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      There was nothing like starting the day with a Viking send-off.

      Tears fell into the toilet bowl as I leaned over to light the matchbox boat. Inside was my favorite—now dead—pleco fish, Godzilla, hanging over the sides in all of his glory. Flames caught the homemade boat, quickly covering my long-lost friend as “Under the Sea” played over my portable Bluetooth speaker.

      “May your algae be endless in whatever aquatic city you conquer next.”

      Wiping the tears away, I pulled the toilet’s lever down and watched my beloved old friend swirl away to his underwater burial.

      “What a way to start the day,” I mumbled, throwing the unused matches onto the bathroom counter. “Now isn’t the time to sit and wallow.”

      Checking my reflection in the mirror, I gave my cheeks a couple slaps to try to balance the redness around my eyes before tying my hair into a tight bun. Satisfied with the results, I grabbed my room key and dashed out the door. The door slammed shut behind me as I rushed down the hallway to the sounds of its automatic locks securing my private suite.

      I slammed my hand on the elevator's down button and checked my smartwatch. There were a few minutes until the emergency meeting that would decide the fate of the hotel. I grunted in frustration. Usually, I would be early to such things, following the belief that had been engraved in me over and over in my life by my grandma and mother.

      ‘Only good things come to those who are always early rather than on time, while on time was more acceptable than being late, and late was better than never. If you ever show up without notice, you better grovel.’

      Tapping my foot, I growled at the elevator as it slowly made its way up to the topmost floor—only to pause two levels below.

      “Fuck it. I don’t have time for this.”

      I dashed down the stairway and flung open the side door. Nodding to the front desk clerk, I took a few even breaths, then made minor adjustments in the display mirror before speed walking into the meeting room.

      “You are late.”

      Peering up at the clock on the wall, I winced at the confirmation I was indeed five minutes late—twenty minutes later than when I usually arrived.

      “I am sorry. I had some unplanned—”

      “Is this how you manage things?” scoffed an unfamiliar male dressed in a business suit far more expensive than what was typically worn.

      Dread filled me as I scanned the room and noticed there were no open spots available around the meeting table. This wasn’t a normal quarterly business discussion. A black portfolio folder and pen sat in front of every member around the table. My longtime managers shook their heads in disappointment, and the hotel owners had blank looks on their faces as the unknown businessmen scolded me.

      “No, Mr. Advic,” my General Manager, Stacy replied, narrowing her eyes. “Typically, all of my employees are on time and presentable.”

      Presentable? I glanced down at my dress shirt and slacks. Sure, it wasn’t a suit, but I usually worked in the back of the house as the Executive Housekeeper. I was never required to dress up for these meetings. Today was my regular scheduled day off, but obviously, they didn’t give me the memo they were having guests at this meeting and to dress classier.

      Stacy’s jab hurt. What happened to being friends? Granted, we didn’t do anything outside of work other than having a few drinks as a group here or there, but still. Now, she was throwing me under the bus? I forced my face into an emotionless expression as I tried to remain calm and not show the sense of betrayal and worry that coursed through me.

      “Not like it matters anymore,” mused the blonde-haired woman in a tight red dress. “Not after today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Emerald, you know the hotel has been struggling to make a profit,” Stacy replied.

      “Correct.” I licked my lips. “That was why I was willing to take a major cut to my pay in exchange for living in one of the old suites.”

      “I will be the first to tell you, that is going to end today,” the lavishly dressed male said. “Starting at midnight, I am the new owner of this rundown hotel, and the first thing I am going to do is fire most of its staff—which includes you.” He knocked his knuckles on the table. “Then, I am closing its doors and doing a complete update.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “I will, and I can.”

      Clenching my fists, I stared at Stacy and the hotel’s old owners.

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      They refused to meet my gaze, focusing on the table or the pen in their hands. It was too late for them to regret their actions. They’d just proven they didn’t really see me as a friend and didn’t respect me as a coworker. I sacrificed my pay to help them stay afloat and was willing to be the on-call manager when problems arose.

      “So, this is how you repay me, huh?” I hissed. When they didn’t reply once again, I turned my focus to the hotel’s new owner. “So, there is no way I can stay?”

      “You didn’t have a contract with them, and even if you did, you don’t have one with me, so I can treat you as a guest who refuses to leave,” he chuckled.

      “Fine. I will be packed and gone by noon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Happy fucking birthday to me,” I muttered as I sped along the highway, away from that mess.

      My car was jammed packed with the few things I had collected over the years as I drove aimlessly thru northern New York to the sounds of the local Top 40 radio station. There was nowhere I wanted to go or had to be.

      The people I thought were my friends obliviously weren’t, and my whole family had moved to Toronto while I was pursuing my hospitality business degree. It was mid-December, and everyone had their holiday help already hired and well established for the final push. My best bet for survival would be to find a cheap place and bunker down until the students returned to school, then try to find a place hiring.

      No matter what I did, it seemed my dreams of managing a sizable exotic resort hotel had come crashing down when had I failed to secure the assistant front desk manager position after graduation. That was the beginning of how every interview process went until I started to work for that hellhole.

      I may not have my dream job—or any position at the moment—but I wasn’t ready to give up being independent and crawl my way back to my parents. Even though it was more common these days, moving back home to my parents would show everyone how much of a failure I was. I may as well take this time to self-reflect and find myself while looking for a new job and a place to stay.

      I sighed, refusing to allow the tears that threatened to fall from the heaviness of how everything was going unplanned once again.

      What happened to the American Dream?

      Get good grades and graduate from a nice college, score an entry-level job to the dream career you wanted, and work up the corporate ladder—been there, done that. What did I get in return? Single, no home, fired by my current and only real job, and hardly any possessions to my name.

      Today was my thirty-third birthday, for fuck’s sake, and the only thing I had was my paid-off car and being debt-free. I’d lost my home, job, and my favorite pet pleco fish, Godzilla, all on the same day. Everyone always said things came in threes. Well, today’s events better count as three items because I could use some good luck.

      “Like that will happen.”

      As I drove on, I studied the road signs and looked for a random nice-sounding town. Everyone always says to never judge a book by its cover, but every city with a cute and easy to pronounce name had never failed me with their nice cozy hometown feel. I always avoided the towns with the super long-ass names that were hard to pronounce. The one thing I always failed at was pronouncing the guest's names correctly, so there was no way I would settle in a town I couldn’t easily say. How could I tell people where I lived if I couldn’t even pronounce it?

      A highway sign for “Silver Springs” and “Scarborough” caught my eye. Silver Springs was the perfect name for a town to stop for the night. Smiling, I turned off the exit and turned right in the direction of both cities.

      Following the winding mountain ridge road between a thick forest, I scanned the brush for any wildlife. The lack of vehicles on the street was concerning as I tried to spot any distance markers for two towns.

      There were only trees—no houses, no roadside food stands, not even a gas station, even though my gas gauge stated it had a third of a tank left.

      Three songs later, I spotted the turnoff sign for “Scarborough.” Nope, not a friendly named town, but at least I was getting closer to my destination.

      Suddenly, my car vibrated violently, making a loud grinding noise. Cursing, I pulled off to the side of the road, putting my car into park, right in front of the “Silver Springs 5 Miles” sign before turning it off. Growling, I slammed my hands on the steering wheel and glared at the sky.

      “Fuck!”
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      Holding up my cellphone, I paced along the side of the road as I hopelessly tried to get a signal from this junk. Of course, the one night I fell asleep without charging it would be the same day I needed it the most. A total of two cars had driven by in the last hour, and neither even slowed down as they passed. And to make matters worse, my phone was slowly dying as it failed its scans for the faintest signal. All I wanted was one little bar, and I could call AAA to tow my car to the nearest auto repair shop. Hell, I would settle for a Lyft or Uber, so I could find a place to crash while my car was getting fixed. I groaned, hoping I didn’t need a new one—that would be one more thing that went wrong today.

      There was no way I was going to turn my car on and try driving it for at least another five miles in hopes of finding an auto shop. In the current condition, even with my lack of knowledge about cars, it would be foolish. The violent jerks and noises were enough to prevent me from even trying, and with how everything was going so far today, it would be just my luck, it would catch on fire and burn everything I owned with it.

      I needed to do something. The day wasn’t getting any younger, and it would be dark soon. Granted, I was used to the crispness of the winter weather, but darkness removed the only heat source I had—the sun.

      Five miles wasn’t far. It would be a leisurely stroll, two hours tops. Checking my cellphone, it read 1:37 pm, with only fifteen percent of life remaining. I had about an hour left of daylight before the sunset. I could do this.

      Opening up my passenger side door, I shuffled through her center console and grabbed a couple of hand-warmers, tossing them in my purse. After bundling up in my hat, mittens, and scarf, I threw my purse over my shoulder and locked the door.

      Carrying any luggage would only weigh me down—especially since I had to return with the tow truck. The quicker I got to town, the better. I just hoped the rest of my day would go more smoothly.

      The journey wasn’t exciting, and I was concerned about the lack of traffic, especially since not one car stopped to see if I needed help. Was I wrong about putting all of my hope in some unfriendly—but nicely named—rundown town?

      The tall trees blocked out the progress of the sun, but it was getting dark fast. I rubbed my arms as a sudden chill passed through me when I glanced at the forest brush beside me. A pair of amber eyes glared at me between a couple of evergreen trees a short distance away. Blinking hard, I shook my head and peered in that direction, only to find them gone. Spinning around, I searched the area but couldn’t make out a set of eyes anywhere.

      Were they a figment of my imagination? Perhaps the stress of the day finally got to me, making me imagine things. Whatever it was, I couldn’t stay here. I needed to get out of here—and fast.

      Digging through my purse, I grabbed the pepper spray and ran.
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        * * *

      

      Running down the cobblestone sidewalk, I passed dead trees decorated in white Christmas lights and bare pots covered with holiday decorations. Silver Springs looked like something out of a Hallmark movie. Couples held hands as small groups of people traveled close together, all laughing and enjoying themselves.

      The narrow streets were empty of vehicles, only a few mopeds and bicyclists passed by as I made my way downtown, keeping an eye out for an auto repair shop. I was still concerned because no vehicles meant there probably wasn’t a high demand for maintenance, especially since there wasn’t a dealership in sight, not even a used one. Was Silver Springs a modern Amish-like town? Or perhaps it was like historic places like Mackinac Island, which didn’t allow civilians to drive vehicles within its limits.

      I slowed down and came to a stop at the crossing. Closing my eyes, I bent over with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath. The cold winter air felt like daggers with each intake, making it hard to calm my rapidly beating heart. I was too old for this—or just out of shape. One thing for sure, I didn’t want to do that again anytime soon.

      It didn’t matter if what I saw back there was real or not, the forest gave me a creepy vibe. Whether it was because someone was watching me or there was no traffic during my journey into town, a woman traveling alone in the middle of nowhere just screamed trouble. I was just happy I made it into civilization before something terrible happened—especially since I was stranded with a near-dead phone.

      My gasps settled, yet my throat remained raw as I opened my eyes and surveyed the crossing. There was an old, weathered board sign in the shape of a pumpkin in the middle of the sidewalk with the words “Now Serving: Pumpkin Spice Lattes” written in such perfect handwriting, it was questionable whether it was stenciled or freehand.

      One thing for sure, baristas were the like bartenders of coffee—they always knew the local drama and happenings. Cafes usually provided free Wifi along with a place to plug in your appliances. All you needed to do is to be kind and give them the respect they deserve, and they would always show you their appreciation in one form or another.

      That was precisely what I needed—a place to ask where I could find help, and while I waited, I could warm up with a coffee and call places as I charged my cellphone. I could only hope I could find someone to take me to meet a tow truck back where I left my car, so I could gather my necessities and find a place to crash for at least the night. There was no way my car could be repaired today when regular closing hours were in an hour, two max.

      Gray awnings covered the doorway, and potted plants sat in the windowsills, giving a welcoming, homely feel compared to the decorated bare trees outside. Pushing open the door, a tiny bell jingling as a wall of warmth slammed into me, jolting me with the sudden temperature change. Jewels Cafe had an open plan, a chic design with wood floors, tables, and chairs. Behind the counter was an extensive chalkboard menu filled with things I had never heard of.

      “May I help you?”

      I turned toward the male voice. Sitting behind a laptop at one of the hightop tables was a tanned, black-haired male with a slightly annoyed expression. He tilted head, scrunching his nose as his dark eyes trailed my body.

      I lifted an arm and took in its scent, smelling nothing out of the ordinary. Dropping my arm, I rolled my eyes. Was this town filled with crazy people?

      “Yeah… I need an auto repair shop.”

      “And I need to get laid,” he mumbled, closing the lid of his laptop.

      “What?”

      He smiled. “We only serve coffee and treats here.”

      Scanning the cafe, we were the only two people in sight, meaning he was the only worker in the dead cafe.

      I huffed and stomped over to his table.

      “Look here. Today is my thirty-third birthday. Instead of enjoying a relaxing day off, it has been a disaster after disaster.” I leaned over, aggressively tapping his table as I stared him down. “My car broke down outside of town, and I ran all the way here because your forest is creepy as fuck. Now that I’m here, I’m looking for a cup of something hot to warm my cold ass and advice on who to call to tow my broken piece of shit car to a repair shop.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right, I shouldn’t have said that… I’m just worried about this cafe and what I should get Amber for… never mind.” He sighed as he combed his hair with his fingers in frustration. “How about you sit down, and I’ll make you a drink, then you can tell me exactly what you need from me?”

      I stepped back, confused by his sudden change in attitude and the reasoning of his offer. Plus, I was unsure whether I should trust myself with something hot. How could the day become any worse? He could poison me, but he would be doing me a favor, putting me out of my misery.

      “Here.” The barista handed me a steamy white mug and a delicious looking dessert on a matching plate. “Try my Chase Carrot Crumble and our famous Pumpkin Spice Latte.”

      “Chase?” He nodded in reply as I sniffed the cup and gagged. “Pumpkin Spice? You mean you want me to drink a cup of allspice?”

      “I can promise, it doesn’t taste like that.”

      “I will have to challenge you on that,” I scuffed, placing the sugary treat on the table as I absorbed the warmth radiating from the cup, hesitant to try it.

      “Don’t tell me you’re one of those girls who only buy blended ice drinks that are more sugar than coffee.” He scanned me once more. “You don’t look like the type who posts their drinks on social media, thinking the world cares.”

      I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to keep my hand from throwing the steamy concoction onto the offensive male. “Just because I prefer a peppermint white chocolate mocha or matcha latte doesn’t mean I’m whatever you think I am.”

      Chase raised his hands in defeat. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Well… you failed.” I sighed. “Let’s start over.” Forcing a smile, I stuck out my hand. “I’m Emerald. And yes, that is my real name. My parents thought it would be funny to name me after their favorite color.”

      Returning the smile, he shook my hand. “I’m Chase, the afternoon barista and part-time computer whiz.” He winked, let go of my hand, and returned to his seat, gesturing for me to do the same.

      Biting my lip, I hesitated, eyeing the chair. Everything would be closing soon, so it might be better to find a place to stay tonight and call places in the morning. Perhaps I should go to bed early so I could start tomorrow fresh in hopes it would be a better day.

      The latter won. As I placed my drink on the table, I noticed a familiar stone engraved underneath the words “Jewels Cafe” as I slowly took off my outerwear.

      “What’s up with the emerald? This place doesn’t look like a type of place to have china.”

      “I noticed the green streaks in your hair and figured it was your favorite color.” He shrugged and opened his laptop. “And the reason why we have such fancy china? My… umm… love, Amber, wanted drinkware to match the quality of drinks we serve and having a different gemstone to match anyone’s tastes. Sadly, the only kind we can afford are these cheap knockoffs.”

      “So, you’re saying your drinks are gourmet?” I asked slowly, trying to figure out why on Earth someone would give me a free expensive drink and treat on a whim.

      “Correct. The best in the greater region. Amber wants to make this cafe known nationwide.”

      I bit my tongue. Reaching for a dream and actually succeeding were two different things—something I knew well. He was young, and by the twinkle in his eyes, he still had a lot of learn about the real world. Ten years ago, I was in the same boat, freshly graduated and ready for the big world. If only I could be in his shoes and go back to the time I was starting my career, instead of frantically searching for a replacement job to somehow get by.

      Free is free. I wasn’t in the mood to care about what the drink tasted like anymore, not when I was homeless and jobless. Even if it tasted like liquid all-spice, it was something warm and a kind gesture. I was being rude and needed to stop, especially if he was going to help me with the answers I needed.

      Slowly, I closed my eyes and picked up the Emerald themed white cup. The warmth of the cup felt nice as I breathed in the pumpkin spice scent before taking a sip.

      Hints of cinnamon, nutmeg, and clove blended smoothly with a mild pumpkin flavor, assaulting my taste buds. This must be what fall tasted like—even though it was mid-December. I took another sip, and a tingly sensation passed through me, traveling down my spine to the tips of my toes.

      “Wow. You were right. This is good.” Something about the drink was addicting, making me crave more. I couldn’t resist the fantastic taste and allowed the liquid to send another jolt through me. “I’m sorry for doubting you.”

      “It’s okay.” He smirked. “I know how it is to have a bad day… and would probably feel the same way if it was my birthday.” He paused, typing rapidly before peering over his screen. “Now tell me—what’s your story? And what can I do to help you?”
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      “We should be able to make a run two nights from now. If we go during the blizzard, you’ll have enough time to prepare your next shipment for your last-minute Christmas shoppers,” Chryso mused, surveying the scarce jewelry display.

      Cosmic Gems was widely known for its exotic, one-of-a-kind, custom-made jewelry, created by the store’s own designers. “Out of this World Jewelry for the Shooting Star in Your Life…” was their motto for a reason—no one on Earth had their expertise when it came to the gaudy baubles.

      The Cosmic Gems corporation was a cover for their actual operation—creating jewelry for those who are willing to pay their inflated prices for unique, exquisite pieces. It was how they supported themselves among humans and their counterparts. They gathered their basic materials and designed pieces based on what was found, executing it flawlessly.

      Chryso’s triad was part of a small Alzaqi population that resided in Silver Springs. While each Alzaqi triad in the area worked for Cosmic Gems in some form or another, Chryso and his brothers had decided to branch out and manage their own Bed and Breakfast. They’d wanted their own place outside of town, away from its general population while at the same time keeping a cover for their actual position within Cosmic Jewelry since they were rarely seen in town.

      “How big of a load do you think you guys can gather?” Saire asked.

      Chryso studied the short broody male, unafraid to meet his piercing golden eyes. Saire was an astonishing businessman, the head of the triad that owned Cosmic Gems, and the unofficial leader of the Silver Spring’s Alazqi population. The Alazqi were the ones who had discovered Earthlings loved precious gems and rare stones—and how to live among them.

      “Enough to cover the rest of the month. We haven’t even put a dent in our new location.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You should see it sometime.” Chryso smirked, remembering the wondrous feeling that came from the thrill of discovering such a find. “But don’t wait because Maw wants to harvest it all as soon as possible before the new moon.”

      “The Celestial Void?”

      “Correct,” Chryso said, eying the black diamond necklace and earring set before them.

      A pair of dings filled the room, breaking the growing tension. Chryso shot a concerned look to his brother Vesuv as he shuffled through his pants pockets, searching for his smartphone.

      Vesuv looked up from his smartwatch and chuckled. “It seems Chase from across the street is asking for a favor.”

      “No,” Saire hissed. “I am not interested in creating a ring for his carrot.”

      Chryso did a quick scan of the email from the offending male. There was a human woman in need of a room for the unknown duration it would take for her car to get repaired.

      “It seems we have the answer to our problems,” Chryso mused, placing his phone back in his pocket. “We will let you close up shop as we investigate this damsel in distress.”

      “Should we be expecting your return in three days?”

      Chryso paused in the doorway’s threshold and saluted Saire. “We will make sure Maw contacts you, but I don’t see any problems.”

      “Wait!” Saire rushed over and stuck his head outside. After surveying the streets, he sighed before stepping back inside. “If you see an overly dressed redhead, don’t make eye contact with her. She has been trying to get her hands on anyone with money.”

      “A gold digger, huh?”

      “More like a spoiled diva.” He jerked his head toward the cafe. “Rumor has it, she tried to put them out of business—all because she wanted to play house with her childhood friend and was jealous of his crush.”

      “Isn’t that highly illegal?” Vesuv asked.

      “Correct.” Saire crossed his arms. “She’s upset with me because I refuse to allow anyone to give her a discount, claiming the absurd idea she can promote us for free on social media and create more business than what our products are worth.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Look,” he replied with hardened golden eyes. “Just watch out for a woman named Minerva and see what Amber’s carrot wants. I know we don’t have the best relations with them, but I don’t want them gone either. Oh, and whatever you do, don’t drink anything there.”

      “Why would I even try?” Chryso shivered and gagged from the thought. “You know how bad that stuff smells. I wouldn’t be able to stomach it.”

      The retired assassin’s eyes softened. “Because we have had an increase in demand for engagement rings and other love trinkets, and from what has been overheard, they all had some sort of special drink there. I’m wondering if they have a love potion or something. Earthlings love the thought of love at first sight so much, they have a mascot for it.”

      “Cupid?” Chryso chuckled. “I thought you loved his holiday. It is one of our larger ones.”

      Sairo growled.

      Stepping outside, Chryso adjusted his vest, laughing as he studied “Jewels Cafe.” He always enjoyed teasing Sairo. The serious male needed to relax. Each member of the Silver Springs Alzaqi community was exceptionally well off, and outside of the supes having some sort of civil dispute, they had nothing to worry about. Life was good, and even though Earth wasn’t their original home, they certainly did their best to fit in.

      “I want you to update Maw while I do the talking. It would be nice to have a guest who isn’t connected to Silver Springs in any form, but I don’t want to blindly invite her to stay just because we want easy proof for the town folk that we are normal.”

      “I don’t see why we can’t just tell them,” Vesuv remarked, his mental voice laced with annoyance. “They already know we’re Kraken shifters and need frequent trips to the ocean to stretch out our tentacles.”

      “Them believing we are Kraken is the only reason why no one has questioned our establishment,” Chryso replied, opening the cafe’s door. “Besides, no one around here wants to release the Kraken.”

      Chryso’s laughter died as the horrendous odor of the ground coffee assaulted his nose and his pores. He didn’t know how such a nasty smelling thing could be responsible for the caffeinated beverages Earthlings loved so much. The place was empty except the offending male sitting at his usual table with his laptop closed and a green striped, brown haired woman sitting across from him—who was definitely not Amber.

      Amber was known for being a nervous wreck, and stressful situations triggered her chameleon shifter powers, which she had always struggled to keep under control. It was safe to assume the female sitting in front of Chase wasn’t his mate in another form. The seated pair weren’t sitting together as if they knew each other or acting like they were mates, which meant Chryso’s original observation was accurate.

      “I heard someone was in need of a favor.”

      The woman gasped and jerked around. Her hair fanned out behind her when her hazel eyes met his as time slowed to a stop. Words failed him as he struggled to sort through what to say with his mouth dropped ajar. He always mocked the couples in his entertainment videos for their absurd notion of “love at first sight”—but at that moment, he understood.

      She was perfect. Her hazel eyes locked him in place as her long hair framed her face, draped onto her black peacoat. The Stars above guided her to follow Fate's path and graced her presence before him.

      A cough broke his trance as his gaze met its culprit.

      How dare the male interrupt his moment! Chryso collected himself. A part of him wanted to turn this rabbit shifter into a stew—but he knew those were his mating instincts calling. These were Earthlings, and while the supes had their own biological trigger that drew them to pair up with their perfect match, he knew he shouldn’t be reacting the way he was.

      Male Alzagi weren’t drawn to their Sylex until the female chose them to be her nestcarers. His triad was unmated with an empty nest and hadn’t even presented themselves to a female yet. So, why was he being pulled to this human female?

      “Do you feel it too?” Chryso called out to Vesuv.

      “Yes,” he replied, voice strained. “What does it mean?”

      “It was my understanding, your brothers run a bed-and-breakfast outside of town. Do you have any openings by chance? I know you’re an invitation-only establishment, but I figured I could ask a favor.” Chase gave a weary smile. “Perhaps we can start a business arrangement? We provide coffee to your guests and recommend folks to apply to stay at your place?”

      “That doesn’t work,” Vesuv chuckled. “We only serve tea at our place. In fact, Chryso grows it.”

      “See it as us being self-reliant,” Chryso explained. “If we grow our own, we can control the quality, and since we don’t sell it to anyone, we aren’t competing with your cafe.” He peered over to address the female, needing to look at her once more. “I take it you need a place to stay?”

      Biting her lip, she glanced at Chase before meeting his gaze. “If you would have me.”

      “Tell Maw to prepare a room.”

      “As long as you need a place,” he promised.
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      There was something definitely wrong with this town.

      Why else would it be secluded in the middle of the woods?

      “Why again am I following you?” I rubbed my arms as a gentle breeze blew through my hair, sending shivers through me. “And why can’t your brother pick us up in town?”

      I kept my gaze locked on both brothers during the journey. Something about the entire situation seemed off. I saw—and read—too many spooky things to make my current predicament feel like deja vu. Here I was, acting like the token female, trusting strangers in the middle of nowhere, alone and in the dark.

      “Perhaps I should call—” I cut myself off, wincing at the remembrance that my cellphone was currently dead.

      “An Uber? A Lyft?” Chryso peered over his shoulder. “How is it you’re willing to be driven by a complete stranger, but you’re worried about us taking you to our place?”

      “Possibly because they do background checks on their drivers?” I rolled my eyes. “I mean, they track who is picking up who and their trip.”

      “Stop teasing her,” Vesuv scolded, coming to a stop. “She has good reasons to be nervous, especially with everything that has been going on lately.” He glanced down at his smartwatch. “Maw should be here any moment now.”

      The full moon beamed brightly in the crisp winter night sky. The only other light came from the town in the distance and the lights alongside the road that led to the parking lot on the outskirts of town. We stood next to the bus stop shelter in silence.

      Loud howls filled the air.

      I gasped, jerking closer to the brothers as I searched the surrounding woods. I hadn’t fabricated seeing amber eyes earlier…

      My back pressed into something hard as arms wrapped around me. Chryso stepped closer, scanning the distance with hardened eyes as he sandwiched me between them. Warmth enveloped me, radiating from the brothers’ bodies.

      “It’s okay, Emerald,” Vesuv breathed against my ear. “They won’t get closer.”

      For some reason, I believed him. Here in his arms, I felt safe as these strangers shielded me from the winds and whatever was out there in the forest.

      Bright light beams broke around the corner, followed by a deep rumble.

      “Took him long enough,” Chryso quipped, watching the vehicle rapidly approaching.

      A black concept car pulled up beside them as the passenger side window rolled down.

      The interior glowed green, highlighting everything inside.

      The driver leaned over. “Sorry. Dinner took longer than I thought it would, but it is done now and will be waiting for us when we return.”

      “It’s okay.” Chryso pulled away. “Maw, this is our guest, Emerald. She’ll be staying with us for a while.”

      “And somehow you have a new business deal offer from the Jewels Cafe,” I interjected with eyebrows raised as Vesuv’s arms fell from around my waist. “Can you tell me why you couldn’t pick us up there?”

      Maw shrugged. “They don’t want to deal with the damage vehicles and their drivers do to the environment.”

      “Silver Springs has always been known for its unique, close-knit, small-town feel,” Vesuv explained. “Anyway, let’s get your things and something warm in you.”

      I crossed my arms. “Something warm in me?”

      Vesuv cringed and shook his head, muttering something under his breath.

      Chryso slapped his shoulder. “Really?”

      “I meant food,” Vesuv pleaded. “Sorry. Please believe me, it came out wrong.”

      Studying the three brothers, it was clear they were triplets. Each was attractive with short black hair, equipped with different shades of green eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness—just like their car.

      There was no ill intent or creepy vibes coming off them, including Maw, who had just arrived. I knew I should be wary, but something about them called to me. They were strangers I had just met for crying out loud, yet I felt completely safe around them. After today, I just wanted to let whatever divine powers that existed take the wheel because it was apparent, I was a shitty driver of my own life.

      “It’s okay,” I sighed. “If it’s fine with you guys, I want to gather my belongings and call it a night. It’s been a long day, and I’m ready for it to be over with.”

      Chryso opened the passenger side door and stuck out a hand. “Your chariot awaits.”

      Rolling my eyes, I gave him a smirk and curtsied before grabbing it. “Thank you, kind sir.”

      He assisted me up the step and into the car before gently closing the door. As I buckled myself in and got situated, I told Maw the general direction where I left my car as Chryso and Vesuv climbed into the backseat. Silence fell as us as I tried to make out any of the landmarks we passed. Between the darkness and the unfamiliar location, it was a near-impossible task.

      The weight from the stress from all the unfortunate events of the day, coupled with the blanket of warmth that surrounded me made my eyelids threatened to close.

      “So, what is your story? How did you end up here?” Maw asked, his deep voice rumbling, jolting me awake.

      As I turned my head to answer, I caught Chryso leaning over with a lock of my hair in his hand pressed against his nose, breathing it in deeply with eyes closed.

      “Excuse me?!”

      Chryso’s eyes shot opened in shock. He dropped my hair as I jerked away, pressing myself against the door, batting my hands toward him to get him to back away.

      “What the fuck?”

      Maw starred angrily into the rear-view window. “Seriously?”

      “What?” Chryso looked between his two brothers. “You can’t tell me you don’t smell her.”

      Lifting my arms, I took a waft of my armpits, smelling nothing out of the ordinary. Taking a few hair strands, I mimicked him and failed to find anything odd. It smelled like hair—a fruity scent paired with sweat, dust, and whatever else hair smells like after a day.

      “There’s nothing to smell,” I said as I slowly reached inside my purse. “Do you know anything about personal space?”

      “Don’t you both smell it? She smells like home, right?”

      “She may smell familiar, but that doesn’t mean you had the right to touch her hair.” Vesuv’s icy blue eyes met mine. “I am embarrassed to be related to him, and I am sorry for his foolishness.” He glared at the culprit. “He should’ve known better than to touch a female’s hair.”

      “But it’s so soft…”

      Sighing, I relaxed my grip on my pepper spray. “You really are clueless, aren’t you?”

      “Yes!”

      “No!”

      “Correct.”

      I heaved a sigh. Why did the pretty ones have to be so dumb? His brothers seemed intelligent. Was he dropped on his head when he was a baby, or did the smart gene not trigger with him? I guess one of the three being a dullard was good enough odds. It still didn’t excuse him from getting into my personal space and touching my hair.

      Should I be weirded out by what he did? Yes, definitely. I didn’t know them—and even if I did, only close friends did what he did. He wasn’t pushing himself on me or pressuring me to do something, but that still didn’t excuse his actions.

      “Don’t do it. Don’t touch me again.” Pulling myself away from the door, I corrected myself in the seat and brushed my hair forward. “Do that, and we’ll be good.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      The familiar rusty green car appeared in the headlight beams.

      “That’s it!”

      We pulled up to a stop behind it.

      “This is your car?” Maw asked, confused.

      “Yeah, why?” I unbuckled my belt and opened the door.

      “It’s so—”

      “—old,” Chryso finished.

      I groaned. “You guys are typical males.” I climbed out of their vehicle and held the door. “The faster we can unload my belongings, the faster we can get to your B&B. Then you three can eat, and I can go to bed.”

      I shut the door, not waiting for a response. The cold winter air cut through me as I walked to my car and unlocked it. Doors slammed, quickly followed by footsteps.

      Chryso and Vesuv helped me unload my things into their trunk without a word. Embarrassingly, everything I owned barely filled their trunk.

      The ride to their home was silent.

      Slowing down, we turned down a long winding road. Lights twinkled between the trees as the forest thinned out the closer we go to the B&B. In the middle of a clearing was a three-story log cabin with a wrap-around covered porch. Sitting in the front of the house—more like a mansion—was a large wooden sign with the words “Silver Springs Bed and Breakfast” engraved on it.

      Fuck, how much money did these guys have?

      “This is yours?” I asked as we pulled into the five-vehicle garage.

      “Whose else would it be?” Maw replied, climbing out of the car.

      “I don’t know… your parents?” I eyed them as I gathered a few bags from the trunk. “Come on, you guys can’t own something like this.”

      “The three of us are equal owners of this property,” Vesuv explained, lifting two duffel bags. “There is no one else on the title.”

      Vesuv opened the door leading into the house, and I followed him inside.

      Lights turned on automatically as we walked down the hall into an open concept first floor. I could see everything. They had a large kitchen equipped with chrome appliances, a center island, and a serving counter with barstools. In the corner was an entertainment system that looked like it belonged in a movie theater. The most impressive part was the three-tiered crystal chandelier in the center of the room at the landing of their grand staircase.

      My bags slipped from my fingers and fell onto the floor as I spun around with mouth ajar.

      “How…”

      “Investments,” Maw replied. “Since you want to go straight to bed, I will give you the rules of the house now before we show you to your room and let you unpack.”

      “You are welcomed to eat dinner with us once we drop your belongings off if you are interested,” Chryso said.

      “No, thank you.” I gave him a gentle smile. “I’m tired and just want to go to bed.”

      “That is perfectly fine,” Maw promised. “The main rules are—One, you have free rein to any public room in this building; Two, knock before entering any private space;Three, the basement is off-limits, and you are never to go down there; and Four, do not go into the woods alone. There has been an increased wolf presence. That’s it. Do you have any questions?”

      “No. Your rules seem reasonable.” I glanced between the three males carrying my belongings. “I can agree to those rules.” I licked my lips as nervousness deep in the pit of my stomach began to settle. “Do you think one of you can help me call a tow truck and Harrison’s Auto shop?”

      Maw scrunched his face. “In Scarborough?”

      “That’s what Chase told me.”

      He glanced at his brothers. “How about you let us look at it before you take it to them?”

      I stared down the male. “Don’t tell me that is how you guys can afford this?”

      He grinned. “No, but we know our way around vehicles.”

      “Sure, I guess.” I shrugged. “I don’t have much money—”

      “Just let us look at it first, and we can determine payment later.”
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      “Explain to me why she smells like our home planet,” Maw demanded. “Why didn’t you tell me before she entered my car, and I agreed to house her in our home?”

      Chryso and Vesuv sat across from him in their relaxing pool, unable to meet his gaze.

      This was the first time a human had entered their home, and he already was regretting it. They worked hard to rebuild their lives here on Earth after escaping before the Great War concluded. The Alzaqi had been on the losing side, and his triad decided to escape along with a select few others, knowing they would probably never see their home planet ever again.

      Maw worked alongside Saire to help create this sanctuary for their species. They discovered a great cover and built their lives around it—just now branching out some within the community.

      Now, this female came into their lives, only to mess things up.

      He felt something he didn’t think he would ever have a chance to explore—and didn’t want to believe it was real. They hadn’t presented to her as a triad, so there was no possible way for her to be their Sylex! Their nest was empty, yet here was this female Earthling, pulling on his instincts as no one had before.

      “You feel the connection too, don’t you?” Vesuv asked.

      He narrowed his eyes at the male.

      “I don’t trust her. She must know who we are and found a way to cause this,” he announced, daring the other two to object. He growled when no reply came. “Or it’s the Celestial Void. That would be the only explanation why we feel a connection to her, and her scent appeals so much to us. If it wasn’t our breeding season, we wouldn’t have this issue.”

      “We never had problems being around Earthling females before—even the few species of supes who were biologically designed to seduce others. We have been on this planet for over two hundred years and never had any issues with them until now.” Vesuv pawed at the water and watched the waves that formed. “We checked civilization from time to time, only recently moving to the surface when we learned Earthlings had discovered wireless.”

      “Are we sure she is human?” Maw asked. “I need to know if she is the product of a recent experiment. Many species have been using Earth as a testing ground for their own gain.” He slapped the murky water in anger. “I need answers. Who is she? What is she? And why is she here?”

      “What if she is only human?” Chryso challenged, meeting his gaze. “I know what I feel, Maw. Her being here isn’t a coincidence. The Stars led her to us!”

      “Just like the Fates planned for our planet to be conquered by another?” Maw barked. “Where was the Stars guidance then?”

      “They guided us here,” Vesuv answered confidently. “We landed and were able to flourish enough to build capital without any problems. The Silver Springs community welcomed the small group of us who wanted to expand themselves here. We are self-reliant with our own company and place in this supes town.” He glanced in the direction of their guest’s bedroom. “If Emerald was gifted to us, we should welcome her into our basement chamber and present ourselves to her. The longer we wait, the more I will worry about being punished.” Vesuv glared at Maw with beady icy blue eyes. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to challenge the Stars.”

      Chryso leaped out of the relaxing pool. “I agree with Vesuv. There has to be a reason why she calls to us, and I don’t want to lose the only chance we may have for a Sylex. If you aren’t willing to present to her, I will.”

      “Where are you going?” Maw demanded.

      Chryso stepped into the heated alcove and spread out his limbs, allowing the warm air to dry him off. “I am going to collect Emerald’s vehicle and bring it here to look at it.”

      “You can’t leave like that!”

      Chryso entered the room, clothes in hand. “You think I don’t know this?”

      “I don’t know if her scent has affected your judgment,” Maw growled.

      Vesuv exited the relaxing pool, following Chryso’s lead. “The only one with clouded judgment is you, Maw. You were completely fine with accepting her into our home and fixing her broken car. In fact, you were the one who offered our services.” Vesuv swiftly pulled on a black hooded-tank top and matching black harem pants and stood next to the fully dressed Chryso. “You are one of us,” Vesuv sighed, crossing his arms. “We can’t welcome her without you. Logically, there has to be a reason why she calls to us. I just hope you can look past her being a human and get to know her.”

      “I don’t want what we have waited too long and worked too hard to build be destroyed over an enticing smelling Earthling female,” Maw seethed.

      “There aren’t any available Alzaqi females here,” Vesuv murmured. “We may never get a chance like this again in our lifetime.”

      “Or an opportunity to fall in love,” Chryso said wistfully.

      Maw rolled his eyes. “You need to stop watching those reality shows and romance movies. They have filled you with false hope and sense of what love is.”

      “How do you know?” Chryso challenged. “Out of the three of us, I have been the one interested in learning about Earthlings and their social norms.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Maw,” Vesuv said, crossing his arms. “If the Stars really gave her to us, you better learn how to be in a relationship with one instead of studying about their most recent desires in gems and stone.”

      “It’s late,” Chryso announced. “Are you going to come with us or stay here and stew?”

      “I am going to stay here and keep watch of our property. I don’t trust leaving her alone.”

      “So be it.” In an instant, both brothers tapped their wristband, activating their disguise. Their silver scales shimmered into bronzed human skin as their hair darkened to black. Their horned crowns and pointed ears smoothed out as if they were never there, their eyes whitening to match humans.

      “I was able to tag her car while we helped Emerald with her belongings, so it shouldn’t take long.”

      Maw nodded and watched the rest of his triad tap their wristband once more. Their bodies shimmered, and in a blink of an eye, they disappeared, leaving the Maw alone in their basement chamber.

      Breathing in the damp air, he closed his eyes and rested his head on the pool’s padded edge, savoring the fresh air. Designing their basement chamber to have a separate air ventilation system had paid off. In here, he was free from the temptations Emerald’s alluring scent brought.

      Having a Sylex was a dream he’d left behind when they escaped their home planet, Alza. The few breeders on the ship already had their triads and hadn’t gone into heat since they landed. Each Celestial Void, they hoped the Stars would bless their breeders, but only the males fell into a burning lust, leaving their nest empty of egg clusters.

      There had to be a reason for it, but none of their scientists could come up with a cause. Was it the stress from the abandonment of their home and space travel? Or perhaps the pollution in Earth’s waters?

      One thing for sure, if they couldn’t figure out the reason, they would have to update their ship and leave in hopes of finding another suitable planet before their bodies failed to regenerate, and they followed the other lifeforms by growing old and slowly disintegrating. He didn’t want to move planets—especially after they’d worked to establish themselves on Earth.

      There were no predators. Earthlings may be on top of the dominant species on their planet—but Earthlings were too busy fighting each other to focus on more critical problems like their health and Earth’s welfare. Because of this, the Alzaqi were able to land and quickly learn how to blend themselves in with the Earthlings.

      Silver Springs was one of the many isolated small towns throughout the world that protected itself from humans. It was more secluded than most, and whatever alien species that had placed wards on the town had been long gone when they arrived. Some Alzaqi believed it had to do with the significant event humans called the “Salem Witch Trials.” Humans accused some first alien experiments as witches—or witnessed aliens using their technology—and the wave of hysteria made everyone turn on each other in order to survive. Some warded towns dated from around that time, and it made sense why they were flooded with supes, and humans were a minority in them.

      Why welcome those who were responsible for killing them?

      That was precisely why Maw was hesitant to allow a human female into their basement chamber. His triad was right—something about her called to him. Her hazel eyes were full of life, and when she stood up for herself and set boundaries for Chryso, she was magnificent. Her command was something Alzaqi breeders demanded from their triad.

      Why was her scent so enchanting? Just one sniff and he was hers—unable to deny the aid she required. He couldn’t allow his brothers to reveal themselves to her prematurely because the excitement of what they thought she was. Their belief she was led to them by the Stars as a gift from the Fates was dangerous. It was his responsibility to make sure they didn’t fall fast and hard—once an Alzaqi male fell for their breeder, they didn’t have another until death.Somehow, it felt like it already too late.
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      Chryso was right. Something about Emerald called to him—to them—and he couldn’t stop thinking about her. The quiet and more submissive one in the triad, he usually followed what the other two wanted when it came to decisions that affected the triad as a whole. But when it came to Emerald, he agreed with Chryso about exploring their future with Emerald.

      They couldn’t walk away without figuring out if she was destined to be theirs.

      Strong gusts of wind blew in the winter midnight as the bright moon beamed down on them. A winter storm was coming and fast. They needed to return home before it hit.

      Chryso walked around her beat-up car, placing a few teletrodes on its wheels while Vesuv stood guard. The werewolves had finally returned to their homes deep within the woods while only a few guards patrolled their land. No Earthlings came up nearby on the radar.

      “Everything is clear. It is safe to teleport her car home without being seen.”

      “I don’t know if this piece of junk will be worth repairing.” Chryso shook his head in disappointment. “It might be easier to scrap it and buy her a new vehicle. I would feel better with her driving something safer.” He kicked the driver’s side tire—only for it to fall off. “See! I knew it!”

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t use all of your strength when you want to kick things, Chryso.” Vesuv closed his radar on his wristband. “I’ve been thinking about what Saire warned us about… do you think Emerald drank something spelled from the Jewels Cafe?”

      Chryso’s gaze locked onto his. “The love potion?”

      “I want to believe she is supposed to be ours, but Saire’s warning keeps going off in my head,” Vesuv explained. “We found her at Jewels Cafe. There were an empty mug and plate on the table. The strong coffee smell covered anything we would be able to pick up, and we wouldn’t be able to use our technology to scan the room without being noticed. It would make sense if the owners were responsible for our predicament. They were the ones who filled out her application and asked us to allow her to stay.”

      “And got a business deal from it,” Chryso growled, clenching his fists. “We are being used, and all of us are victims of their abuse.”

      “That can’t be right,” Vesuv muttered. “She didn’t show any signs of struggling to keep her eyes—or hands—to herself. How do you explain why she got angry when you touched her?”

      “I can’t.” Chryso paced and glanced at the moon. “Vesuv, I need you to take this car home and look at what you can do to repair it. After we return from our looting session, we will ask her what she wants to do with it and what her options are. It will give the illusion we are human and need time to retrieve parts and make the repairs.”

      “You are going to visit Jewels Cafe, aren’t you?”

      Chryso peered over his shoulder and chuckled. “Of course.”
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      Waking up in something that could only be described as a cloud made me question if I was still dreaming. All wrapped up in luxurious bedding as I laid on the softest mattress I had ever had the opportunity to rest on made me want to refuse to open my heavy-lidded eyes. If I opened them, it would be proof I was indeed still dreaming, and nothing I felt was real.

      My stomach grumbled in response to my stubbornness, proof what I felt was reality and not some mental construct built by the stress from yesterday. The worst day of my life ended with three gorgeous—and mysteriously filthy rich—brothers, whisking me away to their home. That in itself was almost like a fairytale. I was waiting for the ball the drop. There was always a catch when it came to things like this. People weren’t friendly without wanting something in return.

      Groaning, I stretched, uncovering myself as I climbed out of the bed of my dreams.

      I threw on the jade-colored robe hanging on the bathroom door and brushed my bedhead before making my way downstairs. The house was quiet, no one in sight. I watched the thick snowflakes slowly falling outside as I made my way to their masterpiece of a kitchen. I was thankful the brothers had helped me gather my belongings last night because trying to transfer all of my things right now would be miserable.

      The clock dinged ten times. How was it already ten? No wonder I was so hungry. It was almost my usual lunchtime.

      Since my hosts were failing at their job of having breakfast prepared before their guests woke, I guess it was my responsibility to figure out what to eat. I was betting, once I was done cooking, the three of them would magically appear and want to eat. What would rich males want to eat? Crepes! Everyone loved crepes! And they were easy to make.

      I searched their large refrigerator and discovered their walk-in pantry to gather all the ingredients I needed to make a mountain of crepes. If they didn’t end up joining me—or want them—I’d wrap them for later.

      It took me a while to find the right pans and utensils, but after a few test runs, I found the correct time needed to make perfect crepes and fell into a rhythm.

      I heard a large splash and turned around to see what it was. My gaze landed on Maw, lifting himself out of their indoor spa through the glass door. Time slowed as water dripped from his glistening black hair down his lean body. His strained muscles held his body up like an experienced swimmer. A scowl covered his face as his teal gaze burned through me.

      I rubbed my legs together to ease the neediness slicking my folds. How I would love to pounce on him like a cat and lick all the drops from his fit body. I was willing to volunteer myself to the cause by drying him off to save towels everywhere. Fewer towels used meant less water needed to wash them. My sacrifice could save clean water for others to drink. It was a win-win for all involved, and I would be doing the world a great service.

      “Are you trying to burn my house down?”

      The angry rumble of his voice was like a bucket of icy water, cooling the great need that overcame me. The smell of burning batter filled my nose as a cloud of thick smoke filled the air.

      The crepes!

      A colossal flame engulfed the stovetop, nearly reaching the hood. Intense heat rolled off it, making it too hot to stand near.

      Throwing the spatula into the sink, I turned off the stove, and frantically put on the oven mitts. I grabbed the frying pan and took off for the sliding glass door with Maw trailing me. Once outside, I threw the blazing hazard into the rapidly growing snow pile. A loud hiss filled the air, creating a small cloud of steam as the pan sank into the snow.

      “Can you explain what you were doing?”

      The urgency of the situation died down, slowing the blood pumping through my veins as coolness seeped through my bare feet, making them feel like popsicles. A gust of wind blew the icy snow into me, sending a shiver down my spine. I turned to the angry male and opened my mouth in awe.

      He stood proudly in the doorway with nothing on but a pair of shiny green swim trunks. His chest heaved in deep breaths as his fists opened and closed. As my gaze traced along his shimmering bronze skin, stormy deep blue eyes met mine.

      “I woke up to a quiet house and nothing sitting out for me. I figured for a high-end bed-and-breakfast, I would at least be greeted with pastries and cof… tea.” I tightened the robe around me, securing the strap once more as I walked over to the broody male. “Since I didn’t know where you guys were or if I was the first one awake, I figured when you said I had free room, it included the kitchen.”

      “It seems my brothers stayed up all night, and you weren’t awake when I got up, so I decided to go for a soak.” He stepped out of the way and allowed me to pass. “I didn’t think you would try to destroy my house within twenty-four hours. If I knew that, I wouldn’t have left you unsupervised.”

      “What is that smell?” Chryso asked as he walked into the kitchen. He wore a pair of purple pajamas bottoms with the words “Release the Kraken,” written near the… crotch flap? Whatever the correct term was, it was lost to the wind. My mind was scrambled with the only other term coming to me was a cock’s peek-a-boo slot—the words were there, just asking for me to reach in to see what was inside.

      “It seems like someone tried to make crepes and failed,” Vesuv replied, looking at the multiple plates, each filled with a variety. “Must have been Maw because he could never get the timing right.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Maw snapped. “Our guest decided to take it upon herself, not me.”

      “For your information, I was perfectly fine and in my element until you decided to… to…” I stuttered, unable to finish my thought. How else could I explain I almost caught their house on fire because I was too busy eye-fucking him climbing out of the spa? A grown woman has needs, and it had been years since I had any male companionship. Surrounded by these three half-naked brothers isn’t helping calm my libido, especially since I never paid attention to the opposite sex while I was at the hotel.

      “To what?” Maw challenged.

      “Decided to walk around immodestly attired!” I shouted, raising my arms in anger.

      The rapid movement from my arms loosened my robe’s tie, allowing the flaps to fall open. All three males cocked their heads to the side and stared as I gasped and struggled to cover my naked breasts.

      Chryso smirked and failed to hold back a chuckle. “Who is the one being immodest now?”

      “I thought women loved seeing undressed men?” Vesuv asked, confused, wearing nothing but a pair of “Let Me Probe You” alien boxers.

      “There is a difference between seeing them in photos or videos and having them live within an arm's length. Plus… I barely even know any of you,” I explained as my cheeks burned in embarrassment. How were they so… clueless?

      Vesuv shrugged. “We’re all adults here. I don’t see why any of that matters.”

      “Think about it. Three males alone with one female in a house, in the middle of the woods, away from civilization.” I bit my lip as I took a step back, away from Maw. “You guys could easily take advantage of me without anyone ever knowing.”

      As a unit, all of their eyes softened as their postures deflated.

      “We would never do that to you,” Chryso murmured.

      “Our only intent is to provide you a place to stay and recoup until your car is fixed,” Maw replied, voice flat from emotion.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “If you will excuse me, I am going to go change into something more suitable… and warm.”
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      “What was that?” Chryso demanded as he watched Emerald meekly walk away, her face flushed as she held her robe tightly against her body.

      Nudity was as natural as swimming for the Alzaqi. Chryso didn’t understand why humans had such extreme feelings about it. He’d seen plenty of naked Earthlings, but there was a significant difference between seeing a supes shifting in public and a bare human who would have consequences for their actions.

      Emerald had nothing to be ashamed about. She was a gorgeous treasure, and her mouth-watering smell was better than the display of crepes she’d made for them.

      “I knew she was going to be trouble,” Maw murmured. “All I wanted to do was to enjoy some alone time in the hot tub as I watched the snowfall in the sunrise. You were both lost to the world, and she was nestled asleep in her bed, I figured I had some time before everyone woke up.”

      “She shouldn't have needed to make herself breakfast. I am fully capable of managing the kitchen.” Vesuv picked up a crepe and inspected it before taking a bite. “She can cook, that’s for sure.” He threw the rest in his mouth and groaned. “I want the recipe for my collection.”

      “It’s edible?” Maw asked in shock.

      “It’s better than what you make.” Vesuv shrugged.

      “I need to tell you both something before she returns,” Chryso glanced around the corner toward the grand stairs making sure Emerald wasn’t in sight. He leaned his back against the counter, taking in her slowly fading lingering scent. “I made a detour to Jewels Cafe and had a chat with its owners—”

      “In the middle of the night?” Maw asked, glaring at him as he stepped into a pair of pants. “What made you believe that was a good idea? If they were smart, they would have their store surrounded by cameras since they had issues with that jealous baker.”

      “Saire warned us about not accepting a drink from the Jewels Cafe. It turns out that amateur witch who partly owns the shop spelled their Pumpkin Space Lattes in an attempt to help their customers find true love.”

      “You must be joking,” Vesuv replied, holding a crepe to his mouth. “The rumors are true.”

      “How? What rumors?”

      “Exactly,” Chryso replied. “Julian explained he found a spell in some ancient book that forms a mating bond with those destined to be together.”

      “So, you are telling us that this… this pathetic excuse for a witch decided to force his customers into connections with people they have never even met?” Maw growled. “That takes choice away from everyone who is involved.”

      “Yes. They used the same ancient alien textbooks to call upon the power of the Stars to aid them, but instead of using simple spells and wards to guide him with things, they used the spell to try to aid others…”

      “And by aiding others, you mean they are playing Cupid and reaping in the benefits?”

      “Basically,” Chryso sighed. “But what do you want to do? Make a mission to collect all of these relics and destroy them so no one can use them to summon the power of the Stars?”

      “We could ask Emerald to burn them,” Maw chuckled.

      “You can’t destroy ancient artifacts,” Vesuv hissed, pointing his spatula at Maw. “Take them and let me study them. Don’t waste precious data we could use because you’re angry about some weak starcaller.”

      “You’re both missing the point.”

      “Enlighten us,” Maw scuffed.

      “Emerald was at Jewels Cafe—”

      “And Emerald was there long enough to have one of these spelled drinks while she was waiting for us.” Vesuv placed four cups of steamy tea onto the counter. “Which means, what we feel for her now is a result of this spell and proof she is meant for us.”

      “She can’t be…” Maw slapped the counter, shaking the cups and splashing its contents. “It goes against everything we are.”

      “Is there a way to break it?” Vesuv asked, throwing a hand-towel at Maw. “And do we want to?”

      “No, I don’t want to. She is ours,” Chryso hissed. “Why would we throw that away?”

      “I don’t believe I am anyone's,” Emerald barked. “And I would appreciate you would if you guys wouldn’t talk about me behind my back.”

      Emerald stood with arms crossed, dressed in leggings and an over-sized sweater. A scowl covered her face as she glared at them, pinning the three of them with her heated gaze.

      “We were discussing making sure you felt welcomed here,” Chryso quickly explained, in hopes to ease her anger. “We are in the beginnings of a blizzard, and it is dangerous for you to go out.”

      “One problem. My car is stranded somewhere out there,” she replied, raising an arm toward the driveway. “Even so, I have no place to go—not anymore.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as sadness flooded her face. She hugged herself and walked to the collection of crepes and inspected the damage. “I’m not used to having nothing to do… so I wanted to be helpful for once.”

      “What do you mean?” Chryso asked.

      “How about we sit down and talk over these crepes you made? I can warm them up in the microwave, and we can drink some of this tea I made, now that it’s cooled down some,” Vesuv suggested as he picked up one of the plates of crepes.

      Emerald bit her lip in hesitation and nodded, looking between them as she sat down at the end of the counter farthest from them.

      Chryso didn’t like that she doubted their intentions. He and his brothers were honorable males. Even if they were truly destined to be together by the mysteries of the cosmic universe—whether or not it was the will of the Fates—the Stars had led the four of them together. He and his brothers weren’t animals. The Alzaqi weren’t like the supes that resided on Earth. Alzaqi had no alter-ego or feral instinct, which overrode the supes moral compass whenever they found their mate.

      Claim. Mate. Mark.

      The predator supes chanted that whenever they caught wind of their scent or gazed upon their mate. Such a basic need and savage, it was no wonder Earthlings still fought among themselves. Were the supes a bunch of failed experiments the other visiting aliens couldn’t get right? Chryso often wondered if Earth was a breeding ground other aliens used to create futuristic warriors or to test their gene-splicing programs on a sentient being outside of their own species before they tested it on themselves. Whatever it was, they must have failed, for they created different varieties within the same supe species using humans as their base. They spliced humans with other creatures who resided on Earth and aboard their ships, making a wide variety of different types of supes. The human species must have something wrong with their genetics, or their creators left all their unwanted creations on Earth because something was wrong with the supes characteristics they didn’t plan for or want.

      It was no secret the different factions of shifters kept to themselves for the most part. Same for witches and their covens—and how breeding up to keep purity was encouraged. Angels and Demons? They were most likely spliced from creatures not native to Earth.

      All the supes on Earth had one thing in common—aliens created them and imbedded in them their histories, religions, even memories. It wasn’t hard to create dreams to feel realistic and seem like years passed when it was only a few hours or days. Then there were the Angels and Demons who hallucinated whole different realms, voices, and people.

      The Alzaqi who resided on Earth, studying the phenomena, didn’t quite understand the technology the aliens who visited Earth in the past used. Alternating and imbedding things inside others minds wasn’t their specialty nor was splicing genes. They often wondered if it was some highly specialized type of mind control or some unexplained advance technology that they never came across. Teleportation, terraforming, and travel were the technologies the Alazqi excelled in—which is what the ones who resided in Silver Springs used in their jewelry business.

      Emerald eyed him nervously as he stood next to the empty barstools closest to her.

      “Can I sit here?” Chryso sent Emerald a smile in hopes of easing her turmoil as he sat down in the empty seat next to her.

      “Sure.” She shrugged. “It’s not like I can stop you.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I mean, it’s your house, and I’m just a guest. I can’t really tell you what to do in it.” She nodded and smiled as she accepted a teacup from Vesuv. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      An awkward silence fell as Vesuv served everyone breakfast.

      He thought he would be ecstatic at the news she was meant for them. Instead, he had mixed feelings about the situation. Maw made a good point. The spell that amateur witch cast on Emerald fought against their own instincts—and traditions. In a way, it cheapened the whole experience.

      They were forced to skip the whole discovery process, from presenting themselves as a triad to an Alzaqi female until one accepted their courting bubble dance. They didn’t have destined mates. Each courting was by choice. Males picked who they wanted to court, and the females determined whether the triad’s home was acceptable for their offspring. It was rare for a relationship to form between the female and her triad, especially during times of war.

      Emerald was human and wouldn’t understand any of its significance.

      Would it be wrong for them to use this to their advantage? Or should they ignore the connection and reject the mating bond? If they did that, pain and emptiness would fill them—and they never get a chance to have a Sylex.

      “So, what brings you to Silver Springs?”
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      “What brings me to Silver Springs?” I barked a laugh. “Obviously, the amazing coffee and ice cream. Why else?” I looked down at the hot tea in my hands and sighed. “No, if I’m going, to be honest, it wasn’t my plan to be here. I should be working as the Executive Housekeeper, leading my crew through the day’s room. Instead, here I am—jobless, homeless, friendless, and now, carless.”

      I forced myself to focus on the steaming beverage, refusing to shed a tear for those gutless bastards who put me in this situation. They couldn’t even wait until after the holidays! What good would it be to do a complete staff overhaul during the busiest time of the year? It didn’t matter. They were no longer my concern, especially since I had them cash out what they owed me. Fuck them! I hope their hellhole goes bankrupt or burns down—with no one inside, of course.

      “What happened?” Chryso whispered.

      “Who knows?” I shrugged. “One moment, I was doing them a favor, the next, the new hotel owner kicked me out because they want to do a full staff change.” I took a long sip and closed my eyes, feeling the warm ginger-lemon tea sooth the roughness at the back of my throat, I didn’t even know that I had. “The worst of it of all? It was my birthday.”

      “Birthday?” Maw echoed. The shocked tone of his voice pulled my gaze, meeting his. The broody hardness of his deep blue eyes was missing, replaced by the same softness I’d seen in his brothers.

      “Yesterday was your birthday?” Chryso murmured. “They fired you on your birthday?”

      Maw jerked his gaze away from his brother’s voice, instantly hardening. What was that? What was he hiding?

      “Yeah,” I huffed. “What a way to celebrate turning thirty-three.”

      “You don’t have any family?” Vesuv wondered as he collected my dirty dishes. “Or anywhere to go?”

      “No.” I shrugged, sipping my tea. “Well, I don’t have a plan at the moment. Family up and moved to Canada for my mother’s job. I don’t have a passport, and all my friends from college are busy with their own careers and families. We’ve fallen out of touch over the years, so it would be weird to contact them now.”

      “So… what are you going do once your car is repaired?” Chryso asked, tapping his fingers on the table near mine. It was as if he wished to comfort me but was struggling to respect my wish. That one simple gesture meant the world to me.

      Who does that? Most men would love to have an excuse to touch a woman—or man—whenever they felt it was appropriate. Yes, I was a guest in their bed-and-breakfast, but that never stopped a few of my flirtatious ex-staff members.

      When it came to housekeepers, it was a whole different situation.

      ‘You can come in.’ Those simple four words were the beginning of many sexual harassment cases. I shudder whenever I heard stories from other housekeepers around the world and the growing trend of sexual predation within the hotel industry.

      My body jittered from the sudden heebie-jeebies that coursed through me.

      “It’s that bad?” Vesuv asked as he refilled my cup with the hot goodness.

      “Huh?” I snapped out of my trance, steeling myself as I glanced at my three hosts. “Oh, I was going to travel around until I found a job, then settle. I have some money saved to live off for a while, but…” I shrugged. “It’s not going to mean shit if I can’t get a place.”

      Vesuv halted as Chryso shot a glance at Maw, who sighed in response.

      “What?”

      “You have nothing to worry about.” Maw stood up from his seat. “We gathered your vehicle last night. Vesuv took the time to inspect it before he went to bed. Now, if you will excuse me, I have some business to attend to.” Maw walked away, his fine ass framed nicely in his tight black pants as his hips swayed with each stride.

      As soon as he disappeared around the corner and out of sight, I turned toward the quiet male. “Is he always like that?” I raised my hand and shook my head. “Never mind… is what he said true? You recovered my car?”

      Vesuv stopped wiping the counter and looked up, his icy blue eyes filled with worry as he hesitated, almost pleading for Chryso to help him. When none came, he placed the rag on the counter and staring meekly at me.

      “Chryso helped me load it up and bring it to our garage. I spent most of last night looking at it. It will cost you more to repair in parts alone than it’s worth.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah… I can get the parts and make the repairs… but it will take some time.”

      “How much?”

      He bobbed his head, biting his lip in deep thought. “It probably will take until after the holidays. Most companies are already slowing down their production for the holidays while others won’t be resuming their shipments until after New Year’s.” He shot me an apologetic look. “It looks like you’re stuck here until then.”

      “Unless you want us to drop you off at an airport or a train station or something, so you can spend the holidays with family or friends. We can call you once we complete the job.”

      “Why can’t I call the repair shop in Scarborough?”

      “Cats…” Chryso hissed, clenching his hands in fists.

      “What? What do cats have to do with anything?” I asked, confused, looking between the brothers.

      “That repair shop is family-owned…” Vesuv replied. “And they have a cat problem.”

      “Okay? So… what’s the problem? What do cats have to do with getting my car repaired?”

      “They are feral—”

      “I can do the repairs, Emerald,” Vesuv interrupted. “Just give me time, and I can get it fixed.”

      “What about the costs? No one has mentioned how much a room is to stay here or the price for towing my broken-down car, inspection, parts, and labor.”

      “Don’t worry about your room,” Chryso grinned. “Think of it as our birthday present to you.”

      “You can’t…” I licked my lips. “It’s too much… your house… your rooms are indescribable. I can’t accept your gift.”

      “But you can,” Vesuv chuckled. “We have no other guests and took you in as a favor to the Jewels Cafe owner. As long as you don’t try to burn the place down again, I believe we will be fine.”

      “That wasn’t my fault! You guys shouldn’t be walking around with hardly anything on.”

      “Why shouldn’t we?” Chryso smirked.

      “Never mind! I’m going to go now.”

      I could feel my cheeks burn with embarrassment. Okay, I shouldn’t have looked away from the crepes while I was frying them, but it wasn’t my fault Maw surprised me with his near perfect body. I was trapped in a house, surrounded by three brothers who were all gorgeous, yet with completely different personalities. The scary thing about it all? I felt a connection with each one of them. Something about them called to me.

      Was this what people called ‘love at first sight’? I heard about it all the time. You meet someone for the first time, and there’s an instant connection. Most of the time, it’s used as an excuse to sleep together for the first time, but there were those who truly meant it.

      Why was I lusting over these brothers? Was it because there was no longer a stigma about living in the location where I worked and couldn’t check out the men who I came across? Now that I was free from my previous job, I was throwing caution to the wind and checking them out, but they shouldn’t be flirting with me—or tempting me with their dripping wet bodies…

      “Emerald! Wait.”

      Gripping the railing, I halted on the stairway and sent a prayer I didn’t do anything else wrong while I was here. “Yes…”

      Chryso leaned on the end of the stairway railing. “Want to see my garden?”

      “Garden?”

      “I figured you might have some spare time since… well… we’re snowed in, and you may want to see what I grow.” His gaze traveled along my body before locking on mine. “That is… unless you have something else you want to do. I know you probably have to call someone or something.”

      “Am I talking to Vesuv or Chryso right now? What happened to the confident brother who just mocked me?”

      “If I take off this vest, you may trip and fall down those stairs from sight of my gorgeous body, and we can’t have that,” he smirked.

      “I don’t know…” I trailed off as I climbed down the stairs and stopped before him. “Maybe I should see what Vesuv is doing. Perhaps he needs help with my car—”

      “No, wait!” He raised his hands, his teal eyes burning in mine. “He likes working alone… which is why I was asking if you wanted to join me.”

      “If it’s that important to you…”

      He led me back through the kitchen to the back of the house and through a pair of sliding chrome doors.

      “What…”

      A wall of humid warmth surrounded me as I stepped into a gardener’s dream.

      Inside was the most high-tech greenhouse I had ever seen. Research teams and large companies would be jealous of the set up. It had multi-tiered layers with flowing small streams, misters, and heat lamps everywhere. There were scanners and gadgets stationed at every plot, labeled for each plant housed there.

      “Do you want to see my cucumber?”

      “Excuse me?” I followed his voice, baffled by his question.

      His back turned to me, he was squatting down with his hands in front of him. He stood and spun around, a large green cucumber in his hand.

      “My cucumber. It’s the best around. I breed all the plants in here to get the best coloring, nutrition, and size. They all produce the desired traits and characteristics I want to provide the highest quality of flavor.” His head crunched in confusion. “What did you think I was asking about?”

      “I don’t know anymore,” I sighed, defeated as I peered behind him. “So, what is up with all the cucumbers?”

      “Cats hate them, along with mint.” He pointed over to another section of plants. “We had a huge cat problem, so I studied what they hated. Cats can’t stand the smell of mint—especially peppermint—and are deathly afraid of cucumbers. Since I started growing them, our pest problems have diminished. Now that I don’t have to worry about those pesky felines anymore, I can focus on growing our own teas.”

      “Why do you hate cats so much? I love how cute and soft they are. How can you hate them when they sleep with you and do that cute catloaf position?”

      “Because they love leaving dead animals on our porch. Don’t get me started with all the meowing, and whenever we want to go to the hot springs in the woods, they follow us.” He smacked his cucumber his other hand like a baseball bat. “You don’t understand how annoying and hard it is to try to have some alone time with those creatures always wanting to rub up against you. Don’t get me started about the licking.” He gagged.

      “So, you created a whole greenhouse to battle your feline problem? Isn’t that a little… excessive?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “I enjoyed gardening as a hobby and built this greenhouse to function year-round. Battling the local felines was something I could focus on. Now that it is fixed, I can grow our gourmet tea and supply the Jewels Cafe as my first customer.” He peered down at his cucumber and stroked it. “Isn’t it lovely?”

      “The cucumber or…”

      He paused and looked at me, confused. “No, that I can solve a problem while providing Silver Springs with my own gourmet tea. What else did you think I was talking about?”
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      Maw was right. She was trouble—but she was their trouble.

      Her scent took over every part of their home, leaving the basement the only sanctuary away from the reminder of her. Something about her story struck a chord with him. It was as if he was witnessing their story being replayed.

      Kicked out of their home with no place to go and wondering what to do next.

      He understood why Maw hesitated about telling a human about the world around them. The ancient ward placed on Silver Springs only worked if the humans within it didn’t believe in supes. As soon as they conjured the thought they weren’t alone in the world, the ward would fail, revealing all the supes around them. Humans were a minority in Silver Springs, and being able to see all the shifters in their true forms would be an eyeopener.

      Emerald was a delicate situation.

      Not only did they need to introduce her to the world around her—they would have to explain to her who she was to them. Until now, there were no destined or fated mates for the Alzaqi. An Alzaqi triad would present themselves as one in their unique bubble dance near their empty nest, prepared for a Sylex to accept both it and its nestcarers. Breeders could choose to stay behind with their triad—or return to their warrior sisters and defend the planet from invaders.

      It was odd to regularly see breeders among their nestcarers, but with no offspring being produced, it was vital for their scientists to keep them at home to continue studying the issue to come up with a solution. All the warriors spent their time defending our communities from the Earthlings, traveling between them at times of need. Some of the supes were a violent breed—not that humans didn’t have their moments—but it was the supes who came too close to their territories and to discovering the truth.

      Earthlings weren’t ready to learn about aliens. Every time an alien species tried to make contact, it was treated as an invasion, and Earthlings replied with hostility. The Alzaqi didn’t need land to live on, they were fully capable of spending all of their lives underwater. The few small communities on land, living among the Earthlings, were just a fraction of what lived deep in the water.

      That was one of the main reasons why Maw wanted the triad to own a bed-and-breakfast. They could house any visiting warriors comfortably without worry and use their wide range of vehicles to do their local business. And when they are alone, they could enjoy being away from town and the local gossip.

      Vesuv was tucked into his favorite corner of the couch, wrapped up in one of his “Release the Kraken” blankets, reading one of the new alien romances. It amused him what authors imagined how aliens acted—none of the species they came across acted or looked like anything like what he read. Most of all, he enjoyed the books because it gave him hope that one day, there could be Earthling and alien relations—and now, having Emerald around, perhaps she would accept them.

      It was a fragile situation. They could deny the mating bond and go on with their lives, never giving her a chance. Or they could accept it and move forward with their relationship, hoping she would be open to it. The Stars indeed led her to them. They should follow the Fates desire and entertain the possibility that everything would work out—so far, it had.

      They may have lost their home planet, but now, they gained a chance to have a Sylex.

      The basement doors opened.

      “Are you prepared for tonight?” Maw barked, stripping his attire as he walked to the relaxing pool and jumped in.

      “As prepared as I will ever be. It should be a simple, yet long trip to gather enough materials to last for a month.” Vesuv closed the book and stared at his leader. “Are you ready?”

      “I am ready to get out of this house and away from her.”

      “You know, we offered to allow her to stay until her car is fixed.”

      “And it’s fixed. So why is she still here?”

      “Because Chryso wants more time to explore what we have between us,” Vesuv replied. “And I don’t see the harm.”

      “Other than you both becoming attached to her,” Maw grunted. “And unable to let her go if she chooses to leave.”

      “Why are you against having her as our Sylex?” Vesuv asked, confused. “She is ours or at least meant for us, no matter how much you try to resist.”

      “This is unnatural—”

      “And so is living on this planet. This planet isn’t like Alza, where landmasses were rare. We aren’t the natives on this planet, and we may need to leave to find another that is more acceptable for our breeders to reproduce.”

      “And what will happen when we have to leave, and she is officially bound to us?” Maw growled. “Are we going to stay behind with her? Or leave her while we find a new planet to live on?”

      “I thought I was the one who over thought everything…” Vesuv sighed. “Maw, accepting her won’t change the future that waits for us. If the Fates want us to relocate, we will once again. Wouldn’t you rather do it with a Sylex? Or do you want to build yet another empty nest? I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to go through the motions of building another nest that has no hope to be filled because we left her on Earth, and our breeders aren’t reproducing.”

      “But how do we mate with her?” Maw asked, defeated as he leaned back against the relaxing pool’s wall.

      “The Fates wouldn’t team us with her if there wasn’t a way.”

      “I sure hope so,” Maw sighed. “Let me think about it more.”

      “There is only so much time before the Celestial Void—”

      “I know, I can feel it.”
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      The house was quiet—too quiet.

      If I knew taking a nap before dinner would result in being left alone in an empty house when I woke, I wouldn’t have done it. After Chryso went over every single type of plant they grew, I excused myself to call my mother to let her know what happened. She wasn’t expecting me for Christmas since my allotted time off for the holidays at work had been after the new year. We planned to meet somewhere then.

      Now, I was trapped inside a huge mansion that wasn’t mine, not knowing where they’d gone. Every public room was empty, and there were no tire tracks on the fresh snow outside. Not that a sane person would attempt to travel in the conditions outside. I would only take the chance at the time of an emergency, and from what lack of evidence I came across, there hadn’t been an emergency. If there was, wouldn’t they let me know?

      That meant they were probably in their basement, where I wasn’t allowed to go. Okay, they could have their mancave. I’d heard all about the sacred rooms where the “female species” weren’t invited. Whatever.

      It was getting late, and my stomach decided I need to feed it—and fast—or I would die. Dramatic, I know, but yesterday was the shittiest day ever, and it happened to land on my birthday, so I was allowed a free pass. It’s not like I could offend anyone.

      As I walked into the kitchen, everything was clean and put away except a piece of paper on the island. Picking up the note, I scanned its content and smiled. At least Vesuv thought about me. He said they were at a business meeting, and he didn’t want to wake me for dinner, so he prepared a plate for me and left it in the fridge.

      Out of all the brothers, he was the sweetest. His shyness didn’t make him hide in the background, though, especially when he interjected his opinion. Chryso was the more charismatic of the three, but Maw’s dark, brooding presence demanded attention. He may allow Chryso to be the center of attention, but it was clear he was the leader of the group. Both brothers deferred to him, and it seemed he listened to their opinions.

      Did he agree to allow me to stay here for free until my car got repaired? Did I really want to know?

      I sighed.

      He already thought I was an idiot for almost burning down his house because I couldn’t stop myself from checking him out. The last thing I needed to know was he thought I probably got fired from my job for doing something similar. I needed to prove to him that keeping me around wasn’t a mistake, I wasn’t an airhead, and I was capable of providing quality work. The cards were stacked against me. I accepted my old job because there had been nothing else available better at the time, and everyone else had rejected me.

      Perhaps if I could show them how useful I could be to have around and they would hire me…

      I shook my head. No, that was a dangerous thought process. I’d already had enough rejection and shattered dreams. I needed to make sure I wasn’t a bother and be the perfect guest.

      The meal Vesuv left me looked like it was from a fancy restaurant, and the salmon was as delicious as it looked. I hadn’t had quality food in a while. I washed my dishes and put them away, yet there were no signs of them. It was too early to go to bed, and there wasn’t anything to watch on the television. I wasn’t in the mood to watch the endless holiday-themed shows and movies. They were all cheesy and blurred together.

      There was one thing that would make the night better—cookies. They weren’t any in the house I could find, and it would help settle the itch to do something. The smell of the cookies may lure the hiding men from their basement—who could resist chewy and warm cookies fresh from the oven?

      Ten dozen cookies later and not a peep. It was now one in the morning. Who had meetings this late at night? What kind of investments did they have that required this much constant focus? Even the leaders of major companies and nations needed breaks.

      If they weren’t going to take care of themselves, I would. I loaded up a pile of cookies onto a large plate and put the rest away. I made sure there were enough of a variety for them to try before walking to the basement door.

      I knocked a few times and listened, but only the sounds of the blowing wind outside filled the silence. I knocked again but got the same results.

      They said I wasn’t allowed in the basement, but what if something was wrong? Someone should have replied by now.

      I took a deep breath and slowly opened the door. “Hello?”

      Soft sounds of lasers filled the air. “Chryso? Vesuv? Maw? Anyone there?”

      I waited a few seconds, and no one answered.

      It was now or never.

      Carefully, I walked down the dark stairway and opened the heavy metal door.

      “What the fuck?”

      Inside was like a freaky science-fiction movie, filled with high-tech computers and incredible things. There were two landing pads with lasers and lights beaming from it. Nearby was a huge container filled with treasure as if they’d stolen a dragon’s treasure and was storing it in a metallic box. I glanced at the computer displays and didn’t know what language it was, but one thing for sure, it looked like Wing Dings.

      Who studied Wing Dings?

      The sounds of a hot tub bubbling came from off to the side. There were three different pools filled with something that wasn’t water. Two of the pools contained a cloudy, shimmering silver liquid, which looked like melted glitter, and the other was translucent neon-green.

      What the fuck did I get myself into?

      My hands began to shake as the plate of cookies fell out of my grasp. They were either drug dealers or something. I refused to believe what they were doing was normal, but it all made sense—the mansion alone in the woods away from civilization, the high-tech equipment throughout the house, and the rule to never go into the basement.

      Telling someone to never do something was like placing a big red button next to a curious child. They will touch it. And right now? Something was clearly wrong with those three, and I needed to get out of there.

      It was clear they weren’t around, but how did they leave the house when there were no tracks to be seen? By helicopter? Were they that rich? Did they know a pilot crazy enough to fly in high winds a blizzard still dumping tons of thick snow outside?

      All I know is I needed to get out of there. Who knew what they did with those pools, and how did they get so much jewelry, gems, and random pieces of treasure? They had to be the leaders of a mafia or cult, but it didn’t matter because I was never going to see them again.

      Leaving the cookies behind, I hurried up the stairs. There was no time, every moment counted. I rushed into my bedroom and threw my belongings haphazardly into my bags. One by one, I stacked the straps on my shoulders and left my room, looking like a pack mule.

      If my car was broken, I would need to take one of theirs and ditch it the first opportunity, then take a rideshare until I found a place to settle. It would be difficult, but one thing for sure, I couldn’t stay here with the underground operation they were running. I knew this place was unrealistic, too good to be true—caring, hot, and wealthy brothers, managing an exclusive bed-and-breakfast. I should have seen the red flags.

      Why was it always the hot ones? The crazy-hot scale proved it was once the saying was once again accurate.

      I searched the cabinets and the drawers, all the typical places people put their keys. Where the fuck would they be? Storming into the garage, I scanned the walls. How hadn’t I noticed the key hooks by the entrance? I glanced at the five choices and decided the Jeep Gladiator would be the best option. One by one, I went through the key fobs, pushing the unlock button until the Jeep responded.

      Popping open the back-seat door, I threw my belongings onto the bench and slammed the door before climbing into the front seat. My hands trembled, making the simple task of placing the key into ignition difficult, finally succeeding after a few failed attempts. Pressing the garage door opener, I watched it open as I blasted the heat before pulling out.

      The weather was nasty, making vision almost impossible in the blurry whiteness. The winds drowned the fans inside as it kept slamming into the side, pushing the vehicle, making it difficult to steer. I took my time driving along the road as the thick snow made the beam of lights and windshield wipers useless.

      Was I a bad person for not waiting for them to return? Possibly. Up until the basement, none of them had triggered any warning signs, but that was before I saw their basement. Warning bells went off instantly as I went into fight-or-flight mode. The things I saw were unnatural, and I wasn’t going to stick around to see what they might do to me.

      I needed to dump the vehicle as soon as possible. I couldn’t afford to be thrown in jail—for a hot second, the thought about getting caught crossed my mind. If they ended up pressing charges, I would have a place to stay for a while. Kind of depressing to have such a thought, but my options were limited. If they reported me, I couldn’t do the same back to them. They were rich enough to clean up their basement in no time, leaving no trace behind.

      I was a fool for trusting them. For an unknown reason, I felt comfortable around them—like I finally belonged. Was it an unconscious yearning to form new relationships? Now that I was free from my old job and ex-friends, I was alone. Maybe my vulnerability was a result of yesterday, and it would go away over time. Whatever it was, I needed to box it up and shove it away until I was safely away and out of trouble.

      Minutes passed, and I was starting to get worried. The blizzard wasn’t letting up, and the roads were getting worse with each passing moment. The traction was sketchy at best, the jeep fishtailing more the farther I went.

      I glanced at the rearview mirror, checking to see if someone was crazy enough to be following me. Something large and black dashed behind me, moving so fast, it was almost a blur.

      What the fuck was that?

      I returned my gaze to the road, only to see a smaller black blur cross in front of me. I slammed on my breaks as I scrambled to swerve around the object. The jeep skidded sideways as it came closer to the black creature. A scream ripped from my throat as I gripped the steering wheel for dear life. A loud thud sounded on the passenger side of the jeep.

      Time seemed to stop as the car twisted in a midair, only to slam onto the ground. The airbags inflated, protecting my thrashing body as the jeep spun countless times. My head banged on the headrest, blackening my vision as we rolled down the hill, bouncing off trees. Windows shattered, and I covered my face, protecting my eyes from the broken shards.

      Suddenly, I was slammed against the door as something burst through my window, stabbing me in the side. Intense pain flooded me as the jeep folded, enveloping me in my seat, my head smacking into the roof as darkness claimed me.
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      Chryso scanned the ocean floor with his geotrans unit, searching for any precious valuables remaining below. Usually, they explored sunken ships left untouched, gathering anything of worth. There were many vessels that had sunk in places too deep or buried within trenches, left undiscovered. Earthlings still had issues traveling deep in their oceans. While they were finally able to explore some of Earth’s deepest trenches, being able to recover from most of the ocean floor was impossible for them.

      That is where the Alzaqi excelled. They were mainly an oceanic species, surfacing rarely. Their home planet, Alza, was mainly aquatic with only a few landmasses. When their scientists became interested in exploring the stars, they began to build bases on the islands and over time, a spaceport. They used hard metals found on their ocean floor, creating a space fleet.

      Their warriors spent most of their time trading with other alien species and defending what was theirs. That started the slow decline of the population since most of the breeders wanted to fight alongside their sisters when they weren’t ovulating. It was up to their warriors to protect them from invaders. Many species wanted access to Alza’s waters, while others wanted the rare materials.

      The Alzaqi on Earth spent many years, adapting to the planet's life as they tried to remain hidden from its natives. After spending most of their time living on the ocean floor, they focused on evolving their technology to leave less of an impact on Earth’s balance. Earthlings liked saying, “Don’t mess with Mother Nature,” and the Alzaqi were afraid their Mother Nature was the same as most CEG’s species belief in the Fates and the Stars. They didn’t want to accidentally anger whoever it was, fearing they would ruin their chances to remain on Earth.

      Using their new Alzaqi terraforming and teleporting technology, they were able to use their geotrans units to scan an area for what was buried. They were able to select and teleport what they wanted from the ocean floor or ship to their basement’s collector, leaving everything around the item undamaged. The container would then auto-sort its contents into smaller bins, to go over and use later.

      Chryso’s triad were the only treasure hunters stationed in Silver Springs. There were only two other triads interested in doing what they did, and both triads were on other parts of Earth as a means to help support their local Alzaqi communities.

      Tonight, they decided to return to a deep trench that housed an overabundance of rare stones and metals. Around this time, every year, Earthlings had a high demand for jewelry, and it lasted until February. Saire warned them about the abnormally high demand for engagement rings created by the mating spell cast by the amateur witch at Jewels Cafe. Cosmic Gems was going through their supplies almost faster than what they could bring in and create.

      It was vital for them to gather as much as they could because they didn’t know when the next time they could stealthily return while Emerald was staying with them.

      Deep down, Chryso hoped they could introduce her to the secret world that was always around and explain to her what they were. If she accepted their differences, they could continue with their bubble mating dance. Once mated, they could quickly return to gather more valuable material without needing to worry about Emerald.

      He needed to stop. Thinking such thoughts were dangerous, especially with Maw still resistant to accepting what had happened.

      Chryso put his focus on their mission as he tried to not think about how easy it was to talk to her as he explained his garden. He battled thoughts of their future with Emerald as he continued to scan and teleport what was found.

      He winced from a sudden sharpness within him.

      Something was wrong.

      Chryso rubbed his chest as he tried to relieve the annoying pinging in his chest that was slowly building in intensity as seconds passed. He’d never felt this before. He glanced over to his brothers, who had halted their scans, doing the same thing with confused looks on their faces.

      “Are you both feeling different too?”

      “Vesuv,” Maw barked. “What is happening to us?”

      Vesuv pulled his hand away from his chest and inspected it, his icy blue eyes glowing in the darkness. “There is nothing in my studies which follow these characteristics…” His gaze locked onto Chryso. “Do you think the spell has something to do with it?”

      “You think it has something to do with Emerald?” Maw asked as he inspected his hand.

      “It’s a theory. How else would you explain it?”

      “We have gathered well over enough gems to last us into the new year…”

      “We can go back,” Maw sighed. “We have left Emerald alone long enough, I fear we may not have a house left to return to.”

      Chryso nodded as he turned off his geotrans unit and tapped on his wristband, teleporting to their base pad as his disguise shimmered into place. He stepped to the side, allowing room for his brothers as they soon followed.

      “Well, at least the house is still in one piece,” Maw murmured, searching the room.

      “You have little faith in her,” Chryso mumbled, rolling his eyes.

      “What is this?” Vesuv walked over to the mess near the stairway. “Cookies?”

      Chryso took in a deep breath. There was a faint hint of Emerald’s scent. “It can’t be.” He rushed over to Vesuv’s side and scanned the reminds of a broken plate and cookies on the basement floor.

      “She broke one of our rules… to give us cookies?” Maw asked in disbelief. “And now, she discovered our basement.”

      “No. No. No. Why would she do this?”

      “I don’t know… but we need to find her.” Chryso stepped over the mess and winced. “This pain in my chest is only getting worse.”

      “She must be in trouble,” Vesuv explained. “If the spell was based on the supes’ mating bond, it is safe to say something is wrong with her.”

      Chryso rushed upstairs and followed Emerald’s fresh scent trail, his brothers close behind him as they searched the house.

      There were dozens of cookies in the kitchen that hadn’t been there before. They rushed upstairs, only to find Emerald’s bedroom door wide open. Chryso skidded to a stop in shock.

      “It can’t be.”

      “What?” Maw asked, stepping beside him.

      “She’s gone.”

      The room was bare as if no one had stayed there, the bed made like they’d left it. Slowly, they walked around the room, inspecting it. She’d left nothing behind.

      “Why would she leave?”

      “Where would she go?”

      “How would she…” Maw growled. “The garage.”

      They rushed out of the room to the garage, slamming open the door.

      “Stars… That female! She took my vehicle!” The Jeep Gladiator was missing.

      Vesuv checked his wristband and growled. “Our teletrodes have been destroyed. They aren’t registering on the scanner.” He glanced at the garage door. “Thankfully, the GPS tracking system is working. We won’t be able to teleport to her or summon the vehicle here, but we can go after her.”

      “Then that is what we’ll do.” Chryso grabbed the keys to their custom all-wheel-drive truck and jumped into the driver’s seat. Vesuv climbed into the passenger side as Maw jumped in behind him. He turned the truck on, feeling the roar of the engine purr as he blasted the heat and opened the garage door to a curtain of whiteness. Chryso carefully traveled down their driveway as he tried to make out the road in front of him.

      “Who in their right mind would drive in the worst blizzard in decades?” Maw scuffed.

      “Our mate…”

      “She isn’t our mate,” Maw barked. “Perhaps we should allow natural selection to happen.”

      Vesuv spun around. “That isn’t something to joke about, and you know it.”

      “Maw. You can’t say you don’t feel the growing pain inside you.”

      “Chryso is right. You can’t deny the proof she is meant for us.”

      Maw fell silent as they continued their journey through the rough terrain. Vesuv grumbled to himself as he switched his wristband’s 3D projection on and typed frantically on display.

      “She hasn’t moved since we left,” Vesuv reported. “She might be in more trouble than we thought.”

      “How much further?” Chryso asked, keeping his focus on what barely resembled a road. The snow was so thick, it would have been hard to figure out the difference if he didn’t travel frequently on them.

      “Not much. It should be up ahead around the corner.”

      Chryso knew the corner very well. It had a significant drop-off, and if one wasn’t careful, it would be easy to go through the side railing and tumble into the forest below.

      As they rounded the corner, his blood did something he thought was impossible—froze at the scene. He parked the truck and jumped out without registering doing so.

      A large puddle of crimson red blood covered the center of the road as deep skid marks slid sideways over it. A trail of blood followed the dragging marks left from something dragging a body into the woods in the opposite direction of the tracks.

      “Fucking supes,” he muttered as he followed the tracks to where his brothers were standing near the plowed-down railing.

      As a unit, they swiftly climbed down, following the debris and flattened trees until they saw green.

      Chryso’s hearts stilled as he took in what was left of Maw’s Jeep Gladiator. It was wrapped around a tree, glass and fluids staining the snow. He dashed to what was left of the driver’s side to find any sign of Emerald.

      Her head was against the stirring wheel, and a tree limb was buried in her side. Her blood was everywhere as she bled out from multiple places. Her skin was too pale as she laid there, unresponsive.

      “VESUV!”

      His brother shoved him away and placed his fingers against her neck. “She has a pulse… but it’s very faint.” He glanced at Chryso. “If we don’t do something, and fast, we won’t have a chance to have a Sylex.”

      “Teleport her back home immediately,” Maw demanded.

      Chryso looked over at Maw, shocked to see worry flooding his face.

      Vesuv nodded. “On it.” He tapped his wristband and ejected a miniature teletrode from the side, placing it on Emerald’s forehead. Two taps later, they both disappeared.

      Chryso opened his wristband and was about to follow, but Maw’s hand gripped his wrist. He shot a glance at his brother, wondering why he was stopping him.

      “I am sorry.”

      Chryso narrowed his eyes. “I am not the one you have to say you are sorry to.”

      “I know,” he sighed, releasing him. “I will make sure the truck gets home.”

      “See you then.”
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      The many years of studying human medicine as he impatiently watched their slow overall technology advances had frustrated him. There were many things Earthlings didn’t know about their own bodies, and their understanding of the other creatures they shared their planet with was severely lacking. Instead of uniting under the same government, sharing research, resources, and technology, they fought with each other, often to the death.

      It was laughable, they believed landing on their own moon was still an accomplishment after so many years. While Earthlings recently developed a dream to send a colony to Mars, a planet nearby in their own solar system, Vesuv believed it would take hundreds of years before that was accomplished. Their technology was too unfocused, spending more money on the next entertainment discovery instead of something useful. It was that failure that had prepared him for what he needed to do to save Emerald.

      Vesuv shimmered onto the pad as a substantial splash sounded from Emerald landing in the healing tank. He rushed over to the green fluid container and activated its emergency systems. The dinging sounds of another arriving on the pad told him one of his brothers just arrived. Secretly, he hoped it was Chryso because he didn’t know how he would be able to deal with Maw at the moment.

      “What can I do, brother?” Chryso begged, his voice strained.

      Vesuv studied her readings. They were still not stable, yet the pain in his chest hadn’t resided, which meant she was still alive. The healing solution wasn’t as productive as he hoped.

      He glanced at the tank, and the realization hit him.

      “I need you to jump into the healing tank and strip off her clothes. Her clothing is preventing the solution from working.”

      “But… she told me never to touch her again,” Chryso said, face scrunched in confusion.

      “I don’t believe she can have an opinion if she dead, Chryso,” Vesuv hissed. “I believe she would be grateful you saved her.”

      Chryso let out a frustrated sigh and dropped his disguise before jumping into the healing pool. Vesuv tapped the control panel and placed the display in 3D projection mode so he could watch her vitals as Chryso worked, making any adjustments needed.

      Chryso dove below the surface and gripped her pajama bottoms, yanking them down with her underwear. He used his talons and sliced her shirt off, leaving her body completely bare. Surfacing, he threw the clothing out of the tank, where they landed haphazardly on the floor with a loud splash.

      Her vitals slowly stabilized as the solution began to work.

      “I don’t like her coloring, Vesuv,” Chryso said, staring at Emerald’s nude form. “Her lips shouldn’t be blue, almost purple, and her skin is far too pale.”

      Vesuv scanned the temperature of the tank. It was far lower than what humans believed was comfortable, but he couldn’t increase the temperature of the tank. The healing solution worked better at the colder levels.

      “Chryso, I need you to inject her with your paralyzing venom to slow down her heart and keep her unconscious while I drop the temperature of the pool. The healing solution will be able to repair her faster, but we will need to warm her up as soon as possible after.”

      “You want me to… to touch her skin?”

      “How else are you going to do it?” Vesuv barked. “Do I need to stop what I’m doing and do it myself? Or are you able to get over the fear of breaking her boundaries? Chryso, once again, you are assisting in healing her.”

      “Fine,” he huffed. “What do you want me to do after?” Chryso carefully grabbed her floating wrist, touching her bare skin with his finger pads.

      “That isn’t good enough. Her blood circulation is almost nonexistent. You need to inject her in her chest.”

      “Her chest?” he asked, baffled.

      “Correct. That location will have the best results. Her wrists or ankles are too far from her center for this procedure to work.”

      “Stars above…”

      Chryso released her wrists and hesitated for a few seconds before placing his hands over her collarbone. Vesuv watched Emerald’s readings. They were continuing to stabilize as the solution worked, healing the deep wound on her side. Slowly, her skin crawled over the wound, completely covering the bloody mess.

      Relief flooded him. Her death wouldn’t be on his hands. Vesuv had never had to deal with an injury on someone who wasn’t an Alzaqi. His studies hadn’t prepared him for today. The severity of the solution and how close to death Emerald was when they found her was something he never wanted to experience again. By default, he was the triad’s healer, and it was his job to oversee the health of their Sylex and his brothers, but he hadn’t thought they would have a human mate chosen for them by some spell—whether or not it was the Stars leading them to Fate’s will. If she survived this—he would do everything he could to make sure she did—they would need to explain everything to her.

      He needed to keep his head in the moment—she wasn’t out of the weeds yet. Something could still go wrong, especially since human bodies seemed to fail on a whim. It was his responsibility to heal her body and keep her alive. They would try to ease her mind once she woke.

      Her heart finally slowing to the pace he was looking for, Vesuv was prepared for the next part of his plan.

      “That’s enough,” he murmured, his eyes never leaving Emerald’s readings. “I need you to get out and prepare our relaxing tank.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Chryso jerked his hands away as if he’d been burned and jumped out.

      “I need you to increase its temperature and prepare a sling for Emerald.”

      “A sling?”

      “Correct, unless you want to hold her in place while she is warming up in our relaxing pool.”

      “She doesn’t need a sling, I will hold her,” Maw barked as he entered the basement and leapt over the mess Emerald left on the floor.

      “You?” Chryso laughed. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with her?”

      “I never wanted any harm to come to her,” Maw growled, hands clenched in fists. “I was angry at the choice being made for us—for me. The Fates have a wicked sense of humor, having our home planet conquered and only allowing a fraction of the population to escape and find its way here. What of the mated breeders we do have? The Fates haven’t blessed them with the opportunity to reproduce. We have been here for hundreds of years and still don’t have a new generation.” He glanced in Emerald’s direction, his deep blue eyes softening when they landed on her. “I took my anger and frustration out on her, instead of accepting our gift sent by the Stars.”

      “What are you saying?” Vesuv asked, fishing for their leader to confess his feelings out loud.

      Maw slowly walked over to their healing pool and stared down at her floating pale body. The room fell silent as Vesuv waited with Chryso for Maw’s reply.

      “I want to try,” Maw sighed, his shoulders dropping as his fists relaxed. “I want to explain everything to her once she wakes and give her the choice to see our bubble dance. If she rejects us, I will let her know what you told us… and allow her to sever the spelled mate bond.”

      The dire situation hindered the sense of joy at his declaration. If only someone had stayed behind, none of this would have happened. Vesuv shook his head, clearing the useless what-if thoughts and past regrets—they weren’t going to help Emerald’s current status.

      “Should we take her to a hospital?” Chryso asked. “They would be better equipped for emergencies like this.”

      “You question Vesuv’s knowledge and his ability to give her what she needs?”

      “No,” Chryso growled. “I just hate being useless and feeling like I can’t do anything to help.”

      “I told you what you needed to do,” Vesuv remarked. “If that isn’t good enough, then go clean up the floor and make some tea. I have a feeling this is going to be a long day, and we spent all night treasure hunting.”

      “And me?” Maw looked over his shoulder.

      “Raise the relaxing pool’s temperature to room temperature. Once she is fully healed, we will transfer her over and slowly raise her body’s temperature over time. You need to keep your body’s core a few degrees warmer as you hold her at all times.”

      “I can do that.”
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      Chryso felt useless as he paced, Emerald’s scent swirling around him.

      Vesuv was fulfilling his job as the triad’s healer. Maw was trying to do his job of defending—and leading—the triad. His natural instincts had made him doubt Emerald due to the nature of the spell Julian had cast on her. It wasn’t Maw’s fault for wanting to make sure she didn’t harm the triad—even unintentionally. His resistance to her was his way to protect both himself and the rest of the triad.

      And now, he wanted to accept her?

      “How is she?” Chryso paused before the relaxing pool and surveyed Emerald’s body, cradled in Maw’s arms as he sat on the bench along the wall. All of her wounds were finally sealed, the tinted marks on her skin the only evidence of her injuries.

      It had been a week since she fled their house while they were doing their last treasure hunt of the year. After the first day, her skin had sealed itself. It took a few more days before her insides were completely healed. Vesuv wanted to her stay in the healing pool one more night to make sure its solution did everything it could. The next morning her scars had remained.

      While they all were glad she was finally whole, Vesuv felt he had failed her by not being able to get rid of the marks. They all knew how Earthlings didn’t like scars on their bodies, especially females.

      How would she react to the changes to her body? To them? Not to mention any mental injuries. Thoughts of their future clouded their moods as each one of them sat in silence and went through their day by day motions.

      Maw remained vigilant, keeping her in one place. It was important for her whole body to be fully submerged from her neck down, and none of them wanted to weigh her down in fear of how she would react when she woke up. The only time Maw left the relaxing pool was when he needed to take care of his basic needs. Chryso volunteered to keep watch while he was gone, knowing Vesuv needed to track Emerald’s readings from his display table.

      “Her body is starting to warm.”

      Chryso let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. Things were looking up.

      “Her vitals are strengthening. You may need to keep feeding her your venom to keep her sedated until her temperature reaches what is normal for humans,” Vesuv said as he scanned the 3D projection from the display table. “We don’t want to rush raising her temperature. It may damage her nerves and major organs.”

      Suddenly, the sounds of Baby Shark filled the room. Chryso and Vesuv looked at each other in confusion, before searching for its source.

      Maw growled. “Who would be calling me at this time of night?”

      “That’s your cellphone?” Chryso asked, dumbfounded.

      “Sadly,” he hissed. “Can you hand it over to me? It’s on its charging station over there.” He pointed to the table near the warming alcove.

      Chryso rushed over and found the cellphone buried under a collection of papers filled with Maw’s jewelry sketches. Looking down at the screen, he saw Jewels Cafe was calling and handed it over to Maw.

      He grabbed the device angrily and answered. “Hello?”

      Vesuv raised an eyebrow, and Chryso shrugged in response.

      “Do I know what day it is?” Maw scuffed. “Who do you think I am?… No, we aren’t celebrating Winter Solstices… No, you can’t talk to Emerald. She is still recovering… You know who she hit?… You tell that filthy panther shifter, Jackson, to stay away from our property. He is lucky his mate is a vet and was able to heal him. Maybe I should stop by her clinic and tell her to neuter him… Oh, Wim was with him? He’s lucky Emerald didn’t hit him and mess up his Instagram career… No, we are fine and don’t need anything from your cafe. Thank you for checking up on us… Yes… Happy Holidays to you too.”

      Maw hung up and let out a loud growl as he threw his cell phone across the floor.

      “What was that about?” Vesuv asked.

      "Julian decided to check on Emerald and give us the news about what he discovered about that night."

      "And you rejected his offer?"

      Maw's gaze bore into Chryso. "Who knows what else that witch has cast a spell on. We already have enough to deal with from his meddling."

      "What are you saying?"

      "I am saying, Julian should be punished for his actions," Maw growled. "There is a difference between someone asking for a mating spell or a love potion and slipping it in their drink without their consent. He took away Emerald's choice, and who knows how many other people's, because he thought he was doing them a good deed."

      "Are you saying you’re taking back what you said about explaining everything to Emerald and trying to win her over?"

      "No, I am not."

      "He’s saying, Julian needs to be investigated by the witch council or perhaps get his cafe taken away."

      "Maw," Vesuv hissed. "He's already been investigated, and the coven can't find anything wrong. They also couldn't solve who cursed their cafe."

      "That just proves how useless the supe authorities are," Maw scoffed.

      "I’ve been telling you, I believe the supes are slowly becoming weaker and unstable." Vesuv pushed Emerald's records away and opened a chart. "In Silver Springs alone, there are many residents who are disabled. The Jewels Cafe has Julian, the weak amateur witch, and Amber, the chameleon shifter, who can't control her powers. Then there is that Pegasus shifter who owns the ice cream factory, who transforms every time he sneezes."

      "Didn't they have a crazed employee murder vampires to use the victim’s blood in the recipe to turn all their human customers?"

      "Maybe we should relocate from this crazy town." Maw glanced down at Emerald in his arms. "Not only would be safer for us, but for her too if she wants us."

      "What are we going to do about Christmas and the Celestial Void?" Chryso crossed his arms. "Christmas is the biggest holiday for Earthlings, and we have nothing to give her."

      "What do you mean, we have nothing to give her?" Maw demanded. "We live in a house beyond most Earthlings dreams! Our basement alone is full of jewelry and other unique treasures."

      "What are you planning to do?" Vesuv asked. "Shower her in gems? Sounds like you’re trying to buy her."

      "Got any better ideas?"

      Vesuv pulled his blanket tighter in his favorite spot, surrounded by his makeshift office"No, but let’s be cautious how we treat her when she awakens."

      "I am going to design something for her," Maw said. "If either of you comes up with a better idea, let me know."

      "Is that why you kept all the emeralds from the last haul?" Chryso asked. "Saire commented there were none in the shipment, and he had Christmas designs that needed them."

      "He can have them any other time of the year," Maw murmured, brushing Emerald's hair away from her face. "But my need for them is more important than him trying to make more profit when he has the rest of the haul to do whatever he pleases with."

      “What about enticing her with a job offer?” Vesuv suggested. “You both saw how she reacted to our home. If she decides to stay, she can manage our bed-and-breakfast while we focus on treasure hunting.”

      “You think she would do that?”

      “Definitely.”
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      Warmth replaced the coldness within me. My body was numb as its heaviness kept it in place. I existed. My body was floating, surrounded by an enclosure.

      Was I dying? Is this what death felt like?

      I opened my mouth and sucked in, expecting tightness in my chest, but instead a rush coursed through me. A hard cough escaped me, sending shudders down my body. Was this… air?

      I did it again… and again. Taking in deep breaths at a rapid pace, I felt prickles from my inhales and exhales course down my throat and into my lungs. My eyelids refused to open as I floated in place. Deep humming vibrated through me, the cage around me shrinking, holding my body in a tight grip.

      The feeling in my fingers returned as they twitched in place, searching the surrounding area, moving slowly to my hands and down my arms.

      I wasn’t dead. How? And why wasn’t I lying on a bed?

      Jerking my arms around, I searched my surroundings, trying to get a feel of where I was.

      My hands landed on something hard with burning hot… scales?

      Hands gripped my hips, another set my sides as I pressed the palms of my hands onto a hard surface. I pressed my back against another, feeling the warmth radiating from it.

      I must be dreaming… or this was the afterlife. Whatever it was, I was sandwiched between two scaly chests that felt oh so good. I hooked my arms under theirs and pulled my body closer, feeling my chest absorb their warmth.

      It was as if I was a moth, and they were the light in the darkness.

      I needed it. I wanted it.

      Take my coldness away and replace it with warmth.

      Someone combed my hair back as I bobbed in the heated liquid. Small bubbles traveled along my skin, each one tickling me like a million butterfly kisses.

      My ears popped, instantly clearing the muteness.

      “Emerald. Can you hear us?” a familiar voice rumbled.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Hello?”

      Slowly, I opened my eyes… to a silver merman?

      “Is this hell?” My mouth felt dry as if I hadn’t had a drink in like forever.

      My hazy mind couldn’t piece together what was real…

      His teal, dragon-like eyes bore into mine.

      “No. This is very real…”

      “Do you understand us?” a familiar bass voice asked from behind.

      “Huh?”

      Wait… This was real…

      “I’m not dead?”

      The merman glanced over my head before sending me a gentle smile. “You are very much alive.”

      I was alive… and he was a merman. And somehow, that was alright.

      My memories flashed before me.

      Cookies. Weird basement. Blizzard. Black figure. Cliff. Pain. Blood.

      I jerked my hands away, releasing my hold on him as I tried to back away. The body against my back reminded me I was surrounded as their hands held me in place. Somehow, I didn’t feel in danger. The same sense of safety surrounded me, even more than before.

      “You… You…”

      “You mustn’t panic, Emerald,” Vesuv said. His voice was coming from… above?

      I looked up to see another silver merman-like creature, gazing down at me with the same familiar icy blue eyes. Looking around, I was in one of those glittery-silver pools in their basement, and I assumed Maw and Chryso were surrounding me.

      “Who are you? What are you?” I demanded, licking my lips. “And why am I here?”

      “We will answer your questions later,” Maw replied. “First, we need Vesuv to look over you before we can allow you out of our relaxing pool.”

      “Do we want her to leave this?” Chryso asked, looking up at Vesuv. “Wouldn’t the buoyancy be better for her?”

      Vesuv pursed his lips. “We can see how her muscles handle carrying her weight after I check her vitals. She may need to take it easy for a while.”

      “Wait… hold up,” I barked as I placed my hand on Chryso’s cheek, directing his face down to mine. “Tell me you aren’t going to sacrifice me. Or eat me. Or something. Because if how I feel is just some trick, and you are planning on killing me, just take me out now. I can’t handle being strung along like some horror story, only for you to gain my trust, then steal it away.”

      “You have nothing to worry about,” Vesuv chuckled. “We eat pussy, not brains.”

      My mouth dropped.

      “Vesuv!” Maw hissed. “Where did you get that idea?”

      He shrugged. “I read it in an alien romance book… at least, I think it was one… anyway, the hero said that, then the heroine… never mind. I thought it would explain—”

      “Explain exactly what?” Maw growled.

      His silver cheeks darkened with a greenish tint. “That she has nothing to worry about.”

      “Of course, she has nothing to worry about! We saved her life!”

      “You saved my life?” I asked, dropping my hand from Chryso’s face. “Why?”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. “It’s a long story, but we needed to.”

      “Needed to?”

      “That is the best way to explain it.”

      They weren’t human… and supposedly, I wasn’t on the menu… so why would they keep me around?

      Vesuv kneeled next to the edge of the pool, holding up a tiny black dot in his hand.

      “Emerald. I need to place this on your forehead so my system can do a full-body scan. Is that okay?”

      “Is it going to hurt?”

      He shook his head. “It feels like a Band-Aid.”

      I nodded. “Do what you must.”

      Slowly, he leaned forward and pressed the gadget between my eyes. Breathing deeply, I floated in silence as Vesuv worked at a futuristic projection table alongside the pool.

      They were humanoid-shaped creatures with silvery scales that covered their bodies. All three brothers were shamelessly nude, allowing me to gaze at their bodies. They had their own version of an eight pack with the center of their chests broken up into large, thick scales that went down to their waist. I averted my gaze from studying their lack of… manhood. I jerked my eyes to Chryso’s face. He had a snake-like black tongue that sampled the air every few moments with a slit for a mouth. His ears were long and pointy as they curved back like horns. Along the top of his head was a ring of short, pointy, black-tipped horns, which wrapped around his head like a crown, framing his short, pale gray-green hair.

      He looked at me in confusion as I gripped his arm and pulled his hand off of my hip to bring it to the surface for me to study. His whole hand had what looked like thousands of miniature suction cups. I lightly trailed one of my fingers along his palm in a zigzag. He quivered, his hand gently closing around mine, closing his eyes as a hiss escaped his lips.

      “Emerald… you shouldn’t do that,” Maw cautioned.

      “Why?” I asked, dropping Chryso’s hand as if it was on fire.

      “Because I never had another interested in my hand… and didn’t know it would feel like that,” Chryso whispered.

      “Feel like what?”

      “What I assume humans call tickling,” he replied sheepishly.

      “Our hands produce a wide variety of venom to help us hunt, defend, and heal ourselves,” Vesuv replied as he returned to the pool’s edge. “Maw was afraid Chryso might accidentally inject you and didn’t want to have to deal with that problem since you just came back to us.”

      “How long was I out?” I asked as he kneeled down and gently took off the gadget.

      “Almost two weeks. Tomorrow is your Christmas Eve.”

      “Two weeks?” I shrieked, glancing at the three brothers… or should I hope they were brothers?

      “Yes,” Maw murmured. “The Winter Solstice was a couple of days ago, and most of the town celebrated it in one form or another.”

      “So, I have been unconscious for two weeks… unbelievable…”

      “And hopefully, you are willing to be around for many more,” Chryso breathed.

      “Your readings are acceptable,” Vesuv advised as his hands moved swiftly on his projection table. “You should take it easy for the next week or so and get a lot of rest.”

      “So, are you saying I am allowed to get out of this weird… glitter hot tub?”

      He looked up and nodded. “Correct. You are free to rest in a human bed for the time being.”

      “Human bed? Don’t tell me that this…”—I flicked the shimmery fluid with my hand—“is some sort of bed for… whatever you are.”

      Chryso cheeks darkened as he looked away. “Yes, you are correct. This is our relaxing pool.”

      “And how long have I been… sleeping… with all of you this whole time?”

      “No,” Maw barked. “I have been sitting in here, watching you, and making sure your body slowly warmed up since we pulled you from our healing pool. Nothing happened to you while you were in our hands.”

      “I’m still confused about everything and keep waiting for the hidden cameras,” I said, surveying the room. “Or to wake up.”

      “Let us get you to your bed, and we will answer all of your questions,” Chryso soothed.
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      Nudity—yep, that was a thing. But I guess it came down to a 'you show me yours, and I will show you mine.' Only it was three of them and one of me… and they weren't human, which was something I was trying to get my hazy mind around. That and the fact I didn’t choose to roll down a cliff, hit a few trees, and black out from bleeding out.

      I was Vesuv’s patient—whether I liked it or not—therefore, it would only be natural for me to be nude or barely covered. It’s not like a hospital's gown actually covered your body. At least they gave me a dark green robe to wear as Chryso carried me to their warming alcove and took the time to braid my hair while the heat lamp-like space dried me.

      Then he took me to a room I hadn't seen the last time I was here. They called it the Master Bedroom Suite, and it had one of those enormous co-sleeping beds that were becoming popular. The ones that could probably sleep a dozen people, and for some reason, they wanted me to have it.

      Chryso tucked me in and sat at the foot of the bed while Vesuv took the window seat, and Maw paced around the room.

      Was I worried? No. They basically brought me back from the dead. Something deep inside told me they were safe and to trust them, but was that the only reason I didn't struggle?

      They didn't show any signs of aggression and had been gentle.

      Unless this was some sort of Stockholm’s Syndrome, then I needed to leave as soon as I was able. I didn’t need to become a modern-day Belle.

      “So, are you going to answer my questions?” I asked, crossing my arms. “Or are you waiting for me to get tired and fall asleep?”

      Chryso gripped my foot through the blanket, his eyes boring into mine.

      “Emerald, please don’t do anything rash until you hear everything. Once we’re done, if you don’t want anything to do with us, we will give you a reloaded credit card, then help you find a job and a place to stay. We’ll let you live your life, never to see us ever again.”

      “Okay… but don’t leave anything out.”

      “I repaired your vehicle the first night you were here; that’s why I was so late waking up that morning,” Vesuv blurted.

      “Vesuv!” Maw hissed.

      “I couldn’t keep it in any longer!” Vesuv shouted. “My guilt has been eating away at me this whole time.”

      “Wait… are you telling me my car is fixed-fixed? Like I could jump in it right now and drive off if I wanted? Or it’s repaired enough to get me by to the next dealer or auto repair?”

      “Fixed-fixed,” Vesuv replied, glancing at his brothers. “Not telling you earlier was something I regret deeply.”

      “You should,” I sighed. “You lied to me and made me believe my car was still broken, and it might be awhile before it could be repaired. But that being said, you guys did offer to take me to an airport or bus station to spend the holidays with someone I knew. It was just my luck I had no place to go for the holidays.”

      “Will you please forgive me?” Vesuv pleaded with sorrow-filled eyes.

      Biting my lip, I studied the three brothers. All three watched me, waiting for my reply.

      “Why is it so important to you?”

      “Because I didn’t want to ruin any chance…”

      “Any chance for what?”

      Maw walked in front of Vesuv, cutting my vision of the apologetic male.

      “For us to be yours. Or for you to be ours. However, you want to say it.”

      “I am not a piece of property, nor do I own any of you,” I hissed, clenching the comforter with both hands.

      “How about we start from the beginning?” Chryso suggested. “Hopefully, it will clear up a lot of questions and make it easier for you to understand.”

      “Understand what? That the three of you aren’t human?”

      “Precisely.”

      I kicked my leg away from Chryso as I struggled to sit up, my body refusing to move as bolts of pain shot through my limbs. Silver scaly hands gently grabbed my sides and helped me sit up as hisses escaped my clenched teeth.

      “You need to allow us to help you, Emerald,” Chryso stressed. “You just woke up after being lost to us for two weeks. Try not to push yourself too much.”

      “Thanks.”

      He glanced over at Maw and nodded as he returned to his seat.

      “We aren’t human—”

      “I figured that out,” I mumbled, rolling my eyes.

      “You have to understand something,” Vesuv said, making Maw shift over to allow us to see each other. “You aren’t alone. Even if we had never landed here, humans aren’t the only intelligent species on this planet.”

      “So, are you saying all the rumors about Area 51 are true? And all the mythical creatures like Bigfoot and Nessy are real?”

      “Area 51 is just a cover for the real base in Antarctica. That’s where they experiment on intelligent lifeforms.” Vesuv chuckled. “But they always escape.”

      “You are getting off track,” Maw growled, glaring at the other two males. “No, we are saying the supernatural exists.”

      “Like werewolves and vampires?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      “And witches.”

      “There is a huge variety of paranormal creatures that live among humans,” Vesuv explained. “Even different species have different types within their supernatural tree. Due to many factors, like inbreeding and hybridization, there are four different kinds of vampires in existence and supes who hardly have any control of their abilities.”

      “Or are so weak, they are almost human other than they can do a basic magic trick from time to time,” Chryso added.

      “Wait… are you saying all the major magicians who perform in places like Las Vegas are weak witches?”

      “Exactly. And their animals are their shifter mates.”

      Damn. Humans had been blind this whole time. Supranational creatures had been living among us this entire time, and we knew nothing about it. It was one thing to read stories and watch videos about them, but to live side by side with them? I guess it made sense where the idea came from, and why there was such a surplus of things that revolved around the supernatural. Even so…

      “How many humans know this hidden world exists?”

      “Only a select few,” Chryso replied. “They are usually mated to a supe or—”

      “Or they are vampire food,” Maw grunted, crossing his arms. “Some of the more feral supes have been out of control lately. Killing both humans and other supes for sport.”

      “But there are also the fanatics,” Chryso chuckled. “The ones who are willing to allow vampires to drink from them and believe it’s an honor to be chosen.”

      “So, what are you? Mermen?” I glanced out of the window and saw the sun beginning to set over the endless snow and forest, casting hues of purples, reds, and oranges everywhere. “I don’t know if you noticed, but we aren’t near the ocean—hell, we aren’t even close to Lake Ontario for that to make sense.”

      “Emerald,” Chryso breathed, his teal eyes full of worry. “We aren’t mermen. At least, not by your traditional standards.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “Aliens.”
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      Did I hear him right? Aliens?

      This had to be the worst month ever—from the most horrible birthday in existence to almost dying to losing two weeks of my life, and now, I was surrounded by aliens. The next thing to happen would be them probing me while asking me to take them to my leader.

      “I believe we went over the fact I’m not dreaming, and this is very much real,” I said, rubbing my forehead as I tried to piece together everything they said.

      “Correct,” Vesuv grinned. “Are you in pain?”

      “No, I’m just trying to accept I’m alone in a house in the middle of the woods and thick snow, surrounded by three oddly handsome males—you are all males, right?” I asked, trying to stop myself from checking between their legs—this must be how teenage boys feel when they try to not stare at a hot girl’s chest while talking to them. I let out a frustrated groan. “I mean, you introduced yourselves to me as brothers.”

      “Yes, we are very much male,” Maw coughed.

      “And brothers,” Vesuv added. “We are a triad of brothers, born from the same egg cluster and biologically synced to each other to fulfill our Sylex’s needs.”

      “Vesuv,” Chryso hissed, sending him a glare. “You are going too fast.”

      I raised my hand to halt him from berating his excited brother.

      “No, he’s fine. So, you are like triplets? But the fraternal kind? Or is that not the same thing for your kind?”

      Vesuv stared at Maw, who tilted his head as if permitting Vesuv to reply.

      “Correct, that would be one way to explain it. When a Sylex lays her egg clusters in their nesting pool, it is up to the members of her triad to spill their seed over them to fertilize them. If successful, the clusters will hatch and grow in the nesting pool until they are capable of living on their own.”

      “So, the three of you have three fathers?” I asked, confused. “How do you know who sired who?”

      “It doesn’t matter. All the triad cares about is taking care of their Sylex, nest, and offspring.”

      I tried to remember everything about my exploration of their house and couldn’t remember seeing anything indicating a female living there, other than it was highly decorated and spotless. The whole house, while elegant, had the same clean neutral theme. Were they a group of alien-bachelors?

      “Who or what is a Sylex? And where are they?”

      Silence filled the room as darkness overcame the night sky. The three of them stared at each other as if daring the others to reply, refusing to meet my gaze.

      “Fine, I will answer,” Maw announced. “A Sylex is a triad’s mate, their prize which they won over by their mating bubble dance. If she believes they are worthy, she will select them to sire her offspring and tend to her nest’s needs.”

      “It is a great honor to be selected by a breeder. They are the only one in their sisterhood triad capable of reproducing. The other two are fierce warriors and protectors of the community.”

      “So, when does a breeder become a Sylex to a triad?”

      “After they claim a triad, marking them and their nest with her scent to deter any other breeders looking for a triad to take care of them,” Vesuv replied. “You see, Sylexes weren’t ever supposed to leave their nest, but when our home planet was threatened, they took arms and helped defend it with their fellow sisters.”

      “And now, we are a dying species without a planet to call our own… or at least be able to roam freely without worry of imprisonment or harm. The small number of breeders we have on your planet are mated and haven’t gone into heat. The rest of us, the unmated triads, are left wondering if we’ll have an opportunity to have a Sylex, or if we have to let that hope die with our species.” Maw grabbed my hand, his deep blue eyes holding my own, and refused to let me pull away. “Your life was connected to ours as soon as you took a sip of that cursed pumpkin spice latte.”

      What. The. Fuck?

      I bit my lip and tried to hold in the laughter that rolled from me. He pulled his hand away as pain flooded his eyes.

      “Wait, you are serious?” I gazed at the other two brothers, and they too looked hurt. “I may the densest person at the moment but give me the benefit of the doubt. I just woke up after being unconscious for two weeks. Are you serious?”

      “Yes, Emerald,” Chryso replied, refusing to face me. “After many talks with one of Jewels Cafe’s co-owners, it turns out, between his lack of skill and his hard determination to try to seduce his co-owner from being a best friend to a mate, he cast a spell. The problem was the ishing amateur didn’t know what the ish he was casting, and instead of the spell targeting Amber, it targeted on the cafe itself. Now, anyone who orders a pumpkin spice latte from their establishment will be an unknowing victim of the spell—and if they had a name based on a jewel, they would be rewarded with multiple… mates.”

      “The local covens is useless when it comes to researching anything. Due to lack of talent, or perhaps asinine usage of an ancient starcaller spell, instead of using it for its original creation and casting it on a willing target who wanted help to find their mate, he tainted it by using it on a drink for his own impure reasons! Somehow, the spell became a curse, and no one knows how to break it,” Maw growled. “The authorities don’t believe it exists and all of these… forced connections are correlations but not causation to each other. Which means they won’t punish them for what they did to their customers.”

      “So… what does this mean for me?” I mumbled.

      What he said sounded crazy, but there was a truth to it. The instant I met all three of them, I felt a connection to them. Never once did I feel like I was in danger or scared—even when Maw was upset about me almost burning down his house. He had the right to be angry. Some unknown foreign female was now bonded to him and nearly destroyed everything he built. I would have been furious too.

      But now, I know why they have been trying to provide me with everything I need. It was what they did—the males took care while the females defended.

      “There is a way out of the spell… but it may be painful for those who are already experiencing the effects of the mating bond—the mystic connection that shimmers like stardust to their destined mate,” Vesuv explained. “The longer the bond is left uncompleted, the harder it will be to those bonded to resist each other… and for those who want to break it.”

      “I’m guessing you three are already feeling tortured by this bond being left unanswered,” I sighed.

      “We never wanted this to happen—”

      “Chryso, I was the one who took the sip.” Placing my hand over my chest, I addressed the three brothers. “Not you. The four of us are victims of their curse. What do you want to do about it?”

      Vesuv’s cheeks darkened as he averted his eyes. “I… we would like a chance.”

      “In the end, the Fates willed us together, and the Stars allowed it to happen,” Chryso revealed. “You were meant to be ours for some unknown reason, but it is up to you to determine whether or not you will have us.”

      “But if you are willing to accept us, we want to do it the right way,” Maw blurted.

      “And what is that?”

      “By presenting our bubble dance to you.”
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      Maw rushed into the basement with one goal in mind—make Emerald something that would make her proud to be their Sylex. He only had one day to pick out the emeralds he wanted, create a design, and craft the piece.

      Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and in two days, it would be their Celestial Void, the annual breeding day for the Alzaqi. They needed to make Emerald feel welcomed and have her give them the approval to present their mating bubble dance to her. He hoped they got to her with their discussion, explaining everything about their species and the real world around her. Emerald said she wanted to sleep on it and see how she felt about everything in the morning before she gave them her decision.

      He was afraid to get his hopes up. After spending all of these years protecting his triad, he was now freely giving a female power over them. It wasn’t the fear she would cause turmoil within the triad but was passing his reins to another.

      Even though breeders weren’t as deadly as their warrior sisters, they were still stronger than a protector Alzaqi, which he was. Emerald wasn’t an Alzaqi, and having a female who was physically weaker than his weakest brother, Vesuv, was something he would have to adjust to.

      Now, he had to worry about protecting another within their nest. Would he be able to go through his day without being paralyzed with worry about leaving Emerald alone?

      She was a human in a world of supes, and now that she knew about the secret life around her, she would be more prone to get into trouble.

      Spells, hexes, and supes in general worried him. It would take nothing for a feral shifter or a vampire to kill—or worse, turn her. The answer wasn’t to lock her in their home and restrict her to their property. He wasn’t going to have their nest to become a prison for her—even if she accepted the general manager position, he was prepared to offer her if she decided not to reject their bond and stay.

      He sorted through his bins filled with emeralds and picked out the most exquisite pieces. If Vesuv wasn’t able to get rid of her scars, he hoped the gems could ease her mind about her appearance. They tried to explain to her, it wasn’t how a breeder looked that made them attractive, but their scent—and he was becoming more and more addicted to her scent every day that passed. He waited for the day she would mark them with it so they could carry a part of her around with them wherever they went.

      “What should we do about Christmas Eve?” Vesuv asked as he walked into the basement with Chryso following him.

      “Humans tend to spend a lot of time cooking and filling their house with treats,” Chryso replied. “It’s Christmas Day that is a bigger deal to them—and New Year’s.”

      “She is too weak to be on her feet for the rest of the holidays,” Vesuv said as he went over readings on his 3D projection. “We can still spend time with her, and perhaps each take some time to get to know her a little more while the others prepare for the next day.”

      “Is each one of us giving her something? Or we are going to give her something as a triad?”

      “Triad,” Maw announced as he opened his design tablet. “We will always be a whole when it comes to her. It would be unfair for me to give her something priceless as Vesuv makes her cookies. Our goal should be to show her how we run things around and act as a triad. You saw how doubtful she was when we tried to explain to her that sharing a female with your triad brothers was normal and a part of our nature. She needs to be shown we don’t get jealous of each other and work well together.”

      “How are we supposed to handle the Celestial Void?” Chryso asked as he climbed into their relaxing pool. “Are we going to spill our seed in our empty-nesting pool to get the mating rage out of our systems… or…”

      “We are not going to pressure her,” Maw barked, glaring at his brothers. “If she isn’t our Sylex when it comes, we will handle it ourselves.”

      “But… how are we going to accomplish… mating with her?” Chryso glanced at his healer brother. “Humans have many positions and locations which they use to mate. Are we going to be required to stick our injectors in her… pussy?”

      “Why are you asking me? You are the one who spends all of his free time sword fighting with cucumbers and studying human reality shows. There has to be something in there we can use.”

      “You don’t want to know all the weird things they do to each other. Sometimes, I wonder if they are even trying to reproduce.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We accepted we would not be able to reproduce,” Maw stressed. “If she never joins us for our Celestial Void but is willing to be our Sylex, I will be delighted.”

      “We’ll need to study Chryso’s research to make sure we please her. Earthlings are very sexual beings, and we need to keep her happy.”

      “Understood.”

      “Agreed.”
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      Waking up in the large bed was proof it wasn’t a dream. The three brothers were aliens, and we were now connected because I had to prove myself to Chase. If only I’d kept resisting his attempts to up-sale the pumpkin spice latte, I wouldn’t be in this situation. But I had to try to prove to him anything pumpkin spice was disgusting—and got myself cursed. No wonder it tasted so good—it wanted to trick you into finishing the drink.

      The brothers gave me the option to accept them or reject the whole mating bond thing. The question I needed to ask myself was—did I want to walk away from everything?

      They say good things come in threes—and for those who wait.

      Then why should I refuse them? There were three dedicated males—and even though they might not be human, they were willing to work everything out with me. They had been waiting for a Sylex to come along to accept their nest and their dance—and their beliefs told them I was the one for them.

      They were my three good things… and I was the good thing they had been waiting for.

      I wasn’t going to lie to myself and say I wasn’t scared, but now that I knew the truth about the world around me, it wasn’t going to protect me from the crazy supes walking among humans. There was no way I could go back to not knowing, and refusing the destined connection would be foolish.

      It wasn’t like I had anything else going for me.

      I climbed out of bed and searched the room, finding a walk-in closet full of clothes exactly my size. After I freshened up, I threw on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt before going downstairs to see if anyone was awake.

      Vesuv was in the kitchen in his alien form, wearing a pair of black harem pants, his back to me as he whipped a bowl of eggs. I slowly walked into the kitchen to try to scare him.

      “Good morning, Emerald,” he teased, shooting a smile over his shoulder. “It’s nice to see you up and about.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “Your smell.” He placed the bowl onto the counter and turned toward me, inspecting my body. “Do you want to watch me make scrambled eggs and omelets?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged.

      His hands gripped my hips as his thumbs traced the edge of my shirt, sending a shiver through me as he lifted me onto the counter. His icy blue eyes searched mine as he took a deep breath.

      “You smell exquisite today.”

      “Merry Christmas Eve to you, too.”

      “Happy Holidays.”

      I huffed and rolled my eyes. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning to you, too.” Releasing his hold, he looked at me sheepishly. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well.” I tilted my head to the side and studied him. “How did you sleep… in your swimming pool?”

      “Resting pool,” Vesuv corrected.

      “You do know it looks like a swimming pool filled with unicorn puke.”

      “No, because unicorn puke is black.”

      “Wait. What?” I gasped. “Unicorns are real?”

      “No.” He stepped back and returned to whisking his bowl of cracked eggs. “I wanted to see your reaction.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I curled my finger toward him. “Come here. I have something to tell you, but it’s a secret.”

      He looked at my hand skeptically before stepping closer and tilted his ear toward me. I cupped my hand and leaned forward.

      Large.

      He instantly shuddered, falling to his knees on the floor as the egg mixture splattered everywhere. He cupped his ear with one hand and his crotch with the other, breathing heavily.

      “Vesuv!” I screamed. “Are you okay?”

      I was too afraid to climb off the counter by myself. I didn’t trust my body yet and was afraid of landing on top of him.

      “What was that?” he gasped. “Why did you do that?”

      “I was trying to tease you… I may have a thing for elves ever since I saw Lord of the Rings. Your ears screamed lick me, and I had to try it once,” I explained, cringing at my own explanation.

      “What happened?” Maw demanded. “I heard a crash and a scream.”

      “Emerald licked my ear.”

      “Why?” Maw asked. “You do know they are the major turn-on point for the Alzaqi, right?”

      “No one told me,” I replied, looking down at my hands, unable to meet his broody gaze. “It’s not my fault you guys didn’t explain it to me.”

      “Because no one thought you would lick everyone’s ears.”

      “It was only one ear!”

      “It only takes one, Emerald!”

      I sighed. I was ruining the morning, and now, they probably thought I was insane.

      “I promise I’m not some crazy person. I didn’t know it was such an erogenous zone for you guys. I won’t do it again—”

      “No! They didn’t mean it,” Chryso pleaded as he walked into the kitchen.

      “Seemed like they did.”

      “They were caught off guard,” Chryso explained. “I promise, they wouldn’t say a thing once we became official.”

      “That’s the thing… I wanted to tell him, I accept your offer to be your Sylex. I’m just worried about messing everything up, like just now.”

      Silence fell as the sunrise’s rays beamed into the kitchen, making the brothers look almost ethereal, their scales glistening in the light.

      “Emerald… that isn’t something to joke about,” Maw cautioned.

      “I’m not joking. I slept on it and thought about it this morning. I’m sure things won’t be as easy as it would be if I were an Alzaqi, but I’m willing to work hard to make things work out between all four of us. It may take some time to get used to each other and everything, but I’m willing to accept your offer if you’re still willing to have me.”

      “It’s okay, Emerald. It was a simple misunderstanding,” Vesuv sighed, wiping the egg from his scales. He paused and jerked his head toward me. “Wait, you want to be ours?”

      “Yes. I do.”
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      Christmas Day and I was in a house with no holiday decorations. Not that it mattered—they had their own holiday they believed in—but it was odd being somewhere that didn’t have at least one thing related to the holiday season.

      I was cuddled up in Vesuv’s “Release the Kraken” blanket, drinking hot chocolate with little star marshmallows on top as I watched the parades on the television. I didn’t care much for the announcers and didn’t understand why they needed to babble about crap that had nothing to do with either the parade or its occupants. Every year, it seemed to get worse, to the point I didn’t know why I should even bother.

      I muted the volume and decided to call my family and wish them Merry Christmas.

      Vesuv was in the kitchen, making breakfast after banning me from helping. It was safe to assume, he was afraid I was going to ruin another meal. Maybe making breakfast wasn’t something I should do. I was already two for two, and if I failed again, that would follow my whole three rule.

      Opening up the laptop, I entered the password Chryso gave me and signed into Messenger. My mother was currently online. Good. I clicked video call and placed the laptop on the end table as I brushed my hair with my fingers, waiting for her to answer.

      “Hello?”

      The image of a familiar short Asian-Pacific American woman with tan skin and long straight dark hair appeared, all dressed up in her candy cane pajamas.

      “Hi, Mom!” I waved. “Merry Christmas!”

      “Oh, heavens! Cedric! Cedric! Our baby Emerald called us!”

      The camera shifted as my father, with his graying blonde hair, sat down next to my mother, wearing matching pajamas.

      “How are you doing, Dearie?”

      “I am doing fine, Dad. I wanted to wish you both a Merry Christmas before things get crazy again.”

      “Oh, gem. We understand how the hotel business is. We’re glad you called.” She studied my video feed. “Where are you? You don’t look like you’re in your room.”

      I sipped my hot chocolate as I tried to think about an answer.

      “Did I hear screaming?” Chryso asked, walking into the room.

      My face burned, and I jerked my head toward his voice. He stood in his alien form, wearing nothing but his tentacle boxers.

      “What—”

      “Chryso! What are you doing? It’s too early to put on your merman makeup. We aren’t due to the charity drive until after lunch.”

      Chryso looked at me in confusion. “Should I be wearing less?”

      “Emerald! Tell us where you are, and why is there a man dressed up as a silver demon with you.”

      “Wait. What? Silver demon?”

      “Yes! I saw that black serpent tongue of his, and he has horns!”

      “Mom, he isn’t a demon,” I sighed.

      “He is too ugly to be a merman.”

      “Where is his tail?” my father asked. “Don’t merman have tails like mermaids?”

      “Mom. Dad. I asked my friend if he could cosplay for a local charity, so we are at his house getting ready.”

      “What charity would want… that?”

      “Me,” I hissed. “Okay, I have to go and dress up as Goldilocks. I’ll call you after the holidays. Love you both.” I slammed the laptop closed and turned to Chryso, pointing in the general direction of the kitchen. “You could have asked Vesuv if anything was wrong instead of coming in here and embarrassing me!” I tapped my forehead with my pointy finger. “I know you guys are telepathically connected to each other, so it should have been an easy thing to do.”

      “I was on my way here to see if you wanted to do something and heard screaming, so I came to investigate.” He sighed. “Plus, Vesuv doesn’t like anyone talking to him or in the kitchen in fear he’ll mess up in front of them. He gets easily distracted.”

      “But wearing boxers? Why are you walking around, wearing nothing but boxers? Vesuv is wearing his favorite harem pants and hooded tank-top.”

      He shrugged. “I was planning on going into the hot tub after breakfast and didn’t want to dirty any more clothes. Besides, you don’t mind our nakedness.”

      “No, but an unexpected visitor may.”

      “That’s why we have security cameras all over our property.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “We know everything about this property, and the only ones who are capable of surprising us are other Alzaqi with the coordinates to teleport into our basement.”

      “You are impossible.” I rolled my eyes and sat back down.

      Chryso walked over and tucked me in. “Is there anything you want?”

      “I got it, Chryso,” Vesuv announced, as he placed a tray with a plate filled with a variety of crepes and a glass of orange juice before me. “Breakfast is served.”

      “Thank you!”

      “You inspired me to try to make my own crepes,” he replied with a smile. “I hope you’ll tell me if there is something I need to do to improve.”

      “What about me, brother?”

      “You can get your own, merman-devil.”

      The three of us ate breakfast together in the living room as we watched the parade on the television together, judging which ones we liked and what needed improvement.

      I enjoyed how easy it was to fit in with them.

      As lunch passed and dinner neared, I wondered where the broody male was. Not that I needed him or anything, his brothers could take care of me, but it felt like we were missing something.

      Vesuv was baking cookies, and after much begging, he allowed Chryso and me to decorate them on the serving bar, out of his way. After I complimented him on them, he began to relax with us around.

      “Do either of you know where Maw is?”

      “He’s downstairs.”

      “He’s busy.”

      They looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “What is he doing downstairs that has kept him busy for the last two days?”

      “He has an order he needs to complete as soon as possible, so he’s focusing all of his energy on it,” Chryso explained, drawing green swirls on his ornament cookie.

      “I just hope he doesn’t overwork himself.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Vesuv soothed. “He’s planning on joining us in the hot tub after dinner tonight.”

      “What’s tonight?”

      “We always spend the night before the Celestial Void in the hot tub, watching the stars until we’re tired,” Chryso replied. “This year, it falls on Christmas Day.”

      “And we have you to celebrate it with.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner went well even though Maw was still missing.

      The boys sent me upstairs to change into swimwear and grab a robe before I joined them.

      I stripped down and threw my clothes into a pile. I’d been living in pajamas since I woke up. Interested in what type of swimwear they picked out for me when they went on a shopping spree, I searched the dresser drawers. Most were either tankinis or one-pieces, which surprised me. I thought three aquatic alien males would want me as close to naked as possible since they were always nude when they swam.

      I picked up a dark green one-piece with gold trim and walked over to the wall mirror to see how it would look on me.

      I froze. Was that me? It couldn’t be. All along my legs and arms were zigzag scars. I was afraid to see what was behind the swimsuit as memories of the pain I felt from that night flashed. Wincing, as if I was ripping off a Band-Aid, I dropped the swimsuit, letting it fall to the floor.

      Tears formed at what I saw.

      What happened to me? I had a scar the size of a soccer ball on my side from where the tree limb stabbed me. My legs wobbled, and I crashed onto the closet floor. Tears blurred my vision as I sobbed into my swimsuit. That was why they bought suits that weren’t revealing. They knew! They knew I had a scar that would stand out in anything revealing.

      Were they embarrassed? Why would they want a broken human as a mate? I wasn’t an Alzaqi. I couldn’t go treasure hunting or swim with an endless oxygen supply.

      What if they wanted to return to the water?

      I laid there, curled up on the floor, and sobbed. My heart hurt. My lungs burned.

      Why did everything have to go so wrong for my birthday? Maybe I should have just died that night…

      “Emerald?”

      “Emerald, are you in here?”

      “Go away!”

      “What did we do?” Vesuv begged.

      “Please, Emerald,” Chryso pleaded. “Talk to us. Tell us what’s wrong.”

      Warm arms wrapped around me, pulling me onto a lap. A pair of hands brushed back my hair, combing it with their fingers. I laid my head against his chest with my eyes closed, breathing in his salty smell. Another body pressed against my side, his hands rubbing gentle circles.

      “We need to take her to Maw.”

      “I’ll get my scanner. Maybe there is something wrong with her.”

      My body shook as Chryso carried me downstairs into a heated room, thick with humidity.

      “What happened to her?” Maw demanded.

      “We don’t know,” Chryso replied, sitting down. “We found her like this.”

      “Can’t you two do anything right without me around?” Maw sighed. “At least she didn’t try to burn something down.”

      “That isn’t funny,” I whimpered.

      “Well, you aren’t telling us what is wrong,” Maw hissed. “How are we supposed to help you if you won’t tell us?”

      I jerked my head off of Chryso’s chest and twisted my body toward Maw. “How are you supposed to want me?”

      “I guess this is useless,” Vesuv muttered as soon as he walked inside the room, placing his scanner on the table.

      “What are you talking about?” Maw asked, confused.

      “Why would you want a broken female as a mate?” I growled.

      “My readings said you are fully capable of producing offspring—”

      “That is not what I am asking, Vesuv!” I pulled myself off of Chryso’s lap and stood in front of them—nude. “How can you want someone with all my scars?” I cupped the ball size scar on my side and stared at each one of them. “How can you want someone with this ugly scar? I look like a meteor hit me!”

      “It was a tree, and you were the one who hit it,” Vesuv explained.

      “Vesuv!” Maw hissed. “Bite your tongue, or I will remove it for you.”

      “What?” he asked, confused. “It’s the truth!”

      “Oh, Stars,” Chryso muttered. “I know you are the smartest one out of the three of us, but Stars, you can be so stupid sometimes.”

      “Silence!” Maw snapped, rubbing his forehead with both hands as he paced the room. He stopped in front of me and locked his dark eyes onto mine. “Emerald. Can you please tell us what is wrong?”

      I nodded, wiping my eyes. “I don’t understand why the three of you still want me after seeing how I look. I’m a scarred human female. How will I ever fit in?”

      “Let’s ignore the human part for a moment,” Maw begun. “So, you are worried about those little scars?”

      “I don’t think the chunk from my side is little,” I countered.

      “Okay, let me explain better,” Maw sighed. “I am the protector of our triad and equipped with deadlier venom than any of the other sub-genders. Chryso is the inventor of the group and believe it or not, was the one who invented a lot of the gadgets we use to make our life easier—”

      “And everything in my garden.”

      “Yes, and everything in his garden. And Vesuv is our triad’s healer. His venom has better healing properties than anyone else and is the most valued sub-gender within our species. Do you know why there are so many sub-genres of males and only two types of females?”

      “No?”

      “Because our females are taller, stronger, and more lethal than any of the male sub-genres, genetically better in every way. A breeder female would easily be able to defeat me if I was incapable of using my venom. Their warrior sisters? Bloodthirsty and deadly.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked, confused.

      “I’m saying all of our females—including the breeders who become our Sylex—are battle-scarred. They gain marks when they are younglings from their practices that carry with them for the rest of their lives. An Alzaqi female unmarked is looked at as being inexperienced while the others wear them proudly.”

      “Alzaqi males are attracted by scent, anyway.” Chryso shrugged. “Coffee smells like the worse thing I have ever smelled, no wonder why we avoided the Jewels Cafe. Their smell should have been a warning sign.”

      “While you smell like the most delicious thing we have encountered.”

      “Your scent reminds me of my favorite dessert from our home planet,” Chryso muttered. “And I want to smell you every day.”

      “Emerald,” Maw whispered. “Close your eyes, and let me guide you.”

      I followed his instructions as he grabbed my hand and led me around through another door. He sat, then helped me sit down. I felt around the cushion and pictured sitting on an oval backless lounge chair.

      “Hold still. Don’t move.”

      I tried to hear what was happening around me, but the sounds of the hot tub bubbling filled the room, blocking any chance of figuring out what they were doing. I felt small movements all around me, their weight making the cushion bounce.

      “Okay,” Maw breathed. “Open them.”

      The hot tub's inner porch was dark with only the new moon and thousands of tiny twinkling green and white LEDs giving enough light to see. The three of them were staring at me as Vesuv held a mirror, and Maw held a long thin black case. Something touched my hand, and I looked down, only to see hundreds of emeralds of all different sizes and hues surrounding me.

      “Emerald,” Chryso whispered. “You are the jewel to our socket.”

      “We are honored you accepted our offer to be our Sylex.”

      “And we want nothing more to make sure you feel cared for,” Maw said, opening the case he held. “Let us shower you in emeralds to show the universe how much you shine.”

      Inside the case was an elegant emerald necklace in the shape of a large triangle, its tips clasping in the back and the last tip dangling down.

      “You can’t…”

      “We can, and we will,” Maw corrected. “You are the female the Fates destined us for, and the Stars led us to—even though we met through unethical means. I am not asking for you to declare your love to us—our species have forgotten what love means. Surviving war and creating enough offspring to support another generation was their focus.”

      “But we understand, we may not be capable, and the three of us may never have any younglings. We knew that coming here and believed that until we met you,” Chryso explained. “We didn’t believe we would ever find a Sylex, yet here you are.”

      “You are ours to have and to protect, even though are human. The Fates connected us for a reason, and we are willing to discover that reason.”

      Big fat tears of happiness fell down my cheeks as the heaviness went away. They want me for me. Not because of my past, but because of the opportunity of a future together. This is what I needed—these three males to be mine and only mine and never leave me. They would be my new family, my new home to build a life with.

      “Yes,” I choked. “Yes, to all of that.”

      Maw walked around me and placed the necklace over my head. I lifted my hair as he clasped it and squeezed my shoulders. Vesuv stepped in front of me with his mirror, showing me my new reflection.

      The large golden triangle necklace draped down over my breast with its tip dangling beneath them. Emeralds fanned out as if they were bound by golden vines.

      “You are an Emerald, one of the rarest of all gemstones, and you are the most precious we have found.”

      “And you are ours.”
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      The sounds of the grandfather clock striking its third gong woke me. The night’s new moon beamed into the master suite as it dimly lit the white blanketed snow outside.

      It was officially the Celestial Void, the last new moon of the year, and mating day for the Alzaqi.

      The three brothers knew I was trying to take things slow and ease our way into a loving relationship, but after last night, how could I ever doubt their true intentions?

      They had waited over three hundred years for a Sylex, and here I was, a member of a different species. In a way, we were like star-crossed lovers—a triad of space-mermen destined to be with a land-lover. The four of us were making the best of what we were given, but now was my time to take the next step, the one that would take our connection one step farther.

      I could tell the way Maw kept looking at me last night, he was waiting for me to give him a sign or say that I wanted them to present themselves to me. I didn’t, partly because I was already overwhelmed by their Christmas gift to me. But now, it was my turn to give them a present—me.

      Taking a deep breath, I willed myself out of the warmth of the bed, knowing I would soon be warm in more ways than one. I threw off my pajamas and wrapped myself up in the emerald robe. There was one thing missing—the emerald necklace they’d gifted me. Carefully, I put it on in front of the mirror, watching it sparkle in the moonlight.

      The males—my soon-to-be triad—were in their relaxing pool for the night. After their romantic display, they carefully put the jewelry away before we spent an hour in the hot tub, staring at the night sky, then went our separate ways.

      They didn’t want to share my bed until I accepted their bubble display. Maw wanted to follow their tradition and refused to budge, and his brothers supported him even though they didn’t fully agree. Once they showed me their mating dance, and I officially establish myself as their Sylex, they would share their nights with me in my bed but would need to spend some time soaking during the day to prevent drying up and chaffing.

      It sounded reasonable, especially since I didn’t know how I would be able to sleep in their relaxing pool. It was warm and didn’t make my skin wrinkly; maybe I would try to take a nap in there sometime if they would allow me to sandwich myself between them. I was open to trying it. They were making sacrifices and changes because I was human; I may as well return the gesture.

      I carefully made my way down the basement steps, trying to be as quiet as possible as I neared their relaxing pool. The three of them were sitting on the bench with their backs against the wall and their lying heads back along the edge as if it was a pillow. I dropped my robe on the floor and leapt. Just as I was about to hit the surface, Maw’s head jerked up, his eyes boring into mine, soon replaced by the shimmering silver fluid as three sets of hands latched onto me and brought me to the surface.

      “Emerald?”

      “Are you alright?

      “What was that for?”

      I flicked my hair back as I stared at the three of them.

      “Happy Celestial Void?”

      A flash of anger passed through Maw before dimming to confusion as they settled on the necklace. “What… What are you doing?”

      “You welcomed me to your home, gave me back a sense of self-worth.” I lifted the net of emeralds dangling from my neck. “And a gift to prove you can take care of me. Now, I am requesting you show me your bubble dance.” I jerked my chin up, challenging him. “You have brought it up many times, so let’s see what the three of you have for me.”

      His face hardened. “Our ritual isn’t a joke.”

      “I’m not laughing,” I hissed. “I was trying to be romantic and tell you I’m ready to complete our connection by honoring your traditions… but… unless you no longer want—”

      “Yes, Emerald!” Chryso pleaded, gripping me tighter from behind. “We want to make you ours.”

      “Please let us process what’s happening,” Vesuv murmured. “You just jerked us awake, and we aren’t… completely ourselves.”

      I sighed. “I can go back to bed if—”

      “No, Emerald,” Maw grunted. “You want us. You want this. We will do it.”

      Two pairs of hands fell from me as Maw swam me to the wall, gently placing me on its bench before backing away to join his brothers.

      “You know that you want us? That you want to be ours—and us, yours?” Maw asked, his deep voice serious. “If you reject our display, you will also reject our bond and sever our connection. The curse will go away, leaving nothing but pain and emptiness behind.”

      My eyes softened as I glanced between the three of them, their silver scales matching the shimmering of the melted-glitter liquid, reflecting the lights from their high-tech gizmos and gadgets throughout the room.

      “I left the three of you once. I don’t have any plans of doing it again.”

      A sense of acceptance passed through them as their bodies relaxed before one by one, they climbed out of the pool. They stood proudly in all of their nude glory, their eyes burning with hope and lust as they stared at me.

      “Typically, a breeder doesn’t submerge themselves in the triad’s resting pool unless they had accepted that triad’s display, but you have already entered our resting pool,” Maw explained.

      “Technically, this is my second time since the first time I woke up in here.”

      “Even so, we are already going against traditional standards, so I don’t believe it matters,” Chryso muttered.

      “Carry on, show me your bubbles!”

      As one, they closed their eyes and clenched their hands into fists as their faces scrunched in concentration. Suddenly, there was a bubble… then another and another. One by one, the horns that crowned the top of their heads, framing their green-colored hair, produced bubbles as if they were a living bubble machine.

      First, the bubbles were tiny and transparent but became more extensive and in a wide range of greens. Once their horns freely produced their bubbles, they opened their eyes, which glowed in the darkness as they watched me.

      A bubble floated near me. I raised my hand to catch it, but as soon as it touched my palm, it popped and sent a tingly sensation through me. What was in their bubbles?

      Another came, then another. Soon, the whole surface of the relaxing pool was covered with a layer of green bubbles. Every one that popped on me caused a stronger reaction, sending a shockwave of pleasure through my body to my clit.

      Their bubbles were an aphrodisiac, making me want them—need them—to fill me. Moans and groans escaped me with each impact. I couldn’t handle being assaulted by these sex bubbles anymore—I needed skin to skin contact and to be filled.

      “This is some sort of torture you give your breeders to see how long they can last, but I can’t take anymore!” I gasped. “I accept you! All of you!”

      “Truly?” Maw asked.

      I couldn’t take their submissiveness any longer. I understood males were the caretakers of their species, but this was enough. If I needed to take charge to prove to them I wanted them, that I wanted us, then I would… right now.

      I swam over, each bubble I hit giving me a mini-orgasm. Grabbing Vesuv’s foot with both hands, I yanked. He was the shyest of the three and would need the most comforting. It was easy for him to be outshone by his charismatic brother, Chryso, and his broody leader, Maw.

      This was his moment to shine by being the first for me to claim.

      “Emerald… are you sure?”

      Pressing my hands to his chest, I pushed him back until he sat down on the bench, climbing onto his lap as his hands hesitated to grip my sides. Slowly, I kissed along his shoulder and his neck until I reached his ear.

      “I never been so sure in my life, and to prove it, I am going to claim you first among your triad,” I purred. I nipped his ear lobe, making him gasp as I nibbled the rim. His body shook as he struggled to hold on to me. A moan ripped through him as something pressed against my folds.

      “Emerald… I…” he whimpered.

      I pulled my head away from his shoulder and faced him, meeting his worried gaze.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know if… if I can please you,” he mumbled. “We work differently… I…”

      “He doesn’t want to fail and have you reject the rest of us,” Chryso stated.

      Of course, they were technically all virgins, and with Vesuv being the healer in the group, he doubted our compatibility and his own performance. I needed to show him that sometimes, it’s not always about me, and it was okay to receive pleasure for once.

      “Vesuv, go sit on the ledge,” I said gently.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” I smiled. “Just trust me.”

      He gave me a confused look as his icy blue eyes dimmed their radiance. The poor male thought I was disappointed in him. I wiggled myself onto his manhood, making him gasp as I lifted myself off him. He released his hold on me before climbing onto the pool’s edge.

      Who knew alien mermen had such gorgeous cocks? It stood proudly in all of its glory. The bottom was a few shades darker than his scales, slowly becoming the same color as his hair, a pale gray-green. It had uniformed lumps from his coned head to his base, making me rub my legs with the need of having it inside me.

      I swam to him, squeezing between his legs as I knelt on the bench. His eyes followed my movement as I lowered my head to his cock and gave it a lick, dragging my tongue slowly along the shaft to its head.

      He leaned back, using his arms to hold him up as a long groan escaped him.

      “I think I can show you something,” I smirked. “You can call this hands-on research.”

      Leaning down, I gripped his manhood with both hands and wrapped my lips around the head. I always loved the feeling of my lips locked around the head of a cock as my tongue traced along the rim. Something about the feeling of a cock in my mouth always gave me a rush—like I was in charge.

      A hiss sounding from him, I tongued the tip’s head as something dripped out. It tasted like mint with a lemon undertone. Catnip—his precum tasted like catnip. No wonder all the felines wanted them. They were an aquatic species with catnip-tasting cum.

      “You better not lose your seed before I get a chance to do this,” Chryso demanded as I felt the pool’s surface shift around me.

      “You don’t understand how good this feels,” Vesuv moaned.

      “Maybe I’ll get to if there is another round,” he chuckled. “It is the Celestial Void.”

      I bobbed my head up and down the head of his cock while I worked my hands along the shaft. Slowly, I started taking his cock deeper until his head reached the back of my throat.

      I felt Chryso join in as he lightly dragged his hands up and down my legs before settling on my ass. Slowly, he pulled my ass cheeks apart, and I felt his breaths tickling my center, causing a shiver from the coldness to hit my wetness. The difference in temperature between the warmth of the pool’s fluid surrounding my legs and his teasing blows sent a thrill through me.

      Then I felt the tip of his tongue touch me for the first time, fluttering along my folds, making me groan around Vesuv’s cock.

      “What are you doing, Chryso?” Vesuv hissed. “Whatever it is, she liked it.”

      I tried to continue my efforts, but Chryso easily distracted me as he slowly licked along my slit, pushing between my folds as he explored the crease with the tip of his tongue.

      I started to slow down the bob of my head and moved my hands along his shaft. I wanted another sip of his precum, so I suctioned his head as I worked his shaft with both hands. Each time Chryso’s tongue passed my entrance, I unconsciously pushed my vagina against his face, wishing he would stop teasing me and enter it.

      A whine escaped me as I sucked on Vesuv’s head, longing to be filled. I needed to feel something enter me. Chryso growled against my juncture and started licking me hungrily.

      Vesuv closed his eyes and moaned, giving me another taste of his minty-fresh precum. I sucked hard on his cock’s head, locking my lips around its rim and picked up the pace, occasionally dipping my hands into the fluid to help lubricate his ribbed shaft. His hips jerked up, causing me to take more of his cock in my mouth.

      At that moment, Chryso pushed his tongue past my entrance, penetrating me as deeply as he could. I could feel my pussy grasping him as I imagined how his huge cock would feel penetrating me from behind.

      I groaned with Vesuv’s cock deep in my throat, closing my eyes, getting lost in the feeling. Fumblingly, I continued to jerk Vesuv’s shaft, wanting my prize and rewarding him with pleasure.

      With great effort, I focused on Vesuv’s cock as Chryso continued to tongue fuck me as if I was his last meal.

      Vesuv’s shaft hardened in my hand, and the room filled with Vesuv’s loud moan as his cock filled my mouth with his hot seed. I continued to massage him and swallowed his tasty essence as it filled me.

      His climax triggered my own, causing my whole body to shudder as my pussy clamped down on Chryso’s tongue. Chryso continued to lick me, keeping my orgasm going.

      Vesuv’s shaft slowly softened in my mouth as I removed my hands. Pulling my mouth from his cock, I laid my head on his thigh and closed my eyes, gripping his sides. I could feel Vesuv’s long, deep breaths against my cheek as I rode out the pleasure I was receiving from Chryso.

      Chryso slowed to a stop and pulled away, letting go of my ass cheeks in the process. A quick slap on my cheek caused a gasp to escape my lips, and my eyes jerked open.

      “What was that for?”

      “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “I saw it often in my shows, so I figured it was common for human males to do.”

      “But… never mind.”

      “What was that?” Maw asked, confused.

      “What was what?”

      He lifted a hand in Vesuv’s direction. “What did you do to him?”

      I looked at Vesuv to see what he was asking about. Vesuv was lying flat on his back, his arms and legs wide open, his eyes closed, his breathing steady with long breaths.

      “It seems like I tired him out,” I shrugged. “I thought your Celestial Void was meant for you guys to be mating all day.”

      “Correction. It is meant for the Sylex’s triad to assist her in laying her clusters before she watches her triad spend the rest of the day trying to fertilize them,” Chryso explained.

      “Wait… so you never enter your females when you mate?” I asked, confused.

      “No, we pleasure her with only the venom from our hands until she climaxes.” He waved his micro suctioned cup filled palms at me. “After she lays her clusters, she will touch our ears, using her own venom and scent to signal our bodies to extend our rods and spray our seed into the nesting pool.”

      “So… they never touch you?”
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      “Before the war and the fall of our planet, our species used to couple together every new moon in celebration, but with the war, they sometimes spent the whole year away from their triads, so the Celestial Void became the most important day of the year since it is the only time the breeders are fertile.”

      “After over a thousand years of war, we settled here for two hundred years, and mating became obsolete. Especially since we have a low number of breeders, and they haven’t been able to produce clusters, even with all the pleasure their triads give them,” Maw divulged, as he stood watching me from above.

      Which explained why Vesuv was worried and nervous about me giving him head. As a species, they hadn’t mated since they were at war, putting their focus on the day that mattered to them and the production of the next generation—the only day their females were fertile and capable of producing clusters.

      The Alzaqi was now a species filled with virgin males.

      No wonder Chryso was so interested in reality shows and romance movies… the same with Vesuv and his alien romances. They yearned for more and were curious about love, sex, and relationships.

      “I never experienced something like that in my life,” Vesuv groaned as he slowly sat up.

      “Vesuv.”

      His half-lidded eyes jerked open as he locked them with mine. “Yes?”

      “Physically, how often can a male Alzaqi have sex? Mate? Fuck? Whatever you call it?”

      He shot me a confused look and glanced at his brothers.

      “A healthy male Alzaqi in his prime could probably be capable of mating once maybe twice a day, but it would be something they would have to build their stamina for. Records showed, during every new moon, a triad would mate endlessly with their Sylex to prepare the males bodies to be capable of producing enough… wait. That’s it!”

      “What’s it?” Maw demanded.

      “Emerald is a genius!” Vesuv scooped me up and spun me around in the relaxing pool before giving me a gentle kiss. “We haven’t been practicing! If there is no demand for reproduction, our bodies will slowly stop producing the hormones, and everything needed to produce clusters and seed. We need to report this to everyone.”

      “It’s not going to help them today, Vesuv,” Maw hissed. “You can tell them once your duties as a mated male are over. Right now, your focus should be on your Sylex.”

      Vesuv’s cheeks darkened. “He’s right.” He placed me onto the bench and sat next to me. “Please forgive me.”

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, touching his arm. “We’re all still new at this.”

      He looked down at my hand and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Now, I need to show your brothers something.” I winked.

      He leaned forward and brought his lips to my ear. “Make Maw beg,” he whispered before pulling away.

      I removed my hand from his lap and turned my focus on the two more charismatic males in the triad.

      “Maw, it’s your turn,” I taunted. “If Vesuv could survive what I did to him, you should have no problem.”

      He smirked and nudged Chryso. “Looks like I am next.”

      “She’s saving the best for last,” he chuckled.

      “You too, Chryso.”

      Maw’s smirk fell as Chryso gave me a sly smile. It seemed like the dreamer was having the same train of thought. Both males jumped into the pool, creating waves with their dramatic entrance. They surfaced next to each other, waiting for my next command.

      “Maw, I want you to sit on the bench and wait for me.”

      He glanced at Chryso and sent me a confused look before doing as I said.

      “Chryso, I believe you can picture what I want, so I trust you to take control of the situation when it comes.”

      “I have some ideas,” he replied. “Just promise you’ll tell me if I mess up.”

      “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to practice,” I teased as I reached for the back of his head and gave him a quick kiss. Tilting his head to the side, I nibbled along his ear until I felt him shudder and something hard press against my stomach. “I can’t wait to feel what you do to me,” I purred, sending another shiver through him.

      I released my hold and backed away, a sense of excitement shooting through me from the heated gaze he gave me. Turning my attention to Maw, I swam to my confused broody male and climbed on top of his lap.

      “I am lost in what is happening,” he murmured, his deep voice rumbling through me.

      “Just go with the flow.” I locked my lips to his, tracing his slit with my tongue as I sought entrance. He opened slightly, and I dove in, grabbing his ears at the same time, massaging them as I swirled my tongue in his mouth.

      He shuddered under me, his hands gripping hard onto my thighs, his tips digging into them. I felt a hardness prod my entrance, jerking with each twitch that passed through Maw’s body.

      I needed to be filled, and he was going to be the one to do it. I released his ears and pulled my tongue out, nipping his slit as I pulled away, grinding my slit along his hardness.

      “What was that?” he groaned.

      “A crash course.”

      His eyes darkened. “I will give you a crash course.”

      Suddenly, it felt like thousands of little pricks poked me where his hands were, followed closely by burning hotness. I closed my eyes, enjoying the feeling seep into my body, going straight to my core. Every passing moment, I grew hotter and hotter as my need to be fucked grew. I kept trying to grind myself onto his manhood, but his grip prevented me.

      “Maw! Please!”

      “I may not be as widely educated in the positions of human mating practices as my brothers, but I understand one thing,” he mocked. “Women love to be filled until they pass out. It’s a good thing you picked today.”

      “Do it, brother,” Chryso chuckled. “Prove yourself to our Sylex that you are capable of taking care of her.”

      “Yes!” I moaned. “I need to be filled.”

      “Yes, Emerald. Tell us what you want.”

      Slowly, Maw shifted me around until his head found my entrance. We moaned as one as he pressed me down, his head stretching my entrance. A warm body and another hardness pressed against my back as a pair of arms wrapped around me and grabbed my breasts. I shivered as Chryso massaged and squeezed them his fingers finding my nipples. He rolled my nipples, making me shudder, each one lowering me a bit more onto Maw’s throbbing manhood. Chryso’s fingers sent pricks into my nipples, setting my breasts ablaze.

      Both males nibbled along my shoulders, attacking me with their kisses as I jerked in their hands, moaning and groaning. Maw let out a hiss, and his body shook wildly when I finally settled on his lap.

      “Oh, Stars, Oh Stars. Her walls are clenching my rod,” Maw grunted. “How do human males survive this?”

      “Loosen her up,” Chryso said. “Now that she took your whole rod, bounce her on it until you both climax.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It should be easy with all our venom in her,” Chryso muttered. “Unless you want help.”

      “Yes, please,” he begged. “I don’t know how I am going to be able to get her off me.”

      Chryso released my breasts and stepped away. “Lift yourself to the edge, and lie back. It will be easier.”

      Maw struggled, but with Chryso’s help, he was able to move us. Chryso gently placed a hand on the middle of my back.

      “Lean forward, Emerald.”

      I had an idea of what he was going to do, and I was on board with it. I experimented enough in college to know what to do to have a pleasant experience. I just hoped his studies would be enough. Their venom coursing through my body, I didn’t know how I would ever be able to get used to this. There was only one thing that mattered—I needed to be filled and fucked until I passed out.

      A finger prodded my rosebud, circling the rim, enticing it to widen. It was replaced with a thumb, then two fingers. Two soon became three. I felt him still, then press them against my walls. Slowly, something dripped inside, burning everything it touched—he was using his venom as a lube.

      He pulled his fingers out, leaving my ass on fire and ready to be filled.

      I felt Chryso line up the tip of his cock with my rear entrance. A groan escaped me as he gave his cock a push until his head slipped inside. My hands unconsciously stilled as I focused on the feeling as my body burned with a need I had never felt before.

      “Oh, Stars, he was right,” Chryso hissed.

      Chryso gave a second push, popping his head inside. I twitched from the sudden change of pressure as Maw hissed beneath me.

      Slowly, Chryso thrust deep, going all the way in and out. He used his grip on my thighs to control my thrusts on Maw’s cock. Never in my dreams would I have dreamed of being fucked by these two gorgeous males at once. Both of their long, ribbed cocks felt so good. Chryso making sure Maw hit all the right places inside my pussy, making me moan and groan wildly as his long cock worked his way into my ass.

      Chryso’s slow pace was driving me insane. I needed to climax. I needed more of both of their cocks inside me.

      Suddenly, Chryso gave a sharp thrust, his dick completely filling me and stilled.

      “Emerald, be prepared to see stars,” he growled. He was gripping my thighs hard as he pulled me back before pressing me back onto Maw’s cock. Our shared moans and groans filled the room, and the pace of the see-saw-ing sped up.

      “Vesuv,” Chryso called. “Let’s make this a triad effort. Our Sylex needs to climax, and you have a free hand to help us out.”

      A few moments later, I felt Vesuv’s hand press against my stomach and lightly drag all the way down to my clit. As soon as his fingers touched it and started to draw circles, I lost it.

      “Vesuv, give her clit your venom. Make her clamp down our rods and come,” Maw ordered.

      I screamed as I trapped both of their cocks, refusing to let them move. Vesuv pinched my clit, sending the familiar fire through my veins as my body shuddered violently on top of Maw. Maw wrapped his arms around me, trying to hold me in place to no avail, my own movements making him fall apart beneath me.

      Maw emptied himself with a moan as I milked his shaft. A few jerks later, Chryso stilled, his essence filling my nether hole. My eyes rolled into the back of my head from the intense pleasure. We groaned as Vesuv continued to assault my clit.

      A sense of bonelessness and the aftereffects from the attentions my triad finally got to me.

      Good things really did come in threes—for those who wait.
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      It was New Year’s Day. The first day of the new year and everyone in Silver Springs was asleep.

      Everyone but my triad and me.

      After spending a week as Silver Springs’ “Green Triad’s Sylex,” I was able to convince both my triad and Saire, the owner of Cosmic Gems, to do me a favor. I asked them to craft twelve white china coffee cups, each embedded with a different precious gem. Saire would only agree to do such a thing if they used gems low in quality that would make poor stones socketed in jewelry.

      My triad refused to allow me to accept anything from the café workers—but after much arguing, they agreed they should give them a thank you gift for connecting us together.

      The catch?

      They wanted to embed their own recording devices and miniature teletrodes within the coffee cups’ picture in the logo. Their reasoning? They wanted to keep track of who the café was giving the pumpkin spice lattes to and if they would try to create more spelled drinks—or pastries. They were still interested in supplying the cafe with gourmet tea as long as I made the deliveries. Chryso hoped to open his own tea brewing company someday.

      The four of us teleported into Cosmic Gems' basement and nodded to Saire and his staff as we made our way outside. Now that I knew supes existed, the town’s ward didn’t work on me, and I was able to see just how dead the streets were.

      Who knew that Silver Springs was such a party town?

      One by one, we placed the three white boxes next to the café’s front door and returned to Cosmic Gems. The three of us watched as Maw placed a note on top of the stack before sending us a smile.

      He banged on the door five times and tapped his wristband. In an instant, he teleported to me and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Now, let’s see their response.”

      It took a while for them to open the door, but when someone did, it was a blonde-haired woman in holiday pajamas. She looked at the boxes, confused before shutting the door. A few seconds later, Chase opened the door and slowly bent down to grab the note. He read it and looked down the empty streets, confused.

      He grabbed the top box and opened it. His hands began to shake as he yelled something. The woman ran outside and peered inside the box. She grabbed one of the cups and started jumping up and down, screaming uncontrollably.

      Two other males joined them outside and opened the remaining boxes in shock.

      The four took their celebration inside and shut the door… without knowing what we really gave them.

      “Maw?”

      “Yes, Emerald?”

      “What was in your note?”

      “We will always be watching…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        If you liked Emerald, you’ll enjoy these other Jewels Cafe books:

      

      

      
        
        Amber by Mia Harlan

        Sapphire by Eva Delaney

        Peridot by M Sinclair Author

        Opal by Candace Wondrak

        Topaz by J.E. Cluney

        Ruby by Ann Denton

        Amethyst by CY Jones

        Pearl by Tabitha Barret

        Emerald by Jade Waltz

        Onyx by Melissa Adams

        Moonstone by Lucy Felthouse

        Rose by Jewels Arthur

      

      

      
        
        Flip the page to read a preview of Onyx!
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        Onyx by Melissa Adams

      

      

      Onyx makes a wish in the Silver Springs magic spring: she wants more love in her life.

      Stone Hill High this year will offer a modern rendition of a timeless classic: A Christmas Carol.

      She is cast for the main role of a female Scrooge.

      Title of the play: Her Bah Humbug, which is very fitting since our Onyx despises Christmas with all her heart.

      What happens when three sexy high school senio... ehm ghosts will try to show her the error of her ways?

      Will the magic pumpkin spice latte drank by the three hotties set to co-star in the high school Christmas play make them fall for her?

      Is love caused by the wish at the magic spring?

      Did Julian (the Jewels Cafe owner) lend a helping hand?

      It certainly seems suspicious that the three hot guys are suddenly all over Onyx when they’ve never really noticed her before.

      Come to the play on Christmas Eve and see what happens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Christmas Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Onyx

      

      

      

      Kakawww!

      I groan and cover my head with my pillow, willing to cling to my precious sleep but the wretched bird screams again.

      Kakawww!

      I stumble out of bed and look outside the window at the black feathered creature perched on the tree right outside.

      I named him Fred, since the asshole has been waking me up bright and early every morning since spring sprung.

      “Labor Day weekend has just gone, will you migrate already or hibernate or whatever birds do in the winter? I’d really like to sleep past six am.”

      He looks at me with his little, shiny beady eyes and utters another ‘kakawww’.

      “One of these days Fred, I’ll throw one of my shoes at ya.”

      I don’t know what kind of bird Fred is: he’s black and roughly the size of a magpie.

      Maybe a small crow?

      

      The ping of my phone distracts me from my conversation with Fred and I check the incoming text message.

      Joe: Meet me at Jewels Cafe in ten. We need to talk.

      I can’t stifle the automatic eye roll at my ex-boyfriend’s message: he already dumped me the day after Prom, so the ‘we need to talk’ doesn’t really have any effect on me, it’s not like he can dump me again, right?

      Joe and I are co-captains of the Debate Club at school and we started dating last year after homecoming.

      He was my first serious boyfriend and the first and so far only boy I’ve slept with.

      He’s smart and witty and popular at school but as boyfriends go, he was selfish and cheated on me with Brittany, a girl in the Debate Club.

      I make my way downstairs completely lost in my thoughts and I almost don’t see my parents as I walk past the living room.

      “Onyx can we talk to you, sweetie?”

      “Sure.”

      I normally would’ve thrown myself into my dad’s arms but our relationship has been rocky since he and Mom announced that they were getting a divorce last Christmas.

      I mean, who in their right mind splits up on Christmas Day?

      But things hadn’t been going well for a while in our household and I guess the writing had been on the wall for a few months.

      Apparently Dad had an affair with Mom’s boss: the owner of the Silver Springs Gazette.

      When she discovered that her boss had been fucking her husband, Mom took a baseball bat to the office and destroyed everything that was breakable in the tabloid premises.

      Obviously she was fired from her job and Sophie, her boss, dumped Dad too, saying that she couldn’t deal with his crazy ass wife.

      I mean seriously, I’ve always been a daddy’s girl, Mom and I are too similar and we clash more often than not but when I heard the news, I developed a new respect for my mom.

      I actually wish I could’ve been there to take a swing at the bitch’s computer screen too.

      Since the split, Mom has been writing freelance and waiting tables at the local diner–she was obviously sentenced to repay the thousands of dollars in damages that her little rampage had caused at the gazette–and Dad had moved into a studio apartment at the edge of town.

      No amount of groveling convinced Mom to take her cheating husband back and I’ve been resenting both of them for upsetting our seemingly perfect lives.

      Money has been a problem since then with a mortgage and a rent that now fall almost solely on Dad, and my parents’ little stunt has totally ruined Christmas for me: Bah fucking humbug!

      I can quote lots of different major and minor disasters that occurred on Christmas Day.

      From me getting chicken pox one year, to the flu another year, to Dad’s flight getting canceled because of a snowstorm two years ago and causing him to miss Christmas with us.

      Coincidentally Dad got stuck in Chicago and bumped into Mom’s boss.

      That was the beginning of their affair and the beginning of the end for my parents’ marriage.

      So I glare at my parents and fold my arms over my chest in a protective stance: like with Joe’s message before, what else can they do to ruin my life?

      And do you know when people say ‘rock bottom’?

      The next two events in my morning confirm my belief that there’s no such thing as rock bottom.

      Believe me, you can find new lows when you least expect it.

      “Onyx, we wanted to talk about Christmas ...”

      I resist rolling my eyes at them: here it goes, Christmas strikes again.

      “It’s September, can this wait? I was meeting someone before school and—”

      So if I was hoping that Dad was here to see me off to the first day of my senior year at Stone Hill High, I was sorely mistaken.

      Mom intervenes.

      “We wanted to tell you that this year money’s going to be very tight, so the scale we normally do things will be reduced by a lot. We know it isn’t fair on you but—”

      I sigh.

      “Mom, do you really think that I care about presents? I think it’s safe to say that after last year, I fucking hate Christmas.”

      I throw my most accusing glare at them: how could this be any different when last Christmas I woke up to them yelling at each other and to Mom aiming at Dad’s head with every plate, mug, and small appliance she had within reach.

      And again I don’t blame her: when she locked up the gazette office for the Christmas break, Mom couldn’t remember if she’d left a window open in the bathroom and after a few break-ins in the area, she went back to check a few hours later, when she couldn’t relax, plagued by the doubt.

      That’s when she walked into Dad and her boss.

      Dad didn’t come home that night but when he showed up at home on Christmas morning, Mom was waiting for him jacked up on coffee and having had time to plan his welcome home.

      So yeah, Christmas lost all its appeal when I saw Mom crying inconsolably on Christmas Eve and I had to witness my parents’ ugly row in the morning.

      It was so awful that I couldn’t even bring myself to open any of the presents under the tree, most of them are still sitting in a dark corner of my closet, still wrapped.

      My parents don’t seem to take any notice of my attitude and Mom continues:

      “The reason why money is gonna be super tight is that I’m pregnant. And the baby is due around Christmas Eve.”

      So I sit down, or more accurately my knees give in and I land on the couch, staring at my mom with my mouth wide open.

      Where do I even start?

      “But you don’t even look pregnant. How are you gonna have a baby in four months?”

      Mom is tall and willowy, with long blonde hair and the stunning looks of a runway model.

      I inherited my short stature and more generous curves from Dad’s side of the family,

      I also got my paternal grandmother’s red hair and green eyes.

      Mom sighs.

      “Even with you, Onyx, I didn’t start showing until very late in the pregnancy. Plus loose clothes hide a lot.”

      She lifts her flowing blue tunic to reveal a tiny baby bump in place of her normally flat stomach.

      I take a deep breath, I’m about to hyperventilate and I don’t wanna give Mom the satisfaction.

      “Who ... Who’s the father?”

      Mom started dating pretty much immediately after the split, to piss Dad off more than anything and there’s been a constant flow of guys picking her up for dates.

      “Please tell me it isn’t Dave!”

      Yeah, Dave was super obnoxious and sleazy looking.

      Dad clears his voice, throwing Mom a sideways glance and comes clean.

      “I’m the father, Onyx.”

      “How? I thought you guys were over? You know, the whole divorce thing? The whole being unable to be in the same room without yelling at each other and without Mom throwing shit at you, Dad?”

      Mom sits down next to me and looks at me guiltily:

      “Well, your father and I hooked up last April. Remember when you got dumped at Prom and you called us in tears and Dad spent the night here to support you? Well, we ... And I might have been dating but I haven’t met anyone I like enough to, you know …”

      Gross.

      Ok, not gross but am I the only one who finds the idea of my parents ‘doing it’ something that I’d rather not think about?

      “So, are you two getting back together?”

      They answer in unison:

      Dad:

      “Maybe.”

      Mom:

      “No!”

      Mom clarifies that their ‘one night stand’ was just a slip-up.

      “Onyx, I’m not saying that we hate each other. I still love your dad and we’ll always have you and your baby sister to tie us to one another but our marriage is over. The new baby doesn’t change what happened last Christmas.”

      “Whatever!”

      I seethe and walk away leaving my parents gaping at my back.

      I know they probably think that this is about having less presents at Christmas and that I’m being a brat but they don’t understand that I miss them, I miss my family.

      I miss snuggling on the couch with them to watch old movies, reading the gazette together on Sunday mornings at the breakfast table.

      And having Dad make me toaster strudels for breakfast as a good luck ritual on debate days.

      And I’m mad at them for bringing another child into this mess of a broken family because they couldn’t bother with protection.

      In the last twelve months, I’ve had to be the responsible adult in this family and how will I explain all this mess to my new sister when one day she’ll inevitably wonder why Mom has the strange habit of throwing things aiming at Dad’s head?

      I wasn’t already looking forward to Christmas but now I seriously dread it.

      
        
        Click here to read the rest today!
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        Thank you for taking the time to read my book!

      

        

      
        I am honored for taking part of this shared universe and I hope it is expanded in the near future.

        It was nice to write an alien romance on modern day Earth for a change.

      

        

      
        Please leave a review! Reviews are important for indie self-publishing authors and they help us grow.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ch graphic]
        

      

      
        
        Facebook Author Page: Jade Waltz

        Facebook Group: Jade Waltz Literary Alcove

        Email: authorjadewaltz@gmail.com
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        Amazon Profile: Jade Waltz

        Bookbub: Jade Waltz

        Goodreads: Jade Waltz
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