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      The burning took me down, down, down. So deep it was as if I were in another world. And then something burst out of me.

      It felt like a wave of energy. Fire and pure force all in one.

      The hands around my throat disappeared. Shouts got closer. But it was too late. I had nothing left as the water pulled me under.

      Strong arms lifted me, pulling me out of the water and into the freezing night air. “She’s not breathing!” Dash yelled as he carried me to shore.

      It was as if some part of me hovered above the scene, watching it as though it were a movie playing out in front of my eyes.

      “CPR. Now,” Colt barked.

      Dash laid me on the beach. The second my body touched the sand, Declan tipped back my head, clearing my airway.

      Ronan pressed his fingers to my neck. “I’ve got a pulse, but it’s weak.”

      “Dec, breathe for her. I’ll do chest compressions,” Colt ordered.

      Declan instantly covered my mouth with his, pinching my nose. He inflated my lungs with the life force from his. I felt a flicker somewhere deep. Somewhere that told me I wasn’t totally lost.

      Declan’s mouth vanished, and Colt pressed his palms over the center of my chest. The movements were brutal, a desperate attempt to bring me back.

      They repeated the motions over and over, but everything felt fuzzy. I wanted to hold on, to stay with them. But my hold was too weak.

      “Her pulse is slowing,” Ronan yelled.

      That sensation of pulling up out of my body returned. I could see them all huddled around me. Warring expressions filled their faces. Grief. Fear. Anger. It was Trace’s that gutted me. The sheer terror filling him was a living, breathing thing.

      Colt halted his chest compressions, eyes wild. “There’s no time. We have to claim her.”

      “Are you crazy?” Trace barked. “It could kill her.”

      Dash’s gaze jerked to him. “She’s already dying. The mate bond is the only thing that might save her.”

      Trace’s throat worked as he swallowed, his eyes fixed on my fallen form. But it was Ronan who moved. He lifted my arm as fangs elongated from his incisors. He didn’t even pause; he simply sank his teeth into my flesh.

      For the first time in precious minutes, I felt a flicker of something. Pain and pleasure. Feelings that pulled at me, calling me back to my body.

      Declan pulled at the collar of my torn shirt as his own fangs appeared. His head dipped, and his teeth sank into the flesh along my collarbone. A burning flare of heat and want scored through me.

      Dash whispered words in that language I now recognized as his. Sparks danced along his fingertips. He gazed down at me. “I’ll love you forever, Mon Coeur.”

      His fingers pressed against my sternum, and a fresh jolt of energy swept through me. I could feel myself being pulled back. Toward my body. Toward my guys.

      Colt lifted my shirt, his fangs descending. His lips moved in silence. “Mine forever, LeeLee.” He bit down along my hip.

      More fire, followed by swirling pleasure. I was so close to going back. To being with them again. Some part of me knew it. I just needed a little more. A little closer.

      “Trace,” Ronan growled.

      “I could kill her,” he barely whispered.

      “You’ll kill her if you don’t,” Colt snapped.

      Trace’s violet gaze jerked to Colt. “You know what I’m capable of.”

      Colt gripped his shoulder. “I know that, right now, you are the only one who has the power to save her. I know that you love her more than life. Do what you need to do.”

      Their stares locked for one beat, then two.

      Trace pulled out of Colt’s hold. He lifted his hand and purple fire swirled around it. He took a finger and spread that fire across his lips. His mouth glowed and danced as his head dipped.

      The moment Trace’s lips touched my stomach, my entire body jerked and spasmed as I slammed back into it.

      “She’s seizing!” Dash yelled. “Roll her to her side.”

      Some part of me was aware of the guys doing just that. But only somewhat, because I was drowning in pain.

      The fire was back. So much of it that all that existed was a sea of agony. I cried out, but no sound left my lips. I was drowning in the pain. And then there was blissful nothingness.
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      The sound of low voices pulled at me. But I was floating in a fuzzy heat that I didn’t want to leave. There’d been too much pain. This was better. Safer. No hurt or fear. Just easy peace.

      Fingers ghosted up and down my arm, leaving a trail of tingles in their wake. “I can’t stop touching her,” Declan muttered.

      “It’s the bond,” Colt said. “It’s urging us to be as close to her as possible. It wants to root as deeply as it can.”

      “Does that mean we got to her in time?” Ronan asked.

      The child-like hope in his voice had pain flaring to life in my chest.

      Dash toyed with a lock of my hair. “I think so. We just need her to wake up.”

      The fear in his tone tugged me toward consciousness. I would’ve done anything I could to ease it. To take even just the slightest bit away.

      I tried to open my eyes, but my lids were so heavy. As if bags of sand lay on the lashes.

      A sound of frustration slipped from my lips.

      The guys stilled.

      “Did you hear that?” Declan asked.

      Dash pressed a palm to my cheek. “Open those beautiful eyes, Mon Coeur. Let me see you.”

      I tried again, putting all the force I could into the action. They fluttered but quickly closed.

      “Come on, LeeLee. You’ve got this,” Colt said, squeezing my foot.

      I pulled up all the strength I could muster and attempted again. This time, light burst into my vision as I blinked rapidly.

      Ronan brushed the hair away from my face. “There she is. Missed you, Firecracker.”

      Pain lanced my chest. “Hi,” I croaked.

      Declan shifted quickly, grabbing a cup from the nightstand. “Want a sip?”

      I nodded, and he gently placed the straw between my lips. I sucked down the cool liquid. It was an instant balm to my abused throat.

      Declan pulled the straw free. “Let’s take it a little easy.”

      My gaze swept the room. My bedroom at The Nest. The guys were all piled on my bed except for Trace, who sat in a chair next to it, his expression a blank mask. Briar let out a meow from her cat tower and launched herself onto the bed.

      “Shit,” Colt muttered as he ducked out of her way.

      She crawled up my body and headbutted my chin.

      My arms instantly went around her. “I missed you, too.”

      “Lucky cat,” Ronan muttered under his breath.

      Dash chuckled, but there were shadows in his eyes. “How do you feel?”

      I did a mental survey as Briar curled into a ball at my side. “Okay. My throat’s a little raw—”

      My words cut off as memories slammed into me. Maryanne’s attack. Her hands around my throat, pushing me under water. The burst of energy. The guys bringing me back.

      My eyes widened as my heart rate rocketed.

      Declan wove his fingers through mine. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

      “Maryanne,” I whispered.

      Trace’s expression went thunderous. “She was dealt with.”

      I searched the group in question.

      Colt’s hold on my foot tightened. “We can wait to talk about this later.”

      “I need to know,” I whispered.

      He shared a look with the others. “We’re not sure what happened. We saw her attack you and push you under the water. Then there was a burst of light. It was like it came from you. She flew off you and into the water.”

      Colt stopped talking, and my pulse thrummed in my ears.

      “What happened to her?” I pushed.

      Dash’s fingers tangled in my hair. “We don’t know, but she was dead by the time we got to her.”

      “I killed her,” I choked.

      “Death was too kind for her,” Trace growled, his eyes glowing that bright purple.

      My breaths came quicker.

      Ronan moved into my line of vision, his hands cupping my cheeks. “Look at me. Your magic did what it had to do. It protected you.”

      “I killed her,” I whispered.

      “She almost killed you,” he gritted out, his eyes sparking gold.

      Tears filled my eyes. “I almost lost you.”

      Ronan leaned down, his forehead pressing to mine. “But you didn’t. We’re all right here.”

      I struggled to get my breathing under control. Ronan’s scent of fresh rain filled my nose. It eased me a fraction.

      “That’s it,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I wanted to believe that. Wanted to know that we had been through the worst of it and come out the other side. But still, fear pricked at me.

      As Ronan pulled back, I searched the faces in the room. “You claimed me?”

      It was Colt who nodded. “The mate bond is one of the few things that can heal an extreme injury like this. It’s like we have a tether that can help each other repair.”

      My eyes flared. “I could feel it. It was like I was hovering over my body, each claim pulling me back.”

      Fear and fury passed over all the guys’ expressions.

      “It was too damn close,” Declan said in a hoarse whisper.

      My hand found his, squeezing. The contact had heat flaring to life in my muscles, and my mouth fell open.

      “You feel it?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Everything is heightened now that we’re bonded,” he explained.

      I swallowed hard. I could imagine the guys’ touches making me feel more.

      Dash’s thumb swept across my cheek, lighting a new series of sensation. “Nothing to fear.”

      “I could combust,” I muttered.

      Colt chuckled. “No combustion on our watch.”

      “What does this mean?” I asked.

      The amusement fled Colt’s expression. “It means you’re ours and we’re yours. Our souls are bound for eternity.”

      My heart soared. There was nothing more I wanted than to belong to these men. To have them belong to me. “You’re my family,” I whispered.

      Colt’s expression softened. “We always have been.”

      My gaze pulled in Trace’s direction. I couldn’t read him, and it hurt that he was holding himself back from me even now. He hadn’t wanted the claiming, but he’d been forced into it.

      The joy I’d felt slipped away, and a burn lit in my throat.

      Dash shifted next to me, lifting an amulet that hung around his neck. “We all have to wear these to hide the bond for now.”

      My brow furrowed, hurt pricking deep. “Hide it?”

      Dash squeezed the back of my neck. “Mon Coeur. Don’t look at me with those wounded eyes. If it was up to me, I’d take out a billboard to tell the world you’re mine.”

      His words eased the sting coursing through me.

      “Why do we have to hide?” I asked.

      Ronan looked down at me. “We went against The Assembly’s orders by claiming you. It’s an offense punishable by death.”
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      “Death?” I jerked up in bed.

      Colt winced. “It won’t come to that. We just have to convince The Assembly that this was the fates’ will.”

      My gaze jumped from person to person. “But it could come to that. They could kill you because you saved me?”

      “No—” Colt began.

      “Don’t lie to her,” Trace clipped. “She deserves to know the truth.”

      Colt glared at him. “There’s no reason to freak her out. Especially when she’s still healing.”

      “I need to know what’s really happening,” I pleaded.

      Dash massaged the nape of my neck. “It’s going to be okay. We just need to figure out the right path through. The Assembly can be touchy with this sort of thing. They like to think they have absolute power.”

      I looked down at the long necklace that lay over my pajama top. “And this will keep people from sensing our bond?”

      Dash nodded. “I made them as soon as we got you back to The Nest. The only person who knows we’re bonded is Baldwin.”

      I let out a whoosh of air. Baldwin had our back. I’d trust him with my life. “But eventually, they’ll know. And then what?”

      The guys shared a look.

      “Stop doing that,” I snapped.

      Ronan’s lips twitched. “Love seeing the heat again, Firecracker.”

      I scowled at him. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “We’re going to get them to approve a claiming. They’ll never need to know that we claimed you before they gave their approval.”

      My jaw went slack. “I can barely access my magic. How are you going to get them to suddenly approve of me?”

      Dash grinned down at me. “Think you’re up for getting out of bed?”

      I blinked a few times. “What?”

      “We have to show you something,” he explained.

      “Okay.” I started to swing my legs over the side of the bed, but Declan stopped me. He hauled me into his arms bridal-style and stood.

      A startled sound escaped my lips. “I can walk.”

      “But you don’t need to,” he grumbled.

      “Dec,” I whispered, pressing a hand to his stubbled cheek. “I’m okay.”

      He lay his forehead against mine. “Just need to take care of you for a while.”

      “All right,” I whispered.

      The events of the past few days had marked us all. It would take time to work through it. We were all going to have to give each other grace.

      Declan carried me into my bathroom, the rest of the guys trailing behind us. He set me gently on the floor, my feet feeling hot against the cool tile. I stood, my legs a little shaky, and took in my reflection in the mirror.

      I braced for ugly bruises to ring my neck, but there was nothing. While I was pale, that was the only sign that I’d been through anything at all. My hair looked shiny and healthy, almost as if it were a deeper shade of red. My eyes were bright green, almost glowing.

      “How?” I whispered.

      Colt moved in. “Our best guess is that fighting for your life broke through the magical block.”

      He gently took my shoulders and turned me around so that my back was to the mirror. Slowly, he lifted my pajama top as I watched over my shoulder.

      The moment my skin was exposed, I gasped. My back had been covered in scars, but they were no more. It was as if I’d never been burned at all. The only mark at all on my flesh was what looked like a tattoo of a compass. The same mark that Chloe, Mimi, and Grace wore.

      My gaze flew to the guys. “Is this real?”

      All of them but Trace grinned, and I tried not to be hurt by his lack of emotion.

      “We knew you were our anchor,” Dash said.

      “Knew it was meant to be,” Ronan echoed.

      Tears stung my eyes. “If The Assembly sees this, they’ll side with us, right?”

      Colt’s jaw tightened. “They won’t have a choice. You’re our mate and an anchor. There’s not an argument to be made.”

      Trace scoffed under his breath.

      Colt leveled him with a glare. “Enough.”

      Trace’s gaze went fiery. “Sorry if I don’t want to live in la-la land like the rest of you. I prefer reality and knowing what we might face. The Assembly wants us with Chloe. They’ll do whatever it takes to get what they want. They won’t give a damn that Leighton somehow got an anchor mark.”

      I saw the flickers of doubt in the other guys’ expressions, and I knew Trace’s words were true. My shoulders slumped.

      Declan’s arms went around me. “They may want that, but they don’t get a say. If they push it, we’ll simply leave.”

      “Your homes? Your people?” I asked.

      His lips ghosted across mine, sending sparks of sensation ricocheting through me. “You are our family. Our life. There’s nothing and no one we want more than you.”

      Declan’s words were a balm, but guilt dug in its claws. “Your people need you.”

      Declan and Ronan’s people especially. They needed freedom from Patrick’s evil rule. All the supernatural communities of Emerald Bay needed the guys’ leadership. They needed to be brought together, not driven apart.

      Declan brushed my hair out of my face. “We’re going to find a way. We’ve made it this far.”

      I wanted to believe him so badly.

      “Dec’s right,” Ronan said. “We just have to be careful. As long as you hide your claiming marks—”

      “My claiming marks?” I echoed.

      Ronan gave me a cocky grin. “You bear our marks now.”

      I looked down at myself, not seeing anything.

      Dash lifted my pajama top, exposing my stomach.

      I sucked in a breath. I could see two faint puncture marks on the side of my belly where Colt had bitten me. Over it was a mark of a paw print that almost looked like a tattoo. On the other side of my stomach was a faint burn and mark that looked like a jagged heart.

      “Each of us has a different brand. It ties to both our magic and our supernatural half,” Dash explained.

      My finger ghosted over the paw and Colt shuddered. I instantly jerked my hand away. “Did that hurt you?”

      He chuckled, low and throaty. “The exact opposite.”

      My cheeks heated. “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” Colt said with a grin.

      “We all marked you in places you should be able to hide with normal clothing,” Ronan said.

      I started to look for the other marks, but footsteps sounded in my bedroom.

      Baldwin appeared in the doorway, lines of worry creasing his forehead. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

      But he didn’t look relieved.

      “What’s wrong?” Colt asked, immediately reading the same thing we all had.

      “Saoirse is here. She said she sensed a change in Leighton’s magic. She’s demanding to see her.”
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      “How the hell can she sense that?” Ronan barked.

      Declan sent him a wary look. “You know she has unique gifts that go beyond the typical.”

      A muscle in Ronan’s jaw ticked. “Just more of a reason not to trust her.”

      My stomach twisted. “She’s been helping us.”

      Saoirse was a character for sure, but there was a fierce kindness beneath the quirky exterior. She’d stood up for us when we’d needed it most and helped me unlock the beginning pieces of my magic.

      “I think we need to let her in,” Colt said.

      “It’s a mistake,” Trace growled low. “We should get out of town while we still have the chance.”

      That twisting in my belly intensified. Was this really what it had come to? Us running for our lives for the rest of our days? All because of me.

      Dash met Trace’s gaze. “You know if we run, they’ll track us.”

      “They’ll try,” Trace argued.

      “We need to try to find a way through first. If it doesn’t work, we’ll bail,” Dash said.

      Trace’s eyes glowed as they moved in my direction. His gaze was a physical caress. My skin tingled at each place it touched.

      “Fine,” he gritted out.

      “I should let her up?” Baldwin asked.

      Colt jerked his chin in a nod.

      “She makes a move on Leighton, and I’ll gut her like a fish.” Trace’s voice was smooth as silk, but there was a barely restrained fury simmering down deep.

      There was a part of me that took comfort in his defense of me, hoping that it meant that he cared. That he was simply hiding it away. But it hurt, too. That he was so determined to hold himself back from me, even now that we were mated.

      Baldwin disappeared out of my bathroom, and Declan rubbed a hand up and down my spine. Each pass of his palm sent delicious shivers over my skin.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he promised.

      “Don’t say that shit,” Ronan clipped.

      The brothers held a heated stare, so many unsaid things passing between them.

      “Please, don’t,” I whispered.

      Their gazes jerked to me.

      My eyes burned with unshed tears. “I can’t stand being the reason you’re at odds.”

      Ronan moved then, crowding me from the front, his rough hands cupping my cheeks. “We’re not at odds. And you could never be the reason. You’re all that’s good and light in our worlds.”

      Declan pressed a kiss to my neck. “He’s right. You’re everything.”

      That burning intensified but for a whole different reason. “I love you,” I whispered.

      Ronan brushed his lips across mine. “I love you, too.”

      “More than life,” Declan said, the words ghosting across my skin.

      Colt cleared his throat. “Let’s move this into LeeLee’s sitting area.”

      Ronan shot him a mock scowl. “Cockblock.”

      Colt just rolled his eyes. “Even you aren’t that quick.”

      Ronan barked out a laugh that wrapped around me. The sound eased the worst of the tension in my chest. It was hope and promise. And I held on tight.

      We made our way into my bedroom, and the guys settled me on the couch between Ronan and Colt. The piece of furniture was way too small for the three of us, but I knew they wanted to surround me on both sides. Trace stood behind us, pacing. Declan and Dash took the two armchairs.

      Everyone was silent as we waited. The only sound was the occasional purr or hiss from Briar, who was back on her cat tower, and the ticking of the second hand on my clock.

      A soft knock sounded on the door, and I jolted.

      “Come in,” Colt said. His voice was low and authoritative.

      The door swung open, and Saoirse bustled inside, her necklaces swinging back and forth as she moved. She only had eyes for me, her gaze scanning and assessing. “What happened? I felt…darkness and then a burst of power.”

      “How do you feel anything when it comes to Leighton?” Ronan growled.

      Saoirse’s focus moved to him. “So protective. A good thing to have in a mate.” She toyed with her necklace. “My gift leaves behind a trace of sorts. When I fully sense into someone’s magic, I can tell if that magic shifts or changes. Hers has been all over the place for the past twenty-four hours. What happened?”

      The guys and I shared a look. It was Colt who finally nodded. “Show her.”

      I swallowed hard and stood. Turning around so that my back was to Saoirse, I lifted my pajama top.

      She gasped. “Oh, my fates. The anchor mark.”

      I let my shirt fall and turned back to face her. “Maryanne attacked me, and something happened when she did—”

      “Your magic protected you,” Saoirse supplied. Her eyes were unfocused as if she were somewhere else altogether, putting all the pieces of a puzzle into place. “I think your mark did manifest on your sixteenth birthday. But when your mother attacked you then, your magic protected itself by locking it away, hiding. This attack broke through the barrier it had built.”

      Hope flickered somewhere deep. “Does this mean I can anchor them? Balance their powers so that they’re safe and healthy?”

      A smile spread across Saoirse’s face. “I would guess you already are beginning to.” She looked around the room. “How are you feeling?”

      Dash raised an eyebrow. “It’s been an intense few days. We almost lost our mate. I don’t think any of us have been feeling rainbows and butterflies.”

      “But how do you feel right now?” Saoirse pushed.

      “I feel more at peace,” Declan said. “It’s not that I don’t have worries about what’s coming, but there’s something deeper that almost feels like it’s evening me out.”

      Saoirse’s smile widened. “That will only intensify when you claim her as your mate and even more once we have the anchor ceremony.”

      Declan’s eyes flashed silver, and Saoirse stilled.

      “You’ve already claimed her.”

      No one said a word, but the energy in the room crackled as the guys braced.

      Saoirse swallowed and turned to Dash. “A spell to block the sensing of the bond?”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Good. Don’t tell anyone. I’ll work on The Assembly from the inside. I’ll report the mark when I think I can get them on my side.”

      More tension bled out of my muscles, and I sank back down onto the couch. She was on our side.

      Saoirse’s spine jerked straight. “What is that?” she snapped.

      I stilled, following her line of sight to my chest. My pajama top had shifted to the side, exposing the skin over my heart. I thought perhaps there might be a bond mark there, but it wasn’t. This was something different.

      It looked almost like a smudge of ash in the shape of a pair of wings. I stared down at it. “I-I don’t know.”

      Saoirse crouched low, her hand hovering over the ash-like wings. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Phoenix mark.”

      The guys around me tensed, energy crackling the air.

      “What?” I croaked.

      Saoirse’s gaze came to mine. “The mark of those brought back from death. It comes with unknown power. Power that scares our kind.”

      My heart hammered against my ribs.

      “You must hide this from everyone. If others see it, they will try to capture you—if you’re lucky. If you’re not, they’ll end you.”
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      “Are you sure you feel up for this?” Dash asked as I pulled a sweatshirt over my head.

      “I feel fine, promise.”

      It was true. At least physically. I’d been tired today, but that was it. No pain. No signs of injury.

      How I felt emotionally was another ball game altogether. After Saoirse’s warning about hiding my Phoenix mark, she’d muttered something about having work to do and disappeared. The guys had clammed up, saying I’d had enough for one day.

      Dash had already put on a movie, pulling me back to bed, while the rest of the guys had vanished. Any time I’d tried to ask a question, he’d dodged. Finally, I’d given up. But I’d had enough of laying around for one day.

      Dash grabbed the hem of my sweatshirt and tugged me toward him. “We could just go back to bed.”

      I pinned him with a stare. “I’d take you up on that if I thought any fun would happen there.”

      He gave me a gentle smile as he brushed my red locks away from my face. “You’re still healing. You need time.”

      “Dash, I’m completely healed. Whatever crazy magic happened, it obviously completely healed me from the inside out. It just left behind marks you refuse to talk about.”

      He sighed and wrapped an arm around me, leading me out of the closet. “Fine, let’s go to dinner.”

      I grumbled something under my breath about overbearing secret keepers.

      Dash just dropped a kiss to the top of my head as he guided me toward the stairs.

      As we made our way down, I could hear muted voices coming from the dining room. The moment we reached the space, all talking ceased and four pairs of eyes snapped to me.

      “You should still be in bed,” Colt chided.

      A flicker of anger lit somewhere deep. “I’m not an invalid.”

      Ronan’s brows lifted. “Apparently, our firecracker has had enough R&R time.”

      I glared at him. “I’ve had enough of zero information. I thought we were past that.”

      “She’s right,” Trace said, his voice emotionless. “She deserves to know what’s going on. It’s her life.”

      There was one thing I could always count on Trace for and that was telling me the truth, even if that truth was terrifying.

      “Sit,” Colt said.

      I lowered myself to my typical chair between him and Dash. There was a Mediterranean feast laid out on the table. Homemade hummus and pita. Falafel. Some sort of chicken dish. A cucumber salad.

      My stomach rumbled, but the last thing I wanted was food. Answers were my only priority.

      Dash took my plate and began loading it up, but I stared at Colt.

      He swallowed. “None of us have ever met a phoenix marked. We saw the wings when we got you out of your wet clothes but didn’t know what they meant.”

      “What is a phoenix marked? What does it mean?” I pressed.

      “Like Saoirse said, it’s someone who has come back from the brink of death,” Declan said. “That can unlock a new level of power in them.”

      I worried the corner of my lip. “That doesn’t sound bad.”

      The guys shared a look.

      “What?” I snapped, hating that they knew so much more than I did.

      “Many times, that power can be unstable, hard to control,” Ronan explained.

      I searched his face. “Unstable how?”

      He paused for a moment, as if choosing his words carefully. “With immense power comes challenges. It’s going to take a lot to learn to wield it.”

      Anxiety pricked at my belly. “I could hurt someone?”

      “It’s a possibility,” Ronan admitted.

      Dash squeezed my thigh as he set my plate in front of me. “It’ll just take time. We’ll help you learn.”

      Colt studied me for a moment. “Now that we’ve mate bonded, you’ll begin to gain some of our powers. You’ll get more when we anchor bond. The phoenix mark will only strengthen those. You’ll need to work with each of us to harness whatever manifests.”

      I swallowed, trying to clear the tightness in my throat. “I can do that. I’ll work hard. I promise. I’ll do whatever I can to learn. To make sure I keep everyone safe.”

      Colt reached out, his hand covering mine. “We know. It’s going to be okay. We just need to be careful right now. Avoid heightened emotions or threats that could activate your magic.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. Then another and another. Before I knew it, I was in hysterics.

      “Is she having a breakdown?” Trace muttered.

      Ronan smacked him. “Shut up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, wiping away the tears from laughing so hard. “Avoid heightened emotions? We literally are under the threat of death. There is a crazy-ass vampire stalking me, vicious mean girls at school, and a psycho dragon and a vampire king who hate us. How exactly am I supposed to avoid heightened emotions?”

      Declan’s lips twitched. “Get really good at meditation?”

      The entire table dissolved into laughter at that. And God, did we need it. It was like that magical valve that allowed us to release a bit of that tension.

      Ronan met my gaze from across the table. “We’ll figure it out. We just need to take it one day at a time.”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

      “Right now, you need to eat,” Dash said, shoving my plate closer.

      I grinned at him. “Scared if I get hangry I might blow us all up?”

      He snorted. “It’s a fair concern.”

      I picked up a piece of pita and bit into it, moaning. “This is amazing.”

      My eyes lifted to find five hooded gazes locking with mine. A phantom energy swirled in the air. Want. Need. A feral lust.

      My core tightened as my breaths came quicker.

      “We need to rein it in,” Colt gritted out.

      But I didn’t want to. The need I had for all of them was too great, nearly swallowing me whole.

      “I can’t,” I croaked.

      I pushed from my chair, not knowing what I was even moving to do, but as I did, purple fire burst from my hands, heading straight across the table at Trace and Ronan.

      “No!” I shouted. But it was too late.
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      The purple flames hurtled toward Trace and Ronan as they gaped in shock. At the last second, Trace threw up his own wall of purple fire, blocking my flame-throwing attempts.

      “Oh, God,” I choked.

      The wall of fire subsided, and everyone jumped to their feet.

      Dash’s hands were on me first. “Are you okay?”

      Colt was there next. “LeeLee, talk to us.”

      But all I could do was stare. The table was charred beyond recognition. That could’ve easily have been Trace and Ronan.

      “What did I do?” I whispered.

      Colt turned me toward him, his hands framing my face. “It’s not your fault. Your magic was reacting to our lust.”

      “I could’ve killed them.”

      “No, you couldn’t,” Ronan argued, rounding the table. “We would’ve reacted faster if we hadn’t been so shocked. We can easily protect ourselves.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “But you shouldn’t have to. Not from me.”

      Ronan squeezed the back of my neck. “It’s just for right now. You’ll learn to control it.”

      But I wasn’t as sure as he seemed to be. What if I caught one of them by surprise and hurt or killed them?

      “It’s my fault,” Trace said low.

      The despair in his voice had my gaze snapping to him. His eyes had gone dead with a lack of emotion that scared me.

      “It was no one’s fault,” Declan argued.

      Trace shook his head. “It was my fire that burst out of her. Who do you think ratcheted up the lust in the room? My power has always been hard to control. Combine that with the phoenix mark, and I’ve already cursed her.”

      Declan opened his mouth to argue, but Trace was already bolting from the room.

      Pain streaked through me, cracking my chest wide open. The fiercest defender, always the most brutal to himself.

      I started to move, following Trace, but Colt caught my arm. “It’s a bad idea.”

      “I have to try,” I whispered. “If we let him cut himself off now, it’ll be that much harder to get him back.”

      Understanding flashed in Colt’s hazel gaze. He knew the demons Trace fought on a daily basis and knew we couldn’t let them catch hold. “Be careful.”

      “I will.” The second the words left my lips, I was moving. I jogged down the hall and listened. No sounds came from the lounge, so I opted for the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      I wound my way down the hall until I reached the door that I knew was Trace’s. I’d never been inside. He’d never invited me. And I certainly wasn’t invited now.

      My hand closed around the doorknob, and I took a deep breath. Some ghostly energy called out to me from inside. Something that told me he was, in fact, in the room on the other side of this wood plank.

      I turned the knob and opened the door.

      Trace’s broad shoulders faced me as he stared out a massive set of windows at the dark sea. The room was everything Trace saw himself as. Purple walls so dark they were almost black. An inky comforter and iron-framed bed. Dark Pollock-like paintings adorned the walls.

      “Don’t, Little Bird. This isn’t the time.”

      I didn’t listen. I simply slipped inside and shut the door behind me.

      Trace didn’t turn around. “When are you going to learn your lesson? Wasn’t tonight enough?”

      I crossed the space one step at a time, my slippers practically silent on the plush carpet. I stopped behind him, lifting a hand to his back.

      Trace whirled around, catching my wrist. “Don’t touch me.”

      His eyes were wild, swirling shades of violet, blistering with heat.

      My breath caught in my throat. “I love you.”

      It was the only thing I could think to say.

      Pain streaked through Trace’s eyes. “You make a habit of loving monsters?”

      “You’re the most beautiful monster I’ve ever known,” I said honestly. “I love your light and your dark. Love them just the same because they make you who you are.”

      His grip on my wrist tightened. “I’ll make you into a monster, too. Hell, it’s been less than a day and I already am.”

      “Then maybe a monster is who I need to be.”

      Maybe that ferocity was what I needed to defend our bond. Our people.

      Trace’s back teeth ground together. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      I lifted my chin. “I know exactly what I’m saying. Sometimes you need to dip into your dark side to fight for the light. Sometimes it’s the only way through. I’ve fought darker monsters for most of my life. I’ve seen true evil. You aren’t it. You’re everything good in this world. In my world.”

      “Little Bird,” he croaked.

      “You aren’t going to scare me away. You’ve tried time and time again, but I’m still here. I’m never going anywhere. You need to make peace with that and let me in.”

      Trace’s eyes blazed brighter. His chest rose and fell in ragged pants.

      Then he moved so fast, I had no chance to brace. He hauled me against himself with such force all the air left my lungs. And then his lips crashed down on mine.
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      The moment Trace’s mouth connected with mine, fire lit in my veins. It burned through muscle and sinew, engulfing me in flames. I only wanted more.

      A moan escaped me, traveling from my mouth to Trace’s. The vibrations made his control snap. He hauled me up with one arm under my ass, pressing me against him.

      The thick, hard line of his cock pressed against my core, and I couldn’t help but whimper.

      Trace tore his mouth away from mine. His gaze was hooded, a blazing purple I’d never seen before. “Aching, Little Bird?”

      A shuddered breath left me on a whoosh. “Yes.”

      There was nothing I wanted right now more than Trace. But I wanted all of him. No more partial acquiescence. I wanted everything.

      Trace walked slowly toward his bed. Each step measured, even. But a feral energy vibrated through his body into mine.

      Each shift of his hips sent a delicious friction to my core. My body cried out for him, my fingers digging into his shoulders in desperation.

      He stilled just short of the bed. “This is a horrible idea.”

      Anger sparked deep, lighting a well of rage I’d been keeping at bay. “Enough,” I snapped.

      Trace’s eyes flared. “I’m trying to protect—”

      “Did I ask for your fucking protection?”

      Those violet eyes darkened. “You’re my mate.”

      I wiggled free of his hold, my feet landing on the floor. “I can stand on my own. I know my own damn mind. Know what I want and what I need.” I shoved at his chest, so tired of his martyr act. “If you don’t want to give it to me, fine. I’m perfectly capable of finding it elsewhere.”

      I stalked toward the door, but Trace caught my wrist, yanking me back hard. His hand went to my throat. “Don’t threaten me,” he growled.

      There was no fear, only fury blazing through me. “Maybe you need to be threatened.”

      Purple sparks danced around him as a fresh wave of lust hit me full-on. His fingers tightened a fraction. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “Maybe I want to burn,” I challenged.

      Those sparks intensified, circling around us. Each one that landed on my skin burrowed deep and sent want and need coursing through me.

      Trace stared at me for a beat of one, then two. “I’m already going to hell,” he muttered, then shoved me back onto the bed.

      I hit the mattress with an oomph, my hair flying around my face.

      Trace stalked slowly toward me. His hand reached behind him and tugged his T-shirt free in one swift movement. “You want to play, Little Bird?”

      I swallowed hard as I took him in. His entire torso was covered in tattoos. Along one side read pain in intricate script surrounded by designs. Along the other side read pleasure surrounded by much of the same. Metal glinted at his nipples, and I licked my lips as I took in the two barbells.

      “I want to play.” My voice had gone hoarse, barely audible.

      Trace let his T-shirt fall to the floor as he kicked off his shoes. “You don’t sound sure.”

      My gaze shifted to his violet eyes, and I lifted my chin. “You don’t scare me, Trace.”

      “I should, Little Bird.”

      A shiver ran through me. But it wasn’t one of fear. It was sheer pleasure. Promise.

      “Do your worst,” I challenged.

      Trace’s hand lifted, purple flames dancing around his arm. The fire shot out in a concentrated stream down the center of my sweatshirt and then to my sweatpants. A second later, I felt an invisible tug and they were gone altogether.

      I gaped at him. “Did you just burn off my clothes?”

      He smirked. “I’m just getting started.”

      My breath hitched as a fresh stream of flames clipped both sides of my panties. Then those were gone, too.

      My core spasmed as the lace fabric was swept away, and my breaths came in quick pants. He hadn’t even touched me, and I was already a trembling ball of need.

      “Having regrets, Little Bird?”

      My eyes narrowed on Trace. “You’re going to have to try a little harder if you were hoping to scare me.”

      A muscle along his jaw ticked. He grabbed one leg, tugging my slipper free, then the other, repeating the action. And I was completely bare to him.

      Trace’s hand skimmed up my leg. “So beautiful. So vulnerable. Perfect.”

      My mouth went dry as his fingers drew closer to the apex of my thighs. My hips began to rock, my body crying out for Trace.

      He stilled just short of where I wanted him and stared down at me. His gaze was searching, almost pleading, as if he wanted me to tell him to stop.

      Instead, I circled my legs around his hips and tugged him closer.

      “Leighton,” he growled.

      “Show me all of you,” I pleaded. “The darkness and the light. Stop hiding.”

      That muscle in his jaw ticked wildly, and then a second later, his pants burst into purple flames. Then they were gone altogether.

      I sucked in a breath. “Seems like a dangerous move.”

      Trace didn’t laugh. “My fire will never hurt me or you. You’re a part of me now.”

      A new kind of warmth spread through me. A belonging.

      “Trace,” I pleaded.

      “Tell me what you need.”

      “All of you.”

      He moved in a flash. Putting a knee to the bed, he rolled us so that I was straddling him. “Need you to run this show. I don’t trust myself.”

      I swallowed hard, my core aching as I looked down at his length. I traced the veins with my gaze as they pulsed.

      “Little Bird,” he growled.

      My gaze snapped to his face as he sat up.

      His hands framed my face. “We can stop.”

      But I didn’t want to. Instead, I slowly lowered myself onto his length. Each millimeter intensified the delicious stretch. My eyes watered as my mouth fell open.

      Trace cursed, his thumb following the line of my lower lip. My mouth closed around his digit, sucking deep.

      “You’re going to kill me,” he groaned.

      I took all of him, finally bottoming out. And he was everywhere. I felt him in every cell, every part of my being.

      I released his thumb. “It’s everything,” I whispered.

      His fingers traced my face. “So beautiful. Taking all of me.”

      My eyes watered. “I love you.”

      “Don’t, Little Bird.”

      “I do.”

      Trace’s eyes blazed. “Love you with every broken piece of me.”

      My fingers dug into his shoulders. It was all I needed. My hips began to move of their own volition. Tiny rocking movements at first and then deeper.

      Trace rose up to meet me, thrusting. Each connection sent sparks flying around us. My breaths were ragged pants as my nipples hardened to diamond points.

      Trace’s fingers dug into my hips, moving me up and down. His movements grew desperate, almost feral.

      Every bit of that energy only drove me higher, searching for more. My inner walls began to tremble.

      Trace cursed. “Give it to me, Little Bird. Milk my cock. Take it all.”

      His words were the final spark. I caught flame in a glorious cascade of colors. Purples and greens and golds and silvers.

      The wave of pleasure hit me fast and hard. I clamped down around Trace, and he came with a shout. His hips thrust deeper as he emptied into me. I wrang him dry, taking everything he had to give. And then I promptly passed out.
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      “I’m fine. I promise,” I said as I pulled on workout leggings in my closet.

      Trace crossed his arms over his muscled chest and glared at me.

      Declan chuckled. “You’ve gotta stop that passing-out-when-you-come thing. Freaks people right out.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “I feel great this morning. Better than I have in weeks.”

      Dash snorted. “It’s the god of lust over there and his magic dick.”

      A ball of purple fire shot in Dash’s direction.

      He quickly mumbled a spell, putting it out. “What the fuck, dude?” he snapped at Trace.

      Trace just scowled at him. “Watch what you say, and I’ll watch my fire.”

      “Let’s all just take a breath,” Colt said. He turned to me. “You’re sure you’re up for practicing with Saoirse?”

      I sighed. “For the thousandth time, yes.”

      “Just promise that you’ll tell us if anything feels off or if you need to take a break.”

      “I will. Cross my heart,” I agreed.

      Ronan wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Come on, you adorable little time bomb. Let’s get down there.”

      I pinched his side. “I am not a time bomb.”

      “I don’t know…you go boom and then pass out,” he argued.

      I shoved at his chest. “You’re the worst.”

      Ronan just laughed.

      We made our way down the stairs and to the backyard, Trace grumbling the whole way. Some walls might have come down, but he was still as surly as ever. He was kind of like Briar in that way. Cantankerous on the outside but ooey gooey on the inside.

      As we stepped out into the chilly sunshine, Saoirse beamed. “My darlings. How did everyone sleep?”

      “Leighton slept great—”

      I punched Dash in the stomach.

      “Shit, Mon Coeur. That was hard.”

      “You deserved it,” I singsonged.

      Saoirse grinned at me. “Give ‘em hell. It keeps them on their toes.”

      I moved to the older woman and gave her a quick hug. “How did you sleep?”

      “Pretty good. Would’ve been better if Louis was keeping me company.” She shot the guard a mischievous grin. He simply scowled in return.

      Colt choked on a laugh. “Thanks for coming today. We want to take it easy. Leighton’s been through a lot—”

      “They want to take it easy,” I corrected. “I want to do everything I can to learn about my magic and how to control it.”

      Saoirse’s lips twitched. “Understood. Have you had any surfacing of your abilities?”

      I winced at the memory of the dinner table last night.

      “I’m taking that as a yes,” she said.

      I nodded. “I had a bit of Trace’s fire manifest. I didn’t mean for it to, and I almost got Trace and Ronan.”

      I looked at them with apology in my eyes.

      “Don’t worry, Firecracker. We’re faster than you,” Ronan assured me.

      Saoirse tapped her lips. “What brought it on?”

      My cheeks flamed.

      She laughed. “Ah, yes. Attraction and sexual chemistry can do that.”

      I twisted the edge of my workout tank around my finger. “I, uh, feel that a lot, and I don’t want to kill anybody, so how do I control it?”

      Saoirse clapped her hands together. “We must harness your magical flow. All of us have a valve of sorts within us. As we grow up, we learn to turn it up or down to control the flow. This is all new to you, so we just need to teach you the feel of it.”

      “What about the phoenix mark?” I asked. “That changes things, right?”

      It was the thing that no one had mentioned since last night, but I had to know.

      Saoirse’s lips pressed together. “It means that you have more force behind your flow. It will be harder to control but not impossible.”

      “I’ll work at it every day until I get it,” I promised.

      She patted my shoulder. “I know you will. Why don’t we start with seeing what gifts come to the surface?”

      “Okay,” I agreed, anxiety grabbing hold. “How do we do that?”

      Saoirse guided me farther away from the house until we were standing in the middle of the lawn. “I want you to close your eyes.”

      I took a deep breath and did as she instructed.

      “Like we’ve done before, I want you to sense for that magical feeling.”

      I searched for that faint buzz. It was much easier to pick up on this time, the sensation a lot stronger. “I’ve got it.”

      “Good. How does it feel to you?” Saoirse asked.

      “Like a ball of energy at my core. A knot, almost.”

      “It’s complicated for a lot of anchors because you’re getting gifts from so many different sources. I want you to pick a strand and tug on it.”

      I reached into the jumble of energy. It really was like a tangled ball of yarn. I grabbed hold of a golden thread. A jolt rippled through me, but I ignored it, giving a quick tug.

      A litany of curses rose around me, and my eyes flew open. Panic surged as I realized my feet were no longer on the ground. “What’s happening?” I shrieked.

      A second later, Ronan and Declan were airborne, grabbing hold of me.

      “It’s okay,” Declan assured me. “Just take some deep breaths and relax. We’ll get you down.”

      “You can fly in your human forms?” I squeaked.

      “We can,” Ronan said. “And it looks like you have that gift, too.”

      “Nice and easy,” Declan encouraged.

      I closed my eyes and breathed deep, trusting that they had me. Slowly, I could feel us lowering back to Earth. When my feet touched the ground, I sank down onto the grass. I pressed my palms to the blades, needing to assure myself that I was, in fact, on land.

      “That was magnificent!” Saoirse squealed. “Flying is quite rare in anchors.”

      “She could’ve been killed,” Trace growled.

      Saoirse simply waved him off. “She’s just fine, as you can see. And she controlled that gift quite quickly.”

      I wasn’t so sure control was the word I’d use. It was more that Declan had talked me down from my panic.

      “Is there anything that showed you what magic you might be accessing?” Saoirse asked.

      I rolled my lips together as I thought about it. “It’s like a ball of glowing threads. The thread I pulled was gold, so I’m guessing that’s Ronan or Colt.” Both of their eyes glowed that gold color when their abilities were manifesting.

      Colt nodded thoughtfully. “Since I can’t fly, I’m guessing that’s Ronan.”

      He grinned at me. “You’re welcome.”

      I shook my head. “I think I prefer having my feet on the ground.”

      Ronan chuckled. “Once you get used to it, you’ll love it. It’s the best high.”

      “Why don’t we try again?” Saoirse suggested.

      My stomach twisted, but I nodded and got to my feet. I closed my eyes and searched for that ball of energy. The mixture of colors was hard to pin down, but when I grabbed one this time, I connected with a silver strand.

      The moment I took hold, my entire body jerked. Energy coursed through me, desperate for an outlet. My eyes flew open as silver flames exploded out of my palms. Shards of ice flew in all directions as the silver fire blasted out, right toward Colt.
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      The icy silver flames hurtled toward Colt at terrifying speed. His eyes widened, and he dove to the side, landing hard on his shoulder.

      “Pull back,” Saoirse commanded, taking hold of my arms from behind.

      “How?” I yelled.

      “You control the stream. Just remember that. Close your eyes and shut it down.”

      I took one last look at Colt, who had rolled to his back, and then clamped my eyes closed. The power within felt wild and ferocious.

      Please stop.

      I tried to pull back, but nothing happened.

      Don’t do this to me. Please.

      The power faltered for a moment, and I tugged again.

      It snapped back, sending me colliding back into Saoirse. She caught me with an oomph. “Well, that’s one way to do it.”

      I pulled out of her hold and ran toward Colt as he sat up. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t mean to—”

      “I’m fine,” Colt said, but he winced as he got to his feet. He glanced at Dash. “Think you’re going to have to put my shoulder back in place.”

      I paled as I took in Colt’s arm hanging limply at his side. “I dislocated your shoulder?”

      Dash sent me a reassuring grin. “He’s had way worse than this. Don’t worry.”

      Nausea swept through me as I watched Dash grab hold of Colt’s arm. In one swift move, he yanked. Colt cursed.

      “That should do it,” Dash said. “Just take it easy for the rest of the day.”

      My stomach pitched. “I’m going to be sick.”

      I ran for the house, barely making it to the downstairs bathroom before I was heaving up the meager contents of my stomach. I’d hurt Colt. Could’ve killed him.

      My body shook as I threw up again and again. Hands pulled the hair away from my face and held it while another rubbed my back.

      “Easy,” Declan crooned. “Everything’s okay.”

      But it wasn’t. It was so far from okay it wasn’t even funny.

      My stomach revolted over and over, even after there was nothing left to empty.

      “Firecracker.” Ronan squeezed the back of my neck. “It’s done.”

      I tried to breathe through it, to get myself under control. But it took another few minutes. Finally, I sat back on my heels, struggling to catch my breath.

      Declan and Ronan looked down at me with worry in their eyes.

      “Sorry,” I croaked.

      “I’m going to get some ginger ale,” Declan said as he straightened.

      Ronan bent. “Come on, let’s get you up.”

      “I stink,” I mumbled.

      “Don’t give a fuck, Firecracker. I’m taking care of you.”

      Something about that had tears filling my eyes.

      “Hey,” he whispered, brushing the tears from my cheeks. “What’s this about?”

      “Everything,” I hiccupped.

      Ronan wrapped me in his arms, holding me tight and rocking me back and forth. “I know it’s a lot, but you’re doing great.”

      The tears just came faster. “I almost killed Colt!”

      “You did not. He hit his shoulder. That’s it.”

      “It came out of the freaking socket.”

      Ronan released me so that he could take hold of my shoulders and force me to meet his gaze. “All of us have had surges in power that have ended badly. It’s normal.”

      “What if I really hurt someone?” I whispered.

      He brushed the hair away from my face. “We’re going to be here to make sure that you don’t.”

      But I wasn’t sure that would be enough.

      I stared down at my hands. “I hate that I have the power to injure someone.”

      “But you also have the power to protect yourself and those you love,” Declan said, striding back into the bathroom.

      He offered me a soda, but I scrunched up my nose. “I need to rinse out my mouth.”

      Ronan turned me toward the sink and crouched. Opening the cabinet, he pulled out a bottle of mouthwash and a toothbrush. “We’ve got everything stocked.”

      I made quick work of brushing my teeth and using the mouthwash. But the buzz of shock still ran through my body.

      “Leighton,” Declan said softly.

      My eyes burned at the gentleness in his tone.

      He rubbed a hand up and down my back.

      “You shouldn’t touch me,” I croaked. “I could hurt you.”

      Was this how Trace felt? I had a whole new empathy for him now.

      Declan simply wrapped his arms around me. “Never going to stop touching you.”

      I leaned back into his chest, taking in our reflection in the mirror. “What if I can’t do this? What if I never get control?”

      Ronan moved in closer at our sides. “This is day one. The only way you fail is if you give up. And I didn’t take you for a quitter.”

      “Ronan,” Declan chastised.

      “I didn’t. Not the girl who has been through hell and came out the other side. The girl who came back from the fucking dead. Not the girl I love.”

      My nose stung. “I’m not quitting.”

      “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you,” Ronan challenged.

      “I’m not quitting,” I said a little louder.

      “That was just pathetic,” he scoffed.

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “I’m not fucking quitting.”

      “A little better.”

      Declan chuckled and pressed a kiss to the side of my neck. “You ready to head back out there?”

      I took a shaky breath and stared at the two brothers in the mirror. I would keep fighting. For them. For all of us. “I’m ready.”

      I just hoped I didn’t kill someone in the process.
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      “Everything hurts,” I moaned.

      Dash moved in behind me and scooped me up into his arms. “I think you’ve earned some rest.”

      I wasn’t even going to argue. We’d been working on my magic for hours. So far, I’d had a variety of gifts pop up. Fire, obviously. Flight. Super speed, thanks to Colt. And manipulating plants, thanks to Dash. One side of the lawn was now about twelve inches tall. Whoops.

      Saoirse gave me a wink and a wave. “Enjoy your men. We’ll practice again soon. Just remember, you’re in control.”

      My stomach bottomed out at that. I wasn’t. Not really. But I was getting a better feel for things.

      I let my head rest against Dash’s chest as he carried me into the house. “You’re cozy,” I mumbled.

      He chuckled, the warm vibrations spreading through me. “Glad to hear it.”

      “I could be cozy,” Trace grumbled as he followed behind us.

      Ronan arched a brow in his direction. “Torture is your favorite hobby. Pretty sure cozy isn’t a word to describe you.”

      Trace scowled at him. “I can torture and cuddle. They aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      Declan snorted. “Okay, so his two favorite hobbies are torture and cuddling. He’s a man of diverse talents.”

      Colt grinned and smacked Declan on the shoulder. “Just imagine his dating profile.”

      “Hey,” I snapped. “There are no dating profiles happening in this house.”

      Colt’s grin spread into a full smile as Dash set me on the couch in the lounge. Colt took the seat next to me and brushed his lips across mine. “Never. Unless you need us to make a list of our selling points for you.”

      I snuggled into his side as the other guys took seats around us. “I’m pretty sure you’ve done that already.”

      Colt dropped a kiss to the top of my head. “Good to know.”

      I pulled back, searching his face for any hints of pain. “How are you feeling?”

      Colt’s expression softened. “I’m fine, LeeLee. I swear.” He rotated his shoulder to prove his point. “Super healing, remember?”

      My lips pulled down in a frown. “You shouldn’t need it.”

      Colt tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and let his fingers trail down my neck. “You’re just starting to learn. You’ve already made great progress.”

      I huffed out a breath. “I nearly went running into the ocean without meaning to and pitched Declan on his ass.”

      Ronan chuckled. “It’s good for Dec to be knocked down a few pegs.”

      Declan sent him a mock glare. “Don’t forget, your ass almost got fried last night.”

      My chest warmed at the two of them playfully jibing, but there was still worry rooted deep. Fear that I would truly hurt one of them, or worse.

      Dash squeezed my thigh. “You’re doing great. We’ll be there to help you every step of the way.”

      I hated that they had to. That I’d been robbed of learning about my lineage and fostering my gifts. The thought had anger at Maryanne surging to the surface, but it vanished just as quickly at the reminder of what I was capable of. Maryanne was dead. Because of me. I had that capability within me.

      “What’s wrong?” Trace clipped, his expression going hard.

      “Nothing,” I said quickly.

      “Bullshit,” he argued. “You just went deathly pale.”

      I was quiet for a moment. “I killed someone.”

      “LeeLee,” Colt said, pulling me close. “You defended yourself.”

      It wasn’t that I regretted ending the woman who was supposed to be my mother. It was the knowledge that I had that within me. “What if I really hurt one of you? Someone else? An innocent bystander?”

      “We’re going to stick close,” Ronan assured me. “We’ll make sure nothing happens that shouldn’t.”

      I took comfort in that. I knew that these guys would have my back, no matter what. I nodded slowly. “Thanks. I want to work some more on my control later.”

      Colt’s grip on my shoulder tightened. “Just don’t push it too hard. You need to rest first.”

      “You need to eat,” Trace commanded. He pushed to his feet. “I’m going to get you some food.”

      He sounded completely grumpy about it, but I couldn’t help but smile. Even in his curmudgeonly way, he was taking care of me.

      “What’s that smile about?” Declan asked as Trace disappeared.

      “I love his grumpy ass,” I said with a shrug.

      The guys around me erupted into laughter.

      My lips twitched. “It’s like he’s so unbelievably annoyed that he cares about me, but he can’t help himself.”

      Dash’s thumb stroked across my thigh. “It’s good for him.”

      Ronan nodded. “He’s been different since you arrived. There’ve been struggles for sure, but he’s not closing himself off from emotion anymore.”

      My chest squeezed. I hated that Trace had ever shut himself off from the world. That he’d ever numbed himself to the point of feeling nothing at all. “He has to forgive himself,” I said quietly.

      “I think he will,” Colt said. “He just needs time.”

      Footsteps sounded in the hall. “How do we feel about a charcuterie board for lunch?”

      My eyes practically bugged out of my head as I took in the massive display in Baldwin’s hands. The elaborate board was full of everything you could imagine. Salamis, prosciutto, and other meats. Cheeses of every variety. Crackers, sliced breads, and cheese crisps of some sort. Grapes, apples, and berries. Marcona almonds, pistachios, and a nut I didn’t recognize. There was hummus and an array of other dips, along with more veggies than I could count.

      My stomach rumbled. “This is amazing. How did you pull it together so fast?”

      Baldwin placed it on the coffee table and booped my nose. “I was way ahead of you. I knew you’d be working up an appetite with all your practice.”

      “Thank you so much. This is my favorite way to eat. A little bit of everything.”

      “Glad to hear it. Just holler if you need anything else,” Baldwin said as he headed out the door.

      Trace appeared with an ice chest full of sodas. He set it next to the coffee table, glancing at me. “Root beer, orange soda, Coke, or iced tea?”

      “Orange soda, please,” I answered.

      Trace grabbed one from the ice and popped the tab. The letters across his knuckles twisted and flexed as he moved. Love. Hate. I so badly wanted Trace to live in the first word. Wanted to give him so much of it he was drowning.

      As Trace reached the soda out to me, I grabbed his wrist and pulled him down. My lips met his, my tongue stroking inside. He met me, his own tongue tangling with mine. I poured everything I felt for him into the kiss.

      When Trace pulled back, his eyes glowed that vibrant purple. “What was that for, Little Bird?”

      I shrugged. “I love you.”

      A mixture of pleasure and pain danced across his expression. “I love you, too.”

      I grabbed the proffered soda and took a sip. As I did, I caught Dash’s eyes on me. There was sheer joy there.

      I’d wondered how this could possibly work, six people in a single relationship. But I saw it in Dash’s expression. How sincerely happy he was for Trace. How he needed me to love Trace just as much as he needed me to love him.

      I leaned over and brushed my lips across his. “Love you.”

      “More than you’ll ever know, Mon Coeur.”

      Rapid footsteps sounded in the hall again and Baldwin reappeared. But there was no smile on his face this time.

      “What happened?” Colt demanded.

      Baldwin wrung his hands. “The police are here. They found Maryanne’s body.”
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      “They found Maryanne’s body.”

      Baldwin’s words echoed around the room like a cannon shot. The reverberations of it hit me over and over.

      “What the fuck?” Trace snarled. “We hid the body.”

      Ronan was on his feet instantly, pacing the room. “There’s no way it got pulled to the surface without help.”

      Worry creased Dash’s brow. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Sea life could’ve gotten to it and knocked it free.”

      My stomach pitched. My mother’s body. It was the first time I’d thought of her in those terms in so long. She definitely had never lived up to the moniker. But she was still my flesh and blood.

      Baldwin cleared his throat. “They’re waiting at the gate. Should I let them up?”

      The nausea swirling through me turned to heavy dread, and I turned to Colt in panic.

      His jaw was tight, a muscle ticking wildly there. “We have to let them in. Give them no reason to believe we have anything to hide.” He glanced at Baldwin. “We’ll need you to sit in. You’re Leighton’s guardian on record.”

      Baldwin straightened his shoulders, pulling on an authoritative mask. “Of course.”

      He pulled out his phone and began typing.

      “This is a bad idea,” Ronan warned.

      “You mean it’s fucking moronic,” Trace growled.

      Colt held up a hand. “We have to play dumb. The last thing we need is human cops paying too close attention.”

      Ronan swore.

      “He’s right,” Declan said. “We need them on our side, looking anywhere but around here.”

      “They’ll probably just do the notification and leave,” Dash added.

      Colt squeezed the back of my neck. “You can do this.”

      I jerked my head in a nod. “I can.”

      A second later, the doorbell rang. It was the first time I’d heard the sound. It was a musical tone that carried through the house. It would’ve been beautiful if it didn’t feel so ominous.

      Baldwin let out a breath. “I’ll be back.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to clear some of the dryness in my mouth and throat.

      “We’re right here,” Dash said, with another squeeze to my thigh.

      They were. I had all of them with me. A comfort settled over me then. The guys would never let anything happen to me. And as long as I could keep my unwieldy magic under control, I’d be fine.

      Voices sounded from the hallway, and then Baldwin led two figures into the room. The first was a woman who looked to be in her fifties. She was short and stocky, wearing an ill-fitting suit and a scowl. There wasn’t a glimmer of warmth on her face. The lines there spoke of frowning more than smiling, and her entire demeanor had that dread racing back.

      The second figure was another case altogether. The lines in his tanned skin told me he laughed and smiled often. Even now, he gave me a reassuring smile as he entered the room, his broad shoulders eating up the space.

      “Ms. Carmichael?” the female officer asked.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      My voice sounded rusty, as if I hadn’t spoken in weeks.

      “I’m Detective Daniels.” She motioned to the man next to her. “This is Detective Ruiz. Could we speak to you in private for a moment?” Her gaze swept the room in distaste as she asked the question.

      I could feel Colt and Dash tense beside me. I cleared my throat. “I’d really prefer if my friends stayed.”

      Detective Daniels’s eyes narrowed on me. “This is a serious matter. Not an excuse for some high school party.”

      I focused on my breathing, keeping it even and steady. “They are my support system. Since two cops showed up on our doorstep, I’m guessing you’re not here with good news. I’d like them to stay with me.”

      “Let ‘em stay,” Detective Ruiz said. “She’s just going to tell them everything later anyway.”

      Detective Daniels scowled at her partner and then turned her focus to me. “How long have you been living here?”

      I swallowed again, my throat sticking on the action. “About a month, I think.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Why?” I parroted.

      “Yes. Why? Why aren’t you living with your parents? Other family? As far as I can tell, you aren’t related to anyone in this household.”

      My stomach churned, feeling like a ship on an especially stormy sea. “My father was best friends with Colt’s father. We grew up together.”

      “Was?” Daniels pressed.

      “My father died years ago. Cancer.”

      Ruiz’s expression gentled. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      My nose stung at the authenticity in his tone. “Thank you.”

      “What about your mother?” Daniels continued, not an ounce of empathy within her.

      I lifted my gaze to hers, not looking away. “My mother was an abusive addict who didn’t give one shit about me. When Colt and Baldwin learned what my home life was like, they offered me a place to stay and a chance to finish out my education. It was a lot better than sleeping on a cot in a freezing garage to try and avoid my mother’s creepy boyfriend.”

      Daniels’s mouth snapped closed, her jaw working back and forth.

      Ruiz cleared his throat, glancing at Colt and Baldwin. “That was very kind of you to open your home to Ms. Carmichael.”

      Daniels scanned the room. “But this is kind of the place for wayward children, isn’t it?”

      Baldwin met her stare. “My friend and employer, Andrew Carrington, helped friends of Colt’s in the past. He was a big believer in the community stepping in when needed. It’s only appropriate that I continue the tradition.”

      Daniels simply grunted as if to say bullshit.

      Ruiz turned to me. “We need to share some hard news.”

      My fingers dug into the couch cushion beneath me. “Okay.”

      “Your mother’s body was discovered on a beach not far from here this morning.”

      I focused only on my breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

      “You don’t have anything to say to that?” Daniels asked.

      “I’m not sure what there is to say. She was a deeply unhappy woman. Maybe she has some peace now.”

      I was shocked at how even my voice sounded, how calm. As if I were completely detached from the situation.

      Daniels’s mouth curved the barest amount. “Well, we got a tip that you might know how your mother ended up dead. Got anything to tell us about that?”
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      Ice slid through my veins as blood roared in my ears. They knew.

      “I’d like you to leave. Now,” Colt said, rising to his feet.

      Daniels’s brown eyes flashed. “This isn’t a conversation that involves you.”

      “That may be the case, but I’m the owner of this home. Unless you have a warrant, then I’m within my rights to ask you to leave.”

      Ruiz sent a glare in Daniels’s direction. “Mr. Carrington, we’re just trying to figure out why this anonymous tip came in. I’m sure it was someone’s disgusting idea of a prank, but we need to sort it all out. If we can get an alibi for Ms. Carmichael, we’ll be done with all this ugly business.”

      “I’m afraid Colt is right,” Baldwin said, widening his shoulders. “Leighton is under my care. If I’d known you were here to question her, I’d have insisted legal counsel be present. You’ll have to leave now. Leighton won’t be saying another word.”

      I’d never been more relieved not to have to speak. Because I knew my voice would shake if I did. I knew I’d reveal far too much in my tone alone.

      “If she doesn’t have anything to hide, then she doesn’t need a lawyer,” Daniels snapped.

      Baldwin motioned to the door. “I’ve seen far too many innocent people end up in prison to believe that. If you’ll head this way, please.”

      Daniels’s heated gaze flashed to me, nothing but suspicion there.

      “Come on,” Ruiz said in a low voice.

      Daniels’s teeth ground together. “Tell your lawyer we have questions.”

      Baldwin jerked his head in a nod. “If you have a card, I’ll have him call you directly.”

      She scoffed but pulled a small piece of cardstock from her pocket, shoving it at Baldwin. “I won’t hold my breath.”

      He didn’t respond, simply guided them out of the room.

      No one said a word as we listened for the sound of the front door opening and closing. But I couldn’t help the tremble that took root in my muscles.

      Dash wrapped his arms around me, pulling me onto his lap. “It’s okay, Mon Coeur. You’re safe.”

      “What if they arrest me? Take me away?” I choked.

      “Never going to happen,” Ronan gritted out.

      “I’ll slit their throats first,” Trace growled.

      Colt stared down at his phone. “Darius is on his way. We’ve got a pack member on the force. I’m hoping they can give us more information.”

      I hadn’t been the biggest fan of the temporary alpha, but he’d stood up for us recently. Maybe he’d come through now.

      “Are you sure we should be getting him involved?” Declan asked.

      Colt glanced at him. “We need people on our side right now. And he’ll just be pissed if he finds out through other avenues.”

      Dash rubbed a hand up and down my back as he nuzzled my neck. “He likes Leighton now. I think he’ll do what he can to protect her.”

      Baldwin strode back into the room, his expression thunderous. “They’re gone.”

      “For now,” Trace muttered.

      “The guards won’t let them back on the property unless they have a warrant,” Baldwin assured us.

      “Will you let the guards know that Darius is on his way?” Colt asked.

      Baldwin nodded and quickly typed out a text. “I’m glad you’re looping him in. He’ll have insight into how we should handle this.”

      “We need to get the lawyer on it now,” Colt said.

      “I already texted Bruce. He’s gathering information, and then he’ll call you.”

      Colt let out a breath. “Thank you. For everything.”

      Baldwin’s expression gentled a fraction. “You know I’d do anything for any of you.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t you worry, cherub. We’ll figure this out.”

      I wanted to believe him. So badly. But I couldn’t quite get there.

      The front door slammed, and heavy footfalls sounded on the hardwoods.

      “Colt?” Darius bellowed.

      “In here,” Colt called.

      The footsteps changed direction, and a second later, Darius’s large frame filled the doorway. He scanned the room, his gaze stilling on me. “Are you okay?”

      My brows lifted in surprise, but I nodded. “I’m okay.”

      “Good. I’m sorry this happened,” he said gruffly. “Have you called Bruce yet? He’s the only one who should be dealing with the police.”

      “He’s already in play,” Colt answered.

      Darius jerked his chin in a nod. “No conversations with the police unless Bruce is present. I talked to Gene on the way over here. He had no idea the body they found was Maryanne’s. He wasn’t on duty this morning. But he started digging.”

      “What’d he find?” Ronan asked.

      “Her body was found on the beach this morning. No sign of injury, so they’re doing an autopsy now.”

      Panic raced through me. “Are they going to find something? Some evidence of my magic?”

      Darius’s brows hit his hairline. “Your magic?”

      Colt winced. “Leighton broke through her block. Her magic manifested, and her anchor mark emerged when she fought off her mother.”

      Darius’s jaw went slack as he stared at me in awe. “I’ve never heard of anything like that ever happening.”

      “We’re all trying to figure it out,” Colt explained. “We’ve got Saoirse helping.”

      Darius scrubbed a hand over his face. “That’s good. We’ll need her. There shouldn’t be any magical evidence left behind, but someone’s trying to pin this on Leighton.”

      The room went deathly silent.

      “Explain,” Trace snarled.

      Darius’s gaze flicked to Trace, a wariness there. “An anonymous call came in a couple of hours after the body was found. They said that Leighton knew what happened to her mother, that she was involved.”

      Purple sparks flew around Trace as he struggled to control his rage.

      Colt’s eyes flashed gold. “There’s only one person it could be.”

      Ronan let out a rumbling growl. “Damien.”
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      My fingers tapped along my thighs as Colt guided the SUV on the route to school. For the first time, Trace hadn’t jumped in to ride shotgun. Instead, he’d taken the seat next to mine.

      All the guys had been sticking close since the cops’ visit yesterday, but Trace had barely left my side. He’d slept wrapped around me, snarling at anyone who’d tried to take his place. I loved his closeness, but I worried about how on edge he was.

      I reached over and took Trace’s hand in mine. His gaze jerked away from the passing scenery and toward me. “You okay?”

      The lilt of his voice wrapped around me in a way that left pleasant shivers behind. “Nervous but okay. You?”

      Trace’s jaw hardened. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      “I wasn’t worried about that.” I probably should’ve been, with Damien clearly messing with us. But the guys made me feel incredibly safe. “I just don’t want to have a magical freak-out that exposes my phoenix mark to everyone.”

      Declan leaned forward, kneading my shoulders from behind. “Just remember to keep breathing, and you’ll be fine.”

      Dash twisted in the front passenger seat. “We’ll be sticking close, making sure that nothing gets out of control.”

      I nodded, nibbling at the corner of my lip.

      “Cameras looking good?” Colt asked, his gaze lifting to the rearview mirror.

      Ronan looked up from his phone. “Everything is running smoothly. We all have access to every vantage point.”

      Colt hadn’t wanted me to go back to school so quickly, but Darius had reminded him that the cops could be paying attention to my attendance. So, here we were.

      Colt flipped on his blinker and turned onto campus. The parking lot was already full of students milling around. Their focus instantly shifted as they caught sight of the Escalade. Groups huddled tighter together, whispering.

      I couldn’t help but groan. “Do we really have to deal with high school drama on top of everything else?”

      Declan chuckled. “It does seem a little unfair.”

      “They’ll stop staring soon enough,” Trace growled.

      I squeezed his hand hard. “No bodily harm.”

      He frowned in my direction.

      Ronan barked out a laugh. “He looks like you just took away his favorite toy.”

      “She did,” Dash said with a grin.

      Trace tugged on his lip ring. “I can’t help it if I have certain gifts.”

      I stared at him. “Torture is your gift?”

      He shrugged. “Everyone has their thing.”

      Colt swung into his parking spot. “Let’s all try to keep a low profile today, okay?”

      “Good luck with that,” Ronan muttered.

      Colt turned off the vehicle and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just once, I’d like to have a boring day.”

      Dash clapped him on the shoulder. “You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself.”

      Trace opened his door and slid out, keeping hold of my hand.

      I grabbed my backpack and followed him out. I felt eyes on us before I actually saw them. The energy of that focus made me squirm.

      Trace’s glare swept over the crowd. Most of the students were smart enough to look away, but a few couldn’t help themselves.

      “Nosy bastards,” he muttered.

      Declan and Ronan climbed out of the SUV behind us.

      “It’ll pass by lunch,” Declan said, dropping a kiss to my temple.

      Whispers caught on the air and made their way to my ears. I shouldn’t have been able to hear what anyone was saying, but I could.

      “Her mom was found dead yesterday.”

      “I bet Trace did it. Everyone at The Assembly meeting saw her crazy scars. Her mom did that.”

      “Maybe she snapped and did it.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to shove out the sounds. Colt’s super hearing was a gift I didn’t especially want right then.

      Colt appeared at my side and rubbed a hand up and down my back. “You sure you’re up for this? I can take you home. We’ll say you’re sick.”

      I shook my head, forcing my eyes open. “I’m okay. Really.”

      Trace muttered something under his breath I couldn’t quite make out.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Ronan said. “First period will be the worst. It’ll just get better from there.”

      I took a deep breath and started toward the school. I did my best to ignore the people around me. Humming faintly to try and keep their conversations out of my head, I let my gaze go unfocused. That way, I couldn’t see the looks on students’ faces. I didn’t want to see their pity or their disgust.

      Someone came to a stop in front of me, and I had to blink a few times before I could see who it was. Sam’s look of concern filled my vision. “I’m so sorry, Leighton. I just heard about what happened. Are you holding up okay?”

      Her mates, Seán, Liam, and James, stood sentry behind her. Now that I knew how rare female dragons were, I understood their protectiveness a bit more.

      “I’m all right,” I said.

      Sam frowned at me. “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      I laughed, and it felt good to loosen a little of the tension running through me. “Okay, I’m as all right as you can be when your mom tries to kill you.”

      Sam’s gaze hardened. “I’m not exactly sorry she’s dead.”

      “Join the club,” Ronan muttered behind me.

      The bell rang, and Sam pulled me in for a quick hug. “Let me know if you need anything at all.”

      Warmth spread through me at her kindness. “Thank you. I will.”

      The guys behind her lifted their chins in a series of agreement, and Liam sent me a wink. That wink had a couple of growls filling the air behind me.

      Sam smacked him. “You’re incorrigible.”

      He bent and nipped her neck. “But you like me that way.”

      I laughed as they disappeared down the hallway.

      “That overgrown lizard needs to watch where he steps,” Trace gritted out.

      “He’s harmless,” Declan assured him.

      “Whatever,” Trace mumbled.

      We headed toward my homeroom, but my stomach twisted as I caught sight of Chloe, Mimi, and Grace in a huddle outside the classroom.

      The moment Chloe saw me, her voice rose. “I heard the police wanted to arrest her. The Assembly won’t be pleased. I bet they cast her out by the end of the week.”

      “Good riddance,” Mimi scoffed. “At least I won’t have to see that fire engine hair anymore.”

      An evil smile spread across Grace’s face. “Can you imagine having your own mother hate you enough to try and kill you? Pathetic.”

      Chloe laughed. “I bet her dad’s not even dead. I bet he just ran off to get away from her.”

      The flash of fury came so fast and hard there was nothing I could do to stave it off. I could take insults about my appearance, Maryanne’s hatred of me, and my lack of supernatural abilities, but my father was one area no one could go.

      Rage kicked that ball of energy that lived inside me into high gear. I was moving before I knew what was happening. Superhuman speed took over, and I was on Chloe in the blink of an eye, knocking her to the floor.

      “Say that again,” I snarled.
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      Fury pulsed through me as Chloe looked up at me in shock. That knotted ball of energy swirled and spread, pushing at me to use every gift I had to end her.

      Strong arms came around my waist, pulling me off Chloe. I fought against the hold, kicking back and twisting.

      “Easy, Firecracker,” Ronan crooned in my ear.

      Chloe hurried to right herself. “S-she has magic. I felt it.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. The anger fled from my system, replaced with panic. But the guys didn’t seem alarmed.

      Trace sent Chloe a sharkish grin. “Leighton’s anchor abilities manifested.”

      Chloe’s jaw went completely slack. “That’s not possible.”

      Ronan nuzzled the side of my neck. “Impossible for you maybe. But our girl’s something special.”

      Chloe’s face flamed, but it was Mimi who spoke. “You’re lying, trying to trick The Assembly.”

      Ronan turned me in his arms, and Trace tugged my blouse free from my skirt, revealing the anchor mark on my back.

      The three girls gasped.

      “I-it’s fake,” Chloe stammered. “They tattooed her or something.”

      Colt’s eyes narrowed on Chloe. “You know this mark can’t be faked. You know what this means. Your little charade is done. Our gifts are already seeping into her. That only happens when a true mate bond is combined with an anchor connection.”

      The redness in Chloe’s face spread down her neck to her chest. “They’ll never let it happen. They promised me. You’re all mine.”

      Dash grunted. “We’ve never been yours, and you don’t give a damn about us.”

      “She gives a damn about the power that comes from being ours, though,” Declan said, far too casually.

      Rage flared in Chloe’s eyes, and I knew he’d hit the nail on the head.

      She glared at all of us, so much hatred there. “You’re going to regret this.”

      Chloe turned on her heel and stormed down the hallway, ignoring our homeroom altogether. Grace and Mimi simply gaped at us.

      Colt took my hand, tugging me toward the classroom. “Come on. We don’t want to be late.”

      I slid my backpack onto my shoulders and followed him, my heart still hammering against my ribs.

      He ducked his head, whispering in my ear. “It’s okay.”

      “My magic wanted to hurt her,” I whispered.

      “But you held it back.”

      “Barely,” I muttered.

      “It was enough,” Colt assured me.

      “But she knows about my mark.” It wasn’t the phoenix mark, but it was enough that people were going to ask questions.

      Colt squeezed my hand. “It’s better she knows. Maybe it’ll be enough for her to leave us alone. And everyone else was going to find out soon enough anyway. All that matters is that the bond marks and phoenix mark are hidden.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t as sure as Colt.

      He led me into the classroom and toward our usual seats.

      Connor looked up from his phone at our approach. “Hey. You okay? I heard about…”

      His words trailed off, and I did my best to force a smile. “I’m fine.”

      “I’m not sure if I should say sorry about your mom. She sounded like a real piece of work.” Connor winced as he said the words.

      I slid into my seat. “I’m honestly not sure how to feel about it either.”

      Connor sent me a sympathetic smile. “Well, I’m sorry you had a shitty mom, that I can say for sure.”

      “Me, too. How are things with you? Did I miss anything big?”

      He chuckled. “Nothing much with me. There’s a party next weekend.”

      Colt groaned. “Please, for the love of God, stay away from the parties for a while.”

      I laughed and was grateful for another release of the pressure that had found its way back into my chest. “I think I’m partied out for a while.”

      “Thank God,” Colt muttered.

      “Aw, come on. It’ll be fun,” Connor said with a boyish grin.

      “How about you come over for a movie night instead?” I offered. “We’ll have Sam and the guys, too.”

      His grin widened. “I can get behind that.”

      Connor’s phone dinged, and he glanced down. His eyes widened and then shot to me. “You got your anchor mark?”

      I grimaced. “News travels fast, I guess.”

      Colt squeezed my shoulders. “It’s not a secret. We’re not hiding the fact that you were always destined to be ours.”

      “Shit, Leighton. That’s incredible,” Connor murmured.

      I squirmed in my seat. What did you say to that? I didn’t have the first clue.

      “How did it happen?”

      My stomach flip-flopped. “I’m honestly not really sure.”

      That much was true. Maryanne’s attack had set the series of events into motion, but I had no idea what had actually unlocked it all.

      “People are going to freak,” Connor whispered.

      I was beginning to understand that.

      A ding came from Colt’s direction, and he cursed.

      I twisted in my seat so I could see him.

      His expression had lost all traces of humor as he stared down at his phone. Finally, his gaze lifted, locking with mine. “We’ve been called in front of The Assembly.”
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      My heart lurched in my throat as panic pulsed deep. “What?” I croaked.

      A muscle in Colt’s jaw ticked. “Chloe works fast, I’ll give her that.”

      So much for my revelation getting her to back off. She was going for a full-court press instead.

      Colt stood from his seat, picking up my backpack from the floor. “Come on. We need to move.”

      A look of concern swept over Connor’s face. “You need backup, man?”

      Colt shook his head. “We’ve got it, but I appreciate it.”

      I stood, numbly moving closer to Colt.

      “Mr. Carrington, Ms. Carmichael, this period isn’t a free-for-all,” Mr. Canton said, as Colt led our way down the aisle.

      He flipped his phone around so Mr. Canton could see the screen. The teacher frowned but nodded. “All right. I’ll let the office know.”

      Colt took my hand in his and tugged me toward the classroom door. I didn’t miss Mimi’s snicker or Grace’s muttered “lying slut.” But I couldn’t find it in me to care about their words. I had far bigger concerns, like The Assembly sentencing us all to death if they found out we’d bonded.

      The moment Colt and I reached the hallway, we were surrounded. The guys all spoke over one another in hushed tones.

      “Someone needs to deal with that bitch,” Ronan spat.

      “Oh, I’m going to deal with her,” Trace growled as he cracked his knuckles.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “No dead bodies.”

      A feral grin spread across his face. “Don’t worry. No one ever finds my handiwork.”

      “Hell,” Declan muttered. “That makes him way too happy.”

      “We all have our hobbies,” Trace shot back.

      Dash squeezed his shoulder. “I think we need to get you into knitting or something.”

      Ronan barked out a laugh. “Good luck with that.”

      “We need to move,” Colt said, no humor in his voice. “They’re expecting us.”

      “That’s your grand plan?” Trace asked, gaping at him. “Just show up because they call? They’re going to fry us.”

      Colt’s teeth ground together. “They’ll already have people watching the ways in and out of town. If we bolt, they’ll track us.”

      “So, we go by boat,” Trace argued.

      “We have to try to bring them around to our side first,” Declan countered. “We have Saoirse and Darius with us. If they make a move, we fight.”

      My stomach cramped at his words, at the images filling my mind. The Assembly were some of the most powerful of their kind. It wouldn’t be easy to defeat them. And if the clan leaders were there, too? We’d be outnumbered for sure.

      Dash wrapped an arm around me. “It won’t come to that.”

      Trace scoffed. “Of course, it will.”

      Dash glared at him. “Don’t scare her.”

      “I’m preparing her,” Trace shot back.

      “Enough,” Colt snapped. “We stick together, and we watch our backs.”

      He began moving down the hall, expecting everyone to follow. And we did. Dash kept his arm around me as Declan closed in on my other side.

      We were all quiet as we made our way to the SUV and climbed inside. My eyes burned as Colt pulled out of the parking spot. The pressure behind them built until tears spilled over.

      Declan cursed and unbuckled my seat belt, pulling me onto his lap. “Leighton.”

      “Nothing can happen to you,” I whispered as more tears fell.

      “It’s not going to,” he vowed.

      Dash rubbed a hand up and down my back. “He’s right. We know how to protect ourselves.”

      “There’s a reason we’re all destined to lead our clans, Little Bird. We’re the strongest of our species,” Trace said. His voice was gentle but held an edge of fierceness.

      I wanted to believe, to trust that nothing could touch them. But they’d been hurt before. We’d almost lost Colt. They weren’t invincible.

      Ronan leaned forward from the back seat. “Keep the faith, Firecracker. We have fate on our side.”

      “They haven’t seemed to care much about fate so far,” I hiccupped.

      “Fate wasn’t on our side then,” Colt said as he guided the SUV onto the two-lane highway. “They thought you hadn’t received your mark. You have your proof now.”

      “And half a dozen other marks that could get us killed,” I muttered.

      Declan nuzzled my neck. “We keep the bond marks and phoenix mark hidden. That’ll be easy enough. None of them are on your back.”

      That much was true. Maybe seeing my anchor mark would be enough. Maybe that could bring the majority of The Assembly over to our side.

      “We’ve got badassery on our side,” Ronan said with a smirk. “Nothing’s going to stand in our way.”

      A soft snort escaped me at that. “I’m sure The Assembly will take that into account.”

      “Saoirse has been working on them behind the scenes, telling them that your magic is getting stronger,” Declan said. “Most of them will want what destiny had planned for us to take root.”

      I so badly wanted him to be right.

      Colt flipped on his blinker and turned onto the dirt road that would take us to The Assembly’s meeting place.

      My heart picked up speed, and Declan placed a palm over my chest. He stared into my eyes. “Breathe with me.”

      I swallowed and followed his inhales and exhales.

      “That’s it. We’re with you,” he crooned, pressing his forehead to mine.

      I breathed Declan in. His scent of fresh rain and mint swirled around me. It soothed the worst of my panic.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered.

      Colt turned into a makeshift parking spot. A dozen or so vehicles littered the parking lot.

      “I guess the clan leaders are here,” Ronan said, anger lacing his tone.

      “At least that means Darius is here,” Dash pointed out.

      Colt nodded as he turned off the vehicle. “We need allies.” He shifted to look at me. “Ready?”

      I swallowed hard. “As I’ll ever be.”

      Declan kept hold of me as he climbed out of the SUV and then set me on my feet. The guys surrounded me as we made our way to the amphitheater set into the cliffside. This time, the view didn’t distract me. I only had eyes for the people at the front of the arena.

      Ten sets of eyes zeroed in on us as we approached. There were a variety of expressions. Everything from anger to suspicion to curiosity.

      As we came to a stop in front of the group, the vampire assemblyman’s nostrils flared and his eyes flashed red. “Traitors.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      My blood ran cold at the rage in Raphaël’s eyes. I froze, like prey who recognized they were in a predator’s sights.

      The guys pushed in tighter around me, taking up a defensive stance. Panic coursed through as a million curses flew through my mind. Two seconds in The Assembly’s presence and things were already going to hell.

      Delphine’s brow furrowed as she stared at Raphaël. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “They’ve mate bonded,” he spat. “They’re trying to cover it with a spell, but my senses are too good for that.”

      The Assembly and clan leaders all spoke at once, each one talking over the other. But Patrick simply glared in our direction. Fury pulsed through his gaze as it turned molten silver.

      Marjorie, the caster assemblywoman, stared at us. “Is this true?”

      Colt stepped forward, the other guys closing the circle around me as he did. “We mean no disrespect to The Assembly, but our mate was dying. We didn’t have a choice.”

      “No disrespect?” Alister barked. “This is the epitome of disrespect. The Assembly gave you one rule, and you shat all over it.”

      Colt slowly turned toward Damien’s father. “While I have all the admiration in the world for The Assembly, there is a higher calling. Fate and destiny, the givers of our gifts, will always hold my greatest allegiance. They gave me Leighton, and I will do anything to protect her.”

      A clear threat laced his words. Colt would end anyone who tried to come between us. My pulse thrummed in my neck as Alister’s eyes bled red. I knew that if we weren’t surrounded by people right now, he would’ve gone for Colt’s throat. Maybe he still would.

      Patrick let out a low growl. “You can’t honestly believe we’ll all fall for this bullshit. That you break the governs of our world and use the fates as your excuse.”

      “Let’s all take a breath,” Delphine said calmly, her braids swishing around her as she scanned the group. “Tell us what happened.”

      “There is no excuse,” Patrick bellowed. “They must pay for what they’ve done. We must set an example and swiftly.”

      Delphine’s eyes narrowed on him. “You are not in charge here, Patrick.”

      His jaw turned to granite as his eyes pulsed in that liquid silver. The battle to control himself raged. But he finally ducked his head in deference.

      Delphine turned back to us. “Explain.”

      Colt nodded. “Leighton was kidnapped by her mother at Damien’s bidding—”

      “Liar!” Alister hissed.

      “Enough!” Marjorie snapped. “We will not have anyone speak unless invited to, or I will take your tongue.”

      “He defames my son,” Alister argued.

      Saoirse leveled him with a brutal stare. “Your son has already destroyed his name, his reputation.”

      “There’s no—”

      All of a sudden, Alister was speaking, but no sound came out. Panic, then anger lit his expression. Marjorie simply smiled. “Much better.” She turned to Colt. “Continue.”

      Colt swallowed and did as she instructed. “Leighton was held by her mother but managed to escape. We had just found her location, thanks to a spell Dash cast, but we were too late.”

      Pain filled his eyes, and for the first time, I caught a glimpse of just what this had put him through. “When we got to the beach, Maryanne was drowning Leighton.”

      There were sharp breaths taken around us, shared looks and muttered oaths.

      “Then Leighton had a burst of power,” Colt went on. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Pure light streamed out of her, which sent Maryanne flying.”

      “She broke through her block,” Saoirse said softly.

      Colt met her gaze. “We believe so. But she had stopped breathing. We tried CPR, but we could feel her fading. It was me who made the decision for us to bond with her. If there is a price to pay, I should pay it.”

      “No!” I cried, bursting through the guys’ protective circle and stepping in front of Colt. “This is on me. It was my mother who put us in this position. My mates were just trying to do the right thing.”

      “LeeLee,” Colt growled, trying to pull me behind him.

      I shook my head vehemently. “No. I won’t let you die for me.” Tears stung my eyes. “Please, don’t hurt them. All they’ve ever done is try to keep me safe. I know I’m not what you expected for their mate, but I’ll do everything I can to be worthy of it. I’ll work harder than you can imagine, do anything you ask.”

      Ronan moved in on my other side. “Firecracker,” he said softly. “It’s us who aren’t worthy. You’re a miracle, nothing less.”

      My breath hitched as I tried to keep my tears at bay.

      Delphine’s expression softened. “I can see that these were truly extenuating circumstances—”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Patrick snarled. “You’re going to excuse this insolence?”

      Darius’s chest puffed up as he glowered at Patrick. “Just because this means your sons won’t be under your thumb, doesn’t give you the right to show such disrespect. To The Assembly and to our future leaders.”

      Patrick whirled on Darius. “We have laws. The only punishment for going against The Assembly is death.”

      A whimper escaped my lips, and Ronan pulled me into his side.

      “Punishments are for us to decide, Patrick,” Delphine said.

      “He’s right,” Raphaël argued. “We can’t allow this to stand.”

      Alister straightened. “Their mate bond must be severed.”

      Several gasps sounded around me. Clearly, Alister’s tongue had been loosened.

      “Can they do that?” I whispered, fear digging its talons in deep.

      Marjorie gaped at Alister. “That is barbaric.”

      He simply shrugged. “They need to learn their lesson.”

      The shifter assemblyman stared at Alister. “This is extreme, even for you.”

      “Sometimes extreme is needed,” he defended.

      “She’s our anchor,” Dash said, his tone deep and authoritative. He moved in close, turning me so my back was to The Assembly and lifting my shirt.

      Delphine gasped. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “But it is,” Dash assured her. “Leighton is a miracle. She has fought abuse and death to make it back to us, and we won’t lose her.”

      Alister’s face deepened to a crimson shade. “I’ve heard from reliable sources that her magic is unstable. She isn’t in control. We can’t have our leaders bonded to that.”

      The Assembly shared wary looks as I turned back around, the panic inside me surging back to life.

      A triumphant grin spread across Patrick’s face. “You know what must happen to supernaturals who can’t control their magic.”

      Blood roared in my ears as Patrick’s grin grew into a gleeful smile. “They have to be put down.”
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      A tremor rocked through my body as Patrick’s words echoed in my ears. “They have to be put down.”

      Trace surged forward, purple fire swirling around him. “If you make one move against my mate, I will remove your head from your body.”

      Declan grabbed his shirt, pulling him back. “Don’t. It’s what he wants.”

      A hint of fear flickered in Patrick’s gaze, but then he turned his focus toward The Assembly. “See? They already grow unstable, thanks to her.”

      “Leighton’s never dealt with abilities before,” Colt argued. “She didn’t grow up in this world. We were all a little unstable when we manifested. She just needs time.”

      Harris, the shifter assemblyman, narrowed his eyes at Colt. “But you weren’t at full power when you manifested. You were able to grow into your gifts. Leighton is already at maturity; her powers are far stronger. She could hurt someone.”

      Darius cleared his throat. “Permission to speak?”

      Marjorie nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “Leighton may be stronger than we were when we gained our powers, but she is also far more mature. That will be an asset. I predict that she will gain control far faster than we all did. I’ve seen her with her mates. She’d do anything for them. I think we need to give her that chance.”

      Alister whirled on Darius. “You knew about this, didn’t you? That’s treason.”

      Darius didn’t show even a hint of fear. “I didn’t know. But I do know Leighton’s character.”

      “Liar,” Alister hissed.

      Darius’s entire demeanor shifted. “Say that again…”

      “He didn’t know,” Colt said. “No one did. Dash made amulets so we could hide it from anyone we came across.”

      Raphaël sniffed. “Not strong enough for me.”

      “Clearly not,” Colt muttered. “We were trying to give Leighton some time before we brought everything to you and asked for permission to cement the anchor bond.”

      I sent a look in Ronan’s direction.

      He clearly read the question in my expression. “The anchor bond will naturally start to form, but there’s a ceremony to complete it. That’s when it will truly take hold.”

      Patrick scoffed. “Like you’d deign to ask for The Assembly’s permission. You do whatever the hell you want, and it’s a danger to us all.”

      Marjorie pinched the bridge of her nose, exhaustion clear on her face. “Enough, Patrick. Your bitterness isn’t helping matters.”

      He snapped his mouth closed, but it was clear he would’ve rather snapped her neck.

      “This can’t stand,” Alister argued. “It puts us all at risk. The police are already involved. Leighton could expose us to the humans.”

      Harris straightened. “Why are the human authorities involved?”

      Colt let out a breath and glared at Alister. “Because someone moved Maryanne’s body and called in an anonymous tip that Leighton might be involved.”

      Alister’s hands fisted. “I don’t like your insinuation.”

      “Then let me make it quite clear,” Colt said. “There was only one other person who could’ve known about Maryanne’s death and her location. Your son.”

      Alister’s eyes bled red again. “I won’t have you throw Damien under the bus because you need a scapegoat.”

      “It’s true,” Ronan growled. “He was planning on meeting Maryanne there. He paid her thousands of dollars to take Leighton.”

      “Says who?” Alister demanded.

      “Says me.” My voice had the slightest tremble to it, but it still cut through the noise. “Maryanne told me. Your son would do anything to cause me pain.”

      A muscle in Alister’s jaw ticked. “All he wants is to be a part of his rightful bond.”

      “This isn’t his bond, Alister,” Saoirse said coolly. “The fates have not deemed him to belong here. Whether that’s because he simply isn’t strong enough or that his soul has gone dark, we don’t know.”

      “I won’t stand for your insults,” Alister snarled.

      Saoirse didn’t waiver or back down. “They aren’t insults. They are the truth.”

      Delphine nodded. “This may not be the outcome you and your son hoped for, but it’s the truth. He doesn’t carry the mark of our leadership bond.”

      “Because they blocked him!” Alister demanded. “I don’t know how, but they did. Black magic perhaps.”

      Delphine laughed, the dark skin around her eyes crinkling. “You don’t think I would sense that a mile away?”

      Alister glared at her. “Maybe your powers are weakening.”

      All amusement slipped from Delphine’s expression. “Watch what you say, Alister, or you could get a demonstration of just how powerful my gifts are.”

      He snapped his mouth closed, struggling to keep his words inside.

      Delphine nodded and then turned to the rest of The Assembly. “Let us convene.”

      They all went silent, doing the mind speak thing again. I tried to read their faces as they conversed. I knew that Saoirse would be on our side, likely Delphine, as well. But Raphaël would call for our deaths. Where Harris and Marjorie would fall, I had no idea.

      Declan moved in front of me, his hands cupping my face. He didn’t say a word, simply dipped his head and brushed his lips across mine. Comforting heat spread through me. I could lose this. Lose him or any of the rest of the guys.

      A throat cleared, and I jerked back.

      “We have spoken,” Marjorie declared.

      Raphaël looked as if he’d been sucking on a lemon, and that gave me hope.

      Marjorie’s gaze swept over us. “We are not pleased you went against the wishes of The Assembly.”

      My stomach dropped, and Ronan gripped my hand as if he might bolt with me in tow.

      “But we also understand that the circumstances were extreme,” she continued. “We will give you thirty days for Leighton to get her powers under control. If she cannot, we will have no choice but to sever your bond.”

      A low snarl escaped Trace’s lips.

      Marjorie leveled him with a stare. “This is for the protection of you and all of our people.”

      Dash clamped his hand on Trace’s shoulder, squeezing hard. “Thank you. We will do everything we can to train Leighton thoroughly.”

      “This is outrageous,” Patrick burst out.

      Delphine’s gaze snapped to him. “This is our ruling.”

      Alister glanced at Patrick. “She won’t be in control in thirty days, and they’ll put her down.”

      A wave of nausea swept through me.

      “The only people who need to be put down are you and your rabid son,” Trace clipped.

      “You little—”

      “Enough!” Marjorie yelled. “Colt, take your people and go. Clan leaders, remain in place.”

      I saw what she was doing. Trying to create distance so things didn’t escalate.

      Colt saw it, too, because he quickly nodded and motioned for us to head back up the aisle.

      Ronan wrapped an arm around me and guided us away from The Assembly and the clan leaders. I wanted each step to bring relief, but the thudding of my heart didn’t slow. Not when we left the amphitheater, not when we reached the SUV.

      We stopped just beside the vehicle, and Colt beeped the locks.

      Dash moved to open the front passenger door but stilled. His gaze was locked on something on the windshield. He plucked out a piece of paper from beneath the wiper, and his expression went lethal.

      Ronan grabbed the paper from him, and I peered around him to read it.

      YOU BOUND YOURSELF TO THEM WITHOUT ME. YOU’LL PAY IN BLOOD.
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      I stared down at the piece of paper, the angry scrawl glaring up at me. But the guys jumped into action around me.

      “Get her in the SUV,” Colt barked. “We need to search the woods. He could still be close.”

      My stomach plummeted at that, but I didn’t have a chance to argue because Ronan had already hauled me into his arms.

      Declan opened the back passenger door and Ronan shoved me inside, climbing in after me. The door slammed behind us, and the locks beeped.

      Colt, Trace, Declan, and Dash took off running into the woods.

      I tried to climb over Ronan to get to the door, but he blocked my path.

      “Don’t, Firecracker. They need to focus right now, and knowing you’re safe will help with that.”

      My eyes burned as tears welled, a mixture of fear, frustration, and worry. “It could be a trap like before.”

      Ronan shook his head and pulled me onto his lap. “The shadow demons rarely come out in the light. They get their power from darkness.”

      It made me feel a little better but not enough. “Damien could hurt them.”

      “It’s four against one,” Ronan argued.

      “He’s crafty.”

      Ronan nuzzled my neck. “When we work as one, no one stands a chance against us.”

      I burrowed into his hold, letting his strength and comfort swirl around me. But I kept my gaze focused on the forest. “I’m so tired of this. It’s like the hits never stop coming.”

      Ronan rubbed a hand up and down my back. “I know, but it won’t be forever.”

      I wanted to believe him, to trust that one day we would simply be able to be happy. But there was too much stacked against us for me to get there.

      Instead of voicing my concerns, I stayed silent. I let The Assembly meeting and worries about Damien circle round and round in my brain. Each passing concern amplified them.

      Thirty days.

      Thirty sunrises and sunsets to wrangle my magic. I had no idea what the breaking of a bond entailed, but from the reaction of the people at the meeting today, it wasn’t good. And from the way my magic surged at Chloe earlier today, I was far from gaining control.

      My eyes strained to see between the trees, searching for any hint of the guys. Nothing.

      All I wanted was to be surrounded by them. To feel their heat coursing through me. To know they were safe.

      But the truth was, it wasn’t Damien or even The Assembly that was their biggest danger. It was me. If I pulled them into instability instead of grounding them, I’d never forgive myself. And I knew by now that they’d follow me right over the cliff.

      Movement flickered between the trees, and I sat up.

      Colt trudged toward us, a scowl twisting his lips. Trace, Dash, and Declan followed behind, each wearing an expression that was a mixture of frustration and pissed the hell off.

      The locks beeped again, and they all climbed in.

      I scanned each of them for injury. “You’re okay? You weren’t hurt?”

      Colt’s jaw worked back and forth as he started the engine. “His scent disappeared on a dirt road a quarter mile from here.”

      I looked at the guys in question.

      “It means he likely had a vehicle waiting,” Dash explained.

      Trace let out a low growl that sounded as if it came from his demon itself. “It means that his fucking father is in contact. That’s the only way he could’ve known about the meeting.”

      “That isn’t exactly a shock,” Declan said, fastening his seat belt as Colt pulled out of his makeshift parking spot.

      “But it’s fucking bold,” Ronan said. “It’s risky as hell to show up here with no one at your back. He knows The Assembly wants to jail him.”

      I shuddered at the memories trying to flare to life in my mind. The torture Damien had put me through.

      Ronan held me tighter. “We’re going to get him.”

      “And I’m going to enjoy removing each and every one of his organs,” Trace said, a gleeful glint in his violet eyes.

      Dash smacked him. “Not helping right now.”

      Trace’s gaze flicked to mine through the rearview mirror, all joy leaving him. “You’re safe, Little Bird. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “But what about all of you? Who’s keeping you safe?” I asked.

      I wanted to be that person. For the first time, I wasn’t scared of my new powers. I wanted to channel all of them. To protect the five men who had come to mean everything to me. But I worried I wouldn’t have what it takes.

      Trace turned in his seat as Colt guided the SUV onto the two-lane highway. “We’ve been watching each other’s backs for years. We know how to play it smart.”

      I was sure they did, but they’d been overpowered before. And if The Assembly decided I didn’t have enough control, there was nothing we could do.

      Ronan squeezed me tighter against him. “We’ll train together. Our bodies and our abilities. Get ready for whatever comes our way.”

      I stayed quiet at that because I knew the whatever he spoke of was if we had to stand against The Assembly itself. And I wasn’t sure we were strong enough for that.

      The silence wrapped around me, heavy and oppressive, as we made our way home. The gates to The Nest opened the moment the guards saw our approach. I should’ve felt better being back in the safety of home, but I didn’t.

      Colt pulled to a stop in front of the house, and Ronan lifted me out of the SUV. The second my feet hit the cobblestones, I was moving.

      “LeeLee?” Colt called.

      “I just need a minute,” I said, not looking back.

      I didn’t head for the house, instead, rounding it and heading for the backyard. I didn’t move toward the sea but rather in the direction of the gardens to the side of the house. I’d never explored them, but right now, they housed the protection I so desperately needed.

      There was an array of trees and plants. Rows of rose bushes and other things I couldn’t identify. I wound through them all until I came to a stop in front of a beautiful gazebo.

      My breaths came in quick pants as I battled back tears.

      “LeeLee,” Colt said in a hoarse whisper.

      I should’ve known he wouldn’t leave me be, not when he knew I was hurting.

      I couldn’t make myself turn around. Couldn’t face him. But I let my deepest fear slip free.

      “What if I can’t do it? What if I can’t be what you need? What if I’m the thing that ruins all of you?”
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      Colt’s entire demeanor gentled as he moved into my space. “LeeLee…”

      I took a step back, shaking my head. “Don’t.”

      His brow furrowed, a hint of frustration flashing in his eyes. “Don’t touch you?”

      I wrapped my arms around myself and nodded. It felt as if my mere presence was a threat, that letting them touch me could be lethal.

      “You’re everything we’ve ever needed,” Colt said softly.

      His words dug their claws into my chest, leaving a deep ache behind. “I’m a ticking time bomb.”

      Anger flashed in Colt’s expression now. “Don’t listen to those assholes. They don’t know you.”

      “But they know that I’m a threat. They know that, and they didn’t even hear about the phoenix mark.”

      If they’d found out about the smudged wings on my chest, they would’ve put me down on the spot.

      Colt moved then, not waiting for permission but simply wrapping me in his arms. “You’re not a threat. You heal us. In ways you’ll never fully know. There’s only one way we’ll ever feel about you coming into our lives, and that’s insanely grateful.”

      I should’ve fought against his hold. I should’ve pulled free and run. Instead, I burrowed deeper. I let myself be comforted by Colt’s strength and heat.

      “I want to help, but I’m terrified I’m going to end up hurting someone,” I admitted.

      Colt’s fingers found my chin and tipped my head back so that I had no choice but to look at him. “You help every single day. And you’ll learn to control your magic. To wield it as a weapon and a shield. But this is brand new. I don’t know a single person who learned to control their gifts in a matter of days.”

      The air left my lungs at that. Time. We needed time. But they hadn’t given us much of it.

      Colt dipped his head, his nose skating along the column of my throat. His tongue flicked out, teasing, tasting.

      Each contact sent sparks skating across my skin.

      “You bring light to our darkness.” Colt’s deep voice sent vibrations through me. “What am I going to have to do to convince you?”

      He nipped at my shoulder, and a jolt zinged through me, making my nerve endings stand at attention.

      “Answer me, LeeLee,” Colt commanded.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      Colt’s fingers skated up my bare thigh and dipped beneath my uniform skirt.

      “So smooth,” he murmured. “Like warm silk.”

      I shivered at his touch.

      Colt smiled against my throat. “I love how responsive you are. Makes me want to bite you.”

      I stilled. “You want to…bite me?”

      He nipped teasingly at my neck. “I always want to bite you.”

      “Why?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      Colt ran a finger down my neck to where my blouse opened in the front. “I want to mark every inch of this creamy skin. I want the world to know you’re mine now that we don’t have to hide it. And, LeeLee?” He pulled back, his eyes flashing gold. “It’ll make you come harder than you ever have in your life.”

      I sucked in a breath. At his words. At the heat curling around his voice. At the desperate need in his gaze.

      “You want that?” Colt growled.

      I swallowed hard, nodding. I wanted whatever Colt had to give.

      It was all he needed. In one swift move, Colt grasped my blouse and ripped it wide open.

      I gasped as the cold air hit my heated flesh.

      He pulled the shirt off of me and tossed it to the ground. His gaze instantly went to the swells of my breasts encased in pale pink lace. He traced a finger over the seam of the bra. “So pretty. I’ll never get tired of looking at you. Touching. Teasing.”

      Wetness gathered between my thighs as my core clenched.

      Colt’s jaw hardened. “I can smell you.”

      My cheeks went red, and I ducked my head.

      Colt grabbed my chin. “No. Don’t hide from me. Your need is my favorite scent.”

      His words had another pulse rocking through me. I ached for him. My body cried out for him to fill me, and he’d barely touched me at all.

      Colt’s hand dipped beneath my skirt again, and a low growl left his throat as his fingers ghosted along my panties. “So wet.”

      “Need you,” I whispered, a hint of bravery filling me.

      Colt’s eyes flashed. “Need to take care of my girl.”

      Claws lengthened against my skin, and then my panties were fluttering to the ground.

      I gaped at him. “Did you just slice my panties with your claws?”

      Colt shrugged. “They have more than one use.”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

      He smiled, a gentle one that I’d only ever seen pointed at me. “Love that sound.”

      I leaned toward him, brushing my lips across his. “I love you.”

      Colt growled, deepening the kiss as his finger drove into me. I moaned into his mouth, my hips moving, seeking more. The need to be filled and stretched was so strong.

      “Give it to me, LeeLee. Let me feel you strangle my fingers. Soak my hand.”

      “Colt,” I whispered, my hips bucking against his hand.

      His thumb circled my clit, finding the bundle of nerves and stroking it to attention.

      My legs trembled. “I can’t.”

      “You can and you will,” Colt commanded.

      The grit in his tone grated across my skin in a new sensation. He added a third finger, and I whimpered.

      “That’s my girl. Give it to me.”

      My core spasmed around him, so close to what I needed.

      Colt’s eyes went a heated gold I’d never seen before as fangs descended from his canines. My breath caught in my throat as he moved so fast. Colt bit down at the juncture of my neck and shoulder.

      I cried out, first in pain and then in a pleasure I never knew. I came in a crushing wave. My body locked around Colt’s fingers as he groaned.

      Light danced in front of my vision as every nerve ending in my body pulsed. I spiraled through that tunnel of light, crashing into Colt as he held me up, wringing every last wave out of me.

      Finally, my orgasms slowed, and I struggled to catch my breath as Colt pulled his fangs from my body. I looked up into his face, searching his eyes. “What was that?”

      The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Good?”

      I licked my lips. “Can we do it again?”
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      “You look like you were mauled by a grizzly bear,” Trace groused.

      My cheeks heated as I pulled my blouse higher around my neck. Colt had certainly left me with more than a few marks. Seeing them in the mirror as I’d gotten dressed this morning, my body had heated with each memory.

      Dash’s lips twitched. “Your demon is aching to mark her just as much.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered.

      Colt moved into my space, tugging the material from my fingers. “Don’t hide. I want the entire world to know you’re mine.”

      “Ours,” Trace gritted out.

      Colt’s gaze flicked to him. “Ours.”

      I let out a shuddering breath, my collar falling open and exposing a massive bite mark on my throat and at the juncture of my neck and shoulder.

      Colt pressed a kiss to each one. “That’s better.”

      The moment his lips touched each brand, my body came alive with need.

      A series of groans lit the air.

      “You’re going to kill us all,” Ronan muttered.

      The heat was back in my cheeks. “Sorry.”

      Trace squeezed his eyes closed. “My demon is going out of his mind.”

      The pain in Trace’s face was plain to see. I crossed to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. I buried my face in his neck, kissing his throat. “I’m sorry.”

      Slowly, the tension bled out of him, and he let out what almost sounded like a purr.

      “My demon is possessive,” Trace said, voice low.

      Declan scoffed. “Like the rest of you isn’t.”

      Trace shot him a dirty look and then turned his focus back to me. He took my mouth in a long, slow kiss. Each swipe of his tongue sent fire singing through my veins. When he finally pulled back, I was practically a puddle on the floor.

      Trace’s eyes glowed that beautiful violet. “Needed your taste on my tongue.”

      “Maybe you’ll be less of a grumpy fucker now,” Ronan clipped.

      “Let’s go before we all fuck Leighton and get detention for being late,” Dash said, far too cheerily.

      I ducked my head, making a beeline for the door.

      I heard a smack behind me.

      “Hey, that hurt, Dec,” Dash snapped.

      “Then don’t be an ass,” he shot back.

      “Let’s get on the bus, children,” Colt called, beeping the locks on the SUV.

      I darted for the front passenger seat and hopped inside.

      Colt sent me a curious look as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “I need distance from all of you. You’re dangerous,” I explained.

      He barked out a laugh. “That we are.”

      “You can’t hide for long,” Ronan said, his voice a sultry threat.

      I shivered, tingles sweeping through my core. “Will you please stop it? I really don’t need damp panties for an entire day.”

      Ronan chuckled. “It just means you’ll be ready for me when I get home.”

      “For the love of God, please stop,” I begged.

      Dash leaned forward and squeezed my shoulders. “Okay, everyone’s going to let up.”

      I exhaled on a whoosh. “Thank you.”

      My gaze flicked to the rearview mirror to see four self-satisfied smirks. “You are all jerks. I should leave you in blue-ball hell for this.”

      Declan shot me a cocky grin. “You’d never be able to hold out on that threat.”

      “Whatever,” I mumbled, knowing the jerk was right.

      Colt turned onto the two-lane highway. “It might be a little rough today.”

      I winced. “Everyone knows?”

      He jerked his head in a nod. “My phone was blowing up all night.”

      I guessed it was better that people knew and weren’t finding out at school thanks to Colt’s marks. He’d told me that, unlike his bond mark, these would fade. But he’d replace them time and time again. My lips curved at the memory of our afternoon. I wouldn’t mind that at all.

      Shaking off the memory, I glanced over at him. “Are people mad?”

      Colt’s lips thinned. “Most are just curious. A few think it was wrong to go against The Assembly’s wishes.”

      I sighed. The last thing I needed was more people being pissed at me.

      Dash squeezed my shoulders again. “Most people are happy for us. And are in awe of you.”

      I turned in my seat. “In awe?”

      He nodded. “No one has heard of someone manifesting this late.”

      “Are they going to think I’m a freak?” All I could think of was The Assembly’s reaction to me.

      Trace gritted his teeth. “Not if they want to keep their intestines.”

      Declan chuckled. “Some might be a little wary, but most think you’re a badass.”

      I certainly wasn’t that. The best I had were random bursts of magic.

      Colt turned onto campus. “Don’t worry. They’ll be curious today, but things will be back to normal tomorrow.”

      His promise felt like a familiar refrain. Each day there was something new for me to be stared at over.

      Colt parked the SUV, and we all climbed out. I hiked my backpack over my shoulder and tried to ignore the stares as we headed for the school. Unfortunately, I couldn’t ignore the three females who stepped into our path.

      Chloe’s body practically vibrated with fury. “You’ve tainted them now. Ruined them.”

      Trace was in front of me in a flash, purple sparks dancing around him. “Back off, bitch. We’re done with you. I think we’ve been more than lenient, but that ends today.”

      Chloe’s eyes widened a fraction but then filled with hatred. I couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under her eyes, and her skin had almost a gray hue to it, as if she were sick or hadn’t slept in weeks.

      “They’re going to break the bond,” she snarled. “You’ll be begging me to anchor you, to mate you. You’ll see how strong I am, and you’ll be dying for me. But maybe I won’t take you back.”

      “You’ve never had us,” Ronan growled. “I don’t know what’s wrong with your delusional ass, but you need to get some therapy and grow the fuck up.”

      An inky darkness swirled in Chloe’s eyes for a moment, and then it was gone. “You’ll have to work to get me back,” she snapped, and then turned on her heel and stormed off, Mimi and Grace behind her.

      Declan frowned. “Something’s off with her.”

      Dash glanced at him. “Like there isn’t always?”

      “No, he’s right,” Colt said, staring after Chloe. “She smells…wrong.”

      “I scented it, too,” Ronan agreed.

      “Dark magic?” Colt asked.

      Concern flashed in Dash’s expression. “God, I hope not. That’s the last thing we need.”

      Unease flickered through me. Chloe and dark magic? It would be like evil on steroids.
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      Coach Calhoun blew her whistle, and the basketball game screeched to a halt around me. “Good effort today. That’s all. Hit the showers.”

      I blew the hair out of my face. I’d never been more relieved to have gym class come to an end. My muscles already ached from all the training I’d been doing with the guys. Putting the gym in the mix was like adding insult to injury.

      Following the throng of students, I headed for the locker room.

      Just before I reached the door, someone slammed into me from behind.

      “Watch where you’re going, trash,” Chloe snarled as she stormed ahead of me.

      I sighed. There was no bestie status ahead for the two of us, but I honestly didn’t have it in me to rustle up a response.

      Mimi sent me a withering glare as she followed behind her leader. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      I just ignored her, pretending not to hear a word.

      “She knows she’s ruining our entire community, so what can she say?” Grace spat in my direction.

      What a bunch of bitter Betties. I grabbed my clothes from my locker and headed to one of the shower stalls. I was a lot more careful after Mimi had jerked open the curtain on me before. I kept my towel in the stall with me instead of hanging it on the hook in the changing area.

      Whispers filtered around the locker room as people stared at me. Some were simply curious, others were hostile. I tried to keep my focus on the task at hand.

      Gym was during last period today, so I could go home after this. I could breathe. Maybe take a nap before we hit the training rounds.

      I groaned at the thought, forcing myself into the shower. I made quick work of rinsing off the sweat, not worrying about washing my hair. Shutting off the water, I grabbed my towel and quickly dried off.

      Voices carried from outside.

      “Someone needs to do us all a favor and end her.”

      There was a feralness to Chloe’s tone that had the hair on my arms standing up.

      “Chloe,” Mimi hissed. “If Trace or any of the other guys hear you say that, they’re going to end you.”

      “They could try,” Chloe snapped. “But when they realize how much more powerful I am than that piece of trash, they are going to be begging me to come back.”

      Mimi and Grace stayed silent.

      “You don’t believe me?” she clipped.

      Grace cleared her throat. “I just think they’re pretty taken in by her.”

      “They’ll see the truth, don’t you worry.”

      A chill skated down my spine as I quickly pulled on my uniform. Tugging back the curtain, I headed for my locker.

      The three girls’ stares bored into me. I could feel the angry heat of them as I bent to grab my backpack. When I straightened, Mimi was staring directly at my chest.

      Panic lit through me as I quickly glanced down. My blouse had a few buttons undone, but thankfully, the phoenix mark wasn’t showing.

      Mimi jutted out her chin. “Letting them all maul you now?”

      I let out a breath. She’d been staring at Colt’s brands. I grinned at her. “All day and all night.”

      “Disgusting,” Grace hissed.

      I just smiled wider. “Jealous much?”

      I hauled my backpack over my shoulder and headed out of the locker room.

      Trace and Colt were waiting just outside. Trace was on me in a flash, taking my face in his hands and kissing me deeply. “I fucking missed you,” he growled.

      My mouth curved against his. “I like being missed.”

      He palmed my ass, squeezing. “You can show me how much later.”

      I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped me.

      “Let’s get out of here before he takes you in the hallway,” Colt muttered.

      “Best use of school hours I can think of,” Trace shot back, dropping an arm around my shoulders and guiding me down the hall.

      “How was gym?” Colt asked as we walked.

      I knew what he wanted to know. How the terrible trio had treated me.

      I worried the corner of my lip. “It was fine.”

      Trace let out a rumbling growl. “Bitches.”

      “It really wasn’t that bad,” I argued. “It’s kind of fun to make their heads explode.”

      Colt didn’t laugh like I’d expected. “I want you to be careful around Chloe until we know what’s going on with her.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. But she just seems like the same bitter mean girl as always. Maybe a little more pissed off.”

      Colt was silent for a moment and then nodded.

      We made our way to the SUV, where the rest of the guys were waiting.

      Declan pushed off the vehicle and tugged me out of Trace’s hold.

      “Hey,” Trace protested.

      “My turn,” Declan said. “I haven’t seen her since English.”

      He slipped his hand into my hair, tugging my head back. His mouth met mine in a needy kiss that showed me just how much he’d missed me.

      “You taste like heaven,” he whispered against my lips.

      “You’re almost as good as ice cream,” I mumbled.

      Declan chuckled. “I’m suddenly in the mood for sundaes.”

      My eyes lit as my stomach rumbled.

      Dash laughed, kissing my temple. “We’ll make some when we get home.”

      “Not going to argue with that,” I said.

      We piled into the SUV, but the moment we were in our seats, Ronan hauled me into his lap.

      I squeaked in surprise as he shoved his face into my neck and breathed deep. I pressed a hand to his chest. “Hey. You okay?”

      He nodded against my throat. “My dragon doesn’t like when you’re out of our sight.”

      A flicker of unease trickled through me. “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s not sunshine and roses.”

      I unbuttoned the top few buttons on his shirt and slid my hand inside. His heart thumped against my palm in a steady rhythm. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” Ronan grumbled.

      “I still don’t like you in pain.”

      “It’ll get easier once the mate bond has had a chance to settle,” Colt said as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      Dash leaned forward from the back seat. “And even more once we’ve anchor bonded.”

      But if The Assembly had their way, we might never anchor bond.

      “It’s all of our supernatural sides,” Trace explained. “They’re extra territorial right now. They need contact with you as much as possible.”

      I could understand that. I felt the pull to all of the guys so strongly. If I went too long without seeing any one of them, my chest would start to ache.

      “How long does that usually last?” I asked.

      Colt shrugged as he made the turn toward home. “A couple of months, usually.”

      “Wow,” I mumbled.

      Ronan nuzzled my neck. “I don’t mind being close to you.”

      I grinned. “I don’t either.”

      “What the fuck?” Trace snarled.

      My head flew up as I took in the figure standing at the gates.

      Declan let out a low growl. “What the hell is my father doing here?”
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      Patrick’s imposing form loomed in front of the gates, where he stood with two guards flanking him. Colt’s security had gathered, Louis pointing angrily at what I assumed was the dragons’ vehicle.

      A guard moved toward Colt’s window as he rolled it down.

      “What the hell is going on?” Colt barked.

      The youngish guard winced. “I’m sorry, sir. He just showed up a minute ago and refused to leave. We were about to call you.”

      Colt muttered a curse under his breath and switched off the vehicle. “Stay with Leighton.”

      He was out of the SUV before any of us had a chance to respond.

      Trace quickly followed, mumbling something about not letting Colt go out there alone.

      I slid toward the door, but Ronan caught me by the arm.

      “Don’t,” he warned.

      I gently tugged my elbow free. “He’s not going to do anything here. There are too many witnesses. And I need to show him that I’m not afraid.”

      Patrick O’Conner was a bully. And there were few things that pissed off a bully more than pretending as if they had no effect on you.

      I pulled the latch and opened the door.

      Colt’s and Trace’s gazes shot instantly to me, both going flinty. I simply smiled, pulling on that mask of carefree indifference. A scramble sounded behind me, and I knew that the rest of the guys had made their way out of the Escalade.

      “What are you doing here?” Declan asked.

      There was something about the tone of his voice. It carried so many emotions in such few words. Anger, pain, cold detachment. The sound made my chest ache.

      Fury flicked in Patrick’s gray gaze. “My son is here.”

      A muscle in Declan’s cheek ticked wildly. “You don’t have a son.”

      That silver blazed. “Don’t let yourself be swayed by lies and half-truths.”

      “There’s only one liar here, and I’m looking at him,” Declan shot back.

      “I’ll let that one go, knowing you’ve been through a lot lately. I won’t be so magnanimous again,” Patrick gritted out.

      But I could see the truth beneath his words. If Patrick got the chance, he’d make Declan pay for his insolence.

      Ronan moved to his brother’s side, their shoulders touching. The sight had a different sort of ache taking root in my chest. One of painful relief. That the twins had found each other again. That they had each other’s back.

      Patrick wasn’t nearly as pleased. His breathing grew ragged as he struggled for control.

      The guard to his right shifted slightly. There was a flash of something in his expression. Relief? Happiness? It was gone so quickly I couldn’t be sure, replaced by a blank mask that made the hulking blond man look terrifying.

      Patrick’s hands clenched at his sides. “I wanted to put our differences behind us.”

      Colt arched a brow. “And why is that?”

      The dragon king grinned, but it looked slightly deranged, as if his facial muscles didn’t remember how to make the movement. “It’s important for our community to work as one. There’s too much at risk with the rise in shadow demon attacks.”

      A shiver ran through me at the memory of the beast with tar dripping from its teeth.

      Colt’s eyes hardened, a wave of alpha energy changing his entire demeanor. “We’ve always wanted to work together as one. It’s you who have been hesitant to commit fully to the clan alliances.”

      My mouth pulled down in a frown. I hadn’t heard about this. All I knew was that there was a treaty in place that mostly kept the peace.

      “Given what’s happened over the past few years with leaders killed, can you blame me for being hesitant?”

      “No,” Colt answered. “But I can ask you what has changed.”

      Patrick’s gaze flicked to me, a wariness there that set me on edge. “We may need the girl. Maybe she is the one to hold you all together.”

      Ronan scoffed. “Just yesterday you were demanding the breaking of our bond, punishing us.”

      Patrick’s jaw worked back and forth. “I think it’s wrong to go against The Assembly’s wishes, but I realize I may have spoken too hastily.”

      Dash moved closer to my side, his lips ghosting my ear. “He’s scared of you.”

      My eyes flared, but I saw what Dash meant. The way Patrick had positioned himself in a defensive stance toward me. The way his eyes kept shifting my direction. Having his guards with him.

      Patrick swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I suggest a deeper alliance. One that will ensure we’re a force no one dare make a step against.”

      Declan opened his mouth to speak, but Colt cast him a quick look.

      “What would this alliance entail?” Colt asked.

      “Help in good times and bad,” Patrick began. “A promise to take up arms for the other if we are moved against.”

      “There it is,” Dash whispered.

      “No.” Colt’s voice wasn’t loud or especially harsh, but there was a finality in it that brooked no argument. And he didn’t soften the decree by explaining it.

      Redness crept up Patrick’s throat. “Do you realize what I have offered you? My army is the largest of all the clans. The most powerful.”

      A smile curved Ronan’s lips. “If that’s really the case, then why are you here, asking for an alliance with one measly bond?”

      “I was trying to bring peace,” Patrick gritted out.

      Declan chuckled, but it had an ugly hue. “Sure, you were. You haven’t done a single thing for the good of others in your entire life.”

      “This is your final warning, son. Watch how you speak to me.”

      Declan stared down his father. “You’ve lost your power, Patrick. You no longer have a hold on me. I’ve found my true family, and they’ve given me more in mere months than you’ve given me in a lifetime.”

      Patrick charged forward, but Trace threw a purple ball of fire in his path, making Patrick pull up short.

      “Careful, lizard king,” Trace warned.

      Silver fire wound around Patrick’s hands and arms.

      “Remember whose land you stand on,” Colt growled. “If you make a move on me or my bond, we’ll rain down hellfire on you. Because we actually do have alliances that will stand with us.”

      Patrick glared at him. “You’re going to regret this.”

      Colt shrugged. “Doubtful.”

      A rage unlike anything I’d ever seen swirled in Patrick’s expression. “You have no idea what I’m capable of. But you’re going to learn. And when you’re begging for mercy, I’m going to remind you of this moment.”
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      The guys were beyond edgy. Pacing, snapping at each other. And I could tell guilt had a hold on Declan. He’d gone dark. Broody and standoffish.

      I felt helpless to ease any of it, but I had a burning desire to gut Patrick O’Conner.

      I slammed a plate of brownies down onto the kitchen island.

      Baldwin arched a brow at me. “What did those delicious creations ever do to you?”

      “Nothing,” I grumbled.

      “Cherub,” he crooned, making a motion with his hand. “Out with it.”

      I sighed, leaning against the counter. “I can’t fix it.”

      Baldwin’s brows pulled together.

      “Patrick has them all at each other’s throats. Or at least two seconds away from snapping. It’s dumb, but I thought chocolate might help.”

      It felt incredibly immature now, that brownies would magically cure all. But I didn’t have anything else to give in the moment.

      Baldwin’s expression gentled. “You all have been through the wringer lately.”

      “Understatement,” I mumbled.

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “What you need is some fun. A chance to be reckless teens for a night.”

      My lips twitched. “Are you saying we should try to sneak into a club and get wasted?”

      Baldwin chuckled. “As your guardian, I cannot condone that kind of behavior. But I do think you should have a little fun. This house is like a massive playground. I’m sure you can come up with something that would keep you all entertained for an evening, distracted from the harder things you’re facing.”

      I studied him for a moment, my mind swirling. The guys did need some fun. A safe way to blow off some steam. An idea dawned, and I grinned.

      Throwing my arms around Baldwin, I stretched up to kiss his cheek. “You’re a genius.”

      He laughed. “I do try. Now, I’m going to head to my room so I don’t see whatever trouble you get up to.”

      “Probably a good idea,” I singsonged as I headed toward the living room area.

      The guys hadn’t even made it to their typical hangout of the lounge. They were too keyed up. I felt the shift in energy the second I entered the space.

      No one was talking. They all looked like storm clouds had gathered on their faces. But I didn’t let that deter me.

      I took a deep breath and cleared my throat. Five sets of eyes shifted to me. “I think we should have a pool party.”

      They all blinked.

      Colt sighed. “I don’t think any of us are really in the mood tonight. Maybe tomorrow.”

      “Tonight is exactly the night we need it,” I argued gently.

      Ronan shook his head. “We need to deal with Patrick’s shit.”

      “But you aren’t dealing with it,” I pushed back. “There’s nothing we can do right now—”

      “We can talk about the possible avenues of attack,” Declan clipped.

      The bite to his tone stung, but I tried not to let the hurt take root. Instead, I turned and headed out of the room and up the stairs. But I wasn’t giving up.

      I jogged to my room, stopping to give Briar a quick scratch before I headed for my closet. I quickly pawed through my drawer filled with bathing suits. A smile spread across my face as I pulled out the skimpiest bikini of the lot.

      Unease flickered inside me at the idea of putting this much of my skin on display. I glared at the tiny pieces of fabric, refusing to let them intimidate me. I quickly shucked my clothes and pulled on the bikini. The bottoms were more like butt floss, but I wanted shock value. This would give me that.

      As I stepped out of the closet, Briar gave a strangled meow as if to say, what the fuck?

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” I told her, and headed for the door.

      Closing it behind me, I made my way down the stairs and toward the living room.

      Muted but aggravated voices spilled out of the space. But the moment I stepped into the room, all sound died.

      I forced a wide smile. “I’m going for a swim. If you all want to stop being broody buggers for an evening, you’re welcome to join me.”

      I started for the back door that led to the patio and pool. Darkness had descended, but the lights illuminating the water gave off the perfect glow.

      Trace snaked out a hand to grab me, but Dash’s self-defense lessons kicked in, and I narrowly avoided him.

      “Gonna have to be quicker than that,” I called, running out the back door and straight for the water.

      The cold air bit my skin as I ran, shouts sounding behind me. I didn’t slow, though. The second I was within range, I dove for the surface.

      The water was blissfully warm, wrapping around me the moment I was submerged. As I broke through the surface into the air, I was met with five glares.

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed. “You all look like you’ve been sucking on lemons.”

      Dash’s blue eyes flashed behind his glasses. He reached up and slowly began unbuttoning his shirt. “I think it’s time to teach our little minx a lesson, don’t you?”

      My mouth went dry as my belly dipped in the best way.

      “Certainly seems like some punishment is in order to me,” Ronan agreed.

      Dash pulled off his glasses, dropping them to a lounger. And that was when I knew I might be in trouble.

      “What do you think, Mon Coeur? Are you ready for your punishment for teasing us?”

      There was only one answer.

      “Yes.”
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      The guys all moved so quickly they were more blurs than human figures. One splash after another sounded. I should’ve made a run for it, or swim for it, but I was too caught up in the haze of lust.

      A hand grabbed my ankle from below the surface, and I squealed as I was pulled under.

      Someone surfaced and a set of arms went around my waist, hauling me against a hard body. “Mon Coeur,” Dash growled, his cock hardening against my ass. “You look like pure sin.”

      Colt’s hungry gaze raked over my body. “You hated the last bikini. This one makes that look like a parka.”

      My cheeks heated. “I needed something to break through the broody haze.”

      Declan moved through the water, entering my space. “Broody, huh?”

      I nodded as his gaze dipped to my chest. “Like toddlers without a nap.”

      Ronan chuckled. “You’re going to pay for that one, Firecracker.”

      Declan traced the tie that held up my bikini top. His finger left goose bumps in its wake. Just a simple touch and it already had my body begging for more.

      His fingers flicked out and tugged on the tie. The fabric fell, and Dash pulled the string that kept it around my torso.

      “Much better, brother,” Ronan growled low.

      Declan’s thumb circled my nipple. “Seems like a waste to hide all this beauty.”

      Dash’s hand slid down my body to between my legs, cupping me.

      A gasp left my lips, and my back arched on instinct, seeking more of their touch.

      “Our girl’s greedy,” Dash murmured.

      “Greedy is just how we want her,” Colt said, a raspy grit to his voice.

      My eyes went hooded as I took in the men around me. Each had different expressions, but all of them promised complete desire.

      It was only Trace who remained a step back, just slightly out of the circle. But his gaze was laser focused on me.

      “Trace,” I breathed.

      Purple sparks lit the water around us, and the guys all groaned. The force of the magic hit me a second later.

      Pure lust. Desperate need.

      My skin was engulfed in flames. Sparks danced through my muscle and sinew. Every part of my being stood at attention.

      “Too dangerous,” Trace gritted out.

      I struggled for breath. “You’re never too dangerous.”

      His eyes blazed as Declan shifted to the side, making room for Trace, welcoming him.

      Trace paused for one beat. Then two. But finally, he shifted forward. His lips ghosted over the corner of my mouth, down to my neck. He licked and sucked. Each contact seared my skin, and I knew he was leaving brands behind.

      Everything about Trace was a delicate balance of pleasure and pain. But it only heightened every sensation coursing through my body.

      “Tell me how it feels,” Dash growled.

      I struggled for words through the haze my brain was in. “Like I’m on fire, in the best way.”

      Colt chuckled. “Incubi venom.”

      My eyes flared at that, but Trace didn’t stop. As I looked down, purple swirls appeared on my skin. Trace’s brands. The marks I’d carry with me until they healed.

      The knowledge that I’d carry the evidence of him with me drove me higher. My hips rocked against Dash’s hand.

      He made a tsking sound. “You’ve been bad. We’re going to make you beg to come. And only if you’re truly convincing will we give you your release.”

      I let out a soft whimper, and Dash moved in a flash. A second later, I was lifted out of the water and deposited on the side of the pool.

      I should’ve been frozen to the core with how cold it was outside, but I still felt like I was on fire. It was Trace’s magic still swirling around us, I realized.

      The guys had moved before I had a chance to get my head on straight. Colt pulled my hands above my head, wrapping my bikini top around my wrists. “So pretty,” he rasped. “Look at how it thrusts her breasts up for us to feast on.”

      Ronan bent his head, sucking my nipple deep.

      I cried out, my back arching as my body bucked.

      Four fingers lashed out in a stinging slap across my thigh. Dash’s blue gaze had gone glinty. “Be still, Mon Coeur. Show us what a good girl you can be.”

      My breaths came in quick pants as I struggled for control. Everything in me wanted to writhe and twist, wanted to seek out more contact, relief from the need pulsing through me.

      Declan ran a finger down my neck, between my breasts, and over my navel. “Look at that struggle. She’s battling to obey.”

      Water splashed as Trace leapt from the pool. “Never seen a more gorgeous fucking war.”

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep from moving.

      Dash chuckled as he reached out and tugged the ties of my bikini bottoms. A second later, they were flying into the grass.

      He pushed my legs open, settling between them, still in the water. “Already glistening. Such a pretty pussy.”

      My core spasmed.

      “Our girl likes being pretty. Tell me, Mon Coeur, do you like being fucked, too?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, praying they’d take pity on me and end this ache.

      “Are you ready to beg?” Dash pushed.

      “Please.” There was a desperation in my voice, but I didn’t give a damn. I would’ve set myself on fire to have them give me what I wanted.

      “Are you sorry for teasing us?”

      My eyes flashed.

      Dash chuckled. “I think that’s a no.”

      His fingers thrust into me, and I cried out, both in relief and surprise. I tried to move my hands, but Colt held firm just as Trace gripped one thigh and Ronan the other. I was trapped. Completely unable to move. And it only drove everything higher.

      I muttered nonsensical things as Dash’s fingers curled inside me. Declan dipped his head and pulled my nipple into his mouth, his teeth grazing the peak.

      I let out a sound that was more animal than human.

      Dash’s gaze shot to Trace. “She needs you.”

      There was a moment of hesitation and then Trace’s head bent. His tongue flicked across my clit, and I lost all sense of my surroundings. My body convulsed as lust shot through me. Dash added another finger, all four stretching me to the point of pain. I only wanted more.

      I writhed beneath their ministrations as Colt took my mouth. Purple sparks flew around us, and I could feel the guys’ bodies responding as if I were stroking all their cocks through the magic Trace poured into me.

      Dash’s fingers curled, pressing hard against my G-spot as Trace sucked hard on my clit. Ronan and Declan bit down on my breasts at the same time as Colt nipped my lip.

      I shattered, and an explosion of light burst all around us. Each guy let out a guttural groan as he found release. The energy of their orgasms coursed through me, wracking my body in a fresh wave of sensation.

      I struggled for breath as I came back to myself.

      Colt tugged the tie free of my wrists, rubbing the blood back into my hands.

      Dash pressed a kiss above my pubic bone. “Beautiful.”

      Ronan chuckled. “I think she blew a fuse in the pool house.”

      My gaze flew to the building, where all the lights had gone out. “I didn’t.”

      Declan hauled me into his arms. “Better than going unconscious.”

      Trace grabbed a robe for me from the pool supplies as Declan set me on my feet. My legs trembled as Trace wrapped the soft cotton around me. “You okay?”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “That was…”

      “Mind-blowing?” Declan supplied.

      I giggled, pulling my robe tighter as the guys donned clothes, the cold air settling in. “Good term for it.”

      Colt kissed my temple. “You were right; we needed this.”

      A new kind of warmth spread through me. But it halted as a siren pierced the air.

      Colt jerked away from me, his body going rigid. “Shadow demons.”
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      The guys moved so quickly most of them were simply a blur of motion. Colt’s body trembled before his human form was replaced with a wolf. Declan and Ronan ran onto the lawn, shifting as they moved. The massive black and white dragons took flight, circling above. Trace’s hands and arms were encircled with purple fire. And Dash began chanting in that language I didn’t recognize.

      “What’s happening?” I couldn’t hide the slight tremor in my voice as Trace, Dash, and Colt formed a circle around me.

      Trace’s body vibrated with fury. “We have an alarm if there’s a shadow demon attack.”

      Memories of the one shadow demon I’d seen surged in my mind, and a shiver wracked through me. Then the memories of Colt injured, nearly dying came.

      “How many?” I whispered.

      “We don’t know,” Trace gritted out.

      That was when I saw them. At least a dozen, rounding the house. They moved, but it was as if they floated just above the ground. They had limbs, but those limbs weren’t moving. They didn’t walk. They glided.

      But the movement itself was unnatural. Their beings were wispy smoke but thicker, and they left a trail of darkness in their wake.

      “Oh, God,” I murmured.

      Colt let out a low growl as Trace cursed.

      Golden fire spewed from the air, striking one of the shadow demons. A horrible, inhuman scream sounded as the creature was engulfed in flames.

      Another shadow demon threw up a hand, and a bolt of a black tar-like substance hurtled into the air. Ronan ducked and weaved, narrowly missing the stream.

      My heart lurched as yet another creature took aim at Declan. But he was too quick, sending silvery ice-fire in the shadow demon’s direction. But it blocked the attack.

      The others moved in our direction in that creepy glide.

      “What do we do?” I rasped.

      “We fight,” Trace growled. “And if something happens to us, you run.”

      My stomach plummeted. If he thought I’d leave them when they needed me most, he was in for a shock. But I wouldn’t argue with him now. Instead, I searched deep within myself for that knotted tangle of magic, for the colorful threads that were gifts from all my guys. I tugged on a golden thread and a fireball gathered in my palms.

      Dash’s gaze jerked to me, his eyes widening. “Careful.”

      “I know. But I have to do something.”

      He nodded. And it was then that I realized they thought we were completely screwed. If they didn’t, Dash would be telling me to put my reckless magic away.

      A shadow demon surged forward, making a beeline for Colt. But Colt saw the move before the creature had gained a single foot. The wolf leapt into the air, sinking its teeth into the shadow demon’s neck.

      The creature screamed in pain, the sound so high-pitched and desperate it felt as if it would burst my eardrums.

      Trace let free streams of purple fire. He took out one demon, but the others blocked his attack with that disgusting tar-like substance. What the hell was that?

      Dash chanted, and a green smoke moved toward the demons, skimming across the ground. It grabbed hold of one of the demons, pulling it down and choking it.

      Another shadow demon opened its mouth and blew. A black smoke took aim at the green and consumed it.

      Dash cursed. “Where the hell are the guards?”

      A pit formed in my stomach. If they weren’t here, they had to be fighting more shadow demons.

      Two creatures shot forward, going for Trace. He took aim at one, and I threw my fireball at the second. My aim wasn’t especially good, but it hit the demon’s shoulder.

      Snarling, its gaze shot toward me. Its mouth curved in a terrifying smile, exposing those fangs dripping with tar. “Little Phoenix. You’re going to be delicious.”

      My jaw went slack as panic gripped me. How did this monster know?

      It moved so fast I didn’t have a chance to pull up any more magic. I screamed as it lurched for me. But Dash’s self-defense lessons came flooding back. I kicked out, sending the creature stumbling back a step.

      It was all Ronan needed. Golden fire shot from the sky, engulfing the beast.

      It writhed in front of me, hands reaching out, trying to get me. The smell had bile surging up my throat. A mixture of rotted meat and something darker.

      Two shadow demons turned on Ronan in retribution, shooting that tar into the sky. Ronan ducked and rolled, but his wing took a hit. He howled in pain, and I cried out, feeling that hit somewhere in my chest.

      Declan moved beneath his brother, taking his weight until Ronan could get steady in the air again.

      The demons tried to take aim at both of them, but Trace’s purple fire shot out, taking one out and then the other.

      Movement caught my eye, and panic lanced my chest. “Dash! Watch out!”

      I hadn’t even seen them coming. A group of another six shadow demons had rounded the opposite side of the house. But they were already on Dash.

      I screamed as one sank its teeth into Dash’s shoulder, and he went down.
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      The shadow demons were on Dash in less than a second, heaping on top of him in a pile of darkness and evil. They covered him like predators feasting on a fallen doe.

      It was as if my body reacted before my mind actually could. I screamed, thrusting out my hands as energy surged. A mixture of colors burst from my palms. All the magic the guys had bestowed on me, and other kinds mixed in there, too.

      It shot forward, striking each and every shadow demon. They flew off Dash, screaming that awful shriek as they were burned alive.

      I didn’t care. I only had eyes for Dash. I ran to his fallen form, sinking to my knees as the battle raged behind me.

      There were bite marks everywhere. All over his body. Puncture wounds that were already turning black with decay. My hands hovered over him, not wanting to cause him any more pain.

      Dash’s chest rose and fell in labored breaths as his eyes met mine. “Love you forever, Mon Coeur.”

      Tears filled my eyes, spilling down my cheeks and onto his body. I gripped his hand. “Don’t talk like that. We’re going to get you fixed up.”

      His mouth curved in an unsteady smile. “Greatest gift of my life, loving you.”

      My tears came faster, sobs wracking my body. “Stop it.”

      I gripped his hand tighter, not knowing what to do or how to help. I’d never felt more useless than at this moment. I cursed Maryanne for keeping me from this world. If she hadn’t, maybe I would’ve known how to help Dash.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, and my head jerked up, ready to defend Dash with whatever I had. But it was the guys. The shadow demons they’d been battling were simply gone. I realized that when killed, these creatures simply disappeared, leaving only some of that disgusting tar behind.

      Their expressions were completely ravaged. As if a piece of their souls had been torn from their chests. And in many ways, it had. Dash was a part of all of them, this bond linking us together for all eternity. He was a brother, friend, and soulmate.

      Declan and Ronan moved to Dash, lifting him, even though I could see Ronan’s shoulder had been mangled.

      “We need to move quickly,” Colt barked, jogging ahead of us.

      I kept hold of Dash’s hand as we hurried toward the house.

      Colt jerked open the door, and we carried Dash inside.

      Baldwin ran toward us. His shirt was torn, and he had a deep gash on his face. His face crumpled as he took in Dash. “The infirmary,” he murmured, hurrying ahead of us.

      We moved as quickly as possible, navigating the hallways without jostling Dash. His body had begun to shake as if he had chills from a high fever.

      Baldwin threw open the infirmary door and flicked on the lights. He was already moving toward his medical station as we set Dash on a bed. He instantly got to work mixing various ingredients in a large bowl.

      “Please be okay. Please be okay.” I dropped my forehead to the back of Dash’s hand, whispering my words like a prayer. As though if I didn’t stop saying them, I could somehow bring Dash back.

      Colt moved in behind me, his hands resting on my shoulders. “Pour your energy into him. You’re bonded now. You can help him heal.”

      “How?” I croaked.

      “Visualize it,” Declan said. “Like a river of energy going from you to him.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Trace growled. “She could give too much and hurt herself.”

      I didn’t care. I’d give Dash every last thing I had.

      I closed my eyes and pictured that tangle of magic. I tugged on it, trying to move it as one entity. Nothing happened.

      Curses flew from my mouth as I fought the urge to scream.

      Squeezing my eyes tighter, I tried pulling on a couple of strands. Green for Dash himself. The deeper gold for Colt, hoping that his quick healing abilities could help Dash. And purple for Trace, hoping that the demon energy might combat the demon venom coursing through Dash.

      Those strands flowed through me, from my torso to my chest and down my arms. I felt the moment it moved into Dash’s body. Heat pulsed through my hands, and Dash jerked.

      “She’s doing it,” Ronan whispered behind me.

      Hope flared somewhere deep. I could do this. I could help him. Bring him back. To me. To all of us.

      Colt squeezed my shoulders. “Careful, LeeLee.”

      But I didn’t listen, I pushed on the magic with everything I had in me. More colors joined the energy already bleeding into Dash. I prayed it would be enough, that I could heal his body from the inside out.

      “Quick, cover his wounds with this poultice,” Baldwin called. “It will amplify the healing magic.”

      I heard movement around me, but I didn’t dare open my eyes for fear I would lose my focus. I heard scissors cutting off Dash’s shirt to apply the salve. The guys’ energy swirled around me, and I knew they were all helping. Working together to save Dash.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      I shoved harder at my magic, needing it to save him. I couldn’t imagine a world without Dash in it. His goofy smile. His kind heart. The surprising domination that came when we were alone. He’d been the first one to truly make me feel welcome. He’d given everything for me, and I’d give him the same.

      A wave of dizziness crashed into me.

      “Leighton?” Ronan clipped.

      But I didn’t answer, I simply kept pushing.

      One last shove.

      Magic burst through me in a tidal wave. But it was too much.

      Someone shouted my name, but I was already falling.
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      My head pulsed in a vicious tempo as hushed voices sounded around me.

      “They should be awake by now,” Trace growled.

      “Sleep is probably the best thing for them,” Colt argued. “We’ve got Declan’s and Ronan’s blood in their IVs, and their vitals are good. They’re just recovering.”

      Recovering? From what?

      I searched through the depths of my mind. Everything came back in flashes. Snapshots of horrifying memories. The alarm. The terrifying creatures. Their brutal attack. Dash falling.

      My eyes flew open as my body gave a slight jerk.

      “Easy, Firecracker,” Ronan said, his hand cupping my cheek. “You’re okay.”

      “Dash,” I croaked.

      “He’s right here,” Declan said from the other side of the bed. “He’s doing good.”

      That was when I realized I was sharing the hospital bed with Dash. We were pressed against each other. The warmth seeping out of him gave me the slightest bit of comfort.

      I rolled onto my side to face him, my hand going to his chest.

      “Careful of your IV,” Colt warned.

      The tube was full of a red substance I knew from their conversation was dragon blood. Dash had a matching tube in his hand.

      I placed a hand over his heart. The steady beat had a whoosh of air leaving my lungs in relief.

      Declan smiled at me, but there were dark circles under his eyes. “See? He just needs rest.”

      I frowned down at Dash. “How long have we been out?”

      “About twelve hours,” Ronan said.

      “Too damn long,” Trace muttered.

      My gaze lifted to him. He stood, arms crossed over his muscled chest, black T-shirt pulled tight across the expanse, and a scowl on his face.

      “I missed you, too.”

      Trace ate up the space in three long strides. He took my face in his hands, rough palms pulling my mouth to his. He kissed me long and hard and then rested his forehead on mine. “Don’t ever do that again.”

      “I had to,” I whispered. “I couldn’t let him die.”

      A shuddered breath left Trace’s lungs. “I know. I just—nothing can happen to you.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed, trying to clear it. “Nothing can happen to any of you, either.”

      A groan sounded from next to us, and Trace released me, jerking back.

      A panicked hope surged deep inside me. “Dash?”

      His eyelids fluttered.

      My hand found his chest again. “We’re right here. Open your eyes.”

      Those lids fluttered again, but this time, blue irises shone through. It took Dash a few moments to focus on my face. “Mon Coeur.”

      His voice was more rasp than words, but it was him.

      My tears came in an instant, filling my eyes and spilling over onto his chest.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispered.

      “I almost lost you.”

      “I’m right here,” he promised.

      I dropped my head, pressing my lips gently to his. As I pulled back, there was more color in Dash’s cheeks.

      “If you ever do something like that again, I’m going to seriously kick your ass,” I threatened.

      He chuckled, then winced.

      I sat up. “What’s wrong? Where does it hurt?”

      Dash shook his head. “I just feel like I went a few rounds with a rabid grizzly.”

      “It’s normal,” Colt assured us. “It’s the venom working its way out of his system. It leaves behind what feels like a bruise.”

      I knew I should be comforted by Colt’s words, but I wasn’t. I hated the idea that those monsters had left anything behind.

      I glanced at Colt. “How long should it last?”

      Colt glanced at his watch. “Probably another twelve hours.”

      Dash squeezed my hand. “No time at all.”

      My back teeth ground together. “I hate them.”

      Trace’s brows lifted in question.

      “The shadow demons,” I explained.

      His eyes flashed. “Join the club.”

      Dash pushed up against the pillows so he was sitting up. “Was anyone else hurt?”

      Declan slapped his brother on the back. “Ronan’s going to have a sexy scar on his shoulder.”

      My gaze snapped to him. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” he assured me. “Baldwin got the poultice on my wound early, and it was only a small one.”

      “Anyone else?” Dash asked.

      Ronan and Colt shared a look.

      Anxiety swept through me. “Who?” I whispered.

      “We lost Louis and six other guards,” Colt said softly.

      I gasped. “No.”

      Dash’s expression went stony. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “No, it shouldn’t,” Trace gritted out.

      “Baldwin’s gathering information now,” Ronan informed us. “He should be back any minute with a report.”

      “Louis,” I whispered. “He was so nice.”

      Ronan squeezed my shoulder. “I know.”

      “There has to be something we can do. Some way to keep them from these kinds of attacks,” I said.

      Colt scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “We have early warning systems in place. It might be possible for one to sneak by, but an entire horde? It shouldn’t have been possible.”

      My stomach churned. Had the shadow demons somehow figured out how to evade Colt’s security? And if they had, how would we protect ourselves moving forward?

      As if reading my mind, Colt went on. “Darius is sending over a dozen wolves to help fill in the gaps in our security rotation.”

      “That’s nice of him.”

      Colt nodded. “I know he wasn’t the best in the beginning, but he really is on our side.”

      I knew that. I could see it in the way he’d stepped up recently. And we needed all the help we could get.

      The infirmary door opened, and Baldwin stepped inside. The poor man looked exhausted and unbelievably sad. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, and his brown hair was in haphazard disarray.

      “You’re awake.” He tried to smile as he closed the door behind him but didn’t quite get there. “I’ve talked to everyone.”

      Colt straightened. “Any discoveries?”

      Baldwin let out a long breath, as if gathering his strength. “It was a complete ambush. A coordinated attack that began at the same exact second at the three different guard posts.”

      Energy crackled in the room, and I studied each person’s face. There was one common emotion among them. Fury.

      “They knew where the guards were,” Declan gritted out.

      Trace’s hands fisted at his sides. “Someone had to tell them. Someone who has been on this property before. Someone we know.”
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      The lounge felt three times smaller than it actually was. It was all the alpha energy and angry males prowling back and forth across the space. Dash and I were propped up on the couch, but he already looked ten times better. I gave a mental thank-you to the heavens for dragon blood.

      My fingers twined with Dash’s as he stared out the window. He turned to me at the contact. “You okay?”

      “Yes and no,” I said honestly. Dash had made it, my bond was alive, but so many others weren’t. “What about you?”

      “Yes and no.” He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “So grateful to have more days with you, though.”

      A burn lit behind my eyes. “Me, too.”

      A ding sounded, and I turned to see Declan pull out his phone. He frowned at the screen.

      “What is it?” Colt asked, on edge.

      “Liam. He said he needs to talk in person.”

      My brow furrowed. “Sam’s mate?”

      Declan nodded, typing out a text.

      “You shouldn’t go alone,” Trace warned. “We don’t know who’s on our side.”

      Declan looked up from his phone. “I’d trust Liam with my life. We’ve been friends since we were little.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Ronan offered. “Just as a precaution.”

      Declan was silent for a moment and then nodded. “He wants to meet on campus. The library.”

      “Smart,” Colt muttered. “No one will think twice about both of you being there.”

      “Even on a Saturday?” I asked.

      “The library is always open on weekends. Lots of kids have study groups,” Colt explained.

      Just the term study groups had my stomach plummeting.

      Dash squeezed my hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m so far behind it’s not even funny.” It would be a miracle if I had passing grades, let alone ones that would get me a scholarship at a good college.

      Dash’s thumb swept back and forth across my skin. “We’ll catch you up. I’m a genius, remember?”

      “I’m not even sure your genius ways can help me now.”

      He grinned. “Don’t doubt my badassery.”

      “We gotta go,” Declan said.

      Colt reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys, tossing them at Declan. “Take the Escalade.”

      He caught them one-handed. “Thanks.”

      My stomach sank as Ronan and Declan disappeared out of the lounge. “I hate when we’re not all together.”

      Trace crossed to the couch, lowering himself to my other side. “They’ll be okay.”

      “I know.” I didn’t. Not really. But I had to hold on to hope.

      Colt sighed and sank into one of the overstuffed chairs. I could see the toll all of this was taking on him. The dark circles under his eyes, the pain etched into his face.

      “We should work on a list of everyone who has been here in the past six months,” Dash said.

      “That’s a hell of a long list,” Trace muttered. “And it could’ve been before then, too. The guard stations haven’t moved in years.”

      “That’s something I’ll be changing,” Colt gritted out. “Nothing predictable, not anymore.”

      I stared at the guy who had been my best friend all my life. The guy who was now part of my everything. “This wasn’t your fault.”

      His gaze lifted to mine. “I should’ve been more careful with everything that was going on.”

      I pushed to my feet and crossed to Colt, lowering myself onto his lap. I curled myself around him, the only comfort I could think to give. “It’s not your fault.”

      Colt nuzzled my neck, breathing deep. A shudder ran through him. “Love you, LeeLee.”

      “I love you, too, and I don’t want you taking this on. This is on the shadow demons and whoever gave them the inside scoop on your property.”

      His fingers trailed up and down my spine. “You’re right.”

      “I’m thinking I should record you saying that so I can play it on repeat.”

      Colt pinched my side. “Rude.”

      I laughed. “Just saying…”

      Dash grinned at us. “I think we should watch the stupidest comedy we can find until the twins get back.”

      We needed that. A chance to laugh. To be close. “I vote yes.”

      Trace’s gaze narrowed on Dash. “I’m not watching Stepbrothers again.”

      Dash gaped at him. “It’s a cinematic masterpiece.”

      I couldn’t help it, I snorted.

      He turned his annoyed gaze on me. “Don’t tell me you’re against it, too.”

      I shrugged. “I’m more of a Talladega Nights fan.”

      Trace held up his hand for an air high-five across the space. “Little baby Jesus for the win.”

      Colt chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. And relief came with it. He would be okay. We all would.

      “Fine,” Dash huffed. “We’ll watch the far inferior Will Ferrell.”

      I laughed and threw a pillow at him as I stood. “You’re such a sore loser.”

      “Maybe because I almost never lose,” Dash shot back.

      “Cocky much?” I groused.

      “Confident,” he argued.

      I grabbed the remote, and we all settled on the massive sectional. We sat close, and I needed it. That feeling of my guys around me. Their heat and energy. The knowledge that they were safe and whole.

      We only made it halfway through the movie before the front door slammed and Declan and Ronan appeared in the doorway. Their expressions were murderous.

      Colt sat up, clicking off the TV. “What?”

      Declan’s jaw worked back and forth as if he was having a hard time getting out the words.

      “Dec?” Dash pushed.

      Declan’s gaze locked with mine, and I saw so much pain there.

      Fear flared to life in my chest, digging in deep.

      Declan swallowed hard, and the whole world dropped away as he spoke. “My dad knows about Leighton’s phoenix mark.”
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      “What?” Trace snarled, his voice echoing off the walls.

      My ears rang, Declan’s words still reverberating there. “My dad knows about Leighton’s phoenix mark.” That mixed with Saoirse’s warnings about what other supernaturals might do to someone with that mark. My hand lifted to my chest, rubbing over the spot where the mark lay.

      “Explain,” Colt growled.

      Ronan moved farther into the room, bringing Declan with him. “Liam was heading out to get a fly in, and he heard Patrick with a few of his top people. He said that he’d received word from a trusted source yesterday that Leighton had what looked like a phoenix mark.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, and five sets of eyes shifted to me in question. “Mimi,” I whispered.

      “What about that bitch?” Trace clipped.

      “After gym yesterday, when I bent to get my stuff, she was staring at my chest. I thought she’d just seen Colt’s brands, but maybe she saw the mark.”

      Dash cursed. “What did Patrick say he was going to do?”

      Declan stared at the window, so much rage in his expression.

      It was Ronan who finally spoke. “He said that he’d tried to see if he could get us on his side. That he wanted to use Leighton’s abilities. But we weren’t accepting of his offers.”

      “That rat bastard,” Colt growled.

      “It gets worse,” Declan said. His voice sounded completely dead. As if there was no emotion in him at all. The emptiness set me on edge, the hairs on my arms standing on end.

      “He’s the one who set the shadow demons on us. He cloaked one of his guards and had them stake out access points on the property,” Ronan said, anger vibrating each word.

      Colt pushed to his feet and began pacing. “He’ll die for this.”

      “Not if he kills us first,” Declan said, that deadness still in his tone.

      Everyone turned to him in question.

      Ronan shifted. “He’s gathering his forces, trying to gauge if the vamps will stand with him, and then he’s going to declare war.”

      My mouth went dry, my throat squeezing tight. “This is because of me.”

      If seven people had died in a shadow demon attack, imagine how many would perish in an all-out war. I couldn’t have those lives on my conscience.

      Dash shifted to face me. “Bullshit. This is on a bitter, power-hungry old man.”

      “Damn straight,” Ronan agreed.

      “He could hurt so many,” I whispered.

      “We’re going to stop him,” Colt said, so much certainty in his words.

      Trace’s hands clenched and flexed as his eyes swirled with a bright purple. “I’m going to remove his organs one by one, but I’m going to keep him breathing while I do it.”

      “That’s one way to handle it,” Dash said drolly.

      Declan kept his focus on the window. “You won’t get close enough to even try.”

      “He’s right,” Ronan agreed. “His guard is on alert. He won’t go anywhere without half a dozen of them now that he knows what Leighton is. We need others to stand with us. If we have enough of a show of force, he might back down.”

      The doorbell rang.

      Colt jolted. “No one called from the gate.”

      Ronan made a motion to tell Colt to relax. “We called Darius and Saoirse on our way home. We’re going to need everyone we have.”

      A little of the tension went out of Colt’s shoulders. A second later, Baldwin led Saoirse and Darius into the lounge. He nodded at us. “Do you need anything?”

      Colt shook his head. “But you should stay to hear this.”

      Worry swept over Baldwin’s expression, but he nodded, moving deeper into the room.

      Saoirse was pale, her face drawn. “I’m so sorry for your losses.”

      “Thank you,” Colt said with a nod. “Have you brought them up to speed?” he asked Ronan.

      “They know everything you do,” Ronan informed us.

      “You should’ve told me about the phoenix mark from the beginning,” Darius grumbled. “We could’ve been preparing.”

      “The fewer people that knew, the greater chance we had of getting through this unscathed,” Colt argued.

      Darius sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I get it. But this is going to be a clusterfuck.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      His gaze moved to me. “Don’t apologize. What you are is nothing short of a miracle.”

      “You’re not scared of me?”

      A gentle smile spread across Darius’s face, the same kind of smile my father used to bestow upon me. “No, Leighton. I think you’re incredible. You’ve surprised me at every turn, and I have no doubt you’ll master your new gifts.”

      My throat burned and contorted. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, then turned to the rest of my guys. “You know the wolves will stand with you.”

      “And I’ll gather the dragons who are loyal to justice. There are many who want nothing to do with Patrick’s tyrannical rule,” Saoirse added.

      “No,” Ronan clipped. “We can’t risk it.”

      Declan turned then, his face still a blank mask. “There are some who will stand with us. Seán, Liam, James, Sam, and Connor for sure. I’m sure there are more. Some may even be able to share intel.”

      Saoirse nodded. “We’ll move carefully. I’ll only approach those whose motives I’m 100 percent certain of.”

      Ronan gritted his teeth but finally nodded. “We have to be beyond cautious.”

      “He’s right,” Darius agreed. “And that means you all need to proceed as if you have no idea what Patrick’s up to. Classes, activities, parties. Nothing has changed.”

      “We need to be training,” Trace argued.

      Darius turned to him. “No amount of training will help you if Patrick knows you’re coming. Surprise is our best hope right now.”

      Declan nodded. “The dragons have far greater numbers than any other clan. Patrick has been merciless with his military training, both in dragon and human forms.”

      “We’ll need everyone we can get on our side,” Dash said. I could see him doing the mental calculations of the numbers we’d need.

      “Who do you think we might sway?” Colt asked.

      Saoirse pressed a hand to her cheek. “Certainly not the vamps. I think the casters are likely. I’ll sense Delphine out first. I can never read Marjorie, so the demons are an unknown.”

      Colt scanned our group. “Even with the casters and wolves with us, we’ll be severely outnumbered.”

      Which meant one thing. I had to get control of my abilities, and I had to do it now.
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      “It feels wrong to be here,” I said as Colt pulled into his parking spot at school.

      “We don’t have a choice.” Declan’s voice had a harsh edge to it that had me rearing back.

      He didn’t wait for Colt to turn off the SUV; he simply pushed open the door and charged out of the vehicle.

      “Shit,” Ronan muttered.

      “I’ve got it,” I said, unfastening my seat belt and hurrying after Declan.

      None of the guys tried to stop me or warn me off this time. They knew me better than that now.

      I jogged to catch up with Declan as he rounded the side of the school. I grabbed hold of his arm, tugging on it. “Wait.”

      He snatched it free. “Don’t, Leighton.”

      His words and tone stung, but I shoved that down. This wasn’t about my feelings. This was about Declan. He was clearly hurting. He’d gone straight to his room last night and didn’t come out, not even for dinner.

      “You’re not going to push me away.”

      Declan’s eyes flashed silver. “You don’t want to be around me right now.”

      “You’re certainly being an ass—I’ll give you that. But you should know by now that I don’t give up on someone I love just because of that. Look at Trace.”

      I hoped for a chuckle, at least a lip twitch, but I got nothing. Declan simply stared daggers at me.

      I sighed. “Don’t be a martyr.”

      “He’s my fucking father, and he’s trying to kill everyone I love. Just in a quest for more.”

      Pain streaked through me. “And my mother was a selfish, abusive egomaniac who would’ve done anything to hurt me and everyone I love. Join the club.”

      A muscle in Declan’s jaw fluttered. “The difference is my father could actually succeed.”

      I moved in closer, lifting a hand and pressing it to his chest. “We’re going to stop him.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I can’t predict the future or how we’ll get there, but I know that everyone in this bond is going to give their all. We’ve been up against worse challenges than your father and we’ve found our way. Hell, I came back from the dead.”

      That had Declan’s arms coming around and pulling me hard against his chest. “Don’t talk about that.”

      I nuzzled in deeper, relieved he was letting me in again. “It’s the truth. I don’t think it will be easy, and I’m fucking terrified, but I know we’ll find a way. You just have to believe in the people at your side.”

      “I do. But I’ve also seen what my father is capable of. He’s a monster.”

      My chest constricted. “I’m so sorry. Sorry you had to live with him for all these years.”

      “I’d do it all again if it led me back to you.”

      My heart broke at that. At all Declan had endured. At how deeply he loved me.

      “We’re going to build a beautiful life. Full of people who are good and kind. None of that darkness and evil is going to penetrate our world.”

      Declan’s hand slid into my hair, tugging my head back. “You going to have babies with me one day?”

      My heart jerked and picked up speed. “You want that?”

      A smile spread across his lips. “What do you think?”

      Warmth burned through me, an inferno of hope and joy. “I want it.”

      Declan’s lips dropped to mine. “A football team.”

      I laughed against his mouth. “Greedy.”

      “Always, when it comes to you.”

      I kissed him then, relishing in his taste and the comfort of the feel of him. When I pulled back, his eyes were glowing. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

      “I think we should skip class and make out under the bleachers.”

      I laughed and tugged him toward the back door of the school. “Maybe tomorrow, Casanova.”

      “Holding you to that.” Declan opened the door so I could slip inside, and he quickly followed. He took my hand, and we started down the hallway.

      “You both are complete wastes of space. Can you not do a single thing right?” Chloe snapped as Mimi and Grace stared at her in shock.

      “Chlo,” Grace started. “You said—”

      “I don’t want to hear it,” she barked. “God, I should find people who aren’t complete morons for friends.”

      She turned on her heel, storming in our direction. Her eyes flashed in hatred as she passed us, slamming into Declan’s shoulder.

      He turned to stare after her, a frown marring his face.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “I’m not sure…”

      I waited for more.

      “Colt’s right about her smelling wrong.”

      Sometimes I forgot that the dragons had the same heightened senses as the wolves.

      “Wrong how?” I asked.

      Declan turned back to me, his brows drawing together. “Like death.”
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      I leaned back against the SUV seat and groaned. “I had no idea that pretending everything was sunshine and roses could be so exhausting.”

      Ronan leaned forward and began massaging my shoulders. “It’s done for now.”

      “I’ll only let you do that forever.”

      He chuckled. “Happy to help.”

      I moaned as he hit an especially tight spot.

      Trace’s eyes pulsed purple in the rearview mirror. “Careful with the sounds you make, Little Bird.”

      My body heated at his words.

      “Let’s get home first, okay?” Colt said. “The last thing we need is getting expelled for fucking Leighton in the parking lot.”

      My cheeks heated.

      Dash leaned over and dropped a kiss to my shoulder. “It’d be worth it.”

      My lips twitched, and I turned my head to study him. “How are you feeling?”

      He straightened back in his seat. “Completely back to normal.”

      I kept staring, trying to discern if he was telling me the truth. The color in his face looked good. There were no dark circles under his eyes. No evidence of his ordeal at all.

      A little more of the tension bled from my body as Ronan continued to massage my shoulders and neck. “Good.”

      Dash studied me right back. “How about you?”

      I was tired for sure, but it was the kind of fatigue you got from a long day, not a magical depletion. “I wish we didn’t have to go to school with everything going on, but my magic’s fine.”

      “We need to talk about Chloe,” Declan said, leaning forward from the back seat.

      Colt glanced at us in the rearview mirror. “Her scent is off, right?”

      Declan nodded. “Leighton and I had a run-in with her this morning, and she was close. She smells like decay.”

      Ronan looked at his brother, concern filling his expression. “Have you ever scented something like that before?”

      Declan shook his head. “Never.”

      “Dash?” Colt asked.

      Dash was already lost in a series of mental what-ifs and calculations. “Could be dark magic, like I suggested. There are some casters who tap into the other side for power. If they take too much, their souls can begin to decay. I’ve been told that, to shifters, they can smell as if they’re dying.”

      “But she’s not a caster,” Trace pointed out. “She doesn’t have those gifts.”

      “She could’ve had a caster work a spell on her,” Dash said. “That would have a price for Chloe, as well.”

      “Trying to get more power?” Declan suggested.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Colt said as he made the turn toward home.

      “How the hell are we supposed to find out what she’s mixed up in?” Ronan asked. “The last thing we need right now is another surprise.”

      A grin spread across Trace’s face as he began cleaning his fingernails with a knife. “I could get the answers out of her.”

      The entire vehicle groaned.

      “The last thing we need is you being brought in front of The Assembly on murder charges,” Colt warned.

      “Oh, I’d let her live,” Trace argued. “She just might not be whole at the end of it.”

      “No,” everyone said in unison.

      A frown pulled at Trace’s lips. “You never want me to have any fun.”

      I shook my head. “I’m extremely concerned about your hobbies.”

      Ronan chuckled as he released my shoulders. “They do come in handy every now and then.”

      I held up my hands, waving off whatever else he was about to say. “I don’t want to know.”

      “Probably for the better,” Colt said as he pulled into the drive of The Nest.

      Everyone grew quiet as a guard and a member from Colt’s pack stepped out of the gatehouse. My stomach churned. We’d never see Louis or the other guards again. Anger bubbled down deep. The urge to make Patrick pay was strong. He’d be one case where I’d be happy to let Trace exercise his hobby.

      The guard nodded at Colt and pressed a button inside the gatehouse. A second later, the imposing iron structures began to open.

      Colt eased off the brake and headed up the drive.

      I let out a long breath, trying to shake off the blanket of grief.

      Dash squeezed my thigh. “Give it time.”

      “I know,” I whispered.

      Colt parked the Escalade in front of the house, and we all piled out. As Ronan opened the front door, Baldwin called out. “In the kitchen.”

      We headed in that direction. As I entered the beautiful space, my steps faltered. Every surface was covered with food and baked goods.

      Baldwin gave us a sheepish smile, but his eyes were red. “When I don’t know how to fix something, I cook. I really didn’t know how to fix this.”

      I moved on instinct, crossing the space and throwing my arms around him.

      His came around me in answer, and I felt a hiccupped cry.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      Baldwin just hugged me tighter. “I’ll miss them.”

      Colt patted him on the back. “We all will.”

      Baldwin let out a shuddered sigh as he released me. “I’m okay. But I’m not sure what I’ll do with all this food.”

      Ronan grinned. “You know we’ll eat at least half of it.”

      “We can send the rest home with a pack member when they leave,” Colt suggested. “You know they’ll be thrilled to have it.”

      Baldwin chuckled. “True. Only dragons can outeat wolves.”

      The doorbell rang and our group tensed. There were very few people we had on the accepted visitors list. Saoirse and Darius. Either of them showing up unannounced didn’t typically spell good things.

      “I’ll get it,” Baldwin said, drying his hands on a kitchen towel.

      I slumped against Declan’s chest. “I don’t think I can take any more bad news.”

      He wrapped his arms around me. “It could be something good.”

      I wished I could believe that. We’d just had too many things taking us out at the knees lately.

      “Whatever it is, we deal with it together,” Colt said.

      “Together,” I echoed. I needed to hold on to that flicker of gratitude. That we had one another. This bond meant we were never alone in facing what was ahead. And that was the greatest gift I’d ever receive.

      “I do have one piece of good news,” Colt said.

      “We’ll take whatever you’ve got,” Ronan grumbled.

      “Our lawyer heard from the cops. They’ve ruled Maryanne’s death a suicide.”

      I blinked at that news. “How?”

      Colt glanced at me. “Darius said he had a caster friend who might be able to help with this piece of things.”

      “At least that’s one less thing to worry about,” Ronan muttered.

      He was right, but guilt still churned in my belly. It had been self-protection, but shouldn’t I have to pay some price?

      Declan squeezed me. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “But—”

      “He’s right,” Ronan agreed. “She deserved far worse.”

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway and then Saoirse bustled into the kitchen. Her eyes widened as she took in the space. “Oh my…”

      “Hungry?” Dash offered.

      “I wish I was. But I’ll take some of those cupcakes home with me.”

      “Take a dozen,” Trace muttered.

      “Is everything okay?” Colt asked, his tone serious.

      “Oh, yes,” Saoirse said, waving him off. “I’ve been hard at work gathering supporters.”

      An unnamed energy crackled through the room as all our gazes focused in on her.

      “Who stands with us?” Declan asked.

      Saoirse shuffled from foot to foot, for the first time, looking a bit uneasy. “I didn’t want to say anything because I wasn’t sure if I’d even be able to find him…”

      “Who?” Ronan demanded.

      Saoirse clasped her hands together, squeezing tightly. “Your half brother.”
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      The entire room went deadly silent.

      “What. Did. You. Say?” Ronan growled.

      Saoirse swallowed hard as she twisted the beaded bracelet around her wrist. “Your half brother.”

      Declan released his hold on me. “We don’t have any siblings.”

      Saoirse sighed. “I’d heard rumblings for over a decade. That there was a woman your father had hidden away. That she wasn’t of noble blood, so she wouldn’t have made an acceptable mate.”

      Ronan bared his teeth at the older dragon. “So, what you’re saying is that he was cheating on our mother?”

      She held up a hand in a placating gesture. “I’m not so sure about that. Cillian was born more than a decade before you.”

      “Cillian.” Declan said the name like it tasted bad.

      “He’s just as innocent in all of this as you are,” Saoirse said in warning.

      Ronan let out a rumbling sigh, not saying anything. But I knew what that expulsion of air meant. I knew that he was acquiescing to Saoirse’s words.

      “Where does he live?” Ronan asked.

      “With his horde in Northern California.”

      Declan’s brows pulled together. “About as far as you can get from Rhode Island and still stay in the United States.”

      Saoirse released her hold on her bracelet now that the twins had calmed. “I don’t think he has had it easy.”

      “Why did you seek him out?” Ronan asked.

      “The rumors I heard were of a boy who was incredibly strong, gifted, even as a young one. I figured he wasn’t the biggest fan of your father—”

      “Don’t call him that,” Declan snapped. “He’s never been that.”

      I reached out, taking Declan’s hand and squeezing hard. I knew that feeling so well. Not wanting to claim a person as a parent when they’d never lived up to the title.

      Saoirse nodded slowly, pain lancing her features. “I figured he might not be the biggest fan of Patrick. I was right. He’d like to help.”

      Ronan squeezed the back of his neck. “I’m not sure how he can do that when he lives on the other side—”

      “He’s here,” Saoirse interrupted.

      Colt’s body jerked. “You invited him here without checking with us? This is our home. Our haven. You had no right.”

      “Everyone, just take a breath,” I said as calmly as possible. Then I pinned Saoirse with a stare. “You should’ve asked them if they wanted this.”

      “I didn’t want to cause them pain if I couldn’t find him or he didn’t agree.”

      “I understand that,” I said, gentling my tone. “But you can’t keep things like this to yourself, not with everything going on.”

      Saoirse blew out a breath and nodded. “I promise to keep you up to date from now on.”

      “Let’s hope to God there are no other bombs like this one,” Declan muttered.

      “Well, do you want to meet him, or should we leave him standing down the street in the cold?” Saoirse demanded.

      Colt turned to Ronan and Declan. The twins shared a look and then both gave an almost imperceptible nod. Colt pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. A second later, he pressed it to his ear. “Yes, there’s going to be a Cillian…”

      “McCarthy,” Saoirse supplied as she tapped out a text message on her own phone.

      “A Cillian McCarthy coming to the gate. Please escort him up to the front door.” There was a pause. “Yes. Thank you.”

      Colt ended the call and shoved the phone into his pocket.

      “We should be running our own checks on him first,” Trace grumbled.

      Saoirse sent him a scathing look. “Do you think I was born yesterday, boy?”

      “I think you were born a couple centuries ago,” he snapped back.

      Saoirse smacked him upside the head. “I had my own personal investigator look into him. Cillian is well respected in the supernatural community. He might have a reputation as being ruthless—”

      “Ruthless?” I squeaked.

      “Only when it’s warranted,” Saoirse assured me.

      A shiver of unease skated over my skin, but it was too late. The doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it,” Baldwin called from somewhere deep in the house.

      “Should we let him answer the door alone?” I asked, panicked.

      “There’s a guard escorting Cillian,” Colt reminded me.

      Dash nodded. “He’s far too outnumbered to make a move here. He’ll know that.”

      “And yet, he came anyway,” Saoirse reminded us. “Outnumbered, in a place that he was cast out of, just to help brothers he’s never even met.”

      All of us were appropriately chastised.

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway, loud and heavy.

      I swallowed against my suddenly dry throat.

      A shadow cast over the floor, and then a massive man entered the kitchen. I looked up into piercing green eyes and froze. He was even larger than the twins, who dwarfed me by almost a foot. He was a mixture of both Ronan and Declan. Ronan’s dark hair and Declan’s nose and jaw.

      There was no arguing he was incredibly handsome, but he didn’t spark that same reaction in me that the other guys did. Maybe it was the coldness that came off him in waves. Maybe it was simply that he wasn’t mine.

      It was Colt who made the first move, crossing the kitchen and extending a hand. “Cillian. Welcome to our home. I’m Colt.”

      Cillian took his hand in a shake, but he didn’t say a word. Instead, his gaze traveled to the twins, something that looked like pain flashing through his green eyes. Then that gaze zeroed in on me. There was curiosity there as he studied me.

      Ronan shifted so that he was standing in front of me, blocking Cillian’s view. “How come we’ve never heard about you?”

      Those enchanting green eyes flashed gold, then silver before returning to green. “Pretty sure your father didn’t want anyone to know that he held a woman against her will for over a decade. That he raped her repeatedly and then slit her throat when she was no longer of use to him.”

      And just like that, everything went silent.
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      The quiet in the room was so stark you could’ve heard a pin drop. The only sounds were the ragged breaths coming from Ronan and Declan as they struggled to get their rage and shock under control.

      I should’ve moved, found some way to comfort them both, but I couldn’t. All I could hear were Cillian’s words circling around my brain.

      Held a woman against her will.

      Raped.

      Slit her throat.

      Bile surged up my throat, but I swallowed it down. I couldn’t lose it. Not right now. This wasn’t about me. This was about Ronan and Declan. Cillian.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered as I stepped into his line of sight again. It was the only thing I could think to say. It fell so pathetically short, but it was all I had to give.

      Cillian gave no hint of gentling. No glimmer of acceptance of my words. His face remained hard. Cold. Blank.

      “What did he do to you?” Ronan asked, his voice raspy.

      Cillian’s gaze cut to him. “A guard got me out. He heard he was going to end me, too, and I guess there was a sliver of a conscience there.”

      Saoirse’s face had gone pale. “I had no idea. I thought it was just an affair. A family he kept hidden.”

      Cillian scoffed. “That monster doesn’t know what family is.”

      “That’s for damn sure,” Declan muttered. He lifted his gaze to study his brother. “You should be next in line to rule.”

      Those green irises flashed gold again. “The last thing I want is to be tied to that sham of a horde.”

      A muscle ticked in Declan’s jaw. “There are good people in the horde. Those who would stand against Patrick and those who have just been taken in by his lies.”

      “If they believe him, then they’re idiots. His cruelty is as obvious as the dawn.”

      I took Declan’s hand, squeezing it, but he ripped it from my hold, stalking out of the kitchen.

      Ronan cursed and took off after him.

      I looked around the room, anxiety digging in deep.

      Colt nodded. “Go after them. They need you right now.”

      I didn’t wait for another word. I jogged after the twins, leaving the awkward get-to-know-you in the kitchen.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and I hurried in that direction. By the time I reached the entryway, Ronan and Declan were already on the second floor. Damn them and their long legs.

      I took the stairs two at a time, my muscles burning by the time I reached the top. I moved in the direction of Declan’s room. It was the only place he could be going up here.

      Raised voices told me I was heading in the right direction.

      A crash sounded as I reached the doorway. Shards of ceramic and glass flew. A lamp, I realized, now in pieces on the floor.

      “I should’ve seen it!” Declan roared, grabbing a vase and chucking it at the wall.

      Ronan didn’t make a move to stop him, simply stood in the center of the room, a witness to his brother’s pain. “You couldn’t have known this. And you sure as hell couldn’t have stopped something that happened a decade before we were ever born.”

      Declan whirled on him. “I knew he had evil in him. We both knew. Yet I fell for his lies time and time again. And people have paid with their lives because I haven’t stopped him.”

      Ronan’s spine snapped straight, his eyes blazing. “And what do you think would have happened if you’d tried to stop him, Dec? You’d be fucking dead. He’s surrounded by guards twenty-four seven. There’s not a moment you could’ve slipped a knife between his ribs. Hell, he has people tasting his damned food.”

      Declan looked away and turned toward the windows that looked out at the swirling sea. “I didn’t do anything to help my people. That makes me worse than a coward.”

      “You were biding your time, knowing that, in a few years, you’d take power and do things differently,” Ronan consoled.

      “What good is that to the people he’s hurt or worse?” Declan asked, such pain in his voice.

      I couldn’t stay away then. I ducked inside and made a beeline for Declan. Wrapping my arms around him from behind, I squeezed tight.

      “You shouldn’t touch me,” he rasped.

      “I’ll always want to touch you.”

      “I’m a monster.”

      I just gripped him tighter. “You’re nothing of the sort. You have one of the kindest hearts I’ve ever known. You do everything you can to help others. I don’t think there’s a person in this town that doesn’t like you.”

      “I held a grudge there for a little while,” Ronan quipped.

      I sent him a quelling look, but a slight chuckle left Declan. Just what Ronan had been going for.

      Declan turned in my arms, brushing the hair away from my face. “How can you even bear to look at me?”

      I lifted a hand to his cheek, feeling the stubble against my palm. “Because all I see is the man I love. The person who deserves all the love in the world back.”

      Declan searched my eyes, looking for any hint of a lie there. He wouldn’t find one.

      Ronan moved in behind me so that his front was to my back. His heat flared against me in a steady pulse. “She’s right. You somehow managed to fight Patrick’s pull. You stayed a good person despite all his efforts to turn you dark.”

      Declan swallowed, emotions battling in his eyes. Still so much pain and self-hatred evident on his face.

      I felt so powerless. He couldn’t hear me. Not truly. But he could feel me.

      I stretched up on my tiptoes and took his mouth in a kiss. It wasn’t gentle. It was a demand for my mate to come back to me.

      Declan didn’t respond at first.

      I bit his lip. Harder than I ever would’ve dared before.

      He let out a growl. And then he was on me.
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      My legs wrapped around Declan’s waist as he hoisted me into the air. His cock hardened against my core as he took my mouth. Demanding. Plundering.

      Ronan moved in closer behind, his heat searing my back.

      Declan broke away from the kiss, his breathing heavy. “I’m not in control.”

      “I don’t want you to be,” I said honestly.

      Declan’s gaze met his brother’s stare over my shoulder.

      “I won’t let you go too far,” Ronan promised.

      Wetness gathered between my thighs at the rough rasp.

      The twins both growled, the sound filling the air and skating over my skin. The sensation only twisted that invisible cord inside me tighter.

      Ronan pressed against my back, his dick straining. “She’s already aching, brother. You going to do something about that?”

      Declan’s eyes flashed silver, and then he was setting me down and sinking to his knees. He looked up at me through hooded eyes. The need in his gaze had my stomach hollowing out.

      Declan lifted a hand and unsheathed his talons. My breath caught as he swiped downward, cutting my skirt clean off my body.

      I gaped at him. “You didn’t.”

      He simply grinned and flicked a claw under one side of my panties and then the other. The lacy fabric fluttered to the floor.

      “You two have got to stop ruining my entire wardrobe.”

      Ronan chuckled in my ear and then slid talons down both sides of my blouse. “What fun would that be?” He snipped my bra as if to punctuate the point.

      I stood there, completely bare except for knee-highs and shoes, Ronan and Declan still fully clothed. Something about the juxtaposition had my core fluttering and heat pooling low.

      Declan leaned forward, inhaling deeply. “There’s nothing like your scent.”

      My heart picked up speed as Ronan’s hands came around me from behind. He palmed my breasts, squeezing, massaging. My back arched on instinct, seeking more.

      “That’s our girl,” Ronan crooned. “So pretty. So needy.”

      My mouth went dry.

      Declan skimmed a hand up my thigh, getting closer and closer to where I desperately wanted him. His fingers slid to the juncture there, teasing and exploring. They thrust inside me, and I gasped, arching again.

      “She loves that, brother. Her nipples could cut granite, they’re so hard,” Ronan rasped.

      Declan leaned forward, his tongue flicking out across my clit. My inner muscles clamped down around his fingers, and Declan cursed. His lips closed around that bundle of nerves, sending a cascade of sparks swirling around us all.

      Ronan’s fingers worked my nipples as I struggled for breath. He twisted them impossibly tighter, making me whimper.

      “Beg,” Ronan commanded.

      “Please.” The word slipped out of me without permission.

      “Please, what?” he rasped.

      “Please make me come.”

      Ronan chuckled again, the sound husky. “What do you think, Dec? Should we take pity on her?”

      Declan’s answer was to add a third finger. My core spasmed.

      “That’s it. Come all over his hand like a good girl. Let him taste you.”

      Ronan’s words were my undoing as Declan sucked my clit deep, the tip of his tongue pressing down.

      I cried out as Ronan pinched my nipples. The bite of pain with the crash of pleasure sent me collapsing into an orgasm.

      Ronan’s arm came around my waist and held me up so that Declan could have all my pleasure. Wave after wave rolled through me until dark spots danced in my vision.

      Declan finally took pity on me, easing his ministrations. As he leaned back on his heels, he grinned up at me. “Just what I needed.”
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      “I’m going to have no clothes left at all at this rate,” I grumbled as I pulled on a pair of sweats and a tee from my closet. The twins had headed back downstairs, but I’d opted for a quick shower before I went. The last thing I needed was embarrassment, courtesy of shifter scent.

      I headed out of my closet and stopped to give Briar a quick scratch behind the ears. “I’ll be back later.”

      She answered with a meow and then curled up in a ball on her cat tower.

      My lips twitched as she lounged, watching the birds out the window. Briar was definitely happy with her new life.

      I let her be and headed out the door and down the stairs. I almost crashed right into a broad form that was rounding the corner.

      I sucked in a breath as I took in Cillian. There was something about him that made me uneasy. Not that he had malintent, but that there was a feralness to him. One that I knew had come close to being tamed. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      Cillian simply stared at me.

      I cleared my throat, searching for the words I wanted. “And I’m sorry about what happened to you. And to your mother. No one should have to endure that.”

      There was a flicker of gentleness in Cillian’s expression so fast I thought for sure I’d imagined it.

      “I’m glad they found you,” he said gruffly, his face returning to that impassive, hard mask. “Not everyone is so lucky.”

      Saoirse’s words swirled in my mind. “The female dragon scarcity?”

      He jerked his head in a nod. “Not many of us will find mates.”

      My heart ached for him. If there was anyone who truly needed a mate, it was Cillian. Maybe it would soothe the broken feralness inside him.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, and an arm wrapped around my shoulders. “I was just coming to look for you. Everything okay?”

      There was an edge to Ronan’s voice I knew Cillian didn’t miss.

      “We’re good. Just getting to know each other,” I assured him.

      Cillian grunted and headed back toward the kitchen.

      “I don’t trust him yet,” Ronan said quietly.

      “He’s been through a lot.”

      Ronan exhaled. “I know. But we don’t know what he wants out of this.”

      I looked up at Ronan. “I’m guessing it’s to make Patrick pay.”
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      “I guess it’s good Baldwin made all this food yesterday,” Dash muttered.

      I glanced around the living room, taking in everyone that Saoirse and Darius had gathered as allies. Darius would speak for the wolves. Delphine the casters. Sam and her three mates, Seán, Liam, and James, along with Connor, were here from the dragons. And Cillian, who was staying in our pool house.

      “This is a stupid fucking move,” Trace muttered.

      Colt sent him a quelling look. “We don’t have time to waste. We need to get on the same page in case Patrick strikes quickly.”

      Trace snapped his mouth closed and crossed his arms over his chest. He wasn’t one for outsiders in our home.

      I scooted over on the couch and slid into his lap.

      Trace’s arms went around me on instinct.

      I pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth where his lip ring was. “Stop being grumpy.”

      “I’m not grumpy. I’m trying to keep us from getting dead,” he grumbled.

      “You’re like a bear with a thorn in its paw.”

      Dash chuckled. “She’s not wrong.”

      “Whatever,” Trace mumbled, but he started stroking my hair, tangling his fingers in the strands. It was as if the action soothed him. A rumbling noise came from his chest that almost sounded like he could be a shifter.

      He nuzzled my neck. “Don’t like having them around you.”

      I pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m perfectly safe. You know that.”

      Trace didn’t say a word. Because he wasn’t convinced I was. Not when we were about to tell this room full of people about my phoenix mark.

      But it was the smart move. Better that they heard it from us rather than Patrick dropping that little bomb.

      Colt stood from his chair in the living room, the designated speaker for our group. “Thank you all for coming. I hope you’ve gotten something to eat and drink.”

      Delphine smiled. “Baldwin never disappoints.”

      Colt chuckled. “No, he doesn’t.” He motioned for everyone to take a seat. “We have a serious matter to bring forward to you tonight.”

      Whispers sounded in the small crowd, and my heart picked up speed.

      “We’ve gotten word that Patrick O’Conner has plans to move against us.”

      Delphine sucked in a sharp breath while several others looked pissed as hell.

      “What is his reasoning?” she demanded.

      Colt clasped his hands in front of him. “You know that he’s never been pleased we took in Ronan. Now Declan has defected, as well.”

      I cast a look at the twins. Their faces looked more alike now than they ever had before. Matching masks of fury.

      “He’s threatened by our growing power,” Colt continued. “But he found out some information about Leighton that he plans to use against us.”

      Looks of curiosity turned my way. While Darius and Saoirse now knew what I was, the dragons and Delphine did not.

      Colt’s reassuring gaze met mine, and he waited for me.

      “I have the phoenix mark,” I said, trying to keep my voice as strong as possible.

      Gasps sounded around the room, whispers building on each other. I couldn’t help but cringe.

      Trace’s arms wrapped tighter around me. “It’s okay.”

      “Enough,” Ronan barked. “Leighton was close to death when we brought her back, but she is already mastering her gifts.”

      That might’ve been an overstatement, but I hadn’t almost killed anyone recently either.

      Delphine cast curious eyes in my direction. “This is a most unique gift.”

      “I’m learning to live with it,” I told her honestly.

      Sam grinned at me. “I always knew you were a badass.”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed. And, oh, God, had I needed that expulsion of tension. “Thanks.”

      Delphine scanned the room. “The phoenix mark can mean unwieldy powers. It can be dangerous.”

      “This is true,” Darius said. “But Leighton has overcome everything that’s been thrown her way.”

      She sighed. “I’m not a fan of Patrick’s machinations. I think he needs to be removed from power—and quickly. But he won’t go without a fight.”

      “He won’t have a choice,” Cillian growled.

      Our younger dragon friends weren’t exactly sure what they thought about the discovery of a new dragon heir who wanted nothing to do with the throne.

      Connor cast an uneasy look in his direction. “If it were easy to take out the dragon king, it would’ve happened a long time ago.”

      He certainly had a point there.

      “We’ll have to work together if we have a hope in hell of pulling it off,” Seán said.

      “He’s right,” Saoirse agreed.

      Darius nodded. “And in the meantime, we all need to amp up our training without letting others know that’s what we’re doing.” He glanced at my bond. “That means playing along like nothing’s wrong. Classes, activities, parties.”

      “There’s one tomorrow night,” Connor said.

      I groaned. Parties, I’d learned, were not my thing.

      Cillian let out a low growl. “We should be moving now before Patrick knows what’s coming.”

      “We need to be prepared,” Ronan shot back. “We need a plan.”

      Declan nodded, taking a step forward. “I’ve made a study of my father.” He said the last word as if it tasted bitter. “I know which guards he trusts the most. His habits. His routines. I know where he’s weak. All we need is the right distraction, and then I’ll do what I should’ve done all along. I’ll end him.”
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      I pulled my robe tighter around myself and flopped back onto the bed. I groaned as my muscles protested the movement. Dash had gotten me up while it was still dark out to go for a training run. We’d hit the weight room afterward and then headed to school. After classes, we’d done hand-to-hand and magic training. I was getting better, but I wasn’t where I needed to be.

      The bed depressed next to me and I jerked upright, a hand flying to my chest. “Geez, make a sound when you move, would you?”

      The corner of Trace’s mouth kicked up. “Maybe you need to pay more attention.”

      I let myself fall backward again. “Too much effort. If you’re an assassin, you can just kill me now.”

      Trace squeezed my thigh. “Feeling a little rough?”

      “Like I got run over by a Mack truck and then put through a meat grinder.”

      He began massaging my thighs. Normally, the action would’ve had me jumping him, but I didn’t have it in me.

      “Do we have to go tonight?” I whined.

      “I’m afraid so, Little Bird.”

      I groaned again. “I hate parties.”

      “You’ve only ever been to one.”

      I pinned him with a stare. “And look how that turned out.”

      Trace’s ministrations stilled. “We’ll be sticking close this time.”

      I was a jerk for bringing that up now. Trace had lost it when he found Damien feeding from me. I shivered at the thought.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “But you have to help me up. I can’t do it on my own.”

      Trace chuckled but took my hands and pulled me to my feet. “I can do better than that.”

      I arched a brow in question.

      “I’ll dress you,” he said, pulling me toward the closet.

      I tugged back on my hand. “I’m not sure the god of lust should be in charge of my outfit.”

      A mischievous grin spread across Trace’s face. “I like that you think of me as a god.”

      “Men,” I huffed.

      He laughed, and it was one of those rare Trace laughs that was full-out. The sound could warm me from the inside out.

      “Come on, Little Bird. Let me have some fun.”

      “Fine,” I mumbled. But the truth was, I could never tell him no when he was like this. Playful Trace was my absolute kryptonite.

      He led me into my closet, Briar following behind us. My cat hopped up on the island dresser in the center of the space and meowed loudly.

      Trace turned and scratched Briar under the chin. She purred loudly, like the little demon hussy she was.

      “Okay,” Trace said, abandoning Briar. “Let’s start with the most important piece of an outfit.”

      “And that is?”

      “Lingerie.”

      I gulped as he moved toward a drawer. “There’s nothing in there—”

      My words cut off as I saw that it was now stuffed full.

      “I went shopping for you,” Trace said, pulling out a lace bustier.

      It was a dark purple that reminded me of Trace’s eyes.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, running a finger over the delicate fabric.

      “It’s going to look perfect against that creamy skin.”

      A pleasant shiver raced through me.

      Trace dropped it to the island and pulled out a garter belt and thigh-high stockings. “Been dreaming of you in this.”

      My mouth went dry as he pulled out a thong next. He dropped to his knees and tapped on my leg. “Lift.”

      I obeyed, and he slid the thong around one leg.

      “Lift.”

      We repeated the action.

      Trace’s eyes went hooded, and he skimmed the fabric up my legs, pulling it gently into place as he stood.

      “Your breaths are coming quick, Little Bird.”

      “Can you blame me?” I whispered.

      He pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “I love that I have an effect on you.”

      “Cocky,” I muttered.

      Trace simply grinned a cat-that-got-the-cream smile.

      I glared at him, grabbing the rest of my undergarments, along with a random dress off a hanger, and stormed into the bathroom. “You’re not playing fair,” I called.

      “I never do,” he yelled back.
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      The bass sounded from inside the house as we walked toward the party. Even a hundred yards away, it was deafening.

      Colt paused to beep the locks on the Escalade, and when he turned back around, he groaned. “Are you trying to kill us, LeeLee?”

      I bit the corner of my lip to keep from laughing. The dress I’d randomly grabbed had a slit up the back that verged on indecent.

      “Blame Trace,” I said. “He picked out my outfit.”

      Dash smacked him.

      “Hey,” Trace clipped.

      “The last thing we need is a fucking brawl because Leighton is too gorgeous for her own good,” Dash shot back.

      I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure everyone knows by now that you guys are the only people I’m interested in.”

      “They fucking better,” Ronan growled.

      Students milled around the lawn, even though it was freezing, their supernatural abilities helping them fight the cold. But we made our way inside.

      I cringed at how loud the music was as the guys moved toward the drinks. Declan handed me a soda. “Here you go.”

      I popped the tab on the can, feeling eyes on me. I didn’t want to look up. Instead, I guzzled my drink.

      Declan’s brows rose. “Thirsty?”

      I shrugged.

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and dropped a kiss to the top of my head. “We don’t have to stay long. Promise.”

      A little of my tension eased at that.

      “Hey, Dec,” a girl I didn’t recognize crooned. “Long time, no see.”

      My stomach twisted at the knowing smile she sent my mate’s way.

      Declan cleared his throat. “Hey, Rena.”

      She pouted. “How come you never call anymore?”

      That twisting turned to nausea.

      “I’m mated,” he gritted out.

      Rena shrugged. “I don’t care about labels.”

      Bitch.

      I didn’t need to hear this exchange. I slid out from under Declan’s arm, muttering something about finding a bathroom. It wasn’t that I thought the guys didn’t have pasts. I knew they did. I just didn’t need to have it thrown in my face.

      Moving through the crowd, I turned down a hallway in search of a bathroom, where I could lock myself inside for a few moments. I caught sight of an open door with a light on and moved that way.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, and I started to turn, but before I could, someone hit me around the middle, and I was falling.
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      I crashed into the hardwood floor with brutal force. My arm was smashed beneath my body, wrenching my shoulder, and my face slammed into the wood. I cried out as pain ricocheted throughout my body, but adrenaline was hot on its heels.

      The lessons Dash had been giving me had somehow become ingrained. I shoved my elbow back, hitting my attacker in the stomach. A wheezing cry left their lips as their hold on me loosened a fraction.

      I didn’t waste a moment. I flipped over, shoving them off and scrambling to my feet.

      The moon was high, and its light streamed in through the bedroom window. I could just make out the furniture in the room and the figure climbing to its feet.

      There was no time.

      I bolted for the door, but it slammed closed with some unseen force just as I reached it. Grabbing for the knob, I twisted, but it wouldn’t budge.

      A feminine laugh sounded behind me, but it was dark and twisted. “Sorry, trash. Can’t let you leave.”

      Panic surged somewhere deep as I turned to face my assailant.

      I blinked a few times, trying to clear my vision. It was Chloe…but it wasn’t. Her skin was a sickly gray color, and her hair was wildly disheveled. And the way she held her body was unnatural somehow.

      “Chloe?” I croaked.

      Rage bloomed in her eyes. Eyes that looked as if they had no irises at all. They were completely black.

      “You are going to pay for everything you’ve done,” she snarled.

      My heart hammered against my chest as I surveyed the room for options. The door was out. I thought of screaming, but there was no way anyone would hear me over the loud music.

      I took a deep breath and searched for the power inside me, that tangle of abilities at the very center of my being. I tugged on a gold strand I knew was from Ronan. His fire was the gift I’d grown most comfortable with. And as much as I hated Chloe, I didn’t want to kill her if I didn’t have to.

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” I warned. “You know I can.”

      Chloe scoffed, moving in a half circle as if cornering prey. “You don’t have the first clue what I’m capable of.”

      “Dark magic?” I challenged.

      She stilled, her eyes widening for a moment, and then she cackled. “You wish this was dark magic. Then you might have a prayer of stopping me.”

      My breath hitched as the panic dug in deeper.

      “I had to do something to make you pay. You stole my power from me,” she growled.

      “Your power?”

      “Yes, mine,” Chloe snapped. “The Crescents were mine. Their power is supposed to be coursing through my veins. But you stole them from me!”

      The Crescents.

      Memories slammed into me of Damien’s dungeon and how he would rage about my mates, calling them that.

      “How is Damien?” I asked, trying to disguise the panic in my voice.

      Chloe’s spine snapped straight. “You won’t steal him from me, too.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. Maybe I was cracking up, locked in a room with this psycho. But the laughter came fast and fierce. “I don’t want a damn thing from Damien except for him to be wiped from this Earth.”

      It was the wrong thing to say because Chloe lunged.

      I narrowly escaped her attack, side-stepping at the last moment.

      She screamed, fury coursing through her. “You ruined everything!”

      Chloe launched herself at me again with a snarl. This time, she landed a punch to my ribs that had me stumbling back.

      I let a burst of golden flames free as she rebounded for round three. The fire had her reeling back and cursing.

      “It’s not yours!” Chloe’s breaths came in ragged pants as she searched for a way to get to me. She was completely unhinged.

      “You won’t get away with this. I won’t let you. He wanted me to take you alive, but you don’t deserve to breathe his air.”

      Blood roared in my ears. Damien. He wanted to take me again.

      But he wouldn’t get me alive. That was one thing Chloe and I could agree on.

      Her mouth curved, lips parting. Fangs elongated from her incisors, and I gasped. Had Damien turned her?

      That was when I saw it. The black tar dripping from her teeth. Just like a shadow demon.

      I was in such shock I wasn’t prepared for Chloe when she lunged this time.

      She knocked me to the floor, her fangs going for my throat. My hold on my magic slipped, and I couldn’t blast her. Instead, my knee came up, striking Chloe in the ribs. She cried out, her fist slamming into my own ribs. Pain shot through me like a knife, and I was sure she’d broken something.

      Someone yelled and pounded on the door.

      I screamed as loud as I could for help.

      Chloe cursed, making another dive for my neck as the door flew open.

      Her head jerked up as Trace and Ronan stormed into the room.

      Chloe snarled, more animal than human. She flew off me, running for the window at a speed that was definitely supernatural. A second later, she launched herself at it. Glass shattered, and she was on the other side.

      “What the hell?” Ronan growled.

      But Trace was already making a beeline for me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, struggling to my feet.

      My face throbbed, and my arm ached. I knew I’d have a black eye for sure. But it was my ribs that burned like hellfire.

      “What did she do to you?” Trace gritted out.

      “Well, it wasn’t a tea party.” I spoke the words, but they were barely audible.

      That burning intensified, and I looked down at my side. A black, almost blood-like substance dripped down my dress.

      My vision wavered as I blinked, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

      “Leighton?” Trace pressed, panic now in his voice.

      “I’m—” I tried to say I was okay. That everything was fine. But it wasn’t.

      My limbs lost all feeling, and my world went black.
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      A faint beeping pulled at me. I wanted to bat it away. The sound grated against my ears.

      Heat wound around my hand as something traced a design there. The touch pulled at me, too. I wanted more of it.

      The beeping got louder. Only now, it was accompanied by low voices.

      “She should be awake by now,” Trace growled.

      “Give her time,” Dash said. “Her body has been through a lot.”

      The voices were quiet for a moment.

      “How the hell did this happen?” Declan asked, frustration lacing his words.

      “We won’t know until she’s awake,” Colt answered. “We need to know what happened in that room.”

      “It was a shadow demon wound,” Ronan said, his voice soft but full of pain. “It makes no sense unless the demon had already left by the time we knocked down the door.”

      “Do you really think Chloe could be working with shadow demons?” Dash asked.

      “I wouldn’t put anything past that bitch,” Trace snarled.

      Someone let out a long sigh. It was an expulsion of air I knew. Colt. “If Damien managed to do it, he could have looped Chloe in now, too.”

      I needed to see him. To see all of them. To touch them and know we were all okay.

      I struggled to open my eyes, but they were so heavy. I could feel my eyes working below my lids, but they wouldn’t take that final step.

      “I think she’s trying to wake up,” Trace clipped. His hands were on my face then. “Come on, Little Bird. Need to see you.”

      The pain in his words had me fighting harder. My eyelids fluttered, light bursting through my vision and making my head pound. I squinted as Trace’s face filled my vision.

      “There’s my girl,” he whispered. “Scared the hell out of me.”

      “Sorry,” I croaked.

      Trace pressed his forehead to mine and breathed deep. “You’re okay.”

      “I am.” I wanted to lift my arms to comfort him, but my limbs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each.

      As Trace pulled back, my vision cleared. My bedroom came into focus around me. Yet again, it had been transformed into an infirmary of sorts. A heart monitor and IV pole stood next to my bed. The pole had a bag of clear liquid hanging on it and another bag with red liquid I knew had to be one of the twins’ blood.

      Colt squeezed my hand. “How do you feel?”

      My gaze went to him, taking in his stubble and dark circles. “Like I went a few rounds with a rabid house cat.”

      No one laughed.

      My heart beat faster. “I’m okay, right?”

      Dash took a seat on the other side of the bed, taking my free hand. “We think so. We aren’t sure what happened. There was shadow demon venom in the wound on your side. It took a lot out of you to fight it off.”

      Ronan crossed his arms over his chest. “We got you home as quickly as possible, but the venom was already spreading.”

      “What does that mean?” I rasped.

      Declan handed me a cup of water with a straw as Colt spoke. “That venom puts a strain on your heart. We had to shock it back into rhythm.”

      I blinked at him a few times. “My heart stopped?”

      No one said a word for a moment.

      Declan grasped the back of his neck, squeezing hard. “What matters is that we got it beating again.”

      My breath left my lungs in a shuddered exhale. My hands trembled as I took a sip of water.

      Trace covered my hands with his, steadying me. “What happened in that room?”

      I swallowed the cool liquid and let him take the cup. “It was Chloe.”

      Colt frowned. “That isn’t possible. She’s not a shadow demon.”

      “She wasn’t…normal. Her skin was gray, and she had fangs with black tar on them. She closed and locked the door with some sort of power.”

      The guys all shared a look.

      Declan began pacing. “Is it possible for someone to be turned?”

      Ronan looked at his brother. “Vampires can turn humans and some supernaturals, but I’ve never heard of someone being turned into a shadow demon.”

      Dash pulled out his phone. “I need to do some research. See if I can find anything about this in the old texts.”

      “Did anyone find Chloe?” I asked, pushing up against the pillows.

      Colt shook his head. “We were trying to get you home as soon as possible. By the time we got people out searching the woods, there was no trace of her.”

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in,” Ronan barked.

      The door swung open, and Cillian’s large form filled the entryway. He scanned the space, his gaze settling on me. I swore there was some relief there. Like a brother relieved his annoying little sister was okay. And maybe that was what I was to him. A little sister. Because his brothers were my mates.

      “You’re awake,” he said matter-of-factly.

      I nodded, trying to smile. “I’m feeling much better.”

      “Good,” he said almost as if the word were a grunt. “Baldwin wanted me to check and see if you all needed food.”

      Something niggled at me that Cillian’s words were a lie. That just maybe he cared about us all and wanted to check in.

      Dash nodded at him. “Thanks. Will you ask him for some broth and bread for Leighton? Maybe some sandwiches for the rest of us.”

      I frowned at Dash. “I want a sandwich.”

      He pinned me with a stare. “You need something that’s easy on your stomach.”

      I huffed out a breath. “Fine.”

      Cillian’s lips twitched. “I’ll tell him.” He turned to leave and then paused, looking over his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay, Leighton. They were a wreck without you.”

      There was such pain in his words. That pain told me that Cillian McCarthy was incredibly lonely.
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      “How is it possible that there’s been no sign of her?” Colt asked. He was trying his best to keep his voice calm and even as the security team reported in on their search for Chloe, but his words vibrated with fury.

      One of the guys paled. “It’s like she just disappeared.”

      “Between her and Damien, you should be able to find something,” Ronan bit out.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the guy said with a dip of his head.

      I pushed to my feet from the living room couch. Dash moved as if to spot me, and I fought the urge to snap at him. It had been over a week since my attack, and even though the majority of my strength had returned, they were still treating me as if I were made of the most delicate glass.

      The guys would touch me with gentle caresses or soft kisses, but that was it. Every time I tried to take it further, they completely shut me down. I was annoyed, sexually frustrated, and about to snap at the next person who told me to lie down and rest.

      I pinned Dash with a stare and then turned to the security team. “Thank you for all you’re doing. I know it’s not exactly an easy task.”

      The guard’s expression gentled as he looked at me. “We’ll do anything we can to help. We just wish we were having more luck.”

      Declan sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “The Assembly has an alert out for her. All the clans are supposed to be looking.”

      Trace scoffed. “Like the dragons and vamps would actually help. The vamps are probably the ones harboring her.”

      He had a point. In all likelihood, Alister Laurent had squirreled Damien and Chloe away somewhere we’d never find them.

      Colt jerked his chin at the guards. “That’s all. Make sure we have enough reinforcements to continue the extra patrols.”

      The guys weren’t taking any chances with my safety, especially since we didn’t have the first clue what Chloe had turned into.

      The lead guard bowed his head in Colt’s direction and led his team toward the door.

      Once they were gone, Colt turned toward Dash. “Anything new?”

      Dash’s expression was pained. “Nothing concrete. I found some extremely old reports of dark ones attacking villages. I’m trying to discern if it was shadow demons or this kind of hybrid we think Chloe has turned into.”

      “Did you send that to The Assembly?” Ronan asked.

      “Of course.”

      The Assembly hadn’t been convinced of what Chloe had turned into. While Saoirse and Delphine believed us, having seen my recovering wounds, the rest were skeptical at best. And Chloe’s parents were putting extreme pressure on them, saying their daughter had likely been kidnapped.

      The guys continued their back and forth, the conversation taking on a bickering air. It was too much for me, so I crossed toward the back door.

      “Where are you going?” Trace barked.

      I stopped, slowly turning around and pinning him with a withering stare. “I’m going to get some air.”

      “I’ll go with you.” He started to move in my direction.

      “No.”

      Trace’s steps faltered. “No?”

      “That’s right. A two-letter word that means cease what you are doing and do not pass go.”

      He frowned at me as if this didn’t compute.

      I sighed. “I love you all, but you’re driving me mad. I just need a few minutes without someone hovering.”

      Instantly, the guys all took on a guilty look.

      I was an ass. They hovered because they cared. But right now, I just needed to breathe. So instead of assuaging their guilt, I headed for the back door and into the chilly sunshine.

      Breathing in the fresh sea air, I walked further toward the pool and grounds.

      “Where’s your five-man security detail?”

      I jolted at Cillian’s voice. I hadn’t seen him there, but it was no surprise. He lay on one of the pool loungers, facing away from the house. His eyes were closed, face tipped up to the sun and hands laced behind his head.

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “You have a distinct scent.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled.

      “Don’t be weirded out. My dragon isn’t interested in you like that.”

      I lowered myself to the lounger next to his. “Your dragon tells you when it, uh, likes someone?”

      Cillian chuckled, his eyes opening. “I don’t like people, Princess. I’m not five.”

      My cheeks heated. “You know what I mean.”

      His lips twitched. “My dragon has a strong, visceral reaction when I meet a woman who could be a potential mate. If it were my true mate, it would be even more…extreme.”

      Curiosity pricked at me, and I rested my elbows on my knees. “Extreme how?”

      Cillian shrugged. “It would be compulsive. I wouldn’t be able to stop it. The need to keep her safe, to make sure she had everything she could possibly need, would be all-consuming. And the call to claim her…it would be torture.”

      His words swirled in my mind as I thought back to the twins’ past behavior. “That makes me understand Declan and Ronan a bit better.”

      Cillian shook his head. “They need to do a better job of explaining things to you, of preparing you.”

      I huffed out a breath. “They’d rather lock me away in a tower somewhere.”

      He grunted. “Dumb fucking move. They should make you a weapon.”

      I stilled at that. I’d tried to get back to training all week, but the guys had flat-out refused. No hand-to-hand. No magic. Nothing.

      “I don’t know that I want to be a weapon, but I do want to know how to protect myself.”

      Cillian eyed me for a moment and then sat up. He stood, grabbing my hand and tugging me up. “Come on, Princess.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He shot me a mischievous grin. “I’m going to train you.”
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      “First thing is a light jog to warm up your muscles,” Cillian said as he headed for the massive lawn behind the house.

      I groaned. “You and Dash and your constant need to run.”

      He chuckled, the sound rough, as if it were rusty. “It’s the key to everything. You need endurance for both hand-to-hand and magic. But we’ll start with hand-to-hand.”

      A shiver ran through me at the memory of Chloe attacking me.

      Cillian’s footsteps faltered. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “I just—when Chloe attacked me, my magic froze. I need to be better at hand-to-hand to buy myself time.”

      A muscle along his jaw tensed. “Then that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Cillian picked up to a jog, and I followed along next to him. We were silent as we made several laps around the large backyard. I had to admit that all the training Dash had been doing with me was paying off. Even with my recovery, I wasn’t winded nearly as easily.

      Cillian slowed to a stop at a level part of the lawn. “How do you feel?”

      My mouth curved. “Good. My muscles tire more easily, but they feel good at the same time. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “They know they need this. It’ll take a few weeks to get back to where you were, but doing this will help.”

      At least someone believed that I wasn’t a total invalid.

      Cillian cracked his neck and rolled his weight onto the balls of his feet. For as massive as he was, he was extremely light on them. “Shift your weight forward. It’ll help your reaction time.”

      I did as he instructed, mirroring his stance. I tested my weight, bouncing from foot to foot. It would be easier to change directions this way for sure.

      “Good. Now, hands up in front of your face. If someone gets a shot off at your temple, you’re done for.”

      Dash had told me the same thing, but I’d forgotten it in the heat of battle with Chloe.

      I lifted my hands in front of my face.

      Cillian had his hands in the same position. “If someone goes for your torso, you can still block from this position.” He brought one hand down, demonstrating how you could deflect. “Try to hit me. A punch or kick, whatever you want.”

      I worried the corner of my lip but nodded. As I bounced on my toes, I searched for a spot of weakness. Dash had pointed them out to me. Nose, throat, belly, groin. I winced at the last one. I wasn’t cruel enough to try for a ball shot.

      I made a move as if I were going to go for a knee to the ribs, and when Cillian shifted his hand lower, I struck out for his throat.

      Cillian dodged the blow, and his left leg swept out, connecting with mine. He knocked me off my feet, and I hit the grass hard.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Ronan snarled, leading a pack of pissed off alpha males in our direction.

      Cillian didn’t even flinch. He simply reached a hand down to me. I took it, and he helped me up.

      “I asked you a fucking question.” Ronan shoved at his half brother’s chest.

      Cillian barely moved. “I’m doing what you should be doing. Training her.”

      I winced at the insult.

      Ronan struggled to keep his breathing under control. “She’s still recovering. She almost died, if you’ve forgotten.”

      Cillian’s mask was back in place. “I’m trying to keep that from happening again. She needs to learn.”

      “And I’ll teach her when she’s ready,” Dash clipped.

      “He’s just trying to help,” I said gently. “I’ve been going out of my mind being cooped up. It’s time for me to get back to my routine. My body needs it. My mind needs it. Hell, my soul needs it.”

      Dash studied me for a moment, a bit of his anger fading.

      “You guys are too easy on her. If Leighton has a prayer of making it through this, you need to stop pulling punches,” Cillian said. There was no emotion in his voice, as if he didn’t care if I lived or died. But I knew he did. He cared about his two brothers. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.

      Declan bared his teeth at Cillian. “Too easy on her? She’s been through hell. We’re her mates. We’re supposed to protect her.”

      Cillian gave a casual shrug. “Maybe that’s the problem. Being her mate makes it go against every instinct you have to harm her. You won’t provide the challenge she needs.”

      “And what makes you equipped to provide that challenge?” Colt demanded.

      He turned toward Colt. “I handle all the training for my bond. For my horde at large.”

      I blinked at him a few times. “You have a bond?”

      Cillian jerked his head in a single nod.

      “Do you have a mate?”

      That muscle along his jaw tightened again. “No. We haven’t been blessed with that.”

      My heart ached for Cillian. But at least he had a community. A brotherhood. He wasn’t alone. But he’d left all of that to be here to help us.

      “What about an anchor? Don’t you need one to keep you…”

      “Sane?” he finished for me.

      I nodded.

      A muscle along Cillian’s jaw ticked. “I had a caster break the tether.”

      Declan sucked in a sharp breath, and Ronan cursed.

      “Break the tether?” I echoed.

      Declan glanced at me. “Not all dragons have the need of an anchor. It’s unique to the supernaturals in this area, our bloodlines. But there is a way to break the tie.”

      I gaped at him. “You could’ve just broken your link to me? And you would’ve been safe?”

      Ronan shook his head. “What they aren’t telling you is that the magic is a huge risk. Only 5 percent survive the spell.”

      My focus shifted to Cillian, studying him carefully. I had a feeling he’d been through far more than we knew. But it had also made him incredibly strong.

      I let out a long breath and turned to my guys. “I’m going to train with Cillian. He knows what he’s doing. And I need more of a challenge. I know my body isn’t at 100 percent yet, but I’ll never get there by lying around.”

      “Little Bird,” Trace warned.

      “Don’t,” I cut him off. “This is my life. And unless you plan on tying me up in the basement, I’m doing this.”

      Trace’s eyes flashed. “That could be arranged.”

      My gaze narrowed on him. “Just remember, I’ll fight back.”

      Colt groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Just promise you won’t push it too far.”

      A little of the tension in my shoulders eased. “I won’t. I swear. But I need to do this. It’ll help me feel more in control.”

      The guys all grumbled but took a step back, giving me and Cillian room.

      Ronan glared at the dragon. “If you hurt her, I’ll hurt you.”

      Cillian grinned, and it looked slightly deranged. “You could try.” He turned to me. “Attack.”
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      I hobbled up the stairs one at a time, holding on to the banister with a death grip. Everything hurt. From my tiny pinky toes to the top of my head. I’d been punched and kicked and tripped. My muscles had strained and stretched. And now I was done.

      Dash had stretched me out after the training session, but as we were all eating dinner, I could feel my body revolting. I’d excused myself before dessert, telling them I was heading to bed early, but really, my bathtub was calling me. I prayed the hot water would ease my aching muscles.

      But I had to get up the steps first.

      I glared up at the imposing staircase. “Why do they have to live in a monstrosity of a house?” I grumbled.

      Holding tight to the banister, I hauled myself up one step at a time. By the time I reached the top, I was panting, and my muscles felt as if they were on fire.

      I was going to pour salt in Cillian’s coffee tomorrow. No, ex-lax.

      Grimacing, I made my way down the hall. My walk was more of a shuffle because it hurt to actually lift my feet off the floor, but it was movement, nonetheless.

      It took me three times as long to reach my bedroom as it usually did, but I finally made it. Opening the door, Briar greeted me with a loud meow.

      “Hey, girl. I’ll give you scratches after my bath.”

      Nothing was going to stop me from making my way to that massive tub.

      I shuffled into the bathroom and turned on the water. It only took seconds for it to turn blissfully scorching. I bent to push down the stopper, and my legs cried out in pain. I bit the inside of my cheek and straightened.

      Breathing deep, I gave myself a few seconds for the pain to subside. Then I pulled my T-shirt up and over my head. A whimper left my lips. Every tiny move killed.

      “Let me,” a rough voice said from behind me.

      I whirled, more pain flaring.

      Trace stalked across the room, annoyance clear on his face. “I knew it was a bad idea.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      He scoffed. “Yeah, I can tell by your grandma moves and your cries of pain.”

      I snapped my mouth closed.

      “Lift your arms,” Trace commanded.

      I could argue, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. So, I simply obeyed.

      Trace slipped his fingers under the elastic of my sports bra and pulled it up and over my head. The second his hands skimmed my flesh, a bit of the pain subsided. I couldn’t help the sigh that left my lips.

      He cursed and curved his hands around my waist. My head instantly dropped to his shoulder, relishing in the easing of my pain.

      “Why?” he rasped.

      “I have to get better. Stronger. I don’t want to be weak anymore.”

      Trace wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to him. “You have never been weak.”

      I let his incubus energy flow through me, easing the worst of my pain.

      A throat cleared, and my head lifted to see Dash hovering in the door.

      “I brought a tonic for your bath. It’ll help your muscles recover.”

      I gave him a wobbly smile. “Thank you.”

      Even though none of them agreed with what I’d done, they were still here, helping.

      Dash strode across the marble floor and toward the tub. He sprinkled something into the water. It was powdery with flower petals mixed in, and the second it hit the water, a heavenly scent filled the air.

      “That smells incredible,” I said, still holding on to Trace.

      “I added rose and gardenia,” Dash said as he stirred the water with his hand.

      Trace released his hold on me. “I’m going to get your sweats and shoes, okay?”

      I nodded, but the second he wasn’t touching me, the pain returned. Not as bad as it had been before but not pleasant either.

      Trace moved quickly, removing my sneakers and socks and then slipping his fingers into the band of my sweatpants and panties. I sucked in a breath as he pulled them down gently. My face heated at the proximity of his face to the apex of my thighs.

      “Not now, Little Bird. You’re hurting.”

      I bit my lip.

      He moved quickly, lifting me bridal-style and depositing me into the water.

      The heat of the bath sent a low moan slipping from my lips.

      “Too hot?” Dash asked.

      “Perfect,” I said, closing my eyes and tipping my head back.

      Trace knelt behind me and began kneading my shoulders gently. His touch and the water instantly ate away at my pain.

      Dash slid his hands into the water and began massaging my foot.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Don’t you see by now?” Dash said softly. “We’d do anything for you.”

      The warmth of his words, in combination with the heat from their hands, swirled around me.

      “I love you,” I mumbled, half-drunk on Trace’s magic.

      “We love you, too. We just hate seeing you put yourself through this,” Trace rumbled.

      “Not now,” Dash whispered. His hands moved higher, massaging my calf and then my thigh.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” Trace whispered. “Just feel.”

      I did as he instructed, my lids already so heavy.

      Trace’s hands dipped from my shoulders to my breasts. He palmed them, gently massaging, working his way toward my nipples.

      I could feel my breasts growing heavy in his hands, but I didn’t open my eyes. I focused on the sensations ricocheting through my body.

      Dash’s fingers slid between my thighs. He stroked and petted, soothing and teasing.

      My breaths came quicker as my back arched. The movement lifted my breasts out of the water, and Trace dipped his head, taking a nipple into his mouth.

      A moan slipped from my lips as he sucked, gently at first and then harder.

      Dash slipped two fingers inside me, stroking. My mouth fell open. I had no words, only breath and need.

      He slid in a third, teasing that spot deep inside as his thumb circled my clit.

      It was as if Dash and Trace had telepathy, both moving in mirroring tempos and pressures. My muscles tensed, but there was no pain, only pure pleasure.

      “Let go,” Dash growled.

      He pressed down on my clit, and I shattered. The orgasm was a soft, rolling wave, sweeping through and releasing any hint of discomfort that remained in my body.

      “Thank you,” I said in a garbled voice.

      Trace chuckled. “Anytime, Little Bird.”

      And at his words, I let sleep claim me.
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      “You don’t have to do this,” Colt said with a frown.

      I straightened my blazer as we stood in the foyer. “Darius said it will help to act as normal as possible. We still don’t know what Patrick’s planning.”

      It was freaking everyone out that we didn’t have a clue what he was up to and that he hadn’t made a single move.

      “Maybe he’s having second thoughts about his plans,” Dash said hopefully.

      Cillian scoffed as he leaned against the banister. “Patrick isn’t known for mercy or backing down.”

      Declan frowned. “He’s right. Patrick would go down with the ship before showing a single sign of weakness.”

      “Everyone knows that Chloe attacked you,” Colt argued. “So they won’t be expecting you back at school right away.”

      I sent him a gentle smile. “It’s been almost two weeks now. It’s time.”

      Trace moved in behind me, squeezing the back of my neck in a show of support. “She’s got this.”

      Ever since my first training session with Cillian and the bath afterward, Trace had changed his tune. He supported my quest for strength at every turn. He’d been getting up early with me to run, making me protein and vitamin shakes, watching every sparring session with Cillian. He’d pointed out areas of weakness in my form to help me learn.

      I leaned back into his touch, a silent thank-you.

      Ronan sent a mock scowl in my direction. “You were our perfect excuse to miss classes.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. “Sorry to interrupt your life of leisure.”

      He bent and brushed his lips across mine. “You should be.”

      The lightness in Ronan’s demeanor was a welcome change. Between fruitless searches for Chloe and Damien, and not knowing what to do about Cillian’s presence, he’d been surly, to say the least. Maybe school and a little bit of normalcy was exactly what he needed.

      Declan glanced at their brother. “You going to be okay?”

      Cillian’s lips twitched. “I’m not a delicate flower. I think I can handle being stuck in your mansion for a few hours.”

      Declan just rolled his eyes. “Try not to burn the place down.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I gave Cillian a wave. “Training session when I get back.”

      “You got it, Princess.”

      All the guys glared at him. They did not love that he had begun calling me by a nickname.

      I laughed and headed for the door.

      We all piled into the Escalade, and Colt guided us toward Castle Prep. Each rotation of the tires ratcheted up my nerves. It wasn’t until Declan’s hand landed on my knee that I realized I’d been bouncing my leg like I’d had ten Red Bulls.

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” he assured me.

      I wanted to believe him, but I knew that, yet again, all eyes were going to be on me. The guys had warned me not everyone believed my story about Chloe. Rumors were flying around like crazy. Some were saying that I was covering for Trace because he’d slaughtered Chloe. Others said she’d kicked my ass and I was just embarrassed. There was even one that suggested she’d run off with a human and had gotten married in Vegas.

      The gossip mill never slept.

      I decided I’d focus on the ridiculous. At least those were amusing.

      Colt turned onto campus, and I sighed at all the students milling about. It was like someone had told them we were returning today, and they couldn’t wait for the show.

      As Colt parked, I pulled on my mask of indifference, refusing to let them get to me. We piled out of the vehicle, the guys sticking close. I swung my backpack over my shoulder and headed for the school. I could feel the stares on me but did my best to ignore them.

      A flicker of movement caught my eye as Mimi and Grace stormed toward me. Just great.

      Mimi flipped her hair over her shoulder as if taking on Chloe’s persona in her absence. “You just couldn’t handle that she was so much better than you, could you?”

      I simply blinked a few times. “Who?”

      “Who?” Grace screeched. “You know who. What did you do with Chloe?”

      “Ooooooh, you mean the girl who’s been treating you two like indentured servants for all your lives?”

      “She has not,” Mimi blustered. “She’s our friend, and you are just jealous of her.”

      “Sounds like you might be talking about yourself there,” I singsonged.

      “Shut up!” Mimi yelled. “She was supposed be head anchor, and everyone knows it.”

      I shrugged, starting to move past her. “If you want to stay on that crazy train, have at it.”

      “I’m talking to you.” She grabbed my arm hard, yanking me back.

      My eyes blazed. “I’d let go if I were you.”

      Colt started to move to intervene, but Trace stopped him, sending him a silent look.

      “Or you’ll what?” Mimi scoffed.

      “I’ll do this.”

      I moved so fast she didn’t have a prayer. I brought my free hand up and then down in a rough strike against Mimi’s arm, breaking her hold. Then my foot kicked out, sweeping her legs out from under her.

      Mimi shrieked as she hit the pavement in a tangle of limbs.

      “Can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I started toward the school as if nothing had happened, but laughter from the guys followed me.

      Dash wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “That was a thing of beauty.”

      I sighed, tipping my head to his shoulder. “I think it’s going to be a long day.”
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      I’d been right. Long day was an understatement. Whispers erupted in every single one of my classes. Mimi and Grace glared daggers at me everywhere I went, and I was woefully behind in all my classwork.

      But at least we were done for the day. I bent to grab my backpack from my gym locker just as Mimi spat out, “Slut.”

      I let out a long breath as I straightened. “So original. Have you been working on that one all day?”

      Some of the girls around us giggled.

      Mimi’s face heated. “You’ll get what’s coming to you.”

      I smiled brightly at her as I slid on my backpack. “I hope we all do. For you, it’ll be a permanent case of diarrhea and raging hemorrhoids.”

      Mimi and Grace both gaped at me as the girls around us laughed harder.

      I just gave them a finger wave and headed out the door. I was officially done with them for the day.

      As I slipped out of the locker room, footsteps pounded down the hallway.

      My head jerked up to see Connor running in my direction, a panicked look on his face.

      “What’s wrong?” I demanded.

      He skidded to a stop in front of me. “Someone said they thought they saw Chloe in the woods out back. I gotta see if it’s her.”

      My heart lurched as he started down the hallway again. I didn’t think; I simply followed. I wasn’t going to let him face her alone if she was, in fact, out there.

      Connor hit the back door at a dead run. It slammed against the wall, and I scurried out after him.

      The second we were outside, he turned, his face crumpling. “I’m sorry, Leighton.”

      “What—?”

      But it was too late. Someone grabbed me from behind, and a needle plunged into my neck. I tried to bat it away, but the drug was already sweeping through my system. The world blurred. A scream stuck in my throat, and everything went black.
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      A faint creaking sound tickled my ears, and I tried to open my eyes to find the source. But my eyes wouldn’t obey. They felt so incredibly heavy. As if tiny gremlins sat on my lashes, forcing them closed.

      My mouth tasted like death, painfully dry and sick tasting. I smacked my lips, trying to clear it, but it was no use.

      I tried again to open my eyes. There was some part of me that was panicked, commanding me to do it now. To run.

      My brow furrowed. Why did I need to run?

      I searched my mind, attempting to put the pieces together. Everything I looked through felt just the slightest bit fuzzy. And then it slammed into me.

      Connor, my first friend at Castle Prep Academy. The smiling, easygoing face in my homeroom. He’d tricked me.

      I remembered his face crumpling, his whispered apology. Someone grabbing me from behind. The prick of a needle.

      My eyes flew open, my heart pounding and breathing shallow.

      I lay on a cot in a cold room. The wool blanket beneath me was scratchy against my cheek. I glanced down at my body. I wore the same sweats I’d changed into after gym class. Nothing seemed out of place.

      Searching myself for injuries, I didn’t see evidence of any. I quickly did a mental inventory, taking stock of any pain. My head thrummed, and nausea churned in my stomach, but that was it.

      Breath left my lungs on a whoosh. Sweet relief, knowing things could be so much worse. If they were going to kill me, they would’ve already.

      That relief was short-lived as I looked around the space. It wasn’t just a room. It was a cell. It had that same dark, dank feel as the place Damien had kept me, but this room was different. One wall was actually made up of iron bars. The others were constructed of stone. Large, brick-like pieces that were built into the ground.

      There was a tiny window near the ceiling that had bars on it, too. I swung up to sitting, pushing to my feet, needing to see what was outside. The world around me swam, and I cursed. Apparently, my body wasn’t quite ready for prime time.

      I grabbed on to the wall to steady myself as black dots danced across my vision. I focused on breathing in slowly through my nose and out through my mouth. I couldn’t let the panic grab hold.

      I stayed like that for I don’t know how long. Just focusing on my inhales and exhales.

      Eventually, the worst of the dizziness subsided. I carefully opened my eyes. The room around me didn’t blur or pitch this time. “Slowly,” I commanded myself.

      Pushing off the wall, I took a few steps. Everything held up okay.

      I moved a little quicker this time as I made my way to the window. I peered up, trying to see as much as I could. All I could glimpse were trees. A mixture of different types, but thick, like we were in a forest.

      Worrying the corner of my lip, I switched positions, attempting to get a new vantage point. Just more trees.

      I let out a growl of frustration, but then I saw a flicker of movement. It was coming from the sky above. I gasped as I saw two massive dragons take to the sky. One was green and one was purple. They were stunning, absolutely majestic. But my stomach dropped.

      I was on dragon lands. My mind whirled. It should’ve been my first guess, given Connor’s involvement with my kidnapping. But I’d so believed he was on our side.

      My eyes stung, a mixture of frustration and grief. I shoved down the sobs that tried to surge to the surface. I didn’t have time to break. I had to find a way out of here before it was too late.

      I closed my eyes, searching for the magic within me. The ball of colored energy swirling within me filled my mind. I grabbed hold of the golden strand, but it wouldn’t budge. I tried again. Nothing.

      My eyes flew open as a new panic swept through me. I remembered Colt telling me that the jail The Assembly ran had cells that blocked any magic or supernatural abilities. This place had to have the same sort of setup.

      I slammed my hand against the wall, the brick stinging my palm. But the pain was a welcome relief. It reminded me that I was still alive. That I still had something to fight for.

      My guys.

      Tears fell then. There was nothing I could do to stop them. Colt, my best friend turned so much more. Ronan, the gruff stoic hiding that heart of gold. Dash, the gentle genius with a secret dominant side. Declan, the beloved one hiding his deep soulfulness. And Trace. My broken boy, full of pain but equally as full of love.

      I’d do anything for them. And right now, that meant I had to fight.

      Swiping away the tears from my cheeks, I searched the cell. I crossed to the bars and tested the lock. Solid. There wasn’t much to see in the rest of the dungeon. Just empty cells.

      I turned back to the window, studying the bars there. It was far from reach, but I wondered if I found a way up there, if I could squeeze through the bars. I was on the smaller side. It might work.

      Hurrying back to the cot, I studied the frame. It might be possible to stand it on one end and use it as a sort of ladder. I just had no idea how I would climb up it.

      I dropped to my knees, studying the underside of the bed. I felt along the frame, trying to see if there was anything I could grab hold of. There were a few bars that might do the trick.

      Something sounded from down the hall, and I jerked upright. A key in a lock, maybe? Rusted metal creaked, and I shot to my feet. My heart hammered in my chest as I took up a loose fighting stance. I could hear Cillian and Dash in my head. Light on my toes. Ready for anything.

      The space was so dark it was hard to make out faces. But four shadowy figures appeared. And a familiar voice spoke.

      “Ah, the abomination is awake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The figure took a step closer to the cell bars, and the light from the window hit his face. Patrick was so similar to Declan if you didn’t look deeper. He had that same white-blond hair, but his was peppered with gray now. Fair skin. Gray eyes. But those eyes held an evil in them I’d seen from the beginning.

      I wasn’t shocked it was him holding me. Nothing he did would shock me at this point. But my stomach twisted at the memory Cillian shared with us. What Patrick had done to his mother and him.

      “What? No hello? No curtsy?” Patrick chided with a sneer.

      “I only bow to rightful kings, and you’ll be replaced in a matter of weeks.”

      His eyes flashed that molten silver. “Watch your tongue, girl. I can make your stay here easy or very, very painful.”

      A sound came from behind Patrick. It was so faint it barely registered. But Patrick whirled.

      I could just make out the side of his face as he took in the other individual. Patrick struggled to fix his expression to something…warmer. “Lights, please, Niall.”

      A second later, low lights flickered, illuminating the space. I recognized the two guards Patrick always had with him. The tall, blond, Viking-like figure was the one who’d turned on the lights. Niall. But my gaze was instantly pulled back to the fourth figure.

      Connor.

      His shoulders were hunched. His face was pale. He wouldn’t even look at me.

      Patrick slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a warrior now. A true hero. Our clan will be praising you for years to come.”

      Connor bobbed his head in a slight nod but didn’t say anything.

      Patrick squeezed that shoulder, hard. “You have honored me.”

      Connor’s gaze lifted at that, hope in his eyes.

      I wanted to be sick. He believed Patrick, hook, line, and sinker.

      The dragon king grinned down at Connor. “I’ll be recommending you for guard training at our next horde meeting.”

      “Really?” Connor asked, a true smile stretching across his lips.

      “Of course.” Patrick gave him one more hard slap. “Go on now, and keep me up to date on everything those mongrels are up to.”

      Connor dipped his head. “Of course.”

      Mongrels.

      He was talking about my mates. The loves of my life.

      Connor’s gaze caught mine, and I glared at him. “I hope Trace locks you in the basement and removes each of your fingernails one by one. Then I hope he moves on to your organs.”

      Connor went pale, swallowing hard.

      Patrick let out a bellowing laugh. “I guess she does have a backbone after all.” He jerked his chin at Connor. “Go.”

      Connor didn’t waste a second. He hurried out of the dungeon like the hounds of hell were on his heels.

      I glared daggers at his disappearing back, wishing there was some way I could send a mental message to the guys that there was a traitor in their midst.

      “We’re not so different, you and I,” Patrick said coolly.

      My head snapped in his direction. “We’re nothing alike.”

      He made a tsking sound. “We’re both determined to keep the people we love safe. We’re willing to do anything to make that possible.”

      “There isn’t a soul on this earth that you love,” I shot back.

      Patrick shook his head as if he pitied me. “That simply isn’t true. I love all my people. My clan. I’d do anything for them.”

      I stared directly into the psychopath’s face. “Like rape and murder.”

      He jerked slightly, his eyes flaring. “Never.”

      “That’s not what I heard,” I challenged.

      Rage pulsed through Patrick’s expression, and he struggled to keep his voice even. “Then someone is trying to sully my good reputation.”

      I snorted. His lying needed work.

      Patrick’s teeth gnashed together. “I’m trying to make sure that we can live as we should. To make sure we’re protected from outside sources. The Assembly has grown weak. They aren’t looking out for our best interests.”

      I blinked at him. “And let me guess. You’d be much better at making those decisions?”

      A grin spread across his face. “Of course, I would. I’ve proven what a successful leader I can be.”

      The blond guard to his right, Niall, shifted slightly. I swore there was the briefest flicker of rage in his expression, but it vanished within a single breath.

      “I’ve built my army to be the strongest of the clans,” Patrick went on.

      “Being a leader isn’t just about military strength,” I argued.

      He laughed as if I’d just told the most hilarious joke. “Said like a true woman.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from saying what I truly wanted. “Said like someone who sees people as more than pawns.”

      Patrick shrugged. “There will always be those who must be sacrificed for the greater good.”

      My stomach wrenched in a vicious twist. This was truly how he saw the people he was supposed to love and care for. As simply tools to get what he wanted. More power. But when he reached the next level, that wouldn’t be enough either. No amount of power would ever fulfill him.

      “You don’t have the numbers,” I warned. “The supernaturals of Emerald Bay will stand against you.”

      I knew they would. The second they saw what Patrick was up to, even the vamps would join in.

      Patrick chuckled, low and throaty. “Oh, Leighton. I don’t need the numbers. I have something so much better.”
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      I’d never once seen joy like this on Patrick’s face since I’d met him. But his mouth had a cruel twist to it, like some sort of deranged clown. That alone had a chill wracking through me.

      But there was a giddiness to him. An almost child-like glee. And that set me on edge even more.

      “Want to see my prized workshop, Leighton?”

      Patrick asked the question as if he were inviting me to go to the Taj Mahal.

      My instinct was to refuse. But the word see stopped me. If I was going to witness whatever awful thing Patrick was up to, he’d have to take me out of this cell. If I was free of it, I had a chance to escape.

      I nodded slowly.

      Patrick clapped his hands together. “Wonderful.” He turned to the brown-haired guard. “Brendan, the cuff.”

      The man pulled a thick gold bracelet out of his back pocket and moved toward the cell.

      “Wait, what is that?” I protested.

      Patrick rolled his eyes. “Relax. It simply blocks your magic so you don’t try to cause any trouble. It won’t hurt.”

      I eyed Brendan suspiciously as he punched in a code to the cell and moved inside. He stalked toward me with that same cruelty in his eyes as Patrick. He grabbed my wrist roughly and shoved the bracelet on, locking it into place.

      I bit the inside of my cheek at the flash of pain but refused to show any reaction. I got the sense Brendan would’ve enjoyed that.

      “Move,” he grunted.

      I headed for the cell’s door, and the second I passed through it, I felt relief. One step closer to freedom. Except that I was flanked by Brendan and Niall as Patrick led the way out of the dungeon.

      I’d been right. All of the cells were empty. At least there weren’t others suffering right along with me.

      We climbed a few steps out of the prison area, then I found myself in a sterile hallway with fluorescent lights. We hadn’t climbed far enough to be above ground, so I had to assume we were still in some sort of basement.

      Patrick’s boots thumped along the polished cement floor, and I hurried to catch up. The two guards matched me step for step. I kept my head focused straight ahead, but my eyes were searching for any escape.

      All I saw was door after door. Nothing that seemed like it led to a staircase.

      Patrick led us farther into the building—it seemed like at least one hundred yards from the dungeon.

      How big was this place?

      My steps faltered as we passed an elevator, but my heart plummeted as I saw a woman swipe a key card over something before she hit a button. I’d need some sort of badge to get out of here.

      Patrick’s pace slowed as he approached two massive double doors that looked more like they belonged in a hospital. He pressed his palm to a keypad, and there was a series of beeps. A second later, he pulled open one of the doors.

      He led us into a massive room. As I stepped inside, I took in everything around me, trying to make sense of it the best I could. But it didn’t compute.

      This space, too, was filled with cells, only these were different. They were made of glass or a clear plastic, and every single one was full. Men and women. Most looked to be in their twenties. Some paced their spaces. Some lay on their cots, looking sick. And one pounded on the glass, foam or drool dripping from the side of his mouth.

      In the center of the room were desks and lab tables. People in white coats milled about. The whole thing gave off a mad scientist vibe.

      “What do you think?” Patrick asked proudly.

      “What is it?” I croaked.

      He grinned. “We’re developing a new kind of super soldier.”

      “Super soldier…” I parroted, unsure of what else to say. From the looks of the people in the cages, it didn’t seem like it was going very well.

      Patrick rubbed his hands together, glancing around the room. “We’ve already had some promising successes. We’re just working on making our injections more stable.”

      I glanced at the guard, Niall, out of the corner of my eye. His face was a completely blank mask. But Brendan wore a grin a mile wide.

      “Your Majesty,” a woman in a lab coat said, with a quick dip of her head. “You’re just in time. We’re about to try the latest version.”

      “Wonderful, Lucia,” Patrick crooned.

      Lucia motioned us to a gurney where a young man sat. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-one. He had a cocky grin, but when he saw Patrick, he bowed his head. “Your Highness.”

      “Thank you for your service,” Patrick said. But I noticed he didn’t use the man’s name. Probably because he didn’t know it.

      “It’s my honor. I know we have many battles ahead, and I’m ready to be the strongest I can be,” the man said, his cocky grin back in place.

      “This will get you there,” Lucia said confidently. “We’ve tweaked the formulation. The goal is to have fewer side effects.”

      The man in one of the cells to our left pounded on the glass, spittle flying, as if to punctuate her point.

      Lucia scowled in that direction but then turned back to her patient. “There is some pain with the injection, but it shouldn’t last long.”

      The man nodded. “I can handle it.”

      Lucia pulled on gloves and swiped an alcohol wipe over his bicep. Then she lifted a needle.

      I stared at the injection. A dark liquid swirled inside, something about it familiar.

      Lucia slid the needle into the young man’s arm and pressed the plunger.

      He winced but then grinned. “That wasn’t bad.”

      A second later, his body jerked, and I stumbled back into Niall, who steadied me.

      The young man twisted, falling back onto the gurney.

      “He’s seizing!” Lucia cried as other personnel ran over. Some injected him with other things. Some simply held his body to keep him from falling off the bed.

      A thick, black substance began leaking from his eyes and pouring out of his mouth.

      Horror swept through me, but I couldn’t look away. “What did they inject him with?”

      I wasn’t expecting an answer, but Niall gave me one anyway. “Shadow demon venom.”
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      The young man’s body bucked and twisted as if possessed, and in some ways, I guessed he was. He had shadow demon venom coursing through him and not from a bite. This had been injected directly into a vein.

      I watched in horror as his back arched, and then he went completely still. His mouth went slack, his eyes open. That black, tar-like substance still leaked from both.

      My stomach roiled, but I refused to look away. I wouldn’t turn from this atrocity. I’d burn it into my brain so that when I got free, I’d remember what we were fighting for.

      One of the technicians pressed two fingers to the young man’s neck and shook his head. Another pulled a sheet over him.

      Gone. Just like that. I guessed it was better than turning into a monster, but what a waste of a life.

      “I thought you said you’d stabilized the compound.”

      Patrick’s voice was deceptively calm. But I could feel the fury beneath it. Maybe it was because I was used to reading changing moods with Maryanne. Or maybe I just knew to be on alert with this monster.

      Lucia paled. “We’ve been working around the clock, Your Majesty.”

      “Well, obviously, that isn’t enough,” he snarled.

      She swallowed hard, taking an instinctive step back. “Each failed attempt gives us more information. We get closer and closer.”

      Patrick picked up a beaker on the lab table and hurled it at the wall. It smashed into a million pieces, making everyone jump. “We’re running out of time.”

      “We have the test soldiers,” Lucia reminded him.

      A muscle along Patrick’s jaw twitched. “I need soldiers whose brains remain, not just indiscriminate killing machines.”

      My stomach pitched and twisted at his words. What had they created?

      The doctor or scientist, whatever she was, nodded quickly. “We’re gaining more information with each attempt. We know now that this latest iteration moved in the wrong direction.”

      “We need to take one of the shadow demons alive,” Patrick ordered. “We need to see how they metabolize the venom.”

      The technicians all shared a wary look. I didn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want to experiment on one of those tar-fanged monsters. I couldn’t imagine how it would be possible.

      A beep sounded, and a door at the back opened. It took a beat for me to recognize the figure making his way toward us. My body remembered first, a cold sweat sweeping over my skin as I remembered the fiery pain of his bites.

      Damien.

      A smile spread across his unnaturally pale face. “You brought me my prize.”

      I nearly emptied the meager contents of my stomach right there on the floor.

      Damien moved as if he were coming right for me.

      I frantically searched for what might be within reach to defend myself. But his path was interrupted.

      Patrick stepped in his way and shoved his chest hard. “You haven’t earned a damn thing.”

      Damien barely caught himself before tumbling backward. His fangs descended as his lip curled.

      “Watch yourself, boy,” Patrick snapped, his eyes flashing silver. “Remember who has kept you safe these past weeks. Remember who has given you everything you need.”

      My heart hammered against my ribs. It hadn’t been Damien’s own father protecting him all this time. It had been Patrick. But I didn’t understand why.

      Damien struggled to bring his rage under control. His eyes still pulsed with red, but his fangs retreated. “You haven’t given me everything.”

      His gaze locked on me, and I felt the sudden urge to shower.

      Patrick chuckled. “I have to have something to motivate you.”

      Damien’s focus snapped to the dragon king. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked. Tore apart the Crescents. Taken Leighton. Got the shadow demons to give you some of their venom.”

      “But it’s not working,” Patrick growled.

      “It is,” he argued. “Look at Chloe.”

      Patrick huffed. “That girl is the farthest thing from stable I’ve ever seen. Hell, she almost killed your prize.”

      Damien’s eyes went completely red now. “And we’ve had words about that. She understands the error of her ways.”

      Patrick stared at Damien as if he were a moron. “She could’ve exposed my plan before it was ready.”

      It all was coming together. It shouldn’t have shocked me that Chloe would’ve volunteered to be injected with shadow demon venom. She’d do anything for power. But where was she now? Just running around murdering anyone who looked at her twice?

      “I know that,” Damien gritted out.

      “Talk to the shadow demons,” Patrick ordered. “They must have some information on how to utilize their venom.”

      Damien just blinked at him. “Do you know what it took to get us just a little bit of their venom? It’s not like we’re besties braiding each other’s hair.”

      “Well, book a fucking sleepover and get to that point,” Patrick snapped.

      “What happened to your crack team of scientists who can figure out anything?” Damien challenged.

      Smoke curled out of Patrick’s nose. “Don’t disrespect me in my territory, boy.”

      One of the prisoners began pounding on the glass again, making us all jump.

      Patrick let out a growl. “Go,” he commanded Damien.

      “I want some of her blood first,” he said petulantly.

      I froze. My blood?

      Patrick’s eyes narrowed on Damien. “You haven’t earned it.” He turned to Niall. “Take her back to her cell.”

      “No!” Damien shouted. “She’s mine!”

      Silver fire erupted from Patrick’s hand, blocking Damien from my path.

      Niall grabbed my arm, hurrying me along. “We need to move. Now.”

      Shock coursed through me as he guided me out of the lab and down the hall. I tried to focus, to look for any method of escape, but there was nothing.

      Niall gently pushed me into my barred home, and the bars shut with a loud clank. The sound echoed in my ears as though it would go on forever.

      There was no way out. And even if there was, Patrick had a demon army ready to unleash on us all.
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      I pulled the rough blanket tighter around me as I turned onto my side. The move was a mistake. I bit my lip to keep from crying out in pain. I’d tried to use my cot as a ladder to reach the window.

      Epic fail.

      The first fall had ended in a likely bruised tailbone. The second, I suspected, had given me broken ribs. Each breath I took felt as if I were inhaling fire. And moving was even worse.

      My eyes burned as I stared up at the ceiling. I tried to picture my guys. What were they doing right now? They were probably out of their minds with worry.

      I tried to send them a message. To let them know that I was okay. That I was still breathing. That I’d keep fighting.

      Nothing.

      I let out a whoosh of air. My ribs screamed in protest.

      Metal squealed, and I froze. The door?

      Footsteps sounded on the cement, and my heart hammered against my ribs.

      Was it Damien having lost his patience with Patrick? The dragon king deciding it was time to do away with me?

      A massive shadowy form stopped in front of my cell. They didn’t type in a code on the pad. Instead, they pulled out a key to override the system. A second later, they were in my cell.

      I launched to my feet, ready to defend myself with everything I had.

      Niall’s face came into the moonlight, and he lifted a finger to his lips. “We don’t have long. I triggered a power outage over the entire compound. But it won’t take them long to get it up and running.”

      I blinked a few times. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Away from here,” he growled.

      “Why?” I pressed.

      “Because not all of us want to be monsters, Leighton.”

      My chest constricted at the pain in his words. Following Niall was a risk, but staying here was certain death. I jerked my head in a nod.

      Niall led the way out of the cell and toward the dungeon door. “Stay behind me. I’ll deal with whoever we come across.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      The second we were out of the jail area, my magic surged to life. Brendan had taken the cuff off when he’d brought me dinner, thankfully. The feel of that tangle of colors and energy was pure bliss and helped stave off the worst of the pain in my ribs.

      Niall turned to the right, heading for a back staircase. He opened the door and listened. Nothing.

      He motioned for me to follow him. He took the stairs much more quickly than I could with my injured ribs.

      Niall paused on a landing, frowning at me. “What’s wrong?”

      I winced. “I tried to use my bed as a ladder to get out through the window.”

      He cursed. “How bad?”

      “I think I broke a rib or two.”

      Niall’s jaw clenched. “I could carry you, but it might make things worse.”

      I shook my head fervently. “No. You need to be ready to fight.”

      He jerked his head in a nod and started up the stairs again.

      By the time we made it to a door, there were dark spots dancing across my vision. My ribs might have been worse than I thought.

      Niall studied me for a moment. “Do you think you’ll be able to make it? It’s a long walk back to Crescent territory.”

      “I can do it,” I croaked.

      He didn’t look convinced. “Stick to the trees, but keep the road in sight. You know the way once you hit the main road?”

      “I remember.” Thankfully, the moon was bright enough to light my path.

      “I’ll get you to the trees, and then I need to get back to my alibi.”

      “Let’s go.”

      This had been more than a risk for Niall, and I owed him my life.

      He pushed open the door, and we stepped out into the cold night air. The temperature helped. It kept me alert and awake. A different kind of pain to distract from that in my ribs.

      “Niall!” a guy called.

      He turned as a younger man came around the corner.

      “We need help at the—” The guard’s eyes bugged out. “What is she doing—?”

      Niall struck out with a fist to his face. “Run!” he shouted.

      I didn’t wait. I took off for the trees as fast as my legs would carry me.

      “Traitor!” the guard shouted.

      A gunshot sounded.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Niall fall. A cry left my lips, but I’d already made it to the trees. I couldn’t stop.

      Tears flowed down my face, the wind making the tracks sting, but I kept pushing. My lungs felt as if I were inhaling razor blades.

      “Stop!” the guard yelled.

      He was gaining on me. None of my training would help me now, not with broken ribs.

      Footsteps pounded behind me. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

      I tugged hard on my magic, not even knowing what I was pulling free. I whirled and thrust my hands out. A mix of purple, silver, and gold magic flew from my palms.

      The guard’s eyes went wide, and then he was engulfed in flames. His scream only lasted for a moment, and then he fell to the ground.

      I’d killed someone.

      I stared at him until shouts sounded from deeper in the dragon lands. There wasn’t time for an existential crisis if I had any hope of surviving.

      Turning on my heel, I took off through the woods. I moved farther away from the road but where I could still just make it out.

      ATVs took off down the bumpy gravel, guards and soldiers scanning the woods. I thanked my lucky stars my sweats were a dark green that blended in with the night and my surroundings. I moved carefully, picking my way through the underbrush, blood roaring in my ears.

      I didn’t know how long it took for me to reach the main road. But by the time I did, my breaths were painfully shallow.

      Tears stung my eyes at how far I had to go. “One step at a time,” I whispered.

      I wanted to flag down a passing motorist on the two-lane highway, but there was no way of knowing who it would be. I couldn’t take that risk. So, I did as Niall told me and kept to the trees on the side of the road.

      Each pair of headlights that passed, I’d duck behind a trunk just in case. The trek felt as if it took all night, but the sky was still dark by the time I hit our neighborhood.

      Tears fell from my cheeks as I caught sight of The Nest. My legs shook as I made my way up the drive to the gatehouse.

      A guard stepped out as he caught sight of me, his jaw dropping. But another was already on the phone and opening the gate.

      More black spots danced in my vision as I forced myself to keep walking.

      Figures were running from the house, but they all blended together. I couldn’t see how many there were.

      One was out in front, running the fastest.

      Purple eyes flashed in the night. Trace.

      I tried to say his name, but I couldn’t get my lips to work.

      I reached out a hand. I was so close.

      Horror spread across Trace’s expression.

      But I was already falling.
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      “You’ve been holding her for the past hour,” Ronan snarled.

      “I help keep her pain away,” Trace shot back.

      “She’s completely healed. She isn’t in pain anymore,” Declan argued. “You just don’t want to let her go.”

      “Can you blame me?” Trace asked.

      Everyone went silent.

      I struggled against unconsciousness. With the number of times I’d ended up in this predicament, I should’ve been better at coming back to the land of the living. But it was still a struggle.

      I concentrated on Trace’s heat behind me, the buzz I felt from his contact. I let that tether pull me back.

      My eyelids fluttered, bringing snapshots of my surroundings. My bedroom. Briar watching with kitty worry from her tower. Dash at the end of the bed, my feet in his lap. His glasses did nothing to hide the dark circles under his eyes.

      Declan and Ronan were perched on the far side of the mattress, wearing identical expressions of concern. And Colt looked absolutely ravaged, his scruff thick and eyes red.

      “I’m okay,” I croaked.

      Colt’s eyes widened, and he dropped to his knees next to the bed, taking my face in his hands. “LeeLee.”

      “I promise.”

      He brushed his lips across mine and then pressed his forehead to my own. “We lost our minds.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I shouldn’t have believed him—”

      “Who?” Ronan demanded.

      Trace shifted me so that I was propped against the pillows, and so that he, too, could see my face.

      I swallowed hard. “Connor. He got me outside, and someone injected me with—”

      Trace was off the bed in a flash, Ronan on his heels.

      “Stop!” Colt commanded. “I know you want to rip him apart, and trust me, I do, too. But no one can know we’ve found Leighton.”

      Ronan let out a snarl, and purple fire danced around Trace.

      “Her safety is more important than our vengeance,” Dash said quietly. His gaze moved to me, scanning my face. “How do you feel?”

      I breathed deep, testing the action. No pain. “I feel…fine. But I wasn’t…”

      A shudder coursed through Declan. “You had broken ribs and a punctured lung. We gave you blood, and Dash worked a healing spell, but if you’d been much longer…”

      I knew what he wasn’t saying, what he couldn’t. If I’d been much longer, then I wouldn’t have survived.

      I swallowed hard, my nose stinging.

      “You smelled of dragon,” Colt growled. “How did you get away?”

      A fresh wave of pain coursed through me. “Niall,” I choked out. “He got me out.”

      Declan’s eyes went wide. “Niall?”

      I nodded. “But one of the guards killed him in the process.”

      A tear broke free, cascading down my cheek.

      Colt moved then, hauling me into his arms and settling us back on the bed. He rocked me in his lap. “I’ll be thankful to Niall for the rest of my days.”

      “It’s so bad,” I whispered.

      Ronan and Trace stalked back to the bed.

      “Tell us,” Ronan demanded.

      “Patrick and Damien are working together.”

      Declan’s brows flew up. “Patrick doesn’t play well with others.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I agreed. “I’m not sure this will last long. But he has been helping Damien escape capture.”

      “So Alister really doesn’t know where he is,” Dash said thoughtfully.

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t see any signs of Alister or hear any mention of him.”

      Trace lowered himself back to the mattress. He took my hand as if the compulsion to touch me was too strong. “They hurt you.”

      I shook my head. “They didn’t.” I bit my lip. “I tried to climb up my cot to escape through a window—”

      “Little Bird,” he growled.

      “I wanted to get back to you.” I looked around the room. “To all of you.”

      Ronan let out a long breath. “What was their plan in taking you?”

      I toyed with the comforter.

      “Firecracker,” he pressed.

      “I think I was supposed to be a reward. For Damien.”

      A series of growls and snarls lit the air. Even Trace and Dash joined in.

      “A reward for what?” Colt gritted out.

      He was always thinking three steps ahead. It was the pack leader in him.

      “They’ve been injecting people with shadow demon venom. Patrick’s creating an army.”

      Everyone went silent.

      “Chloe,” Dash mumbled, putting the pieces together.

      I nodded. “I think she was a test subject. But they aren’t stable. I saw their lab. Some are like feral animals, and some just…die.”

      The guys all shared a look.

      “What?” I asked.

      Dash straightened at the end of the bed. “I’ve been doing as much research as possible, following any thread that might help us figure out what’s going on. Any thread that might lead us to you.”

      “You found something?” I pushed.

      He nodded. “Those reports from villages being attacked by dark ones. I found a journal from the time period. A caster began doing experiments.”

      My stomach twisted. “The same sort of thing.”

      “It sounds like it,” Dash said.

      “And the new creations turned on people? Just started attacking?”

      Declan’s jaw clenched. “It’s worse than that. The venom can increase a supernatural’s ability.”

      “But it also leads to instability,” Ronan added.

      “Indiscriminate killing machines,” I whispered.

      Colt tensed beneath me. “What did you say?”

      “It was something Patrick said about his soldiers. That they were indiscriminate killing machines.”

      A pained look filled Dash’s expression. “From the journal entries I’ve read, the creatures took out everything in their paths. No thought, no self-preservation even. They simply want to kill.”

      And Patrick had an army of them.
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      “I can bring you breakfast up here,” Dash argued as I pulled on my sweatpants.

      I sent him a look that, while not mean, told him exactly what I thought of that idea. “I spent all of yesterday in bed. I feel completely fine, and I need to stretch my legs.”

      He sighed and pulled me into his arms. “Is it so bad that I want to keep you all to ourselves?”

      I nuzzled into his chest as his pine and cedar scent wrapped around me. “I love that you want that. I just also want to be able to walk now and then.”

      Dash chuckled, the sound music to my ears. There hadn’t been a whole lot of laughter in the past twenty-four hours.

      He released me but took my hand. “You ready?”

      “Just need these,” I said, sliding my feet into slippers.

      Dash wove his fingers through mine and led me out the door and into the hallway. He was quiet as we walked, a million and one things likely swimming in that massive brain of his.

      As we reached the top of the staircase, I tugged him to a stop. “Are you okay?”

      He looked down at me, his gaze searching. As if there might be some miraculous answer swirling in my eyes. “I’m trying to see the way through, and I’m not sure what it could possibly be.”

      Dash always had the answers. And if he didn’t, he knew how to find them. Not knowing where to turn had to make him feel beyond powerless.

      I stretched up on my tiptoes, brushing my lips against his. “We’ll find it together. But first, we need breakfast. Brain food.”

      The corner of Dash’s mouth kicked up. “Deal.”

      I squeezed his hand and tugged him down the stairs.

      Voices sounded from the dining room, and I hurried in that direction. The moment I stepped inside the space, I was enveloped in a gentle hug. Baldwin let out a shuddered breath. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      I hugged him tighter. “I missed you.”

      He sniffed. “You have no idea. Leaving me to deal with these animals alone.”

      I laughed as I released him. “Never again.”

      “I’m holding you to that.” Baldwin gestured to the table. “I made all your favorites.”

      Scanning the table, my jaw went slack. There were pancakes, waffles, and what looked like crêpes. Bacon, sausage, and ham. Scrambled eggs and some sort of egg casserole. Fresh fruit. And the world of pastries.

      I glanced up at Baldwin. “Did you leave any eggs and flour for the rest of the county?”

      He grinned and booped me on the nose. “Anything for my girl.”

      Ronan let out a low growl at that.

      Baldwin just rolled his eyes. “You’re just going to have to learn to share.”

      I laughed as I took my usual seat.

      Cillian studied me from across the table, his expression unreadable. “How are you feeling, Princess?”

      “Ready to hit the gym for training after I eat.”

      A chorus of nos filled the air around me.

      I sent my scowl to each of the guys. “I’m totally fine. Healed.”

      Colt’s lips thinned. “Your bones might be healed, but you still have bruises all along your side.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. He was right. The aftermath of the injury was still present, even though the wound itself had healed.

      “Can you honestly tell us that your side doesn’t hurt at all?” Declan challenged.

      I had the burning urge to stick my tongue out at him. “It’s a little tender, but that’s it. You guys train with a hell of a lot worse.”

      I turned to Cillian. “What do you say?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Light training. No contact.”

      My mouth pulled down in a frown.

      Cillian’s lips twitched. “Don’t pout, Princess. It’s not a good look on you.”

      I did stick my tongue out at that.
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      “Running, again?” I groaned.

      Dash chuckled. “You’re the one who was so determined to train. We could always opt for a movie instead.”

      I sent a glare in his direction and hopped on the treadmill, turning it up to three.

      “Need to warm up those muscles,” Cillian said, picking up to a jog on the treadmill next to me.

      I heard a grunt from over on the mats, and I knew Declan and Ronan had begun to spar. They needed it. They were both dealing with a riot of emotions, thanks to their father. Hopefully, this training session would help all of us.

      “How’s the side?” Dash asked as he jogged on a third treadmill.

      “Not bad.” I felt a slight twinge with each step, but it wasn’t horrible.

      “Not sure I believe you,” he grumbled.

      I pretended like I didn’t hear him.

      After a ten-minute jog, Cillian called time. He motioned me and Dash over to another training circle, but my gaze was caught on Declan and Ronan. They were both shirtless and barefoot, wearing nothing but low-slung sweats. Their skin glistened as they moved. Declan’s creamy white and Ronan’s golden tan. So different, yet so similar.

      A pair of fingers snapped in front of my face. “Stop staring, Princess.”

      My cheeks heated, but I shrugged. “They’re pretty to look at.”

      Dash snorted, but Cillian just shook his head.

      “Let’s start with running through our hits, kicks, and blocks. You might not be ready for contact, but we can work on form,” Cillian said.

      He and Dash analyzed each millimeter of movement to the point I wanted to pull my hair out. By the fiftieth correction, I threw up my hands. “My brain is going to explode.”

      Cillian chuckled. “Fair enough. I think that’s good for today. Go watch your boys. You’ll learn from that, too.”

      He inclined his head toward the other fighting ring. I followed his gesture to see that Colt and Trace were in the ring now. They, too, were shirtless. Colt’s defined chest glistened as he moved. And Trace…holy hell. I’d never tire of seeing his tattoos on display. The barbells through his nipples caught the light as he twisted, and I swallowed hard.

      Cillian laughed as he slipped out the door. “Have fun.”

      I moved toward the action as if it had a kind of pull on me. Colt and Trace moved like they were in a sort of dance. A give and take. Even as a punch or kick landed, it didn’t seem vicious. It was beautiful.

      Trace caught sight of me and faltered. Colt’s leg swept out in a kick that he barely dodged. He scowled at Colt. “Taking advantage of my one weakness.”

      Colt chuckled, glancing my way. “But what a beautiful weakness to have.”

      Trace’s eyes took on that violet glow. “Come here, Little Bird. Want to spar?”

      Something told me he didn’t mean the kind of kicking and punching he and Colt had been doing, but there was still only one answer. “Yes.”
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      My bare feet moved quietly across the mats. I watched each ragged inhale and exhale of Trace’s and Colt’s chests. It was almost as if they were breathing in tandem. And maybe they were.

      The moment I was within range, Trace grabbed my wrist and tugged me hard against him, my back to his front. I’d shucked my sweatshirt after my jog and wore only sweatpants and a sports bra now. The feel of his damp skin against mine was heady. His lilac scent wrapping around me nearly took me to my knees.

      “How are you feeling, Little Bird?”

      “Good,” I squeaked.

      Colt took a step toward me, his eyes going hooded. “You sure about that?”

      I nodded, swallowing hard.

      Trace’s fingers skimmed down my side and over my belly. “Think you can be a good girl and stay real still for us?”

      My breath caught in my throat. “Yes.”

      Colt chuckled, the sound husky. “So eager.”

      “Our girl always is,” Dash said.

      My gaze flicked to him, and I didn’t miss the bulge in his sweats. Just the sight had me licking my lips on instinct.

      Ronan grinned. “Insatiable.”

      “Just the way we like her,” Declan said, his gaze skimming over my body.

      They were everywhere. All around me. Even the guys that weren’t touching me, I could still feel them.

      My breaths came quicker as the energy in the room crackled.

      Colt took another step toward me. “Last chance to run.”

      I lifted my chin, meeting his stare. “Never.”

      He flexed his hand, unsheathing his claws. He slipped one under the band of my sports bra and sliced it down the middle.

      “What is it with you guys and ruining my clothes? You know you could just take it off,” I snapped.

      Colt gave me a devilish grin. “What fun would that be?”

      I shook my head, about to chastise him when Trace slipped his hand into my sweats and palmed the apex of my thighs. “Quiet, Little Bird.”

      My mouth snapped closed.

      “Show us what a good girl you can be. How obedient. How beautiful. Show us how you can make us all come without even touching us,” Trace rasped.

      Heat and wetness rushed between my legs.

      Colt let out a growl as his nose twitched, and I knew he could smell my arousal.

      “She could,” Declan gritted out as he slipped his hand into his sweats and began stroking himself. “I could come just watching you touch her.”

      “We all could,” Dash echoed, palming his cock.

      My core spasmed as power surged somewhere deep. Somehow, knowing I affected them like this was almost more than I could take.

      Trace bent his head, his lips skimming my ear. “Want to play, Little Bird?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, my ass arching into him.

      He pinched the inside of my thigh. “Be still.”

      I froze. That tiny flicker of pain made everything in me tighten in the most delicious way.

      “Good girl.”

      Trace’s free hand skated across my belly. Purple sparks flicked out of his fingertips and embedded in my skin. I sucked in a sharp breath as sensation tore through me.

      “Tell me what you feel,” he coaxed.

      “Everything.”

      It was the only thing I could say to describe it. Heat and tension and more of everything.

      “What is it?” I asked, practically panting.

      “My incubi venom, at full strength.”

      I tipped my head back, looking up at Trace. For the first time, he was letting me have all of him. Him and his demon. I took his mouth in a hungry kiss.

      Trace moaned into my own and then bit my lip. “Not playing by the rules, Little Bird. There are punishments for that kind of thing.”

      My nipples tightened at his words.

      “She likes the idea of that,” Ronan growled low.

      “Colt,” Trace clipped as he spun me around to face him.

      Colt was on me in a flash. He shucked my sweats and panties, pulling them clean off and sending them sailing across the room. A second later, a hand came down hard on my ass cheek.

      I let out a startled cry.

      Colt’s palm soothed the abused skin. “So pretty and pink.”

      Heat rushed to the stinging spot, and I gasped as a new rush of wetness gathered in my core.

      Ronan moved into our space. His hand dipped between my thighs, fingers teasing and toying. His eyes flashed gold. “She’s fucking soaked.”

      A grin spread across Trace’s face. “She loves to play.”

      The sound of something being dragged across the floor had my head snapping up.

      Dash pushed a set of foam box jumps next to us. “I want to see her on display. I want to see you feasting on what’s ours.”

      My heart rate ratcheted up as the guys moved me in tandem, positioning me on the boxes. The leather was cold against my overheated skin, making my nipples pebble.

      Colt let out a low growl. “So fucking beautiful.” His head bent, and he took the peak in his mouth, sucking deep.

      I nearly bowed off the box.

      “Still,” Trace commanded, tweaking my other nipple as he stood behind me, letting my head rest against him.

      “Take pity on her, Trace. She’s trying so hard,” Declan said as he moved to my side, his fingers ghosting over my breast.

      “Please,” I moaned. I needed them so badly it hurt.

      “You aching, Mon Coeur?” Dash cooed.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “Need to be filled?”

      I nodded frantically.

      Dash glanced at Colt. “Take her.”

      He didn’t have to be told twice. He shucked his sweats and moved between my thighs. His eyes blazed gold as they locked with mine.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      Colt thrust inside me in one swift move.

      I cried out. With relief. With the stretch. With feeling everything.

      Ronan’s finger found my clit as Colt thrust deeper.

      “More,” I begged.

      “So greedy, Little Bird.” Trace flicked out a hand, and purple sparks flew around all of us.

      A series of groans lit the air, and my magic responded. An array of colors swirled in the air.

      “It’s like I’m fucking inside her,” Declan gritted out.

      Colt arched into me, impossibly deeper, and my magic surged again.

      “Hell,” Trace growled.

      Again and again, each tilt of Colt’s hips sent us all higher.

      Ronan pressed down on my clit, and I shattered. Colt came on a shout, the other guys following behind him. A boom sounded, and the lights in the gym went dark.
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      Declan laughed as he grabbed my sweatshirt off the floor. “First she passes out because she comes so hard, and now, she knocks out the power in the entire building.”

      “Shut up,” I grumbled, grabbing the sweatshirt from him. At least the lights were back on now.

      “She has a gift, that’s for sure,” Ronan said with a smirk.

      I started to pull my sweatshirt over my head, but Colt grabbed hold of my arm. “Holy shit. Your side.”

      I glanced down, but there was nothing there other than unmarred skin.

      “The bruises are completely gone,” he muttered.

      I skimmed my fingers over my ribs. There was no sign that there was ever a bruise there at all.

      Dash grinned as he moved closer to examine me. “Our bond is deepening.”

      My brows flew up in question.

      The corner of Trace’s mouth kicked up. “As our mate bond deepens, we’ll be able to heal each other.”

      “That’s so cool.” I glanced down at my ribs and then back up. “What about the anchor bond?”

      Colt pulled my sweatshirt over my head for me. “It’s already starting to take root. Your abilities are already growing. But once the ceremony takes place, you’ll be even more powerful. And we’ll all feel more grounded.”

      “You mean we won’t go insane after we turn twenty-one?” I pressed.

      “That, too.”

      I worried the corner of my lip. “Shouldn’t we do it now? So that I can help fight the shadow demons?”

      The room went silent, and the guys shared a look.

      “What?” I growled.

      Declan moved closer to me. “We don’t think you should fight.”

      “Declan…” I growled.

      He held up a hand. “We’ve been training our whole lives for this. You’ve just gotten your powers.”

      A burn lit behind my eyes. “I’m not going to let you go into this battle alone. So just forget it.”

      It killed me that they even wanted to.

      “Little Bird…” Trace pulled me into his arms. “You’re everything to us. We’d do anything to protect you.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “Don’t cut me out of this. It’s my fight, too. You maneuvering behind my back just makes me feel cut out of this bond.”

      The guys all surrounded me in a sort of huddle hug.

      “You’re the heartbeat of this bond, LeeLee,” Colt whispered. “It doesn’t exist without you.”

      Ronan kissed the top of my head. “No more cutting you out. Promise.”

      “Thank you,” I said softly.

      We stayed like that for a few beats, and then they finally released me.

      I let out a long breath. “What did Darius and Saoirse say about our options?”

      Colt grimaced. “They’re gathering all the forces we have. Right now, we just have to figure out whether it makes more sense to wait or strike first.”

      “Saoirse is trying to figure out where Patrick is housing the full army of dark ones,” Declan said. “But we don’t have any clues yet. Sam and her bond haven’t seen any sign of them on dragon lands.”

      “Dark ones? That’s what you’re calling those injected with shadow demon venom?” I asked.

      Dash nodded. “That’s what the journals call them. I just wish there was more information on how to fight them.”

      I tugged on the corner of my lip. “Where do shadow demons get their power?”

      “From the darkness,” Ronan said. “Both the physical lack of light and evil itself.”

      I drummed my fingers along my thighs as I puzzled through that information. “So, they almost always attack at night, right?”

      Trace nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a daylight attack unless it’s somewhere like the caves where we got jumped.”

      Just thinking about that day had a sick feeling sweeping through me. But I fought it back, trying to keep my head in the game. “What would happen if we somehow exposed them to the light?”

      Dash’s head snapped up. “I have to go.”

      He took off out of the gym like his ass was on fire.

      I glanced at Colt. “What was that about?”

      He grinned. “You gave Dash an idea.”
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      I balanced the tray of snacks in my hands as Trace keyed in the code to Dash’s lab. A series of beeps sounded, and Trace opened the door, holding it for me. I stepped inside, the scents of countless flowers swirling around me.

      We made our way through the conservatory portion of the lab to the workstations, where the rest of the guys were holed up. Dash had been at it for hours, oscillating between old journals, spell books, and some sort of equation he was working out.

      I slid the tray onto an empty table. “We brought food.”

      Colt sent me a tired smile. “I don’t think you’ll get him to stop. Not when he’s like this.”

      I frowned at Dash. His glasses were off-kilter on his face, his hair was disheveled, and his eyes were completely bloodshot.

      “Dash.” My voice wasn’t soft or loud, but he didn’t react at all. He simply kept flipping through pages.

      Ronan stood, coming behind me and massaging my shoulders. “You just have to let him work through it. If you stop him, he’ll just bite your head off.”

      My frown deepened. “He could make himself sick.”

      “He has too many times to count,” Trace muttered, grabbing a soda. “But he always bounces back.”

      I hated the idea of that. But I also understood that Dash’s mind was unique, and I didn’t want to mess up his process. I took my own soda, forcing myself to drink and nibble on some crackers.

      A second later, Dash dropped his pencil, his head lifting to stare out the window.

      “He’s got something,” Ronan whispered.

      “What is it, Dash?” Colt asked.

      Slowly, Dash turned toward us. “Leighton was right. The key is light. The good and the physical brightness. It’s our fire that always kills them quickest. Dragon fire, spell fire, incubi fire. I needed to find a way to amplify that.”

      Declan sat up straighter on his stool, hope brimming in his eyes. “Did you?”

      Dash nodded, but the move was painfully slow, and he didn’t look all that happy about it. “I found a spell, but it needs fuel. Something to power it.”

      Colt shifted on his feet. “Just tell us what you need.”

      Dash’s gaze shifted to me, and my heart stopped. “If we were anchor bound, Leighton could power it.”

      I set down my soda, grinning. “That’s great. What are we waiting for? Let’s do the little ceremony and get on with it.”

      Dash shook his head, pain streaking across his expression. “It’s incredibly dangerous. Way too easy for you to give too much. And if you did, there would be no bringing you back this time. You’d be gone for good.”

      “No,” Colt snapped. “It’s not even an option.”

      “Just wait—” I began, but Ronan cut me off.

      “It’s not even a question.”

      A ringtone cut through the quiet, and Colt pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Yes?”

      The single word was a snap.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he growled.

      Everyone instantly went on alert, and Colt’s gaze lifted to us. “Connor’s here.”
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      “He has some balls showing up here,” Ronan snarled.

      “Or a death wish,” Declan muttered.

      Sweat gathered at the base of my spine at just the thought of Connor. The boy I’d thought was my friend. But he hadn’t given a damn about me. He’d only cared about himself. About power and clout.

      “We have to let him up,” Dash said.

      Trace whirled on him. “Have you lost your mind? The second he gets up here, he’ll scent Leighton.”

      Colt’s jaw ticked. “He’s right. If we don’t let him up, Connor will go straight back to Patrick and tell him that we have her. At least this way, we can stall him.”

      “This way we can get some answers,” Trace growled.

      My stomach pitched at the way Trace would get those answers, but I knew we didn’t have a choice.

      “Let him up,” Colt clipped into the phone.

      “We’ll have to move quickly the moment he’s inside,” Declan said.

      The guys nodded in agreement as we hurried into the entryway.

      Dash turned to me. “You should wait upstairs.”

      I pinned him with a stare. “I’m where you are. Don’t try to leave me out of this.”

      He sighed and pulled me into a hug. “At least stay back until we have him under control.”

      I nodded, stepping into the shadows of the hallway just as a knock sounded on the door. I swallowed hard as Colt opened it.

      Connor stepped inside. He used to look so boyish and innocent to me. Now he looked like a manipulative snake. “Hey, guys—” His words cut off as his nostrils flared.

      He moved to bolt, but Ronan and Declan were too fast for him. They lunged from either side, taking his arms as he kicked and squirmed.

      “Trying to go somewhere, Con?” Declan asked.

      “I, uh, you got her back. That’s great.”

      I stepped out of the hallway. “I got myself back. No thanks to you.”

      Connor’s eyes widened. “Leighton, I…”

      “Save it,” Trace snapped, purple flames swirling around him. “I’ve been waiting to get my hands on you.”

      All color drained from Connor’s face. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      Colt’s eyes turned gold. “There’s always a choice. You just chose wrong.”

      “Why?” I croaked. “All I ever did was be your friend.”

      Hatred flashed in Connor’s expression. “All you did was give me a few pity conversations. You don’t know what it’s like. Not to have a bond. An anchor. A mate. I’m nothing.”

      “I know exactly what it’s like. I’ve been alone for most of my life. Kicked around. But I would never take that out on another person.”

      He huffed out a breath. “It seems like it all worked out pretty well for you. Living in this mansion. All your fancy powers.”

      Ronan’s fist slammed into Connor’s stomach. “She’s been through hell.”

      Connor coughed and spluttered. “You’ll never be able to stop him.”

      Declan hauled Connor back to his feet. “The hell we won’t. Tell us where Patrick’s keeping the dark ones.”

      Connor snapped his mouth closed, not saying a word.

      Trace stalked toward him, purple fire playing between his fingertips. “It’s going to be fun to break you. I think I’ll start with your fingers and toes. Maybe a tooth.”

      Ronan grinned at Trace. “Pulling teeth makes the mouth swell, harder to speak then.”

      “Good point,” he agreed. “Maybe I’ll take his balls. He’s not a man anyway.”

      A wet spot appeared on the front of Connor’s jeans.

      “Gross, man,” Dash said, wrinkling his nose. “We just washed the floors.”

      The purple fire surged from Trace’s fingertips. “Want to have a conversation or should I start having my fun?”

      Flames flew toward Connor’s face when he didn’t answer.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you!”
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      I leaned back on the couch, pulling my legs up to my chest. Everyone was quiet as we waited for Colt to return. Connor had told us where the dark ones were being housed on dragon lands. He’d told us which members of the horde were in on Patrick’s machinations. But he’d maintained that he didn’t know when or where Patrick would strike.

      Declan had said that his father would never tell someone like Connor his plan. Trace had wanted to try torture, but Colt had intervened, calling Saoirse and Darius instead.

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Colt appeared, shoving his phone into his pocket. “We’ll keep Connor in one of the cells below for now. Once we’ve taken care of Patrick, we’ll transfer him to The Assembly.”

      He spoke about taking care of Patrick as if it were going to be the easiest thing in the world. Only it was anything but.

      “You have to let me help,” I whispered.

      “No,” Colt snapped. “We’re not risking it.”

      I leaned forward on the sofa in the lounge and pressed my thumbs into that spot on either side of my nose where a headache was forming. Then I looked up at him. “We don’t have much time. How long until Patrick knows Connor is missing and just decides to strike?”

      Everyone was silent because they knew I was right.

      “She can do it,” Trace said quietly. “She’s an anchor. She always has been, and she instinctively knows how to root our abilities.”

      “You heard Dash tell us how risky it would be,” Ronan argued. “Are you honestly willing to chance that?”

      “And what happens if we don’t chance it?” Dash asked. “We all die. Because at some point, Patrick is going to unleash that mutant army of his, and nothing will stand in its way.”

      Declan shook his head. “We have others standing with us.”

      “It won’t be enough,” Trace shot back.

      I pressed my thumbs harder and harder into my brow bone. This argument could go on forever. Round and round until we were at each other’s throats without making any progress.

      “Stop,” I whispered.

      Even though my voice was barely audible, all talking ceased.

      Colt turned pain-filled eyes in my direction. “Don’t make me do it, LeeLee. Don’t make me watch you die.”

      That agony ripped through me, pulsing and twisting. I shoved to my feet and crossed to him. Lifting my palms to his stubbled cheeks, I stared into those hazel eyes. “You’ve given me more in a matter of months than I could’ve hoped for in a lifetime.”

      “LeeLee,” he croaked.

      “I have to do this. I have to give us a fighting chance. I’ll practice with Dash before he casts the spell. I’ll train with Saoirse to handle the new magic. I’ll do whatever it takes to get me there. You know that I’ll fight with everything I have to stay with you.”

      A single tear slipped from Colt’s eye and slid down his cheek.

      I swiped it away with my thumb. “I love you with everything I have.”

      He leaned forward, his forehead dropping to mine. “From the moment we met. In this lifetime and the next.”

      A sob tried to break free, but I shoved it down. I let Colt breathe me in for a moment, and then I straightened, turning to face the rest of the guys. “How do we get anchor bound?”
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      Baldwin stood behind me at my vanity in the bathroom, his fingers finishing the final delicate braid in my hair. There were dozens of them woven around the crown of my head, and the rest of my hair hung in loose waves down my back.

      He’d done something magical to my eyes, too. The smoky liner made the green of my irises burn brighter and my eyes themselves appear larger.

      Baldwin’s hands dropped from my head to my shoulders. “Now we just need to get you into your dress.”

      I met his gaze in the mirror. “I’ve never felt more beautiful.”

      It was true. Even still in my fuzzy, oversized robe, I felt like a queen.

      Baldwin sniffed. “Been dreaming of this day for my boys. I couldn’t imagine a more worthy partner.”

      My eyes burned. “Do not make me cry after you spent hours on my makeup.”

      He laughed, but there was a forced quality to it. “Come on. I got a dress for you a few weeks ago, thinking this day might be on the horizon.”

      Warmth spread through me at Baldwin’s trust in me. His belief in my bond. I hugged him tightly. “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have you in my life.”

      “I feel just the same, cherub.”

      I let out a long breath as I released him. “Let’s see this dress.”

      Baldwin led me into my closet, moving the section of evening dresses I’d never truly perused. He pawed through them until he found a garment bag at the back. He pulled it out and hung it on a hook. As he unzipped it, I gasped.

      This wasn’t a dress. It was a work of art.

      The fabric was a deep blue and purple, so dark it was almost black, but it wasn’t. And overlayed on it was what looked like a sheath of fine diamonds. The effect was what looked like a night sky.

      “Baldwin…”

      “It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, reaching out to skim my fingers over the creation.

      “Let’s get you into it,” he said, moving quickly.

      We worked in tandem, getting me into the gown. As he zipped me up, I looked down in awe. “It fits perfectly.”

      Baldwin grinned. “I know my girl’s measurements.”

      I laughed. “You and Colt and your creepy stalker ways.”

      A knock sounded on my bedroom door.

      Baldwin let out a breath, and some of the smile slipped. “Are you ready?”

      “I’ve been ready since the moment I met them,” I said honestly.

      “Then, let’s get you bound.”

      We crossed to my bedroom door, and Baldwin opened it to reveal Cillian standing there in a black suit. He was devastating in his Cillian way. His gaze was hard, but there was a gentleness to the set of his mouth.

      “I’d like the honor of escorting you to your mates,” he rasped out.

      My eyes burned. “I’d love that.”

      Baldwin wiped at his eyes. “I’ll be downstairs.”

      He hurried ahead of us as Cillian offered me his arm. “You look beautiful, Princess.”

      The corner of my mouth kicked up. “Thank you.”

      “But your strength and bravery are even more beautiful.”

      “If you make me cry, my mates will kick your ass.”

      He chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      We made our way down the stairs and toward the back door. The ceremony would take place on the back lawn under the moonlight.

      Cillian paused at the door. “Ready?”

      “More than.”

      It was the truth. I wanted to be bound to these five men in every way possible. And for all eternity.

      Cillian pushed open the door, and we stepped out.

      A gasp slipped from my lips. I didn’t know how they’d done it, but flowers and candles littered the backyard. Deep purples and pinks and blues lined my path. The blooms were only punctuated by the glittering stars above.

      I was absently aware that Saoirse, Delphine, Darius, and Baldwin were there. But I only had eyes for the five guys in the center of a flower circle. Their gazes bored into me as I walked.

      Sheer joy rippled through me as I took them in. I could feel their love, even from here. No matter what was to come, I would cherish this moment forever.

      By the time Cillian and I reached the altar of sorts, all my guys’ eyes were glowing, and I could feel the energy pulsing between us.

      Cillian kissed my cheek and released me to my mates, sharing a look with his brothers.

      Trace stepped forward, his fingers skimming along my back. “You steal my breath, Little Bird.”

      I turned, pressing a kiss to his shoulder.

      All five of my mates were clad in navy tuxes that did devastating things to my insides.

      Dash moved to us, lifting a hand to cup my cheek. “Mon Coeur, the greatest honor of my life, loving you.”

      Declan linked his fingers with mine. “You gave me a home.”

      Ronan placed a hand on the small of my back. “You healed me.”

      Colt moved in last. “You’re everything. To all of us. And you make us one.”

      My throat constricted, and my nose stung. “It’s you. All of you coming together, you’ve made me feel more loved than I could ever imagine.”

      A throat cleared, and Saoirse smiled. “Then let’s bind you as you always should have been.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded.

      She motioned for me to stand in the center of the circle.

      I did so, and the guys took up positions around me.

      Delphine smiled gently as she began to chant in that language Dash spoke. As she did, Saoirse wove a silver cord from me to each of my guys, creating an intricate design.

      When we were all joined, Delphine’s chanting increased in volume. She lifted her hands up to the sky, and lightning cracked the heavens.

      The cord began to burn with heat. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out. And then the pain was gone, the cord with it.

      Saoirse bowed her head. “Bound through this life and the next.”

      The guys were on me in a flash. Lips on my neck and forehead. Caresses and strokes.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      And then a siren tore through the night.
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      My spine snapped straight. “Shadow demons?”

      Colt pulled his phone from his pocket and instantly had a call on speaker.

      A male voice came over the line. “We can see them about half a mile out. Has to be at least a hundred. They look like zombies.”

      I shared a look with the guys. “The dark ones. Patrick’s army.”

      My stomach roiled as everyone lurched into action. Darius and Delphine called their clans to rally them for war, but it would take time for them to get here. Time we didn’t have.

      Saoirse was on her phone, calling in the few dragons we knew were loyal to us.

      I turned to Dash. “Get the spell.”

      His eyes widened. “You haven’t trained.”

      “You’ll just have to walk me through it.” I bled all the confidence I didn’t feel into my next words. “I can do this. I just need you to help me.”

      Because I would give everything for my guys. Even my life.

      Dash cursed but pulled something from under his tux shirt. It was a small pouch that hung on a silk cord around his neck.

      “That’s the spell?” I asked in disbelief.

      He nodded. “Small but mighty.”

      “LeeLee,” Colt said, his voice pained.

      “I have to try. If I don’t, none of it will matter anyway.”

      “She’s right,” Ronan rasped. “We don’t have a prayer otherwise.”

      He turned to me and kissed me soundly. “Slow and steady. Don’t do too much too fast.”

      “I won’t,” I assured him.

      Trace kissed me next, his lip ring cool against my skin. “You’ve got this, Little Bird. I’ve never met a bigger badass.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Declan pressed his lips to my neck. “Come back to me.”

      “Always.”

      Colt stared at me for a moment before brushing his lips across my temple. “My forever safe place.”

      I shoved down my sob. “I feel the exact same.”

      I forced myself to turn to Dash. “Tell me how it will work.”

      He stared at the pouch in his hand. “I’ll pour this over you as I say the spell. It’ll deepen our anchor bond and give you extra power to feed to us. But you have to be careful not to give too much. Keep checking in with your reserves.”

      I nodded.

      “Colt will stay with you since he doesn’t have a light ability. He’ll help ground you and remind you not to go too far.”

      Saoirse looked in our direction. “They’re almost at the gates. I got word from a dragon who is scouting.”

      I looked at Dash. “Now.”

      He stared at me for a moment. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Now help me.”

      Dash jerked his head in a nod and emptied the contents of the pouch over my head. It was a fine powder mixed with dried flower petals. As he began to chant, the powder glowed and swirled around me.

      A wave of energy swept through me, making me feel almost full. As if I’d overindulged on one of Baldwin’s feasts.

      I reached a hand out, and Ronan steadied me.

      His eyes widened. “Whoa.”

      Declan jerked straight. “I feel it.”

      “Me, too,” Trace said as purple lightning crackled between his fingers.

      Colt clapped Dash on the shoulder. “You did it.”

      Dash couldn’t take his eyes off me. “Remember. A little bit at a time.”

      “I promise.”

      He turned to the rest of the guys. “Go easy at first. It’s going to take time to get used to the new fire power.”

      Cillian strode up with Darius alongside him. “What is the plan of attack?”

      Dash looked to Colt, who nodded at him to take point. “Dragons should take to the skies, but use the house for cover. Don’t forget that the dark ones will have many of the shadow demons’ abilities. They’ll still be able to shoot venom.”

      My heart hammered remembering the last attack, and I whispered a prayer of protection over all those I loved.

      “Got it,” Cillian said with a jerk of his head.

      Dash turned to Colt. “You’re with Leighton. You’ll have extra speed and strength, but watch your back and hers.”

      “Nothing will happen to her,” Colt growled.

      Dash’s jaw clenched, but he moved on to Trace. “You and I will work with Delphine to keep them off with fire from the ground. We all need to go for hits to the chest. Direct light into the heart. That is our best shot.”

      The alarm sounded again, but this time, it didn’t stop.

      Colt’s gaze locked on the side of the house. “They’re here.”
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      Panic surged through me, but the guys didn’t show a hint of fear. They moved as if they’d been waiting for this moment all their lives.

      Declan and Ronan took off at a run, shifting as they leapt into the air, their black and white dragons taking flight. Cillian wasn’t far behind them, but I gasped as his dragon was revealed. Black with white eyes. A second later, the dragon vanished altogether.

      Colt muttered something under his breath.

      My gaze snapped to him. “Where did he go?”

      He shook his head. “He has a cloaking gift. Extremely rare and extremely powerful.”

      “I’m glad he’s on our side,” I mumbled.

      Colt kissed me quickly. “Going to shift. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

      I nodded quickly, and then Colt was gone, replaced by a multi-colored wolf. I sank my fingers into his fur in reassurance.

      Darius and Baldwin shifted, joining Saoirse and Delphine, who were working spells.

      Trace and Dash took off to the side of the yard, preparing for where the dark ones would likely appear.

      I tested the magic bubbling within me. It was new and different, far more power than I was used to. But I couldn’t seem to grab hold of it.

      Panic lit through me. Colt let out a low growl next to me, seeming to sense my unease.

      “I can’t control it. I don’t know how.”

      He pushed into my side, as if reassuring me that everything would be okay, but I wasn’t so sure.

      Golden fire rained down from the sky as Ronan swooped in front of the house.

      Howls of pain sounded, and I didn’t miss the shots of venom in retaliation. My heart lurched as I watched the poison sail into the heavens.

      A force, I assumed was Cillian, blocked it with a shot of his own, and I let out a ragged breath.

      “Now!” Dash shouted.

      Dozens of figures rounded the house. They looked part human, part monster. They were pale in the same way Chloe had been, that tar dripping from their teeth. They moved quickly but didn’t seem all there.

      I tried again to grab hold of the extra power to funnel it to the guys, but it was as if it slipped through my fingers. I tried harder, giving it everything I had. Still nothing. I tried shoving at it, but it was as if it wouldn’t respond to me at all.

      Trace shot out his palms, and purple fire blasted into them, engulfing the dark ones in flames. Dash was on his heels with his green fire, getting the next row of soldiers. But how long could they keep this up if I didn’t give them more? There were too many dark ones to count.

      Movement caught my eye, and my stomach plummeted as Damien slunk out from between the trees, his red eyes glowing, Chloe at his side. Colt let out a low growl, his hackles rising.

      I went to call out to Trace and Dash for help, but they were doing all they could to fight off the horde of dark ones. Colt and I were on our own.

      A grin split Damien’s mouth, revealing his already elongated incisors. “I’ve missed you, Leighton. It isn’t nice to run from one of your destined mates.”

      Colt let out another growl, louder this time, and bared his teeth.

      My hands fisted at my sides, anger pulsing through me. “You’ve been drinking the drugs again, Damien. The only thing you’re destined for is death.”

      He only grinned wider. “I love when you speak sweet nothings to me. Don’t worry, I’ll give you the eternal life of the undead, too.”

      Chloe snarled something as tar flew from her mouth. Her eyes had gone completely black.

      Damien laughed, low and throaty. “Don’t be jealous, Chlo. You both can have me.”

      Bile surged in my throat at the vile thought. I searched my magic, not from the new spell Dash had used, but just for what I’d connected with before. I grabbed hold of one of the silver strands I knew would bring with it Declan’s fire.

      But I waited. I didn’t know how many shots we’d have at the two of them, and we needed them to count.

      A howl of pain sounded from the sky, and my gaze jerked heavenward. Ronan’s wing had taken a hit, and Declan was trying to stave off the attack so he could get his bearings.

      It was a mistake, turning my eyes away from the enemy in front of me for just a second.

      Colt howled, and my gaze jerked back just as Damien and Chloe lunged.

      Chloe moved faster than any human would’ve been able to, diving for Colt. My fire shot out, clipping her in the shoulder and making her scream in pain.

      Colt’s teeth sank into her shoulder, and then he shook her with a force so hard that her neck simply snapped.

      Damien let out a feral growl and charged, his fangs poised for Colt’s jugular.

      Colt wouldn’t have time to deflect, not in the position he was in now.

      I shot out more fire, but Damien threw up some sort of force field, blocking my blows.

      And then his teeth sank into Colt’s neck.
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      The scream that escaped me was something inhuman. All my fear and rage let loose. And as I did, something clicked. That ball of power Dash’s spell had unleashed in me shot outward.

      The fire blasting from my palms intensified to an inferno, blasting through Damien’s force field. His head jerked up, releasing Colt from his jaws. But it was too late. The silvery fire hit Damien center mass.

      He screamed, writhing in agony as he fell to the ground. But I was already running, trying to get to Colt, praying he was okay.

      Trace let out a curse as venom nearly hit his side.

      There were too many. My eyes burned, that fury rising again. I shoved that magic out of me. As hard as I could.

      I felt it pulse along the tethers that connected me and the guys.

      Fire rained from the skies, making the dark ones shriek in pain. It was working, but I could feel the tax on my body.

      I dropped to my knees next to Colt, my hands in his fur. “Are you okay? What do I do?”

      His breathing was labored, but he struggled to his paws. He licked the side of my face and then pressed his head to mine. He was okay. Breathing.

      Damien reached out a hand as if trying one more time to reach us. With his last breath, hoping to cause us pain.

      I thrust out a hand, sending a stream of purple fire this time and ending him altogether. Some part of me thought I should feel guilty. But I didn’t. Not for a single second.

      Damien had taken me. Tortured me. Tried to steal me from the people I loved most in the world. And he never would’ve stopped.

      Saoirse ran over to us, out of breath. “I just got word, there are more dark ones coming. At least another hundred. Our allies are on their way, too, but it’ll take time for them to get here.”

      Panic licked through me as I checked the reserves of my new power. It was waning. I could feel the drag on my body, my heart. But I didn’t have any choice.

      I closed my eyes and pushed again on that well of power. Declan and Ronan sent flames soaring from the sky, and Trace and Dash did the same from the ground. More shrieks and howls of pain sounded.

      “Behind you!” Delphine shouted.

      I whirled to see another dozen or so dark ones coming from the other side of the house.

      Trace turned, taking off at a run to try to fend them off, but he wouldn’t make it in time.

      One of the dark ones made a move on Darius that he barely avoided. We were outnumbered and outgunned.

      A laugh caught on the air, and I caught sight of Patrick gleefully walking toward us, wanting a close-up view of the carnage.

      “You should’ve listened to me when you had the chance,” he snarled. “We could’ve been on the same side. But now I’ll get to watch you all decay from the inside out.”

      That now-familiar rage surged somewhere deep, stoking that magic Dash’s spell had unleashed. The power swirled within me as if it had a mind of its own, as if it were begging to be set free.

      I thrust my hands into the air and watched in wonder at the swirl of greens, golds, silvers, and purples that flew from my palms. Each stream of magic struck one of my guys, and then a deafening boom sounded.

      A wave of magic pulsed out of each of us, sweeping over the ground and taking out dark one after dark one. They fell into a pile of ash as the magic hit them. Light, I realized. Not in the form of fire, but in the form of magic.

      The dark ones couldn’t withstand the force of true light. It was more than their forms could take.

      The world swam around me, and I stumbled to my knees. Colt pushed in next to me, letting out a worried mewl. I pressed a hand into his fur, trying to assure him I was all right but the words not coming.

      Declan and Ronan landed on the lawn, shifting back into their human form and grabbing swim trunks from the pool stack. Ronan prowled toward Patrick. “You’re done. Turn yourself in, and maybe The Assembly will show you mercy.”

      Patrick’s eyes turned silver. “I should’ve killed you the moment you were born, you devil’s spawn.”

      He opened his mouth, and silver fire spewed out in a targeted shot.

      I screamed for Ronan to duck, but the flames were too fast. At the last second, Declan tackled him out of the path, taking a direct hit to his chest. And then he was falling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Blue fire blazed from the side, hitting Patrick center mass. He howled in pain as Cillian hit him again, taking him down completely. But I only had eyes for Declan.

      My feet were running before my brain even had a chance to recognize the order. I sank to my knees next to Declan’s fallen form, my hands hovering over him. The wound to his chest still smoked.

      “Why?” Ronan croaked.

      Declan’s eyes watered, pain coursing through him. “You’ll always be worth it. Both of you.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” I chastised.

      He tried to smile, but a wheezing cough came instead.

      “Get him on the backboard. We need to move him to the medical bay now,” Baldwin ordered.

      A pained sound escaped Declan’s lips as the guys lifted him. I quickly clutched his hand as they loaded him onto the stretcher. It was all I could do. That and send all the healing energy I had into him.

      I focused on pushing all my magic into him. My muscles trembled as we walked, and I knew I was reaching my limits, but I didn’t care. I kept right on pushing.

      “Over here,” Baldwin ordered. “I need to close the wound.”

      The guys set Declan down in one of the medical bays, and Colt instantly got to work cutting open his shirt. The moment his chest was exposed, I sucked in a sharp breath. There was a hole in Declan’s chest.

      A harsher wheeze escaped Declan’s lips as if to punctuate the image.

      My gaze jerked to Ronan. “Your blood. You can give him your blood.”

      Anguish swept through Ronan’s expression.

      It was Cillian who spoke. “Dragon’s blood only heals other supernaturals and humans. It doesn’t work on our own kind.”

      Pressure built behind my eyes as I shoved more magic into Declan. Everything I had.

      My legs gave out, and Trace caught me just before I hit the floor.

      “Little Bird…”

      “Don’t,” I whispered. “I have to help.”

      Trace’s body shuddered. “Okay. I’ve got you.” Someone dragged over a chair, and Trace sat us in it.

      I kept pulsing as much of my power into Declan as possible while still staying conscious.

      Baldwin hurried over, wearing gloves and some sort of cover. “I need to move quickly, or we’ll lose him.” He glanced at Trace. “Can you knock him out?”

      Trace jerked his head in a nod and then touched a hand to Declan’s shoulder. Purple sparks shot into Declan’s arm, and his hand went limp in mine.

      Baldwin didn’t wait. He removed a scalpel from the tray. “I have to cut away the damaged flesh or it will infect the rest.”

      I closed my eyes, muttering nonsensical prayers and not letting go of Declan’s hand.

      I didn’t know how long we stayed like that. Fifteen minutes? Fifteen hours?

      Eventually, Baldwin spoke again. “I’ve done all I can.”

      His voice was defeated, exhausted. I forced my eyes to open. A large bandage covered Declan’s chest. But his skin was too pale. As if it lacked any color at all.

      Nausea swept through me as I held Declan’s hand tighter. “What can I do?”

      Colt’s gaze lifted to mine, so much pain there. “You’re doing it, LeeLee. We just have to wait now.”

      But there was defeat in his words.

      Ronan lowered himself to a chair on the opposite side of the bed, taking his brother’s hand. “Why?”

      My eyes burned as if they’d been dunked in acid. “Because he loves you.”

      Ronan lifted his tortured gaze. “He shouldn’t have.”

      Dash moved in behind him and squeezed his shoulder. “You couldn’t have done anything to stop him.”

      Tears filled Ronan’s eyes, spilling down his cheeks.

      Each one that fell was a dagger to my heart. We couldn’t lose Declan. We wouldn’t survive it.

      Every second that ticked by was a mark on our souls. A pain carved into our skin that we would always wear. The only sound keeping us company was the beep of the heart monitor.

      Baldwin came in and out of the medical wing with updates of the cleanup. None of us cared.

      The entire Assembly wanted to see us now, but Colt snarled that they could wait. After that, no one dared enter.

      The steady blip of the heart monitor started to slow, and Ronan jerked upright. “What’s going on?”

      Agony flashed on Dash’s face. “He’s slipping away.”

      “No!” I cried as I surged to my feet. My tears finally came then, a torrent of emotion, falling from my eyes onto Declan.

      I grabbed his face. “Don’t leave me. You promised. You promised you’d always be there for me.”

      I bent my head, pressing my mouth to his as if I could breathe life into him.

      “Holy hell,” Trace whispered.

      As my eyelids fluttered open, I gasped. Sparks of magic swirled around Declan, moving faster and faster. The golds, silvers, purples, and greens that were all of us. And then, all of a sudden, they plunged into Declan’s body.

      He jerked, an expulsion of air flying free of his lungs. The heart monitor picked up speed again.

      My hands trembled as I released him. “What did I do?”

      Dash’s eyes shone as he smiled at me. “You’re healing him.”

      “His color’s coming back,” Colt said.

      Trace pointed to the monitor. “And his vitals are better.”

      I was scared to hope, to even breathe.

      And then Declan’s eyes fluttered open.

      “Leighton.”
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      “Don’t get up,” I barked as Declan leaned forward on the couch in the lounge.

      He froze, his gaze lifting to me, a smile on his lips. “Leighton. The doctor said I’m healing wonderfully. I am allowed to move.”

      “But you don’t need to. I can get you whatever you need,” I argued.

      Trace shot Declan a grin. “Take advantage of this, man. I bet she’d wear a French maid outfit for you if you asked.”

      I smacked him upside the head. “This isn’t funny.”

      Trace rubbed the back of his head. “You’re vicious when you want to be.”

      “And you’d do well to remember that,” I warned.

      Declan chuckled and grabbed hold of my wrist, pulling me down next to him.

      “You could reinjure your wound,” I snapped.

      He just grinned wider. “My stitches are out. The doctor said I can start running again next week. Flying the week after that.”

      Because it was the alpha of their horde who had injured Declan, the wound hadn’t healed as quickly as normal. Typically, after a shift, he would’ve been fine. But not this time. His recovery had been slow and painful, but we’d been with him every step of the way.

      Ronan shook his head. “Just don’t push it. You’ll be kicking yourself if you end up back in bed for another few weeks.”

      Declan grumbled something under his breath, and Ronan chuckled. “He’s not a very good patient.”

      “Understatement of the century,” I agreed.

      Declan saving Ronan’s life had removed any final barriers between the brothers. They were as close as two people could be, and I knew it was part of what was helping Declan heal.

      Colt glanced down at his phone. “It’s almost time.”

      A shiver ran through me. We’d put off meeting with The Assembly for as long as possible. But it was time. They’d been putting the pieces together for weeks, interviewing everyone involved, and trying to figure out the true extent of the damage that had been done.

      “I think Declan should stay here,” I said.

      “Fat chance,” he clipped.

      Dash sent me a reassuring smile. “We’ll make sure he takes it easy.”

      “What if they try to throw us in jail for anchor bonding without permission of the full Assembly?” I argued. “He could get hurt.”

      Colt shook his head. “Not going to happen. We have too many people on our side. The Assembly knows that without us there would’ve been mass casualties.”

      As it was, there had been reports of a gang war in our upper-crust neighborhood in the news media. They thought that gang members had painted their faces before attacking Colt’s home to rob it. They had no idea that the dark ones were actually supernatural beings. And since the dragons flew over protected space, there was nothing else for them to see.

      Declan pushed to his feet and offered me his hand. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

      I sighed and took the palm offered. We all headed into the entryway but came up short as Cillian strode into the foyer with a duffel slung over his shoulder. There were cracks in his typical harsh mask, and I swore I saw worry there.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Cillian jerked his head in a nod. “One of my bond mates called. I’m needed back at home.”

      Concern lit Ronan’s features. “Do you need backup?”

      Warmth swept through me at the immediate offer. Over the past few weeks, all of the brothers had bonded, and I knew the relationship would be a lifelong one now.

      “No,” Cillian assured him, showing no hint of emotion. “But I’ll let you know if that changes.”

      Ronan strode forward and took his hand in a firm grip. “Stay safe.”

      Declan released my hand and moved in for the same contact. “Thank you for everything.”

      Cillian released Declan and pinned him with a stare. “Take time to heal. And make sure Princess doesn’t get into too much trouble.”

      I stuck my tongue out at Cillian and launched myself at him in the tightest hug I could imagine. “Promise you’ll come visit.”

      “I promise,” he said, patting my back awkwardly as though he wasn’t used to affection. And he likely wasn’t. His mother had been killed when he was young, and he’d been on his own for much of his youth. My heart ached for Cillian.

      The rest of the guys said their farewells, and Cillian headed out to a car that Baldwin was driving.

      “I’m going to miss him,” I said softly.

      Colt wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “He’ll be back.”

      I nodded. I just hoped he would be okay in the meantime.

      Dash motioned to the Escalade. “We need to move.”

      We all hurried to the vehicle, piling in. Trace and I rode in the back, Ronan and Declan in the middle, and Colt and Dash up front. Colt made the drive to The Assembly amphitheater more quickly than normal, and by the time we were parking, my stomach was in knots.

      Trace laced his fingers through mine. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I hoped he was right.

      We piled out of the Escalade, and I took in all the other vehicles in the lot. It was a full house. Each step settled a weight heavier in my stomach.

      As we reached the amphitheater, I scanned the faces. There were familiar ones and strangers alike. I caught sight of Mimi and Grace near the back. The moment they saw me, they cast their eyes at the ground, shame filling their expressions.

      Trace leaned down to whisper in my ear. “I heard they’ve been removed from anchor duty.”

      My head jerked up. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “The Assembly found out everything they’d done to you and how they helped Chloe. They said it’s not worth the risk of pairing them with powerful bonds.”

      Being an anchor was all Mimi and Grace cared about. I couldn’t imagine a harsher blow.

      We made our way down the aisle but halted as a man stood. My eyes narrowed as I took in Trace’s father.

      He cleared his throat. “Trace.”

      My mate didn’t respond, and I wrapped my hand around his in support.

      Trace’s father shifted on his feet. “Thank you for what you did. Ending the dark ones.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” Trace clipped, tugging me to the side and out of his father’s path.

      “At least he’s showing you some respect,” I whispered.

      “His respect doesn’t mean a damn thing to me. Only yours and our bond’s.”

      I stretched up and pressed a kiss to the underside of his jaw. “Well, I think you’re amazing.”

      Trace looked down at me, eyes sparkling. “You can show me just how much later.”

      My cheeks heated. “Wouldn’t mind that.”

      A throat cleared on stage, and we hurried to find our seats. Colt, Declan, and Ronan were on one side of me, Trace and Dash on the other.

      I glanced at Declan. “Do you feel okay?”

      He grinned at me. “We’re about to hear it confirmed what a total and complete douchebag Patrick was. I’m great.”

      My lips twitched.

      “You are all welcome here,” Marjorie greeted.

      “Thank you for your welcome,” the crowd answered.

      But there was an underlying anxiety to their words. No one knew what was about to be discussed, but everyone knew that we’d had a traitor in our midst.

      “Thank you for joining us today. We have much to cover,” Marjorie continued.

      Saoirse shot me a wink and some of my tension eased.

      “We’ve spent much of the past weeks conducting a thorough investigation of all the clans,” Delphine informed us.

      Whispers sounded around us. Rumors had swirled as The Assembly had cleaned up Patrick’s mess. Everyone knew that Connor had been taken into custody and that Chloe and Damien were dead, but no other information had been shared.

      She held up a hand. “It was necessary. We have to root out all evil if we hope to flourish.”

      Delphine nodded at two groups of men and women clad in black, standing on either side of the stage. “Seize them.”

      Each group moved to a different individual. One circled Alister, seated in the front row to our right. And I gasped as the other went for Raphaël. The guards moved so quickly, neither had a chance to retaliate. They clapped those magical cuffs on them, binding their magic.

      Raphaël writhed and seethed. “This is atrocious. You have no right!”

      Alister simply went silent, his blistering gaze glaring at me.

      Marjorie stood, scowling at him. “We have every right. You and Alister have been found guilty of aiding Damien Laurent.”

      “And of hiding vampire attacks on humans,” Saoirse added.

      The group gasped.

      “I thought it was Patrick helping Damien,” I whispered.

      “It must’ve been both,” Colt said quietly as the two men were dragged away.

      “Now,” Delphine said, making a gesture of brushing off her hands. “The vampires will elect a new ruler. They will also nominate a new Assembly representative that we will have to approve as a group.”

      I thought for sure the vampires would argue, but no one said a peep.

      “It’s time for us to come together,” Saoirse said, rising. “We have been at odds for too long. That makes us weak.” Her gaze landed on us. “Thankfully, we have young blood showing us the way.”

      I looked at my guys one by one. They were leading the way. Showing how we could come together and be stronger as one despite our differences.

      Declan leaned over and took my hand. “It’s you, Leighton. You brought us together when I thought it was impossible.”

      Ronan nodded. “A walking miracle.”

      Dash’s mouth curved. “Not even torture and binding could hold you.”

      “Not even death,” Trace growled.

      Colt’s hazel eyes shone. “You are our north star.”
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      TEN YEARS LATER

      “Fire!” Lucy yelled, running after her older brother with her hands thrust out. Tiny purple sparks flew from her hands.

      It shouldn’t have been possible since she was only four. But my guys had some powerful abilities, and those gifts were already making themselves known.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Lucy, do not burn your brother’s hair off again.”

      A deep chuckle sounded from behind as strong, tattooed arms wrapped around me. “You get him, kitten.”

      I glared up at Trace. “You are not helping.”

      “I’m gonna shift and bite her face off,” Louis yelled back.

      Lucy answered with a war cry and launched herself at her brother.

      Declan caught her around the waist, lifting her into the air. “What’s my girl doing?”

      She beamed up at him. “Killing Louis.”

      She said the words so sweetly it was somewhat creepy.

      Colt chuckled, inclining his head toward Trace. “That’s all you, brother.”

      Trace sighed. “I’ve truly never been prouder.”

      Ronan snorted. “A daughter with a penchant for killing. What more could he ask for?”

      “Mom, where’s my sample case?” Micah asked as he wandered into the kitchen, adjusting his glasses.

      “It’s in the conservatory,” Dash said as he pulled out a batch of cookies from the oven.

      Micah nodded absently just as Louis knocked into him in an attempt to avoid a purple spark Lucy sent his way.

      “Watch it,” Micah snapped.

      “You watch it,” Louis clipped back, giving him a shove.

      “Children…” Colt said, alpha vibes bleeding into his tone.

      Baldwin chuckled as he ambled into the kitchen. “How about we do a movie on the big screen, kiddos?”

      They all instantly began throwing out titles, surrounding Baldwin.

      He shook his head, but a smile was on his lips. “We all get to toss two movie names into a hat, and I’ll pull out a winner.”

      “Aw, man,” Louis moaned. “I never win.”

      “You have the same chance as we do,” Micah argued. “It’s statistics.”

      “Shut up, math nerd,” he shot back.

      Baldwin hurried them all out of the kitchen, and I mouthed, thank you. He just waved me off.

      I slumped back against Trace, fatigue hitting me hard and fast.

      He began massaging my shoulders. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Just tired. They have been on a tear lately.”

      Dash chuckled. “What do you expect from little ones with our powers running through them?”

      He had a point. And our babies were the best, too. While they might give each other hell, they were fiercely loyal. They had each other’s backs above everything else. And they’d brought our bond to a new level of intimacy I hadn’t expected. Something about it truly making us a family.

      Declan moved in and brushed his lips across mine. As he pulled back, he frowned. “You’ve got dark circles.”

      “I told you I was tired.”

      Dash crossed to us, pressing a hand to my forehead. “You feel a little warm. Are you feeling okay?”

      Oh, crap. Those were the magic words.

      All the guys were around me in a flash, peppering me with questions. It didn’t matter that they were all leading their own clans now, Declan and Ronan sharing the mantle of the dragons. I would always be their number one concern.

      Maybe it was that kind of care and dedication that had brought our people together in a way they never had been united before. Clans truly working together for the first time ever, even the vampires.

      Each of my guys talked over each other until I finally let out a whistle.

      They all stopped.

      “I’m fine,” I told them.

      They all frowned at me.

      “You’re not,” Dash said. “Your color’s all wrong.”

      “Probably because I was throwing up all morning,” I said.

      Ronan let out a growl. “I’m calling the doctor. She needs to be checked out.”

      A tired grin spread across my face. “I’m not sick. I’m pregnant.”

      The guys all stilled.

      “What?” Declan breathed.

      “Your scent hasn’t changed,” Colt argued.

      He’d been the one to scent my first pregnancy when I was only a week late. This time, I’d been one step ahead of him.

      I pulled out a small pouch from under my shirt that hung on a silk cord. I’d been studying with Dash for years now, and I was practically as good at spell magic as he was. I pulled off the necklace and tossed it onto the counter.

      At once, all the shifters’ nostrils flared.

      Dash’s eyes widened as he looked from them to me. “It’s true.”

      Ronan’s eyes shone. “She’s giving us more.”

      Trace’s tattooed hand came to rest on my belly. “Every time, I think we couldn’t be any happier.”

      My eyes burned.

      Colt cupped my face. “With Leighton, there’s always more.”

      And they gave me the same. Every day. In this life and the next.
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        Thank you so much for reading Destiny of Ashes! I hope that you loved reading about Leighton and her mates!

      

        

      
        Curious what’s in store for Cillian and his clan of dragons?

        Twilight of Embers, book one in the Dragons of Ember Hollow series is available for purchase HERE.

        And turn the page for a special preview.
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      PAST, AGE ELEVEN

      The flashlight beam shifted against my makeshift tent, and I reached out to adjust it, pulling the blankets higher over my head. Any glimmer of light from under my door, and my parents would be in here in seconds to confiscate my book.

      I rolled my lips over my teeth as I glanced at my watch. Eleven-forty-three. I’d turn out the light at midnight. But, for now, Nancy Drew had a mystery to solve, and we were just getting to the good part.

      Voices sounded from downstairs, and I frowned. My parents were night owls, but they were usually quiet as mice. The only way I knew they stayed up was that I’d been caught reading more times than I could count.

      Footsteps pounded on the stairs, and my eyebrows pulled together. What the heck was going on?

      My bedroom door was wrenched open. “Hayden!”

      My mom’s single word was part whisper, part yell. I threw the covers off myself, and my flashlight tumbled to the mattress.

      “Mom?”

      Her violet eyes looked wild as the light from the hallway hit them. The same violet eyes that she’d given to me. She grabbed my hand and tugged me out of bed. “Hurry.”

      “What’s going on?”

      My father shouted something from downstairs in a language I didn’t recognize, and Mom’s face went pale. We shared our fair complexion, but this was a sickly hue. One I’d only seen the time she’d accidentally sliced her finger while cutting carrots. She’d never liked the sight of blood.

      Mom tugged me into the hallway and toward their bedroom.

      “Mom?” I croaked.

      She pulled me into their small closet and tugged a cedar chest into the middle of the space. Climbing on top of the chest, she pushed on a panel in the ceiling. I blinked a few times. I didn’t even know there was an attic in this house, let alone a door in the ceiling.

      My mom’s gaze locked with mine, and her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “I’m going to lift you up, and you’ll shut the door behind you. Don’t move, and don’t make a sound. Whatever you hear, don’t come out.”

      My own eyes filled with tears. “What’s happening?”

      She hauled me up onto the chest and hugged me tight. “I love you more than you’ll ever know. You’re my miracle.”

      My tears came faster. “Mom—”

      A bang sounded downstairs, and my mom jerked.

      “Up. Now,” she ordered as she lifted.

      My mom had always been strong, but tonight, it was as if I weighed no more than a feather. I grabbed hold of the opening and hoisted myself up. “You come, too,” I told her.

      She shook her head, blonde hair cascading around her shoulders. “I need to help your dad. Remember, don’t come out no matter what you hear. Not until the police are here. Listen for the sirens.”

      My tears fell, one landing on my mom’s cheek, but she didn’t move to wipe it away. “Don’t leave me.”

      Pain streaked across her face. “Never. I’m always with you. Always here.” She placed a hand over her heart.

      Another noise came from downstairs, one that almost sounded like an explosion.

      Mom jumped down from the chest, shoving it back against the wall. “Close the door, Hayden.”

      I didn’t move for a moment. Couldn’t.

      “Please,” she begged.

      It was the desperation in her voice that had me moving. I hefted the door closed. But just before it latched, I heard her whisper, “Love you forever.”

      The darkness swirled around me, choking. As if its tendrils were reaching right into my throat. Why hadn’t I grabbed my flashlight? Anything to fight it off.

      Muffled shouts sounded, and then my mother yelled. A deeper voice snarled something in a language I didn’t recognize. There was a crackle and a bang.

      I jumped, then tried to grip the rough wood floor. Splinters dug into my palms, but the pain was a welcome distraction.

      My heart thudded against my ribs. The beat of it radiated through my body, the pulse so loud it was deafening.

      “Càit a bheil a' bhana-phrionnsa?” the deep voice snarled.

      My mom snapped something back in that same unfamiliar language. I’d never heard it before. Not once. How was it possible that my parents spoke an entirely different language and I didn’t know it?

      “Bana-phrionnsa!” the man yelled. The force of his voice was so loud I swore it made the walls shake. “Where is she?”

      “You’ll never have her,” my mom screamed back.

      There was silence for a moment and then a scream. My mother’s scream.

      My fingers flew to the latch on the door as my mom’s words filled my head. “Whatever you hear, don’t come out.”

      But she’d screamed. It sounded like one of pain. I had to help.

      The man spoke in that same rapid-fire language. Another deep voice spoke back, but I didn’t hear my mother’s voice at all, my father’s either.

      Sirens sounded in the distance, and a muttered curse filled the air. It was quickly followed by heavy footsteps.

      “I checked all the bedrooms. The closets. The basement. She’s nowhere,” a younger voice said.

      “A little girl doesn’t just disappear,” the man snarled.

      “They might have had her run,” the younger voice replied. “We need to move. The cops are coming.”

      “I want the woods searched. I won’t let her slip through my fingers. Not again.”

      “Yes, alpha,” the younger voice said.

      There were footsteps again as the sirens grew steadily louder, but no more noise came from within the room. My fingers tightened around the door latch. I couldn’t wait a second longer. I hauled it open and peered out.

      Light streamed in from my parents’ bedroom, but I couldn’t make out anything other than the closet.

      Scooting to the edge of the opening, I gripped the side and let myself slide out. Hanging from the attic space, I glanced down. It was only about a three-foot drop. I just hoped those men weren’t present to hear it.

      I released my hold.

      My bare feet hit the carpet, and I landed with an oomph. The second I did, my head lifted, and I pushed to my feet. But I didn’t make it more than three steps before I froze.

      “No.” I didn’t recognize the voice, even though I felt it come from me. It was strangled, inhuman.

      My feet propelled me forward, but I fell to my knees. Into a pool of blood. It wasn’t bright red like in the movies. It was deeper. Almost closer to brown. And it spilled out of my mother, surrounding her.

      Her violet eyes were open, unblinking.

      “Mom,” I croaked, my hands hovering over her. What did I do? How did I help?

      There was a hole in her chest. Right over where her heart should’ve been.

      I placed my hands over it as if I could somehow will the blood she needed back into her body. As if I could save her.

      But I couldn’t. And I couldn’t save myself either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            HAYDEN

          

        

      

    

    




      PRESENT, AGE NINETEEN

      The coach bus jolted as it hit a pothole. I grabbed hold of the armrest, and the older woman next to me gave me a kind smile. The dark skin crinkled around her eyes as she did, telling me she made the action often.

      I was used to looking for those kinds of signs—whether someone frowned or smiled often. It was a sort of early detection system, and it had saved my butt more times than I could count.

      The woman lowered her knitting project. “These roads certainly aren’t for the faint of heart.”

      I grimaced but let out a chuckle. “I’m glad I didn’t eat a heavy breakfast, that’s for sure.”

      We’d been winding around mountain roads through Northern California for the past hour. Roads that hadn’t been especially well preserved.

      The woman laughed. “My son is lucky I love him enough to make this trip to visit.”

      My heart ached at that. It didn’t matter how many years had passed since I’d lost my own parents; I still got that horrible sucking pain when I was reminded of all I was missing. I’d been lucky to land with a good foster family on the third placement. A foster family who’d kept me all these years and let me stay with them even after I turned eighteen so that I could finish high school.

      But even with that strike of luck and their kindness in the face of my tragedy, it wasn’t the same as the love of my own parents. It was always just a bit stilted, awkward. Like staying in a hotel for eight years instead of your own home.

      “That’s nice. Where does he live?” I asked, forcing a smile.

      The woman picked up her knitting again, her fingers moving the yarn deftly. “In Hamilton—    just a few more stops. Where are you headed?”

      “Ember Hollow. I’m starting at Evergreen University.”

      It still felt unreal. After struggling for the first year after my parents’ deaths, I’d found my stride academically. I’d managed to get a full ride to the small, private university nestled in the redwoods.

      My seatmate let out a low whistle. “Must be a smart cookie.”

      “I’m okay, but I know how to study hard.” School had given me somewhere to lose myself. I couldn’t drown in grief if I was too focused on calculus equations or anatomy.

      “Work ethic is more important than ability any day.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said with a smile. I was determined to do well here. To make all I could of the pre-med track so that I could secure another full ride to medical school.

      As the bus rounded a curve, a zap of energy coursed through me. It was like static electricity on steroids or maybe being hit by lightning.

      “Are you okay?” the woman next to me asked. “You went a little pale.”

      I shook it off as a sign reading Welcome to Ember Hollow, Population 2013 came into view.

      “I guess I have those new-school jitters.”

      She gave me another of her warm smiles. “You’ll do great, honey. Don’t you fret.”

      The bus jerked as it turned, and the driver reached overhead for his microphone. “Approaching Ember Hollow. First stop, Evergreen University.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      I peered out the window as the thick forest gave way to a picturesque downtown. It had an Old West vibe, a complete one-eighty from the Seattle suburb I’d lived in for the past eight years. There were antique lampposts and even old hitching posts. I couldn’t help but wonder if people still rode horses into town.

      The bus turned again, away from downtown and onto campus. The sign for Evergreen University was carved into stone. It looked fancy, and a feeling of unease trickled over me.

      I’d worked hard at my after-school job for the past three years. I’d saved up so that I’d have some extra spending money for college. But I certainly wasn’t rolling in it.

      The bus slowed, making a hissing sound as it came to a stop.

      “Everyone for Ember Hollow, Evergreen University.”

      I stood and grabbed my backpack as the older woman rose to allow me out.

      “You knock ‘em dead, honey.”

      I grinned at her. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

      Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I grabbed my duffel from the overhead compartment and made my way down the aisle. Two other passengers got off before me and made their way to where the driver was by the luggage bays.

      I started toward campus before the driver called out.

      “Don’t you have a suitcase?”

      I turned, shaking my head. “I’ve got everything here.”

      I didn’t have much to bring with me. The Johansens had tried to be as generous as possible, but they cared for a number of children and weren’t exactly rich. And I’d wanted to save money for the important things.

      The driver gave me a wave, and I turned back toward campus. I scanned the buildings and swallowed hard. They were beautiful. Red brick with white accents. They looked important, stately, and I worried again about fitting in.

      I adjusted the duffel on my shoulder before forcing my feet to move. It wasn’t like not fitting in was anything I wasn’t used to. I’d always been the odd one out. I’d had a few casual friends in high school, but no one I was truly close with. It was as if my classmates feared that someone losing their family was contagious.

      Looking around, I searched for signs of the student center. I’d practically memorized the welcome packet from the number of times I’d gone over it. I’d looked at the map of campus more times than I could count, too, but it was different actually being here. Or maybe it was my horrible sense of direction.

      I caught sight of what looked like a directory and headed toward it.

      The paths through campus were brick, too, almost giving them a cobblestone feel. You could sense the history of the space all around you. I’d love to get lost in all that history and learn about it as I got used to my new home.

      Stopping in front of the large map, I tried to orient myself. It took a second to find the You Are Here star and plot out a path to the student center, but the trek wouldn’t be that far.

      A bubble of excitement rose inside me, and I grinned as I turned to head for the center. But instead, I ran smack into what felt like a cinder block wall.
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      I let out a muffled “oomph” as I collided with the foreign body.

      “Shit,” a rich voice muttered as large hands curved around my shoulders to keep me from falling.

      That voice. It sounded like smoky promise and comfort all rolled into one. I had the bizarre urge to burrow into it. To roll around like I was a dog who’d found a deliciously muddy puddle.

      “You okay? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” the rich voice asked.

      I blinked a few times, trying to clear my vision. It had gone just a bit hazy. As the guy in front of me came into focus, I just kept blinking. As if that would somehow make him less handsome.

      My head craned way back to fully take him in. I wasn’t tall by any stretch. A hint over five foot three on a good day. But this guy had to have a foot on me.

      His sandy brown hair was laced with natural gold highlights that spoke of lots of time in the sunshine. His green eyes were kissed with flecks of gold in a pattern that had me wanting to lean in a little closer to discover them all. And his angular jaw could’ve cut stone.

      He was hands down one of the most gorgeous men I’d ever seen. He screamed captain of the football team or fraternity president. Someone who would never be in my orbit.

      “Sorry,” I squeaked.

      Worry creased his brow, his voice gentling as he released me. “Are you okay?”

      I felt the strange sensation of loss as his warm hands disappeared from my shoulders.

      My face heated. “Totally fine. Sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      “No worries,” he said with a smile. “Freshman?”

      I nodded. “I was just looking for the student center.”

      “Well, I’m headed that way. I can show you. Wouldn’t want any more head-on collisions.”

      My blush deepened. “You don’t have to.”

      He shrugged carelessly, which pulled the T-shirt he wore taut across his muscled chest. “I don’t mind. I’m Knox, by the way.”

      The wind picked up, blowing my blonde hair into my face, and I hurried to brush it out of the way.

      Knox’s nostrils flared, and his green gaze went wide. “Where’s your protection?”

      I blinked up at him. “My protection?”

      Was this guy some sort of creep who thought I was going to sleep with him because he showed me the way to the student center?

      He glanced around quickly before lowering his voice. “Your guards.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “Do most students come with a secret service detail or something?”

      This time it was Knox doing the blinking. His brow furrowed as he studied me, then he shifted uncomfortably before forcing a smile. “Figured it might take a full security detail to keep you concussion free.”

      My lips twitched. “Jerk.”

      He grinned, but there was still some unease in those gorgeous green eyes. “Come on. I’ll play bodyguard from here to the student center.”

      “You really don’t have to.” But I fell into step beside him.

      “I’m heading to the bookstore anyway. So, you’re stuck with me.”

      Like that was a hardship.

      As we made our way farther into campus, more students appeared. Their gazes all zeroed in on Knox. Guys offered him chin lifts and fist bumps, while girls gave him shy smiles or come-hither stares. Everyone seemed to know his name. Then their gazes would shift to me in puzzlement.

      I didn’t blame them. I didn’t fit. Not in my favorite worn T-shirt that read, If life gives you mold, make Penicillin, and my scuffed-up Vans. I cringed. I really should’ve thought more about my arrival attire.

      Knox glanced down at me. “You never said what your name was.”

      “Hayden. Hayden Parrish.”

      “Nice to meet you, Hayden Parrish. Where are you from?”

      “A suburb of Seattle.” The actual town name didn’t matter.

      “Welcome to Evergreen. It’s pretty laid-back here. A good mix of people.”

      I nodded, toying with a loose thread on my T-shirt. “It’s beautiful. How long have you gone here?”

      “Since freshman year. I’m a junior now.”

      Made sense why he knew everyone.

      “What dorm did you get?” Knox asked.

      “Ridge Hall.” I was used to sharing a room, but anxiety still bubbled at the unknown of who my roommate would be.

      His gorgeous mouth curved. “That’s a good one. It was renovated about five years ago.”

      I nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      Knox wasn’t put off. “What are you majoring in? Do you know?”

      “Pre-med.”

      He let out a low whistle. “A brainiac.”

      Heat crept up my neck. “I just like science.”

      That wasn’t completely true. I loved the subject, sure, but it was more. It was as though I thought if I learned medicine now, I could go back in time and save my mom and dad. I knew it was silly, but I needed to learn it. To understand how to heal the body. And if I couldn’t save them, at least I could save others.

      Knox’s footsteps faltered. “What’s wrong?”

      “Huh?” I jolted out of my spiraling thoughts.

      “You went somewhere. Didn’t seem like an especially happy place.”

      So, Knox wasn’t just a pretty face. He was astute and paid attention.

      “I’m fine. Just taking it all in.”

      Annoyance passed across his face. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but I cut him off.

      “I see the check-in tables. Thanks for showing me the way and saving me from first-day concussions. See you around, Knox.”

      I booked it for the check-in line before he could say another word. But more importantly, before he could ask another question. Because with those probing eyes and enticing voice, Knox could get me to divulge all my secrets.
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