shakes his head, a smile on his face. “I always thought I’d be pissed off listening to you talk about kissing some boy.” He leans the chair back on all fours as he props his elbows on the table. My cheeks still burning with a blush “But, you’re the power couple. This is what the Prophecy speaks of. You’ll be the key to taking down the Hunters once and for all.” He shakes his head as he stares at me with an awed look. “I can’t believe my daughter, my Ophelia, is the one.”  
 
    I let out a nervous laugh as I run my fingernail over my coffee mug. “I’m not sure I believe in the whole Prophecy thing just yet. I mean, the one thing that turned me off the Society is the arranged marriage bit. Isn’t this exactly the same?” Dad shakes his head and waves his hand in the air as he sits back. “You don’t have to be romantically involved, unless that’s what you decide. The Prophecy merely states that two shifters will come together, each with similarly strong powers that will intensify because of the other, in order to take down the Hunters.” I nod lightly as I look across the table at him. “What do you mean by intensify? Is that why we saw the future together?”  
 
    He gives a little shrug. “I really don’t know, baby. There’s no real handbook to go by on this one.” I scrunch my face together as he smiles at me. “So, I heard you are kind of a big wig in the Assembly.” He throws his head back laughing before meeting my eyes. “Yeah. I guess you could say that. I plan the missions, take out as many Hunters as I can. Next week I’ll be leaving to go on a special mission. We’re close to finding the head of the Hunters and figuring out how to enter their realm, although now that I’ve met you, I know that won’t be happening in my lifetime at least.” I frown as he chuckles. “Don’t look so sad, Ophelia. I’m still going to go on that mission and whatever happens to me in the future is still going to happen. Now, what other questions do you have?” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side, thinking of all the questions swirling through my head. “What do these missions look like?” Dad folds his arms over his broad chest. “We go into different times, find the Hunters and kill them before they can kill us.” He gets a sad look to his eyes. “I don’t enjoy taking another man’s life, but this is what keeps all shifters safe. Although, they’re not exactly, human. If they catch us first…” He trails off as he turns to look out the window above the kitchen sink.  
 
    “I know. Mom told me.” He looks back at me. “This isn’t an easy path to take, Ophelia, but it seems as though you were chosen to do just that.” He reaches his hand across the table and I place mine in his. He gently squeezes my hand. “You have to be careful. I know now that my time is coming to an end.” He closes his eyes and drops his head. Tears burn my eyes as he looks back to me, sorrow etched across his face. “Always be careful, Ophelia. Trust your instincts and never drop your guard. You’ll be in high demand when the Hunters hear of you and your strong ability. Especially when they find out the power couple has united.” I nod as a stray tear runs down my face. Dad stands, walking around the table to pull me into a hug. “You bring this boy here to meet me one day. Okay?”  
 
      
 
    Once I’m back in my bedroom after visiting with my Dad, I sit on my bed in my room. My finger trails along the locket as my mind wanders. What if the Prophecy is real? I declined the Society because of their arbitrary views on arranged marriages, and now I want to join the Assembly with Cooper. Life is getting damn complicated, damn quickly. A soft knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Come in.” Mom peeks her head through the door, her eyes slightly widening when she takes in my appearance. “You’re not ready? I thought you were going out at six?” I look down at the dress I wore to Graduation yesterday before picking up my phone to check the time. “Oh, shit!” I bounce off the bed and head straight for the adjoining bathroom, closing the door behind me as I turn on the shower. I only have thirty minutes before Cooper will be here. 
 
      
 
    As quickly as I can, I shower, apply makeup, style my hair and throw on a summer dress. I pull my bedroom door open as I walk and balance down the hallway, slipping on a pair of wedge sandals as I go. As I round the corner of the hallway, I find Mom and Cooper in the kitchen, both with coffee cups in hand. 
 
    Mom is facing me as I walk in. She smiles brightly at me, causing Cooper to look at me over his shoulder. He slowly turns to face me, and his eyes light up. “Wow. You look incredible, Ophelia.” I can feel my cheeks heating as I smile at him. “Thank you.” I take in his jeans and long sleeve button up shirt. Way too much clothing for Alabama in May. He apparently notices my questioning gaze. 
 
    He picks up his blazer from the back of the bar stool. “As lovely as you look, is there any way you could change into something a little warmer?” I can’t help but smile at his boyish grin. I place one hand on my hip, mustering as much sass as I can. “What exactly should I wear?” He gives me that smile that shows off the dimple in his cheek. “It will be thirty degrees where we’re going.” My mouth drops open in fiend shock as he chuckles.  
 
    I spin and walk back to my bedroom, walking into my closet to scan the contents, quickly settling on a long sleeve, dark green dress that hits mid-thigh and a pair of tall brown riding boots. I pluck a brown infinity scarf from the back of the door and wrap it around my neck.  
 
     Walking back to the kitchen in my new outfit, Cooper grins at me. “Perfect.” Mom places her coffee cup on the counter and walks by me, placing a kiss on my head as she does. “Don’t be too late.” She turns her gaze to Cooper. “I’m trusting you will keep her safe tonight. I’m sure you have experience in that department.” He nods his head. “Yes, mam.” Mom walks by me into the hallway. I hear her bedroom door shut from down the hall, leaving me alone with Cooper. I wring my hands in front of me nervously, not knowing what to say or do. He steps toward me, his eyes looking me up and down. “You look incredible.” He says as he stands mere inches in front of me. 
 
    My whole body tingles at the proximity. Cooper lowers his hand, gently gripping mine, running his thumb along the back of my hand. “Ready for dinner?” I nod as I look up into his eyes, my heart beating wildly. He reaches into his pocket with his free hand, producing a card of some sort.  
 
    I eye the card just as Cooper starts to transport us through time. It’s a funny feeling being on this end of shifting. Normally I’m the one in control of where I go in the past, where I show up. This is just, different. Cooper places us in an alleyway, next to a dumpster. I take a less than impressed look around as he chuckles. He pulls my hand that he’s still holding to his lips, placing a gentle kiss on the back of my hand. “I promise this isn’t where we’re having dinner, love.”  
 
    He lowers my hand to my side, pulling his blazer from his arm and placing it over my shoulders. I quickly slip my arms through the sleeves, pulling it around me. “It really is cold here!” He laughs as he grips my hand, lacing our fingers. Leading me out of the alley we step into heavy foot traffic. Cooper drops my hand and wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side as we walk along the sidewalk.  
 
    We stop in front of a restaurant. The awning reading ‘Gotham Bar and Grill’. I look up at the black awning as Cooper moves his hand to my lower back while opening the door, ushering us inside. The hostess smiles at me then focuses her eyes on Cooper, looking him up and down before settling on his face. “Name?” I can’t help the twinge of jealousy that bubbles in my stomach, or the scowl I give her. “Clark. Reservation for seven.”  
 
    The hostess glances up from the reservation book, her eyes locking with mine as I give her an appraising stare. She gives me a hesitant smile as she grabs the menus beside her, motioning for us to follow. Cooper motions his hand, gesturing for me to go before him. I follow the hostess through the crowded dining area, expecting her to seat us in the midst of it all. Much to my surprise, she walks straight through the main dining area toward a doorway. She opens the door to a much smaller room with a few tables, allowing us to enter before closing the doors behind us.  
 
    “You can have your pick of tables, Mr. Clark.” Cooper pulls out a chair at the nearest table, gesturing for me to sit. I shrug his oversized Blazer off and drape it across the back of the chair before sitting. He walks around the table and sits opposite of me. The hostess hands us our menus, being careful not to make eye contact with Cooper before quickly leaving the room, closing the door behind her.  
 
    Cooper starts to laugh as the door closes while I give him an inquiring smile. “What is funny?” His laughter dies down as he tilts his head to the door behind me. “You had that poor girl scared to death with just a look!” I raise an eyebrow at him, accompanied with an eye roll. “I did not.” He chuckles as he opens his menu in front of him as I do the same. “I kind of liked seeing you jealous of another woman checking me out though.”  
 
    I pull my eyes up to look at him smirking behind his menu. “That wasn’t jealousy. It was disrespectful to me for her to eyeball you while I’m standing next to you. For all she knows I’m your wife, or girlfriend. Hell, I could be a crazy baby momma that likes to slap random hostesses.” I pull my eyes back to my menu, but I can feel him smirking across the table at me.  
 
    I scan the menu as my stomach rumbles. Looking back across the table I find Cooper watching me, a charming smile on his face. “What should I order? I can’t decide.” I make a little pout as he chuckles. “Let’s see.” He says as he picks up the menu from the table. “I’m going to have the duck myself, which is amazing.” He looks at me over the menu briefly. “The snapper is outstanding, as well as the scallops. Of course, the filet is great, the rabbit too.”  
 
    I can’t help the easy smile that creeps onto my face. “I take it you’ve been here before.” He looks across the table at me with a slight shrug. “It’s one of my favorite restaurants. I’ve had a lot of meetings here over the years as well.” I can only assume he means meetings to do with the Assembly. The waiter comes up to our table with the bottle of wine Cooper had ordered as soon as we were seated. Pouring us both a glass before placing the bottle on the table and moving his hands behind his back as he looks at me. “Have you decided what you’ll be having, mam?”  
 
    I look across the table to Cooper as I hand the waiter my menu. “Everything you mentioned sounds good, you decide for me.” I pick up my wine glass as he gives me that smile with the dimple before handing his menu to the waiter. “We’ll have the crostini trio as a starter. The lady will have the snapper and I'll have the duck.”  The waiter nods as he steps away, closing the doors behind him.  
 
    I glance around the empty room. “How are we the only ones in this room and the main area is full?” He picks up his wine glass gesturing around the room. “I called in a favor.” He shrugs as he sips his wine. I narrow my eyes at him. “I really hate when you do that.” He tilts his head to the side slightly with a surprised look. “Do what?” I roll my eyes playfully. “When you give a half answer.” Nodding, he places his wine glass on the table as he picks up the bottle, refilling his glass. I lean forward, placing my glass on the table as he fills it as well.  
 
    “The man who owns this restaurant is a good friend and was once a colleague. When he retired, he opened this place. He still allows me this room from time to time when I need it.”  I smirk over my wine glass as he finishes. “Was that so hard?” He chuckles as he shakes his head. “Not hard at all, love. Just comes with the territory of what I do. Don’t give out more than necessary.” He sits back as he pushes his dark hair out of his eyes.  
 
    I place my wine glass on the table, twirling the stem in one hand. “What exactly is it that you do?” One corner of his mouth lifts lightly. “Could we discuss that at another time?” I scoff as I shake my head slightly. “You can’t stop, can you?” He lets out a sigh as he reaches across the table, grabbing my hand in both of his. He looks around the empty room as he leans forward, whispering. “First rule of what I do, is not talking about it in public. I’m not trying to be secretive with you. I’ll be happy to explain when I take you home, just not here.”  
 
    I expect him to release my hand. He does, only to reposition so he’s holding my hand with one of his, and the wine glass with the other. The tingles up my arm are so intense. “So, what have you been doing today?” He asks casually before lifting his wine glass. I shake my head lightly. “Nothing too much. I argued with my mom about staying out last night. Went to visit my Dad for some advice. You?”  
 
    The waiter opens the door to the room, carrying a platter. I pull my hand away from Cooper’s to allow him room on the table. Once the plate is between us the waiter steps away. “This looks wonderful.” I say as I pick up one of the crostini. I take a bite and close my eyes. “Mmmmmm.” I open my eyes to find Cooper grinning at me. “You like?” I nod as I pop the last bite into my mouth.  
 
    “Does your Dad live close to you?” I sit my empty wine glass on the table as Cooper picks up the bottle to refill my glass. “Thank you.” He nods as he fills his as well. “No, my Dad actually passed away when I was younger.” He gives me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry to hear that.” I wave my hand at him with a little shrug. “It was a long time ago.” The door behind me opens and the waiter approaches the table, sitting my snapper in front of me and Cooper’s duck in front of him. 
 
    We eat quietly for a few moments before I look over at Cooper. “Double initials, huh?” The corner of his mouth tugs up slightly as he places his fork on the side of his plate. “Triple, actually.” My eyes widen briefly. “No way! I have triple initials myself.” I point at myself as I say it. Cooper chuckles. “I’m ashamed to say I don’t even know your last name, Ophelia.” I give him a playful scoff. “Ophelia Orene Oakes. Triple initials. What’s your full name?”  
 
    He shakes his head side to side as he picks his fork back up. “No way. No one knows my middle name.” I raise an eyebrow at him as he chuckles. “What if I guess? Will you tell me if I’m right?” He gives me a surprisingly shy smile. “If you guess, I’ll tell you.”  
 
    I spend the rest of dinner trying to guess Cooper’s middle name. “Clock?” I ask as he holds out his blazer for me to put on. I put both of my arms in and pull it tightly around my chest, turning to face him as he laughs. “Seriously? Clock? That’s not even a name.” I narrow my eyes at him as he continues to laugh. “I’ve guessed every ‘C’ name on this planet!” He laughs harder as he reaches for the door, opening it and placing his hand on my lower back to guide me out of the restaurant. 
 
    Once we’re outside he grips our hands between us, casually strolling down the sidewalk. I expect him to turn down the alleyway that we arrived at, but he continues right by. “Are you warm enough? I thought we’d go to the park before heading home.” I nod my head as a smile creeps up my face. 
 
    We make it to Central Park, hand in hand. Cooper leads us along the walkway as I take in the scenery. In all my travels I’ve never been to New York. I look up at him as we walk. “I’ve never been to New York.” He looks down at me as we continue walking. “Really? It’s one of my favorite places to go.” He says with a wide grin. I can’t help the blush that sweeps my cheeks as I look away. 
 
    Cooper gestures his hand toward a bench and we walk toward it, both of us sitting down at the same time. I pull his blazer around me more tightly as a gentle, but cold breeze swirls around us. Cooper notices and places his arm behind me on the bench, pulling me closer to him as he rubs his hand up and down my arm quickly. “Maybe this wasn’t the best of ideas. You’re freezing, aren’t you love?”  
 
    I tilt my head so I can gaze up at him. I am freezing, but in this moment there’s no where else I’d rather be. Which scares the hell out of me. I shake my head slowly. “No. I’m fine.” He continues running his hand along my arm, warming me from the inside out at the intense tingles that course through my entire body at his proximity.  
 
    “Ophelia Orene Oakes, huh? What was your Dad’s name?” I scrunch my brow at the question before turning so I can face him. “My Dad was Robert Oakes.” His mouth twists up in a huge grin. “Wow.” I stare at him expecting his to say more, but much to my regret, he doesn’t. He stands and offers his hand to pull me up. Once I’m standing, he gently places his hand on my hip while looking down at me.  
 
    My heart rate quickens as I look up at him. His dark hair, sky blue eyes, muscular frame. Sweet baby Jesus he is handsome. I break my eyes away from his, taking a step back as he drops his hand from my waist. “It’s uh, it’s getting late. We should probably get back.” I chance a glance up as Cooper shoves his hands in his pockets, looking down at the ground. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    We walk beside each other back to the alleyway that we arrived at. I know Cooper was about to kiss me in the park and I shut him down. Hard. We turn into the alleyway and I follow Cooper behind the dumpster. Pulling my hand out of his blazer pocket that I still have wrapped tightly around me, offering him my hand. He looks at my hand briefly as he shakes his head. “No need.”  
 
    I start to open my mouth just as he transports us back to the kitchen in my house. I look at him with wide eyes as he takes a large step back from me. “How did you do that? I always have to be touching someone to transport them with me.” He pulls one hand out of his pocket and runs it through his hair as he shrugs. “I’m really not sure. I’ve only been able to do it recently.”  
 
    He shoves his hand back in his pocket as he rocks back on his heels, looking toward the front door. “Thanks for having dinner with me Ophelia. I had a nice time.” He turns and starts toward the door as I stare after him. Crap. I really messed this up. All I can think is I have to stop him before he closes the door behind him. I take a step and the familiar tingles run through my body.  
 
    In the blink of an eye I materialize just as he places his hand on the doorknob. I reach out and place my hand on his arm, causing him to jump. He looks at me with wide eyes. “Did you just shift in the present?” I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. I just stare up at him as my whole body tingles at our contact.   
 
    Cooper removes his hand from the door, turning to face me. “Ophelia?” I pinch my eyes shut and take a deep breath before looking up at him. “I, I, uh, I don’t know. I was thinking that I couldn’t let you leave like this, and then all of the sudden I was standing here.” I gesture at the floor. I look up to find Cooper’s eyes still wide with shock.  
 
    I blow out a deep breath as I flip my hair over my shoulder. “Can we just… Talk?” I hold my breath as I wait for his answer. For some reason I can’t stand the thought of him leaving tonight and me never seeing him again. He sighs as he rakes his hand through his hair. “Yeah. We can talk. What do you want to talk about?” I give him a small smile. “Is there anywhere you need to be? I kind of have a spot that I like to go. You know, to clear my head.” He gives a light nod as my smile widens.  
 
    I walk back to the kitchen, grabbing my purse from the kitchen table and walking down the hallway, stopping in front of Mom’s bedroom door. I knock lightly once I hear the TV in her bedroom playing. “Come in!” She calls as I open the door slightly, just peeking my head inside. “Hey Mom. I was just going to let you know I’m home, but I’m going out for a bit.” The smile she had when I first opened the door, drops. “Where are you going?” I tilt my head to the side and give her a half grin. “Just going for a drive.” She nods as she checks the watch on her wrist. “Don’t be out too late. Please.”  
 
    I nod my head as I close the door, hitching my purse up on my shoulder and walking back through the house to find Cooper standing at the door with his hands in his jeans pockets. He looks up as I approach with a faint smile. “Ready?” I walk out the front door as he holds it open for me, following behind me.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I walk down the front steps toward my car, digging my keys from my purse as I go. Opening the driver’s side door to my Volkswagen sedan and sitting in the driver’s seat. As I start to close the door, assuming Cooper will get in the passenger seat, he grabs the door, stopping me from closing it. I look up at him as he looks over my car. “Um. This is what you drive?” I let out an irritated scoff as I peer up at him. “Yeah. This is my car. Her name is Betsy and she’s reliable.”  
 
    He takes another scan of my car as I become more annoyed. “Would it be alright if we take my car? I always like to have a quick way out of any situation.” His eyes meet mine and I can see the unwillingness of him riding in my car. I roll my eyes as I step out of my car, Cooper closing the door as I exit. He gestures toward the street, placing his hand on my lower back to guide me to his car.  
 
    We stop in front of an Audi sports car. Cooper opens the passenger door for me as I turn to him with a raised eyebrow and place my hands on my hips. “You don’t even know where we’re going.” He shrugs slightly as he reaches into his jeans pocket, producing his car keys, holding them between us. “You can drive. I just need to know we can get somewhere quickly if need be.” He cocks his head toward my car in the driveway. “I feel like that one has seen better days, and if shit gets real, I need to know I can get us both out of danger.”  
 
    I scowl at him as he talks down about my car. Betsy has been amazing for the last two years. Yeah, she’s a used car with a hundred thousand miles on her, but she’s gotten me where I needed to be without a hiccup. I roll my eyes as I open the passenger door to his car and slip in. It’s hard not to watch him as he walks around the front of the car before he opens the driver’s door. His long lean legs. His muscular arms and what I can only imagine that is under that button up shirt. As he slides in the driver’s seat and starts the car, he gives me a weak smile. “Where to, Miss Oakes?”   
 
      
 
    I give Cooper the short set of directions to my ‘thinking spot’. It’s just a subdivision that was never completed after the recession years ago. We pull up to the end of the cul de sac where all the teenagers in town go to park and make out, or more. Cooper pulls the car around the cul de sac, parking the car so it’s facing toward the exit. He turns the car off and looks over at me as I fiddle with my hands in my lap.  
 
    “So, you wanted to talk.” I let out a breath before looking over at him. “Can we get out? There’s a picnic table behind us that overlooks the lake.” I motion my head behind us as Cooper scans his eyes all around us. He places his hand on the door handle and swings the car door open before walking around the front of the car to open my door. He offers me his hand to help me out, but once I’m standing quickly drops my hand.  
 
    I sigh as we walk toward the picnic table. I didn’t mean to brush him off in the park earlier, I just need to explain and maybe everything will be alright. I sit on the top of the table with my feet on the bench as Cooper follows suit. I take in a shaky breath as I look across the lake. “I owe you an apology.” I can feel his gaze shift to watch me as I speak. I look down at the ground as I continue. “I didn’t mean to be standoffish earlier. I just, I don’t know about all of this.” I gesture my hand between us. “I don’t want to be part of this Prophecy, and I sure as hell don’t want that to be the only reason you want to spend time with me.”  
 
    I can feel my cheeks burning with a blush as I stare out at the lake. Avoiding Cooper’s eyes at all cost. When he sighs, I look over at him as his eyes find mine. “I probably owe you an apology as well.” He runs his hand through his hair as he looks out over the lake. “I don’t know what came over me when I kissed you at that party. I’m not usually that forward.” I think back to our kiss as Cooper leans back on his elbows on the picnic table.  
 
    I follow suit, staring up at the night sky. It’s a clear night and the stars are shining brightly. “How do you feel about this Prophecy business? Do you really think we’re the two that are mentioned?” He turns his head to look at me as I find his eyes with mine. “I didn’t think that much of it at first, but now?” He gives a slight shrug before placing his hands behind his head and leaning back. “You just shifted through the present and I can shift others without touching them. Our gifts are definitely getting stronger being around each other.”  
 
    A shiver shoots through my body at his words. He’s absolutely right. I turn my head to face him. “What did you mean by ‘wow’ when I told you who my Dad is?” Cooper lets out a little chuckle as he turns his head slightly to look at me. “You’re Dad is kind of a legend in the Assembly.” A small smile creeps up my face. “Really? How so?” He turns his head to look back at the stars.  
 
    “From the stories I’ve heard, he was their leader when the Assembly was first started. I think the whole idea was his. He was tired of our kind being killed for their gift. So, he planned the missions, and personally went on the most dangerous ones. He came very close to breaking the barrier between our worlds.” He turns his head back to look at me. “Do you know anything about his time in the Assembly?” I shake my head. “I think you should ask him about it instead of it coming from me.”  
 
    I sit up to look out at the lake, thinking about my visit with my Dad. I still have so many unanswered questions about my Dad. About my future, about the Assembly. “I’m thinking of joining the Assembly.” I whisper. Cooper sits up next to me as I pinch my eyes shut and drop my head. He places a warm hand on my knee. “Hey.” I open my eyes and turn my head to look at him. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now. You declined the Society, but with your strength, I’m sure they’d give you the opportunity to reconsider.” 
 
    I shake my head as I stand up, pacing in front of the picnic table. “No. I declined the Society because I don’t want to be ‘matched’ with the best candidate for procreation reasons.” I roll my eyes as I continue pacing. “Besides, I don’t want to live my life in fear that the Hunters are going to come after me and I can’t do anything about it. I don’t want to spend my days going over the archives or doing paperwork. I want to do something that matters.” 
 
    I stop pacing and look at Cooper. “I want to be able to choose who I want to be with, and I want my children and grandchildren to do the same. Not live in fear and follow a set of outdated rules.” His lip tugs up at the side as he looks at me. He stands and steps the few feet toward me, looking down at me. “Are you sure the Assembly is the right choice? You don’t even know what you’re thinking about joining.” I roll my shoulders back and look up at him. “Then tell me what I’d be joining. You’re the only person I know that can tell me.” 
 
    He runs his hand through his hair as he laughs lightly. Turning away from me he steps back to the picnic table and sits down, patting the spot next to him for me to join him. I step over and sit next to him. My body begins to tingle as soon as I’m near him, causing me to tremble and wrap my arms around myself. “Do you feel that?” I turn my head to look at his profile as he looks out over the lake. “Yeah. Every time I’m near you.” He turns his head to look me in the eyes. “Just so we’re clear. I didn’t ask you out because of the Prophecy.” He gestures his hand between us. “This feeling I have when I’m around you, is why I found you.”  
 
    He sighs and looks back out over the lake. “I understand your feelings about the arranged marriage situation, and I guess if you think about it, the Prophecy is basically the same thing.” I look down at the ground. “My Dad said the Prophecy doesn’t say the power couple has to be an actual ‘couple’ though.” I can feel Cooper’s gaze turn to me. “Really?” I nod, not looking up.  
 
    He stands up and steps in front of me, putting one hand on my knee. “Listen, Ophelia. I would like to get to know you better. I like you, and I like spending time together.” He flips his hand in the air as he continues. “I understand if you don’t want that, though.” I slowly look up at him. I do like him and I want to know him better too, but… “I just want to take things slow. Get to know you, just for you. Not because of the Prophecy.”  
 
    He pulls his hand away from my knee and I instantly want the connection back. “That sounds like a great plan. Friends?” He asks as he holds his hand out to me. I give him a grin as I stand, placing my hand in his as we shake. “Friends.” He glances down at our clasped hands. “I could get addicted to the way it feels when I touch you.” His eyes look up to mine and I blush as I slip my hand out of his. “Yeah. It’s not like anything I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    He runs his hand through his hair as he looks around. “Do you still want to know about the Assembly?” I nod my head as a small grin works its way onto his face. “Good. I can’t tell you too much here. Do you want to go back to my place? Or yours?” I take a second to think about it. Mom is probably still up doing paperwork for her job at the Society, and I don’t know how she’ll feel about Cooper telling me about the Assembly. “Yours.”  
 
      
 
    Cooper opens the passenger door of his car allowing me to slip in the seat before closing it. Once he’s in the driver’s seat with the car started, I turn to him. “Where do you live, anyway? I’ve never seen you around town.” He chuckles as he drives out of the subdivision. “I live at the Assembly compound.” I tilt my head and squint my eyes at him. “Compound? Please tell me I’m not thinking of joining a cult.”  
 
    He lets out a true laugh as he shakes his head. “We’re not a cult. You won’t be offered special Kool aid upon arrival.” I smirk at him before settling back into my seat. “So, where is this place?” Cooper speeds through the middle of town, turning on his signal as we approach the interstate. “It’s in Canada.” My eyes widen as I look over at him. “Cooper! I can’t just leave and drive to Canada with you!” He chuckles as he places a hand on my leg. “Relax, Ophelia. I’m just going to stash my car a few exits down. We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”  
 
    I sit back in the seat, relaxing my shoulders and expecting Cooper to move his hand. He doesn’t and I’m surprised by how okay I am with that. I place my hand on his, lacing one finger around his. I feel him look over at me, but I keep my eyes trained on the road.  
 
      
 
    True to his word, we arrive at a parking deck in fifteen minutes. I look around as Cooper reaches in the back of the car, pulling a black duffel bag from the backseat. He flips down the visor on the car and grabs something before turning to me. “I’m not really supposed to bring you to the compound like this, but…” He shrugs as he grabs my hand, transporting us through time.  
 
    Before I can blink, we’re standing in the middle of a nicely decorated living room. I look around as Cooper tosses his bag on the couch, walking toward the kitchen in the open concept area. “Would you like something to drink?” He calls over his shoulder to me. “Uh, sure.” The room is so homey. Nothing like I would expect a twenty-one-year-old to live in. The hardwood floors are beautiful, with a large accent rug in the middle. The couches look soft and comfortable, and they even have decorative throw pillows on both.  
 
    I jump when Cooper touches my arm, holding out a wine glass to me. I raise an eyebrow as I take the glass. “Is wine the only thing you drink?” He shrugs as he makes his way to the larger couch, tossing the decorative pillow to the loveseat before sitting down. “Not usually. This just seems like a conversation that could use a glass of wine. I nod as I walk over to the couch to sit, making sure I don’t sit too close, but not too far away.  
 
    I gesture my hand around the room. “Uh, this is not what I was expecting.” He chuckles before taking a drink of wine. “Margie.” He rolls his eyes as he continues. “She’s kind of the Mother figure to us younger members. Once, she came over to bring me dinner after she heard about a particularly difficult mission. The next time I left on assignment I came home to this.” He gestures his hand around the room as I giggle. “Well, it looks nice.” He shrugs as he shakes his head lightly. “Not really my style, but I’m not here much anyway.” 
 
    I sip my wine as I listen to him. “Why are you not here a lot?” He places his wine glass on the coffee table and sits back, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, I guess we’ll just jump right in.” I fold my leg under me so I can face him. “We all have rolls in the Assembly. I actually have two.” He shrugs before running his hand through his hair and placing his arm along the back of the couch. “My main roll when I first joined was to find new recruits. I still do that from time to time, but I also go out on missions.” I nod as he talks. “Every member is assigned a roll upon arrival that best fits their gift. Some people work over the finances, which basically means they travel back and forth through time, playing the lottery, or buying and selling stocks.” He shrugs as my mouth falls open. “Oh my gosh! Isn’t that illegal? That’s like, insider trading!”  
 
    Cooper chuckles as he reaches for his wine glass. “And who is going to police it?” I close my mouth but give him a scowl. “No one does anything that would be morally wrong to earn money. It just, it takes a good bit to finance what we do and provide for everyone here.” I lean my side against the couch, resting my arm on the back. “Okay. So, what kind of job would I be assigned?” Cooper shrugs again. “I really don’t know. Jim oversees assigning the newcomers rolls.”  
 
    I look down at the wine glass resting on my leg. “But I don’t have any special attributes. Ya’ll probably wouldn’t even want me to join.” Cooper reaches his hand along the back of the couch, lacing his fingers with mine. I look up to find him grinning widely, his dimple more pronounced than I’ve ever seen. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. And believe me when I say, everyone here will want you on board.” I give him a small grin before taking a sip of wine.  
 
    “You said you have two rolls, what’s the other?” Once again, I expect Cooper to pull his hand away, but he doesn’t. “I also go out on missions. Whenever we have intel that a Hunter is going to strike, a team will be sent out into time to stop them. I’m the lead on my team. I find the Hunter, preferably before he finds the shifter that he’s after, then I call in the ‘clean up crew’ as I like to call them.”  
 
    “Clean up crew? As in the one who kills the Hunter?” Cooper nods his head slowly. “Exactly. I won’t lie to you and tell you I’ve never had to take a Hunter’s life, but I’m better suited being the lead.” I turn my head to the side slightly. “Why? I mean, how do you know you’re better suited at being the lead?” Cooper chuckles as he runs his thumb along our still clasped hands. I had almost gotten used to the tingling before he started that movement. “Because, I’m fast.”  
 
    I shake my head and pinch my eyes closed. “I’m so confused. Fast at what exactly?” Cooper bumps my leg with his, forcing me to look up at him. “When you travel back in time, how long does it take you to reach your destination?” I wrinkle my forehead at him. “A few seconds at the most. Why?” Cooper looks at me like I’m crazy. “You know most shifters can’t do that, right?” I pull my hand away from his, resting both my hands in my lap.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know much about shifters at all. You’re the first person I’ve ever met other than my Mom and Gamma. My Mom is Society as was my Gamma. My Dad died when I was a baby. Hell, I didn’t even know I could shift until I was ten years old.” I scoff as I roll my eyes.  
 
    “How did you not know all those years?” I glance up to Cooper. “My Mom had me convinced that I had a dermatological issue that required me to wear gloves at all times.” I lift my hands and shake them in front of me. “I must’ve been the worlds dumbest child to believe that.” I place my hand over my face and lean against the back of the couch. Cooper chuckles and I peek between my fingers at him. “I really don’t find this funny.”  
 
    He unsuccessfully tries to wipe the grin from his face. He takes a deep breath and reaches for my hand, pulling it away from my face. “You weren’t dumb. From what I can guess your Mom just wanted to protect you and give you a normal childhood.” He sits back, pulling my hand into his and picking up his wine glass. “Most shifter kids are homeschooled for fear of being found out. You got to experience going to school and being around friends. I didn’t have that.” He shrugs as he drinks his wine.  
 
    “Really? You didn’t go to school?” He shakes his head as I reach for my wine glass on the coffee table. “No. My brother and I were both homeschooled until we started high school.” My eyes widen in surprise. “You have a brother?” He looks away from me, his eyes wondering the room. “Carter. He’s actually my twin. When our parents were killed, he swore against the Assembly. Blamed everyone involved for their death.” Cooper drops his head and squeezes his eyes shut. I squeeze his hand that is still joined with mine. As he looks back at me, I can see the sorrow in his eyes.  
 
    “Where is your brother now?” I ask quietly. Cooper runs his hand over his face before abruptly standing up and scooping up our wine glasses. “He joined the Society.” He walks into the kitchen and I turn to watch him over the back of the couch. I can’t imagine losing your entire family at such a young age. He looks up to find me watching him and gives me a tight smile before walking back to join me on the couch.  
 
    As he sits, he lets out a long sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m not good at talking about this. We were so close, and when our parents died, he joined the Society and we haven’t really spoken since. Well, until I called him to find out about you.” He gives me a sad smile. I stand, offering my hand to him. He takes my hand, stands in front of me and I wrap my arms around his waist, resting my head against his chest. 
 
    He stiffens at first, then slowly wraps his arms around me. “What is this for?” I shrug and bury my face in his chest, inhaling his distinctive scent. “I just felt like you needed a hug.” He lets out a low chuckle as he pulls me tighter. “I think I’ll tell you all of my sad tales if you’ll hug me like this after everyone.” I pull back and slap his chest playfully as he laughs.  
 
    A knock on the door causes us both to jump. I look up to Cooper who has his brows drawn together. He checks his watch as he strides to the door. I stand with my hands clasped in front of me nervously as Cooper opens the door just an inch and drops his head. “Shit.” I barely hear him. He pushes the door open wider and gestures his hand to the inside.  
 
    A tall man with glasses, blonde hair and a full blonde beard steps in the room. Pushing his glasses up on his nose as he looks between Cooper and I, settling on Cooper. “I saw your light on while I was heading home. I was hoping to speak with you about your upcoming assignment. I didn’t realize you had company.” He looks back at me with a warm smile.  
 
    Cooper closes the door behind him and walks back toward the living room, stopping next to me. “Jim this is…” Jim sticks his hand out to me. “Ophelia. I already know.” My eyes widen and my mouth hangs slightly open as I place my hand in his. “How do you know who I am?” Jim takes a seat on the love seat, while Cooper grabs my hand and pulls me down to sit beside him on the couch.  
 
    I stare at the man as his gaze moves between us. “You know she’s not supposed to be here.” I turn to look at Cooper as he nods. “She declined her invitation to the Society and wanted to know more about what we do here.” Jim leans forward, dropping his elbows on his knees and forming a steeple with his fingers under his chin. “You know the protocol, Clark. Don’t try to get cute with me.”  
 
    I can feel the energy between Cooper and I change. I look down at our clasped hand as I start to run my thumb gently along his hand, feeling him start to relax almost immediately. “Ophelia.” My head snaps back to Jim. “You’re thinking of joining the Assembly?” I nod. “Yes, sir. Mr...” He sits back on the couch, crossing his ankle over his knee, and swinging his arm along the back of the couch as he laughs. 
 
    “Please, just Jim, and no sir, either.” He gives me a bright smile, causing my shoulders to relax a little. “I knew your father. One hell of a man.” He says as he looks out the floor to ceiling windows behind us. I can’t help the excitement I feel to meet someone who knew my Dad. “Really? You knew him?” Jim focuses back on me with a smile. “I did. We were on the same team for many years. I was actually there for his last.”  
 
    My breath hitches at his admission and Cooper bristles next to me. “She’s just met her Dad recently, Jim. She doesn’t need to hear about that now.” Jim looks at me with a slightly shocked expression. “I’m terribly sorry. I just assumed that Lillian would’ve told you at some point.” I shake my head. “No. Mom didn’t really tell me anything.” He nods as he sits up straighter. “How old were you when she finally told you about your ability?”  
 
    I raise an eyebrow at him. “Ten. Why does that matter?” He chuckles as he shakes his head. “Lillian always was a stubborn one.” His mouth pulls up into a slight grin when he looks back at me. “The last time I saw her was the day I had to tell her about Robert. She told me that she would keep you from this life as long as she could.” He sits back, crossing his leg over his knee again as he looks at mine and Cooper’s clasped hands between us. “Guess that didn’t work so well, now did it.”  
 
    I blush, looking down as I feel the tense energy radiating from Cooper. “Look Jim, Ophelia wanted to know about the Assembly. I brought her back here to explain things where I knew she would be safe.” Jim stands from the couch quickly, buttoning his jacket as he walks toward the door. “Whatever you say, kid. I expect you in my office at nine in the morning.” His focus turns to me. “I look forward to speaking with you again soon, Ophelia.” Jim opens the door and steps out, closing it behind him.  
 
    Cooper leans back on the couch, covering his face with his hands. “Shit.” He mumbles. I’m not sure what to do with myself, so I place a hand on his knee, feeling him calm with my touch. He pulls his hand away from his face with wide eyes. “How are you doing that?” I give him a questioning look. “Doing what?” He shakes his head as he lets out an exasperated breath. “Your touch seems to calm me, love.” He gives me a sideways grin as I smile back. 
 
    He glances down at his watch before meeting my eyes again. “I should probably get you home. It’s after three in the morning.” I stand and grab my purse from the floor, turning back to look at him. “Don’t worry about it. I can get myself back. I think.” Cooper stands, stepping just inches away from me. He runs his hand from my shoulder down to my hand, lacing our fingers together as he leans down, kissing my cheek. My face burns with a blush as he pulls away, dropping my hand. “Good night, Ophelia.” I smile at him before closing my eyes and transporting myself back to my bedroom.  
 
    I toss my purse on the floor and walk to my closet, stripping off my clothes to change into something to sleep in. Once I’ve brushed my teeth and thrown my hair in a bun I climb into bed, yawning widely as I turn my bedside lamp off. I can’t help the wide smile on my face as I drift to sleep thinking about Cooper.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I sit in the kitchen eating breakfast a full week later. I haven’t heard from Cooper since the following morning that I was at his home. He called to tell me he’d be on a mission and he’d call me when he returned. Mom walks in the room, straight for the refrigerator. “Good Morning, Ophelia. What’s your plans for the day?” I simply grunt in response and continue eating a pop tart. 
 
    She turns and raises an eyebrow at me. “Still no word from Cooper?” I huff and start to stand from the bar, but Mom calls my name, like only a Mom can. I look at her slightly scowled face. “I’m sure he’s still out on assignment and hasn’t had a chance to call you, but you can’t keep stomping around here feeling sorry for yourself.” I roll my eyes and toss my napkin in the trash can, before turning toward the hall and escaping to my bedroom.  
 
    I lie back on my bed, covering my eyes with my arm. “Ugh. Why am I being so crazy about not talking to him?” I grumble to myself. I’ve been so worried and missing him like crazy over the last week. A knock on the door disrupts my thoughts. “Come in!” I say without even opening my eyes, assuming it’s Mom. When she doesn’t say anything, I move my arm and open my eyes. “Hey.” Cooper says with that grin that highlights his dimple as he leans against the doorframe to my bedroom, his hands in his pockets. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I’m bounding off the bed toward him, barreling into him and wrapping my arms around his waist as he stumbles backward, slamming into the wall behind us before he can get his hands out of his pockets. Mom peeks her head down the hallway. “If you two put any holes in that wall I’m calling Gamma to bring the spoon.” I wave her off as I pull away from Cooper. He keeps his hands on my hips, smiling down at me. “Can I come back in a few days and you do that again?” I pull out of his grip and smack him in the arm. “I’ve been worried about you.” I say with a glare as I fold my arms across my chest. 
 
    He runs his hand through his hair while giving me a cocky grin. “You’ve been worried about me, love?” I slap his chest again as he laughs. I turn and stomp back into my room, Cooper following. He pauses with his hand on the door. “Do I close this or leave it open? I’ve never been in a girl’s room before.” He gives me a boyish grin that melts my heart. “You can close it.” I sit on the bed and cross my legs under me as he sits next to me.  
 
    I turn so I can face him. “Where have you been? I thought you’d be back days ago.” He shakes his head slightly, while looking around my bedroom. “I should’ve been back days ago. Things didn’t go as planned.” I notice the bruising to his cheek, and I feel his emotions change, stress coming from him. I reach over and grip his hand in both of mine, lacing our fingers. I take a deep breath and release it slowly, feeling him relax with me.  
 
    When I open my eyes, he’s staring at me with a perplexed look. “How the hell are you doing that, O?” I shrug as I try to pull my hand away, but he keeps our fingers laced together. “I really don’t know. I even tried it on Mom, and it didn’t work.” I shrug. Cooper leans in quickly, taking me by surprise when he kisses my cheek lightly, sending tingles down my spine.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, thanks.” I feel my cheeks redden as I look down at my lap. Cooper takes one finger and slips it under my chin forcing my head up so I’m looking at him. “I missed you.” My heartbeat quickens as I stare into his eyes. His face is so close, all it would take is me pushing forward a few inches and our lips would meet. Cooper does just that, inching forward ever so slowly as I close my eyes. A knock on my bedroom door effectively ruins the moment. We both jump apart as Mom opens the door. 
 
    She looks between the two of us before clearing her throat. “I, uh, sorry to interrupt, but I need to speak with you both.” She turns and walks up the hallway toward the living room. Cooper looks over at me as we stand to follow her. I simply shrug to his unspoken question. I have no idea what she wants to talk to us about. Instead of stopping in the living room, Mom goes straight for the dining room. “Oh, shit.” I mumble as we follow. No good conversations ever happen in the dining room.  
 
    Mom takes a seat on the opposite side of the table from Cooper and me. She folds her hands in front of her on the table as she starts to speak. “I’m leaving for New Orleans in the morning.” I give her a questioning gaze. “Okay?” She sighs loudly as she pulls her laptop case in front of her. She flips it open and pulls a few files out before settling her gaze on Cooper. “Carter reached out to me. I was surprised to find out he’s your brother. He asked me to pass this along.”  
 
    He holds his hand out, waiting for her to pass him the files. I look between the two of them, wondering why Mom hasn’t handed him the files. Cooper pulls his hand back, giving Mom a slight smile. “What is this going to cost me?” My mouth falls open as I look between Mom and Cooper. Is she seriously trying to extort him? “Mom!” I say, but she simply waves her hand at me. “Quiet, Ophelia. You know nothing of this.”  
 
    I clench my hands into fists under the table, practically seething at my Mom’s actions. Cooper places his hand on my leg, rubbing his hand along slowly. “Calm down, love. This is the way it works between the Society and the Assembly. Ms. Oakes isn’t doing anything wrong here.” I calm, but only slightly as I scowl across the table at my Mom. She tilts her head to the side with a small grin. “Really, honey. This has been going on between us for years.”  
 
    She turns her eyes back to Cooper with her all business face. “Now, as I was saying, Carter wanted me to pass these along to you. I don’t know if you’re aware, but we work closely with one another from time to time.” Cooper shakes his head slightly. “I did not know that. How is he doing?” Mom gives him a sad smile. “He’s great. He and his wife, Amelia, are expecting a baby in a few months.”  
 
    I can feel Cooper tense next to me. Placing my hand on his that is still on my leg, I feel him relax, releasing a deep breath. He looks at me briefly with a smile so small and fast that I’m not sure I even saw it, before turning back to Mom. “That’s wonderful. I hope he’s happy. Now, what is this going to cost me?” He nods his head to the files in Mom’s hand. She places them on the table and slides them toward Cooper.  
 
    He raises an eyebrow as he slowly places his hand on the files, pulling them toward him. “You’re going to allow me to see these before giving me your terms?” She crosses her arms over her chest, shrugging slightly with a tight smile. “I’m asking for something, more like a personal favor.” Her eyes find mine briefly before looking back to Cooper. He removes his hand from my leg under the table and flips the first file open.  
 
    I lean into him, trying to quickly scan the information. He closes the file before I can finish reading it, sliding it back across the table. Quickly doing the same with the next file. He sits back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. “What kind of favor are you requesting, Ms. Oakes?” She tilts her head to the side, with a small grin. “I think we’re past the Ms. Oakes part. Call me Lillian.” He nods. “Very well. What is this favor?”  
 
    She places her arms on the table, sitting up straight. “I need you to watch over Ophelia while I’m away.” For the second time during this conversation my mouth falls open. “I’m not a child, Mom! I am perfectly capable of staying here while you’re away.” She shakes her head slowly before meeting my eyes. “Things are different now, Ophelia. You’re of age now. The Hunters know that, and they will be coming eventually.”  
 
    Cooper grips my hand under the table. I turn to look at him and he has a slight frown on his face. “She’s right, love. You’re not Society or Assembly. Most shifters in this situation live at the North Pole in hiding.” I drop his hand and push back from the table, standing with my hands on my hips. “I do NOT need a babysitter.” I start to march out of the room, but Cooper grips my elbow, spinning me around. “I’m not trying to be your babysitter.” He drops my arm and runs his hand through his hair as he glances back at Mom. “Why don’t you come and stay with me at the compound while Lillian is away?” He turns to look down at me. “You could learn more about the Assembly and see if that’s what you really want to do. Besides, Jim has been on me about bringing you by since you met him.”  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. All he’s doing is taking me to his house to babysit me. “Jim? As in, Jim Conrad?” Mom asks from her place at the table. Cooper turns his head to her. “Yes, mam. He mentioned he knew you and your late husband.” Mom nods. “Yes. He and Robbie were close. They were on the same team for years. How is he doing?”  
 
    Cooper turns fully to her. “He’s well. He doesn’t go on missions any longer. Now he places the new enrollments.” Mom raises an eyebrow at him as she narrows her eyes. “What position are you?” Cooper chuckles. “I’m a lead, mam.” She gives a knowing nod. “Of course. Same as Robbie.” Her eyes find mine. “Same as Ophelia, if that’s what she chooses.”  
 
    I shake my head trying to sever the moment. “Well, I guess I have no choice but to pack a bag.” I fling my hair over my shoulder as I walk out of the room, heading straight to my bedroom and slamming the door behind me. I lean my back against the door, letting out an aggravated breath. I can’t believe Mom is asking Cooper to babysit me. I hear hushed voices as I shut my eyes. I find myself in the shadows in the dining room, watching Cooper pace as Mom sits with a worried look on her face.  
 
      
 
    Cooper stops and places his hands on the edge of the table, looking Mom head on. “Are you sure your intel is correct.” Mom flips a hand in the air. “You know as well as I do that intel can be flawed.” Cooper blows out a long breath before returning to pacing. “This is serious.” Mom chews on the side of her thumb, her nervous tick. “Yes. Very serious for not only the Society, but the Assembly as well.” Cooper runs his hand through his hair before facing Mom. “They’re making moves. Big moves. We all need to be prepared for what’s coming.”  
 
    Mom nods as she tends to her thumb. “I know. That’s why I’m asking you to watch over Ophelia while I’m away. She has no idea of the danger she’s in.” Cooper stops pacing and gives her a pointed glance. She holds her hands in front of her, palms facing out. “I know. I know. It’s my fault. I just wanted her to have a chance at a normal childhood. How was I supposed to know she was part of the Prophecy?” Cooper scoffs in irritation. “How could you not know? Her gift is beyond anything I’ve ever seen!”  
 
    Mom shakes her head quickly before meeting his eyes. “I know it is. I’ve done my best to keep her from all of this for so long.” Cooper stops pacing and rakes both hands down his face before settling his gaze on her. “I’ll watch out for her. Not only while you’re gone, but always. If she does decide to join the Assembly, she’ll most likely be placed as a lead.” He shakes his head and drops his gaze to the floor. “You know there’s only one lead per team. I won’t be able to keep her safe while she’s in the field, but I’ll teach her everything I know.”  
 
    Mom looks at him with teary eyes. “I know you will. Thank you, Cooper.” She stands and walks around the table, offering her hand. He looks down at it and pulls her into a tight hug. “I’ll give my life to keep her safe, Lillian. You have my word.” Mom chokes on a sob against his chest as she wraps her arms around him. “Thank you, Cooper. I’m sorry we started off on the wrong note, but I know you have Ophelia’s best interest at heart.” She pulls away from him, swiping both hands under her eyes. “Can you go and help Ophelia pack? I think if I go back there it will make things worse.”  He gives her a small smile while placing his hand on her shoulder. “We’re all going to be fine. I assure you.” He tells her pointedly before turning to walk down the hallway.  
 
      
 
    I open my eyes just as he knocks on my bedroom door. I scramble away from the door toward my closet as he opens the door, peeking his head around. He raises an eyebrow at me as I grab a suitcase. Closing the door behind him, he leans against the doorframe to my closet, folding his arms across his chest with a slight smirk. “I thought you’d be done packing by now.” I look up at him with as much sass as I can muster. “Sorry. Wasn’t planning on leaving today.” He takes the few steps between us, squatting to the floor and placing his hand on mine. “Did you hear everything, O?” I fall back on my butt, ungracefully. Knowing there’s no way I can lie to him, I rub my temples. “I watched the entire conversation. I stayed in the shadows.”  
 
    I chance a glance at him. He still has a slight smirk on his face. He stands and offers his hand to me. I take it and he pulls me to standing, placing one hand on my hip as the other brushes my cheek. “I’ll never let anything happen to you, love.” He whispers. I take in a shaky breath as I take a step back, out of his arms. I look around my closet, before looking at the suitcase on the floor beside us. “What do I need to pack?” He steps back, running his hand through his hair. “You should pack a little of everything. You never know where we’ll end up.” He shrugs before walking out of my closet and opening my bedroom door, closing it behind him.     
 
      
 
    I throw an array of clothing in my suitcase. Everything from a winter coat to a bikini. Dragging it behind me down the hallway, I stop in the kitchen where Cooper and Mom are chatting quietly with a cup of coffee. I drop the handle of my suitcase, placing my hand on my hip. “Secrets don’t make friends.” I say with a scowl. Mom shakes her head with a laugh as Cooper gives me a faint smile.  
 
    He keeps his eyes trained on me as he speaks. “She heard everything we talked about. She was in the shadows.” Mom’s eyes widen as she looks between Cooper and me. I stare at him with an annoyed glare. How dare he tell her I can shift in the present now. My eyes drift to Mom. “Ophelia Orene Oakes! You didn’t think that was something you should tell your Mom?” I nonchalantly shrug. “Kind of like you not telling me about ANYTHING my entire life.” She grimaces, and I feel bad instantly.  
 
    Cooper places his coffee cup on the counter, walking around the bar to me. He gives me a look somewhere between understanding and scolding as he picks up my suitcase, before turning and giving Mom a small wave. “I’ll just take this to the car while you both say your goodbyes.” I watch him as he walks toward the front door. As he pulls it closed behind him, I turn back to Mom.  
 
    She has her eyes trained on the floor, the side of her thumb in her mouth. I roll my eyes at her nervous habit. “Stop doing that. You’re going to bite your whole thumb off.” She gives a forced chuckle before looking at me. “I’m sorry, Ophelia. I should’ve told you earlier about everything.” Her shoulders slump as she looks down at the floor. I sigh and walk around the bar toward her, placing my hands on hers.  
 
    She looks up to me with teary eyes and all my irritation with her falters. “I understand, Mom. You were trying to protect me.” She nods vigorously as she swipes her fingers under her eyes. She lifts her head to find my eyes and I can see the concern and stress all over her face. “Cooper will explain everything once ya’ll are settled.” I nod as she continues. “I never thought I’d be sending you to your boyfriend’s house, willingly.”  
 
    I huff as she looks at me. “Cooper’s not my boyfriend. He’s just a, uh, a friend.” She rolls her eyes as she steps back, pulling her hair that’s almost the same color of mine behind her shoulder. “You may want to reconsider. I just watched the exchange between the two of you in the dining room.” I roll my eyes as she chuckles. “We’re taking things slow. Between the Society, Assembly, and Prophecy, I don’t have much more room in my racing mind.” 
 
    I walk over to the kitchen table, slinging my purse on my shoulder. Turning back to her I give the best smile I can at the moment. She makes the few steps between us and pulls me into a hug. “I’ll be back in a week. Cooper knows how to reach me if you need to.” I step back and clutch my purse. “Okay. Have a good trip.” I turn and walk toward the front door, looking at Mom over my shoulder one last time before closing the door behind me.  
 
      
 
    Once we’re on the interstate, leaving town, my cell phone rings in my purse, causing me to jump. Cooper has been on the phone, talking quietly since we left the driveway. I finally find my phone, glancing at the screen before answering. “Hey, Cal! How’s the beach?” Callie has been on vacation the last week. I have so much to fill her in on. “Oh my gosh, O! This place is amazing! If it weren’t for you, I may never come back!”  
 
    I chuckle as I shift the phone to the other side. “When are you coming back? I’d like to see you before you move!” I hear her sigh. “I’ll be back in two days. You’ll have to help me with packing for school. You know I’m horrible at that stuff.” I nod my head, thinking of the time she told her Dad she was all packed before they moved into their current house. She called me at one in the morning to come and help. Much to my surprise, nothing had been packed. Nothing. We stayed up through the night and got it done, but still, I don’t want to do that again. “Of course. I’ll help when I get back next week.”  
 
    “Get back? Where are you going?” My phone starts beeping in my ear, alerting me to another call coming in. I pull it away as Callie continues questioning me. “Hey, Cal.” I interrupt her. “I’ve got to take this call. I’ll talk to you soon.” I switch over as she continues talking. “Hel….” I don’t even get a chance before Gamma begins talking. “Has your Mother lost her damn mind? Sending you off to live at your boyfriend’s house for a week! Don’t you dare show back up here, knocked up, and expecting me to watch a baby while you go off fighting the Hunters. I won’t do it! I won’t! Did she at least put some condoms in your bag? With you staying alone with that boy, and the way he looks. Lord, help us all. The next time I see Lillian I’m going to take a spoon to her ass, then I’m gonna snatch her ball headed. Hasn’t she ever heard of Netflix and Chill? I know what that means!”  
 
    Once I’m able to pick my jaw up out of the floor, I interrupt her to no avail. Finally yelling. “Gamma!” She quiets as I turn to look at Cooper’s wide eyes. “Sorry” I mouth to him, knowing he’s still on the phone. “You don’t have to worry about that, Gamma. I’m just going to stay with him until Mom gets home. Okay?” She grunts in response, causing me to chuckle. “However, if you do take the spoon to Mom, please wait until I’m there to see it.” With that I’m rewarded a slight chuckle. “Fine. Fine. Just make sure you use protection, and don’t forget about the foreplay. If you’re going to be with this boy, you need to make sure he takes care of your needs too. I was with a man once…”  
 
    I hold the phone away shaking my head vigorously as I pinch my eyes closed. “Oh God, I don’t need to hear this.” I mumble to myself. I gingerly bring the phone back to my ear, hoping she’s done. “But he was well endowed, so it wasn’t all bad.” I place my hand over my eyes, pinching them closed. “Okay, Gamma. I really have to go. I’ll talk to you in a few days.” She makes a clicking sound with her tongue. “Alright. Just remember what I said. Oh, and tell Cooper thank you for me. Bye” 
 
    I pull the phone away from my ear and toss it in the floorboard as I cover my face with both hands and lean my head back against the seat. “Oh. My. God.” Cooper places his hand on my knee. “Everything alright?” I shake my head, mumbling behind my hands. “I just had a conversation with Gamma that involved the words well endowed and foreplay. No. Nothing is alright, and never will be again.”  
 
    As Cooper removes his hand from my knee, I pull my hands away from my face, looking over at him. His shoulders are bobbing, and he has his hand covering his mouth. Unsuccessfully trying to hide his laughter. I playfully swat his arm. “It’s not funny! I’m going to be scarred for life! I’ll probably end up an old frigid maid with thirty cats after listening to that!” I throw my hands up as I shake my head. Cooper can’t contain his laughter anymore and is now clutching his side.  
 
    A smile plays at my lips and I try my best to hold it in, but Cooper laughing like this is an amazing sight. Once he settles down, he places his hand back on my knee. “I’m sorry. That just was not what I expected.” He chuckles lightly as I shake my head. “Yeah. Me neither.” I place my hand on his as he turns his to lace our fingers together. “Oh, she told me to tell you thank you. What’s that for?”  
 
    He nods as he pulls into the same parking deck we used last week. “I signed her up for the wine of the month club.” He shrugs. “The least I could do for not replacing her wine in a timely fashion.” I can’t help but smile at him. He parks the car in the same spot and turns it off. Turning to me he gives me a small grin. “Ready to be roomies for a week?” I sigh as I push the car door open. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    We arrive in Cooper’s living room, just like the one other time I’ve been here. Only now he’s holding my suitcase. He drops my hand and takes a step back. “Let me show you your room, then I’ll show you the rest of the house.” I follow him up the stairs to the open balcony. He opens one of the doors, allowing me to enter before him.  
 
    My mouth drops open as I look around the room. There’s a plush, king size bed with windows on either side. A huge TV mounted on the wall, a bookcase off to one side full of books, and a couch with big, brightly colored pillows. Cooper steps around me, walking through the room. “I’ll just place your suitcase in the closet for you.” He disappears through one of the doors on the far side of the room.  
 
    He steps back out and walks to the other door, opening it. “This is the bathroom.” I walk toward him, stepping in the bathroom as he holds the door open for me. “Holy shit.” I mumble as I take in the claw foot bathtub and shower big enough for five people. I turn back to him, my eyes wide. “This is your guest room? What the hell does your room look like?” He waggles his eyebrows, playfully. “I’ll be happy to show you.” I roll my eyes and swat at his chest. He catches my wrist and pulls me to him, causing my breathe to hitch.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, O. I’ve never babysat a soul in my life though, so you may have to remind me when I should feed you and put you down for a nap.” He chuckles as I squirm in his arms, trying to break away from him. I run my hand up his side, noticing him jolt when I reach his ribs on his left side. I start tickling him and he jumps away. I start to slowly stalk toward him as he backs away with both hands out to me. “Come on, Ophelia. I was joking. Let me show you the rest of the house.” 
 
    I shake my head side to side slowly with a large grin plastered on my face. “Oh no. You’re going to have to pay for that one.” He turns and runs around the far side of the bed, effectively trapping himself. I run at him as he puts both his hands up toward me. “No, no, no, no!” He yells as I tickle him with everything I have. We end up on the bed, Cooper squirming under me as I tickle him, laughing as I do.  
 
    Cooper grabs both of my hands, flipping me onto my back, straddling me and pinning my arms above my head. I squirm beneath him before giving up with a sigh. “No fair. You’re stronger than I am.” He stares down at me, giving me that grin that shows off his dimple. We’re both breathing heavy and my heart is pounding in my chest. Cooper looks down, realizing the position we’re in. He releases my hands and stands up, running his hand through his hair before offering me his hand to pull me up.  
 
    I run my fingers through my hair, trying to fix the mess I imagine it looks before looking up at him. He gives me a shy smile. “Let me show you the rest of the house.” I follow him out the doorway. He walks to the next door, opening it. I look inside to find a room very similar to the room I’ll be staying in. “This is my room.”  Taking a look around, I spot the only real difference between the two is the guitar sitting in the corner. I step back and look up at Cooper as he closes the door. “You play guitar?”  
 
    He shrugs as he grips my hand in his, leading us to the stairs. “I used to. I haven’t really touched it in years. My Dad taught Carter and I when we were little.” I can feel the sadness in his voice. We make it to the bottom of the stairs, and he gestures his hand around. “You’ve already seen this. Kitchen, living room, dining room.” He starts to walk toward the front door, opening a door to the right of it. “This is the garage. All the keys are in the cars, in case you need them.”  
 
    “Why do you have so many cars?” I ask as I look at the three sports cars that sit in the garage. He chuckles as he looks down at me. “These stay here.” He says as he gestures his hand to the three expensive looking sports cars. “I have more. Like the Audi back in Alabama.” Cooper checks his watch on his wrist before turning to look at me. “We need to go and speak to Jim and Calvin. They’re probably expecting us by now.”  
 
      
 
    Once we’re in the car, Cooper backs us out of the garage, closing it as we pull down a suburban street. I look at the cookie cutter houses as we drive by. “All the houses look the exact same.” Cooper chuckles next to me. “Yeah. Calvin thought it would be easier to have one design. There are houses a few streets over that are three and four bedrooms though, for the members with families.”  
 
    “So, every member has a house here?” I look back over to him as he nods. “Most everyone our age are in the double units. We each have a bedroom and share the common areas.” He glances over my way as he turns onto the street leaving the subdivision. “Lucky for you, my roommate moved out a few months ago and Jim hasn’t placed anyone with me.” I give a small smile as I look out the passenger window, taking in the landscape. “It’s really beautiful here.”  
 
    We pass by a park with a few children swinging and sliding down a large slide. The parents sitting on benches chatting while a couple of teenagers play basketball on a full-size court. “This is incredible. It’s like its own little world.” Cooper looks over at me with a grin. “That was the plan.” I give him a bright smile as he turns the car onto a narrow road. We drive along for a few minutes until the trees open up to a large building with a full glass front. “Wow.” I say as I lean forward taking it in. 
 
    He pulls the car into a parking spot, turning and lifting my hand into his. “I called Jim this morning to let him know you’d be staying with me. It’s against the rules for a nonmember to be here, as you already know. Calvin may seem upset when we get in there, but he’s upset with me, not you. You don’t have anything to worry about. Okay?” My stomach flips at his words. “Uh, okay.” I say weakly. Cooper leans across the console of the car, placing a gentle kiss on my cheek before climbing out.  
 
    I open the door and brush my hands down my dress, suddenly full of nerves. Cooper walks around the front of the car, holding his hand out as I step forward and take it. We walk through the glass doors into what appears to be a business type setup. The lady at the round desk in front of us holds up one finger as she talks into her headset. I look around nervously as everyone seems to be staring at me. I look down at the ground.  
 
    Cooper squeezes my hand, leaning in to whisper. “You’re basically the new kid at school. They’re just curious as to what you can do, and who you are.” I look up to him with a nervous smile. “Hey, Cooper. What brings you by today?” The lady from the desk says, but she’s looking at me. “I’m here to see Jim and Calvin.” Her eyes widen as she looks over to Cooper with a faux scared face. “You must be in big time trouble.” He chuckles lowly. “Not this time. I hope. Grace, this is Ophelia.” She gives me a polite nod. “Hi. I haven’t seen you around before. Are you one of the new recruits?” I open my mouth, but Cooper squeezes my hand. “We need to get going, Grace. Good to see you.”  
 
    He gives a polite wave as he pulls me toward the elevator. Once the door closes, he turns to me. “Sorry about that. Like I said before, no non-members allowed.” He gives a small shrug as I wave a hand toward him. “No worries. I should be thanking you. I had no idea what to say.”  
 
    We step out of the elevator into a large lobby. Cooper waves to the woman at the desk as we walk by. He stops in front of a large wooden door, taking a deep breath before knocking. I can feel his emotions turning anxious. The door swings open and the man I remember as Jim, stands in the doorway with an unpleasant look on his face. “You know you’re in serious shit, kid.” He says as he focuses on Cooper. Jim spins around, walking to the built-in bar in the corner of the room as Cooper closes the door behind us. 
 
    Cooper rests his hand on my lower back, guiding me to the chairs in front of the large desk. I sit in one as Cooper takes the other. Jim comes back, placing three glasses of dark liquor on the desk. “Wait. You’re not even old enough to drink, are you?” He says as he looks at me. I shake my head. “No. I’m only eighteen.” Jim rolls his eyes as he pushes the glass toward me. “To hell with it. It’s not like we have rules around this place.” He says as he narrows his eyes at Cooper. 
 
    I glance over at Cooper who has a wide grin on his face. “Come on, Jim. You know you love me.” I take the glass from the desk, taking a small sip that burns all the way down. Jim scoffs. “Yeah, I’d love to kick your ass right about now. Calvin’s on his way over, and he just may kick both of our asses.” I run my finger along the rim of the glass in my lap, looking between the two of them nervously.  
 
    The door behind us swings open, causing me to jump. “What the hell is the meaning of this, Cooper?” The man shouts as he slams the door behind him, causing me to squeeze my eyes shut. Cooper puts a hand on my shoulder, and I open my eyes to find him standing beside me. “If you’ll let me explain, Calvin. I have a very good reason for bringing Ophelia here.” Jim stands, walking over to the bar, grumbling the whole way.  
 
    I pull every bit of courage I can and stand next to Cooper, turning to face this Calvin. I stick my hand out. “Hi. I’m Ophelia.” He looks from my face to my hand a few times before gripping my hand. “I’m Calvin, but I guess you already know that.” He says in a much softer voice. We drop hands and he unbuttons his suit as Jim hands him a glass. He throws it back in one gulp, passing the glass back to Jim. “What form are you?” I stare at him for a moment, not knowing how to answer, or what he’s even asked me. “She’s a past shifter.” Cooper says beside me. 
 
    “I see. I need to apologize for my outburst Miss…” He pauses, waiting for me to fill in. “Oakes.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “Yes, Calvin. She’s Robert’s daughter.” Jim says from the bar area he’s propped against. “Yes, well, I apologize Miss Oakes. We do have rules here, but that doesn’t excuse my behavior.” He finishes with a slight nod. “Now, let’s all have a seat and figure this out.” I sit in the chair I just vacated as Calvin sits next to me, Jim behind the desk and Cooper stays standing with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Now, please explain to me how this came about, Mr. Clark.” Calvin says as he looks over at Cooper with his eyebrows pinched. “I was given intel from Ophelia’s mother this morning. She’s Society.” Calvin turns back to me. “And you?” I shake my head. “No, sir. I declined my invitation.” He gives a nod before turning back to Cooper. “Go on, son.” Cooper nods and drops his hands to his sides. “It seems there have been twenty cases reported of missing Society members in the last few days. Not just any members though, only strong members.” Calvin stands from the chair next to me, gripping his hands behind his back and pacing as Cooper continues. “As you know, the Society suspect all of these cases to be linked to the Hunters. They’re bringing their members to headquarters as we speak.” Calvin stops mid stride. “Shit.” He glances over at me before focusing on Cooper.  
 
    “Why are you involved?” Cooper gives me a small smile before returning his eyes to Calvin. “You may want to sit down for this one.” Calvin blows out a breath as he takes the seat next to me, crossing his arms over his chest. Cooper runs his hand through his hair before looking between Jim and Calvin. “It seems Ophelia and I have a strong connection.” Jim scoffs as he places his hands behind his head, kicking his feet up on the corner of the desk. “A strong connection? You like her, so you broke the rules by bringing her into the compound. Come on, Cooper.”  
 
    I look down at my lap as my cheeks blush. “You’re an ass, Jim. I may like her, but that’s not the only reason I brought her here.” I glance up to find Cooper’s gaze on me, causing my cheeks to burn brighter. Calvin clears his throat next to me. “Let’s get on with it.” He gives Jim and Cooper a pointed glance. “Like I was saying, Ophelia and I have a strong connection. It seems our gifts are growing the more time we spend together.”  
 
    Calvin and Jim look between us with scrutinizing faces. “What do you mean, growing?” Calvin asks as his gaze settles on me. I look up to Cooper who gives me a slight nod, encouraging me to tell him. “I, um, I’ve never been able to shift in the present until last week, and I can feel Cooper’s emotions when we touch.” My cheeks burn, but I keep my eyes focused on Calvin. He nods his head slightly, turning to look at Cooper. “What about you?” Cooper shrugs. “I don’t have to be touching someone to transport them with me and I can travel to some places without an object. Oh, and it seems Ophelia and I have visions of the future.”  
 
    Jim narrows his eyes at me from behind the desk. “Your Dad was a present shifter, Lillian too. What about your grandparents?” I clear my throat. “All four were future shifters.” His eyes widen as he looks from me to Cooper with understanding. “The same as your family, Cooper.” Calvin stands up, pacing around the room. “Are we seriously talking about the Prophecy right now?” Cooper walks across the room, taking the seat Calvin was just occupying, resting his hand on my knee. “Afraid so.” He says as he crosses his ankle over his knee.  
 
    Calvin turns back to me. “How far have you traveled and what’s your speed?” I look to Cooper for guidance. He gives me a quick grin before turning to Calvin. “Forgive Ophelia, she’s not experienced with our lingo. She didn’t even know of her gift until she was ten years old.” Calvin takes a deep breath. “Sure. Your speed, meaning how quickly you can travel.” 
 
    I nod my head, feeling embarrassed by my lack of knowledge. “I’ve traveled to BC before, and it’s never taken more than a few seconds to reach my destination.” His eyes widen and a huge smile sweeps across his face as he looks to Jim who has a similar look. “Holy shit, Jimmy. Could it really be?” Jim shakes his head side to side slowly. “Only one way to find out.” He says as he stands from behind the desk, walking across the room and opening the door with vigor.  
 
    Calvin walks past him, clapping his hand on his shoulder as he goes. Jim looks at Cooper and I still seated in the chairs. “Are you two coming?” I look at Cooper with a questioning look, to which he shrugs. He grips my hand in his as we both stand, walking out the door as Jim closes it behind us. Jim steps by us, walking to the elevator that Calvin is standing in front of as we fall in step behind him.  
 
    The elevator opens and we all file in. I move closer to Cooper as the doors close. He squeezes my hand, giving me reassurance. The elevator door opens, and we walk into a massively large room, shelves lining all the walls. A few tables are in the middle of the area with people reading or looking at computers.  
 
    Calvin claps his hands loudly, everyone in the room focusing on him. “The Research area is closed for the remainder of the day. You can pick up tomorrow morning.” A few grumbles trail through the room, but everyone stands and makes their way to the elevator behind us, giving us curious stares as they go. Once everyone has boarded the elevator, Jim extracts a key from his pocket, placing it in the keypad on the wall and turning it. 
 
    “We’re locked.” He says to Calvin. They both walk across the room toward a door on the very far wall. Cooper and I fall behind a few steps. “Where are we going?” I whisper. Cooper gives me a slight shrug. “I’m not sure. I’ve never been in that room.” My heart rate quickens, and I stop moving. Cooper pauses next to me, then moves in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders and lowering himself so he’s at eye level with me. 
 
    “Ophelia? Are you alright?” I shake my head rapidly. “No. What if this is some kind of trap?” He tilts his head to the side and gives me a small grin. “It’s not, love. I promise. Jim may be an asshole, but he’s not dangerous. Calvin is essentially our leader here, but never call him that. He says we’re all equals, and he doesn’t deserve a title. Besides Ophelia, I meant it when I said I would put my life before yours. I won’t let anything happen to you.”  
 
    I glance over his shoulder to find Calvin and Jim standing next to the door, waiting for us. I bring my eyes back to Cooper. “Okay.” I barely whisper. “Okay.” He whispers back before kissing my cheek. He grips my hand tightly as we begin walking toward them. I let out a nervous breath as we stop in front of them.  
 
    Calvin gives me a weak smile. “Forgive me, Ophelia. I should have explained where we were going and for what purpose. We’re just excited to see if this will work.” I look between he and Jim. “If what will work?” Jim pulls another set of keys from his pocket, unlocking the door and gesturing for us to go in. Cooper drops my hand, placing it on my lower back as we enter the room.  
 
    I look around the small room. It’s the same setup as the last. Books and objects lining shelfs along the walls, but these objects are in glowing boxes. Cooper pulls out a chair at the small table for me before sitting next to me. Jim closes the door, locking it from the inside before he and Calvin sit across from us.  
 
    “What is all of this?” Cooper asks as his eyes wander the room. Calvin sits up, propping his elbows on the table. “This room holds the oldest objects known to man. If you two are really the power couple, you’ll be the only ones to ever travel this far back in time. The only ones who can.” I chance a glance at Cooper, his eyes finding mine. “I guess it’s truth time, love.” I give him a small smile before turning my attention back to Calvin and Jim. “Why does it matter if we can travel back to a certain time?” Jim nods as he looks over to Calvin before returning his eyes to me. “We believe the Hunter’s realm is based in the far past. So far, that no one has ever had the ability to travel there. If the two of you can, this could be the answer to taking them down for good.” 
 
    I nod as I let the information settle. “Why is everything glowing? And where are we going?” Jim and Calvin both chuckle, Jim speaking first. “These objects are in climate-controlled containers to preserve them. Where you’re going is the test. You two travel, stay in the shadows, and tell us when you get back.” I turn my head to Cooper to gage his reaction. He gives me a smile and a nod.  
 
    Turning back to Jim and Calvin, I nod. Jim stands, walking to one of the glowing boxes on the shelf and opening it. He walks back to the table, holding something in his palm. Cooper holds his hand out, but Jim shakes his head focusing on me. “I already know what you can do. I need to see what she can do.” I roll my eyes as I hold my hand out. He drops what looks like a rock in my hand. I close my eyes, feeling the familiar tingling.  
 
    Grabbing Cooper’s hand under the table, I lace our fingers together, giving him one last glance before transporting us through time. We’re in darkness a lot longer than normal. “Cooper?” I whisper into the total darkness. “Yeah?” I sigh with relief at the thought I might be here alone. “Why is it so damn dark? It’s never taken me this long to travel.” Cooper chuckles while squeezing my hand. “Just focus, love. We’re going way back. It may take a minute.” 
 
    I concentrate on the object in my hand, watching a world begin to appear. “Just remember to keep us in the shadows.” I nod my head as everything comes in to focus. I suck in a breath as Cooper swears. “Shiiiittttt.” I keep us in the shadows as we watch dinosaurs roaming around a small lake. “This is amazing!” Cooper says excitedly next to me. I nod my head in disbelief. “Carter is going to lose it when I tell him about this. When we were kids, we were obsessed with all things dinosaur.” I turn my head to look at him, smiling to myself at his big, goofy grin.  
 
    He points out to one of the dinosaurs, my eyes following. “Look, there’s a triceratops! Oh, and over there’s a diplodocus! Oooo, check out the euoplocephalus!” I chuckle at his excitement, causing him to look over at me. He gives me the biggest grin possible. “You’re so damn cute right now, Coop.” He leans forward, pressing his lips to mine quickly, my eyes widening. “Thank you for this.” He looks back out, pointing out dinosaurs and telling me all about them.  
 
      
 
    We stay for maybe another hour as I watch Cooper, watching the dinosaurs. He looks like a kid on Christmas morning. I squeeze his hand and he turns to look at me. “We need to get back.” He sighs, pushing his hand through his hair. “I know. Thanks for letting us stay this long.” I give him a bright smile as I palm the tiny rock in my hand. “Ready?” He gives me a nod and I close my eyes, focusing on the room we were in not so long ago. 
 
    It doesn’t take nearly as long for us to materialize at the table, greeted by Jim and Calvin’s hopeful faces. “So?” Calvin asks as he and Jim both stand. I shrug. “Dinosaurs.” I hook a thumb toward Cooper. “You’ll have to ask him the specifics. Apparently, he’s an expert.”  
 
    Jim and Calvin both yell at the same time, hugging each other and jumping around as I stare at them wide eyed. Cooper joins in with them. “I saw the fucking dinosaurs!” He yells as they jump around in a circle causing me to laugh. Once they’ve settled down, Calvin turns to me, buttoning his jacket and brushing his hands over his arms, straightening his clothing. “Forgive us, Ophelia. We haven’t had anything this exciting happen in many years.” He pulls out a chair and takes a seat, folding his hands in front of him.  
 
    “Have you thought about joining the Assembly, Ophelia?” I nod as I clasp my hands together in front of me, looking at Cooper before settling my eyes on Calvin. “Yes, I have thought about it. If you’ll have me, I would love to join.” Jim lets out a whoop as Cooper moves toward me, pulling me into a hug. “Welcome to the cause, love.” He says before pulling away and gripping my hand in his. 
 
    “Very well.” Calvin says as he stands. “Go with Jim and he’ll get you set up with an account, housing, a role, and everything else you’ll need.” He walks over to me holding his hand out. “I look forward to getting to know you, Ophelia.” I nod as we drop hands. He walks over to the door, opening it as we all follow him out. Jim locks the door behind him, and we all make our way to the elevator.  
 
    Calvin gets off on a different floor, telling us goodbye and to come and see him soon. As the elevator door closes, Jim places his hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “I’ve got it from here. You should get to training.” Cooper glances at me before shaking his head. “I’ll stay.” Jim simply chuckles as we exit the elevator.  
 
    I sit in the same chair in front of Jim’s desk, Cooper next to me. Jim pours himself a glass of the dark liquor, motioning it to Cooper and me, but we both decline. He sits down and flips on his computer. “Alright, let’s see who’s looking for a roommate.” Cooper sits up in his chair but turns toward me. “If you’re comfortable with it, you can stay with me.” I think about it briefly before nodding. “Yeah. I think that would be a good idea.”  
 
    Jim shakes his head slightly as he types. “Alright. You giving up your cars too, Coopster? Or should I assign her one?” Cooper huffs. “She can drive mine.” Jim whistles. “Damn. You’re making my job easy today. Alright, like it’s much guess work here, but you’ll be trained as a lead. I’m sure Cooper will explain all of that and show you where the training area is.” I glance over at Cooper and he gives me a smile.  
 
    Jim clears his throat as he places his elbows on his desk. “That’s about it. I’ll have you a bank account set up by morning and an access card.” He raises an eyebrow at Cooper. “I’m sure you can handle getting her dinner tonight and anything else she may need until tomorrow morning.” Cooper rolls his eyes. “Shut up, Jim.” He laughs as he stands, thrusting his hand across the desk toward me. I stand taking his hand. “Welcome to the cause, Ophelia. Your Dad would be proud.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I say as I pull my hand away. Cooper places his hand on my lower back, leading us out of the room. We stand in front of the elevator and I feel tears stinging my eyes. My Dad may be proud of me, but Mom and Gamma won’t be. Cooper seems to sense my mood and steps in front of me, concern in his eyes. “What’s wrong, love? You don’t have to join just because of the Prophecy. We can go right back in there and…” I wave my hand as I shake my head.  
 
    “No, no. It’s not that. I’m just worried about how my Mom and Gamma are going to react.” Cooper gives me a sympathetic smile before pulling me to his chest. I wrap my arms around his waist as he runs his hand along my back in a comforting fashion. “I’m sure they’ll support your decision.” I nod my head against his chest as the elevator door opens. He pulls back, taking my hand in his. “Come on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9  
 
      
 
    Cooper drives us back to the house while I gaze out the window, thinking about the major decision I just made. We pull into the garage and Cooper turns to me. “Let’s go out for dinner. I think we should celebrate the fact we saw dinosaurs today.” I chuckle as I open the car door, stepping out. “Or we could celebrate the fact that we now know we’re the couple the Prophecy speaks about.”  
 
    He shrugs. “Dinosaurs are way cooler.” I let out a laugh as he holds the door open for me. Stepping inside I place my purse on the kitchen counter. Cooper steps in front of me. “I’m really proud of you, O.” I roll my eyes and shake my head lightly. He grips my chin with his thumb and finger, urging me to look up at him. “I’m serious. You handled Jim and Calvin like nothing I’ve ever seen. And, you know, dinosaurs!” He widens his eyes, causing me to chuckle.  
 
    He places a quick kiss on my cheek before stepping back. “I’m going to grab a quick shower. Think about what you want for dinner.” I nod as he takes the stairs two at a time on his way up. I hear his bedroom door close and let out a sigh as I lean back against the kitchen counter. I eye my purse sitting next to me before pulling my cell phone out, scrolling through my contacts, stopping on Mom. 
 
    I take a deep breath as I hit the button and pull the phone up to my ear. “Hey, baby!” She answers brightly. “Hey. How are things going in New Orleans?” She lets out an ‘eh’ and I can practically see the look on her face. “It’s going. How about you? What have you and Cooper been up to?” I let out a deep breath. “I, uh, I have something I need to tell you.” She stays quiet. “Mom?” She gives a slight chuckle. “I’m still here. Let me make this easy on you, O. I can hear the tension in your voice. Congratulations, baby. I’m proud of you for making your own path, and your Dad would be oh so proud.”  
 
    My eyes widen as my mouth falls open. “How, how did you know?” Mom chuckles on the other end of the line. “Gamma called me a while ago. Something about dinosaurs and Cooper kissing you, and then you joined the Assembly.” I let out an ‘ugh’ as Mom laughs. “Well, we travelled back in time and watched the dinosaurs. Apparently, Jim and Calvin are convinced we’re the power couple.” She’s quiet for another moment. “You’re really something, Ophelia. I know you’re going to do amazing things.”  
 
    A smile pulls at my lips as my eyes blur. The only concern I’ve had all along is Mom being unhappy with my decision, but here she is giving me her blessing. “Thanks, Mom. I hate to cut this short, but Cooper’s taking me out to celebrate. I’ll see you soon. Love you.” She gives me the same sentiment before I end the call.  
 
    I throw my phone back in my purse just as Cooper hits the bottom step, in just a pair of jeans. My mouth falls open as I take in his muscular chest and the deep v in his waist leading to… I pinch my eyes shut briefly, and snap my mouth closed. How the hell am I supposed to live with him and not spontaneously combust? When I open my eyes, he’s leaned against the railing of the stairs, smirking at me. “I need to know where you want to go before I get dressed.”  
 
    I look down at my outfit. A simple dress and ballet flats. Looking back up to him, I shrug. “Wherever I can get away with this.” I gesture my hand to my outfit. He scoffs. “You look amazing, O. Don’t ever think otherwise.” He turns and rushes back up the stairs into his room.  
 
    I lean against the counter and pinch my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?” I mumble to myself. I hear him coming down the stairs and grab my purse from the counter, slinging it over my shoulder as he stops in front of me, wearing a pair of low-rise jeans and a polo shirt that shows off his muscular arms. “Have you decided what you want for dinner?” He asks before flashing me that grin. 
 
    I feel my cheeks start to heat as I shuffle my purse to the other shoulder. “How about seafood? We’re both dressed for a warmer climate.” I give a little shrug. He runs his fingers through his still damp hair, grabbing his cell phone from the counter. “Okay.” He says as he studies his phone.  
 
    Without warning I’m being transported through time. We emerge at the end of a dark parking lot, shielded by a few large boats. Cooper grips my hand in his, leading us toward a restaurant on the water. “Where are we?” I whisper as we walk. He gives me a sideways grin. “Google said this place was featured in some magazine a few years ago.” I roll my eyes. “But where are we?” He chuckles. “Orange Beach, Alabama.” We walk around the last boat and the restaurant comes into view. “Upstairs on the Bay.” I read the sign aloud with a smile. 
 
    I take a deep breath, inhaling the salty air. A smile creeping onto my face as we reach the hostess table. “Hi. Table for two?” The young woman asks. Cooper nods as he drops my hand, snaking his arm around my waist. “Somewhere private, if possible.” She looks from Cooper to I, with a wide smile. “Absolutely. Follow me.”  
 
    I follow her through the restaurant to an outdoor area that overlooks the Bay. She walks to the very last table, away from everyone else, placing our menus on the table as Cooper pulls my chair out for me. “Ya’ll enjoy.” She says as Cooper takes a seat across from me. I give him a wide smile across the table as I pick up my menu. “Thanks for this.” He shrugs. “I told you we were celebrating.”  
 
    I scan the menu, immediately zoning in on the catch of the day with seasonal vegetables. I place the menu on the table, looking over at Cooper. I find myself appreciating him. His kindness, the way he cares for me, his protectiveness, his appearance. Let’s be honest, he’s like a freaking Greek God, with abs for days and sculpted arms. He peeks over the top of his menu. “Already know what you want?” I nod as I grab the water glass in front of me, taking a sip. 
 
    He closes his menu and places it on the edge of the table just as our waiter steps up to the table. “Good evening. Let me welcome you both to Upstairs. Have you been here before?” I nod as Cooper replies ‘no’. He tilts his head a bit to the side with a grin. “I didn’t know you’ve been here.” I give a slight shrug before turning my attention to the waiter. “We’ll have the shrimp toast as an appetizer. I’ll have the catch of the day and…” I turn my head to focus on Cooper, gesturing for him to continue.  
 
    He hands his menu to the waiter. “I’ll have the catch of the day as well. Also, we would like a bottle of your best Proseco.” The waiter nods as he slips away from the table. Cooper shifts his gaze to me. “I didn’t realize you’ve been here before.” I give him a little shrug. “You happened to pick my favorite restaurant in the whole state.” His smile widens as he looks at me.  
 
     
 
    We have a quiet dinner, just chatting about my family, and Cooper’s love of fast cars and dinosaurs. Once we’re done eating and Cooper pays for the meal, I stand, placing my hand down for Cooper to stand with me. I lead him along the back deck to the bathroom, looking around to make sure no one is watching. I open the door and push him in hastily as I close the door behind me, turning to look at him. 
 
    He places his hands on his hips. “Well. I didn’t expect the evening to turn out like this.” He says as he waggles his eyebrows with a hint of a smile. “Shut up.” I slap his chest before I grip his hand in mine, closing my eyes and transporting us to the beach just down the road. Cooper looks around the dark deserted beach as I slip off my ballet flats. “I take it you know your way around here?” I give him a smile as he rolls up his jeans and kicks off his flip flops. “Mom, Gamma, and I have been vacationing here for years.”  
 
    Cooper offers me his hand and we walk along the shoreline, both of us lost in our own thoughts. After a few minutes he bumps my shoulder. “Are you sure you’re alright living with me? I could always introduce you to some of the girls.” I take a few seconds to think about his question before replying. “No. It’s probably for the best. I’m sure we should be spending more time together than others since we’re the freaking power couple.” I stop and look up at him. “Are you okay with it? I guess I never really asked.”  
 
    He chuckles as he steps in front of me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “I’m more than okay with it, love. You’re right. We need to understand our gifts as one.” I give him a soft smile as I look up at him, noticing his smile fade and something else take over his features. My heart rate quickens as he lowers his head, slowly inching toward my lips. I wrap my arms around his neck, pushing up on my tiptoes to meet him. 
 
    When our lips meet, it’s nothing like our first drunken kiss at that fraternity party a few weeks ago. This is much, much more. I don’t see any images, but the tingling all through my body is so intense, it’s almost unbearable. Cooper snakes his hands from my hips, to my lower back, pulling me closer to him. I drop my shoes to the sand, running my hand through his hair when he deepens the kiss. In the back of my mind I hear whooping, and whistling. Cooper pulls back slightly, and I take in where we are. “Shit.” He says as he takes a step back.  
 
    “I think you missed the bedroom, Coopster!” A round of laughter follows as Cooper glares at one of the guys sitting on his couch in the living room. My cheeks burn as I look down at the floor. Cooper wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me to his side. “Don’t mind these assholes, O. They were just leaving.” The room erupts in boos and general disagreement. I look up at Cooper. “I’ll just go upstairs. You enjoy your company.”  
 
    A tall, young man around our age stands from the couch. He has black hair and dark eyes, his complexion dark as well. He steps toward us, offering his hand to me. “Hi. I’m Micah.” I take his hand as he points to the other three guys. “This is Zane, Ryder, and Grant. We’re Cooper’s teammates.” I nod with a small smile as each guy waves as their respective name is said.  “Ophelia. Nice to meet ya’ll.” Micah drops my hand and looks at Cooper. “Sorry, bro. Zane heard a rumor that you had a new roommate. We brought pizza and beer.” He gestures to the TV behind us. “Madden of course.” 
 
    Cooper rakes his hand through his hair. “Tonight’s not a good night. Ophelia has her first day of training tomorrow.” Zane digs in a cooler sitting next to the couch, tossing a beer to me that I actually manage to catch. “Even better reason to have pizza and beer. You’ll be feeling like death come this time tomorrow.” My mouth drops open as Cooper groans next to me. Zane moves to the far end of the couch, patting the seat between he and Ryder. “Come on, Ophelia. Have a beer with us.”  
 
    I look up to Cooper with a tiny shrug as I make my way to the couch. Ryder passes me a game control. “Know anything about Madden?” I shake my head. “More of a Mario Kart gal.” I say with a shy grin. Grant jumps up from the loveseat. “Mario Kart for the lady.” He says with an English accent before doing something with the game console sitting on the entertainment center.  
 
    Cooper grabs a beer from the cooler, passing one to Micah as they both stay standing, chatting quietly with each other. “So, Ophelia. When did you get here?” Ryder asks me. “I just got here yesterday. No, today.” I sigh. “It was today. Sorry, it’s been an eventful day.” Ryder nods. “Yeah. I remember my first day. It’s quite the adventure.” Ryder chuckles before taking a drink of his beer. “You have no fucking idea.” Cooper says as he strides into the kitchen.  
 
    Cooper comes back with a glass of wine, taking the beer from my hand and replacing it as I give him a bright smile. “Thank you.” He gives me a nod as he steps back to Micah. “What’s your deets?” Zane asks. I look at him confused. “My deets?” He chuckles. “Sorry. Your details, newbie.” I nod my head. “Oh. Well, I’m a past shifter, and apparently I’ll be a lead.” Zane looks from me to Cooper. “How did you two come to live together? We don’t exactly have many coed situations around here.”  
 
    I look to Cooper for help. He shakes his head lightly, running his hand through his hair. “We might as well get it over with. Everyone will know in a few days time with this place being like high school.” I give him a nod as my approval. “Alright guys, take a seat.” Grant walks over to the loveseat as Ryder and Zane sit forward on either side of me, Micah sits on the edge of the loveseat as Cooper paces in front of the TV.  
 
    He stops, placing his hands on his hips. “Alright. We all have learned about the Prophecy, so I’m not going into much details, just that Ophelia and I are the power couple.” He ends by throwing his hands up at his side. The room is deathly quiet as all the guys stare at Cooper. Grant recovers first, looking between Cooper and I. “Bloody hell.” He mutters with his thick English accent. Zane sits back, folding his arms over his chest with a disbelieving scowl. “How in the hell did you decide this nonsense?”  
 
    I look over at him, cocking my head to the side with a raised eyebrow. “Maybe because we spent the afternoon watching the fucking dinosaurs.” Zane raises an eyebrow at me with a cocky grin before looking over at Cooper. He hooks a thumb toward me. “I think I kind of like her.” Cooper gives him a glare, causing everyone in the room to laugh. Ryder places a hand on my shoulder. “Uh, Congratulations? I don’t really know the sentiment for this.”  
 
    Micah jumps up from the couch, raising his beer above him. “To Coopster and Ophelia!” He chuckles before throwing back the rest of his beer. We all laugh as we raise our drinks. Zane tosses me a game remote as he starts the game. “Come on, Princess. Show us what you’ve got.” He says with a sly grin.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, I wake up to a soft knock on the bedroom door. I groan and cover my head with the pillow. I hear the door open, but don’t move. The bed sinks down beside me, and I peek one eye out from under the pillow. “Good morning, love.” I groan again as Cooper chuckles. He stands, pulling the pillow off my head. “Come on, O. You can’t be late for your first day of training.” I hear him walk back to the door. “One hour.” He calls over his shoulder as he closes the door behind him. I get out of bed, grumbling the whole way to the bathroom to get ready. 
 
    Once I’m showered and dressed, I make my way down the stairs to find Cooper in the kitchen. He slides a plate and a cup of coffee in front of me as I sit at the kitchen table. “Thanks.” I mutter as he walks back to the counter, grabbing his own plate and a cup of coffee. He sits across from me, studying me as I pour cream and sugar in my mug. “Not a morning person?” I shake my head with a frown as I drink my coffee.  
 
    “No. I’ve never understood the whole ‘early bird gets the worm’. I don’t want the damn worm. I just want sleep.” He chuckles as he practically inhales his breakfast. When he finishes, he sits back, holding his coffee cup in his hands. “I knew I should’ve sent the guys home last night. You’re going to be exhausted after training.” I wave my hand toward him as I crunch on a piece of bacon. “Nah. I would’ve stayed up late anyway. I’m a night owl.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow, giving me a knowing look. “I bet tonight you’ll be in bed early.” I roll my eyes as I finish my toast, gripping my coffee in my hands and sitting back in the chair. “What exactly will I be doing today?” He places his coffee mug on the table as he stands, taking both of our plates to the sink, rinsing them, then placing them in the dishwasher. “You’ll just have to see that for yourself. The best way to describe it would be self defense training.” He shrugs as he walks back to the table, checking his watch as he sits down. “Ten minutes and we need to go.” 
 
    I drop my head to the table, groaning as he laughs. He stands and walks behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders and rubbing gently. “Come on, O. You’ll be fine.” I shake my head against the table. “Can’t you write me an excuse or something?” I whine as he laughs. “I’ll never let you skip training. It’s the only thing that keeps you safe when you’re on missions.” I shudder at the thought. Cooper removes his hands from my shoulders, and I sit up. “Fiiiiine. Let’s go then.” 
 
      
 
    I ride with Cooper back to the building that we were at yesterday, even though it feels like days ago. We step out of the car to find his teammates outside, apparently waiting on him. Cooper grips my hand in his as we walk across the parking lot toward his team. “Coooopsteeer!” Zane calls out, raising his styrofoam coffee cup in the air. Cooper shakes his head and chuckles. “He’s kind of the class clown, huh?” He glances at me, a small smirk on his face. “You have no idea.” 
 
    We stop in front of the guys. Ryder gives me a side hug as Zane high fives me. “What up, Princess?” I roll my eyes with a smile as Grant places a kiss on each of my cheeks and Micah hugs me. Cooper checks his watch. “Let’s go guys. I don’t want to piss Niko off by being late.” Cooper wraps his arm around my shoulders as we walk in the building. We file on the elevator, someone hitting a button going down.  
 
    When the doors open, I find a large room, full of every kind of workout equipment imaginable to one side, the other a blue, padded mat that stretches the length of the room. I follow the guys to a group standing in the middle of the room, Jim talking to them. They turn as we approach. “Ophelia! Come meet your team.” Cooper removes his arm from my shoulders as I step forward, suddenly feeling very shy, and very unsure of myself.  
 
    A girl bounds forward, throwing her arms around my neck, taking me by surprise. “Oh my God! We are so, super duper excited that you’re here! We’ve been waiting on a lead forever!” She steps back, bouncing up and down. “I’m Charlotte, but everyone calls me Charlie!” I give her a smile as I take her in. She’s petite, a few inches shorter than I am, with her blond hair pulled into pigtails. Cheerleader. She definitely reminds me of a cheerleader. 
 
    The other girl of the group steps forward, thrusting her hand toward me. I take it as she speaks with a southern accent, looking me up and down. “I’m Raven. I hate training, and I hate mornings, so don’t expect much from me.” She drops my hand and steps back as I smile. Her long black hair is piled up on top of her head in a spiral bun. She’s lean, but toned, and at least a half foot taller than me. 
 
    The two guys of the group step forward together, introducing themselves as Reese and Dominic. Reese is tall and lanky with red hair. Dominic is about the same height as Reese, but broader. We shake hands and I smile at each of them. Dominic’s eyes linger longer than my liking, until I feel a hand on my waist. I tilt my head up to find Cooper giving Dominic a rather sharp glance. Jim claps his hands. “Alright! You five get to know each other and enjoy training.” He says as he strides away. 
 
    Cooper spins me to face him, dropping a quick kiss to my cheek. “Good luck, love.” He says as a middle-aged man walks onto the mat. Cooper keeps his hand firmly around my waist as we turn our attention forward as quiet descends upon the group. The man on the mat is a bit shorter than the group of guys standing around me, towering over me, but he’s muscular.  
 
    “Mr. Clark and Miss Oakes, I need to speak with you. Everyone else, start warmups.” Grumbling and moans echo through the group as they turn and walk behind us to the exercise equipment. Cooper and I step forward as the man meets us in the middle. He thrusts his hand toward me. “I’m Niko, the trainer for the Assembly.” I smile at him, taking his hand in my own. “Ophelia. It’s nice to meet you.” He gives me a sideways grin. “You may not think that after training.”  
 
    He turns to Cooper, slapping his hand on his shoulder. “Word on the street is we have a power couple on our hands.” Cooper shakes his head with a smile before looking down at me. “I told you this place is like high school. Just a bunch of gossiping children.” Niko pushes Cooper’s shoulder. “Easy there, bud. I’ll take that out on you on the mat.” They both laugh.  
 
    Niko turns serious and looks at me. “Your team has been waiting for quite some time for you to arrive. If you plan on being any kind of a leader, you’ll need to catch up. Fast.” I nod. “Yes, sir. Just tell me what I need to do.” He gives me a bright smile. “I want you to start training twice a day, starting tomorrow. Morning will be with your team and afternoon I’ll give you solo lessons.” Cooper huffs next to me and I can feel the tension coming from him. “No way, Niko! That is way too fucking much.”  
 
    Niko’s eyes turn to him, a scowl marring his face. “This is the Prophecy we’re talking about, Cooper. Do you think we’re the only ones that know the two of you have found each other? The Hunters are already going after the Society members. How long do you think we have here?” Cooper shakes his head while glaring at Niko. “I understand, but it’s too much.” I drop Cooper’s hand and turn to him, folding my arms across my chest with an annoyed expression. “Damn, Coop. How bad of shape do you think I’m in?”  
 
    Niko chuckles as Cooper raises an eyebrow at me. “I’m not saying you’re out of shape, this is just intense.” I hold up one hand. “I’m good. I can handle this.” I turn back to Niko. “Anyway, we can start this afternoon?” Cooper lets out a sigh as Niko’s smile widens. “Sure thing. Meet me back here after lunch. Now, go warm up.”  
 
    Cooper and I jog across the floor toward the equipment area, jumping on treadmills side by side. “You know you just signed a deal with the devil.” I increase my pace as I pull my hair up in a high ponytail. “How bad can it be?” He throws his head back laughing as I grimace. What the hell have I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    After the morning workout and training we broke to get lunch. My new team insisted I have lunch with them. Well, Charlie insisted I have lunch with them. I agreed, thinking it was probably a good idea for me to get to know them better. Cooper stands over next to the doorway with his team in a loose circle. “Hey.” I say as I jog up beside him.  
 
    He leans down and places a kiss on my cheek. “Hey, love. I think I underestimated you. You’re quite something on the mat.” I smile widely at him. “Thanks. The team wants me to grab lunch with them, so I guess I’ll see you later today.” I give a little shrug as he looks behind me at the four of them waiting for me. He looks back at me with a forced smile. “I’ll ride with Micah, so you’ll have the car.”  
 
    Another kiss on the cheek and he walks out of the room, leaving me feeling unsettled. I take a deep breath before spinning around and joining the group. “So, where to for lunch?” Raven rolls her eyes as Charlie claps her hands in front of her. “Oh oh oh, let’s go to the cafeteria!” I look at Reese who simply shrugs while Dominic scowls at me. Yeah, this is not what I was thinking when I signed up for this. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re in the cafeteria I find myself sandwiched between Reese and Charlie on one side of the table, Raven and Dominic on the other. Charlie continues her incessant chatter as the rest of us quietly eat. “Ophelia.” Dominic speaks, causing Charlie to quiet. “You and Cooper a thing?” My mouth drops slightly as my cheeks heat. “I, uh, I don’t think that’s really anyones business.” He scoffs. “We’re supposed to trust you and you can’t even be honest about that? It’s not like it’s a big secret. Ya’ll are the power couple. We’re just here to make sure the golden children don’t get into any shit.”  
 
    Raven folds her arms over her chest, giving me the same disgusted look as Dominic. I clear my throat, taking a second to gather what I want to say. “Look. Cooper and I.” I shake my head. “I don’t know, okay?” I look down at my lap trying to decide how to continue. “Yes. Cooper and I are the power couple. We’re taking things slow. However, I’m here to make this team work, and what goes on between Cooper and I, doesn’t affect that.” I gesture around the table.  
 
    Dominic lets out a huff as he stands. “Whatever. I’ve got shit to do.” He says as he storms away from the table. Raven rolls her eyes at me. “Dom’s an asshole, but he’s right. If you can’t trust us, we don’t have a team.” She grabs her tray and stands, walking away from the table. Charlie places her hand on my shoulder. “They’ll come around. We’ve been waiting a long time for a lead, maybe they’re just antsy.” She gives me a little grin. 
 
    “It’s not like we’ve been a cohesive team since day one.” I look over at Reese. “What do you mean?” He shrugs while picking at his food. “Dom tries to be our leader. That’s just his personality, but now that you’re here…” He trails off, but I understand what he’s saying. I stand, grabbing my tray as I go. “Thanks for having lunch with me today. I’ll do my best to prove to ya’ll that I can be a good leader.” Charlie gives me a bright smile as Reese nods.  
 
      
 
    The elevator door opens to the training floor and I step out to find Niko waiting for me. “About time, Miss Oakes. Get on the mat.” For the next hour and a half Niko teaches me self-defense training and techniques. I find myself on my back more often than not. On the last technique, Niko sailed me over his head straight onto my back, knocking the breath out of me. “Fuck. Me.” I say after catching my breath. 
 
    He puts his hand down to me, offering to help me up, but I give a half wave. “Just let me stay here.” I say as I close my eyes and put my arm over my face, trying to calm my breathing. I feel the mat shift and peek through my arm to see him sitting next to me, his elbows propped on his pulled up knees. “You’re not half bad, Ophelia.”  
 
    I scoff as I attempt to sit up. “Then why do I feel like I just got my ass kicked six ways from Sunday?” He lets out a loud barking laugh. “It wasn’t that bad!” I stare at him with wide eyes. “I feel like I got hit by a truck!” He laughs again as he stands, offering me his hand which I take. I grimace as I pull myself up, my entire body hurting as I do. “Get home. I expect you refreshed and ready to go in the morning. You’ve got a lot to prove.”  
 
    I grab my bag and make my way to the elevator. Niko’s words replaying in my mind. You’ve got a lot to prove. When the elevator door opens, I find Dominic inside. I’m tempted to make an excuse of forgetting something, so I don’t have to be in such a confined area with him alone. Unfortunately, I need to get this over with. I step on the elevator and push the button for the ground floor. Turning to Dominic. “Listen, I know we kind of got off to a bad start. I promise I’m going to bust my ass, literally, to make this team work.”  
 
    He raises an eyebrow at me with an arrogant smirk. “We’ll see.” Is all he says as the elevator doors open. I fight the urge to roll my eyes, instead giving him a small wave as I make my way across the lobby and out the doors. I find Cooper’s car and hop in, finding the keys on the front seat.  
 
      
 
    I pull the car into the garage and get out, hitting the button to close the garage door as I step inside. I look around the quiet living room. Dropping my purse to the floor I walk straight for the couch and fall face first, moaning as every muscle in my body rejects the movement.  
 
    A half hour later I hear the front door open. I open my eyes just enough to see Cooper giving me a sympathetic smile. “Rough day, love?” I groan in response. He throws his wallet and keys on the kitchen counter before coming my way, sitting on the edge of the couch, placing both hands on my shoulders and rubbing gently. Even the gentle strokes cause me to flinch. “Dammit. I told Niko this was too much.” He mumbles as he stands up.  
 
    I hear him jog up the stairs as I close my eyes. A few minutes later I hear him coming down the stairs. I open one eye to see him kneeled in front of me. He brushes my hair off my face with a gentle smile. “Come on.” He motions his head toward the stairs. I shake my head, cringing at the pain in my neck. “No. Just leave me here to die.” He chuckles as he stands. “Have it your way.” He says before sweeping me up in his arms.  
 
    I can’t even fight back. I just nuzzle my face into his chest as he carries me up the stairs. He walks into my bedroom, straight for the bathroom and places me on my feet gingerly in front of the bathtub. I look around to find a bath drawn, candles lit, the smell of lavender in the air, and my kindle near the tub. I look back at Cooper with a wide smile. “Thank you.” He shrugs as he walks across the bathroom, retrieving a towel from the cabinet and draping it over the side of the bathtub. 
 
    “Don’t fall asleep in here.” He leans down and gives me a kiss on the cheek before walking out of the bathroom, closing the door behind him. I sigh as I quickly strip out of my clothes and step in the warm water, slowly lowering myself all the way in. The water feels amazing on my aching muscles and I find myself relaxing. Just as I’m about to drift to sleep there’s a light knock at the door, causing me to jump and slosh water onto the floor. “Yeah?”  
 
    “I’ve got dinner ready.” I smile as I sink back into the water. “Okay. I’ll be down in a few minutes.” I hear Cooper walk out of my bedroom, shutting the door as he leaves. A few minutes later I force myself to get out of the bathtub, drying off and wrapping a towel around myself as I walk to my closet. I haven’t unpacked yet, so I grab a pair of leggings and a tank top from my suitcase, tossing them on before going downstairs.  
 
    As I reach the bottom step, I find Cooper standing next to the kitchen table. I give him a bright smile as I walk toward him. “What are we having?” I glance at the kitchen table littered with takeout boxes before looking at Cooper. He has his hands in his jean’s pockets and a plain white T-shirt on, looking hot AF. I don’t know what it is about a guy in jeans and a simple white t shirt, but damn. “I wasn’t sure what you would want, and the only thing I can cook is eggs and bacon, so I went out and got a few things.” 
 
    I chuckle as I take a seat, grabbing a plate and helping myself to everything. “Great. I’m starving!” He chuckles as he sits next to me, loading his plate down as well. “How was your first day?” I roll my eyes as I scarf down the pasta on my plate. “Horrible. My team hates me.” He chuckles as I glare at him. “It’s not funny. Seriously, half of them hate me.” I whine as Cooper gives me a congenial smile. “The first time I met my team they all hated me. It gets better.”  
 
    I scoff. “I doubt it. Dominic is their leader as of now, and he hates me. He berated me in front of everyone about you and I.” I motion my hand between us. Cooper raises an eyebrow. I can tell he’s focusing on not scowling. “I’m not sure about him. Keep your guard up when he’s around.” I nod in agreement. “Was your team all rainbows and unicorns when you first started?”  
 
    He throws his head back laughing. “No. God, no! None of them would even give me the time of day until I punched Zane in the face.” My eyes pop open as my jaw drops. “You punched him?” He chuckles lightly. “To be fair, I think we’ve all hit each other at one point, but we’ve been together for a little over three years now.” He shrugs as he gives me a charming smile. “You’re the lead, love. You’ll figure out what works for your team.”  
 
    I shake my head as I finish off my plate, pushing it away. “I don’t know. Dominic made such a big ordeal about us being the power couple. Raven seems to be following his lead. Reese and Charlie are quiet. Well, Charlie’s not quiet, but I sense she’s not going to inject herself in the drama.”  
 
    Cooper sits forward, reaching over to grip my hand in his. “Since you’re bringing it up, I wanted to ask you something.” I look at him expectantly as he runs his hand through his hair before settling his eyes back on mine. “I, um, I-.” He looks away from me. I roll my eyes with a smirk on my face as I grip his chin with my free hand, turning him to look at me. “Speak, Coop.”  
 
    He chuckles as he looks at me. “Be my girlfriend, O? Let’s make this official.” My heart pounds in my chest as a huge smile creeps up my face. I school my features, pulling my hand from his to fold my arms across my chest. “What’s in it for me?” I ask with a playful grin as he laughs. He takes on a serious expression. “I’m serious, Ophelia. I want to know everything about you, and not just because of the damn Prophecy, but because I really like you.”  
 
    I tilt my head giving him a small smile. “I guess that makes you my hunky boyfriend.” His smile widens as he leans forward, placing a light kiss on my lips. I pull back quickly, planting a hand on his chest. “I still want to take things slow.” He nods in agreement. “Of course. I’m not asking you to marry me.” My heart skips at the thought of that size of a commitment.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, I wake up at five, thanks to four alarms on my phone. I made arrangements with Niko to change my private lessons to the morning instead of the afternoon. I shower and change into workout clothes, making my way downstairs quietly. I grab a yogurt from the refrigerator as I write a note to Cooper. 
 
      
 
    I’ll see you at training. Getting a head start on my team. – O 
 
      
 
    I leave the paper next to the coffee pot, sure he’ll see it before walking into the garage. I slide into the same Audi sports car I drove home last night and open the garage door, backing out onto the street. I grab my cell phone from the passenger seat, hitting Gamma’s number as I pull the phone to my ear. “Why are you calling me this early?” I chuckle at her greeting. “I’m on my way to training. I just needed to hear your voice.” She scoffs. I hear her pouring herself a cup of coffee over the line. “I know what you want. Just say it.”  
 
    I let out a long sigh. “Will you please tell me I’m making the right choice?” She’s quiet for a few beats. “You’re making the right decision, Ophelia.” I let out a contented breath. “Thank God.” I mutter more to myself than Gamma. “Watch your back, O. There’s someone on your team that’s not what they appear.” I pull into a parking spot in front of headquarters, shivers running down my spine.  
 
    “What do you mean?” She sighs heavily. “I don’t know yet. I’ve seen someone on your team betraying you, but I can’t see how, or who.” I narrow my eyes as I see Dominic walking into the building. “Got it. I love you. I’ll see you this weekend.” I end the call before she can say anything more. 
 
    I grab my purse from the passenger seat and toss my phone inside as I walk across the empty parking lot. Scanning Cooper’s keycard to enter the building, I head straight for Dominic who’s waiting for the elevator. He looks over to me in surprise. “Wow. Wouldn’t expect the golden child to be here this early.” I scoff as I stop next to him, watching the elevator numbers tick down. “I told you I’d prove to you that I can be a lead.”  
 
    I sneak a glance at him, noting the slight grin on his face. The elevator door opens and we both step in. He hits the button for the training floor as I worry with my purse. He turns to me as we descend. “I shouldn’t have been an ass to you yesterday at lunch.” My mouth drops open as I’m taken by surprise. “No worries, Dominic. I hope we can be a formidable team.” He gives me a half grin. “I go by Dom.” I nod as I thrust my hand toward him. “Sounds good, Dom. Can we start over?” I raise an eyebrow as he takes my hand, a slight grin on his face.  
 
    “Of course. Let’s kick your boyfriends’ team’s ass.” I chuckle as we shake hands. He drops my hand as the elevator door opens. We step out together to find Niko working solo. He looks up as we approach, breathing heavily and placing his hands on his waist. “Well, well. Not what I was expecting this early in the morning.” I drop my purse in a corner as I pull my hair into a messy bun. Placing my hands on my hips and looking between Dom and Niko. “Let’s do this.” I say with confidence. 
 
    Niko stands to the side of the mat, instructing Dom and I as we combat. Dom takes me every time. Helping me off my back after he takes me down. After ten times I’m leaning down with my hands braced on my knees, heaving for air. I hear the elevator doors open and catch Cooper walking in. I give him a little wave as I try to catch my breath.  
 
    “Back in place!” Niko yells. I begrudgingly step back in place on the mat, taking my stance as Dom does the same in front of me. Niko yells ‘go’, and Dom charges me. I twist at the right times and dodge at the others, doing my best not to get taken down, yet again. “Come on, Ophelia!” I hear Cooper yell. I take a deep breath as Dom rushes me. I turn at the precise moment, gripping my hands around him and landing him on his back. 
 
    I breath heavily as I stare down at him with a smile. “Nice.” Dom huffs out below me. I smile down at him as Cooper wraps me in his arms, spinning me around in a circle. He lowers me to my feet with a quick kiss on my lips. “That was fucking awesome.” He says as I giggle. I step away from him, brushing my hands down my clothing before offering my hand to Dom. He pulls himself up, cracking his neck to both sides. “That’s what I’m talking about, lead.” He holds his hand up for a high five that I deliver. 
 
    Cooper scowls at him as he walks off the mat. I reach out, placing my hand on his forearm. “Hey there, handsome.” I say with a cheeky grin. He looks back to me, his scowl replaced with that grin that highlights his dimple as he lowers his hands to my hips. “Good morning, love.” He says as he drops his lips to mine. I let myself get lost in the moment, running my hand through his hair as he kisses me.  
 
    “Ahem!” I hear as I pull away, still gazing into Cooper’s eyes. I look around us to find his teammates smiling to one side of us, and my team to the other. Cooper releases his grip on my hips, placing a soft kiss on my cheek before stepping away. “I’ll see you later.” He whispers as he strides by me to stand with his team.  
 
    I join my team for warm up. Not that I need it since I’ve been here for two hours, but I’m hoping it will build comradeship. We warm up for a half hour before we’re all standing in front of the mat, Niko in front of us. “I know you all are not used to training with another team, but today we’re going to try something a little different.” He says as he places his hands behind his back. “We’re going team to team.” Mumbles emerge through the teams as mine and Cooper’s eyes lock. 
 
    “We’ll start with the brawn. Dominic and Zane.” Dom and Zane both step forward onto the mat. Niko steps between them, placing a hand to each of their chest as they face each other. “This is only an exercise. You are not to use any moves that will incapacitate your opponent.” He looks between Dom and Zane, then toward the rest of us. “Everyone understand? Soft take downs only.” Everyone nods or verbalizes their agreement.  
 
    Niko steps back as they get into position. With a quick flip of the hand they go after each other. My eyes widen as I watch them take each other down time and time again, each bounding up quickly and blocking an advance. Niko whistles loudly after a few minutes. “Draw!” They shake hands before stepping off the mat, back to their respective teams. “Ryder and Raven, step up.”  
 
    I tilt my head and whisper to Charlie next to me. “I wasn’t expecting Raven to be the brute force of the team.” She gives me a wide grin. “Just watch.” Niko waves his hand as they get into position. They circle each other briefly, each taking jabs and the other blocking. Within the blink of an eye, Raven is sitting on Ryder’s shoulders. She locks her legs around his neck and throws her body to the side, pulling him down to the mat with her legs locked tightly around his throat. Ryder taps her leg and she releases him, standing up and flinging her long black ponytail behind her. “I think I may be in love.” Ryder murmurs as he rolls to his back on the mat.  
 
    Niko shakes his head at her. “Seriously, Raven?” She shrugs as she offers a hand to Ryder, both stepping off the mat. “The rules did not mention shifting being an illegal move.” Niko tries to hide the smile pulling up on his lips. “Fine. No shifting, guys!” A few chuckles go through the crowd as he shakes his head. “Research, you’re up.” He looks between the teams. “Grant and Reese first, then Micah and Charlie.” Charlie groans next to me as Reese and Grant take position on the mat. 
 
    Rather quickly Grant has Reese pinned on the mat, tapping out. Charlie bounces onto the mat as does Micah. He looks at Niko with a slight frown. “I, uh, I don’t think this is a fair match.” He says as he glances down at Charlie. I can’t argue with that. Charlie is all of five feet tall and Micah towers over her with at least a foot in height difference and more in weight and muscle. Charlie flips her braided pigtails over her shoulder. “Oh, come on Micah. You afraid of little ole me?”  
 
    They get into position as Niko waves his hand between them, stepping back quickly. Charlie bounces around as Micah places his hands on his hips, watching her with amusement. She throws her hands up in the air. “Come on! You’re not even trying!” He chuckles. “I’m practically double your size.” She crosses her arms over her chest, stomping her foot. I can’t help the chuckle that escapes me.  
 
    Micah turns to Niko. “I’m not com-.” Charlie takes him by surprise, jumping on his back like a spider monkey and wrapping her arms around his neck. Within a few seconds he’s tapping her arm as she hops off him. She gives him a little curtsy before skipping off the mat as the group erupts with laughter. Micah just shakes his head as he rejoins his team.  
 
    Cooper grins over at me as we step on the mat together. “Alright kids. This is the tie breaker. The team that wins gets to leave out early today while the losing team gets thirty extra minutes of cardio.” He steps back as Cooper and I get into position. “Don’t go easy on me.” I say as Niko waves his hand between us. “Never.” Cooper says with a wink before rushing me. I spin and dodge his advance. He turns just as I make a swing for him, but he blocks it with his forearm. “Good work, O.”  
 
    I roll my eyes as I take a step back. “Whose team are you on?” He gives a chuckle before moving toward me quickly. I manage to slip away a few more times, but he closes in on me as I try to spin, grabbing me from behind, his arm around my throat. I see Raven shaking her head and whisper something to Dom as she points at me. I know I’m not getting out of his grip, so I choose to take the low road.  
 
    I reach behind me, finding that spot on his ribs and tickling him. He removes him arm from around my neck, gripping my wrist. “Dammit, Ophelia!” He says through his laughter. I take the opportunity to kick behind his knees, forcing him down as I jump on top of him, tickling him with everything I have. We’re both laughing wildly as Niko whistles, ending our match. “I’d say Ophelia wins.”  
 
    Cooper grips both of my wrists in his hands, pushing them behind my back as I smile down at him. “That was low, love.” I give a little shrug. “But I won.” He chuckles as he releases my hands. I stand up, my feet planted on either side of him and offer my hand. He stands directly in front of me, his eyes locked on mine. “You know I’ll have to pay you back for that.” My heart quickens as he places a soft kiss on my cheek. “Pizza and beer at our place tonight. Good show everyone!” A round of applause goes through the group as Cooper walks back to his team. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I step on the elevator with my team, ready to get home and shower off the day. “Good work out there, Ophelia.” Dom says as the doors open to the main lobby. “Thanks.” I say as I step out, turning back to face them. “Are ya’ll going to come over tonight?” Charlie bounces up and down. “Of course!” She says as she looks around the group. Raven folds her arms over her chest, raising one eyebrow at me. “Another opportunity to watch you drool over your boyfriend? Wouldn’t miss it.”  
 
    She scoffs as she walks around me toward the door. Dom sighs as he shakes his head. “I’ll try to get her to come. Anything I can bring?” I shrug. “I don’t really know. I’ll talk to Cooper when he gets in and text you if there’s anything.” He nods to me before running to the door, catching up to Raven in the parking lot. 
 
    I turn back to Charlie and Reese. “What about you?” Reese gives me a slight shrug. “I, uh, don’t really know if it’s my scene.” I give him a half smile. “It’ll be fun. The guys set up video games, drink beer, and eat pizza.” Reese chuckles. “I may.” He turns and walks across the lobby, leaving Charlie and me. “Well, I guess I better get home and cleaned up before everyone comes over.” I turn and walk toward the door, Charlie walking alongside me. “Could you give me a ride? Raven apparently forgot we rode over together.”  
 
    I nod as we walk to Cooper’s car. Charlie gives me the directions to her house as I pull out of the parking lot. “Oh, you live on the same road as Cooper.” She nods. “Yeah. We all live on that road. Jim tries to keep everyone together.” We drive quietly through the compound. “Where are you from, anyway?” I glance over at her. “Alabama.” She nods. “Raven’s from Georgia. She’s really not as big of a bitch as she acts. I think she’s just leery of you.” 
 
    I scrunch my forehead. “Why?” She waves her hand in the air. “Our first lead up and left us. She’s waiting for you to do the same. He asked for a new team.” My eyes widen. “I didn’t even know you could do that.” She turns toward me with an anxious expression. “Are you going to ask for a new team?” My mouth drops open as I look over at her. “No! I just didn’t know that was a possibility. I’m still learning everything about the Assembly.”  
 
    Charlie smiles brightly. “Good. I think we’ll be great together. BFF’S for life!” I chuckle at her enthusiasm. Reese and Raven don’t want anything to do with me, and Dom and I are rocky, at best. “I hope you’re right.” I pull the car onto our street, stopping in front of her house. She opens the car door, turning to me before getting out. “Thanks, Ophelia. I’ll see you in a bit!” She throws her arms around my neck quickly, catching me by surprise.  
 
    I smile lightly as she gets out, closing the door behind her. I pull the few houses down and open the garage, pulling the car into its spot, grabbing my purse from the back seat I make my way inside, ready to enjoy a nice long bath.  
 
      
 
    I lean my head back on the tub, my eyes closed, enjoying a relaxing playlist I started on my phone. A knock on the bathroom door causes me to jump. “Cooper?” I hear him chuckle on the other side of the door. “Just wanted to let you know I’m back. Are you taking a bath?” I giggle. “Yeah. Want to join me?” I hear the doorknob rattle immediately. He groans as he realizes it’s locked, causing me to laugh. “I’m going to take a shower.”  
 
    I sink back down in the tub, letting the warm water relax my tired muscles. It’s only day two of this intense workout and I ache all over. After a few more minutes I decide I need to get out before I become a human prune. I dry off and wrap the towel around me before walking toward my closet, eyeing the suitcase on the floor, knowing I’m going to have to unpack soon. I bend down, grabbing a pair of jeans and a tank top off the top of the pile.  
 
    Once I’m dressed, I head downstairs to find Cooper lounging on the couch in nothing but a pair of workout pants. My mouth parts slightly as my cheeks heat. Damn, did it just get hot in here? He has one arm propped behind his head, the other resting on his defined abs. I blink my eyes rapidly, trying to bring myself out of this Cooper induced daze. “Hey, love. Did you enjoy your bath?” I nod as I walk toward him. “Yeah. That bathtub is amazing.”  
 
    He grabs my hand as I try to walk past him toward the loveseat. He pulls me down on top of him, kissing me deeply as he runs his hand along my lower back. I pull back, smiling down at him. “Thanks for letting me take you down today. My team seems to like me a bit more because of it.” He gives me a shy grin. “Tickling me wasn’t exactly fair, but you got me.” He shifts to his side, backing up against the back of the couch as I roll to my side, my back to his front. Grabbing the remote he turns up the volume on some movie as he drapes his arm over me.  
 
    Within minutes I feel my eyelids getting heavy. I roll to my other side, facing him. He shifts to his back allowing me to settle my head on his chest as he wraps an arm around me. “I’m just going to close my eyes for a minute.” He chuckles as he runs his fingers through my hair. “A nap sounds great.”  
 
      
 
    I wake up to a knock at the door. Picking my head up I look out the window to find it’s completely dark outside. I untangle myself from Cooper and walk to the door, pulling it open to find Dom and Raven. She gives me a smirk. “Did we come at a bad time?” I blink rapidly as I put my hand to my hair. “Oh gosh. Sorry. We fell asleep. Ya’ll come on in.” I say as I push the door open wider.  
 
    I close the door behind them and turn to walk into the room, crashing right into Raven’s back. “Geez. Sorry, I must still be asleep.” I look up at her, seeing her eyes are locked on something. I turn to find Cooper, shirtless at the bottom of the steps. He gives a little wave before jogging upstairs. Raven fans herself with her hand. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Why in the hell would you have us over when you could be getting down with that all night?”  
 
    I let out a nervous chuckle as my cheeks redden. “We, uh, we just fell asleep on the couch, we weren’t, uh, yeah.” She looks at me with a mischievous grin. “You weren’t, or you haven’t?” My eyes widen as I shake my head. “Oh my God. You haven’t, like ever?!” She says as Dom walks up behind her, elbowing her to get her attention as he passes her a beer. “Haven’t what?” He asks as he looks between us. “Nothing.” I reply while giving her a pleading look. She twists the lid off her beer, taking a long pull, the whole while looking at me. “Apparently nothing.” 
 
    A knock at the door breaks the moment. I step back over to the door, pulling it open wide to find Charlie, Micah and Grant. “Hey! Ya’ll come on in!” I step back so they can enter, each weighed down with packages of beer. Just as I’m about to close the door I see Zane and Ryder walking toward the house. I give a little wave as I step back inside. Charlie bumps her hip against me. “You may want to do something with that rats’ nest on the top of your head.”  
 
    I reach my hand up with wide eyes. “Oh, shit. I’ll be right back.” I dart up the stairs, straight into my bedroom, crossing quickly into the bathroom. I take in the sight of my hair and frumpy clothes. “Crap. No wonder Raven thought we were having sex.” I mutter to myself as I reach for my hairbrush sitting on the counter. “What was that?” I clutch my chest as I turn to find Cooper leaning against the doorframe to my bathroom with a smirk. 
 
    “Damn, Coop. You scared me!” He chuckles as he strides toward me. He’s changed into jeans and a gray T-shirt. Stepping behind me he looks at me in the mirror as I finish brushing out my hair. “I wish I would have thought better than to invite them over. I could’ve stayed on the couch with you all night.” I turn to him, letting out a content sigh against his chest. “Too late now.” He chuckles as he pulls back from me. “We could just go straight to bed and let them have it.” He waggles his eyebrows at me as I chuckle, playfully slapping his chest.  
 
    We walk down the steps together to find everyone, except Reese, in the living room. An assortment of takeout containers and pizza boxes litter the kitchen table, and everyone seems to have a drink in hand. “Reese couldn’t make it?” I ask as I sit on the couch arm next to Dom. “He said he might come later, but I doubt it. Reese is kind of a loner.” Raven jumps up from the couch, throwing the game controller she holds into her seat. “This is bullshit! Who in the hell decided to play Mario Kart?”  
 
    Ryder grabs her hand, pulling her back down to the couch next to him, slinging his arm around her shoulder. “Come on, babe. Don’t be a sore loser.” She flips his arm off of her. “Don’t make me put your ass down for real.” She scowls as he holds his hands up to her, snickering. 
 
    Cooper comes back from the kitchen, handing me a drink in a plastic cup. I look at it before looking up to him with a raised eyebrow. He gives a little shrug. “We’re out of wine, I know you don’t like beer and I remember you drinking something with vodka at that Fraternity party.” I give him a little smile as I take a sip of my drink. 
 
    “Bloody hell to this rainbow road!” Grant yells while waving his hands in the air. A chorus of laughter follows. I look over my shoulder at the front door following a knock. “I’ll get it.” Cooper calls as he strides to the door. He opens it and I watch as Reese steps in, carrying a six pack of beer. Cooper takes it from him and walks toward the kitchen as Reese walks in the living room, gripping a beer in front of him nervously.  
 
    I stand and face him with a cheery smile. “I’m glad you decided to come. There’s pizza, and I don’t even know what else to eat.” He nods in response, walking by me to sit next to Grant on the loveseat. “Here. This game is impossible.” Grant says as he passes the game controller to him. He takes it, turning toward the TV. “Woah. This is a blast from the past.”  
 
    Cooper drags one of the kitchen chairs into the room seeing as there’s no available seating. He makes a slight scowl when he sees I’m sitting next to Dom. I roll my eyes as I stand, walking over to him and perching on his knee. He wraps his arm around me, settling his hand on my thigh. “Hey! Let’s play a game!” Charlie bounces on the couch, sandwiched between Raven and Micah.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at her, thinking of what kind of game she may be suggesting. “What game?” She waves her hand at me. “Not like, strip poker or anything. Let’s just take turns telling a bit about ourselves. I know our team, but I don’t know much of anything about the rest of you.” Ryder groans and rakes his hand over his face. “I’d rather play strip poker.” I raise a hand. “I second that.” Ryder gets an excited look on his face as I roll my eyes. “I meant I second getting to know each other.” Laughter ensues the room. 
 
    “Okay! I’ll go first.” Charlie sits up straight, looking around at the rest of us. “My name is Charlie Newburg. I’ve been here at the compound for almost a year. Before that, I lived with my foster parents in Ohio. They think I’m at some fancy college.” She gives a little chuckle with an eye roll. “I’m a past shifter. I have no idea who my biological parents are, so I don’t know if I’m a first-generation shifter or if they had the gift as well. I assume I’m first generation since I can only travel about five years into the past.” She gives a little shrug. “Um, I was a cheerleader all through school. My favorite color is purple, I love coffee, like, love it! I wanted to be a ballet dancer when I was little, but here I am!” She finishes by throwing her hands out to her side and looking over to Micah sitting next to her. “Your turn!”  
 
    He clears his throat and sits forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Alright. I’m Micah Almasi. I’m originally from Egypt, but my parents moved here when I was very young, so I don’t remember much of it. I’m a present shifter, my parents are both present shifters. I have a younger sister, Neith. We don’t know if she has the gift as of yet. I grew up in New Jersey, and my family is still there. My Dad was Assembly, as well as his father. In high school I was on the debate team, the football team, the engineering team, the robotics club, the President of the student council, and the editor of the student newspaper. I’ve been here for about four years.” 
 
    He sits back, grabbing his beer from the coffee table. Charlie looks around the group. “Dominic. You’re up.” Dom rolls his eyes. “Sure. Dominic Dupre. I’m from a small town in Louisiana. I’m a past shifter. My Mom was Assembly. Don’t know much about the bastard who gave me his last name. I’ve been here for two years.” He stands up, making his way to the kitchen.  
 
    Charlie shrugs. “Alright then. Zane?” He looks up from his phone. “Yeah?” I chuckle as Cooper kicks the couch next to him. “You’re go, man. And put your damn phone away.” Zane grumbles something as he shoves his phone in his pocket. “Whatever. Zane Parker. I’m a past shifter. I grew up in California. My parents were both Assembly, but now they’re enjoying the beach and sun while we’re here in this frozen hell. I could have gone to college to play football but chose to be here instead. Hell, I don’t know. I like pizza and beer and football.” 
 
    I chuckle as he sits back, accepting the beer Dom hands him. Charlie looks around. “Who’s next? Reese?” All eyes turn to Reese who looks uncomfortable with the attention. “Uh, yeah. Okay. Reese Baldwin. I’m from Colorado. My parents have a cattle ranch back home. I’m a present shifter, my Dad as well. My Mom is a normal. Dad was in the Assembly for a few years but left to start a new life. I have two younger brothers, Riley and Richard, neither of which have the gift. They don’t even know about me or Dad yet. They think I joined the military.” He gestures at his tall lanky frame with a scoff. “Like I could ever be military.”  
 
    Grant slaps a hand on his shoulder, a gentle smile on his face. “You are military. The military for the Assembly. Don’t sell yourself short, mate.” Reese shrugs as he sits back with his beer. “Grant, you’re turn!” Charlie sing songs. Grant clasps his hands in his lap. “Very well. I’m Grant Ainsworth, from North Yorkshire. I’ve been here for three years, with these arseholes.” Boos erupt as Zane flings a couch pillow at him. “Kidding, boys. Don’t get yourselves in a tizzy. Both Mum and Dad were Assembly, and as soon as I came of age, I was shipped here. I’m a present shifter, and I enjoy pina coladas and getting caught in the rain.”  
 
    Everyone laughs as Grant stands and takes a slight bow. “Okay, Raven.” Charlie bumps Raven’s shoulder with her own, causing an extreme eye roll. “This is ridiculous. I’m Raven Abernathy. Grew up in Georgia. My Mom was taken by the Hunters when I was a small child, so it’s always just been my Dad and me. When my Mom was taken, I knew I would become Assembly. Oh, and I’m a future shifter.” She says as she folds her arms across her chest, looking over to Ryder. “Your turn.” 
 
    He gives her a wistful smile. “I’m sorry about your Mom. I had no idea.” She waves her hand as she rolls her eyes. “It was a long time ago. Get talking so we can end this, so called, game.” 
 
    Ryder nods as he scoots to the edge of the couch, clasping his hands between his knees. “So, I’m Ryder Teague. I grew up in South Dakota. My parents are still happily married twenty fives years later. I have two younger sisters, Brooke and Isabella. I’m also a future shifter. I joined the Assembly because I want to take down the Hunters.” He shrugs as he sits back.  
 
    Charlie looks across the room at me. I remove my arm from around Cooper’s neck, sitting up a little straighter. “I, um, I’m Ophelia Oakes. I’m a past shifter from Alabama. My Mom and Gamma are both Society, but my Dad was Assembly. From what I know, something went wrong on a mission and he was killed. I didn’t know I had a gift until I was ten years old. I declined the Society invitation because I don’t believe in the Neanderthal idea of matching the best candidates to procreate in order to create stronger shifters.” I sneak a glance at Cooper’s grinning face. “Oh, and up until a few weeks ago I thought I was just a regular shifter until I met this guy at a fraternity party.”  
 
    I tap his chest lightly. “Your up.” He clears his throat as he sits up, shifting me a little so he can see everyone in the room. “Cooper. Cooper Clark. I’m originally from Scotland, but my parents moved us to the states when my brother and I were around five. Carter is my twin brother. After my parents were killed when we were sixteen, I joined the Assembly and Carter joined the Society. I’m a past shifter and I’ve been the lead of our team for the last three years.” He pauses taking a moment to look at each of his team members as he raises his beer. “To the cyclones.”  
 
    They all raise their beers. “To the Cyclones”, they say in unison. I look over my shoulder at him. “That’s y’alls team name?” Raven scoffs from across the room. “Better than our last team name. The cicadas.”  My team shares a laugh together. “Wait. You all had a team before? What happened?” Ryder asks. Raven rolls her eyes. “Our lead thought he would be better suited with another team. Apparently, we weren’t good enough for him.” She gestures her hand to our team.  
 
    Cooper sits up straighter with a mock enthusiastic face. “Wait. You can do that? I would have traded these jackasses years ago!” A round of boos followed by an onslaught of couch pillows flies our way as Cooper uses me as a human shield. “Wait! I didn’t say anything! I would take ya’ll as my teammates in a heartbeat!” I yell as I cover my face with my arms. Another round of boos comes from my team, followed by more flying objects. ”That’s not what I meant!” I squeal as everyone laughs.  
 
    Once everyone settles down, I stand, grabbing my drink from the floor. “Anyone need a refill?” Everyone raises an empty glass or bottle. “I’ll help.” Micah says, standing and taking the others empties in his arms. He follows me into the kitchen as I grab a handful of beers from the fridge before making myself another drink. Micah leans back against the counter. “What’s the deal with Charlie? Is she seeing anyone?” I shrug my shoulders. “I really don’t know much about her.” He nods, giving me a knowing smile. “It’ll get easier. The fact that they all came tonight shows you’re doing something right.  
 
    I give him a half smile. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.” He pats me on the shoulder before gripping a few beer bottles in his hand and walking out of the kitchen. I grab my drink and the remaining bottles, following behind him.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, I wake up at five again, only this time with a pounding headache from lack of sleep. I groan as I roll out of bed, heading straight for the shower. I make my way downstairs quietly as to not wake Cooper, only to find him in the kitchen in nothing but workout shorts. He looks over his shoulder as I stand admiring his physique. “Good morning, love.” I smile as I pour myself a cup of coffee. “You’re up early.”  
 
    He gives a little shrug as he slides a pile of eggs onto two plates. “Thought you may need a partner for training.” I raise an eyebrow at him with a smirk. “You didn’t think Dom was good enough yesterday.” He scowls at me as he carries the plates to the kitchen table. “I still don’t trust him, O.” I think back to my conversation with Gamma. Someone on your team is going to betray you. I shake the thought from my mind as I sit down. “I don’t know. He apologized for being an ass, and he did get Raven and Reese to come over last night.” I give a little shrug as I eat. 
 
    Cooper shakes his head. “I’m still keeping an eye on him.” A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth as I look at his creased forehead. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Coop.” He gives me a pointed look. “I wasn’t jealous. He had his hands all over you, and he’s already made it apparent he’s attracted to you.” I tilt my head to the side, giving him a ‘really’ look. “We were sparring. He did not have his hands all over me.” He huffs as he inhales his eggs. I smile to myself as I finish my plate. Jealousy actually does look kind of cute on him.  
 
      
 
    After breakfast we ride together to Headquarters, Cooper driving as he holds my hand on the console. I turn to him just as we pull in the parking lot. “Oh, hey. I almost forgot. After training I have a meeting with Jim and then I’ll be heading out for the weekend.” He shuts off the car before turning to look at me. “What are you talking about?” I sigh. “Mom got home yesterday. I need to go home and get the rest of my things. I’m basically circulating the same three outfits.” I gesture to my workout clothes that I’ve worn everyday this week. 
 
    He shakes his head slightly, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and finger. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Of course you need the rest of your belongings. After the meeting with Jim we’ll go straight there.” He starts to pull his hand away to get out of the car, but I pull his hand back. “You don’t have to come with me. I’ll just be gone for the weekend.” He runs his hand through his hair, letting out an exasperated sigh. “I’m not letting you out of my sight while the Hunters are going after shifters the way they are. Either I go with you, or you don’t go.”  
 
    I pull my hand from his, scowling at him. “You can’t just tell me I can’t go somewhere. I’m not your property Cooper.” I say angrily as I get out of the car, hitching my purse up on my shoulder and quickly walking across the parking lot for the building. “Ophelia! Ophelia, wait!” He yells behind me, but I continue my fast pace. He catches up to me, placing his hand on my elbow and spinning me to face him. “Dammit, Ophelia. That’s not what I meant at all. The Hunters have taken another ten Society members. We’ve gotten word from Headquarters in Australia that five Assembly members are missing. Something is happening and I can’t have you out there alone.”  
 
    He runs his hand along my cheek, looking down into my eyes. “You are definitely not my property, but you’re mine to protect.” He leans toward me quickly, his mouth finding mine. My lips part and his tongue dives in my mouth, causing me to moan softly against his lips. My whole body tingles as I wrap my arms around his neck, running my fingers through his dark hair.  
 
    “Get a room.” I abruptly pull back to find Dom striding past us with a smirk. Cooper places his forehead against mine, a low growl coming from his throat. I lower both of my hands to his chest, feeling his heart pound under my hand. “Come on, Coop. Let’s get through training, then we’ll figure it out.” I step back taking his hand in mine as we walk into the building.  
 
      
 
    Training goes relatively quickly. Niko keeps up with the team against team theme, pairing me against Zane this time. He takes me down more quickly than I care to admit, knocking the breath out of me. This nearly caused a brawl between he and Cooper. I had to jump in between the two of them with a hand on each of their chests. “Stop, Coop. I can’t learn this shit if I only ever go against you, and you take it easy on me.” Niko stepped forward, placing his hands on Cooper’s shoulders. “She’s right, and you know it.” 
 
    Cooper had shrugged his hands away and headed straight for the elevator, leaving the rest of us to finish training. As soon as we were done, I said goodbye to my team, apologized to Zane for the tenth time, and made my way to Jim’s office to find Cooper leaning against the wall next to his door. I roll my eyes as he faces me, running his hand through his hair. “I owe you an apology, O.” I shake my head, knocking on Jim’s door. 
 
    “Come in!” He calls from the other side. I push the door open as Cooper follows me inside, taking a seat in front of his desk. “Hey, Ophelia. I just wanted to check with you, see how your first week is going.” I fold my arms over my chest as I sit back. “Going great. If that’s all you have for me, I need to get home and clean up before leaving.” Jim looks between Cooper and I. “Leaving? You just got here.”  
 
    I sigh, closing my eyes and pinching the bridge of my nose with my fingers. Reminding myself I’m irritated with Cooper, not Jim. I look back to him. “I need to go back to Alabama and pack the rest of my things. I only brought enough for this week and I’d like to be able to wear more than one outfit.” He nods his understanding. “Very well. I’ll let Dominic know that he needs to cancel any plans he may have for the weekend so he can come with you.” I scrunch my forehead, opening my mouth to object, but Cooper beats me to it.  
 
    “No need. I’m going with her.” Jim sighs, removing his glasses and raking his hands down his face. “No can do, kiddo. You’ve got a mission you need to work on. Dominic can accompany her.” Cooper stands, his hands clenched at his sides. “This isn’t up for debate. I’ll be going with her.” Jim sits back in his chair, scowling at Cooper. “I don’t have time for high school bullshit, Cooper. You have a mission. Dominic is the brawn of Ophelia’s team. Enough said.”  
 
    Cooper slams his hand down on Jim’s desk. “I don’t give a shit what you have time for! I’m telling you what’s going to happen.” I let out a long sigh, closing my eyes and visualizing my bathroom at Cooper’s house. When I open my eyes, I find myself exactly where I need to be. I turn the shower on as I quickly shed my clothes.  
 
    Once out of the shower, I quickly throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I know Cooper will be barreling through the front door any minute. I grab my purse from the bed and pull out my cell phone, calling Mom. “Hey, Ophelia!” I close my eyes, following Mom’s voice through the present, finding her standing in the kitchen at home. I feel the climate change before I even open my eyes. “Hey, Mom.” She spins around from the kitchen counter as I toss my phone and purse on the table.  
 
    “Did you shift here? In the present?” She stares at me with wide eyes as I nod. “Yeah. Something to do with the Prophecy and mine and Cooper’s gifts getting stronger.” I roll my eyes as I stalk to the refrigerator, grabbing a bottle of water and slamming it shut. Mom gives me a weary smile. “Boy problems?” I close my eyes and let out a long sigh. “I just left. He doesn’t even know where I am right now. I mean, he knows I was coming here this weekend, but I didn’t know if I could even shift this far in the present, so, yeah.” 
 
    I spin the cap back on my water bottle, placing it on the counter next to me as I lean back. “He just went all macho crazy style this morning. He told me that if he couldn’t come here with me then I couldn’t go. I know he’s got a mission coming up Monday and he’s stressed, but damn. He can’t just think he’s going to keep me locked in a closet only allowed to come out and play if he can watch me.” I shake my head in frustration. 
 
    Mom surprises me. “I kind of agree with him, O.” My mouth falls open as my forehead creases. “What!? How can you agree with him treating me like some child who needs to be babysat?” She rolls her eyes slightly, tilting her head with brows drawn. “Ophelia. Stop with the dramatics, firstly.” I huff as I fold my arms over my chest. “Secondly, you’re not privy to the information that Cooper receives. Not yet at least. If he feels the need to be by your side right now, I can almost guarantee it has to do with your safety, not the fact he wants to babysit you.”  
 
    My shoulders slump slightly. “Crap. He just told me this morning that more Society members have disappeared and five Assembly members.” Mom shakes her head as she leans on the counter, dropping her head in her hands. “Damn. I didn’t know about the Assembly being under attack as well.” I push off the counter, walking toward the table to grab my phone. “I should probably call him. It wasn’t right for me to leave like that.” 
 
    Just as I grab my phone the doorbell rings. I look over to Mom. “Don’t look at me. I’m not expecting anyone.” I walk toward the door, already knowing who’s going to be on the other side. I take a deep breath before pulling the door open to find Cooper and Grant. “Hi.” I say sheepishly as Grant nods and Cooper scowls. I push the door open allowing them to step in. I can feel the stress radiating from Cooper as he walks past me.  
 
    “Hey, Cooper.” Mom calls brightly from the kitchen. “Lillian.” He says with a nod. “This is Grant. Grant, Lillian.” He says as he gestures between them. Grant walks over to Mom, offering his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Cooper turns to me. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” I nod as I walk down the hallway toward my bedroom, Cooper following me. He steps in and I close the door behind us, turning to face him with my back pressed against the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Coop. I shouldn’t have left like that.” I say before he has a chance to speak. His face softens slightly. He puts both his hands on his face, sighing heavily as he sits on the edge of my bed. “You can’t just take off like that, O. Not without someone with you.” I sit down next to him, gripping one of his hands in mine. I take a deep breath, feeling all his worry and anxiety course through me. I exhale, allowing it all to slip away.  
 
    When I look back to him, he has a small grin. “Thanks for that.” I shrug lightly. “I really am sorry I worried you. I’ll be sure to take someone with me next time.” His grin fades as he looks at me. “I owe you an apology too. I had a meeting with Calvin and Jim early this morning.” He stops and shakes his head before lying back on my bed with his hands over his face. “Things are getting worse, O. The Hunters know that the power couple has reappeared. They’re doing everything they can to capture our kind and harvest our gift.”  
 
    I lie on my side next to him, propping up on my elbow so I can look at him. “What does that mean?” He tilts his head to look at me. “It means you and I are in serious danger. If something happens to either of us, that’s the end of the Prophecy. That’s why I’ve been so worked up today.” He closes his eyes and lets out a tight breath. I reach my hand up, cupping his cheek and turning his face to me. “Then we can’t let anything happen to us.” I say with a faint smile. 
 
    He rolls to his side, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me to him. “I’m serious, O. No more traveling alone. Okay?” I nod lightly. He closes the few inches between us, his lips finding mine. The soft kiss quickly turns to more as I run my hand into his hair and bite his bottom lip. He lets out a growl as his hand drops from my hip to my ass, pulling my leg onto his. I can feel the hardness in his jeans against my stomach, sending a dozen emotions spiraling through me. 
 
    We pull apart quickly at a knock on my bedroom door, both breathing heavily. Cooper sits up, running his hand through his hair. “Shit.” He curses while trying to calm himself. I stand up, combing my hand through my hair and brushing down my clothes before opening the door. I open it an inch or so to find Grant. He peeks over the top of my head at Cooper. “Ahh. Glad to see you two kiddies have made nice. I’m just letting you know I’ll be heading out now.” 
 
    He turns and walks down the hallway toward the living room as I close my bedroom door, leaning back against it. Cooper runs his hands through his hair as he looks at me. “You make me crazy, O.” I chuckle as I walk over to him, pushing him back on the bed and straddling his waist. “You make me crazy too, Coop.” I say before leaning forward and kissing him.  
 
    He places both of his hands on my shoulders, pushing me back as he sits up. He grips me under my ass and stands, turning and placing me on the bed as he leans over me, his face inches from mine. “If we start that back up, I may explode.” He drops a brief kiss on my lips before taking a step back and offering me his hand. “We need to get you packed. I’ve got to be back in the morning.” I take his hand and stand, looking around my room. “Crap. I’ll need to go get some boxes.”  
 
    Cooper walks out of my bedroom as I survey the room. He walks back with a handful of boxes and Mom behind him. “Let’s get you packed up.” She says with tears in her eyes. I tilt my head and give her a sad smile. “Don’t do that, Mom.” She waves a hand at me as she sniffles. “I’m fine. Really. Let’s figure out what you want to take.” 
 
    Mom and I start in my closet as Cooper builds the boxes. Folding my clothes and stacking them inside. Mom picks up my travel box, turning to me. “What about your travel box?” Cooper peeks his head in the closet. “What’s a travel box?” I shrug as I take the box from her. “Just a collection of things I’ve found over the years. Each item takes me somewhere different.” Cooper steps into the closet as Mom continues folding my clothes and stacking them into boxes. “May I?” He says as he holds his hand out. 
 
    I hand him the box and go back to packing, watching him from the corner of my eye. He pulls out the keychain with the big pink Pom Pom. I chuckle. “Fraternity Party. 2005.” He gives me that grin that he saves just for me before placing it back in the box and rummaging through. He pulls out the button, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. “Woodstock.” I reply as I toss a pair of jeans in the box beside me. “Woodstock” As in 1969?” I nod.  
 
    He replaces the button, flipping the lid to the box closed. “You are most definitely taking this with you.” He says as he places it in the box of clothing. I give him a little smile. “Why? We have a room filled with items that we can use to travel.” Cooper chuckles. “Ryder is a huge Hendrix fan. There’s no telling what I could have him do at an opportunity to see him live.” I drop my mouth open in fiend shock. “Cooper! You would extort your own teammate?”  
 
    He laughs as he walks out of the closet. “Damn right.” Mom laughs and shakes her head next to me as I chuckle. Cooper’s phone rings and he excuses himself to the living room. Mom looks over at me. “So, tell me about your new team.” I let out a short sigh. “I don’t know much about them. Charlie is the only one that really seems to want to get to know me. Dominic had a power struggle with me at first, but he seems to be coming around. Raven looks at me like I’m a bug she just squashed, and Reese seems shy and would rather be left alone.”  
 
    Mom nods as I tell her. “Well, sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you, but if anyone can pull it off, you can.” She gives me a bright smile as she steps forward to hug me. She looks over her shoulder briefly. “How is living with your boyfriend working out?” She whispers. I shrug my shoulder. “Good. I have my own bedroom and bathroom. He lets me drive one of his cars, so I didn’t have to be assigned one. We eat dinner together and watch TV when we get done with our day. It’s… nice.”  
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “Mhmm. Do we need to have the birds and the bees talk again?” I widen my eyes at her. “No, Mom! I sleep in my room, alone, and Cooper does the same. We’re not having sex.” I whisper yell. She takes a step back, folding the last shirt on her side of the closet and tossing it in the box. “I was your age once, O. I see the way the two of you look at each other.” I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up her hand.  
 
    “I’m not thrilled by the idea of you living with your boyfriend, but some things that seem unorthodox to normal people, works for our kind. Just… just be careful. I was your age when I got pregnant with you.” I toss the remaining clothes in the box as I shake my head. “We’re not doing that. We’re taking things slow.” I look up to Mom who has her hands on her hips and a disbelieving look. I strike the same pose. “I’m serious, Mom. I want to get to know him better before we take the next step.” 
 
    She steps forward giving me a big hug. “I’m so proud of the woman you’re becoming.” I hug her back, tears filling my eyes. I can’t believe this will be the last night in my bedroom, in my house. She pulls away as Cooper walks back in the room. “Oh, uh, I can go back out there.” He hooks his thumb toward my doorway. She wipes under her eyes as I do the same. “No, no. We’re good here.” She looks between the two of us. “Why don’t I go make us some dinner while ya’ll finish up?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    After dinner and an unbearable amount of childhood stories about me from Mom, we all decide to call it a night. “Ophelia can show you to the guest room, Cooper.” Mom says as she loads the dishwasher. Cooper runs his hand along the back of his neck in a nervous manner. “With all due respect, I’d prefer to be in the same room as Ophelia for the night. The Hunters know the power couple has emerged and we’re not protected here as we are at the Compound.” She turns, giving him a suspicious look. 
 
    “Mooom.” I warn her. She huffs, closing the dishwasher with a little more force than necessary. “Fine. Ophelia, get Cooper some blankets from the hall closet. The floor isn’t all that comfortable, but if he’s hell bent on it.” She gives a little shrug as she gives a triumphant smile. I roll my eyes as I walk down the hallway, stopping to grab a few blankets from the closet on the way. “Goodnight, Mom!” I call over my shoulder as I follow Cooper into my bedroom. 
 
    We take turns in the attached bathroom. I step out in a pair of short shorts and a tank top with my hair piled on top of my head. Cooper’s eyes travel the length of my body, stopping on my eyes. “I, uh, I’m just going to get changed.” He says as he hastily steps around me into the bathroom. I climb in my twin size bed, pulling the covers over me and settling in. He steps out of the bathroom in nothing more than a pair of boxer briefs.  
 
    My eyes widen briefly as I take in his body. I thought his chest was impeccable but add his tone legs and the v that dips below his waist band. A girl could use a cold shower at this sight. I look back into his eyes to find him smirking slightly. “Like what you see, O?” He gives me a conceited grin. I roll my eyes at him. “Shut up and go to sleep.” I reach over and turn off the light as he settles on the floor.  
 
    An hour later and he’s still tossing and turning. I’m sure, trying to find a comfortable position on the hardwood floor. I roll over, turning on the bedside lamp. He looks up at me with an impish grin. “Sorry. I’m just trying to get comfortable.” I simply shake my head. “There is no comfortable position on a hardwood floor.” I scoot to the very edge of the bed, flipping the cover back. “Come on. You won’t be able to move if you sleep down there all night.” He gives me a hesitant look. “I don’t think so. Your Mom may kill me in my sleep.”  
 
    I sigh heavily. “Cooper, no one is going to sleep with you down there tossing about. Besides, you have a mission in two days, and you don’t need to be hunched over, barely able to move.” He gives me a faint smile before standing up and stepping over to the bed. I roll to my side, so my back is to him. He lies on his side behind me, his front to my back, placing one arm around me, nuzzling into my neck and sending goosebumps down my entire body. “Mmm. I could get used to this.” I giggle. “Shut it and go to sleep.” He responds by pulling me closer to his body. “Good night, love.” 
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning, I find myself sprawled across Cooper’s chest, my leg thrown over him and his arm weighing heavily around me. My leg is dangerously close to his… I slowly slide my leg off him and carefully slide out from under his arm. He mumbles in his sleep and rolls to his side. I throw on a pair of jeans and smile at him as I walk out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me.  
 
    I find Mom in the kitchen. “Good morning.” She glances at me over her shoulder. “Morning, dear. Did you sleep well?” I yawn as I stretch my arms above me. “I slept great.” I pull a bar stool out hopping onto it. “I’m surprised either of you slept in that tiny bed of yours.” My eyes widen in surprise as she glances at me with a smirk. “Come on, O. I may have been born at night, but it wasn’t last night.”  
 
    I roll my eyes at the saying I’ve heard all my life. “I couldn’t let him sleep on the hard floor. He has a mission tomorrow. He needs his rest.” She makes a mmhmm sound as she continues cooking. I hear my bedroom door open and look to the hallway just as Cooper emerges, fully dressed in the clothes he had on yesterday. “Good morning, Lillian.” Mom returns the sentiment as Cooper places a quick kiss on my cheek. “Good morning, love.”  
 
    He slides onto the barstool next to me, picking up my hand and lacing our fingers to rest on his thigh. “Micah, Grant, and Reese will be here shortly to help get your things back.” I look at him with a slightly shocked expression. “Reese agreed to help?” He gives me a charming smile. “You’d be surprised how much your team is willing to help, and vice versa.” Mom slides a plate of French toast in front of us both.  
 
    The front door flies open, and we all turn toward it, watching Gamma barrel through. “Thanks for the invite, Lil. I’ve already eaten anyway.” I chuckle as Mom sighs. Gamma comes over to me as I hop off the stool, wrapping my arms around her. “I’ve missed you, Gamma.” She pulls away wrinkling her forehead at me. “Now, how on earth have you missed me when you’ve had your own, personal, Abercrombie and Fitch model?” I blush as she places a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “Thanks for the wine, boy.”  
 
    He nods his head as he tries not to laugh. “You’re more than welcome. You know it comes every month, right?” She places her hand to her chest with wide eyes. “You’re shitting me!” Cooper laughs as he shakes his head. “I shit you not.” He laughs as Gamma smiles widely. “This one’s a keeper, O.” I blush as my eyes lock briefly with Cooper’s.   
 
    Micah, Grant and Reese materialize just in front of the door. “Sorry to interrupt, but I couldn’t really land us all on the front stoop.” Grant says as he walks into the kitchen. He walks straight to my Mom, placing a kiss on each of her cheeks. “Looking lovely as ever, my dear Lillian.” Mom actually blushes as she flips her hand at him. Cooper stands, shaking Micah and Reese’s hands. “Thanks for coming guys. I really appreciate it.”  
 
    “Mom, Gamma, this is Micah, and Reese. Gamma, this is Grant.” I motion to each individual as I introduce them. Grant steps over to Gamma, kissing each of her cheeks as well. “I now know where Lillian and Ophelia get their exquisite looks from.” Gamma pats his cheek lovingly. “Oh, sweet child. You can come live with me any time you get ready.” Everyone chuckles as Grant gives her a wink.  
 
    Mom fixes another three plates of French toast, handing them to the guys. They all scarf it down, thanking her repeatedly for a home cooked meal. After an hour of easy conversation, Cooper regretfully informs us we need to get going. Micah, Grant, and Reese follow Cooper and I to my bedroom, each grabbing a box and disappearing. Cooper grabs the last box, placing a kiss on my cheek as Grant reappears. “I’ll see you at home, love.” I smile as they vanish. 
 
    Mom and Gamma appear in my bedroom doorway, both with tears in their eyes. I shrug. “I guess that’s it.” I swallow the lump in my throat as they both embrace me. Within a few seconds we’re all crying. “I can’t believe you’re moving out.” Mom says lowly as Gamma wipes under her eyes. “You remember what I told you.” I nod at her. Knowing she’s warning me of the betrayal she has seen. Giving them each one last hug, I step back. “I’ll see ya’ll soon. I love you both.” Mom blows me a kiss as Gamma smiles. I close my eyes, visualizing my bedroom at Cooper’s house.  
 
    When I open my eyes, I find myself there. I look around at the boxes piled next to the closet before walking over to the bed and falling down, face first onto my pillow. The tears slide down my cheeks, soaking my pillow. I feel the bed sag down next to me and Cooper’s hand on my back. “You okay, O?” I shake my head against the pillow as I sniffle. He nudges me with his hip, so I’ll turn over. As I turn, he scoops me up in his arms, placing me on his lap and wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    I bury my face in his chest, crying openly as he strokes his hands up and down my back. “I’m sorry, love. I know it’s hard moving away from everything you’ve ever known.” After some time, Cooper pulls back, brushing my hair out of my face. “I’ve got an idea.” He stands, lifting me with him before turning and depositing me back on the bed. “I’ll be back.” He says as he strides out of my bedroom door.  
 
    I walk toward my closet, flipping open a few boxes before finding a pair of leggings and a tank top. Making my way to the bathroom I take a quick shower before changing clothes, throwing my hair into a bun on top of my head. When I step back into the bedroom, I find Cooper sitting up in my bed, wearing just a pair of athletic shorts, his dark hair still damp from a shower. He smiles at me as he holds up the remote. “I see you got the memo on the pajama party.” I chuckle as I walk toward the bed, jumping in and pulling the covers over me. He pulls his side of the covers down, sliding in next to me. I snuggle against his bare chest as he starts a movie. A small smile creeps up my face as Pretty Woman begins to play. “This is my favorite movie.” He gives me a bit of a grin. “I know. I called your Mom, then ran around the block knocking on everyone’s doors until someone had the DVD.” I smile as I watch the opening credits, blinking rapidly as tears fill my eyes. “You really are something, Coop.”  
 
    We spend the next few hours lying in bed, watching movies and talking. I sit up, yawning and stretching my arms over my head. “What do you want to do for dinner?” I ask Cooper as he stands up. He gives a little shrug. “The teams going to be here soon. We always have a meeting the night before a mission, so we’ll probably just grab some pizza.” He makes a look of disgust. “I’m so damn tired of pizza.” 
 
    I chuckle as he walks toward me. “Why don’t I cook something while y’all talk? Anything in particular that everyone will like?” He gives me a small grin as he places his hands on my hips. “You’re going to cook for my team?” I shrug one shoulder. “I’m cooking for us too. I’m not a huge pizza fan myself.” I wrinkle my nose at him as he smiles widely. Dropping his head his lips meet mine with a quick, sweet kiss. “You sure you want to let them know that you can cook? We may never get rid of them.” 
 
    I laugh as I step back, making my way to the boxes next to the closet to find an outfit. “What do you have here to cook?” I ask as I turn around with a long sleeve dress in my hands. Cooper gives me an impish look. “Eggs and bacon.” I roll my eyes playfully as I walk toward the bathroom. “Well, that won’t do. I’ll just change clothes and head to the store.” I spin around to face him. “Wait. There is a grocery store here, right?” He laughs lowly. “Yes, love. Get ready and I’ll drive you over.” I give him a little smile before walking into the bathroom.  
 
    Once I’m dressed, I walk downstairs to find Cooper in the kitchen with his back to me, talking on the phone. “Ophelia said she’s going to make dinner tonight.” He pauses, obviously listening to whoever he’s speaking with. I grab my purse from the kitchen table, slinging it on my shoulder as I wait by the door. “Absolutely. Spread the word and I’ll see you guys at five.”  
 
    He ends the call and turns around, finding me waiting by the door. He gives me that wide grin as he walks toward me. “Ready, love?” I nod as he pulls the door open for me, stepping into the garage. We get into his car and he backs out of the garage, turning left out of the subdivision, the same road that leads to Headquarters. We pass the drive that would take us there. “I haven’t been this way.” He reaches over, gripping my hand in his. “I didn’t think you had. I’ll forewarn you, our town isn’t anything big. Just a few stores that some of the retired members decided to build a few years ago.”  
 
    I scoff. “I come from small town Alabama. It will probably feel like home.” He continues driving until we run straight into what he calls ‘town’. I look around as we drive down what could be Main Street in any small town back home. There’s a drug store, a doctor’s office, a pizza place, an ice cream store, clothing store, and a bakery. Cooper pulls into a parking spot in front of a store named ‘Perishables’. Shutting the car off he quickly hops out, jogging around to open my door.  
 
    We walk into the store hand in hand. My eyes widen as we stroll down the aisles. “This place is amazing! I’ve never even seen some of these things other than on TV or a magazine.” I say as I hold up a strange looking fruit. Cooper chuckles as he shifts the basket he’s carrying to his other arm so he can grip my hand. “This place is different for sure. Mary, the owner, travels everyday to bring in the freshest products possible. She also takes requests.”  
 
    I place the fruit back as we make our way down the aisle. I quickly pile all the ingredients I’ll need to make gumbo in the basket, also grabbing a few things to make Cooper breakfast in the morning. We make our way to the checkout where he places the basket on the counter. 
 
     A middle-aged woman with a kind face and short blond hair looks up from the book she’s reading. “Hey there, Cooper.” He gives her a nod with a polite smile. “Mrs. Mary.” She looks from Cooper to me. “You must be the young lady that has our tiny community buzzing.” I give her a small smile, my cheeks blushing. “I’m Ophelia. It’s nice to meet you.” I say as I offer my hand. She shakes my hand lightly. “What a beautiful name for a beautiful girl.” Cooper looks down at me, his mouth curved into a smile. “I couldn’t agree more.”  
 
      
 
    We get back to the house and Cooper helps me unload the ingredients on the counter. Turning to me he places a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be in the living room, love. I need to get my notes together before the guys get here.” I nod as I make my way around the kitchen, gathering the things I need. Once I find a cutting board, I start dicing everything. I hear a knock on the door and turn to wash my hands. “I’ll get it.” Cooper calls as he walks to the door.  
 
    I go back to chopping as he answers the door. “Yeah, sure. She’s in the kitchen.” I glance over my shoulder to find Charlie walking in with a big smile, her pigtails bouncing as she practically skips into the room. “Hey, Charlie.” I say brightly. She leans back against the counter next to me. “Sorry to show up unannounced. I had to get out of the house though.” I shrug my shoulder. “No worries. I’m just cooking dinner while Cooper gets ready for the mission tomorrow.”  
 
    “Awww. Ya’ll are so cute and domestic like.” I chuckle as she clasps her hands under her chin with a dreamy look on her face. “Why’d you need to get out of the house?” She lets out an exasperated sigh. “Raven. She’s in a mood. And when she’s in a mood the whole neighborhood has to listen to her horrible heavy metal music.” I laugh as I turn to place the chicken in the sauté pan on the stove. “What’s going on with her?” Charlie lifts her hands up to her sides. “There’s no telling. It’s Raven. She tends to stay in a mood.”  
 
    I turn toward the front door when I hear another knock. Charlie skips toward the door. “I’ll get it for you.” I turn back to the stove, assuming it’s one of the guys on Cooper’s team. “Look who needed an escape as well.” I turn to find Dom standing next to Charlie. “Sorry to drop in on ya. I’ll just head out. I didn’t know you were having company tonight.” I shake my head as I stir the roux. “You should stay for dinner. Cooper’s having a meeting with his team tonight, so I thought I’d cook for them.”  
 
    Cooper walks into the kitchen. “Hey, guys. I didn’t realize you were coming over.” He looks over at me as he shakes Doms’ hand. “Sorry, man. I shouldn’t have come over. I can go.” Dom starts to turn toward the door as Cooper places a hand on his shoulder. “Stay. I’m sure Ophelia is making enough for all of us to have dinner. Right?” I smile as I nod at them. Cooper grins at me before walking to the refrigerator and pulling out a beer, handing it to Dom. “Thanks.” He says as he lifts the beer slightly. Cooper asks Charlie if she’d like anything, to which she declines.  
 
    “If you all will excuse me. I still have some things to go over before the team gets here.” Cooper says before striding out of the kitchen. Dom leans back against the kitchen counter next to me. “I had to get away from the sulking Reese.” I let out a little chuckle. “What’s he sulking over?” He shrugs a shoulder as Charlie taps my arm, handing me a glass of wine. She leans against the counter next to Dom. “Sounds like my house today.” 
 
    He laughs. “Yeah. I stopped by there first but heard the heavy metal from the front steps. I know better than that.” I turn from the stove. “What’s going on with them?” Dom shakes his head slowly. “I think Reese has his eyes set on someone, but he’s too in his own head to go for it.” My eyes widen with excitement. “Really? Who?” He holds up one hand, palm facing me. “Not my business to tell.” I make a pouty face as he laughs.  
 
    The front door opens and Grant strolls in, spotting us in the kitchen he heads our way. “Speak of the devil.” Dom says under his breath as Grant steps in. “Good evening ladies, and Dom.” He grips one of my hands as he leans in placing a kiss on each of my cheeks, doing the same with Charlie, then shaking Dom’s hand. “It smells heavenly in here, Ophelia. I can’t wait to taste some of your southern cuisine.” I chuckle at his properness as Dom scoffs. “Technically, that would be my state’s cuisine.”  
 
    I wave my hand toward him as I roll my eyes before looking back to Grant. “Cooper’s in the living room. I think he was still getting things ready.” Grant gives a nod as he turns and walks out of the kitchen. My head snaps back to Dom, my eyes wide. “Reese and Grant?” I whisper yell at him. He gives a little grin. “I didn’t say anything.” Charlie clamps her hands together in front of her. “Oh my gosh! They would be so stinking cute together!” Dom and I laugh as Charlie goes on about how ‘cute’ they would be. 
 
    The front door opens behind me, all our eyes shifting that way. Ryder and Zane walk in, spotting us in the kitchen. Zane gives me a high five before Ryder gives me quick hug. “Damn, princess. It smells awesome in here.” Zane says as he inhales a deep breath. “Thanks. I thought ya’ll could use a break from pizza.” They both nod in agreement. Ryder glances at Charlie. “Raven here tonight?” She shakes her head slightly. “No. She’s too busy being herself.”  
 
    Dom coughs, trying to cover his laugh. Ryder’s face falls briefly. So quickly I’m not sure I caught it. Zane walks toward the refrigerator, pulling it open and producing a beer. Just as he twists the top off Cooper walks in. “What are you doing, Z? You know we don’t drink the night before a mission.” Zane’s head falls back before he points at the drink in Dom’s hand. “But he has a beer.” Cooper rolls his eyes. “He’s not on our team, genius.” Zane sighs as he passes his full beer to Dom. “Stupid ass rule.” He mumbles as he strides out of the kitchen, Ryder following.  
 
    The door swings open again. Micah stepping in and glancing around. He throws up one hand toward the living room as he walks into the kitchen. “Hey everyone.” He glances at the stove as he gives me a quick hug. “You have no idea how happy I am that you offered to cook tonight. I’m thrilled it’s not pizza.” I laugh as I stir the pot of gumbo. “How often do you guys actually have pizza?”  
 
    “A lot.” Cooper and Micah say in unison. Micah looks over to Charlie. “Hey there, Charlie. I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight.” She gives him a bright smile. “Me either. Ophelia was nice enough to invite us to dinner when we both showed up out of the blue.” She motions between herself and Dom. Micah offers his hand to Dom, giving a quick handshake. Cooper claps his hand on Micah’s shoulder. “Let’s get in there and get this over with so we can enjoy dinner.”  
 
    Cooper steps over to me as Micah walks out of the room. Dropping his lips to mine quickly. “We’ll be done in about thirty minutes, love.” I smile at him as he turns to walk out of the room. “Gahhhh. He is so freaking cute.” I turn to Charlie with a raised eyebrow. “Yeah. I think so too.” Dom laughs as Charlie’s eyes widen. “Not Cooper. I mean he’s cute too, but I was talking about Micah.” I smirk at her. “He asked if you were seeing anyone last night. I wasn’t sure what to tell him.”  
 
    She jumps up and down excitedly. “Seriously? Like, oh my God!” She yells. I shush her as I turn around to find Cooper and his team all looking our way. Charlie gives an embarrassed wave while mouthing sorry. Micah grins at her as everyone else refocuses on Cooper. I walk over to the kitchen table, grabbing my phone out of my purse. “I’m going to call Raven and Reese. See if they want to join us for dinner.” I walk to the front door, stepping outside to make the phone calls.  
 
    Raven doesn’t answer her phone, so I try Reese. “Hello?” He answers after a few rings. “Hey, Reese. It’s Ophelia.” He doesn’t say anything, so I continue. “I, uh, I just wanted to see if you wanted to come over for dinner. Cooper’s team is here. Dom and Charlie as well.” I hold my phone between my shoulder and ear as I wrap my arms around myself. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this chilly weather. “Um. Yeah. I guess I can come. What time should I be there?” A small smile tugs at my lips. “We’re eating in about thirty minutes.”  
 
    “Okay. I’ll be there soon. Thanks for the invite, Ophelia.” He hangs up and I reach up for my phone, trying Raven once more. It rings a few times before she answers. “What?” My mouth falls open slightly at the way she answers the phone. “Um, hi Raven, it’s Ophelia.” I hear loud music blaring in the background. “Yeah.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I wanted to ask if you’d like to have dinner with us in about thirty minutes. Cooper’s team is here, Dom and Charlie. Reese is on his way.” I hear the music turn down. 
 
    “Is this going to be a nightly bonding thing for us? We all have to come to your house to sing Kumbaya and shit?” I huff as I roll my eyes. “All you have to say is no.” I hear shuffling from the phone. “No way! I’m coming to grace you all with my cheerful disposition.” She hangs up the phone without another word. I look up, closing my eyes in exasperation. “Ugh.” I groan to the sky. 
 
    “Hey.” I bring my face down to find Reese walking up the sideway toward me, his hands in his pockets. “That was fast.” I say as he reaches me. He shrugs. “Come on. We’re based in the kitchen until Cooper’s team finishes with their meeting.” I turn and walk up the steps to the front door.  
 
    I step inside as Reese follows. He closes the door behind him and we both walk toward the kitchen. Charlie is leaned on the counter, her chin resting on her hands as she stares dreamily toward the living room. I bump Dom’s arm with my shoulder, nodding my head toward her. “How long has she been in that trance?” He rolls his eyes. “Since the moment you walked outside.” 
 
    I walk over to the stove, stirring the gumbo and placing the rice in the water I’ve had boiling. When I turn around, I catch Reese staring into the living room as well. I can’t help the grin that pulls at my lips. Dom catches my eyes and rolls his causing me to giggle. Reese looks over at me as I clear my throat, trying to school my face. He looks between Dom and I who both try our best to have expressionless faces.  
 
    Reese looks down at the floor with a sigh. “I guess you guys know.” I step over to him, placing my hand on his arm. “He’s a charmer. It’d be hard not to be crushing on him. You saw my Mom and Gamma this morning.” He gives a little laugh as he moves his head up to look at me. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.” He glances over my shoulder toward the living room before looking back at me. “Please don’t tell him. I’m not sure I’m ready to, I don’t know.” He looks back down at the floor. 
 
    Dom places his hand on his shoulder, Reese looking over to him. “We’re not going to tell anyone. Hell, I didn’t even tell Ophelia. She guessed it.” I nod as Reese looks between us. Dom throws his arm around mine and Reese’s shoulders. “Time for a group hug now. We’ve had our first team breakthrough.” I laugh as Dom squeezes Reese and I against his broad chest.  
 
    I’m still laughing as I pull away from him, turning to find Raven with her arms folded across her chest and her eyes narrowed. “I knew dinner was a bogus story just to get me over here for the next round of team building exercises.” I shake my head as I gesture my hand toward the stove. “Dinner.” She peers over at the stove. “I’m not convinced. I still think it’s a decoy.”  
 
    Reese shakes his head as Dom scoffs. “Geez, Rave. Could you just pretend to be a decent human being?” She crosses her arms over her chest, giving the best resting bitch face I’ve ever seen. “I never claimed to be a decent human being.” She shifts her eyes to me. “I’m here for the food, not the bonding. Just so we’re clear.” I shake my head slightly as I walk over to the stove to deal with the rice.  
 
    Cooper and his team are all getting up from their seats in the living room as I pull the oven door open to check on the cornbread, finding it to be ready. I pull it out and place it on the stove before turning and opening the cabinet overhead and pressing up on my tip toes, reaching for the bowls. I feel a hand land on my hip then Cooper is reaching over me. He places the bowls on the counter before taking a step back. “Thanks again for cooking, O.” He says with a wide smile.  
 
    I smile as he hands everyone a bowl. “Self serve, guys. Ophelia’s done enough.” I roll my eyes with a smile as I turn to cut the cornbread. Everyone makes their bowls and heads for the living room where there’s enough seating. The room falls quiet as we all eat.  
 
    “This is better than my Moms, O. Don’t ever tell her that though.” Dom says, causing everyone to chuckle. Cooper places a hand on my knee after placing his bowl on the coffee table. “That was fantastic, love.” I give him a little smile before bending forward to place my bowl next to his. Raven stands, carrying her bowl to the kitchen. She steps back in the living room. “Thanks, Ophelia. You keep feeding me like that and I may end up liking you.” I roll my eyes as she walks toward the door.  
 
    “Raven, wait.” Ryder calls as he scrambles to his feet. “I’ll walk you home.” She turns back to him with a raised eyebrow. “No need. I know the way.” She turns back to the door and opens it, leaving the house. Ryder sighs as he sits back down. Zane elbows him. “You can give that up, man. She probably takes after the praying mantis and rips the dudes head off after sex.”  
 
    I bite back my laughter for Ryder’s sake, but damn if I don’t think Zane is right. Ryder stands, glancing around the room. “I’m gonna head out. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” He steps over to me, leaning down to hug me. “Thanks for dinner, O.” Zane places his bowl on the coffee table as he stands. “I’m going too.” He gives me a salute. “Thanks for the grub, princess.”  
 
    Charlie stands next. “I should get going as well. I’ve got an early morning in research.” She looks at Micah with a hopeful expression. He stands, looking only at Charlie. “Can I walk you home?” She nods her head quickly before walking to the door. “Good luck on your mission guys!” She calls as Micah opens the door for her.  
 
    I stand and start gathering the bowls from the coffee table as Cooper helps. We walk into the kitchen together, Cooper rinsing the bowls as I stack them in the dishwasher. “I can’t thank you enough for cooking for the team, O.” I wave a hand toward him. “It’s nothing, Coop. I happen to enjoy cooking and ya’ll need to branch out from pizza.” He gives a chuckle as he hands me the last bowl. I place it in the dishwasher and close the door.  
 
    Cooper steps over to me, pulling me against his chest as he wraps his arms around me. “Even so. You did more tonight than you even know.” I glance up at him and find his forehead creased with worry. Just as I open my mouth Dom steps in the kitchen. “Sorry to interrupt. I’m heading out. I was just going to say thanks again for having me.” Cooper steps over, shaking his hand. “Glad you came by. I hope to have many more dinners between the teams.” I smile as Dom’s eyes meet mine. “I’m glad you stopped by. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    He nods as he walks toward the door. Cooper and I make our way back to the living room where Grant and Reese are talking quietly to each other. Grant looks over at us as we sit on the couch together. “Thank you for dinner, Ophelia. I can honestly say I’ve never had a soup such as that.” I laugh as Cooper shakes his head. “It’s gumbo, Grant. You’ve never had gumbo before?” He gives a little shrug. “I grew up on fish and chips, poppet.” I give him a grin. “I’ll have to show you the ways of the south.” He chuckles as he stands. “I look forward to it.” He glances back at Reese. “Will you accompany me on an evening stroll?”  
 
    Reese’s eyes widen slightly as he hurries to his feet. “Oh uh, sure.” Reese gives me a little wave as they walk to the door, Cooper following them. Cooper closes the door behind them and locks it. He turns back to me with a soft smile. “Can we take this party upstairs?” My eyes widen and my mouth falls open. He takes in my expression and shakes his head as he snickers, walking toward me. “No, no, love. I meant let’s retire to the bedroom and watch a movie. It’s been a long day.” I nod as I stand up. “That sounds like a wonderful plan.” He grips my hand in his as we climb up the stairs together. He pauses at his bedroom door. “I need to change clothes. I’ll meet you in your room.” 
 
    I walk in my bedroom, leaving the door open behind me. Digging through one of the numerous boxes, I find a tank top and pair of shorts to change into before walking into the bathroom. I change into my pajamas, remove my makeup, and brush my teeth. As I pull the bathroom door open, I find Cooper in my bed in nothing other than boxer briefs. He holds the remote in hand, his eyes focused on the TV.  
 
    I take a moment to appreciate his body. Geez, he’s sexy. I take a deep breath as I walk toward the bed, trying to check myself. I pull the covers back before climbing up on the bed. Cooper flips the covers back, covering himself as well as I lie my head on his chest. He wraps his arm around me as the movie starts.  
 
    I try my best to focus on the movie, but Cooper is radiating stress and anxiety. I sit up, facing him. “Are you alright?” He runs his hand down his face before looking at me. “I’m nervous about tomorrow.” I pull my legs under me, criss cross applesauce style, and face him as he props himself against the headboard. “Do you normally get nervous before a mission?”  
 
    He reaches toward me, gripping my hand in his and resting them on the bed between us. Taking a deep breath, he shakes his head. “Yes and No. There’s always some nerves when we go out on assignments, but this time, I just…” He trails off as he tilts his head back with his eyes closed. I scoot closer to him, laying my hand on his chest, right above his heart. “Talk to me, Coop.” He sighs heavily before looking in my eyes. “I don’t know, O. This mission just feels different. Maybe it’s the Hunters knowing that the Prophecy is coming to a head. I just…”  
 
    I stay quiet, allowing him to gather his thoughts. His eyes lock back on mine. “I’m worried about leaving you too. I asked Dom to keep an eye out for you while I’m gone, just so you know.” I shrug one shoulder lightly. “That’s kind of his role, so, no harm done.” He pulls my hand that’s gripped in his, urging my closer to him. I uncross my legs and swing my leg over him, straddling his waist before lying my chest to his. 
 
    He runs his fingers along my spine, causing goosebumps to spread across my body. “I know we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, but I can’t stand the thought of being away from you for the next few days.” I nod my head against his chest in agreement. The more I’m around him, the more I need him. I tilt my head so I can look in his eyes. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll be back by the end of the week. Dom will watch out for me while you’re away. I’ll even cook you dinner when you get home.” I finish with a cheeky grin.  
 
    He chuckles as he places a kiss to my forehead. “You’re too good to be true, love.” I shake my head slowly as he pulls back, his eyes finding mine. “I feel the same about you.” I reach over to the bedside table, grabbing the remote and turning the TV off over my shoulder. I slide off Cooper as he scoots down into the bed. We face each other in the darkness, our legs tangled together, his arm swung over my hip and my hand on his chest. 
 
    “So. Grant and Reese, huh?” He asks quietly. I chuckle lightly. “And Ryder and Raven, and Charlie and Micah.” He gives a little whistle. “No wonder we’ve never crossed teams before.” I pull back slightly, trying to see him in the darkness. “Other teams don’t hang out together?” I feel him shrug in the dark. “Not really. Most teams stay to themselves. This is kind of new territory with you and me. We live together, so our teams are going to cross paths, but getting together for dinner? That’s new.” I snuggle back into his chest, closing my eyes. “Good night, Coop.” He places a kiss to the top of my head. “Good night, my love.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I make certain that I wake up before Cooper. I want to cook him a special breakfast since he’s leaving on mission this morning. I start the coffee pot before taking everything I need out of the refrigerator. Yesterday while at the grocery store, I decided to make a smoked salmon eggs Benedict.  
 
    I finish making the plates and adding fresh fruit just as Cooper walks into the kitchen. He places his hands on my hips and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Good morning, love.” I reach behind me and hand him the coffee cup I fixed for him moments earlier. We each grab a plate and our coffee and walk to the kitchen table, sitting next to each other.  
 
    “You keep cooking like this, and I’ll never want to leave.” I give a little chuckle as I push my empty plate away from me, wrapping both hands around my coffee cup as I pull my legs up to rest on the edge of his chair. He runs his hand along my bare leg as he sips his coffee. “You feel any better about the mission?” He takes a deep breath, letting his shoulders relax. “A bit. I trust my team and I know everything will be fine.” 
 
    I give him a faint smile before standing and clearing the table. He follows me to the kitchen as I clean up the pots and pans from the stove. “What are your plans while I’m away?” I let out an annoyed sigh as I load the dishwasher. “Unpacking mainly.” He snickers behind me. “I’d love to stay and help, but I’ve got to get to Headquarters to meet with Jim before we leave.”  
 
    I turn to him as he wraps his arms around me. “Be careful, Coop.” I tilt my head up to him and his lips find mine. What starts as a sweet kiss quickly turns into something more. My lips part and his tongue slips in my mouth as my heart pounds wildly. His hand slides up my back to the back of my neck, holding me against him tightly as his other hand runs under my shirt, his thumb brushing the edge of my bra as I let my hands roam along his chest under his shirt.  
 
    Cooper abruptly takes a step back and we stare at each other. Both of us flushed and breathing heavy. He runs his hand along the back of his neck. “Sorry, O. I got a little carried away.” I chuckle as I step toward him, closing the distance between us. Pushing up on my tiptoes I circle my hands around his neck, pulling him down to kiss him again. “Be careful out there, and hurry home.” I whisper against his lips. 
 
    He pulls back, smiling down at me. “I’ll be back in a few days.” I let go of him and he turns to walk to the door, giving me that smile with the dimple before closing the door that leads to the garage. I sigh as my shoulders fall. I make my way upstairs to my room, glaring at the moving boxes as I make my way to the bathroom.  
 
    Once I’ve showered and thrown on leggings and a sweatshirt I start on the boxes. My phone rings as I finish with the first box, tossing it to the middle of the room. “Hello?” I answer. “Hey, Ophelia. It’s Charlie. Do you feel up to company today?” I look at the box I’m unpacking. “Uh, I’m just unpacking. You can come over if you want though.” I hear a knock at the door. “Awesome! I’m here already.” I chuckle as I walk down the stairs to let her in. 
 
    When I open the door, I’m surprised to find Raven standing next to her. “Oh, hey y’all.” Raven brushes by me. I close the door once Charlie walks in and turn to them. Raven crosses her arms over her chest. “Which way to your room? Let’s get the unpacking done.” I stare at her wide eyed before walking toward the stairs.  
 
      
 
    They spend the next hour helping me unpack. Once everything is hung in the closet I step back with my hands on my hips. “Wow. Thanks, y’all. This would have taken me all day without the help.” I walk out of the closet to find Raven sitting at the foot of my bed while Charlie pulls something out of the last box. “Hey. What’s this?” She asks as she holds up my box of travel items. I step toward her, taking the box and flipping the lid open. “Oh. It’s just a box of random items I’ve collected over the years with cool places to travel to.” 
 
    Raven stands, walking over to peer in the box. “What’s this?” She asks as she pulls the tiny toy horse from the box. “It was my Moms when she was a little girl. It was the first time I ever shifted.” She tosses it back in the box, pulling out the pink Pom Pom key chain. “And this?” I chuckle as I take it from her. “This I found at a thrift store. It takes me to a fraternity party in 2005.”  
 
    She snatches it out of my hand. “Fraternity party? As in, hot college guys and alcohol? I’d say this afternoon has taken a turn for the better.” I shake my head as I try to take it from her. “No way. Cooper doesn’t want me going anywhere in time without protection.” She scoffs loudly. “You seem to be forgetting I’m half the brawn of this team.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her as she smirks. “I thought you were all for team building exercises.” I laugh at the absurdity. “I wouldn’t consider a college party for team building.” She dangles the keychain between us. “Come on, O. Cooper’s gone, Micah too, and I could use some male attention from someone other than Ryder.” I look from Charlie to Raven. Groaning as I take the keychain. “Fine. One lap around the party, one drink, and we’re out.” I hold my hands out to them and transport us back in time.  
 
    I land us in a coat closet of sorts on the main floor. The music is loud as we materialize. Raven looks around with a wide smile. “Hell yeah. Let’s get our drink on, ladies.” She says before throwing the door open. I take the lead, walking straight to the kitchen where I know the alcohol is located. Charlie and I make a mixed drink as Raven grabs a beer from the ice in the sink.  
 
    Two large guys in football jerseys walk into the room from the back yard. Raven turns and gives them a flirty smile as they walk over to us. “Hey, there. Haven’t seen you around here before.” Raven runs her fingernails along one of their biceps. “Oh, we’re just visiting from the Omega branch out of Georgia.” The guy looks down at her hand on his arm before smiling widely at the guy next to him. “Why don’t we show these peaches a good time?”  
 
    I fight the urge to roll my eyes as we follow the guys into the living room slash dance floor. Raven makes quick work sandwiching herself between the two and dancing while Charlie and I hang out on the edge. “Wow. I’ve never seen her like this.” I chuckle as I watch Raven grinding on the two guys. She catches us watching and motions for us to join. I look over to Charlie and shrug before throwing my drink back.  
 
    We make our way to Raven, dancing for a bit before going off in search of another drink. Raven and Charlie go in search of the bathroom as I refresh our drinks. I feel an unfamiliar hand land on my hip. Turning slightly, I look back to find one of the jersey guys. I try to wiggle out of his grip, but he takes that to mean ‘grip me tighter’. “You look sexy as hell when you’re dancing.” I try to step around him, but he leans in closer, his breath smelling of beer. “Let’s take this party upstairs to my room, peaches.”  
 
    “I, uh, I have a boyfriend. Sorry.” He leans down, his lips inches from mine. “I won’t tell if you don’t” I lean back as far as I can just as a hand lands on his shoulder. “Hands off the merchandise, bud.” I sigh in relief when I hear Raven’s voice. He steps back, giving her a slow, wicked smile. “Don’t worry, baby. You can join too.”  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Raven grips his wrist and spins him, slamming his chest down on the kitchen counter as she holds his arm behind him. I stare wide eyed as she leans down to his ear. “You wouldn’t even know what to do with a girl like me.” She steps back, allowing him up, giving a humorless laugh as she reaches behind me, grabbing a bottle of vodka from the table. “Time to go, O.”  
 
    I nod as I step around the huge jersey wearing guy to Charlie’s side. Raven lifts the vodka bottle slightly giving him a little salute. “Thanks for the parting gift.” She turns and follows Charlie and I to the front door as he stares at us with his mouth slightly open.    
 
    We step outside and look around, walking toward the side of the house. I grip Raven and Charlie’s hand and take us back to the present. Charlie lets out an audible sigh as we materialize in Cooper’s kitchen. Raven turns with the bottle of vodka, pulling open cabinet doors until she finds the glasses. “Sorry, O. I didn’t realize he was such a douche, or I wouldn’t have left you alone.”  
 
    She turns with the three glasses filled with vodka, handing us each one as I open the refrigerator for a mixer. “No worries. I can’t believe you took that guy down like that.” She scoffs. “I could take their whole football team down without breaking a sweat.” I eye her as I pour cranberry juice in my glass, passing the juice to Charlie.  
 
    We take our drinks to the living room, where I turn on the TV for background noise. Pulling my legs up next to me I sip my drink. “So, what happened with you and Micah last night?” I ask Charlie as she settles on the loveseat. She takes on a dreamy expression before talking. “Well, he walked me home and we stood around on the porch talking for a little while. Before he left, he hugged me and asked if I’d like to go out when he gets back from mission.”  
 
    I give her a sweet smile before looking at Raven who’s rolling her eyes so hard, I think they may fall out of her head. “What about Ryder? He seems to like you.” She groans as she kicks her feet up on the coffee table. “He’s handsome, but I don’t do relationships. He may be a good lay one day though.” I cough as I choke on my drink, sitting forward and pounding my chest.  
 
    She gives me an annoyed look. “My bad. I forgot you’re the virgin shifting princess.” My mouth drops open as I glare at her with wide eyes. “Wait. You’re a virgin? You and Cooper aren’t, you know?” Charlie asks. I look between the two of them as I shake my head slowly. “No. Cooper and I have never done anything more than kiss.” Charlie stares at me with wide eyes and a blank expression. “Wow.”  
 
    An hour later and we’re all drunk and giggling over everything with our feet propped on the coffee table. Raven looks over at me with a drunk, goofy smile. “So, when are you going to give Coopster the ole V card?” I giggle and shake my head. “It’s not something I have planned out.” Charlie leans over on the arm of the couch. “I mean, how do you live together and not have sex?” I chuckle before sipping my drink. “We just don’t. We agreed to take things slow. I don’t want to be with him just for the Prophecy. I want to be with him because we want to be together.”  
 
    Charlie gives an awww as Raven groans. “Oh my gosh. What a load of shit. We’ve seen the way you two are around each other.” I give a drunken half shrug as Raven sits up on the couch, turning toward me. “Wait a minute. How far have you actually gone with a guy?” I feel my cheeks heat as I slink further into the couch. “I never really dated in school. I mean, I’ve kissed a boy, but…”  
 
    I trail off as Raven stares at me with what could be a look of disbelief. “You mean you’ve only ever been to first base? Holy shit, you need to get laid!” She sits back on the couch, shaking her head lightly. “Hell, I need to get laid.” Charlie chuckles with her eyes closed as I shake my head. Raven stands up, stepping over the coffee table with a bit of a wobble.  
 
    “I’m serious ya’ll! It’s been six months. My vagina is going to have cobwebs before long!” I throw my head back laughing as she flings her hands in the air. I watch as she starts to pace in front of the TV. “You know what? I’m going to give Ryder the ride of his life when they get back. I’m going to hump him like a damn Jack Russell Terrier!” I slide off the couch onto the floor as I grip my side laughing.  
 
    Charlie lifts her head off the couch arm with one eye open. “You’re insane, Rave.” I stand from the floor, my legs wobbly. I check the clock on the wall and groan. “We need to get some sleep. We’ve got training in a few hours.” Charlie tries to stand and falls back on the couch. “Can I just sleep right here? I don’t think I can walk home.” Raven and I both laugh as she unsuccessfully tries to stand up again.  
 
    I step over to her, offering her my hand. Raven grabs her other side and we get her standing. “Come on. You can sleep in my bed.” We help Charlie up the stairs, and she falls on to the bed, face first, already snoring lightly. Raven shakes her head as she turns to me. “She’s a light weight.” I chuckle as we walk out of my room, turning off the light and closing the door behind us. Raven holds her hand out to me and I place my hand in hers as she shakes my hand lightly. 
 
    “You’re starting to grow on me, virgin shifting princess.” I groan as we drop hands. “Please don’t let that be my nickname.” She chuckles as she walks to the stairs. “Don’t piss me off, or it will be.” She calls over her shoulder as she walks down the stairs. I look over the railing as she gives me a little wave. “I’ll lock the door behind me. See you in the morning.” She says as she walks out the front door, closing it behind her.  
 
    I step back into my room, grabbing my pajamas from the bathroom and walking back out of the room, opening the door to Cooper’s room. I flip on the light and inhale deeply. The room smells of Cooper. I sigh as I make my way to his bathroom, getting ready for bed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning with a throbbing headache. Groaning, I drag myself out of bed and check the time. “Shit.” I mutter as I walk out of Cooper’s bedroom to mine, knocking lightly before opening the door. Charlie is still sprawled across the bed, snoring. I walk over and pat her leg. “Charlie. Charlie! Come on! We’ve got to be at training in an hour.” She moans as she rolls over and looks at me. 
 
    “Ugh. Just five more minutes Mom!” I chuckle as I offer her my hand to pull her up. She rubs her eyes once she’s standing and looks around my room. “Damn. How did I even get here?” I laugh as I shake my head. “No time now. Get home and get ready. I’ll see you at training.” She gives a little wave as she walks through the bedroom and out the door. I hear the front door close as I step in the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later and I’m walking out the front door with an iced coffee, feeling like death warmed over. I make the short drive to Headquarters and get out of the car, coffee in hand. When I pull open the main door, I find Raven and Charlie standing by the elevator. Raven is wearing big sunglasses with an energy drink in her hand and Charlie is propped against the wall, looking a little green around the gills.  
 
    I join them next to the elevator to wait for Dom and Reese. “Morning ladies.” Raven holds her energy drink up to me as Charlie moans. I look over to the front entrance as Dom and Reese stride in. Dom appraises the three of us before his face erupts in a devious grin. “Looks like ya’ll had a hell of a night.”  
 
    I groan as I rub my temples. “Don’t talk about it. I think I’m still drunk.” Dom bursts into laughter. Reese hits the elevator button for us and we all file in when the doors open. Dom looks over at me with a grin. “What the hell did ya’ll get into?” I sigh. “A bottle of vodka and a fraternity party.” The elevator door opens, and we find Niko standing with his hands on his hips and a scowl. “You’re late.”  
 
    I resist the urge to roll my eyes as I check the time on my phone. One. Freaking. Minute. Charlie darts by us, leaning into the garbage can next to the door and heaving. I wince, my own stomach doing flip flops as she vomits loudly. Niko rolls his eyes before settling his gaze on me. “Looks like the ladies had an interesting evening. Not the best way to start the week.” Dom steps forward with a smirk. “I was busy being responsible. Getting in bed at a decent hour.”  
 
    I scoff as I shoot daggers at his back with my eyes. Niko simply rolls his eyes. “Charlie! Get out of here. The rest of you, warmup!” He turns and walks across the gym toward his office. Raven sighs heavily next to me. “That’s bullshit. Just because she can’t hold her liquor, she gets an off day.”  
 
    I look over to Charlie with a sympathetic smile as she steps in the elevator with a shy wave. Turning back to Raven I give her a weary smile. “I feel like shit too. Let’s just get through the next hour and we can both go home and rest.” She scoffs before throwing back the remainder of her energy drink and tossing the can toward the garbage can.  
 
    After warming up we make it to the mats. Raven and I both getting taken down numerous times. Raven lands on her back for probably the fifteenth time, struggling to catch her breath. “I’m done, Niko! I’ll do a double tomorrow, but I’m done.” She rolls over and pushes herself off the mat as the elevator door opens. I turn to see Jim walking our way with a worried expression. I start walking toward him, meeting him in the middle of the gym. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He sighs as he pushes his glasses up on his nose with his pointer finger. “Have you heard from Cooper?” I give him a questioning look as I scrunch my forehead. “No, not since I saw him leave yesterday morning.” Jim swears and places his hands behind his head as he paces a short distance. My heart quickens in my chest as I step over in front of him, blocking his way. “What’s going on, Jim?”  
 
    He sighs heavily as he throws his hands up at his side. “I don’t know. We lost contact with them hours ago. They ran into a large group of Hunters. Larger than we anticipated being there.” My face falls as I place my hand to my chest. I feel like my knees are about to go out from under me when Dom grips my elbow. “What happened?” 
 
    I shake my head as he looks between Jim and I. Jim clasps both of his hands behind his neck. “We lost contact with Cooper’s team. They were surrounded by Hunters and the portal was open.” I look up to find Dom with a shocked expression. “What portal?” Jim gives me a curious look. “The portal is how the Hunters take shifters back to their realm. Or headquarters as we call ours.”  
 
    I suck in a breath, suddenly feeling lightheaded. Dom wraps his arm around my waist, keeping me upright. “I’m sure they’re fine, O. They have a strong team and they’re all excellent fighters.” I nod my head, trying to convince myself he’s right. Niko steps up placing a hand on my shoulder. “You go home, Ophelia. Cooper may lead them back there.” He looks up to Dom before looking at Reese and Raven standing next to him. “You all take her home. One of you call me later with an update.”  
 
    We make our way to the elevator, my head swimming with awful thoughts of what could have happened. We walk across the parking lot and I pull the driver’s door open to Cooper’s Audi sports car. Raven places her hand on the door. “Let me drive, O.” I nod mechanically and hand her the keys. She turns and tosses her car keys to Dom. “Take mine home and meet us there.” He nods before jogging across the parking lot.  
 
    I sit in the passenger seat with my hands on my face in a daze as Raven drives us to my home. When we pull into the garage, I start to push the door open, but it opens instantly. I look up to find Reese with a concerned look on his face. He offers me his hand to help me out. I push the door open to the house, praying to find Cooper inside, only to find quietness. Walking into the living room, I sit on the edge of the couch, dropping my elbows on my knees and resting my head in my hands.  
 
    I feel a hand on my back and glance over. Raven sits next to me with a glass of water. I huff. “Why do people offer you water when you’re upset?” She gives me a wicked grin before tossing the cup over her shoulder. I hear it clatter over the hardwood floor as my mouth drops open. A smile tugs at my lips and I let out a light laugh before shaking my head slowly. “You’re insane.” She shrugs a bit as she nods. “Pretty much.” She wraps an arm around my shoulder, pulling me against her side. “They’re fine, O. I know it.” I nod in agreement as Dom and Reese walk in the living room. 
 
     Dom sits on the other side of me, placing his hand on my knee, squeezing gently as Reese sits on the coffee table in front of us, gripping my hand in his gently. We sit quietly like this for what seems like hours. My head snaps up as I feel the familiar tingle coursing through my spine that I get only when Cooper touches me. I jump up, spinning around in a circle as I look around the room with wide eyes.  
 
    Raven stands next to me, placing her hand on my shoulder. “What is it?” I shake my head slowly as I scan the room with my eyes. “I don’t know. I can feel him.” Raven gives me a questioning look. “I only get this feeling when Cooper touches me. I think they’re close.” Just as I finish the sentence Cooper and his team materialize in the floor in front of the TV. 
 
    Cooper drops to his knees, his shoulders hunched over, and his head dropped. I jump over the coffee table and fall to my knees in front of him, placing my hands on his cheeks and pulling his head up to look at me. He has a haggard look on his face but gives me a weak grin. His left eye is swollen shut and his lip busted, a cut over his eye. My face falls as I run my fingers along the side of his face.  
 
    I look over at the rest of his team knelt or lying on the floor. I quickly look back to Cooper. “Are you okay?” He nods. “Yeah, yeah, I’m good. Check on them.” He motions his head to the side and winces. I quickly crawl over to Zane’s side. He’s groaning and clutching his side. I look over my shoulder to Dom, Reese and Raven who are staring at them all with shocked expressions. “Reese! Check on Grant! Dom, check Micah! Raven, get to Ryder!”  
 
    They all spring into action as I turn my focus back to Zane who’s breathing is labored. I gently move his hand away from his side and lift his shirt up. The skin over his ribs is already turning a deep purple color. I look at him and notice the blood pooling from his nose. Jumping up, I sprint to the kitchen, grabbing the first aid kit and a few dish towels before darting back to the living room. I drop down and hold a towel to his nose. “I think your ribs are broken. We need to get you to a doctor to make sure you haven’t punctured a lung.”  
 
    I look around the room to find Reese helping Grant to the couch. He seems to be alright other than a busted lip and a nasty cut above his eye. Raven is on the floor next to Ryder. She looks over at me with a scared expression. I leave Zane and hurry toward them. Ryder’s eyes are both swollen shut, his hand clutching his shoulder. “Ryder, can you hear me?” He gives a grunt and I sigh in relief. “Can you move this arm?” I ask as I touch the arm of the shoulder he’s clutching. He moves his head slowly from side to side. “Okay. Hang tight. You may have dislocated your shoulder.”  
 
    I look over to Raven. “Call Jim, now.” She jumps up and runs to the kitchen table where she deposited her purse earlier. I slide over to Dom and Micah just as Dom is helping him sit up. Micah looks up to me with a faint grin. “Are you alright?” He nods slowly. “I, I think so.” He tries to stand, but falls back, Dom catching him. I look at Micah and lift one of his eyelids as the light catches his eyes. His eyes are dilated. “Did you hit your head?” He gives a light shrug before grimacing.  
 
    I look over to Dom. “I think he has a concussion. Let’s get him to the couch.” Dom nods as he stands, both of us hooking his arms around our shoulders and helping him to the couch. The front door to the house bursts open as Jim, Calvin, and Niko run in.  
 
    Jim marches straight to Cooper kneeling on the floor. “What the hell happened, Cooper?” He shouts angrily down at him. Once I have Micah on the couch and Dom sitting next to him, I walk back to Cooper, kneeling and placing my hand on his back while I glare up at Jim. “I think we’ll deal with what happened after we deal with what’s happening.”  
 
    Jim narrows his eyes at me. I narrow mine right back as I point to Zane still groaning on the floor. “His ribs are broken. He needs to be checked to make sure he hasn’t punctured a lung.” I turn to my right and point at Ryder. “I’m almost certain his shoulder is dislocated.” I nod my head toward Micah propped up on the couch. “He may have a concussion.” I turn my focus back to Jim with a fierce look on my face. “They need medical attention before we delve into what happened.”  
 
    Calvin kneels in front of Cooper and I, placing his hand lightly on Cooper’s shoulder. “Cooper? Are you alright, son?” Cooper gives a slight nod without looking at him. Calvin looks at me with a sad expression. “Can I speak to you in the kitchen, Miss Oakes?” I glance at Cooper who is still kneeling on the floor, breathing heavily. “You alright, Coop.” He nods in response and sits back, resting his arms on his knees as he breathes heavily.  
 
    I stand up and follow Calvin to the kitchen as Niko tends to Zane and Cooper. Calvin rakes his hand down his face before meeting my eyes. “Our doctor that normally deals with things this serious has disappeared. We don’t know where he is.” I glance over my shoulder at the living room before turning my focus back to Calvin. “My Mom is Society. They have doctors.” I know it’s against the rules to bring non-Assembly members here, but surely this is a special case. 
 
     He nods. “Go then. We’ll take care of them until you get back.” I nod as I take a step back. “Dom.” I call into the living room. Cooper looks up to me as Dom makes his way into the kitchen. I quickly explain the situation and grab his hand, giving Cooper a small smile as I shift us to my home in Alabama. 
 
    I open my eyes to the familiar living room. “Mom!” I yell. She hurries into the living room, gripping my arms and looking me up and down with wide eyes. “What is it? Are you alright? Where’s Cooper?” I shake my head quickly. “We need a doctor. Cooper’s team had an issue. One has a dislocated shoulder. Another has a concussion, and another has broken ribs.” I spew out quickly.  
 
    She grips my hand, holding out her other hand to Dom, who quickly accepts. We materialize in a place I’ve never seen. Mom turns and runs down a long hallway, her heels clicking with every step. Dom and I follow closely behind her as she flings open a door to a gray-haired man with a shocked expression. Mom huffs as she explains. “This is my daughter. She’s Assembly. One of their teams had a run in with the Hunters. They need help.”  
 
    He looks from my Mom to me to Dom a few times before quickly standing. He grabs a bag from behind his desk and crosses to a cabinet. “What are we looking at?” Mom looks to me and gives a nod. “Zane has possible broken ribs. Micah may have a concussion, and Ryder, I think a dislocated shoulder. They’re all pretty banged up and a few probably need stitches.” He glances at me over his shoulder as he grabs an arm load of supplies and walks to his desk, tossing them in the bag. He grips the bag in his hand and steps over to us. “Very well. Lead the way.” 
 
    I grip his and Doms’ hand, while Dom grabs Mom’s hand, transporting us back to Cooper’s house. As soon as we materialize the doctor bounds for the living room as Mom follows. I take a shaky breath, blinking back tears as the last few hours weigh in on me. Dom places his hand on my shoulder. “They’re alright, O. We’ll figure out the rest later.” I nod as I walk toward the living room.  
 
    Cooper glances up from the couch, sitting next to Grant. I sigh with relief as I walk toward him. Balancing myself on the couch arm next to him I place my hand on his cheek as he looks up at me. “Thank you, love.” He whispers. I give him a brief smile before joining my Mom and the doctor on the floor around Zane. Mom and I help Zane sit up as he curses so we can get his shirt off.  
 
    Just as I suspected he has a few broken ribs, at least, but he seems to have not punctured a lung. The doctor moves over to Ryder, feeling along his shoulder as he grits his teeth in pain. “Alright son, this is going to hurt like hell.” He says before relocating Ryder’s shoulder. Ryder yells before falling back to the floor. The doctor opens his eyes and shines a flashlight in each before patting his good shoulder and moving over to Micah.  
 
    He checks out Micah and confirms my suspicions of a slight concussion. He turns to Grant and Cooper sitting on the loveseat. “Are you boys alright?” They both nod in unison as he steps toward them. He lifts Grant’s face by his chin and eyes the cut above his eye. “This needs stitches.” He points to his medical bag on the floor and I quickly scramble to retrieve it.  
 
    After a few stitches to Grants eyebrow he turns his attention to Cooper. He flashes his light in each of Cooper’s eyes before Cooper waves him away. “I’m fine. Zane and Ryder took the brunt of it.” The doctor turns to me with a slight shrug. “Can I speak with you in the kitchen.” My eyes lock briefly with Cooper’s before I walk away.  
 
    Calvin, Jim, Mom, my teammates, and the doctor pile in the kitchen with me. I look at the doctor with a slight smile. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t even catch your name.” He lets out a light chuckle as he straightens his tie. “Albert.” I hold my hand out to him. He takes my hand in his own, shaking strongly. “Thank you for coming today.” He nods as he looks around our group. “I must say, I am surprised. Where are the doctors for the Assembly?”  
 
    Calvin steps forward offering his hand. “Calvin. Thank you for what you’ve done here today. Our doctor has disappeared.” Albert hisses through his teeth. “Damn. George was a fine doctor.” He shakes his head slowly as he closes his eyes. He opens them and looks over his shoulder to the living room. “What are the living situations around here? I would like someone staying with each of them tonight to watch for any signs of complications.”  
 
    Raven holds a hand up. “I’ll stay with Ryder tonight.” I give her a little grin as she lowers her hand. “I can stay with Grant.” Reese says to the floor. Dom huffs next to me. “I guess that leaves me with Micah and Zane.” I place an arm on his forearm. “Go and call Charlie. Tell her what happened, and I’m sure she’ll be happy to talk Micah’s head off tonight.” They all chuckle as Dom walks away from the group, stepping outside. 
 
    I look back at the doctor. “Thank you. You don’t know what this means to us.” He gives me a tight smile. “I could never repay you all for what the Assembly does for our kind.” I smile widely at him as he takes a step back, glancing in the living room again. “I’d like to come by tomorrow morning and check on everyone. If that’s alright of course.” I glance at Calvin as he nods. “We would be most appreciative if you would.”  
 
    Albert looks over at Mom as he grips his doctor bag in his hand. “Very well. Lillian knows how to contact me if there should be a problem.” I nod to him with a smile. Mom steps over and hugs me tightly before gripping Albert’s hand and disappearing.  
 
    Dom comes back in with his phone in his hand. “Charlie’s on her way over.” As he slips his phone into his pocket the front door flies open. Charlie looks from us to the living room and runs forward, landing on the couch next to Micah. I look back at the group before me. “Alright. Let’s split the houses. I think it would be easier to deal with everyone one on one.” Raven holds her hand in the air. “Ryder can stay at my house.” I nod in agreement. 
 
    Dom looks at Reese. “That means Micah and Charlie will have Micah's place, so I guess I’m staying at Zane’s and you and Grant have our place.” Reese nods in agreement. I clap my hands together in front of me. “Great. Now let’s get everyone settled before it gets dark and cold outside.” I turn and walk into the living room, surveying the group of battered guys. I look over to Reese sitting next to Grant.  
 
    “Hey, Reese. I’m going to need your help.” He stands up and walks over to me. “Let’s just shift them instead of trying to get everyone down the sidewalk.” He nods in agreement. I step over to Zane lying on the floor. “Hey, Zane. We’re going to get you home in bed, okay?” He nods slightly as Reese kneels to place his hand on his forearm. I do the same and hold my hand back to Dom.  
 
    Once we’ve gotten Zane comfortable in his bed, Reese and I shift back to Cooper’s. We do the same for Ryder and Raven and return for Micah and Charlie. Reese and Grant shift last, leaving Cooper, Jim, Calvin, Niko and myself. I sit on the couch next to Cooper, utterly exhausted after the past few hours. I grip his hand in mine as Jim sits down on the couch.  
 
    “What the hell happened out there?” Cooper shakes his head slightly. “I don’t know, Jim. I was tracking two Hunters and suddenly there were ten of them. It’s almost like they knew we would be there. They had a fucking portal open and everything.” Cooper sits back, running his hand through his hair before wincing.  
 
    I turn so I’m facing him, my brows drawing together in concern. “Are you sure you’re alright?” He gives me a tight smile, resting his hand on my knee with a little squeeze. “I’m fine, love. Just a bit sore.” He turns back to Jim. “Where did we get the intel from?” Jim sighs as he drops his elbows to his knees. “The intel was good. Maybe it was just a fluke.”  
 
    I look over to see Cooper’s eyes widen, he bolts forward and grips his side in pain, groaning. I place a hand on his back, rubbing gently as he catches his breath. I look over at Jim with my eyebrows drawn. “That’s enough. I think you should leave.” Jim scoffs, sitting back on the couch and crossing his arms over his chest arrogantly. “This is my job, sweetheart.”  
 
    I open my mouth to cuss him for everything he’s worth when Calvin interjects. “Jim. Ophelia has asked us to leave. She’s made arrangements for the entire team to be cared for tonight and even provided a doctor. We will do as she has asked.” I give Calvin a faint smile as Jim stands with a huff. “Fine. We will talk about this tomorrow.” I scowl at him as they walk toward the door. Niko turns after Jim and Calvin step out. “I’m sure you realize you’re all excused from training tomorrow. Let me know about Wednesday. Your discretion.”  
 
    I thank him as he steps out the door, turning my focus back to Cooper. He sits back on the couch with a groan. “Coop. You’re hurt, babe. Why didn’t you let the doctor check you out?” He shakes his head slowly. “I’m fine, really. Just sore.” I run my hand along his leg as an idea pops into my head. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I hop up and quickly walk to the stairs. “No worries. I was just thinking of going for a jog, but since you told me to wait…” I roll my eyes toward him over my shoulder as I head upstairs. I walk into my bedroom and head straight for the bathroom, turning the water on for the bathtub. I quickly grab two towels, placing them on the side of the tub before lighting the numerous candles in the room. I pour in some lavender bath oil before walking back into my bedroom, finding a bikini in my chest of drawers.  
 
    I quickly strip down, placing the bikini on and covering myself in a robe before heading back downstairs. I find Cooper leaning back on the couch, his arm over his eyes. I stop in front of him as he peeks at me with one eye. I hold my hand out for him and he gingerly takes it. Taking a few seconds to stand up. As I help him up the stairs, I notice he has a slight limp. 
 
    I lead him into my bathroom with his arm draped over my shoulder. He turns his head to me when he sees the candles and bath. “Are you planning to join me?” He asks with a charming smile. I step away from him with a small grin, dropping my robe to the floor to reveal my string bikini. He looks me up and down with his mouth parted open. His eyes meet mine and I can see the fire blazing in them.  
 
    I cover my chest with my arms, suddenly thinking this was a bad idea. He limps the few steps to me, placing his hands on my hips. “Thanks, love. A bath will do me wonders.” He kicks off his shoes and undoes his belt, letting his jeans fall to the floor. He reaches a hand up and grabs the collar of his shirt, groaning as he tries to pull it over his head.  
 
    I place my hand on his arm. “Let me help, Coop.” He lifts both of his arms as I stand on my tip toes to pull it off him. I grimace when I see all the cuts and bruises lining his chest and sides. I help him into the bath in his boxer briefs before sliding in behind him. I wrap my arms around his chest as I position my legs on either side of him, pulling him back against my chest.  
 
    He sinks lower in the bath as I run one hand along his chest, the other through his hair. “What happened today?” He sighs with his eyes closed. “It was one of the visions we saw the first time we kissed. There were two guys in hoods following me as I ran through Barcelona.” He takes a deep breath as I trail my fingers along his abs. “I was supposed to lead them to the vantage point where Ryder and Zane waited, but when I got there more Hunters were already there. They had a portal open, ready to take us, but we fought them off until Micah and Grant showed up.” 
 
    My shoulders tense as I listen to him talk about the day’s events. Cooper places a hand on my thigh, squeezing ever so gently. “I’m just glad we’re all okay. Beaten up, but okay.” I let out a shaky breath as I wrap my arms around him, hugging him from behind. “Me too.” 
 
    We sit quietly for a while. “You were incredible today, love.” I run my fingers through his hair softly, feeling his body slowly relax against mine. “What?” He waves his hand toward the door. “Downstairs, earlier. You just bolted into action, calling out orders for your team. You did well.” A proud smile forms on my lips. “Thanks. I didn’t even think about it. I just wanted to make sure you were all okay.” 
 
    He nods slightly. “By the way, how did you know all of that? The dislocated shoulder, broken ribs and concussion.” I chuckle slightly. “Promise not to laugh.” He lets out a little sigh as he turns his head just enough to see me. “I promise. I don’t think I could laugh right now, even if I wanted to.” I give him a sad smile. “Well, when I was a little girl, I would stay with Gamma during summer vacation while Mom was at work. This was during Gamma’s George Clooney phase, so we mostly just watched ER all day.”  
 
    He lets out a small chuckle before grimacing. “I’m glad you did. It sure as hell paid off today. Thanks again, love.” I lean my head around him and place a gentle kiss to his temple. “No thanks needed, Coop.” 
 
      
 
    We stay in the bath until the water turns cool. I step out, telling Cooper I’ll go and grab him something to sleep in. I quickly walk to his room with a towel wrapped around myself and pull a few drawers open before finding his underwear drawer. I grab a pair and head back to my room, heading straight into the bathroom to find Cooper standing in front of the mirror, examining his bruises and scratches with a towel wrapped around his waist.  
 
    I give him a faint smile as I hold up his boxer briefs, handing them to him as I turn my back to him so he can change. He wraps his arms around me from behind, placing a kiss to my cheek. “Thank you, love. That’s just what I needed.” He walks out of the bathroom, closing the door as he steps out. I quickly change into something to sleep in, throwing my hair up and walking into the bedroom. 
 
    Cooper’s already asleep in my bed. I smile as I walk over and turn the overhead light off and make my way to the bed. Carefully getting in the bed next to him, pulling the comforter over us both as I roll to my side, my back to him. “Good night, love.” He whispers sleepily as he flings his arm around my waist. I scoot as close as humanly possible to him, linking my fingers with the hand he has draped over me. “Good night, Coop.” 
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning to the sun streaming through the windows. I had turned off our alarms the night before in hopes that Cooper could get as much rest as possible. I carefully slip out of the bed as he snores softly. Grabbing an outfit to change in to, I make my way downstairs into the kitchen. I decide to make homemade cinnamon rolls and deliver some to each house as well as to check on everyone.  
 
    Just as I pull the last baking tray from the oven, I look up to see Cooper slowly coming down the stairs. I smile brightly at him as he pulls out one of the kitchen table chairs and sits down. I grab a coffee mug and prepare it the way I know he likes, taking him a fresh cinnamon roll and his coffee. He gives me a wide grin as I place the plate in front of him and hand him his coffee. “Thanks, love.”  
 
    I walk back into the kitchen, finding a few plates to stack the cinnamon rolls on and then turn back to Cooper. “I’m going to take these over to everyone and see how your team is doing.” His face falters as he sips his coffee. “That’s a good idea. I’ll get dressed and join you.” I watch as he climbs the stairs and listen to his bedroom door close behind him. 
 
    I finish wrapping up the plates and jog upstairs to my room to change. Once I’m halfway presentable I step out of the room to find Cooper still in his bedroom, yelling. I lean against the door, trying to hear what’s going on. “No! This is bullshit and you know it! Her team is no where near ready to go on that type of mission!” A long silence follows. “No, Jim. If you try to force her, you’ll lose both of us. We’ll go somewhere that you’ll never be able to find us.” I hear a thud on the other side of the door and nearly fall back.  
 
    I knock lightly, opening the door without his approval. “Everything alright?” I ask as I see his shattered cell phone on the ground. Cooper paces the room, his hands in his hair. “I can’t fucking believe this. We could have died yesterday and he’s acting like we fell off our damn skateboards at the park!” He reaches over and grabs something from the top of his dresser, flinging it against the wall across from him.  
 
    I step over to him, placing my hand on his forearm. “Coop, you need to calm down.” He places his hands on his head, closes his eyes and takes deep breaths. I wrap my arms around him, resting my cheek against his bare chest. I let all the anxiety and anger rolling around in him, engulf me before focusing and releasing it. Cooper’s arms circle around me, pulling me tighter against him. “I don’t know how you do that, but I’m glad you do.”  
 
    I look up at him with a frown. “What was that all about?” I try to step back, but he tightens his arms around me. “I need to hold you right now, otherwise I may do something stupid like show up at Jim’s office and break his fucking face.” My eyes widen as I rest my head back on his chest. He takes a deep breath and releases it before he talks. “Jim wants to send you and your team on the same mission we were on yesterday.”  
 
    My mouth falls open. Why in the hell would he want to send us to the same place Cooper and his team were ambushed just yesterday? “I told him you’re not going, but that’s not really my call.” He runs his arms up to my shoulders and takes a step back, dropping his head so he’s eye level with me. “Please, Ophelia. Please don’t agree to go. You’re not ready.” I close my eyes and shake my head slowly. “No. We’re definitely not ready.”  
 
    I look back up to Cooper’s eyes. “Why would he even consider sending my team?” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. After we check on the guys this morning I’m going to head over to Headquarters and speak with Calvin. I’m sure he knows nothing of this half-cocked plan.”  
 
      
 
    Cooper grabs two of the plates as I do the same, walking out the front door. I stop as I reach the bottom step, looking left to right at the cookie cutter houses. “Uh, I just realized I have no idea where anyone lives other than Charlie and Raven.” Cooper gives me a wide grin. “Come on. We’ll go to Zane and Ryder’s first.” He turns right and walks up to the house directly beside ours, not bothering to knock before opening the door. “Zane! Ryder!” He calls as he sits the plates on their kitchen table. 
 
    “Ryder is at Raven’s.” Cooper nods. “Right. Zane!” He yells once more. “What the hell are you yelling about?” I look up to see Zane looking down at us from the balcony. I hold up the plate of cinnamon rolls. “I brought you breakfast.” He gives me a wide grin before pounding his fist against the bedroom door. “Get up, sleeping beauty. Princess brought us food.”  
 
    Zane slowly walks down the stairs, his hand against his ribs as Dom follows behind him. Dom steps around Zane, giving me a quick side hug before offering his hand to Cooper. “How are you feeling today?” Dom asks Cooper. He nods. “I’m good, this one and Ryder took most of the ass kicking.” He says as he places a hand on Zane’s shoulder. 
 
    Zane snatches one of the cinnamon rolls off the plate, taking a huge bite. “What about you?” I ask Zane as he stuffs the rest of the roll in his mouth. He gingerly lifts his shirt to show us his large purple and black rib cage. I wince involuntarily. He drops his shirt back as he takes a seat at the table. “Fucker picked up a brick.” Cooper lets out a long sigh as I reach for his hand, trying to calm him.  
 
    “We’re going to check on the other guys. Call us if you need anything.” Zane and Dom both thank me for the food as we walk out. I follow Cooper across the street to the house directly in front of us. He tries the door, but it’s locked. He knocks loudly as he turns to me. “Micah and Reese.” I nod. “Okay. Today, it’s Micah and Charlie.” The door opens an inch, and Charlie looks through the tiny area before opening the door fully.  
 
    “Hey! What are you guys doing here?” Cooper holds up a plate. “Ophelia thought everyone may like breakfast.” Charlie steps back so we can step inside. Micah looks at us from the couch with one eye open. Cooper walks over to him, placing the plate on the coffee table as he sits next to it. “Damn. You look worse today than you did yesterday.”  
 
    Micah gives a humorless laugh. “I feel worse than I did yesterday. My head is killing me.” Charlie looks at the watch on her arm and skips into the kitchen, coming back with a glass of water and pain killers. “It’s time for your medicine.” Cooper stands so Charlie can take his spot. “We’ll get out of your way. Call me if you need anything.” He pats Micah’s shoulder before turning to me.  
 
    Cooper turns to the right as we walk down the steps. “Raven and Charlie.” He nods his head to the house directly next to us. We walk up the steps, Cooper taking the last two plates from me. I knock on the door. I’m not exactly close enough to barge into my teams’ homes unannounced yet. “Come in!” I hear Raven call from inside. 
 
    I push the door open to find a dark house, the only light I can make out coming from the living room. We walk inside. “Hey. I thought you all might like some breakfast.” We find Raven on the couch with a book in her hand. The only light the table lamp beside her. Ryder is laid out across the couch, his head in her lap as she runs her fingers through his hair. My eyes widen at the sight.  
 
    She tosses the book on the table next to her, holding out her hand for the plate Cooper’s holding. “Uh, is he okay?” He gestures to Ryder who’s snoring loudly. Raven scoffs. “Fine. I just got the baby to sleep. He had a rough night.” I look from Raven to Ryder, settling my gaze on her with a slight scowl. “Please don’t tell my you pulled out the Jack Russell.” She snorts as she takes a bite of the cinnamon roll.  
 
    Cooper looks between the two of us. “Do I even want to know?” Raven and I look at each other with matching grins. “No.” We say in unison. I look down at Ryder. “The doctor will be coming through later. If y’all need anything, please call me.” She gives me a little salute as she picks her book back up, balancing the plate on Ryder’s chest.  
 
    We walk out the door, to the next house over. “Dom and Reese.” Cooper says as I knock. Reese pulls the door open slightly. “Hey. What are you guys doing here?” He pushes the door the rest of the way open, revealing his shirtless chest. We step inside to find Grant at the kitchen table, cup of coffee in hand, in the same attire. My cheeks blush as I take them in. “We, uh, thought ya’ll might want something to eat.”  
 
    I take the last plate from Cooper and place it on the table next to Grant. He picks up one of the cinnamon rolls. “Oh poppet, you sure know the way to a man’s heart.” I give him a shy grin. “How are you feeling this morning?” He waves a hand toward me. “A bit of an aching head, but all in all, I’m in tip top shape.” Reese places his hand on my shoulder. “How are you this morning?”  
 
    I pull my eyebrows together in a confused manor as I point to myself. “Me? Nothing happened to me.” Reese shakes his head slightly before looking from Cooper to Grant quickly, then back at me. “We all froze, Ophelia. You knew exactly what to do every step of the way yesterday.” I shrug my shoulders lightly. “I just did what needed to be done in the moment. Nothing special about that.” Grant stands from the table, pulling me into a hug. “Where I come from, we’re not huggers, so I hope this shows you just how I feel about what you did for us yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Cooper and I leave the house, walking back across the street to his. He pushes open the door, gesturing for me to go inside. I step in and he grips my hand in his. I turn to him and look up to his smiling face. “They’re right you know. You were incredible yesterday. You took charge of the entire room. Jim and Calvin included.” He leans down and presses his lips to mine briefly. He pulls back and gives me a slight grin. “I’m going to shower and head over to Headquarters.” I raise an eyebrow at him and throw a hand on my hip. “Not without me you aren’t.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    We both get showered and dressed and start for Headquarters. We pull into the parking lot and I start to open my door, but Cooper places his hand on my arm. I turn to look at him and instantly feel the worry coming from him. I place my hand on his cheek. “It’s going to be fine, Coop. They can’t force me to do anything I’m not comfortable with.” He gives a small nod before stepping out of the car. 
 
    We walk hand in hand into the building, stopping at the secretary desk in the main lobby. Cooper makes small talk with the young woman at the desk as she dials Calvin’s line. “He says to come on up to his office.” She gives Cooper a sympathetic smile.  
 
    We step in the elevator and Cooper pushes me gently against the wall, placing a hand on my hip and the other on the wall next to my head as he kisses me hard. When he pulls away, he rests his forehead against mine. “Don’t let go of my hand, okay?” I nod against his forehead as the elevator door opens. I grip his hand in mine tightly as we walk down the hallway.  
 
    He stops in front of a door with Calvin’s name scrolled on a nameplate on the wall, knocking quietly before opening the door. Calvin stands from behind his desk as we walk in. “Cooper. How are you feeling today, son?” Cooper takes the hand Calvin extends to him, shaking briefly. “I’m fine, sir. We checked on the rest of my team this morning. Everyone seems to be as good as to be expected.”  
 
    Calvin nods before gesturing his hand to the chairs in front of his desk. I scoot mine closer to Cooper’s before taking a seat as Calvin sits in the executive chair behind the desk, dropping his elbows on the desk and sitting forward. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about what happened yesterday.” Cooper nods as he moves to the edge of his seat. “As am I, Calvin, but that’s not why we’re here.”  
 
    He looks between Cooper and I with a pinched brow before Cooper continues. “It seems Jim wants to send Ophelia’s team into the same mission that nearly cost my team everything.” Calvin’s eyes widen slightly as he sits back, forming a steeple under his chin with his hands as his eyes land on me. “Forgive me, Miss Oakes, but I haven’t been following the progress of your team. Is this something you all are capable of?”  
 
    I feel Cooper tense as he grips my hand tighter. I reach over and place my other hand on his forearm, channeling my energy to him. He visibly relaxes. I look back to Calvin as he gives a questioning look at my hand on Cooper’s arm. “We are not ready. I don’t even know anything about the Hunters, and I’m taken down on the mat more times than not.” My cheeks redden as I verbalize my shortcomings aloud. 
 
    Cooper pats my knee lovingly, giving me reassurance. I look back up to Calvin. “It would be a suicide mission if you were to send us out right now.” Calvin nods as he picks up his desk phone. “Jim. I need you in my office immediately.” He hangs up the phone and smiles briefly across his desk at Cooper and me. 
 
    A knock at the door draws our attention. Jim steps inside with a bright smile that immediately falters when he takes in Cooper and me. He walks across the office to the built-in bar, helping himself to a bourbon. “What can I do for you, Cal?” He says without turning around. Calvin folds his arms over his chest, a look of annoyance on his face as he waits for Jim to turn to him.  
 
    When he does, he has an arrogant smirk on his face. Calvin stands, gesturing to Cooper and me. “I hear you have intentions to send Miss Oake’s team out on the same mission that nearly took out our three-year veterans. Do you really think that’s a wise idea with a team that has been together a week’s time?” Jim runs his hand along the back of his neck before throwing back his drink. “We don’t have much of a choice. Cooper’s team is out, probably for a while. They’re the only teams we have for this type of job.” He gestures his hand toward me. 
 
    Cooper bristles and sits up in his seat. I place a hand on his arm to calm him. Sitting up straighter I address the two men. “With all due respect, sending my team into a mission like this would be detrimental. We’re not ready.” Jim glares at me with vengeance. “Well, when do you think you’ll be ready? How long do you think we have on a matter like this?” He throws his hand up as he spins back to the bar, fixing another drink. 
 
    I stare at his back with my mouth hanging open for a brief second before I gather myself, looking at Cooper. “How long were you with your team before you went out on a mission?” He gives me a wide grin. “Six months, at least.” I look back to Jim with an arrogant smile. “So, it seems we won’t be ready for a few months.” Calvin gives a little chuckle as he sits back in his chair behind the desk. Jim narrows his eyes at me before throwing his drink back and slamming the glass on the built-in bar. “I suggest you work harder. I need you in the field, not playing house with your boyfriend.”  
 
    Cooper starts to stand, but I hold his hand tightly. Jim shifts his angry glare to Cooper. “You’re better than this. You’re Assembly, dammit! Stop playing grab ass and act like it.” Cooper rips his hand from mine, jumping up and grabbing Jim by the collar of his jacket. “My team was close to being taken yesterday! How dare you lecture me while you sit behind your fucking desk all day!” Calvin rounds his desk, putting his hand on Cooper’s shoulder and urging him back. “Come on, son. You don’t want to do this.” I stand and place my hand on Cooper’s lower back, closing my eyes and dissipating his anger.  
 
    Cooper lets out a deep sigh as he pushes Jim back. Jim brushes his hands down his suit jacket, glaring at me on his way out of the room. He stops with his hand on the door before turning back to me. “You better have your team ready in one month.” He pulls the door open, steps out and slams it behind him. I let out a heavy sigh as I close my eyes and place my fingers to my temples. “I hope you understand Jim is just trying to take out the immediate threats, Miss Oakes. It’s nothing personal against you.” I open my eyes to find Calvin giving me a sympathetic half smile.  
 
    I nod as I brush my hair behind my shoulders. I reach for Cooper’s hand, pulling him to my side and looking between him and Calvin. “I think we’re done here, right?” Calvin looks at Cooper as he gazes into my eyes. “Yeah. We’re done here.” He looks back to Calvin. “As long as you can assure me Ophelia’s team will not be sent out until they are ready.” Calvin tilts his head to the side, giving Cooper an expression that reads, ‘really?’. Cooper drops my hand to offer it to Calvin. “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice.” 
 
    Calvin grips Cooper’s hand, placing his other hand on his shoulder and squeezing lightly. “You know I’m always here, son.” He looks over to me with a genuine smile. “For you as well, Miss Oakes.” I give him a gracious smile before gripping Cooper’s hand. “We need to get back home. The doctor will be making his rounds soon and I want to know what he has to say about everyone.” Cooper nods as we walk toward the doorway. 
 
    “Miss Oakes?” I look over my shoulder as Calvin steps toward us. He pulls his cell phone out of his back pocket, thrusting it toward me. “Could I have your number so I can call you later to get an update on the boys?” I take his phone and program my number, giving him a smile as I pass it back to him. He nods as he takes it from me. “Thank you. I’ll give you a call in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    When we get in the car, I turn to Cooper. “I need to go to the grocery store. Do you want me to take you home first? You look exhausted.” He lets out a sigh before raking his hand down his face. “No. I’m fine. Would you mind if I stay in the car while you go in?” I shake my head as I start the car, driving us to the small grocery store.  
 
    I pull up in front of the store, telling Cooper I’ll be quick as I hop out and hastily make my way inside. I grab a cart and pile all the items I’ll need for cooking for ten for the next few days inside. I push the cart to the counter to find Mary once again reading a book. She looks over her book at me giving me a bright smile. “Ophelia! I’m so glad to see you. How are Cooper and the boys doing?”  
 
    I give her a half smile. “They’re all pretty banged up, but on the mend. I split my team to look after Cooper’s. I figured I should get a couple of days worth of food for everyone.” She leans over the counter, eyeing my shopping cart. “This won’t do.” She says as she steps around the counter.  
 
    I spend the next fifteen minutes following her around the store as she tosses more items in my cart. I end up back at the counter with three times what I originally had. She begins placing the items in bags as she rattles off a few easy recipes to feed a crowd as I mentally take notes. Once she’s finished placing all the bags in my cart she walks around the counter, pulling me into a hug. “You take care of those kiddos.” 
 
    As she steps back, I pull my wallet out of my purse. She simply waves her hand toward me. “Nonsense! You’re taking care of two teams single handedly. You really think I’m going to let you pay for this?” I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up her hand as she shakes her head. “No, mam. You handle dinner tonight. I’m calling Margie as soon as you leave to get her set up on lunches for the next few days.” 
 
    Tears threaten my eyes as I blink rapidly at her. “You don’t have to do that. Really, I can…” She interrupts me with a harrumph. “We help our own, Ophelia. Margie will bring lunches and I’ll work something out for breakfast. You’ll need to figure out dinners, but you’ve got enough to get you through the next few days.” She pulls a piece of paper out from under the counter, scribbling on it before handing it to me. “Here’s my number. If you need anything don’t hesitate to call me.”  
 
    I give her a genuine smile as I thank her and walk out of the store. I peer in the passenger side window to find Cooper fast asleep. I unload the bags in the tiny so-called trunk of the sports car and slip in the driver’s side. As I drive home my cell phone rings on the console. I answer it when I see it’s Mom calling. “Hey.”  
 
    “Hey, O. Albert wanted to know if this is a good time to come check on everyone.” I glance over to Cooper softly snoring in the passenger seat. “Yeah. I’ll be home in a few minutes.” Mom tells me she’ll see me there as I hang up. I pull into the garage, hitting the button to close the door behind us. I grip Cooper’s hand and visualize my bedroom, gently landing us in the bed, resting his head on the pillow. Carefully, I extract myself from the bed and tiptoe to the door, closing it quietly behind me before heading downstairs.  
 
    I find Mom and Dr. Albert waiting for me in the kitchen. I gesture upstairs. “Sorry. Coop fell asleep on the way back from the grocery store. Let me just put the groceries away and I’ll show you where everyone is.” Dr. Albert drops his bag on the table as he rolls up his sleeves, following Mom and I to the garage. We quickly get the bags inside and Mom helps me put everything away. “You have enough food here for eight people, Ophelia.” 
 
    I give a little chuckle before looking over at her as she places something in the refrigerator. “Ten actually. I’m currently taking care of both teams since I split mine up to watch after Cooper’s team.” She closes the refrigerator door, giving me a concerned look. “It’s fine, Mom. The lady at the grocery store said she’d help with breakfast and she’s calling in someone else for lunch. I just have dinner for the next few days.” She gives me that ‘Mom’ look as she steps over to me, placing her hand on my arm. “I’ll help you cook a few meals after I take Albert home.”  
 
      
 
    I lead Dr. Albert and Mom to each house, so he can check them all over. Once we’re back at my place, Mom quickly takes Dr. Albert back to his place in the present as I stride into the kitchen. Mom reappears next to me a few minutes later. “What can I help you do?”  
 
    We start prepping a few meals for the next days in comfortable silence. “What’s been going on with you? I feel like I haven’t talked to you in a year even though it’s only been a few days.” I give Mom a sad smile. “I know. Life here is so…busy.” She gives a little chuckle. “Welcome to adulthood.” 
 
    “How are things with your team?” She asks as she chops the vegetables next to me. “I think they’re starting to like me. I had a fun night with Charlie and Raven Sunday night.” She gives a little nod. “That’s good. What about the boys? What’s their names again?”  
 
    “Reese and Dominic, Dom for short. I thought Dom was going to be a problem at first, but he’s come around. Reese is still shy, but he praised me this morning on how I handled yesterday.” She gives me a sideways smirk as she looks over at me. “What about Cooper? How are things going between you two?”  
 
    A wistful smile creeps up my face. “We’re good. Both of our gifts are getting stronger.” I turn to her with an excited look. “Oh! I can alter his emotions! That’s new.” She gives me a strange look. “What do you mean?” I go back to cooking. “Like, when he’s angry all I have to do is touch him and I can ease his emotions.” I glance over my shoulder to her stunned expression. “Wow. You’re going to win every argument y’all ever have!” We both burst into laughter.  
 
    Once we both stop laughing, we go back to cooking quietly. “I’m glad you’ve found someone that makes you happy, O. I can see a difference in you since you’ve met him.” I give a little smile as Mom walks to the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of white wine. She lifts it slightly. “May I?” I nod.  
 
    We finish making the meals and place everything in containers to take to the teams. Mom helps me take the meals to each house. I purposefully leave Raven and Charlie’s for last since you can never tell what will come out of Raven’s mouth. I knock on the door, before pushing it open slightly. “Rave?” No one answers so I step in, walking into the kitchen as Mom steps into the living room. 
 
    “This looks exactly like your house, except the furniture. It’s all so… cookie cutter.” I chuckle to myself, thinking that’s the same thing I thought. As I hear a loud thud I glance over my shoulder. “Who the hell are you?” I hear Raven yelling. “Oh shit.” I say under my breath as I jog into the living room to find Raven hovering over my Mom, whose body is pressed into the couch. Raven has a knee in her back and her arm twisted behind her.  
 
    “Raven!” I yell as my eyes widen. She looks over her shoulder at me. Her brow knitted with fury. “What are you doing? That’s my Mom!” I point at Mom who’s huffing and trying to twist her arm free. Raven looks from Mom to me. “My bad.” She casually says as she stands up. “I just walked down the stairs and found a stranger in my home. Sorry. I’m a little tense these days.” She shrugs nonchalantly as I rush over to Mom’s side to help her up. 
 
    She runs her hand along her shoulder as she glares at Raven. “Well, I’m glad you’re on Ophelia’s team. I didn’t even see you coming at me.” Raven gives her an arrogant smile. “I’m the best.” I scoff as I roll my eyes. Raven shoots me a death glare. “Don’t start no shit, virgin shifting princess.” My mouth drops open as my cheeks flush. “Raven!” I scold as Mom and her both burst into laughter.  
 
    Raven gives Mom a devious smile. “I think I could like you, Ms. Ophelia’s Mom.” Mom shrugs as I glare at them both. “It’s Lillian, and I’m just glad to know she’s still a virgin princess since she’s living with her boyfriend.” Raven scoffs. “I doubt that will change with princess prude over here.” Mom doubles over laughing as Raven throws her head back with laughter. I gawk at them both. “I’m standing right here!” This causes them to laugh harder. I fold my arms over my chest as I scowl.  
 
    Mom looks over at me, wiping her hand under her eyes. “Sorry, O, but you have to admit that was funny.” I huff as Raven slaps her hand on my back. “I’m just messing with you, O.” I roll my eyes as I shrug away from her, walking toward the door. “I brought dinner for the next few days. I made sure to spit in yours.” I say as I jerk the door open, leaving it open for Mom to follow. I glance over my shoulder as I stomp across the street, not seeing Mom.  
 
    I jerk the door open to mine and Cooper’s house, slamming it behind me. “Uggghhh!” I stomp into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. A hand lands on my hip and I jerk. “Hey. What’s wrong, love?” I start the coffee pot and jerk the cabinet door open, grabbing a coffee cup and slamming it down on the counter. “Oh, nothing. Raven’s over there having a good time calling me the ‘virgin shifting princess’.”  
 
    “Wait. What?” My scowl fades as my eyes widen and my cheeks burn. I did not just say that in front of Cooper. I cover my face with both of my hands and shake my head slowly. “This day can’t get any worse.” Cooper chuckles as he pulls my hands away from my face. I’m so embarrassed I can’t even look him in the eyes. He places his finger under my chin, turning my head so I have no choice but to look up at him.  
 
    My cheeks burn as I look into his eyes. He gives me a small grin. “Why are you embarrassed?” I shake my head lightly as I try to shift my gaze to the floor. He tips my head up further so I’m unable to look away from him. “I just, gah, I don’t know.” Cooper gives me a loving grin before dropping his lips to mine, delivering a sweet kiss.  
 
    He pulls his head back so he’s only inches away from me as his hand tightens on my hip. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed about this, love.” He steps back and places his hands on his hips, mocking a sexy pose as he winks at me. “Besides, we could always go upstairs and change that title.” I giggle as he performs a ridiculous attempt at a strip tease in front of me. Even turning around and shaking his ass.  
 
    “Ahem.” I look over to find Mom standing in the doorway. Cooper drops his head. “Now, the day has gotten worse.” I chuckle as he stands straight, running his hand along the back of his neck. “Uh, hey there, Lillian. I didn’t realize you were here.” She gives him a smirk as she raises an eyebrow. “Your good looks may get you on the next Magic Mike, but you’re going to have to shape up on those dance moves.”  
 
    I burst out laughing as Cooper shakes his head slowly. Mom steps over to me, placing a hand on my arm. “Sorry, O. You know we were both joking.” I wave my hand toward her, no longer mad about it. “Yeah. It’s fine. We could use a little laughter around here.” She looks over at Cooper with a shit eating grin. “Just have Cooper go door to door with his dance moves.” I chuckle as he places his hand to his chest, a fiend look of hurt on his face. “I’m not that bad!” Mom and I both laugh as Cooper gives a ridiculous dance move again.  
 
    Mom shakes her head at him. “Don’t quit your day job, kiddo.” He chuckles as he runs his hand through his hair. “Yeah. I’m pretty bad.” He tells Mom bye before walking out of the room and up the stairs. She turns back to me. “I need to get going. Call me tomorrow.” I give her a quick hug, stepping back as she vanishes. I walk up the stairs in search of Cooper.  
 
    His bedroom door is open, so I stroll in without warning. I catch a glimpse of him in the bathroom. He has his back to me, a towel wrapped low around his waist and shaving cream on his face. He catches my eyes in the mirror and smiles. “I didn’t have a chance to shave this morning.” I walk in the bathroom, hopping up on the counter next to him. “Mom just left.” 
 
    He tilts his head back as he moves the razor along his neck before running it under the faucet. “She had to get away from my awesome dance moves, huh?” I give a little chuckle as I push his arm. He goes back to shaving as I watch him, noticing the bruises and cuts on his body are more evident today. My eyes trail lower and I catch sight of something I’ve never noticed.  
 
    I reach over gripping the side of his towel with one finger, pulling it down slightly to reveal a small tattoo low on his hip. An upside-down V with a circle in the middle. Cooper turns his head and looks down where my finger traces the pattern of the tattoo. “It’s a glyph. It means protect. It’s tradition with the teams to get tattoos together before their first mission.”  
 
    I look up to him with a raised eyebrow. “Now you’re telling me I have to get matching tattoos with my team? Where was that in the fine print?” He grins as he rolls his eyes at me in the mirror. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want, but your team is going to be expecting it.” I hop off the counter and walk out of the bathroom, calling over my shoulder. “I’m going to warm up our dinner. Do you want to watch a movie?” I hear him answer with a ‘yeah’ as I hit the top step.  
 
    I warm up some of the chicken potpie Mom and I made earlier and carry the bowls to the living room, turning the TV on before jogging up the stairs to change into pajamas. I quickly slip into a pair of shorts and a tank top, throwing my short robe over it. I walk back down the stairs to find Cooper grinning at me from the couch. “Please tell me you have a bikini on again.” I shake my head lightly as I walk over to sit next to him. I turn and give him a flirty smile. “Or maybe I should tell you I’m not wearing anything under this.”  
 
    His eyes dart from the robe to my eyes, his pupils dilating as he gives me a smoldering look. “You’re going to be the death of me, love.” He grabs both bowls from the table, passing one to me before picking up the remote and turning on a movie.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The next few weeks go by quickly. Cooper’s team is healing well. Ryder still has two months before he can go back to training and Zane has a few weeks as well. A few days after they were attacked, I went back to training twice daily. Cooper joins me most days, but today isn’t one of those.  
 
    I walk out of Headquarters, guzzling a bottle of water on the way to my car. Raven and Dom flank my sides. “What are we going to do this weekend? I’m going freaking stir crazy.” Dom grumbles as I chuckle at him. Since the issue with Cooper’s team we’ve been told not to travel, especially not into the past. I know my team has been breaking that rule, as well as Cooper and me. When I brought it up, they all denied it, so I simply asked them to use the buddy system. 
 
    “Why don’t we get together at mine and Cooper’s?” Raven sighs loudly as she looks up at the sky. “Nooo. I want to do something fun.” I huff as I reach my car. “Sorry we’re not fun enough for you.” She rolls her eyes at me. “You know what I mean. We’ve hung out at y’alls place every weekend for the last month, and if I have to play freaking video games one more minute... I need a change of scenery.” Dom nods in agreement as he folds his arms over his chest. I let out a sigh as I open the car door. “Let me talk to Coop. Ya’ll come over around six.” Dom grins while Raven tries not to, as I sit in the driver’s seat. I close the door and watch as they walk toward Dom’s car. Closing my eyes, I lean my head back against the seat. “Coop’s going to flip his shit.” I mutter to myself.  
 
      
 
    I walk in the house, tossing my purse on the kitchen table. “Babe?” I call loudly. When I don’t get an answer, I head upstairs to take a shower. I walk toward my bathroom and hear the water running. “Hey, Coop!” I yell from outside the doorway. “Hey, love.” He says as he turns the water off. I wait until I hear the shower door close to step in the bathroom. He has a towel hung low on his hips with a wide grin. I walk over to him and wrap my arms around him, taking in his fresh scent. “I need to grab a shower.” I say as I look up at him.  
 
    After I shower and change, I find Cooper lounging on the couch downstairs. I snuggle up on the couch next to him as he runs his hand along my thigh. I turn to look up to him. “Oh, I had something I needed to talk to you about.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me against him tightly. “Your team driving you crazy too?” I give a little laugh as I nod. “What should we do about it? We can’t keep them here forever.” He sighs heavily as he rests his cheek on the top of my head. “The guys will be here soon; we’ll figure something out we can do together. We’re stronger in numbers.” 
 
    I nod my agreement as the front door swings open. I glance over as Zane and Dom stroll in. They’ve become good friends over the last few weeks. “God! Do you two ever give it a rest?” Dom rolls his eyes at Cooper and I as he strolls into the kitchen. “What’s up, princess?” Cooper releases me as Zane leans down, giving me a quick hug. Dom returns with two beers, passing one to Zane. He sits on the other side of me, wrapping an arm around my shoulder, pulling me to his side as he looks from me to Cooper. “So, can we go out tonight? Please Mom and Dad!” I chuckle as Cooper rolls his eyes with a grin. 
 
    The door opens and Raven and Ryder stroll in together, followed by Micah and Charlie, and Reese and Grant. We exchange hellos and hugs before everyone seems to settle their gaze on either Cooper or myself. I find Raven scowling at me with her arms folded over her chest. I give her a scowl right back and she scoffs loudly. “I told ya’ll they wouldn’t agree. Let’s get out of here.” Raven starts toward the door. “I didn’t even say anything, Rave.”  
 
    She turns back to me with an angry glare. “This is bullshit! We’ve been stuck here for a month!” She waves her arms around as her eyes widen. I stand and take a step toward her with my hand up. “I understand, but this wasn’t our rule.” I motion my hand between Cooper and myself. “No, but you damn sure agreed like the good little soldiers you are.” I let out a heavy sigh as I tilt my head back.  
 
    Grant steps toward me, placing his hand on my arm so I’ll look at him. “What Raven is trying to say, is shifters weren’t meant to stay in one place for this long, poppet. We need to get out and take in some fresh air.” I look back at Raven who is still scowling. “No. I said exactly what I meant to say.” I roll my eyes at her as I turn toward the kitchen table, hearing my phone ringing in my purse.  
 
    I snatch it out, answering quickly when I see it’s Callie. “Hey, Cal!” I say cheerfully as I walk into the kitchen, away from our grumbling teams. “Ohmygod! I’m so glad you answered! The first party for the sorority is tonight and they expect the pledges to bring in tons of hot guys! I don’t know any hot guys! They’re never going to let me in the sorority now. My life is ruined! Oh my god! What am I going to do?” She says without taking a breath.  
 
    I chuckle lightly. “Callie, I’m sure they don’t actually expect you to bring in ‘hot’ guys for a party.” She huffs. “No, O. They told us today that if we didn’t bring people to make this the best end-summer party, then you can kiss your spot goodbye.” I glance over my shoulder to the group. “Uh, I may be able to help. Let me call you back in a minute.” I hang up before she can say anything and walk into the living room to face the group. “Anyone want to go to a sorority party in Alabama?”  
 
    Everyone cheers and high fives as Cooper gives me a questioning look. I walk over, flop down on the couch next to him as I place my hand on his arm, looking up at him. “That was Callie. She’s afraid she won’t be accepted into the sorority if she doesn’t have people at the party.” He gives a little nod as he glances around the group before looking back at me. “Alright. As long as we all stay together.” I give him a bright smile before turning to everyone. “Y’all go change and meet us back here in ten minutes. It’s Alabama in August, so we’re basically walking into a sauna.”  
 
    I watch as everyone files out of the door. Cooper grips my hand in his as he leads me up the stairs. I walk into my bedroom, straight for the closet, pulling out a sleeveless black dress that hits mid thigh and hugs every curve. I throw it on and slip into a pair of wedge sandals before going in search of Cooper. I find him in his closet, buttoning a long sleeve shirt that he has rolled the sleeves up to his elbows. He stops mid button as he looks me over with his mouth parted slightly.  
 
    He starts to unbutton his shirt and I give him a questioning look as he tosses it in the floor. “What are you doing?” He takes the few steps toward me, pushing me backwards until my back is against the wall next to the door. “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving this bedroom when you look like this.” I chuckle as his gaze slides down my body. I stretch upward, placing a quick kiss to his lips. “Come on. We owe it to the teams. They’ve been more than cooperative.” 
 
    He groans as he lets his hands slide away from my hips. He pulls out a drawer, grabbing a T-shirt and tossing it on over his khaki shorts. He looks down himself and throws his hands to the side. “College dude appropriate?” I giggle as I wrap my arms around him. “You look handsome as ever.”  
 
    “Come on! We don’t have all night for you two to do the horizontal tango!” I sigh as Cooper chuckles at Raven yelling from the bottom of the steps. Cooper and I make our way downstairs where I appraise the group. The guys are all in shorts and short sleeve shirts and Charlie and Raven both in dresses similar to mine. “Alright. Let me make a phone call and we’ll be on our way.”  
 
    I grab my phone from my purse and call Callie. “Hey.” She answers with a sad voice. “Hey, Cal. Where are you?” She sighs. “Lying in bed at my apartment listening to my future go down the drain.” I chuckle at her melodramatics. “Are you there alone?” She sighs again. “Did you not just hear about my future. Of course, I’m alone!” She whines. I glance back at the group behind me. “I think I can help. Go and pull all of your blinds closed, make sure the door is locked and stay on the phone with me.”  
 
    I listen as she shuffles around. “Okay. I’m done.” She huffs in a short time. I close my eyes and focus on her location, seeing her standing in the living room to her apartment. We materialize in front of her and she sucks in a breath before darting to me and throwing her arms around me. “I’ve missed you so freaking much!” She pulls back and slaps me in the arm rather roughly with a scowl on her face. “Where the hell have you been?”  
 
    I scoff as I rub my arm. “If you’re going to look at me like that, we can all go back to where we came from.” Raven lets out a long sigh beside me as Callie’s eyes widen. “Please don’t go, O. I’m sorry, but seriously, where the hell have you been?” I tilt my head to the side with an apologetic half smile. “I’ll tell you all about it later. Let’s get you in this Sorority first.”  
 
    She bounces in front of me before scanning the crowd around her. I begin introducing her to everyone. She takes a step back after she learns everyone’s name. “Okay. Which of you are single? I’m supposed to bring hot guys to the party.” Zane and Dom throw their hands in the air as Zane steps forward. “I’m definitely single, and damn sure hot.” He fans his face as we all laugh.  
 
    Raven clears her throat. “Glad there will be hot, single guys at this party. I’ve been cooped up for way too damn long.” I sneak a glance at Ryder to find his face drop slightly. “Single too.” He says lowly as he holds his hand up. I give him a sympathetic smile when his eyes meet mine. I was really hoping he and Raven would work something out when she was taking care of him at her house a few weeks ago.  
 
    Callie looks between Cooper and I, then down to our clasped hands. “I take it Cooper from Oxford is taken.” She raises an eyebrow at me with a smirk on her face. “Oxford? As in England? And here I thought I knew you, chap.” Grant gives a little chuckle as he elbows him in the side. Callie looks from me to Cooper. “Uh, Cal. This is my boyfriend, Cooper. Not from Oxford.”  
 
    She gives a little nod. “Wow. You really do have to catch me up.” I smile at her, but on the inside I’m sad. This could be one of the last times my old life and new life coexist. She reaches for my hand, pulling me behind her down the hallway. “Ya’ll make yourselves at home! I’m just going to change, and we’ll go.” She flings me in her bedroom and closes the door behind us, turning to me with wide eyes. “Spill it.” 
 
    I sit on the edge of her bed as she steps into the closet, giving her the readers digest version of the past month as she gets ready. “So, y’all live together?” A smile creeps onto my face. “Yeah. We’ve been living together for a month and a half or so.” She steps out of the closet in a short, green, form fitting dress. She places her hands on her hip and gives me a devious smile. “How are things in the bedroom? He’s freaking hot!”  
 
    I drop my mouth open with rounded eyes. “Callie!” She waves a hand at me as she rolls her eyes. “Seriously though, O. Please tell me he has the moves to match the body.” I tilt my head back, looking up to the ceiling. “We haven’t, uh, you know.” I look back to Callie who has a shocked expression. “You haven’t?” I shake my head slightly. “Not that I haven’t thought about it, and things between us are definitely developing.” I sigh as I lie back on the bed. “I’m falling for him, Cal. I just don’t want to be the only one who feels that way.”  
 
    She sits on the bed next to me. “Come on, babe. I’ve literally been around the two of you for five minutes and I’m jealous of the way he looks at you.” I sit up giving her a little smile. “You think so?” She nods her head before standing and offering me her hand to help me up. “Let’s get out of here.” I follow her to the door where she pauses. “What’s the deal with Dom?” I groan, practically hearing the wheels in her head grinding. “I’ll let you figure that out.”  
 
    We walk into the living room to find Cooper and the group standing around quietly. His eyes meet mine and he gives me a charming smile. Maybe Callie is right about him feeling the same way I do. He makes the few steps to us, dropping a kiss to my cheek. “I ordered a party bus for us. It’s not like we can shift there, and none of us brought cars.” Callie squeals as she jumps up and down. “Ohmygosh! You are amazing! I’ll be sure to get a spot now!” She wraps her arms around his waist as his eyes widen. He pats her back with one hand in an uncomfortable way as I giggle.  
 
    Raven stands from the couch. “Can we go already? If I don’t get laid soon, I may just die.” I roll my eyes as the rest of the group chuckles. Raven walks over, snatching the front door open and peering outside. “Bus is here.” She calls over her shoulder as she walks out. Cooper steps in front of me as everyone files out the door, dropping his hands to my hips as I wrap my arms around his neck. “I haven’t told you how incredibly sexy you look tonight.” He says before dropping his lips to mine. “Come on love birds.” I look to Callie holding the door open for us.  
 
    We make our way out the door and follow our teams into what looks like a small RV. Once inside my mouth drops open slightly. The inside is set up like a limo with a bar to one side and black lights all around. Dom and Zane make drinks, passing them around to the rest of us. Callie can barely contain her excitement as she bounces in place. “Ya’ll fucking rock!”  
 
      
 
    As we pull up to the Sorority house, Cooper steps in front of the door, blocking our way out. “A few rules.” Groans go through our teams and even a plastic cup is thrown in his direction. He glares at Raven as I do the same, knowing the cup came from her. “Now. Everyone keep your guard up. We’re here to drink and have a good time, but make sure you always have a team member in your line of sight. Watch each other’s back.” He steps away from the door and gestures his hand for them to exit.  
 
    Callie bolts to the front. “Hold on! They have to know I brought ya’ll!” I roll my eyes. Who the hell needs friends like that? Cooper grips my hand in his as we wait for everyone to step off the bus. When it’s our turn he goes first, helping me down the few steps to the ground. He hooks his arm around my waist, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “You are not to leave my side tonight.” I glance up at him with a raised eyebrow and an obviously annoyed look. 
 
    He stops in the middle of the yard, stepping in front of me as he grips both of my hands in his and lowers his head to whisper. “I’m not saying that to be a Neanderthal. This is the first time we’ve left the compound since my team was attacked. The Hunters know we’ve found each other and if they find one of us alone, it could be bad.” I give him a bit of a smile as I nod, instantly feeling bad for thinking he was being a jerk. 
 
    We walk up the steps of the antebellum style home, the music inside spilling onto the porch where our teams wait for us. Callie gives the girl at the door a tense hug. “I brought a few friends, hope that’s alright.” She says with a little waver to her voice. The girl wears a sorority T-shirt and a denim skirt with her hair in braided pigtails. She looks each person of our group up and down.  
 
    Raven takes a step forward, looking the girl up and down with a scowl and her arms folded across her chest. “We going in, or what?” The girl holds out her hand with an annoyed sigh. “Ten dollars each.” Raven rolls her eyes as she huffs. “I could be in a club in Amsterdam right now.” I choke back a giggle as Cooper pulls a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, handing it to her. She gives him a flirtatious smile as she takes it from his hand. 
 
    I roll my eyes as she opens the door, gesturing for us to go in. Callie bounds in first, followed by the rest of our group. Raven is in front of Cooper and I at the end of the line. Mine hand in his. The girl places her hand on Cooper’s chest, tossing her hair over her shoulder in an attempt to be seductive. “Save me a dance, handsome.” Raven snaps her head around, gripping the girl’s wrist and turning it lightly. “You should hold your breath until that happens.” She pushes the girl’s hand toward her as she stares in shock.  
 
    Raven winks at me before turning and walking in the house. We follow behind Callie to a table set up with alcohol in the kitchen, each of us making a drink and standing around sipping said drinks. Micah and Callie head into the living room together to dance. Raven huffs as she looks around. “I thought we were promised hot guys. This night is going to blow.” She says as she tosses back the remainder of her drink, quickly fixing a new one. I find Ryder’s eyes and nod my head toward Raven. He takes the hint. “Come on, Rave. Dance with me.”  
 
    She gives him an appraising look up and down before shrugging her shoulders. “Whatever.” She says as she flips her long black hair over her shoulder and struts into the living room as he follows behind. Dom steps over to Callie, offering his hand. “Dance with me, Cher?” His Louisiana accent thick. Callie wiggles excitedly before accepting his hand and throwing me an excited glance before exiting the room.  
 
    Zane catches the eye of one of the sorority girls across the room. “I’ll catch you guys later.” He says as he strides away, leaving Cooper, Grant, Reese and I. Cooper looks around the room nervously. I squeeze his hand in mine. “We’re good, Coop. We’re all watching out for each other. Relax.” He gives me a half smile as Grant steps forward, offering me his hand. “Dance with me, Poppet?”   
 
    We make our way to the living room, next to Raven and Ryder who are grinding against each other. I raise an eyebrow as I motion my head to them. Grant laughs. “I wish they’d just get on with it.” I throw my head back laughing as we start dancing. We dance to a few songs before the music changes course to a slow song. Grant places one hand on my hip and the other in my hand, leading me into a classic waltz. 
 
    I tilt my head slightly with a large grin. “You’re quite the dancer.” He shrugs one shoulder as he spins me out, pulling me back at the precise moment. “Lessons, poppet. Every respectable young man should learn to dance.” I chuckle lightly before catching sight of Raven and Ryder next to us. I tilt my head for Grant to look as well. They look like a couple of kids at a middle school dance, making out as they slowly sway to the music.  
 
    I turn as I feel a light tap on my shoulder. Cooper stands giving me a loving smile with Reese next to him, looking at Grant. “Can we cut in?” I smile brightly as Cooper offers me his hand. Grant steps over to Reese as Cooper lowers his hands to my hips. I link my arms around his neck, swaying back and forth to the music. He lowers his head to mine, giving me a lingering, sweet kiss.  
 
    As he pulls back, his eyes burn into mine. “I love you, Ophelia.” I stop moving, my eyes widening and my mouth parting slightly. He lifts one hand, placing it on the side of my face, running his thumb along my cheek bone while smiling down at me. “I know it’s probably too soon to say, and this isn’t the best place to say it, but I do.” I blink rapidly up at him, trying to steady my racing heart. I pull him down to me with my hand behind his neck, my lips meeting his. I pause briefly during our kiss, whispering against his lips. “I love you too, Coop.” 
 
    His hand on my waist tightens as he pulls me tighter to him, cupping his hand behind my head and kissing me harder. He pulls back giving me that grin that I love so much. “That makes me the luckiest man in all of time.” I give him an affectionate smile as I shrug one shoulder. “Yeah. Pretty much.” He chuckles as he leans in to place his lips on mine sweetly.  
 
    A shiver runs up my spine and the hair on the back of my neck rises. I pull away from him, quickly scanning the room. “We need to go.” Cooper says anxiously. He grips my hand tightly, pulling me close to him as we make our way through the dancing bodies toward Grant and Reese. Reese’s eyes find mine first and he simply nods, before stepping over to Raven and Ryder. Cooper pulls me behind him toward the kitchen where we find Zane, Dom and Callie. Dom takes one look at us and stands up straighter, looking around the room quickly. The others join us in the kitchen, all with looks of worry on their face.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ryder asks quietly. I shake my head. “I don’t know. I just got this overwhelming sense that something is about to go wrong.” Raven sighs as she throws her head back. “God forbid we have a little fun tonight.” Cooper shoots her a glare. “Don’t start, Raven. I felt it too. It’s time to go.” Callie places her hand on my arm. “Is everything alright?” I shake my head lightly. “I’m sorry, Cal. We’ve got to go though. Something’s not right.”  
 
    She nods quickly. “Okay. We can go back to my place and ya’ll can leave from there.” Cooper pulls me along behind him toward the front door that we entered. He stops short and I plow into his back. I peek around him to find three men in black hoodies coming through the door. The sense of dread washes over me again as their eyes lock on usI. Cooper spins quickly, pulling me along side him as Dom, Zane, Ryder, and Raven form a semicircle behind us as we all move toward the stairs.     
 
    We all file into an empty bedroom. “Take us back to our place. Now.” Cooper says quietly. I don’t hesitate as I close my eyes and transport us back to our living room. As soon as we arrive, I sit on the edge of the couch and let out a long breath. Cooper paces in front of the TV as the rest of the group takes a seat where they can. “What the fuck?” Zane huffs as he flops down next to me. Cooper shakes his head lightly. “How the hell did the Hunters find us so quickly, and in the present?” 
 
    “Uh, should we be talking about this in front of the normal?” Raven says as she hooks a thumb toward Callie. I glance over to Callie who looks like she’s seen a ghost. “She knows everything. It’s fine.” Dom steps over to Callie, placing his arm around her shoulders and leading her to the loveseat.  
 
    Charlie stands up, facing the group with a slight scowl. “Did any of you tell where we were going?” Everyone shakes their heads or verbalizes ‘no’. Cooper turns to her. “Are you trying to say that someone here tipped off the Hunters?” She folds her arms over her chest with her forehead pinched. “It makes sense. I mean, I know it wasn’t our team.”  
 
    My mouth drops open at her accusation as the guys on Cooper’s team all grumble. Zane stands up quickly. “Fuck that. We’ve been here a hell of a lot longer than you, or your team. Why the hell would any one of us give Cooper over to the Hunters?” Charlie gives a slight shrug. “Seems like that’s exactly what happened on your last mission.” Zane’s face turns as red as a beet while my mouth hits the floor.  
 
    “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Charlie. You’ve never even been on a mission.” Ryder says as he stands from his spot on the couch next to Raven. He steps over to Zane, placing his hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have the slightest idea what we’ve been through over the past three years.” Ryder pushes past Charlie, heading straight for the door, Zane following behind him.  
 
    Grant stands, brushing past Charlie with a scowl as Reese stands, calling after him. Grant turns with his brow knitted. “I just need some time alone, chap.” He turns, walking out the door as Reese sits back on the couch, placing his head in his hands. Micah stands, walking by Charlie without so much as a glance. She reaches out, gripping his wrist. “Micah, I didn’t mean you.” He shakes his head, still avoiding looking at her. “If you didn’t mean me, you meant one of my brothers.” He shrugs as his eyes lock with Cooper’s. “Same thing.” He shrugs his arm away from her, walking to the door, and slamming it closed behind him.  
 
    I look over to Cooper, still in disbelief of what the hell just happened. “Coop.” I say as I start to stand. He holds up his hand. “I’m going to go be with my team for a while.” His eyes lock with mine before he turns and walks out the door as I stare behind him.  
 
    Charlie flops down on the couch next to Raven. “Way to clear a room, Charlie.” Dom says with a humorless chuckle. She looks around at the four of us. “It only makes sense that one of them told someone where we would be.” She points to herself. “I know I didn’t, and it couldn’t be any of you.” I place my fingers to my temples as I close my eyes. “What do you think, O?” Reese asks from next to me.  
 
    I look over to him. “I don’t think any of them would betray one another.” Raven scoffs. “Then that means you think it’s one of us.” She says as she gestures her hand to the rest of the team. I shake my head quickly. “No. That’s not what I’m saying at all.” I pinch my eyes shut as I sigh. “You still don’t trust us, do you?” She asks with vengeance in her voice.  
 
    I keep my eyes closed, remembering Gamma’s vision of a betrayal made by someone on my team. I open my eyes to find her jump up, scowling at me. “You know what? Fuck this! I don’t think their team would do this either, but I at least have the balls to say I don’t think our team did either, unlike our loyal leader.” I stand as she rushes toward the door. “Rave, I didn’t…” She slams the door behind her before I can even finish.  
 
    Charlie stands, flipping her pigtails behind her as she glares at me before leaving too. I look at Dom and Reese as anger, and sadness swirl through me. “Go. You both know you want to.” My eyes well with tears as they both stand. I’ve been working so hard to bring this team together all for it to collapse in one night. Reese walks toward the door as he shakes his head, pausing with his hand on the door handle. “I don’t think they would do this, and I don’t think our team would either. There has to be something we’re missing.” I nod as he steps outside, closing the door behind him.  
 
    A tear slips down my cheek, and I quickly brush it away. Dom steps over, pulling me against his chest as another tear slides down my cheek. “This will all blow over and everything will be back to normal before you know it.” I nod against his chest, even though I don’t believe a word he’s saying. Once he leaves, I sit back on the couch, sighing loudly. “Are you alright, O?”  
 
    I look over to Callie. I’d forgotten she was still here. “No. Now my team is against me, and then there’s Cooper.” I sigh again as fresh tears threaten my eyes. I shake my head slightly as I stand. “Come on. I should get you home.” She nods as she unfolds her legs from underneath her, standing and gripping my hand.  
 
    I quickly shift Callie to her apartment, promising I’ll call her in the next few days to catch up. I shift myself back to mine and Cooper’s house, hoping to find him there. “Coop?” I call as I walk through the living room toward the stairs. I reach my bedroom, the one we have shared for weeks, only to find it empty as well. 
 
    My shoulders fall as I walk into the room, falling back on the bed and covering my face with my hands. After sulking for a few minutes, I sit up, glancing toward the closet. I walk into the closet, standing on my tip toes to get my travel box from the top shelf. I flip it open and grab the locket my Mom had given me, running my thumb along the intricate design on the face. I know I shouldn’t be going out in time, alone, but I take a deep breath as I quickly shift to visit with my Dad.  
 
    I materialize on the front porch of his tiny farmhouse, knocking on the door lightly. He pulls the door open and I’m greeted with a wide smile as he gestures for me to come inside. “Come on in, kiddo.” I step inside, walking straight to the small kitchen table as he pours us both coffees. He sits across from me after placing a coffee cup in front of me. “What brings you?” I look up to Dad with a sad smile. “Things got kind of crazy tonight.”  
 
    I explain to him that Cooper and my team have all gotten rather close, that Charlie accused them of being in cohorts with the Hunters, and of Gamma’s vision of betrayal. He sits back after my long-winded spiel, letting out a long whistle. “Wow, kiddo. What are you going to do?” I shrug both of my shoulders. “I don’t know. I love Cooper. I don’t believe for one second his team would do anything like that. And my team, I trust them, but ever since Gamma told me of her vision, I can’t help but to be cautious.”  
 
    He sits his cup on the table as he leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Your team and Cooper’s team were the only ones to know where ya’ll were going tonight?” I nod as he shakes his head slightly with a pinched face. “I’m sorry to say, Ophelia, but I think there may be an informant amongst your teams.” My shoulders fall as I look at him with a sad expression. “But, who?”  
 
    I leave Dad’s an hour or so later, promising to visit again soon. When I reappear in mine and Cooper’s house, it’s quiet. I grab my cell phone out of my purse on the kitchen table, checking my notifications. There’re a few texts, but the only one I care about is from Cooper. “I’ll be home later. Don’t wait up for me.” I sigh as I toss my phone on the table, heading for the stairs.  
 
    I get ready for bed and turn the TV on, exhaustion hitting me. My eyes pop open when I feel the bed sag next to me. I blink rapidly, trying to clear the sleep from my eyes as Cooper wraps his arm around my waist. “Where have you been?” I whisper into the dark room. He sighs behind me and I can smell liquor on his breath. “I’ve been at Ryder and Zane’s house.”  
 
    I roll to my other side so I’m facing him. “Are we okay?” I ask with a shaky breath. He rolls away from me and my heart sinks. The bedside lamp turns on and I squint at him. He sits back on the bed, resting his back on the headboard as I prop up on one hand behind me. He leans forward, placing both of his hands under my arms and lifts me effortlessly to straddle his lap.  
 
    His eyes burn into mine. “I’m only going to say this once, Ophelia. I love you. A disagreement between our teams isn’t going to change that.” I tilt my head to the side with a half smile. “Charlie kind of ruined the night.” I let out a sigh as I fall forward, resting my cheek against his bare chest. “And the relationship between our teams.” He runs his hand along my back slowly.  
 
    “I’ve actually spent most of the night thinking about what she said.” I lean back so I can look at him. “Yeah?” He nods as he brushes my hair behind my shoulder. “I think we may have a leak.” I swallow hard, thinking of Gamma’s warning and Dad’s proclamation. “Who do you think it is?” He shrugs as he gives me an apprehensive look. “I don’t know, but I don’t think it’s on my team, O.”  
 
    I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “How do we find out for sure?” He places his hand on my cheek in a loving gesture. “We don’t. These sorts of things tend to show themselves. It could be a simple misunderstanding that someone mentioned we were going out to someone that they trust. I’m not necessarily saying someone on your team is to blame.” I nod as he gives me a small grin. Leaning forward, I press my lips to his, tasting the liquor on his breath. He moans when I take charge, deepening the kiss. I feel him growing between my legs that are straddling his waist.  
 
    My heart beats quickly and my stomach flitters as I pull back, lifting my shirt over my head to expose my bare chest. His eyes widen briefly as he takes in the sight of my bare breast, before moving his darkened eyes back to mine. “Ophelia…” I cut him off by sealing my lips to his. His hands roam over my back as my breasts press firmly against his chest.  
 
    He pulls back, dropping his lips to the side of my neck as he trails kisses down to my chest. “What are we doing, love?” He asks between kisses. I simply moan in response as his lips dance dangerously close to my breasts. Mine and Cooper’s relationship has intensified over the last month, with only one thing missing. I pull back from him and his eyes find mine. “I want you to be my first, Coop. My first and my only.” He lifts his hand to my cheek as I lean into his hand. “I want you to be my one and only too, love.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The next morning my eyes flutter open and a huge grin spreads across my face. I reach over to Cooper’s side of the bed but find it empty. I stretch as I remember every detail from the amazing night before. Swinging my legs over the bed I stand and head for the shower. Once I’ve showered and dressed for the day, I head downstairs to find Cooper in the kitchen. He smiles at me over his shoulder when he hears me coming up behind him. He passes me a coffee cup fixed just to my liking as he places a kiss on my forehead. “I was beginning to wonder if you were going to sleep the day away, love.” I glance at the clock on the stove, realizing it’s almost ten in the morning. “I guess I was worn out.” I give him a flirty smile.  
 
    He leans back on the counter, pulling me to him. “You have good reason to be worn out.” I smirk against his chest as last night plays through my mind again. Looking up to him I ask his plans for the day. He gives a nonchalant shrug. “I was hoping to have you in bed all day.” I playfully swat his chest as he laughs. “What plans do you have?” He asks me. 
 
    I shake my head as I sip my coffee. “None. Well, I should probably try to speak with my team, but, ugh.” He tilts his head to the side giving a sympathetic half smile. “What happened after I left last night?” I sigh as I step away from him, leaning against the opposite counter. “Charlie and Raven stormed out when I said I didn’t believe someone on your team would turn on you.”  
 
    He gives a little nod. “They took that as you don’t trust them?” I roll my eyes. “Yep. Bing-freaking-O.” I let out a heavy sigh as I pinch my eyes shut. “I feel like I’ve busted my ass over the last few weeks to make us a team, and one night has ruined everything.” Cooper takes the few steps toward me, placing his hand on my hip. “I’ve changed my mind about our plans for the day. Get dressed for warmer weather while I grab a quick shower.” He turns and sprints up the stairs before I can say a word.   
 
    I finish my coffee and place the cup in the sink before heading upstairs to my bedroom. As I walk to my closet, I hear the shower turn off. Flipping through my clothes I call over my shoulder. “Hey, Coop?” He appears in the doorway a few seconds later, nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. I let my eyes wander over his body before meeting his eyes. He has a slight smirk that I roll my eyes at. “What should I wear?”  
 
    He steps in the closet, appraising my wardrobe before settling on a light blue, strapless summer dress that sits right above my knees. “Do you have anything you could wear over this?” I nod as I pull out a white button up cardigan. He walks out of the closet to get dressed as I do the same. I step out of the closet just as he enters the bedroom, wearing a pair of low riding jeans and a white T-shirt. “Ready, love?”  
 
    I walk over to him, expecting us to walk down the stairs when he holds up a tiny trinket of the Eiffel Tower. I look at it and then to him. “We’re going in time?” He nods as he grips my hand in his. “Ever been to the city of love?” I shake my head as an excited smile forms.  
 
      
 
    Cooper takes us through time, landing us in a small dark closet. I look around as he carefully opens the door. We step out and I realize we’re in a church. He laces his fingers through mine as I admire the arched ceiling and stained glass. “This place is beautiful.” I whisper, afraid my voice will echo in the tremendous room. He glances up. “Notre Dame Cathedral. Can you believe it was built in 1163?”  
 
    My eyes wander as we slowly walk toward the doors. Cooper pushes the door open and I’m greeted with warm air and sunshine. I let out a content sigh. “This is so much nicer than the icebox we live in.” He chuckles as he leads us away from the cathedral, toward the roadway. He quickly hales a cab and we get inside as he says something to the driver in French, then we’re on our way. “I didn’t know you could speak French.” He shrugs one shoulder. “I can’t. I know how to say three landmarks and that’s all.” He gives me a cute sideways grin.  
 
    After a short drive, the cab stops on a busy street filled with stores and cafes. Cooper hands him money and we get out of the car. We spend a while walking along, window shopping and taking in the scenery before we stop in front of a café that has bistro style tables set out front. He turns to me with a small smile. “Let’s grab something to eat before we head to the Eiffel Tower.” I nod in agreement as we sit down.  
 
    A waitress appears almost the instant we sit down, bringing waters and menus. She greets us in French and we both say ‘hello’. “Ah. English? What can I get for you?” I give her a bright smile when she speaks in a language we can understand. Cooper orders us both some kind of coffee and an assortment of croissants and spreads. We sit quietly as people stroll by us on the street.  
 
    He squeezes my hand under the table, and I look over to him. He nods to across the street. “Watch that couple over there.” I turn to look across the street, watching the couple across from us. They appear to be about the same age as Cooper and I. Suddenly the man drops to one knee as the woman looks down at him with her hand covering her mouth, her eyes wide. I can’t hear what he is saying, but I watch as the woman’s eyes fill with tears and she nods her head rapidly before dropping to her knees in front of him and slinging her arms around his neck without even glancing at the ring.  
 
    I blink back my own tears as I smile. After a few seconds of kissing the man stands, pulling her up with him and spinning her in a circle. I chuckle as I watch the two of them laughing and kissing. I look over to Cooper who has a sad expression on his face. Glancing back to the couple as they start to walk away, now I’m able to see the man’s face. He has the same features as Cooper. The dark hair, same muscular build, and square jaw.  
 
    Realization hits me and I sit forward, wrapping my arms around Cooper’s neck and placing a kiss to his cheek. “Is that your parents?” I ask quietly as I pull back. He simply nods in response as the waitress appears with our food. We sit silently for a few minutes as we both eat. I turn to him as I sit back with my coffee in hands. “Have you ever approached them here?”  
 
    He shakes his head as he sits back with his coffee, placing his hand on my thigh. “No. I don’t want to ruin this moment for them.” I let that roll around for a moment before turning back to him. “Have you seen them since they passed?” He runs a hand through his dark hair as he sighs. “No, I haven’t. When the Hunters took them, they also burned down our home. I have nothing left of our time together except for an Eiffel Tower trinket that they bought as a souvenir.”  
 
    My brow furrows as I think how lucky I am to be able to visit my Dad. “Have you ever tried to find friends of theirs that may have something?” He gives a shrug. “There’s no point, O. They’re gone.” I stay quiet for a moment, allowing him to sort out his thoughts. “They looked really happy together.” I say quietly as I glance at him from the corner of my eye. He gets a wistful grin as he nods slowly. “Yeah. They were.” 
 
    We leave the café after finishing our coffee and head for the Eiffel Tower. Finding a bench across the river from the tower, settling in to watch the sun set. Cooper wraps an arm around my shoulder as I lean against him. “I love you, Ophelia. I want to tell you that in every city in the world.” A sappy smile spreads across my face. “I love you, Coop.”  
 
      
 
    By the time we get home it’s late evening. I fall back on the couch as soon as our living room appears. “Traveling is exhausting”, I say as I roll to my back. Cooper chuckles as he crawls over me, placing his lips to mine. “I can think of something else to exhaust you.” I giggle lightly as he drops his lips to my neck, trailing soft kisses. A knock on the door causes him to groan as he drops his head to my shoulder.  
 
    He stands and walks across to the door as I sit up.  Opening the door wider, Dom steps in carrying a brown paper bag. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.” I stand and walk toward them as I flip my hand. “Not at all.” Cooper pinches his brows at me, and I fight down a laugh as Dom looks between the two of us. “I can just go. I’ll see ya’ll tomorrow at training.” He says as he starts to move back to the door.  
 
    Cooper places a hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine, Dom. What brings you over?” Dom lets out a long sigh before raising the bag in his hand. “I brought food.” I take the bag from him and place it on the table before opening it. My mouth waters as I take in the smell. “Mmm. This smells amazing!” Cooper walks into the kitchen, grabbing each of us plates and utensils as I take out the numerous cartons of food.  
 
    We sit down together at the kitchen table and pass the food around. Once we all have some of the best Louisiana has to offer, I look over to Dom. “Why are you bringing us dinner tonight? Not that I’m complaining.” I say before shoving a big bite of etouffee in my mouth. He chuckles. “Well, I wasn’t going to bother ya’ll with everything that’s going on with the teams, but I literally had no where else to eat in peace.” 
 
    I give him a quizzical look as he shakes his head and lets out an annoyed sigh. “Charlie showed up at Micah and Grant’s place earlier. They’ve been ‘making up’.” He uses air quotations as I shake my head. “Grant ended up at mine and Reese’s place, and I guess they’re making up as well. Either that or having a wrestling match.” I chuckle as I take another bite of the delicious food. “Sounds like the teams are making up at least.” Cooper says from across the table.  
 
    Dom scoffs. “Oh, it gets better. I went over to Zane and Ryder’s, hoping to chill there for a while. Zane has that sorority chick he met over, and Ryder is at Raven’s. I’m sure you can understand why I didn’t even try Raven’s place before coming here.” I snicker at the thought before popping my eyes open. “Wait. Zane has some random girl at his place?” I look over to Cooper who has a worried look on his face. “Uh, apparently she’s Society.” He looks over to Cooper with an impish grin. “Sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Cooper shrugs. “No worries. I’ll have to have a talk with him about bringing nonmembers around. I have Jim up my ass enough.” I nearly choke on my boudin ball as Dom throws his head back laughing. Once the moment passes, Dom gets a serious look on his face. “Do ya’ll really think someone on our team is an informant?” I wipe my mouth and sit back in my chair, glancing at Cooper before settling my eyes on Dom. “I think last night was a coincidence. I know ya’ll well enough to know that none of you would ever do something like that, and I know Cooper’s team would never betray him.” I look over to Cooper who gives me a slight nod of approval. “Charlie is going to have some major sucking up to do.” I finish with a slight shrug. 
 
    I push back from the table, taking my plate to the sink to rinse it off and place it in the dishwasher. Cooper follows me with his and Dom’s as well. He steps over to the refrigerator, pulling two beers from inside, passing one to Dom, before pouring me a glass of wine. We all settle in the living room as Cooper turns on the TV. I lean forward, placing my empty wine glass on the coffee table before snuggling against his side.  
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning to the alarm on my phone, not knowing how I ended up in bed. Cooper wraps his arm around my waist as I reach to turn the alarm off. I settle back into his arms as he nuzzles his face into the crook of my neck. “Maybe Niko won’t notice if we don’t go today.” I scoff as I run my fingers through his hair. “The morning session is just for me. Stay and sleep in.” I start to get out of bed, but he holds me firmly against him.  
 
    I roll so I’m facing him. “I’ve got to get ready, Coop.” He wrinkles his nose at me before dropping his lips to my neck. I close my eyes as the tingling sensation travels down my body. Popping my eyes open wide, I try hard to ignore the tingles as I push him back. “I’ve got to get going.” I whine as I step out of bed. He sits up, flinging the cover off him as he follows me to the bathroom. “I’ll just help you get ready.” He says as he strips down while I turn the shower on. I shake my head slowly while my lip twitches with a grin. “You’re distracting me.”  
 
      
 
    Cooper drives us to Headquarters and we arrive in the training area five minutes late to a scowling Niko. “Sorry, Niko. We slept a tad late.” Cooper says as he gives me a wink. My cheeks heat as I look down to the floor. Niko sighs. “Both of you warm up. I want you on the mat in fifteen.” He turns and walks toward his office, leaving us. 
 
    I hit one of the treadmills while Cooper does free weights. I can’t help appreciating the spectacular view that is Cooper lifting weights. The muscles in his back flexing with every rep. “Ophelia!” I turn my head to find Niko scowling with his hands on his hips. I stop the treadmill and hop off. “Uh, yeah?” He rolls his eyes as he glances over at Cooper. “Let’s take it to the mat.” 
 
    Cooper places the weights down, walking over to join me at the mat. We wait on Niko to give us instructions. Niko looks between the two of us, settling on Cooper. “I want to test Ophelia today. It’s either you or I.” Cooper gives a slight nod before turning his eyes to me. “I’m not going easy on you today, love, and there will be no tickling to win.” I roll my eyes as I step on the mat.  
 
    Cooper steps in front of me. “I’ll apologize in advance for kicking your ass.” I say with a raised eyebrow and a sassy smirk. He gives me a wide grin, showing off his dimple just as Niko waves his hand between us. Cooper charges me and I sidestep him easily, spinning back around to him and delivering a kick to his ribs. He rights himself quickly, lunging at me a second time. I throw a few hits to his torso, not enough to hurt him, but enough to deter him.  
 
    He gives me an appreciative smile as he falls back. We dance around each other briefly, before he kicks my legs out from under me, landing me flat on my back. He bounds toward me, but I roll, quickly jumping to my feet and pouncing on his back as I bring my arm around his neck, locking it with my other hand. He taps my arm and I release him. Niko stands on the side of the mat. “Good job, Ophelia. Again.”  
 
    We go another three rounds, me winning two of the four. After the last round I’m leaning over, breathing heavily as Cooper does the same next to me. “Good work, Ophelia.” Niko says before he turns and walks away. I sink down to the mat and lie on my back as Cooper follows my lead. “Damn, O. You should apologize for kicking my ass.” He huffs out as I chuckle. He rolls to his side, gripping my hip and rolling me toward him before placing his lips on mine. “You’re amazing, love.” 
 
    I hear the elevator ding and glance over my shoulder, finding most of my team has arrived. Dom, Reese and Raven walk over to us as we push ourselves to standing. “Wow. Didn’t realize you two were exhibitionists.” Raven says as she raises an eyebrow. I roll my eyes behind her as they walk toward the exercise equipment to warm up. The elevator pings again and Cooper’s team steps out, minus Micah. Cooper and I join them in their warmups before we all gather around the mat as Niko starts our way. He surveys the crowd. “Where is Mr. Almasi and Miss Newburg?” His gaze settles on Cooper and me. 
 
    Cooper shakes his head. “I’m not sure, Niko. I’ll go call him now.” He starts to walk away from the group just as the elevator opens, Micah and Charlie stepping out hand in hand. They walk over to us as Charlie twirls one of her pigtails nervously. She looks up, her eyes finding mine. “Ophelia, if you don’t mind, I owe everyone an apology.” She says in a meek voice. My eyes widen briefly as I shrug, stepping over next to Cooper. 
 
    Charlie drops Micah’s hand and faces both teams as she worries with her pigtail. She looks over to Cooper before beginning. “I owe your team an apology.” She looks down at the ground as her cheeks flush. “I’m sorry for accusing any of you of being on the Hunters side. I know none of you would ever side against the Assembly.” She lets out a shaky breath before looking up with tear filled eyes at Cooper. “I hope you and your team can forgive me.”  
 
    I’m surprised when Zane steps forward first, holding his hand in the air. “No worries, little C.” She gives a faint chuckle before giving him a high five. Ryder steps up next, giving her a hug. “Apology accepted.” He says with a bright smile as he steps away. Grant is the last to step forward, offering his hand with a passive look on his face. She takes his hand and they shake briefly, Grant dropping her hand abruptly and moving back to Reese’s side.  
 
    She looks over to Cooper standing next to me. He gives her a slight nod. “Thank you for apologizing, Charlie. I understand when emotions run high, things can be said that we don’t mean.” She moves her head up and down as Micah wraps his arm around her, locking eyes with Cooper. I can feel the tense exchange between the two, through mine and Cooper’s clasped hands. I close my eyes and take on his emotions, allowing them to dissipate.  
 
    Cooper gives me a look as I shrug before releasing my hand and walking toward Charlie and Micah. He offers his hand out to Charlie. “All is forgiven, Charlie.” She looks up at him with tear filled eyes before bounding toward him, wrapping her tiny arms around his waist. He looks at Micah as he gingerly pats her back. Micah pulls her off him, turning her so she’s clinging to his side.  
 
    The elevator dings again and we all turn toward it. Jim steps out, walking toward us with a shit eating grin. He claps his hands in front of him. “I need both teams, front and center!” We all make our way toward Jim standing in front of the elevators. He takes a look at the way we’re all gathered. There’re no definitive team lines, just all of us mixed together and crowded around him. 
 
    He raises an eyebrow as he pushes his glasses up on his nose. “I’m glad to see the teams getting along so well since your next mission will be together.” Murmurs go through the group as Cooper grips my hand tighter, worry coursing through him. Before I can help him relax Jim starts speaking. “You’ll be going to Barcelona. Back to Barcelona for some of you.”  
 
    A surge of emotions passes through me from Cooper and I audibly gasp. All eyes turning to me. I pull my hand from his as he looks at me with concern. Squeezing my eyes shut I release the feelings I have as I wave a hand for Jim to continue. “Anyway, we have intel that a large group of Hunters are in Barcelona. They seem to be planning something big, but we don’t know what, yet. That’s where you come in. This mission is going to be unlike any you’ve ever been on.”  
 
    Jim takes a moment to look around at us all before settling his gaze on Cooper and me. “Our plan is to use the power couple as bait.” I feel everyone’s eyes turn to the two of us. “I’m sorry, bait?” I ask in a sarcastic way. Jim sighs heavily. “Yes. The Hunters want you and Cooper. They need to take the two of you down to stop the Prophecy. If you two appear to be alone, we have the element of surprise on our side.”  
 
    I tick my head to the side. It’s actually a tactical plan. I look over to Cooper who hasn’t said anything, the muscle in his jaw clenched. “You expect me to take Ophelia to the same place where my team was almost taken and use us as bait?”  I step in front of Cooper so I’m between he and Jim. Placing my hands on his chest, I push him backwards, away from the group. Once we’re a good distance away he looks down at me with his mouth set in a hard line.  
 
    “No fucking way, Ophelia.” I sigh as I place my hands on my hips, raising an annoyed eyebrow at him. “It’s not a bad plan, Coop. Think about it. We go in, act like we’re on a casual stroll around the city, lead them back to our teams and boom.” Cooper scoffs as he turns away from me, running his hands through his hair and shaking his head. I cross my arms over my chest as I wait for him to turn back to me.  
 
    When he does, he’s scowling. “I have a bad feeling about this, O.” I huff as I shake my head. “The only reason you have a bad feeling is because I’ll be with you.” Cooper pinches his eyes shut, placing his fingers to his temples. “That’s not it, O. Ryder and Zane are still recovering.” He opens his eyes to look down at me. “We’d only have us, and Dom and Raven. That’s it!” He swipes his hand between us. “You don’t know what it’s like out there! My entire team could’ve been taken that day, and now Jim wants me to risk, not only my team, but you, and your team! No. Fucking. Way!” 
 
    I sigh as I throw my hands up to my sides. “Then what, Cooper? We just sit around waiting for more of us to get taken! I’m ready. I’m going, with or without you!” I turn and stomp toward the group with my brows pinched. Cooper grips my elbow, spinning me around to him so fast my head spins. “You’re not going anywhere without me.” He lowly growls as he drops his lips to mine. I moan as he hungrily kisses me, pulling back he gazes into my eyes with intensity. “Take us home. Now.” He dips his head taking my lips greedily as I take us to our bedroom.  
 
      
 
    I lie with my head on his bare chest, trailing my fingers along his abs as he runs his fingers through my hair. He lets out a slight laugh and I turn so I can look up at him. “What?” I ask with a playful smile. He shakes his head lightly. “I think I’m going to start picking fights with you if this is what happens.” I snicker as I sit up, pulling the sheet with me to cover my chest. “We need to call our teams, and Jim. We left in the middle of the meeting.”  
 
    He sits forward, gripping me under my arms and placing me on his lap while he smiles lovingly at me. “We’ll get to that, but first I need to know that we’re okay.” I tilt my head to the side. “I love you, Coop. I know you’re worried about me going on a mission, but I’m ready. I’ve spent the last month studying everything there is on the Hunters and doing two a day with Niko.” I lean forward, placing my lips to his quickly. “Besides, who else is going to watch your back like I am? What if one of those Hunters tried to tickle you?” I widen my eyes for effect as he scoffs with a grin. 
 
    He places his hand on my cheek, running his thumb along my cheek bone. “I know you’re ready, love. I just don’t like the idea of you being used as bait.” He practically spits the last word. I reach up, cupping my hand over his as I tilt my face into his hand. “Us. We’ll be the bait. Together.” He rolls his eyes as his phone rings for the tenth or so time from the floor where we tossed all our clothes in haste.  
 
    I climb off him, taking the sheet with me as he stands looking for his phone. “I’m hopping in the shower, tell everyone to meet us here.” I call over my shoulder as I walk toward the bathroom. I let the sheet fall to the floor as I step in the warm spray. Glancing over my shoulder when I hear the shower door open, I watch Cooper as he steps in behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “That was Ryder. He’s going to have everyone meet over here in an hour.” 
 
    I turn so I’m facing him, wrapping my arms around his neck and looking up at him with a devious grin. “An hour, huh?” He gives me that grin that shows off his dimple as he lifts me effortlessly, placing my back against the shower wall.  
 
      
 
    An hour later we walk down the stairs, hand in hand, to find Ryder and Raven on the couch. They both look up when they hear us coming. Raven gives me a cunning grin. “I see you used the Jack Russell approach to curb his irritability.” I laugh loudly as I sit down next to her, kicking my feet up on the coffee table as she does the same. We sit back whispering and giggling as Ryder and Cooper step into the kitchen. The door swings open and Micah and Charlie walk in. Charlie waves to the guys in the kitchen as she walks toward us, plopping down on my other side. “Holy shit! The two of you arguing earlier was hot!”  
 
    My mouth drops open before we all giggle. The door swings open again to Grant and Reese, followed by Dom and Zane. As the guys pile in the living room, beers in hand, I step over to sit on the arm of the love seat, next to Cooper. He reaches up, wrapping his arm around my waist and sliding me to his lap. Raven comes back from the kitchen, shoving a drink toward me as she sits in Ryder’s lap on the couch. “Ya’ll are going to have to invest in more seating.” Ryder wraps his arm around her waist. “I don’t know. I kind of like you having to be so close to me.”  
 
    Charlie throws her hands up with a pout. “You didn’t bring me a drink?” Raven scoffs. “Hell no! Last time you were drunk for three days. I don’t think you weigh enough to consume alcohol.” Charlie crosses her arms over her chest as she sinks back against Micah sitting next to her. Zane stands from the couch. “I’ll get you something, Little C. I need a refill anyway.” He says as he lifts his beer bottle.  
 
    The door opens and Jim steps in. He grabs a chair from the kitchen table as he walks straight into the living room. “Jim. You want one?” Zane calls from the kitchen as he lifts his beer bottle. Jim gives a light nod as he crosses his ankle over his knee. Zane comes back into the living room, handing Jim a beer before taking his seat next to Dom.  
 
    We all watch Jim as he takes a pull from his beer. He glances around the room before settling on Cooper. “Are we good?” Cooper gives a tense nod. “Yeah, Jim. We shouldn’t have walked out of the meeting like that earlier. Forgive me for being apprehensive about going back to the place where we were almost taken down.” Jim gives him an apologetic half smile. “I get it, Coopster. I’m asking you to not only take your team back into the danger zone, but now Ophelia and her team as well. You have a right to be weary.” 
 
    I feel Cooper tense and drop my hand to grip his that’s resting on my leg. He lets out a sigh behind me and I know I’ve eased his worry. I shift my gaze to Jim. “We’re concerned about being the so-called bait, of course, but also going into the field with only two brawn.” Jim gives a small nod. “I understand your concern. With Ryder and Zane still out, that will leave everything to Dom and Raven….” Zane jumps to his feet, shouting curse words and flailing his arms as Ryder does the same from his position behind Raven on the couch.  
 
    I place two fingers to my mouth, giving a loud whistle. They both stop and glance over to me with angry faces. I raise an eyebrow as I tilt my head to the side. “Sit. Down.” Zane crosses his arms over his chest, scowling between Jim and I, as Ryder continues to mumble. “There’s no way in hell, I’m letting my team go out on a dangerous mission while I sit back twiddling my thumbs.”  
 
    Cooper shifts me off his lap so he can stand. “Z, you still have a few weeks until your ribs are completely healed.” He turns his focus to Ryder. “And you have at least another month before your shoulder is ready.” Ryder hangs his head as he shakes it slowly. Raven and I meet eyes across the room. I stand, stepping next to Cooper. “Maybe they could be there as backup. As long as Raven, Dom and you and I can handle everything they won’t have to step in, but it might be a good idea to have them there, just in case.”  
 
    Jim sighs behind us and I turn to look at him. His eyes meet mine before he looks over to Ryder and Zane. He sits forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Can you two promise me not to get involved unless absolutely necessary?” Zane and Ryder both nod in agreement as Jim sits back, taking a drink of his beer before looking at me. “Then it’s settled. Zane and Ryder accompany on the mission but hang back. Good idea, Ophelia.”  
 
    A small smile creeps up my face as Cooper and I resume our seats. We all turn our focus back to Jim, waiting on our instructions. He crosses his ankle back over his knee. “You’ll all be leaving in four days time. I expect everyone in research to meet me in the library at ten tomorrow morning.” He pauses to look at Dom and Raven. “I want you two to meet with Niko sometime tomorrow. Make sure you’re both on the same page with combat.” They both nod in unison as his gaze shifts to Cooper and me. “You two, relax. Do some zen shit and get focused.”  
 
    Raven starts to open her mouth and I narrow my eyes at her, causing her to throw her head back laughing as the rest of the group snickers. Jim stands, buttoning his suit jacket. “That’s my cue to get out of here.” I stand, Cooper following me as I walk behind Jim to the door. He turns holding his hand out to me then Cooper, both of us shaking his hand. “I’ll see you both sometime tomorrow.”  
 
    Cooper closes the door behind him after he leaves, looking at me as his shoulders slump. “I’m not looking forward to this mission, O.” I stand on my tiptoes, wrapping my arms around his neck. “We got this, Coopster.” He chuckles at the nickname I’ve never used for him before dropping his lips to mine. “I love you, O.” I give him a sweet smile. “I love you, Coop.” His lips meet mine again, the familiar tingles coursing through my body.  
 
    “Seriously? We have shit to discuss!” I drop down from my toes and turn my face to Raven. She has her hands on her hips and an annoyed look on her face. I drop my arms from around Cooper’s neck and follow Raven back to the living room. Cooper sits in the chair that Jim had been sitting in, as I stand next to him. “What do we need to discuss?” I look over at Raven perched next to Ryder on the couch.  
 
    “For starters, we need a team name.” I shrug as I throw my hands out to the side. “Okay. Any suggestions?” Zane throws his hand in the air. “The princesses!” I laugh as I shake my head. “How about the poppets?” Grant says with a wink. “Any suggestions from the team who actually has to use this name?” I give Zane and Grant a grin before turning to look at the members of my team. They all mumble and shrug.  
 
    Raven stands, crossing her arms over her chest with a sardonic grin. “Fine. No team name yet, but we need tattoos.” I groan as I step in front of Cooper, dropping to his lap. He chuckles in my ear as he wraps his arms around me. “Told you so, love.” I nudge him with my shoulder as my forehead creases. “What did ya’ll have in mind?” Charlie bounces on the couch as she throws her arm in the air. “Let’s get butterflies!”  
 
    Zane punches Dom in the shoulder as he scowls over at Charlie. “Please get butterflies. Holy shit, I’ll never let you live it down.” Dom shakes his head as he looks over to me. “We are not getting freaking butterflies.” I nod in agreement. Raven pulls out her phone, showing us a dozen pictures of huge, intricate tattoos. “I am not getting a full sleeve, Rave.” I say with an annoyed tone, to which she scoffs at. “What about a phoenix?” Dom says. 
 
    I roll my eyes as I drop my head to my hands. Cooper rubs my back as I shake my head. “What about an airplane, since none of us will ever need one?” I groan as the entire room laughs at Raven’s joke. My eyes pop open as I sit up straight. “How about a compass?” My teammates all look over to me. “I like it.” Reese says quietly as he nods. Dom nods in agreement while Raven pouts with her arms folded over her chest. “If mine can be on the belly of a dragon, I’m in.”  
 
    I simply shake my head at her before looking at Charlie. She gives a slight shrug. “I like it, but it’s not personal to our team.” I tilt my head to the side as I bite my bottom lip, thinking of how to personalize it. Reese stands up, placing his phone on the coffee table. “Here.” I step over to the table as the others lean around. Its’s a drawing of a simple compass with Roman numerals arched over the top. “What’s the numbers?” I ask as I step back, sitting in Cooper’s lap.  
 
    “It’s the date we became a team.” Raven says as she flips her hair behind her shoulder. I look to Reese for confirmation as he nods, before looking at Raven with surprise. She scoffs as she rolls her eyes. “What? Like I could forget one of the worst days of my life.” I narrow my eyes at her. “You’re such a little shit.” She flips me off as we all laugh. 
 
      
 
    Next thing I know, we’re all crowded into a tattoo shop somewhere in New Orleans. “Who’s going first?” A tall muscular guy with full sleeves asks. Zane turns to me with a crooked grin. “It’s tradition for the lead to go first.” I look up to Cooper who shrugs. “I did.” I look up to the ceiling with a groan. “Fine.” I look back at the tattooed, semi giant with a nervous look on my face. “I’m going first, I guess.”  
 
    He raises an eyebrow at me. “First ink?” I nod. “Where do you want it?” I shake my head as I toss my hands up. “Wherever it will hurt the least?” He gives a short laugh as he looks at the sketch on Reese’s phone. “This would be good between the shoulder blades, on the ankle, wrist, even on the rib cage.” He looks over at me with a hopeful smile. “Or the ass.” I fold my arms over my chest as I glare at him. “Rib cage sounds good. It’ll be easier to hide.”  
 
    He gives me an appraising look up and down. “Sure you can handle it? The ribs are more sensitive.” I sigh as I drop my hands to my hips. “Can we get this done before I change my mind?” He shakes his head as he steps over to a desk in the corner, drawing out the tattoo. He brings it back over for my approval to which I simply nod.  
 
    Gesturing his head toward the hallway he grins at me. “Last door on the left, lead. Take your shirt off and I’ll be in shortly.” Cooper wraps his arm around my waist, and I look up to him. “Do you want me to go with you?” He asks quietly to which I nod. We make our way down the hallway, where I take a seat in a chair in the middle of the room. Cooper sits on the rolling chair, pulling it over in front of me. “It’ll be quick, love.” He says with an apologetic look. I scoff. “I’ve never wanted a tattoo in my life.”  
 
    He leans forward, placing his lips on mine. “It’s not as bad as you think. It will be over before you know it.” The big tattooed guy walks in the room behind Cooper and I look up to him. Cooper glances behind him, standing from the stool and sliding it toward him. “Thanks.” He says before looking to me. “Shirt off, lead.” I glance over to Cooper with an apprehensive look while he simply nods.  
 
    Letting out a deep breath, I quickly pull my shirt over my head, covering my chest with my arms as my cheeks burn with a blush. “Hold what you got.” He says as he gets up, walking out of the room. He returns with another stool, passing it to Cooper before looking at me. “Turn and straddle the chair so you can lean over the back.” I stand and do as he tells me. “Now, Hunky Brewster can hold your hand. Better?” Cooper chuckles as he slides the stool over to me as I glare at the tattooed man. 
 
    I drop my hands over the back of the chair as Cooper grips them both, rubbing his thumbs along the back of my hand slowly as I stare into his eyes. He leans forward, pressing his lips to my cheek. “You look nervous. It really doesn’t hurt as bad as you think it will.” I roll my eyes. “It’s not about the pain, it’s more the fact that it’s permanent.” He lets out a chuckle as he shakes his head slowly. “Lots of things are permanent, O. Marriage, kids, my love for you.” He gives me a heart-stopping smile as he raises my hand, kissing the back of it softly.  
 
    “Ahem.” We both look over to the tattoo artist. “If you’re going to drop down on one knee, I’d rather you do it before I get started.” Cooper looks back to me with a loving smile. “Not today.” I smile back at him as my heart pounds in my chest. “Alrighty then. Let’s get you inked.” He says as he rolls his stool over toward me with a tattoo gun in hand. “Ready?” He asks as he places it against my skin. I release a long breath. “Yep.”  
 
    I hear the buzzing noise and feel it press against my side. It’s not unbearable pain, but it doesn’t feel great either. “Not as bad as I thought.” I whisper. “You can talk, just don’t move. My name’s John, by the way.” I wince when he hits a particularly tender spot. “Ophelia, and this is Cooper, but I guess you already know each other.” They give each other a little nod. “Wait. You’re not the Ophelia and Cooper?” Cooper and I share a look of confusion. “Um, not sure what you’re talking about.”  
 
    John sits back, removing the tattoo gun from my skin. “Holy shit. It really is true. Ya’ll are the power couple from the Prophecy.” Cooper bristles as my mouth drops open. John holds up both gloved hands to us. “I’m retired Assembly, remember?” He says, mostly to Cooper. Cooper relaxes slightly. John moves toward me, nodding to the tattoo he needs to finish. “You two are quite the talk amongst shifters as of late.”  
 
    I shake my head as I look at Cooper. “It really is like high school.” He lets out a sigh as he grins. John glances up to me. “Is it true you can take out a Hunter just by looking at one?” I scoff. “No. Raven may be able to though. I’ve never seen a better resting bitch face than hers.” Cooper chuckles as John sits back again. “All done.” I sit up and take the mirror he hands me, lifting my arm and turning the mirror so I can see the work. “I actually like it.” It’s about the size of a quarter and placed where I can still hide it under my clothes.  
 
    I look over to John as I hand him the mirror. “Thanks. It’s perfect.” He gives a little nod before standing and walking out of the room. I reach for my shirt, but Cooper pulls it back from me, offering me his hand to stand. I stand in front of him as he lifts my arm slightly, looking at us in the full-length mirror across from us. “I didn’t think I’d find this so sexy.” He says before dropping his lips to my neck.  
 
    “Woah. None of that. You’ll get me fined by the state.” John says with a wink as he strides back in the room. He places a bandage over the new tattoo and gives me care instructions. Holding out his hand to me I grip his hand. “It’s been a pleasure, Ophelia. I wish you the best in your journey toward fulfilling the Prophecy.” He turns, gripping Cooper’s hand as I slide my shirt over my head.  
 
    He walks us back to the waiting area where we find most of the group standing around. I walk over to Charlie, Reese and Dom. “Ya’ll done?” They all nod just as Raven and Ryder come walking toward us from the hallway. Raven lets out a content sigh as she joins us. “I always feel amazing after getting a tattoo.” I give her a questioning look. “How many tattoos do you have? I’ve never seen any.” Ryder peeks around her shoulder with a wide grin. “A few.” He says as he waggles his eyebrows.  
 
    I chuckle as she slaps him in the arm. “Don’t be telling my secrets, Ry.” Zane steps over to her, placing his hand on the hem of her shirt, acting like he’s going to raise it. “Come on, Rave! Show us what you got.” She slaps his hand away as we all laugh. “Don’t do it, Z. You know I’ll take your ass out.” He raises his hands to her and makes a mock scared face as he backs away.  
 
    I shake my head as I walk over to the desk where John is. “How much do we owe you?” I ask as I pull my card from my purse. He waves his hand. “No way am I charging the power couple. People would storm my shop.” I raise an eyebrow at him with an annoyed look as Cooper steps over next to me. “Damn, John. You charged me double for our team tats.” He shrugs with a shit eating grin. “You weren’t the power couple then, and you did bring a rather drunk Zane into my shop.” Cooper offers his hand and they shake. “Thanks, man. I’m sure we’ll see you soon.” 
 
    We all say our goodbyes to the artists and step out onto the busy street. “I’m starving!” Zane says behind me. I turn to Dom, knowing this is his territory. “Where to, Dom?” He looks left to right, before tilting his head to the left. “There’s a burger and bar place this way.” He leads the way as the group follows him along the sidewalk. I start to walk, but Cooper pulls my hand, urging me to stop.  
 
    I look up to his charming smile, my mouth instantly turning up as I look at him. He pulls me to him, wrapping his arms around my waist as I link my hands behind his neck, pressing up on my tiptoes to meet him as he lowers his face to mine. As our lips touch a vision plays through my mind in flip book form, just like the first time. I see Cooper in a dark blue suit with a gray bow tie, looking dashing. I see our teams sitting in chairs, all turning to look behind them. When I turn, I see myself in a long white dress, a bouquet of flowers in hand. 
 
    Cooper pulls away from me just as the vision fades with a wide grin on his face, letting me know he seen it too. “I love you, O.” My heart patters in my chest, knowing we just glimpsed our wedding day. I feel like I should be feeling nervous seeing it, but instead I feel excited. “I love you too, Coop. I’m going to tell you that in every city in the world.” He chuckles lightly before dropping his lips to mine.  
 
    “Come on! We’re all starving!” We both turn our heads to Raven who has her hands on her hips, tapping her foot impatiently on the sidewalk. “Shut it, Rave. We were having a moment.” Cooper calls over to her. She huffs as she looks up at the sky. “Ya’ll are always having a moment. Let’s go!” Cooper grips my hand in his, walking toward Raven and Ryder who have hung back from the group, waiting on us. “This was a big moment though. We were seeing our wedding day.”  
 
    I look up to Cooper at my side with wide eyes. The huge grin on his face warming my heart though. I look over to Raven and Ryder who have shocked expressions. “Uh, what?” Raven finally says. I wave a hand toward her as we start walking again. “Nothing, Rave. Just a vision.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I wake up early the morning we’re due to leave on our mission. Untangling myself from Cooper, I walk to the bathroom. As I turn the shower on, I place both hands to my face, taking a few deep breaths to ease my nerves. The last few days I’ve been perfectly fine. Calming Cooper when he had doubts or hesitations about this mission, but now, I’m freaking out.  
 
    I step in the shower, tilting my head back as I close my eyes, letting the warm water run through my hair and down my back. My eyes open as I hear the shower door open. Looking over I find Cooper stepping in with a warm smile. He steps in front of me, dropping a sweet kiss to my cheek as he runs his hands along my upper arms. “You look worried, love.” I let out a deep sigh as I lean forward, resting my cheek against his strong chest. “I am.” 
 
    He moves his hands to rub along my back as he rests his chin on the top of my head. “Understandable, with it being your first mission. My first mission, Grant and I both took turns vomiting in the bushes before we left.” He gives a little chuckle as I look up to him with a half grin. “Really?” He nods as he gazes down at me, brushing his hand along my cheek. “You’re going to be amazing today, O.”  
 
      
 
    After our shower we both stand in front of the mirror in my bathroom. Or our bathroom. Cooper moved into my room weeks ago, only using his for the closet. I apply my makeup as he shaves. Smiling at him in the mirror, before I walk out of the bathroom with my towel wrapped around me. Walking into my closet I scan my clothes, not knowing what to choose for Barcelona in the seventies.  
 
    I walk out into the bedroom, grabbing my phone from the nightstand and calling Charlie. “Hey, O.” She answers after the first ring. “Hey. I probably should’ve asked this sooner, but what do I wear today?” She gives a little laugh and I hear shuffling in the background. “Wear whatever you want. I have your outfit waiting for you at Headquarters.” I give a nod. “Awesome. I’ll see you soon.”  
 
    I hang up the phone, tossing it on the bed before stepping back to my closet, picking out a long sleeve dress and a pair of ankle boots. Once I’m dressed, I step back into the bedroom to find Cooper sitting on the edge of the bed, staring down at his phone in his hands. He looks up, a smile spreading across his face as he stands. “How do you always look so damn beautiful?” I tilt my head to the side as I feel my cheeks begin to blush.  
 
    He steps over to me, placing his hands on my cheeks as he drops his lips to mine. “I love you, O.” He says lowly as he pulls back. “Love you too, Coop.” He grips my hand in his, leading us out the bedroom and down the stairs. We walk out to the garage, getting into one of his cars. 
 
      
 
    As we pull into the parking lot of Headquarters my stomach does flip flops. I grip Cooper’s hand tightly on the console of the car. He pulls into a parking spot, shutting the car off, then turning to face me. “You alright, love?” I pinch my eyes closed as I shake my head, swallowing hard. He reaches over, placing his hand on my cheek and turning my face toward him. I slowly open my eyes as my stomach churns. He gives me a faint smile. “I got you, O.”  
 
    I give him the best smile I can muster. “I know you do, Coop.” He leans across the console, dropping his lips to mine quickly before pulling back. “We need to get inside and get ready.” I let out another deep breath, trying to curb my nerves as much as I can while getting out of the car. 
 
    We walk through Headquarter doors to find both of our teams waiting in the lobby. I scan the faces of my team, noting nervous expressions on everyone’s faces. Cooper hits the button to the elevator. Once we’re in the research hall, he makes his way to the front of the group, pulling me along with him. He gives me a small smile before turning to address the teams.  
 
    “Good morning everyone. It’s a great day for a mission!” A few chuckles go through the group as he squeezes my hand gently. “Last time we where in Barcelona, things didn’t go according to plan, but we followed instinct and training. That’s all we have to do today. With this being Ophelia and her teams first mission, I expect my team to take point on this. Everyone stay together with your group.”  
 
    He looks down to me with a little nod of his head toward the group. I let out a shaky breath as I gaze over at them. “I don’t know if I feel the same as Coop about it being a great day for a mission. I feel more like it’s a great day to lose my breakfast.” A few chuckles pass as I take in a deep breath, letting it back out as I look at my team. “A few months ago, I didn’t even know this place existed. That people like you, or us, existed. I’m truly honored to be here, as a part of this team. So, thank you for trusting me to be your lead. I look forward to many successful missions with ya’ll.”  
 
    Dom starts to walk toward me, as Charlie drops Micah’s hand walking alongside him, Reese right behind. They all reach me, Dom throwing his arm around my shoulder as Charlie wraps her tiny frame around my waist, Reese wrapping his arm around my other side. “Group hug time! Get your ass over here Raven!” Dom calls loudly. I giggle as I watch Raven strut toward us with an annoyed look. “Gah. I’ve already told ya’ll I’m only here for the food, not the team bonding bullshit.” She joins in on the group hug despite her words. We all step back, everyone smiling. “Alright. Let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
    Charlie leads the group to another room off the side of the research hall, chattering away about fashion from the seventies as she scans a notebook in her hand. Once she flips the light on in the room, my eyes widen. Firstly, I didn’t know these many clothes existed in the world, secondly, how did I not know this room was here? There are rows and rows of clothes hanging. Decade numbers topping the racks.  
 
    We walk almost to the back of the room where Charlie stops, turning to us as she runs her hand along the clothes and looks at her notebook. She grabs an outfit from the rack. “Zane.” He steps forward, taking it from her and holding it up. “Seriously? Plaid pants?” I snicker as he looks at it with disgust. Charlie flips her pigtails behind her. “Just go change. I didn’t choose the fashion sense back then.”  
 
    She hands out entire outfits to the group, saving Cooper and I for last. “Alright, Coopster.” She says as she hands him a pair of bell bottom jeans and a plaid shirt. He sighs heavily as he takes it from her, walking over to the dressing room with the rest of the guys. Charlie looks at me. “Would you rather have a dress or jeans? I feel like jeans are more practical in the event you’ll need to run.” I nod in agreement as she flips through the rack, handing me a pair of denim bell bottoms and a white top. “Go get these on while I grab everyone’s accessories.”  
 
    I walk over to the dressing rooms, taking the one with Raven. She turns in her bright yellow bell bottoms and denim shirt that’s unbuttoned down to her cleavage. “Uh, I’m not even going to lie, I may keep this after this mission.” I giggle as I nod. “It really does look good on you.” She fans her long black hair around her shoulders as I strip out of my dress and boots, pulling the high waisted jeans up. I pick up the shirt, holding it out in front of me. “What the hell is this?”  
 
    She glances at me over her shoulder. “Here, let me help.” She walks over to me, taking the shirt and flipping it around. “It’s a crop top, O.” She holds it out as I shrug it over my head. I look at myself in the mirror, my cheeks heating at the sight. The top sits just under my breasts, leaving my mid drift exposed. The sleeves are a lace material that bell around my wrists and the plunging neckline leaves little to the imagination. “Damn, O. Cooper’s going to need a moment when he sees you in this.”  
 
    I give her an eye roll in the mirror as she laughs. “Come on, hot mama.” She says as she opens the door. We step out of the room, finding most of the group already dressed. Cooper turns to me as I take in his super tight denim bell bottoms and button up flannel shirt, the top buttons undone. Damn, he’s too cute. His eyes widen as he looks me up and down, making his way to me. “Told you so.” Raven whispers as she walks by me. 
 
    He stops in front of me. “Wow, love. You look…” He trails off as he shakes his head slowly. “Hot! The word you’re looking for is hot!” I laugh as Raven yells over at us. Cooper takes my hand, holding it above me as he spins me around slowly in front of him. He stops once I face him again, dropping his lips to mine. “She’s right. Hot is the word I’m looking for.” My cheeks burn as he pulls back.  
 
    Charlie bounces over next to me, thrusting a pair of wedge heels at me, a huge floppy hat and a pair of light-colored, large sunglasses. “Put these on.” Cooper offers me a hand as I balance to slide the tall wedge shoes on. Once I’m standing, I’m only a few inches shorter than him. We all gather in the middle of the room, chatting about each other’s attire and laughing at the more ridiculous pieces, like Grant’s neck scarf, and Doms’ brown leather vest. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I see Jim walk in. He stops in front of the group with a large grin on his face. “This takes me back.” He says with a chuckle as he pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Get together. We’ve got to have a picture of this.” We all scrunch together, making silly poses as he snaps a few pictures. As he places his phone back in his pocket, he takes on a serious face.  
 
    “Are you all ready? It’s almost time.” Suddenly, the nerves that had disappeared while we laughed about our costumes come straight back. I take a deep calming breath before stepping forward, Cooper right beside me. Jim steps forward, handing each of us the tiniest earpieces I’ve ever seen. I reach up, placing it in my right ear as I look at Cooper doing the same. “Keep in contact with me during the entire mission. I don’t care if it takes two hours or two weeks, take all the time needed to figure out what the Hunters are planning. You’re all on the same frequency, so you’ll be able to keep in contact with each other as well.” Jim says as he makes his way around the group.  
 
    When he’s handed out all the earpieces he steps back to the front of the group. “Safe travels.” He says with a salute before turning to walk out of the room. I turn so I’m facing Cooper. He grips both of my hands in his. “Ready, love?” I give a little nod before looking back to the group. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    Micah steps forward, holding a closed fist out to Cooper. “It’s the only thing I could find to get us to the day we need.” He gives me a slight grin before turning around. Cooper opens his hand to reveal a diamond ring. I scoff loudly as I glance over to Micah who holds his hands up. “It was the only thing I had!” I shake my head at him. Since the vision I had of our wedding day, both of our teams have been obnoxious about it. Cooper holds his hand out to me. “Will you do the honors. I already look silly enough without wearing a woman’s engagement ring.”  
 
    I pick the ring up, sliding it on my left ring finger, holding it out to admire the impressive sized diamond. “That was the worst proposal I’ve ever seen!” Raven calls out. “That wasn’t a proposal.” I narrow my eyes at her as she flips her hand in the air. “But you did take the ring. Doesn’t that mean you accept?” I whip my head back to Cooper as my eyes bulge, only to find a bemused grin on his face. I sigh loudly before swatting his chest as the rest of the group laughs. “Relax, love. I’d never propose to you with someone else’s ring, and a room full of assholes watching.”  
 
    I chuckle as the room erupts with boos while Cooper leans down, pressing a quick kiss to my cheek. Stepping toward the group I hold my hands out to my side, Cooper gripping one and Dom on the other side as everyone else grips hands, forming a circle. “Ready?” A round of ‘yeah’, ‘hell yeah’ and nods comes my way as I close my eyes, focusing on the ring that tingles on my finger.  
 
    Reese gives me directions as I move us all through the darkness between the present and the past. We appear in a large living room with dated furniture. Well, I guess it’s modern furniture for the time. I look around the room. “Where are we?” Reese steps over to the velvet looking, orange couch, falling back on it with his arms wide. “Think of this as an Air BNB, only the owners didn’t rent it to us, or know we’ll be staying here.”  
 
    Grant walks over to the couch, sitting next to Reese as he swings his arm over the back of the couch around Reese. “Well done, chap. This place is the bee’s knees.” I look around the room once again, taking in the spacious area. “And the owners won’t be coming through the door at any moment?” Looking back to Reese I see him shaking his head. “Not due home for a few weeks. This was the only place I could find big enough to accommodate us all. There’s six bedrooms in total and eight baths. A private drive and basically a compound.”  
 
    Zane walks over to the built-in bar in the corner of the room, throwing open the cabinet doors to reveal a wide array of liquor. “Nice work, bro.” He says as he closes the doors, stepping down into the seating area. “How do you want to do this?” Dom asks as he joins the guys on the couch. I shrug as I look over to Cooper.  
 
    He runs his hand through his hair. “Well, we’re basically going to act like we’re on vacation. Ophelia and I will go out sightseeing and trying to find out what the Hunters are up to. I guess you all should look at this the same since you won’t be able to follow us.” Raven gives out a whoop as she pumps her fist in the air. “Hell yeah! No babysitting the virgin shifting princess!”  
 
    She looks over to me with a devious grin as I give her a death glare. “Well, I guess you’re just the shifting princess nowadays.” My cheeks burn as I glare at her. She lets out a laugh as she heads for the stairs. “Come on, Ry. Let’s find us a good bedroom to break in while we’re here.” Ryder shrugs before following her up the stairs.  
 
    I let out an annoyed sigh before turning to Cooper. “We might as well start now.” He grips my hand in his, turning back to the group. “Everyone keep your earpieces in. We’ll let you know when, or if we need you.” We turn making our way to the front door of the home, leaving our teams behind.  
 
      
 
    The next three days go by the same. We’ve had a few run ins with the Hunters, but Cooper and I quickly resolved the situation with just the two of us. We haven’t been able to figure out the plan as of yet, but we’ve had a great time touring Barcelona and eating great food.  
 
    As I stand in front of the bathroom mirror, applying my seventies style makeup, I let out a discontent sigh, causing Cooper to glance at me in the mirror as he shaves. “What’s wrong, love?” I scrunch my face at him as he smirks. “I don’t feel like we’re accomplishing anything.” He finishes shaving his neck and places the razor on the side of the sink, turning and placing his hands on my arms. “Patience, O. We’ll figure out what the Hunters are planning.”  
 
    I push up on my tip toes to give him a quick kiss before walking out of the bathroom to find another outfit lying across the bed. I slip on the high waist, red, bell bottom pants along with the flowered top that Charlie laid out for me. Slipping the wedge heels on, and a long necklace I step back into the bathroom, checking myself out in the mirror. I grab the rose-colored glasses from the bathroom counter and slip them on. “Ready when you are.” I call over my shoulder as I walk out of the bedroom. 
 
    I find Dom in the kitchen, coffee cup in hand. He reaches into the cabinet above him, passing me a cup. “Thanks.” I mutter as I pour myself coffee. “You sound the way I feel.” I glance up at him with a quizzical look. “I don’t feel like we’re getting anything done. I want to kick some ass, not tour the damn city.” I chuckle as I blow on my coffee. “I know. Cooper just told me to be patient.” Cooper joins us in the kitchen, hearing the tail end of our conversation. “Enjoy the calm before the storm.” He says as he props against the counter next to me.  
 
      
 
    Cooper and I head out of the house for the day. We stroll down the street hand in hand, enjoying the sunshine and people watching. Suddenly the hair on the back of my neck stands up. He squeezes my hand tighter, letting me know he feels it too. I glance over my shoulder to see three large men walking a few paces behind us. I face back ahead, with the urge to run. Cooper pulls my hand, leading us down an alleyway. I glance back to see the men take the same turn behind us.  
 
    He reaches up to his ear, hitting the button so we can communicate with our teams. I hear him in my own ear. “We’ve got three tailing us. We’re on a side street heading toward the vantage point.” I wait for a response from our teams. Cooper shakes his head slightly, looking over to me. “We must have a bad connection between these buildings. It may just be us for a few moments.” He whispers.  
 
    I give a little nod, readying myself to bolt at his say. He looks over his shoulder casually. When he turns back, he gives my hand a squeeze, letting me know it’s time. We both take off, jogging at a decent pace. “I really wish Charlie would’ve packed my damn tennis shoes.” He laughs as we wind through the alleyways and down side-streets. He talks lowly into his ear com again as I glance behind us, seeing we’ve got a good lead on the Hunters.  
 
    “Shit.” He hisses when we don’t get a response from the teams. When we round the last building that takes us into the alleyway with the dead end, we both stop in our tracks. My eyes widen as I take in the sight. Charlie stands with twenty or so Hunters behind her, a portal opened next to her. Cooper grips my hand, turning us to run the way we came, only to be stopped by eight more Hunters.  
 
    “You two made this so easy for me.” I turn to Charlie who has a dark smile on her face. I shake my head at her slowly as Cooper and I are ushered toward her by the Hunters at our backs. “Why?” It’s the only thought running through my mind. She gives a humorless laugh. “Why? You poor, dumb child. I still can’t believe it has taken your kind this long to figure out our process.” I stare at her, waiting for her to say something.  
 
    She lifts her hand, drawing a large circle in front of her as I watch with a shocked expression as another portal opens. She steps around it, pacing in front of the iridescent swirling object. She looks over to Cooper and me, her eyes turning solid black. “You were too stupid to know that I am a Hunter. I was the first Hunter. I harvest the gifts of your kind so that we live forever. Thousands of years ago I was known as the ‘Seeker of souls. That was until I had a taste of the shifting soul.” The hairs on the back of my neck stand as goosebumps cover my body. I squeeze Cooper’s hand in mine before trying to take us to the present. I pop my eyes open, unable to travel as Charlie lets out an evil laugh.  
 
    “Silly little shifting princess. Don’t you know you can’t travel as long as I have a portal open?” I let out a sigh as I drop my head, remembering that I had read that recently in some of the old mission reports. “The others will be here in a moment Charlie. Just let us go and no one will have to die today.” Cooper says with his forehead pinched.  
 
    Charlie stalks toward us, her eyes changing back to the familiar brown that I’ve known. She tilts her head to the side, placing her clasped hands under her chin. “Awww. Isn’t that sweet. Thinking your teams are going to charge in and save the day.”  She rolls her eyes and shoves her finger into Cooper’s chest. “Your teams don't even know you’re here.” She removes her finger, twirling it in front of us. “They are all listening to the two of you confess your undying love to one another over dinner. Or at least that’s what they think they’re listening to. It was so easy to interfere with your headsets. They’re not nearly as sophisticated as what we have.” 
 
    She turns, shaking her head as she steps back to the portal. “Separate them.” Cooper tightens his grip on my hand as the Hunters behind us step forward. As soon as I feel them close enough, I turn, fighting them with everything I have. I can see Cooper doing the same. I kick one to the ground as two more grab me from behind, spinning me back to face Charlie.  
 
    I look over to Cooper just as he twists the neck of a Hunter, releasing him and letting him fall to the ground as three of them rush him at the same time, effectively ending any chance we have at an escape. The Hunter on the ground turns to ash before our eyes as I look up to Cooper who’s being restrained with his hands behind him, just like myself.  
 
    He gives me a sad smile as I blink back tears. We both know there’s no way out of this. “I love you with everything in me, O.” A tear slips down my cheek as I nod. “I love you too, Cooper. Forever.” Charlie lets out a groan. “For the love, are you two done yet? We need to get to the realm.” She ends with an exasperated sigh as I look back to Cooper. “What’s your middle name?” I ask quietly. He gives me that grin that shows off his dimple. “Corbin, love. Cooper Corbin Clark.”  
 
    Before I know what’s going on, I feel myself falling forward. I spin slightly, landing on my hip as one of the Hunters lands next to me. I jump at the opportunity to end him for good. As he turns to ash at my feet, I turn to see Dom and Raven both fighting multiple Hunters behind me. I spin back toward Cooper, only to find him being hauled toward the portal. I run as fast as I can toward him. “Get her!” Charlie screams to the Hunters behind the portal.  
 
    I feel an arm slide around my waist, lifting me off the ground. Instantly I start throwing elbows. “It’s me, Princess.” I relax only slightly at Zane’s voice. “They have Cooper!” I yell frantically as he drops me behind him, shielding me from the line of large Hunters barreling toward us. Dom and Raven flank my sides just as they reach us. Everyone bolts into action. Arms are swinging, bodies are being hurled to the ground.  
 
    I flip the Hunter over my back that managed to make it by the others, trying to make my way toward Cooper. Just as I start to stand, I feel a hand land on my shoulder. “Where’s Cooper?” Ryder asks me with wide eyes as he scans the chaos going on around us. I point toward Charlie, the portal, and the Hunters that are dragging Cooper toward it. Ryder bolts forward, jumping over bodies and fighting his way toward Cooper.  
 
    I dash behind him, dodging fists and legs and flying bodies. I’m suddenly knocked to the ground from behind. I try to roll over, but the man on my back is too heavy. He grips my arms behind me, jerking me from the ground as I fight against him. I look toward the portal, searching to see if Ryder has made it to Cooper. I watch as Charlie takes something out of her pocket, holding it toward him. He instantly goes limp. “Cooper!” I scream as I watch the three Hunters drag him through the portal, it closing behind them. 
 
    My heart shatters in my chest as all the air in my lungs disappears. I fall to the ground, the Hunter losing his grip on my hands as my knees buckle under me. Charlie forms another portal in front of her, making a strange whistling sound. The remaining Hunters disengage from fighting and run toward the portal as she turns to me with a cold smile. “See you soon, princess.” With that she steps through the portal as it vanishes before my eyes.  
 
    I glance behind me to find our team members still battling a few of the Hunters that have been left behind. Looking over to my right, I see Ryder being slammed against the brick wall. I hurry to my feet, adrenaline the only thing pushing me forward as I run full speed, leaping onto the Hunter’s back and wrapping my arm under his chin, squeezing until I feel him start to fall to the ground. Ryder finishes him off, and we stand side by side watching him turn to ash.  
 
    I step back, placing my back against the brick wall as I look out into the alley. The Hunters are all taken down and everyone stands around, heaving deep breaths, bloodied and bruised. “Where’s Cooper?” Grant starts toward me. I simply shake my head as a feeling of emptiness overtakes me. Sliding down the wall I end up on my ass on the ground, tears pouring out of my eyes. Ryder slides down next to me, pulling his knees up and propping his arms on them as his shoulders bob.  
 
    I watch Zane sink to his knees, a look of disbelief on his face. Grant stands in front of me, shaking his head slowly and saying the word ‘no’, over and over. Micah sits down next to me, gripping my hand in his, as he openly cries. Raven comes over, kneeling in front of Ryder, wrapping her arm around him as she looks over to me with tears sliding down her face, placing her hand on my leg. I close my eyes, leaning my head back against the brick wall as a sob escapes me. 
 
    “We need to go before they come back.” I open my eyes to find a blurry Reese kneeling in front of me. “I… I can’t…I can’t leave him.” I choke out. Dom kneels next to Reese. “We’re not leaving him, O. He’s gone.” I look over to his teary eyes and cut up face. I let out a shaky breath before standing. I look around the group, knowing they’re all waiting on me to say something. “He’s not gone. I will find him, and I will fucking end Charlie.” I close my eyes and transport us back to mine and Cooper’s living room in the present. 
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