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      Lightning crashed.  Close. Too close. Cool blue light bathed the forest for a split second before blackness swallowed it up again. The fur on his face stood on end. Goosebumps crawled over his arm. He tried to make out a path forward, but he couldn’t see any kind of way through. He spun around, trying to find anything familiar, but of course there wasn’t anything. He’d never been outside the house, as far as he knew. He hadn’t been born there, but he also couldn’t remember a time before living there. Wind whipped the heavy rain so it battered him from all sides. Lightning struck a tree off to his left, and he jumped.

      “Please,” he whimpered as he used one of his long claws to carve a deep notch on one of the trees as he hurried forward. He’d been leaving nicks along his path, hoping they would be enough to lead him back to the house so he could save the others. Jenny’s screams still rang in his head. They had taken her to The Room. The one they did all their… experiments in. Her scream cut off abruptly, and they all knew what that meant.

      Thunder cracked and the sky lit up again. He pushed ahead through a copse of trees, and spilled out onto a road. He recoiled as light flooded the area. He crab-walked back into the trees, reaching up to scratch the bark even as he tried to hide himself.

      “Hello? Is someone out there?” a soft voice called out.

      He couldn’t let them get him. He had to get away, to get the others away from them.

      “Are you there? Are you hurt?” she asked. She moved further into the trees, stopping right in front of him.

      “No, stay away!” he shouted around the fangs. They’d done something to him, and now he was stuck like this. He couldn’t let her see him. It was A Rule. The most important Rule. No one could see them like this.

      She sat down on the ground in front of him. She smiled and held out her hand. “It’s all right. I can help,” she said quietly.  “What’s your name?”

      He shook his head. He couldn’t remember it. Mrs. Foote had only ever called him lion. Her helpers just called him kid. That’s what they called all of them. Some of the newer kids knew their names. The ones that were there before him didn’t. They couldn’t remember them. He used all their names, as often as he could, so no one else would forget.

      “That’s all right. We’ll give you a new one, okay?” She looked around and noticed the mark on the tree, following the line to another one a few yards back. “How about Nick for now? At least until you remember?”

      Something about her made him feel safe. Someone he could trust. He tentatively reached out and took her hand. It was warm, and somehow dry, even in this downpour. He watched as his claws receded, and he could feel his whiskers retreating.

      “How?” he sobbed, collapsing into her arms.

      “Shhh, little one. I have you. You’re safe now.”

      

      Nick cracked an eye open and stared at the wall. It was still dark out, but he wouldn’t be going back to sleep. Not after the nightmares plaguing him more and more lately. Besides, now that he was up he could go in early to work and pick up another shift before his scheduled route. With a groan, he swung his feet over the edge of the bed as he sat up and rubbed one hand over his face. His fingers came away wet. Crying in his sleep again. Not surprising, given his dreams. Memories. Nightmares. Whatever they were. He could still see their faces. They were so clear in his mind. Almost like a freeze-framed video.

      He walked to the kitchen on stiff legs. Yesterday’s dishes still sat in the sink, along with a stack of takeout containers. He knew he should clean it up, but he couldn’t be bothered. Besides, in his mood, he’d probably just throw everything out and buy new forks. Plastic ones, so he wouldn’t have to bother washing. It’s not like he was a chef or anything. He didn’t really care. Right now, all he cared about was aspirin. And caffeine. Caffeine was necessary. He powered on the coffee maker and got dressed while he waited for it to heat up. Then he filled his travel mug and headed in to work, only glancing at the wall in the corner of his living room.

      The ride to the distribution center was quiet. Sure, it was three o’clock in the morning, but still. No post-closing time drunks or after-party stragglers on the road. He parked at the back of the lot and went in.

      “Morning, Bill,” he called as he punched in.

      “Hey, Nick. I’d say you’re here early, but it’s not really for you, is it?”

      “Couldn’t sleep. Whatcha got today?”

      “Lot of offices downtown. Amazon sprees in the ‘burbs. Even the outskirts are heavy today.”

      Nick studied the zip code map Bill had up on the computer in front of him. “I’ll take these,” he said, pointing to the routes on the furthest edges of their territories.

      “You sure? They’ll take you all day.”

      “I don’t mind. Good for clearing the mind, you know?”

      “If you say so. At least I don’t have to worry about assigning them to Frank or Jesse. You know they’d bitch for days.”

      Nick laughed along with him, mostly because it was expected. He didn’t feel much like laughing today.

      “All right. We’ll get you loaded up while you go plot your route. We’re expecting one more truck this morning, and it’s got some packages for you. Not much you can do until it gets here.”

      Nick shrugged. “I’ll go help the guys first. Get it done quicker.” He clapped Bill on the shoulder and headed deeper into the warehouse.

      “I wish I had ten more of you,” Bill called as he walked away.

      “No, you don’t,” Nick muttered.

      After last night’s dream, he didn’t even feel like there should be one of him, let alone ten. He got busy getting ready for his day. The route he planned took him along all the smallest country roads he could find. He would be crisscrossing the northern part of the county, scouring every inch he could. Searching, searching, searching….

      He was exhausted by the time he got home. He’d managed to pick up two more routes that took him back over the western portions of the county he’d already been to. He sighed as he stripped out of his uniform, dropping his shirt on the floor as he headed to his command center in the corner of his living room.

      Maps of surrounding counties covered the walls. He’d drawn grids over them, and each grid was crossed off with a big, red ‘X’. Looking over the map on the table in front of him, he realized he’d have to move again soon. Try the next county. He sighed and marked off today’s grid and went over Tuesday’s again while he was at it.  Of course, he’d had no luck. Notes and photos were pinned to the wall next to some grids. Possibilities for him to check again later. Maybe he missed something. Maybe the house was shielded. Maybe….

      His phone pinged again, with another message from Mikey. Call me, bro. Got some big news. Nick shook his head and pushed it out of his mind for now. He loved his brothers, but he couldn’t bear for them to talk to him right now. Not with the dream so fresh in his mind. He stared at the wall, spacing out as he focused. He stared until spots formed in front of his eyes and he realized he’d dozed off, his exhaustion finally catching up with him.

      “Where are you?” he mumbled before crawling into bed, not bothering to turn out the light. He was out as soon as his head hit the pillow.

      He was dreaming again.

      At least he knew it this time.

      The screams had died down, leaving them all whimpering in each other’s arms. Mrs. Foote and her helpers finished with whatever experiment she’d done and had dumped Jenny in the room. Nick did what he could to comfort her. The wolves were gone, on some sort of mission to steal more kids or something. Mrs. Foote had complained about having more mouths to feed.

      One of the younger kids had cuddled up next to him. They did that a lot. Eager for some sort of comfort. He did what he could, even though it wasn’t much.

      “Look at me. Make sure you use their names, got it? But only in here. Don’t let them know it. They can’t take everything, as long as you keep your name.”

      The poor kid. He was so scared. And Jenny was fading fast. One or two more trips, that’s all she had left. Nick knew it. He’d seen it before, with the older ones who’d been stuck in the room with him before. He had to get out of there. He had to save them. The others were too young, and Jenny too weak. It was all up to him.

      Of course, he had been a kid, too. He just didn’t realize it at the time.

      In the dream, he could hear the rat-a-tat clacks of Mrs. Foote writing her weekly report on her ancient typewriter. He recalled something about how the magic messed with the electronics, especially after they’d done what they did to them. She couldn’t use a computer for a couple days afterward. The radio didn’t even work right most days. Everything crackled with static and echoed over the speakers.

      Nick wanted to get up, but he was still trapped in the dream-state. Memories choked him as he slept. Things he should remember when he woke up; things that might be important later. He tried to study the house, but all he saw were the dingy, dusty rooms they never left. Sheets yellowed with age, frayed on the edges, piled on the floor with cracked foam mattresses.

      “I don’t see anything in here,” he said as he took in his surroundings. Just then, the radio clicked on, that static that he couldn’t forget playing loudly, filling up his mind. “The radio,” he whispered. There was that spot, on the road. His radio played fine, and then all of a sudden, it cut out.

      Like he drove through a pocket in the world.

      “The radio,” he repeated, shouting it this time.

      Then the world started spinning. He tried to grab on to something, but there was nothing there. The walls disappeared, and the floor changed, the wood floating away, getting replaced with a map. He felt like he was on a globe, being spun as fast as it could. Then suddenly, it stopped. Both his stomach and his mind lurched. His eyes snapped open, wide awake now. He flew out of bed and ran to his desk. He leaned over looking at the map, trying to find that spot again. He was so close. He sniffled and wiped the back of his hand across his nose. It came away bloody. Not surprising, given the vertigo of the dream. A drop of blood fell and hit the map in front of him. Then everything stopped. He barely noticed his own breathing as he took in the bright red against the yellow and blue lines.

      There. Right fucking there.

      He grabbed his phone and keys and ran toward the door.  Maybe he could bribe Bill into letting him off today. He’d put in enough hours this month anyway. The extra shifts helped his finances, and furthered his quest, but the company certainly benefited. Maybe he’d tell him it was some kind of religious holiday. Not that he really practiced any kind of organized religion. Mama Thea told him about the goddesses, and he knew the myth of the Chosen One, but he didn’t really follow any of them. If there really were goddesses and champions, surely they would have saved them as kids. He remembered Mikey’s call from the night before, and not for the first time wished he could tell them about his mission. He couldn’t, though. His brothers didn’t know about the whole supernatural thing. It wasn’t his place to let the cat out of the bag, so to speak.

      “Cat. Rowr.” He laughed, feeling light for the first time in years. Giddy, even. After ten years of searching, he’d finally found it. “We’re almost there, Mama Thea. I know where the house is now,” Nick whispered as he rubbed his thumb over the charm she’d given him.

      It was the first thing she gave him. Well, after giving him a home, that is. The first personal thing that was his. It was a simple wooden disk with a lion carved on it. Nothing fancy, but priceless to him. It was powerful. At least it had been to his fourteen-year-old mind. It made him a part of their family. Just like Mikey’s pendant that he always wore on a cord around his neck, only his was special for him. Nick didn’t wear it anymore, but he did carry it around in his pocket most of the time. He needed the reminder that he was safe more than he cared to admit.

      The road took him about thirty miles out of town, to the very edge of the county. He’d been in the area a few times, had been over these same roads in his searches. Nothing but one-lane roads and abandoned barns. Another fifteen minutes and he’d be in the suburbs of the next town over.

      His dinosaur of a truck rumbled and shook over the deep ruts along the dirt road that circled around the property. He didn’t know how he missed it before, but there it was, looming in the distance. He stopped the truck and stared at it for a while. The outline was just visible in the moonlight. No lights were on in the house, but that wasn’t surprising. No one should be up at this hour, even if someone did still live in the house.

      How long he sat there, he didn’t know. There were so many memories attached to this place. Horrible memories. He wished he’d been able to confide in his brothers so he didn’t have to go in there alone. But he couldn’t. Thinking of Sawyer and Mikey gave him strength and courage. He was their big brother. They counted on him. Just as the other kids had. He wouldn’t let them down again. Finally, he opened the door and stepped out onto the gravel.

      “We found it, Mama Thea,” he rubbed at the charm again. It warmed up under his fingers. He held the keys in his fist, letting the charm dangle from his hand, his only company in the dim, predawn light as he began to creep forward, his boots crunching on the lumpy gravel drive.

      Even from a distance, he could tell no one was there. He just knew it. Hell, he’d known it for a long time now, ever since he took off the charm, really. It wasn’t just his imagination: it did have power, even if he didn’t really understand how or what or why. None of it. He’d never taken the time to ask the kinds of questions he should have, and then it was too late. The only person who had answers was gone.

      Mama Thea had tried to explain it to him when he turned eighteen. The charm muddled his memories of where he’d been, of what had happened here. It also shielded the black magic that still clung to him, keeping him hidden from anyone who might be looking for him. He had been so angry with her, couldn’t understand why she had arranged to keep it from him. It took a couple of weeks before he was ready to listen to her explanations. Only after he’d felt some kind of … shift around him that he couldn’t completely understand. The air around him was lighter, like he could breathe again.

      She assured him she had tried to get back to where she’d found him, but all of his marks were gone. The trees were somehow whole again. His path had been lost. She had enlisted the help of some witches she knew, but their seer could only sense dark forces at work. In the end, all she could do was try to protect him. The charm kept him safe from anyone who may be searching for him and from his own memories.

      He got it. Sort of. He’d been fourteen and angry at the world. Scared and out of the house of horrors for the first time in his life. He didn’t do well in school, beating himself up for every failure, to the point where he eventually just stopped going. Mama Thea tutored him as best as she could, but he’d been out of control. It made a sort of sense after he found out everything. Less than a month after their talk, he’d started searching. And now he was here, still trying to work up the courage to walk up those steps.

      He wanted to go inside the house. Needed to, actually. He needed to see it for himself. See if it lived up to the nightmares he still had. He took a deep breath to steel his nerves and took a step forward. Magic fluttered around him and he stopped walking, trying to interpret the strange feelings around him.

      Keep out.

      The warning only strengthened his resolve. He ignored it and moved forward again.

      Another warning buzz from the magic around him, and he realized what he was feeling. Wards. Someone was protecting the house. And that meant they knew he was there. This one was more than a warning. It stung and he clenched his fists and powered through.

      They weren’t going to stop him. Not now. Not when he was so close to finding answers. Nick bolted up the steps and barreled through the door, shoving it so hard it bounced off the wall and slammed shut behind him. He crashed into the open front room. There was no doubt about it. This was the house. He’d found it!

      “Hey! Anyone?” he shouted as he went room to room around the bottom floor. No one was there, and it was just as dusty as it was in his dreams. It was unnaturally quiet. Subconsciously, he could tell no one had lived there for years, maybe even a decade. There was even more dust than the last time he’d been there. There were dishes on the counter. Leftovers from the meager meals they’d been given had dissolved into dust on the plates. He wandered into Mrs. Foote’s office. He shivered as he walked through the door. It was one of the rooms they’d never been allowed in. The desk had been cleaned off, and the drawers emptied. A couple were left open, and one had been pulled out and left on the floor, as if whoever cleaned them out couldn’t be bothered to right them.

      He passed the door leading to the basement, but he couldn’t bring himself to even open it, let alone go down there. That was where…. Yeah, he couldn’t think about it. Not here. Not without reliving it.

      He rushed up the stairs, looking for answers that might tell him what had happened here, where everyone might have gone. Memories crashed over him as he stepped into the bedroom, forcing him to his knees. Bright lights flashed in his eyes and the faces of the other kids floated in his mind as he looked around. He could still smell them there. He remembered a joke Jenny had once told about Mrs. Foote, but he couldn’t bring himself to laugh about it. Tears spilled down his face as he reached out to the foam-rubber mattress on the floor. So many nights huddled together, trying their best to comfort each other.

      He’d have to wait until morning. The darkness kept him from finding any smaller clues. But he would find something to help him. Anything. He wouldn’t stop until he found them.

      He heard a noise from outside and ran back downstairs. His body crackled with tension and he glanced down. He had claws for hands and wanted nothing more than to use them. Instead, he held back, looking out the dirty window at the yard.

      A ring of fire had appeared between Nick and his truck, and two figures stepped out of it. The first was smaller, and kind of funny looking. He looked like he was wearing furry chaps and a helmet of all things. The other guy had Nick worried. He was huge, his eyes burned a fiery red, and his body was … steaming? His blond mohawk was combed back into a ponytail at the back of his head. The braids in his beard reminded Nick of a Viking.

      He turned around and braced himself, prepared to fight. He was ready for it. It was time.  He opened the front door, drawing the attention of the two new arrivals.

      “Who are you?” the giant Viking demanded. “What business do you have here?”

      Nick’s skin prickled, anger like he’d never felt before coursing through him. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you had anything to do with this!”

      The Viking’s eyes dimmed, the fiery red glow fading. “Do with this? Of course we did. What do you think we are?”

      “Then prepare to die,” Nick growled. He finally had one of the bastards in his hands, and he was ready to exact justice.
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      Jedrek rolled his shoulders, giving his head a shake to chase away the exhaustion creeping up on him. He couldn’t rest. Not yet. His pack, his family was still in danger and they were surrounded by strangers. No, he wouldn’t rest and neither would the rest of them. They would do their duty and serve both their goddess and alpha well.

      Solomon had gone to see the goddess, hoping to get some information for them on the newest attack. The Chosen One and his guardians had arrived, also injured from an attack. The amount of coordination involved scared Jedrek more than he cared to admit. He wasn’t alone.

      “I don’t understand,” Calli grumbled quietly beside him. They continued walking the perimeter, sticking close to the wards.

      “Nothing makes sense,” Jedrek added.

      “If the Chosen One has guardians, why can they not keep him safe?”

      Jedrek wondered the same thing. “There are forces at work here that are beyond our abilities.”

      Calli shivered. “First the aswangs, now this. When is Meshaq coming back? Or Solomon?”

      She knew he didn’t have the answer, so Jed didn’t bother pretending to know. He glanced over the gathered group once more, taking in all of the loners and outcasts. The Jerrick pack had been kind enough to open their home to them all. The young ones were all shaken, Ben especially.

      It was the safest place Jed knew of, outside of the Chosen One’s home. And yet, even that had been breached. The wards weren’t effective against whatever invisible opponent they faced. The air trembled around them and a portal opened. Every pack member prepared for the worst, but they settled moments later when Meshaq, Drew, and Solomon walked through together.

      Calli laughed and Jedrek couldn’t help smiling also. They had a stack of bakery boxes in their arms, and Drew had a very smug smile on his face. Their alpha’s mate had convinced Shaq and Solomon to get doughnuts. He had their entire pack wrapped around his fingers and he knew it. Luckily, he used his powers for baked goods and not evil.

      Jedrek and the rest of the pack gathered around. Solomon handed Calli the stack of boxes he held, only holding one back. Of course, he’d have to make sure he took care of Cody, who was still sleeping. The only good thing to come of all of this was that both their alpha and his second in command had found their mates. It shouldn’t have been possible, especially considering that Drew was an omega, and yet… they were the bright spots of hope in all of the fear and confusion. Before he could hear their explanation, though, the sigil on Jedrek’s arm began to burn.

      “Really? I don’t even get a doughnut?” Jedrek complained.

      “It’s the old farmhouse. Where we found the kids,” Sol said. “Another coincidence?”

      “Probably another hiker,” Calli said. She stuffed a jelly doughnut in her mouth and Jedrek scowled her way. Then he turned back to Solomon, confused as to how he knew the details of the sigil. Only Meshaq, their alpha, was able to know what challenges they might face during their mission. How was Solomon able to…?

      “Go, Jed. Let me know if you need me, okay?” Solomon added.

      An energy he’d only felt from Meshaq before rolled through him. Something had definitely happened while they were with the goddess.

      “Yes, alpha,” Jedrek said, finally understanding the change that had occurred during their absence.

      Solomon met his gaze and his eyes flared with the flames of their beasts. Jedrek’s flashed in return, before he turned and opened the portal, unable to delay any further. The goddess needed him to do something, and even though he wanted nothing more than to stay behind and find out what had happened, how their pack now had another alpha, he couldn’t wait.

      “Champion, wait.”

      Jedrek turned and found Cosmo by his side. “You’ll have to speak to the others. I have to go.”

      “I will accompany you.”

      Jedrek paused at the portal. “Not your job, Cosmo. Stay here and make merry with the others.”

      Cosmo scowled. “I heard Solomon say you were going to the old farmhouse. You shouldn’t go alone.”

      Before he could stop him, Cosmo skipped through the portal. Jedrek growled and followed him.

      “Cosmo,” Jedrek protested. “Get back.”

      “Whatever is happening is not over. We cannot risk losing any of our champions. You need someone to have your back.”

      Jedrek took a moment to really look at Cosmo. He still held an arm across his stomach, even though he didn’t have to hold his guts in anymore. There was a fresh, pink stripe across his lower abdomen, just above his furry hipline. But his jaw was set in a stubborn jut. And he could handle himself. That move he put on the aswang, spearing it with a horn and flipping it over? Bad. Ass.

      “Are you even healed?”

      “Ready enough for whatever battle lies ahead of us.”

      “You do realize my goddess would never send me alone if backup were required.”

      Cosmo huffed and looked around the clearing.

      “Seriously, Cosmo, go back to the others. It’s fine.”

      “The children still have nightmares about this place, ten years later,” Cosmo said quietly. “Ollie confessed his secret to me not long ago.”

      It didn’t surprise him. The things they’d learned about this place after they rescued the Jerrick kids were horrifying. Add to it the fact that they’d never found the magic users responsible, and he couldn’t blame the kids for continuing to fear the place.

      Jedrek groaned while taking a glance around. A beat up old truck sat in the driveway, and his senses told him someone was inside the house. Probably looking for a vintage bathtub to steal or something equally idiotic. He caught movement in the front window, and then the door burst open, flying off its hinges and laying on the floor in a cloud of dust and splintered wood. A man stood in the doorway, his breath heaving. Something about him seemed familiar, but not. Jedrek’s senses were confused, which rarely happened. The man was some sort of shifter, though, and it immediately put Jedrek on alert.

      “Who are you?” Jedrek demanded. “What business do you have here?”

      The man partially shifted, and he seemed barely in control.

      “I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you had anything to do with this!”

      Did this idiot think the hellhounds weren’t responsible for the wards on this place? Could he not feel their presence?

      “Do with this? Of course we did. What do you think we are?”

      “Then prepare to die.”

      It actually took Jedrek a second to process. His exhaustion had clearly given him some sort of brain fog, because this guy had not just threatened to—

      “Malfeasant!” Cosmo shrieked as he charged toward the man, driving him to the ground in an impressive move. He really needed to remember to tell Shaq about Cosmo’s skill in battle. He wondered if his alpha— his other alpha now that he had two— would think about it.

      The grass in the yard was severely overgrown and shielded most of them from Jedrek’s view, but he could see Cosmo’s horns when he bobbed his head up and down as he tried his best to whale on the guy. Jedrek sighed and squashed the urge to send Cosmo off to the top of some mountain in the middle of nowhere.

      “Okay, killer. Bring it in,” Jedrek said as he grabbed Cosmo by the horns to pull him off the man.

      “We must kill the interloper!” Cosmo squawked as he squirmed in Jedrek’s hands, continuing to kick and scream in some grandiose plan to exact retribution on the trespasser.

      “Cosmo. Enough,” Jedrek grunted when one of flailing hooves smacked him in the leg.

      The stranger smelled like some kind of shifter, but it was off, like the magic that surrounded the notwolves they tangled with at this very house. Jedrek had never smelled anything like it, and hadn’t since. Hadn’t felt anything like it either. But this was different. And … enticing? Jedrek shook his head. Where the fuck did that thought come from?

      He took a moment to consider him. Judging by his long legs and arms, he’d be nearly as tall as him when he stood. His longish hair spread out wildly around his head like some kind of mane.  Honestly, he was beautiful. Jedrek wanted. That was what threw him the most. He’d never felt the ache he felt now. The need to just pull someone close and shut the world away for a while. But the faun wriggling in his grip reminded him of the task at hand. Interrogate now, process it later.

      Jedrek pulled himself to his full height and allowed his eyes to burn bright. His skin heated up in the early morning sun as the power of the goddess flowed through him. “Who are you?” Jedrek demanded. “What business do you have here?”

      “Get out of my way,” the shifter snapped as he defiantly pushed himself up on his knees. Something was definitely wrong with this guy. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you had anything to do with this!”

      The crazy beautiful stranger was clearly insane along with his more obvious physical problems. “You need to get out of here. This place is none of your concern,” Jedrek snarled.

      He only had time to toss Cosmo aside before the shifter sprung, swiping at him with his claws. He wasn’t steady on his feet, and something was very wrong with his change. He seemed stuck, trapped in an inbetween. Half man, half lion, but neither side of him fully in control. Jedrek had no idea what to do, but he managed to get a grip around the shifter’s neck.

      “Get him Jedrek! He hurt Henry and the others!” Cosmo’s cheer enraged the shifter further, and he swiped at Jedrek with his claws.

      “Cosmo—”

      But Cosmo wasn’t in any mood to listen.

      “That does it.” Cosmo stamped his feet and huffed loudly as he geared up to attack the man again. Jedrek let him get two steps in before he opened a portal between them and Cosmo ran into it, sending him back to the Jerrick’s place. Hopefully he wouldn’t take out any tents as he ran through the clearing or trample any of the refugees. Of course, his distraction meant that the shifter managed to jerk free. The man roared in his face before running back into the house.  Jedrek could just make out what he was saying.

      “I have to save them. It’s been too long. I need to help them,” he kept repeating as he smashed into the door full-force, splintering it as it slammed open.

      This…creature…had fought him. Bravely, if stupidly. Jedrek stood there, half-shifted, in all his fiery hellhound glory, and this sort of half-shifter, who smelled amazing, was not stepping down. He had roared back at him, of all things. Jedrek had never seen that. Usually when a hellhound showed up, the person knew they were in deep shit. Most times, there were tears. Groveling was normally involved, along with a lot of snot and pissing of pants. Either that, or he was faced with an evil he had to immediately put down or deliver to the gates for the goddess to pass judgment.

      This. This was something else. Something different. And the shifter had turned his back on Jedrek, not to run away. But to run back into the house of horrors. It took Jedrek a moment longer to make the only connection he had left: he must have lived there, as a child. Or, more accurately, he’d been kept there, having his magic tampered with, just like the others. No wonder he smelled faintly of the bad magic they’d found ten years ago. It must have clung to him, preventing his full shift, and marking him with dark witchcraft. That was the familiar smell. He’d been surrounded by it for so long, from Ben and the others, that he hadn’t made the connection. But this shifter had another layer of magic on him as well. Who was he, and where had he come from?

      Ben had told them about others, kids who lived there before, ones that hadn’t made it. Only this one got away. Somehow, he managed to get out of the nightmarish house and survive. Jedrek didn’t understand how that was possible. How had he stayed hidden for so long? Meshaq had an entire network of shifters and magic users scouring the world for any traces of the sorcery they’d encountered, yet this shifter came to them, stumbling across their wards on his own.

      He let the shifter go on ahead. He could hear him running from room to room, shouting as he went. No one answered, and he was becoming more frantic as he pounded up the stairs. They’d all been gone for more than ten years, but there was no way this shifter could have known that. He couldn’t imagine what he must be going through, being back here. Willingly going into that nightmare factory, even after so many years, couldn’t be easy. Yet, he didn’t give it a second thought before he crashed through the door.

      He considered calling in reinforcements, but decided against it. If this man really was who Jedrek thought he might be, the roller coaster of emotions could trigger an all-out war. As it was, he was probably in for a fight on his own. The sobs he heard from the house tugged at his heart and took him back to those early days after they’d rescued Ben, Henry, and the others. They’d been broken, too, but Sam and Vaughn had carefully helped them come to terms with their past and build a future as a family.

      This man clearly hadn’t had that opportunity. But it didn’t mean Jedrek could just let him go on a tear through the house. They kept the wards around the place for a reason.

      “No time like the present,” Jedrek mumbled to himself as he decided it was time to intervene. He made sure to make noise as he climbed the stairs and stepped up onto the porch. Sneaking up on a shifter in distress was idiotic, even if he was pretty sure he could take him. He carefully stepped over the remnants of the door and quickly surveyed the damage. He only made it two steps before he had a partially shifted— lion? Jedrek wasn’t sure. The guy’s magic was really screwed up—flying at him, claws out and ready for battle. He blocked the swipe and caught him in mid-air before shoving him against the wall.

      “Where is he?” the shifter shouted frantically.

      “Who?”

      “You know who! Where is he?”  He thrashed in Jedrek’s arms, fighting back almost hard enough to dislodge himself until Jedrek had to set him back on the floor or risk seriously harming him. “Where are they? What did you do to them?”

      “Now just hold on. I think we need to talk.” Jedrek held his hands up in front of himself to try to placate him.

      “Why? So I can listen to your lies? I’m not listening anymore.” His words were slightly slurred because of the fangs. He pounced again, obviously intending to slash Jedrek’s throat, leaving Jedrek no choice but to defend himself.

      “Sorry,” Jedrek whispered as he slammed his fist into the side of the shifter’s head. He went down like a ton of bricks.  This close, Jedrek could tell he was definitely a lion shifter, and a powerful one at that, but his shift was definitely fucked up in a major way. The power coming from the guy was immense, though. Probably an alpha, which just made him that much more dangerous if he was out of control.

      He checked the lion’s pockets and found his wallet. Nick Smith, the ID said. “Nice to meet you, Nick.” The address was about forty-five minutes away. “Goddess, kid. Who the hell are you?”

      He debated taking the truck, but he opened a portal instead, aiming for the apartment. He wanted to get him as comfortable as he could as quickly as possible. Anyone who’d been through what happened at this house deserved his respect.

      He picked Nick up and carried him bridal style and stepped through the portal into a darkened one-room apartment. He quickly laid Nick on the bed. Then he checked the freezer for ice but only found a bag of corn and a tub of cherry ice cream. He grabbed the corn and went back to the bed. It would be better than nothing. Anything to help keep the swelling down. He didn’t mean to hit him quite so hard, but between the threat Nick posed and his momentum as he flew toward him, he hit him harder than he planned to. He laid the corn across Nick’s forehead and left him to rest. While he waited, he took a look around. There wasn’t a lot to it. One-room studio apartments didn’t lend themselves to privacy. Living area, kitchen with a square card table standing off to one side, and a bedroom nook.

      The living area was set up more like a command center than for any kind of comfortable entertaining. Maps and charts lined the walls, and two folding tables were pushed up against each other, covered with more maps. There was a drop of blood on the map on the table, marking the spot where they had just been.

      “Goddess,” Jedrek mumbled. He glanced at the notes pinned to the wall, stopping at an old newspaper clipping. The headline told of a car accident taking two lives. He perused the article, stopping and gasping at the words. The couple had been survived by their three children: Nick, Michael, and Sawyer Smith. He took a step back and stared at Nick where he lay unconscious across the room.

      He was the Chosen One’s brother?

      Jedrek turned back to the wall, taking in the years of notes and the meticulous method Nick had used to search. It was impressive, even more so that he’d actually found the place at all. They’d kept it locked down so tightly that only a magic user should have been able to pick up on it. They couldn’t really prevent the random hiker from showing up, but they had been able to make it nearly impossible to find the house unless someone knew what they were searching for.

      Of course, as the Chosen One’s brother, it didn’t really surprise Jedrek that Nick had been able to find the house. It opened up a whole other realm of questions, though. Jedrek would definitely have to get some answers from Nick the moment he woke up.

      Jedrek couldn’t help but smirk at his next thought, though. Cosmo was going to shit bricks when he figured out just who it was he’d tried to kill, and Jedrek couldn’t wait to see his reaction. It would have to wait, because Nick was starting to wake up.
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      A throbbing ache woke Nick and he debated the wisdom of opening his eyes. But then something cool dripped on his face. He sure as shit didn’t put it there. He felt like he’d been run over by a Mack truck. Had he finished his shift? Goddess, it hurt to think.

      Wait. He’d been…

      He sat up quickly, immediately regretting it, and a bag of frozen corn fell onto his lap. His head spun and his stomach lurched, but he managed to force it down. He groaned as he recognized where he was. His own bed. Had it all been one of his infamous nightmares? No, it couldn’t have been.

      “No. No, no, no. What am I doing here? I need to save them.” He stood up and stumbled toward the door.

      “Nick. Stop.”

      The Viking from the house was there. In his place. It had been real. It had been real. He’d finally found it. But they were back at his apartment? His head throbbed and he resisted the urge to put the corn back onto it. He had no idea what had happened or how he’d managed to get back home.

      “What the hell?”

      “Close,” the Viking said, smirking. His eyes glowed orange, and Nick took a step back. “Please, sit down. We need to talk.”

      Nick gulped and nodded as he sat back down on the bed. It wasn’t like he had that much furniture anyway, and this…whatever he was stood between him and the only chair in the room. “You, uh. You know my name.”

      “Yes. Sorry. I found your identification in your wallet. My name is Jedrek.” He held a hand over his chest and gave his head a slight bob as he introduced himself.

      Memories came back. He’d gone through the house. He’d attacked this guy. He’d…

      “You knocked me out.”

      “Yes. You seemed intent on destroying me, and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      He’d been out of his mind, and yeah, he’d pretty much wanted to do some damage to this guy and the little furry one, who was nowhere to be seen. His nerves were shot, something crawling beneath his skin demanding he defend himself. Get answers. Find the others.

      “Sorry, but I need to move.” Nick stood on wobbly legs and started to pace around the room. Too much had happened, and he needed to work it out in his mind. In all the years of searching, he’d never imagined what he’d actually do when he found the house. He’d definitely never imagined finding a giant of a man with flaming eyes who, on second thought, seemed to be keeping an eye on the place. Which reminded him. “How did we get here? We were there.” He shivered as he said it. He glanced out the window and noticed it was light out, but he had no clue what time it was. Last he remembered they were in the dim hours of pre-dawn. How long ago was that?

      “I brought you back here when you passed out.”

      “When you knocked the shit out of me, you mean.”

      Jedrek shrugged at his response. “What were you doing there?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      They stared at each other, each waiting for the other to offer up an explanation. Nick would be damned if he caved first. He had no clue who this guy was, or if he could be trusted.

      Jedrek uncrossed his arms and waved one toward Nick’s research wall. “I need an explanation.”

      And he clearly wasn’t going to tell Nick a thing until he got one. Nick clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to go into attack mode again. For the first time in a decade, he had someone with information. He couldn’t lose this chance because he had a sneaking suspicion he wouldn’t get another one. Nick sighed. “Fine. I’ve been looking for that house for a while.”

      “How long?”

      “Does it matter? No one was there anyway.”

      “I know,” Jedrek replied.

      “How did you know? Did you kill them?” Nick’s lip curled in a snarl, his out of control emotions getting the best of him once again.

      “No,” Jedrek said quietly. “We would never hurt cubs. No matter what. We saved them.”

      It took a second for Jedrek’s words to sink in, but when they did, Nick’s legs went weak. “Saved? When? Who?”

      “It was around ten years ago now,” Jedrek replied gently.

      Nick’s legs did buckle under the implications, and he landed hard on his knees. “Ten years… the whole time… they were already… the whole fucking time.”

      He shook his head and stared at the floor. He jumped when he felt a hand on his shoulder after a moment. Jedrek had moved across the room without making a sound.

      “I’m sorry,” Jedrek said. “I can tell you have been searching for a long time.”

      “How?” Nick rumbled, his mind filling with questions.

      “The little one managed to get away and find help. They have lived with an alpha we trust since then.”

      “Little one? How many were there?”

      “There were six when we found them.”

      “Six. Holy shit. If I had only…”

      He couldn’t finish the thought. His emotions were choking him and robbing him of his words. The hand on his shoulder squeezed tighter.

      “How long were you there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “Okay. How long ago was it?”

      “Fourteen years,” Nick whispered. The tears he’d been holding at bay finally started falling freely.

      “Oh, Goddess,” Jedrek murmured.

      “My memories were blocked for a long time.” He reached into his pocket and tugged free his keys. “This… it kept them from me.”

      Jedrek glanced at the charm and his eyes widened before he turned back to look at Nick.

      “What is it?” Jedrek asked.

      “I don’t know,” Nick confessed. “It muted the memories for so long. Protected me from…what, I don’t know. Until Mama told me it was time to take it off. Mikey has one too.”

      “Do you know where she got them?”

      Nick shook his head. “A friend of hers made them. I was so angry at the time. If I had been able to get back there, I might have been able to help.”

      “I don’t think it would have worked out that way. They would have been after you. You, getting away, that would have been disastrous for their plans. It protected you. That charm, it must have been blessed. By the mother goddess herself. And she blessed you with it. That charm is the proof of it.”

      The charm warmed again, the second time it had done it. Nick held it tightly and wished he had more answers.

      Jedrek gave his shoulder another squeeze, and Nick was oddly comforted by the gesture. He felt the same unfamiliar urge from earlier, and his hands began to transform.

      “What’s wrong with me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I haven’t… the charm, I think it kept me from shifting, too. I haven’t shifted since… that night. The night I got away.”

      Jedrek made a weird grunting sound and his thumb began to stroke over Nick’s collar bone. He wanted to turn his neck to the side, allow more room, but the urge seemed wrong, somehow. He grit his teeth instead and focused on other details.

      “It’s been a weird night. I felt the first ward, but it took me a minute to figure out what it was. The second one kind of pulled at my lion.” He chuckled. “It felt so damn weird. It’s been so long.”

      “Wait a minute. Second ward? And it pulled your lion out?”

      “Yeah. You mean you didn’t know about it?”

      Jedrek shook his head. “No. We only placed an outer ward to notify us of trespassers. I don’t know of any other wards on the place. Did it do anything else?”

      “Not that I can remember. I stopped in front of the house, and then when I took a step forward, something pulled at me. Next thing I knew, I had claws again and my senses were out of sorts. A few more steps, and I felt another tingling.”

      “You never shifted. In fourteen years.”

      “No,” Nick snarled. He pulled away, suddenly annoyed by the interrogation. He pushed to his feet and went into the kitchen, but he was only frustrated by the mess and the smell of old food. He snarled again, but this time it came out lower, more gravely. More like a lion. “Not all the way. I was stuck in a half-kind of shift for years before Mama Thea found me, but she helped me shift back. Then, nothing. Not until tonight.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jedrek said gently. “I’m just trying to get as much information as possible. We would never have placed any wards to force a shift.”

      “We?” Nick asked. His voice still low and not his own. His skin itched and he started to scratch his arm before remembering that his hands were clawed.

      Jedrek’s eyes changed again, the same flames from earlier reappearing and the itch eased, fading into the background. “How much do you know of our world?”

      Nick shrugged. Not enough, that was for sure. But he didn’t want to confess his ignorance. He wished, not for the first time, that he’d insisted Mama Thea tell him what she knew instead of sticking his head in the sand and pretending it all wasn’t real.

      “I am a hellhound. My pack and I are tasked with protecting the human realm and defending the secrets of the supernatural world. We are the champions of the fire goddess.”

      Nick was almost one hundred percent sure he was blinking like an idiot, but what did you say to a guy saying he works for a goddess. Not much, that’s what you say. “Okay?”

      Jedrek sighed. “I know. I have a lot to explain to you, but I need to make sure you’re in control of your shift.”

      “I don’t think I am,” Nick said. His voice felt growly again, lower than it should be. He instinctively tightened his hold on his charm once more, and it warmed beneath his touch.

      “Can you try to shift?”

      “I don’t know.” Truth was, Nick was scared to try. It had been so long, he’d learned to live without it. He didn’t even know how he managed to shift back to human at the house.

      “Could you try it? I’d like to check your form, make sure there are no lingering effects.”

      “Lingering affects? Like what?”

      “Traces of magic, or mutations—”

      “Mutations? You think they Frankenshifted me?” Nick was trying really hard not to panic.

      “No. That’s not it.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. “That’s exactly it, isn’t it? They’ve done it before, haven’t they?”

      “Calm down,” Jedrek said. “We don’t know what they may or may not have done. The others, they could still shift, but they don’t have partial shifts like you do. It’s okay if you can’t, Nick. We’ll see what we can do to help you.”

      “Fuck. Okay. I’ll try.”

      Honestly, Nick kind of wanted to shift again, just to feel it. He’d felt so powerful when he’d been partially shifted earlier, like nothing could stop him. But he didn’t know if he could, and he didn’t want to make a fool of himself in front of Jedrek. Or anyone. He’d like to be alone to fail at the one thing that should be instinctual to him.

      “Give me a second,” Nick added.

      “Um…”

      Nick looked up. “What?”

      “You should probably take your clothes off first.”

      Nick could feel himself blushing. He had nothing to be ashamed of, body-wise, but his ignorance had always been a sore spot for him. He hated not knowing things, even though he struggled with learning and had ever since he’d left the house having no education at all.

      But Jedrek wasn’t looking at him like he was stupid. He looked like he understood, somehow, that Nick was out of practice. That he’d forgotten more than he ever knew about how to be a lion.

      He moved to the center of the room and stripped off his clothes before closing his eyes. He took a couple of breaths to center himself, and then pictured himself as a lion. He conjured up every image of lions he could think of. It took a few minutes, but he finally felt that tingle again. His skin crawled and his muscles shifted. The bones realigned themselves, and then he was a lion. Simple as that. He shook out his mane and then turned to look at Jedrek.

      Jedrek looked impressed. A flutter of pride moved through Nick and he shook his mane once more before striding forward. His feet didn’t feel like his own. His legs trembled and he wasn’t quite sure how to move on four legs instead of two. But he moved forward and bumped his head against Jedrek’s side.

      “Wow,” Jedrek whispered. “You’re breathtaking.”

      Nick bumped his head against Jedrek again, wanting him down, lower to the ground. He wanted to scent him, to cover him. He pushed harder, but Jedrek grabbed a handful of his mane and pulled his head up. His eyes flared, flames engulfing them.

      “Control yourself.”

      Nick snarled and bumped him once more. He was the predator here, not this man. He was in control. He was stronger, more powerful. A hunter. He pushed against the man once more then reared up on this hind legs to use his front paws to batter at him.

      The man was strong. He didn’t go down. Nick snarled and it turned into a displeased roar. He demanded submission and this man would give it to him.

      “Nick!”

      The man gave him a shove, and Nick fell back. He rolled away before clumsily trying to regain his feet. He turned and prepared to roar once more, but the man was gone. And in his place stood a large, black beast with flames for eyes. It roared at him and Nick trembled, for once uncertain. He was the predator. Wasn’t he?

      He blinked and human thoughts began to come back. A rumbling whine escaped his throat and he sat down. The beast huffed and a puff of steam escaped his lips. A moment later, he was human again. Nick grumbled, but it came out as another displeased roar.

      “You’re going to be a giant pain in my ass, aren’t you?” Jedrek said. “You’ve got to get yourself under control, Nick. Fight for it. Think. Use your human side.”

      He didn’t want to. He liked this version of himself. His senses were telling him everything he needed to know. He didn’t need to think of anything else. He wanted. And he was hungry. And he needed to piss. And he was hungry. Nick snarled, demanding his needs be met. He wanted, and this human would get what he wanted for him.

      But he wasn’t human. He was something else. Something strong and powerful on his own. But Nick wanted.

      Nick snarled again, his frustration building.

      “Come on, Nick. Think.”
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      Under normal circumstances, Jedrek would have a completely different reaction to a shifter challenging his authority the way Nick currently was. But he’d also seen how difficult the shift was for him, and knowing that he’d not shifted in so many years made Jedrek more forgiving than he would be otherwise.

      “Come on, Nick.”

      Behind the lion’s eyes, a predator stared back at Jedrek waiting for the moment to pounce and judging his worthiness as a competitor. Jedrek had been a hellhound for a lot of years, and he knew when he was being sized up. Nick wanted to take him down and prove his dominance.

      And Jedrek had exactly zero plans for letting that happen.

      He’d at least gotten Nick to back away a little, but the danger was still there. Jedrek had taken down bigger, more experienced shifters before, even a few with alpha blood flowing through their veins like Nick clearly had. He could feel the power rolling off of him, pent up for way too long to be safe. Jedrek wanted to get him back in control, mostly because he really needed to let Nick know that his brothers were hurt. But he had to get him stabilized first. No way was he planning to take him to the compound in this state. He had no control over his shift, and that meant he wasn’t going anywhere near the others.

      “Nick, I need you to shift back now. Come on. Show me you can do it.”

      The lion snarled, baring his teeth at Jedrek. He didn’t pounce, though, but Jedrek could see the plan forming behind his eyes. Then he spotted the charm on the floor by Nick’s clothes. Nick’s muscles flexed and Jedrek leapt, diving to the side and scooping up the charm at the same moment he was hit by several hundred pounds of lion. He rolled, using his experience and training to regain the upper hand before pressing the charm into Nick’s fur.

      He didn’t expect the burning. He really didn’t expect the damn thing to explode in his hand. Nick yowled in pain and Jedrek couldn’t help his own hiss. Both of them were marked, and Jedrek’s hand was red and mottled where the charm had singed him. But the move had served its purpose: after a moment, clarity returned to Nick’s eyes.

      “You back with me?”

      Another snarl, but this one more human sounding, as if Nick wanted an explanation for what was going on. Jedrek wished he had one as well. He’d had to curb his reactions when listening to Nick’s story. He wanted to hunt down the magic users responsible and bring them to the goddess for judgment. But he’d wanted the same thing for over a decade with no results. It was the only time in his pack’s existence that they’d failed. The magic users who’d hurt these cubs— and who knew how many more— had disappeared.

      Nick made another noise, this one curious. He wanted to know what Jedrek was thinking. Instead of answering, he ran his hand over Nick’s mane and met his warm brown eyes. “You ready to shift back yet?”

      Another rumbling sound but then Nick moved and knocked Jedrek backward once more. Before he could protest, Nick plopped down on top of him and thumped his large head down on Jedrek’s chest.

      “You’re really not a house cat, you know?”

      Nick didn’t seem to care. Jedrek couldn’t imagine how his instincts must be reacting to the presence of a hellhound. But somehow, Nick must have figured out that Jedrek really wasn’t out to hurt him. And that… that was pretty spectacular, considering the circumstances. Of course, if anyone in his pack saw him in his current predicament, he’d never live it down.

      He gave in and ran his hand over Nick’s mane once more, settling in for what amounted to a cuddling session with a full grown lion. Nick’s size rivaled Jedrek’s hellhound form, barely a head shorter overall. His body held tightly-controlled power and his mane framed his expressive face. Human thought had begun to creep back into his eyes, but the lion side of Nick was still very much in control. The beast was so proud that he’d managed to get Jedrek under his control.

      And Jedrek let him have the moment of pride. They both knew deep down that Jedrek could reverse the situation in a moment. Nick butted his head against Jedrek’s hand and flicked an ear.

      “Oh, you want me to pet you now, huh?”

      Teeth bared.

      “Don’t get snarly with me. And move your arm. You’re going to dislocate a rib. You weigh a ton.”

      Snarl.

      “You want me to move?”

      Nick grumbled but moved slightly to the side, taking some of his weight from Jedrek’s chest.

      “That’s better.”

      Jedrek took a chance and ran his hand over Nick’s side. The muscles twitched under his hand, but he didn’t move away or make another angry snarl.

      “It’s okay, Nick,” Jedrek said softly. “It can be an adjustment.”

      Nick snorted and he gave Jedrek a look that clearly said he was a master of the obvious.

      Jedrek grinned. “That first shift is a doozy. But you’re doing great. You just need to think about being human again. The lion’s a bit possessive, right? He’s in charge right now, but you’re in charge, too. It’s a partnership. I need you to be human again, though. So let him know it’s okay, and that you won’t have to wait so long to shift again. I can help with that.”

      Jedrek could see the understanding in the lion’s eyes, so he knew Nick could hear him, but it didn’t seem to be making a difference. Nick wasn’t making an effort to shift back at all, but at least he seemed to be processing the request. Human emotions were in the lion’s eyes as well. Fear, confusion, anger, all blurring together. And even a little happiness, probably at being back in his fully shifted form. His instincts had to be battering at him.

      “Just relax and breathe,” Jedrek said quietly. “Think about being yourself, and you’ll change back.” Nick whined and Jedrek chuckled. “Yeah, I get it. You want to stay this way. It’s tempting, but you’ve unlocked it now, Nick. You’ll be able to shift again. I’ll help you. And if I can’t, I know a ton of people who can. But now I need you to deal with this and shift back. We’ve got some stuff to talk about and I need to actually hear you and not interpret your growls and snarls.”

      Nick huffed and pushed himself up. He tottered around on his four paws and tried to get his balance. He staggered a bit and tripped over his own feet before he got the hang of it. Then his tail swished and knocked a glass of the table. The clatter startled him and he let out a roar that would probably scare every neighbor in a five block radius. But there wasn’t anyone around. Jedrek had already listened to make sure there weren’t any unsuspecting humans who would be initiated into their world if they saw or heard something suspicious. He was, first and foremost, a hellhound, and Jedrek knew his duty to the secret well.

      Jedrek couldn’t help but grin at Nick’s raised hair hissing at the broken glass though.  Of course, Nick noticed and turned to snarl at him. Jedrek shook his head and held his hands up in surrender. “It’s okay, man.” Nick advanced on him, backing him into the counter, growling lowly the whole time. “Seriously, dude. We’re cool.”

      But the broken glass had been worse for Nick’s control than Jedrek realized. The growling grew more insistent, demanding submission once more, and Jedrek’s hackles couldn’t help but rise at the challenge. When Nick lowered to the ground like he was planning on pouncing, Jedrek didn’t stop the shift from taking over. His hellhound form was huge, standing tall over Nick. He huffed at the lion when he came close.

      Nick didn’t try to attack, thank goddess, but he didn’t exactly back down from the provocation. He lowered his head and nudged Nick’s shoulder and was impressed when Nick didn’t even budge. Instead, he shoved back, and Jedrek was forced to step back to rebalance himself.

      Everything was so much simpler in his hellhound form. Some things were sharper—sight, smell, hearing. Colors were muted, and tinted orange by the flare of his eyes. But even as an animal, he was still himself, able to understand at least the basics of most things happening around him, but the emotions were dulled. Or limited, maybe. Simple, basic emotions—fear, safety, happiness, those things came through. But there was no room for jealousy, shame, and doubt.

      Most importantly for Nick, animals didn’t carry the kind of overwhelming confusion that had been crushing him even a few minutes earlier. He circled around Nick, and Nick’s scent hit Jedrek hard. Something about him made Jedrek want to rub against him and transfer his own scent deep into Nick’s fur. He gave in to his instincts and rubbed his side against Nick’s again.

      Nick curled a lip in a silent warning, but he let out a little purr as he brushed his face into Jedrek’s shoulder. He let out a little yip when he felt Nick’s jaws gently close on the side of his neck. The moment was intense. He’d never let anyone near his neck, yet he couldn’t think of anything he wanted more in that moment.

      Before he could follow that thought any further, he heard the tell-tale crackling in the air that signaled the arrival of one of his kind. A moment later, Solomon stepped through a portal and into the small apartment. Jedrek had a second to register the shock on Sol’s face before he shifted back into his human shape, hurrying to form an explanation for his new alpha.

      “Sol—”

      But Solomon wasn’t there for an explanation.

      “We’ll talk about this later. I’m looking for Sawyer’s brother, Nick.”

      Jedrek glanced at the lion snarling in annoyance at his side. He grabbed Nick by the mane once more, hoping he understood that Solomon was not to be challenged.

      Of course, it wasn’t going to work out that way. Nick roared, and Jedrek winced.

      “Shit,” Jedrek grumbled as Solomon turned his flaming stare onto the lion. Within seconds, Solomon transformed into his hellhound form, and then he let out a roar of his own. Jedrek dropped to his knees and bared his neck. And that didn’t impress Nick either. He fought the powerful urge, teeth bared and the hair of his mane standing on end. But in the end, the power of the alpha hellhound couldn’t be denied.

      Nick lowered his head and leaned heavily against Jedrek’s side. Solomon waited for a long tense moment, breathing heavily and letting his power continue to flow through the room. When he finally changed back into his human form, he sent a stern glare Jedrek’s way.

      “Sol, meet Nick. Nick, this is my alpha, Solomon.”

      “This is the Chosen One’s brother?”

      “Yes. We have a lot to talk about.”

      “Yes,” Solomon agreed, and the look he shot Jedrek’s way sent another shiver down his spine. “But right now, we need to get Nick to the Jerricks’. Henry asked me to find Sawyer’s brother and tell him about the incident.”

      “I was going to get to that. I was just getting more information before I told him his brothers were hurt.”

      And those, apparently, were the magic words. Nick made another disgruntled sound, but a moment later, he was back in his human form, trembling and shaking on the ground, but a more determined look in his eyes than Jedrek had even seen when he was fighting him back at the magic house.

      “Hurt? What do you mean hurt? Who was hurt? How? How were they hurt? Where are they?” a very human Nick demanded. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” Nick scrambled to his feet and grabbed his phone. “Fuck! Six missed calls in the last hour. Why the hell did you ask me to shift?”

      Jedrek ignored Solomon’s questioning gaze. “For now, let’s get you to your brothers.”

      “Right.” Nick nodded and started for the door.

      “Uh, Nick?” Jedrek tried to hide his smile as Nick spun around and glared. “You may want pants for this.”

      Nick huffed and hurried back across the room for the clothes he’d stripped off earlier. Solomon crossed his arms over his chest and glared.

      “What is it with everyone and pants tonight?”
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      Nick rushed to get dressed while keeping an eye on the extremely powerful alpha hellhound. Jedrek was bad enough, but having the alpha standing six feet away from him had Nick’s nerves screaming. He grabbed his jeans from the floor and tried to hop into them, while shooting a frustrated glare Jedrek’s way.

      “You should have told me right away,” Nick growled. Of course, his ire did little to inspire fear when he tried to stuff both legs into one pants leg and toppled to the side. Jedrek’s quick reflexes prevented him from face-planting in front of the newcomer.

      “I couldn’t. You weren’t in control,” Jedrek said softly. “I couldn’t take you where they are, even after I realized who you were, until I knew you wouldn’t put them in danger.”

      “I would never—”

      “I know you wouldn’t hurt your brothers intentionally, but they are surrounded by other shifters and guardians and… you need to be in control.”

      Nick growled again and tried to untangle his legs from his pants. He finally managed to get them on and tugged them up over his hips.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My brothers don’t know about any of…” Nick paused, waving his hand around the room. “This stuff.”

      He didn’t miss the look Jedrek and his alpha shared.

      “What? What aren’t you telling me?”

      He grabbed his T-shirt, but his heightened senses informed him quickly that it was past time it went into the dirty clothes basket. He turned and threw it that direction before grabbing a T-shirt he’d gotten at some concert he went to with Sawyer at the college a few years before. He’d never been a fashion icon and he could give a shit less about clothes at the moment.

      “Tell me,” Nick demanded and he tugged the shirt over his head and into place.

      “They know,” Solomon said.

      “No.” Nick would know if they knew. They would have talked to him about it. He glanced at his phone again, thinking of the number of phone calls he’d been avoiding from them lately. “Shit. How?”

      “It’s a long story, Nick.”

      The other hellhound spoke again, and Nick’s hackles rose once more. “Who the fuck are you again? And how did you get into my house?”

      Jedrek squeezed Nick’s arm, and it took everything he had not to tackle the hellhound again and put him in his place.

      “This is my alpha, Solomon,” Jedrek said. “You need to stay in control, or I will not take you to your brothers. I will not put anyone who is there with them in danger.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      “You have no control,” Solomon said. “You would.”

      “Sol, he’s the one who set off the wards at the house. He was there.”

      Nick didn’t miss the emphasis Jedrek put on the word, and they clearly had the desired effect. Solomon’s brows rose, and he turned back to Nick once more.

      “Someone please tell me what’s wrong with my brothers.”

      “They were attacked during the night. Someone got through their wards. Mikey was with Sawyer at the time, and we’ve taken them to a special clinic where those of our kind can receive medical attention.”

      “Our kind?” Nick yelled. “They aren’t like me…us. They need to be at a hospital.”

      Solomon glanced at Jedrek again.

      “Stop talking to each other or whatever you’re doing. It’s annoying. Take me to them. I need to get them to help.”

      “You’ll understand when we get there. Jedrek, he’s your responsibility.”

      “Understood,” Jedrek said. He glanced at Nick. “Let Sawyer explain. And stay with me. Don’t get overwhelmed by your senses of all the others. Breathe.”

      “What are you—?”

      A flaming circle opened in the middle of his living room. Solomon spared them one more warning glance before he stepped through it.

      “Listen to me, Nick. Do not lose control. You are not going to like what you sense or smell, and I know you don’t know me, but I’m telling you, your brothers are safe where they are.”

      “Take me to them.”

      Jedrek guided Nick toward the flames, and when they stepped through, Nick could barely believe his eyes. They’d gone through some sort of portal and were standing outside a really large house surrounded by a fence. On the other side, there were a ton of people milling about. There was a buzz in the air, some sort of anticipation. The lion inside of him roared in protest.

      “Control, Nick. Do not lose control. Fight it.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Think of them as refugees. They’re looking for a safe place, too. I know you don’t understand what’s going on, and that your senses are being overwhelmed, but I know you can do this. We are here to help you, and as to your brother… well, he’s very special. He’s probably the most important person in our world, and he’s very vulnerable because of it. He has special guardians to help keep him safe, but he’s in constant danger. He needs you to be strong for him right now.”

      Nick took a moment to think and to fight for control. He pulled in breath after breath until finally he was able to form a solid thought. Jedrek hadn’t been exaggerating when he said it was going to be difficult, but the news that his brothers were familiar with his world somehow lifted a weight off his shoulders. “It’s Sawyer, isn’t it?”

      They weren’t saying brothers. Both were hurt, but only one was important. Only one was vulnerable. And it wasn’t difficult for Nick to figure out which brother they meant.

      “Sawyer is the Chosen One.”

      The words rang a bell in Nick’s mind, some story or other he’d heard and not paid any attention to. “I don’t know what that means, but Sawyer… well, he’s always been special. How does Mikey fit into this?”

      “Mikey has abilities as well.”

      Everything he’d thought for the past several years changed in a moment. Mama Thea had always told him they were all special, but he’d never taken it to mean anything other than the obvious. She’d been their mother, their guardian and caregiver. Of course, she thought they were all special. But now, he realized she’d been trying to tell him all along.

      “So what happened?”

      Jedrek led him forward but stopped just outside the gate. “I don’t know all the details. Let’s get you inside, and you can ask for yourself.”

      Nick glanced at the sign by the gate and snarled. “A vet? You took my brothers to a fucking vet?”

      “Nick!” Jedrek’s voice had a power of its own, and Nick shook under the weight of it. “Control yourself or you can’t go see them. Do you understand?”

      He nodded, but the anger was still there, simmering under the surface. He didn’t care who he had to get through, if his brothers needed help, he would get them to it. If they’d been hurt, they needed to be at a hospital, not with some doctor who normally treated fucking dogs and cats.

      Nick looked up and saw Solomon walking their way with another man. Nick’s hackles rose again. He was something else.

      “That’s Doctor Jerrick. Alpha Jerrick is the most knowledgeable doctor for our kind there is,” Jedrek explained.

      “I trust him with my own well-being, and that of everyone in my pack,” Solomon added.

      Nick sized up the doctor for a moment, remembered to breathe like Jedrek had told him, and then stepped forward. “I’m Nick Smith.”

      The doctor glanced down for a moment, and Nick realized he’d passed some kind of test. It hit him a second later. He’d crossed another ward.

      “I’m Vaughn Jerrick.” He held a hand out for Nick to shake. “Let’s get you to your brothers.”

      Jedrek followed him like a shadow as Vaughn led Nick toward a large building to the side of the house. His instincts went bananas, as Jedrek had predicted, but Nick forced himself to remain calm. His brothers were in there, and they needed him. Several men stood guard outside the building, and none of them looked happy to see them. Vaughn opened the door and led Nick inside, but only after Sol flashed his eyes at them. They were definitely communicating somehow, and Nick had passed one more test.

      “Your brothers are through here,” Vaughn explained. He pushed open a door at the end of the hall and Nick was met with the sound of two swords being drawn. One of the men had curly blond hair, and the other bright blue. But they had one thing the same: they were deadly serious about keeping him away from Sawyer.

      His brother was sitting up in bed, leaning against a familiar face.

      “Draco,” Nick rumbled.

      He was shocked as hell when Draco’s eyes flashed a golden color.

      “Nick,” Draco said.

      Sword guys lowered their weapons. Nick hurried over, and Sawyer lifted his head wearily.

      “What the fuck, Sawyer?” Nick grumbled.

      Sawyer grabbed him and held on, his breath coming in a distressed pant. Nick let him go, then grabbed both his baby brother’s cheeks in his hand. “Were you just nuzzling Draco? What did I tell you about that? You might catch grumpyitis or cranky fever.”

      Sawyer’s breath steadied and he met Nick’s gaze. His panic faded and he managed a grin after a moment. “You said he was the only one who’d keep me from doing stupid stuff,” Sawyer sniffed. “I figured it was worth the risk.”

      “Damn. I did say that. Well, clearly, I was wrong.” Nick waved his hand around. Sawyer smiled at him, which was what Nick was hoping for. He’d been on the edge of a freak out, and Nick had too many questions for him to wait that out. He glanced to the other side of the room at Mikey, who was surrounded by two strange men Nick didn’t know at all. One was curled around Mikey’s form, glaring at Nick, while the other sat on a chair beside the bed, holding his brother’s hand.

      “What the hell is going on, Sawyer?”

      “Those are Mikey’s mates, Asher and Quillon. You’d know these things if you ever returned a phone call.”

      Nick glared. “Don’t blame this on me. I’ve had things and stuff.”

      Sawyer smirked. “You and your secrets.”

      “Yeah, well, what’s this Chosen One crap? The only thing you’re normally chosen for is the guy who eats the most junk food in a single sitting.”

      Sawyer punched his arm, but then grabbed his hand and squeezed tightly. It didn’t escape Nick’s notice that his hands were cold and clammy, or that they shook a bit before he tightened his hold.

      “And I will always be chosen for that most sacred duty. No one can down pizza rolls like me, Nick, and don’t you forget it.”

      Nick squeezed his hand again, looking around the room once more. No one looked happy he was there, and he couldn’t blame them. There was an underlying fear in the air, with a healthy dose of anger and confusion. “I could never forget it, baby bro.”

      “It’s just, now I’m chosen for a few other things, too. Like saving the supernatural world. You know, just your average Tuesday.”

      Sawyer’s voice cracked, and Draco made a rumbling sound before tugging Sawyer closer. Nick tried to make sense of what he was seeing. He took a moment to look Sawyer over more carefully, checking for any sign of injury, but other than looking exhausted, Sawyer looked okay. Mikey, on the other hand, was obviously very hurt. He had an oxygen mask over his face, and he hadn’t moved once.

      “What happened?”

      He glanced back at Sawyer and his control slipped for just a second. He felt, more than heard, movement behind him. Sawyer gasped before breaking out into a blinding grin.

      “You’re a shifter? Holy shit, dude! Since when?”

      The tension in the room eased and the movement behind him stopped before Nick felt the need to defend himself. He saw movement this time, out of the corner of his eye, and Jedrek appeared on the opposite side of the bed, just within his line of sight. Nick met his gaze and remembered to take a breath. Calm. Control. He nodded to Jedrek before turning his attention back to Sawyer.

      “Since always,” Nick said. “Now tell me what happened.”

      “No, wait,” Sawyer said. “What kind of shifter are you? Tell me! I gotta know!”

      Nick sighed. “Lion.”

      “No way!”

      Nick glanced at Draco, who was staring adoringly at his brother. “He’s going to ask me to roar, isn’t he?”

      “Or sing The Lion Sleeps Tonight. Could go either way.”

      Sawyer elbowed Draco in the side. “I’d be mad, but I did convince you to make s’mores for me.”

      Nick had no clue. “What?”

      “Dragon,” Draco said. “I lit the marshmallows on fire. It was a thing.”

      “You didn’t,” Nick said.

      But of course he did. None of them could ever deny Sawyer anything. Apparently not even a… Nick gulped, stunned even in his thoughts… dragon. His brother’s best friend and apparently… boyfriend?… was a dragon. Of course he was.

      “Of course he did,” Sawyer said. “And as to what happened… can I have a little more time before I break it all down? I mean, just know that someone tried to kill me but Mikey and my guardians saved me. And then some other stuff happened and I’m still trying to figure out what everything means so I just don’t want to blab on about stuff that—”

      “Sawyer, breathe,” Nick demanded.

      Sawyer paused and sucked in a breath. His hand tightened on Nick’s and he could sense the underlying fear again.

      “What’s wrong with Mikey?” Nick kept his voice low and calm, but he needed answers. He needed to know who to fight for daring to lay a finger on his brothers.

      “It’s a magic thing. Remember how he used to see things but Mama Thea gave him that necklace and said it would help? But we always thought it was more of a… holy shit, you had a charm thing, too! I was always so jealous that she never gave me one. But she said I didn’t need it, and oh my goddess.”

      “So my charm kept me from shifting, and Mikey’s charm kept him from seeing bad guys.”

      “No, it kept him from seeing a shifter’s true form,” the larger man on the bed with his other brother said.

      “But the guy who attacked us, well, he was really strong and Mikey’s pendant thing kind of exploded and well…we think he just got overwhelmed with what he saw. Which, you know, makes sense now that I… ugh.” Sawyer leaned back into Draco and tugged one of his arms around him.

      Nick had always wondered why Draco put up with Sawyer. He’d been suspicious for a long time, but Draco had never treated Sawyer with anything but respect, no matter how glaringly obvious Sawyer was about his crush. Nick had worried for a while. Now, though, Draco was looking at his brother with the complete adoration of the totally smitten. It was sweet, if a bit disturbing.

      “So Mikey has two… mates? Two of ‘em?”

      “Yes. I’m Quillon and this is Asher,” the guy sitting beside his brother said. “And we are both mated to Mikey.”

      “Quillon’s a manticore and Asher’s a dragon like Draco. Cool, huh?” Sawyer added.

      Nick glared at them both. They’d get the shovel talk later. He returned his attention to his little brother.

      “And you and Draco are…what? Mates as well?”

      Sawyer blushed and looked around the room. “Well, see…Um… I might have more than one mate, too.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He heard a snort from the corner and turned his glare to Jedrek, who’d made the offending noise. “What?”

      “I think your brother is the master of the understatement.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The guys with swords from earlier came to stand by his brother’s bedside. “I am Loch, fae and mate to the Chosen One.”

      “Andvari, vampire and mate to the Chosen One.”

      “Saeward, hippocamp and mate of the Chosen One.”

      “Eduard, griffin and mate of the Chosen One.”

      “Uh, Henry, mage and totally mated to Sawyer. Soooo mated to him.”

      Nick rolled his eyes at their joke even as the younger guy moved around him and leaned against Draco’s other side.

      “Very funny,” Nick said.

      “Not joking,” Sawyer said gently. “It’s part of that long story, but know that I do have multiple mates and even with everything else going on, I’m really happy.”

      Nick turned his glare onto all the men staring at his brother. “No way.”

      “Way.”

      He had about a million questions, but Sawyer yawned and leaned against Draco once more.

      “You need to rest,” Draco rumbled against Sawyer’s head. He turned to Nick. “Tell him to rest.”

      “I need to explain—” Sawyer started, but the fear in Draco’s eyes won Nick over to his side.

      “Rest,” Nick demanded.

      As much as he wanted to know more about what was going on, the dark circles under Sawyer’s eyes convinced him otherwise. He glanced at Jedrek once more and reminded himself to breathe. Besides, he had another source of information, one who’d been ordered not to leave his side and who seemed to know the game and all the players.

      “But—” Sawyer began.

      “I need to eat. Is there any place close by where I can grab some food?”

      Draco smirked as an extremely well-dressed older guy seemed to appear from the shadows of the room. Nick hadn’t even realized he was there.

      “I can get you anything you require, sir.”

      “Uh, I can go—”

      “Don’t argue,” Sawyer said as he smothered a yawn. “That’s Cecil. He’s awesome.”

      “Thank you, young master.”

      “Master?” Nick asked.

      “Ugh, Cecil! I told you about that.”

      The older guy smirked before turning his attention to Nick. “Come with me, Mr. Smith. I’ll make sure you have something to eat.”

      “Uh, just call me Nick. Otherwise, this just crosses the line into more weird than I can manage.”

      Jedrek moved toward the door, and after a final, concerned glance at his brother, Nick rose as well. “I’ll be back, and I expect answers, little brother.”

      “Thanks for coming, Nick. I needed you here,” Sawyer said.

      He yawned again, and Draco tugged the blanket up over him. Sawyer closed his eyes as the others moved closer. The younger one climbed up onto the bed with him, while the blue haired guy sat on the end of the bed. The big one took Nick’s place and held Sawyer’s hand while the redhead and the blond moved to stand guard at the end of the bed.

      Nick gave them one last look before leaving the room. Jedrek waited for him outside the door.

      “I’m taking you to one of the cabins. Cecil is bringing you something to eat.”

      “I just said that to—”

      “I need to eat, too.”

      Nick decided to just shut up and follow Jedrek. It wasn’t like the view was bad. They went back outside where they were met with stares of awe. Most of the people began whispering to themselves while looking at him. His lion began to stir again, but Nick turned his attention to Jedrek and tuned everything else out. He memorized the width of Jedrek’s shoulders and imagined them spread out beneath him. He watched the way Jedrek’s ass moved beneath the snug, worn jeans that covered it. His lion had continued to stir, but it wasn’t over concern at the others. No, the lion was as interested in Jedrek as Nick was. They went into a small cottage-style building a minute later and Jedrek shut the door behind them, forcing Nick to end his ogling and focus on all the questions he needed answered.

      “How’s your control?”

      Nick wanted to lie and say he was fine, but he found himself answering honestly instead. “Shaky.”

      “No doubt. You did well.”

      Nick sucked in a breath and let it out. “I almost lost them both tonight, didn’t I? And all because I refused to return their phone calls. I was too caught up in my own bullshit to be there for my brothers when they needed me.”

      “You’re here now.”

      Somehow, that didn’t make Nick feel better. His skin itched and he longed to let the lion free once more. Jedrek gave him a knowing look and pointed. “Go shower. It’ll help you relax. I’ll wait for the food.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “I need to check in with Sol and see what else is going on. You need to get cleaned up and get yourself calmed down. I always think best in the shower, anyway.”

      A growl built, but Nick tamped it down. “Fine.”

      A shower did sound good and maybe it would help him relax and get his thoughts in order. That was the only reason he was doing it. He wasn’t going to let Jedrek boss him around. No. He was a grown man and he could take care of himself. He didn’t need Jedrek to do anything for him at all. He barely even knew the man. Hellhound. Whatever. Besides, his focus needed to be on his brothers right now, and on finding out what else the hellhounds knew about the house of horrors and the kids. He wanted more than anything to know what had become of them.

      He’d shower and eat and then grill the guys who seemed to have the answers.
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      Jedrek waited until the water turned on and he heard Nick step into the shower before slipping out of the cabin. Both Meshaq and Solomon were waiting outside.

      Neither of them said anything. Instead, they walked toward the end of the row of cottages where Vaughn and Sam had built a small playground for any visiting kids. It looked like there was a glittery powder on the see-saw, no doubt from some experiment of Ollie’s gone awry.

      A group of locusts chirped in the distance and Jedrek closed his eyes, listening to the sounds of the forest around him. The din of those gathered inside the wards and settled once more. So much had happened over the course of the night, and his newest discoveries only added to the mysteries they had yet to solve.

      “What do you have to report?” Sol asked. “Start with why I found you fully shifted with Sawyer’s brother. How did you get from the farmhouse to there?”

      “Cosmo is very disgruntled, by the way,” Meshaq added. “I got an earful about disrespectful lions and stubborn champions who refused backup.”

      Jedrek grinned. “Yeah, well, just wait until he finds out the lion was the Chosen One’s brother.”

      Both Meshaq and Solomon grinned back at him.

      “Tell us,” Solomon said.

      “Nick was at the house when I got there. He’d triggered the wards. Cosmo lost his mind and started attacking, which is why I sent him back here. Nick was one of them. One of the kids like Henry and Ben. He escaped. I haven’t had time to find out the hows and whys, but I know he ended up with Sawyer’s foster mother, and that he had another of her mysterious charms. This one kept him from shifting and suppressed his memories. He hadn’t shifted in fourteen years.”

      Meshaq winced, and Solomon let out a low growl. “How is he not out of his mind?”

      “I don’t know. But his control is very shaky, so I was trying to help him when you came in. I managed to get him into a full shift to see if that would help, and that’s when Solomon arrived. And if that’s not enough, there was a secondary ward at the house, one that wasn’t set by us. I think it messed up his shifting ability further.”

      Meshaq scowled. “That damn house. So let me get this straight, he shows up tonight of all nights, and he just so happens to be Sawyer’s brother. The timing is very suspicious.”

      Jedrek couldn’t deny it. He’d thought the same thing. “He said he’s been searching for the house for the last few years. Apparently, his memories were on lock down after he was found until a few years ago. Like I said, I wasn’t able to fully question him before Sol came and said we were needed back here.”

      Both alphas grew quiet, each lost in their own thoughts. Jedrek had a few questions of his own, like why he had two alphas now, but it could wait. They definitely had more pressing matters.

      A twig snapped behind them, and Jedrek spun around, half shifted and ready to attack.

      “Uncle Jed?” Ben asked.

      “Hey, kid. What are you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be inside with the others?” Jedrek forced his hellhound back, troubled that his nerves were so scattered he hadn’t even paused before moving to attack.

      “Yeah, well, they’re all scared. So much going on, you know? First the fight at the bar, then Cosmo told Ollie that something was happening at the old house, and now with Sawyer and Mikey…. Well, no one can relax right now. Can I at least tell them everything is okay?”

      “Uh, yeah. I think so?” Jedrek looked to Sol for confirmation.

      Vaughn and Sam walked up and joined them. Sam wrapped an arm around his oldest son.

      “Hey, Ben. What are you doing out here?” he asked.

      “Just checking on everything, Papa.”

      Sol smiled at them and squeezed Ben’s shoulder with one big hand. “You can rest easy. There was no threat to you. Or any of the children at the house.”

      “Did you… catch whoever it was?” Ben asked.

      “Yeah. He’s…” Jedrek started.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” Sol asked, leading Ben to sit down at the picnic table.

      “Uncle Sol?”

      “Sol? What’s up?” Sam asked, putting himself halfway in front of his son.

      “There’s no easy way to say this. The person at the house was a shifter. We think…” Sol started before turning to Jedrek.

      “He was there, Ben. He lived in that house for some time.”

      “What? That’s not possible. We’re all here. And no one ever— ” Ben shook his head. His eyes filled with tears. “No.”

      Jedrek knelt on the ground in front of him. He gently put his hands on Ben’s knees. “He told me he’s been looking for the house for a long time. Searching for you guys.”

      The tears Ben had been fighting off spilled over. “No. They’re all dead. No one lived.”

      “He did, though, Ben. He finally found the house today. And now he’s here. He’s Sawyer’s brother.”

      “That’s impossible,” Sam protested.

      “Wh-what is he?” Ben asked.

      “A lion.”

      Ben’s control snapped and he began to shift. “Papa.”

      Sam and Vaughn both stepped in close, but it was too late. Ben began pulling at his pants while Vaughn tugged his shirt free.

      “You’re safe, son. We’re here. Shift. Go on. You’re fine. We’re here. You’re safe.”

      Within seconds, Ben was in his bear form. He stood between his fathers, snarling and shaking.

      “Explain,” Sam demanded.

      Jedrek had no clue how to explain, but luckily he didn’t have to. Solomon stepped forward. “We’re gathering information still, but Nick is Sawyer’s foster brother. He was found after escaping from the farmhouse almost fourteen years ago. He was given a charm blessed by the mother goddess which suppressed his memories and prevented him from shifting.

      Vaughn gasped. “For how long.”

      “Until tonight,” Jedrek said.

      “That’s not possible,” Vaughn said. “He’d be out of his mind.”

      Sam didn’t seem to understand but Ben let out a roar of displeasure and pulled both of their attention. Unfortunately, theirs wasn’t the only attention he garnered.

      “Ben!”

      His brothers and sisters ran from the house with Ollie in the lead. Their eyes all glowed and they searched the area for danger. Meshaq stepped in front of Ollie and pulled him close. He was nearly frantic, and Jedrek didn’t blame him. Ben had sounded awful, terrified and under threat. They all looked out for each other so much, and Jedrek had never heard Ben make a noise like he’d made moments before. He was the calm, quiet kid and had grown into a quiet, reflective young man.

      “What’s wrong?” Ollie demanded. “Who hurt Ben?”

      “No one,” Shaq said gently. “He just got a little scared. He’s fine. Look at him. All of you. He’s upset and needs you all to be calm and help him. Can you do that?”

      Ollie nodded and Shaq opened his arms. He ran to his brother’s side and dropped to his knees. “Dude, you never make noises like that. You scared me,” Ollie complained. He buried his face in Ben’s neck and breathed.

      Jack and Emily joined him and Ben began to calm down. The only one who hadn’t was Natasha. Her eyes still glowed a golden amber and her gaze darted between Meshaq and the cabin where they’d left Nick.

      “Someone is here.”

      “Yes,” Shaq explained. “A lion Ben knew from before.”

      “Lion?” Natasha asked. She glanced at Ben, who looked up at her with his big, sad eyes. “I’ll kill him.”

      She started to strip off her shirt, but Shaq stilled her hand. Sam and Vaughn hurried over, and Vaughn captured her face in his hands. “I need you to wait. You obviously know who Nick is, but you don’t know the whole story.”

      “Nick? That’s his name?”

      “I’ll go get him,” Jedrek said.

      “I think that’s best.”

      “Who the hell is Nick?” Ollie demanded. “And why are Ben and Tasha so upset? And where’s Henry? I want Henry!”

      “I’ll get him,” Solomon said.

      A shrill whistle interrupted them all. Jedrek turned to find Sam with his fingers between his lips and a furious expression on his face. “Stop. All of you stop right now. Tasha, sit down and help Ben settle. You know he needs you and that takes priority.” He pulled out his phone and dialed. “Henry, no one is hurt, but I need you to come outside. We’re over by the playground. Yes, you can bring Saeward. Tell the others they can stay with Sawyer. Meshaq, Solomon, and Jedrek are with us so you will be safe.” He ended the call and turned back to them. “One of you tell me why my kids are so upset over this Nick guy.”

      Vaughn appeared to have already figured it out. He grabbed Sam’s hand and reached for the scruff of Ben’s neck with the other. Ben leaned his head into his alpha’s stomach grumbling and complaining as he tried to do as Sam had asked and calm down. Jedrek looked at his alphas, who were just as shaken by all of the new developments as he was.

      “Nick was one of us, Papa,” Tasha said. “At least, I think he’s the one that got away. I thought he was dead because he never came back. He swore he’d come back for us.”

      She finally broke and leaned more heavily into Ben’s side. He howled again.

      “He was at the house? He was Lion?” Ollie asked.

      “Lion?” Sam asked gently. “Ben said that Lion tried to save you all. He told us stories about him.”

      “That was before we came, Papa,” Jack said. “Only Henry, Tasha, and Ben were there with Lion, but we know he got out and never came back.”

      Henry reached their side just in time to hear Jack’s words. “What? Lion?”

      “Sawyer’s brother Nick,” Meshaq said. “He was at the house.”

      Henry paled and leaned back into Saeward. The big guardian seemed as confused as the rest of them, but he held onto Henry without speaking. “I thought he looked familiar, but I just thought it was because I’d seen pictures of him at Sawyer’s house.”

      “It was fourteen years ago, Henry,” Meshaq explained. “It’s no surprise you didn’t recognize him. You were young when he escaped.”

      “Okay,” Sam said. “Has anyone bothered to explain to Nick that the kids are here?”

      Jedrek shook his head.

      “Then why don’t you go do that before he comes out here and gets shocked like my kids did. No more freak-outs tonight. We’ve had enough.”

      Meshaq gave him a nod, so Jedrek went back toward the cabin. He found Nick pacing around the small living area.

      “What happened?” Nick demanded, the moment the door closed behind him.

      “So you know how I told you we rescued the kids who were at the house?”

      Nick growled, his eyes glowing.

      “Nick, control. The kids are here. This is where we brought them. You’ve already met one of them. Henry. Remember him? He’s one of Sawyer’s mates. The younger one.”

      “No. That’s not little Henry.”

      “Yes. He’s grown up now. It’s been fourteen years, Nick. They’re all grown up now. And Tasha just told me that only three of them were there when you were.”

      “No,” Nick said. “There were more than that. Ben and Tasha, Henry and Max. Jenny—”

      Nick’s voice broke and he turned away.

      “Jenny?” Jedrek asked softly.

      “She didn’t make it. That’s… that’s why I knew I had to try. Tasha’s here, too?”

      “And Ben and Henry. Jack, Emily, and Ollie. Those are the younger ones.”

      Nick shook his head. “Henry. Henry was the youngest.”

      “No,” Jedrek said. “Nick, it isn’t your fault. You tried, but you were just a kid, too. They want to see you. Their dads want to meet you. But you need to make sure you’re in control, okay?”

      Nick looked up and pulled in a breath. Jedrek matched it, counting in his head. Deep inhale, then exhale. He waited until Nick was able to do the deeper breaths on his own and then stopped.

      “Wait, you said dads?”

      “You met one of them. Dr. Vaughn. Ollie managed to escape and found Sam, who brought him to Vaughn. It’s a long story, but they ended up adopting all the kids. They’ve lived here ever since under the protection of both their pack and mine. We’ve kept them safe, Nick.”

      Nick nodded. “That’s good. That’s really good. This place is real nice.”

      “It is. Sam’s a teacher. He quit working and homeschooled the kids. Ben’s in med school now. He’s super smart. And Tasha is just like her Nana. She’s bossy and likes things her way, and she’s super protective of her siblings. Henry, well, Henry is so powerful. We brought in an awen to help him with his abilities, and yeah, it kinda blew us all away how strong his powers are.”

      Nick began to pant and he looked at Jedrek. “Sorry,” he growled before the shift began to overtake him.

      “Dammit.”

      He waited until Nick had completed the shift before he approached. He flared his eyes and Nick let out a growl of displeasure. “You need to stay in control. I get it. You needed to shift. You aren’t the only one. Ben’s out there in his bear form. But you aren’t getting anywhere near them until I know you’re in control.

      Nick snarled and took a step forward.

      “Nick, I’m not fucking around. Both of my alphas are out there. So is Alpha Vaughn.”

      The words crept in. Jedrek could see Nick trying to process them.

      “That’s right. Their dad is an alpha. You really want to go tearing out there and make him think his kids are in danger? You think Henry’s going to let you? That kid is strong, Nick. You should see what he can do with his magic. But trust me, you don’t want him to use it against you. So calm down and we’ll walk out there together. No sudden moves or I’m telling you, someone is going to take offense and you won’t like what happens. Think about what you’d do if someone came up on your brothers, shifted and snarling and moving fast.”

      Nick growled and shook out his mane.

      “I know. You’d show ‘em who’s boss. And that’s what’ll happen to you if you don’t behave. Tell me you can.”

      Nick raised his head and there was a glimmer of humanity behind his lion eyes.

      “Good. Now, let’s go. Stay right beside me, and when I stop, you stop. You need to let them approach you. Ben will recognize your scent. Tasha will as well. Once they’re okay with you, the others will be. You’ll just have to give them a second to process. Got me?”

      Nick pushed his head into Jedrek’s side.

      He walked to the door, and Nick did as he asked and stayed beside him. When they walked outside, the kids all made sounds, some curious, some scared. But none angry or threatened. Jedrek stopped about a dozen feet from the group and Nick stayed beside him. Ben made the first move, grumbling a complaint as he lumbered close. Nick stilled, only shaking out his mane as Ben approached. They each sniffed the air, subtly at first, and then more deeply as their animal forms recognized each other. Ben bumped his head against Nick’s, and when Nick returned the gesture cautiously, it opened the door to the others.

      Ollie moved to Ben’s side and held onto the fur of his brother’s neck. “Hey, Lion. I mean, Nick. I heard a lot about you when I was a kid.”

      Nick raised his head and met Ollie’s gaze. They seemed to have some unspoken communication before Ollie sighed.

      “It sucks that you weren’t able to find us, but it turned out okay, you know? I mean, it sucked. Big time. But maybe we wouldn’t have found our dads, so I think it turned out how it was supposed to. Right, Tasha?”

      She approached slowly and touched Ben as well. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      “The goddess works in mysterious ways,” Henry said. He stepped beside Natasha and put his arm around her. “I think she’s proven that more than ever tonight.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe if someone would clue the rest of us into what’s going on,” Natasha griped.

      Jedrek didn’t exactly blame her. He had a couple questions he wanted answered, too.

      “Anyway,” Ollie continued, “I’m really glad you’re okay, Nick. Ben always talked about how great you were. And I mean, come on, you’re a fricking lion. Look at you! I’ve never seen a guy lion up close before. Your mane is so cool. Is that why your hair is kinda like that too? I might have been looking out the window when you came. But, um, not that your hair isn’t cool. It totally is. You’re so cool.”

      Jedrek couldn’t believe what was happening. Nick was actually starting to preen. He fluffed out his mane and Ollie made a little sound and reached out his hand.

      “Can I pet you? Is that weird? I’ve just… can I?”

      Nick moved his head, even though it was subtle, and Ollie took it as permission. Jedrek glanced up and found everyone else watching the moment with confusion as well. Well, everyone except Vaughn. Ollie’s dad didn’t look confused at all. He looked amused.

      “I didn’t know how big lions were,” Ollie said. “I mean, I kind of knew because we had a tiger here before and boy was he mean—”

      Nick made a little huff of displeasure.

      “I know. I mean, tigers, am I right? They’re not like lions. Lions are the best. Like, you’re just so regal. He was all snarly and I’m a loner leave me alone, but you’re a pack animal like us, right? Well, a pride animal? Is that how you say it, Dad?”

      “That works, Ollie,” Vaughn said.

      “Jack, look,” Ollie said. “His mane is so awesome.”

      Jack moved closer, too, and Emily followed. Even though they weren’t exactly kids anymore— Ollie had just turned sixteen and Emily and Jack were in their shared months of being eighteen— they had a childlike way about them that was hard to ignore. Of course, they were teenagers, too. Like Jack comparing Nick’s mane to Natasha’s hair when she woke up in the morning and earning himself a smack on the head.

      Nick reacted by bumping his head against Jack and huffing.

      Jack looked sheepish. “Sorry, Tasha.”

      “What is happening right now?” Sam whispered in awe.

      “It’s okay. My hair is kinda crazy in the mornings.”

      Ben leaned into her and she looped her arm around his neck.

      “Ben said you used to roar at them when they came to get us,” Tasha said quietly. “I kinda remember but I kinda don’t, you know? Like I’ve blocked a lot of that stuff away and I don’t want to really remember. But he used to tell us how amazing it was. And how scared they were of you. And how when they made you stay like a lion, they regretted it because you were so terrifying. I wish I remembered that part.”

      “And then Ben would do it to them, too,” Emily said quietly. “They hated it when he shifted and never liked for him to do it. But when they got really mean, he would and he said he was doing what you did to keep them in line. So thanks for protecting us, too.”

      Jedrek tightened the hold he had on Nick’s mane, unable to resist sending him some kind of message as well. Everyone standing around them was affected by their words. The kids rarely talked about their time as hostages, about what had happened to them in those days.

      Henry leaned down and wrapped his arms around Nick’s neck. “Thank you, Nick. I have to go back inside now, but will you come visit me soon? If you want to? I mean, I’d like that if you could.”

      Nick made a little sound of agreement and all the kids leaned in, joining in the group hug.

      “Things are really crazy right now, but it makes me feel better to know you’re here,” Henry continued. “I feel safer. Isn’t that crazy? My mates are super strong and I know they’ll keep me safe, but it’s because you’re here, Lion. I mean, Nick. Sorry. You’re still Lion in my head.”

      Nick leaned into him and nuzzled his head against Henry, who sighed before pulling away.

      “I need to get back to my mate now. Oh, he’s your brother. Duh. Sorry. How crazy is that? So you’ll definitely come visit, huh? How crazy is it that my Lion is Sawyer’s brother? Oh and I was supposed to tell you that Cecil will be bringing food soon because Nana was in the middle of something in the kitchen and you know how she gets. Well, actually, you don’t know. Goddess, I’m tired. But trust me, Nana doesn’t let anyone in her kitchen when she’s in the middle of something so he’ll be here soon.”

      “Speaking of tired, you all need to get to bed. Even you, Ben. Don’t give me that look. It’s been a long day and we need you tomorrow to help in the clinic. If you aren’t quite ready to shift back, you can sleep in our room tonight in your bear form.”

      Ben grumbled.

      “I am not treating you like a kid, young man. I am treating you like someone who had one hell of a day. In fact, I think we’re having a living room sleepover fest tonight. Who’s with me?”

      “Me,” Ollie said.

      Sam smiled and held out his hand. “Come on.”

      Ollie snuck one last hug before moving to his Papa’s side. All the kids made sure to snuggle up to Nick a little more before they left, even Ben. There would be a lot more conversations coming Nick’s way, Jedrek had no doubt, but it was definitely moving in the right direction.

      At least, it was until Henry stiffened and his guardian reacted, turning into the biggest damn horse Jedrek had ever seen in his life. Nick reacted as well, putting himself in front of Jedrek and roaring in the direction Henry had turned.

      “Meshaq!”

      Henry sighed. “It’s okay guys. It’s Zaire. But boy is she pissed. We should probably go inside. Um, quickly.”

      “Us, too,” Sam said.

      The kids followed Sam and Vaughn back toward the house, but only after Ben pushed against Nick one last time. Once they’d moved away, Nick leaned heavily into Jedrek’s legs and he stroked his neck softly. “You did great,” he whispered quietly. “Now watch because Zaire is the only person on the planet who can take Meshaq down a notch. Well, except the goddess, but you know… it’s wild.”

      “I am going to skin you, you mangy mutt!”

      Zaire stormed their way, her eyes blazing and her magic swirling around her. Jedrek continued touching Nick, keeping him calm even as her power drifted their way. Her ire wasn’t directed at them anyway.
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      Nick never really considered himself a feelings kind of guy. He was the one who provided logic and general insight. If you wanted someone to cry and wail and call your stupid ex names, go somewhere else. If you wanted help getting to a solution and talking through options, Nick was your man.

      Except.

      In his lion form, Nick felt. Every touch of Jedrek’s hand on his neck sent electricity down his spine. He wanted to shove closer, to inhale his crisp, deep scent and wallow in it. The human side of his mind got it. He’d attached to Jedrek as the first person he’d shifted with, so it made him safe. It was logical but so intense it was disconcerting.

      Memories of his youth rolled through him as well, and seeing the kids he’d left behind all grown up had nearly brought him to his knees. They looked happy, smelled healthy, and had clearly grown up surrounded by love. Their alpha was a steady presence, his power strong and true. Nick accepted it as safe within moments. The human one, Sam, Nick’s human side provided, had been even more fierce in his protection of his cubs and Nick’s lion approved of him as well. The hellhound alphas, on the other hand, had so much power they felt threatening. Every time Nick caught their scent, he wanted to roar and herd Jedrek away from them. Which made absolutely no sense.

      When the witch came, Nick first heard the uptick of Henry’s heart, that slight burst of panic and fear. He’d reacted the same way Henry’s mate had. Protect. Defend. Attack. But Henry’s quick words kept Nick’s lion from taking control. The witch was strong and her magic smelled of fire and burning wood. But Jedrek’s hand stayed calm and sure on his side. He wasn’t afraid. He was amused.

      Henry’s mate, on the other hand, wasn’t happy in her presence. He pranced between them until Henry finally grabbed his mane and touched their heads together. “I’m fine,” Henry whispered. “She’s not mad at me. She’s gonna tear a strip off Uncle Meshaq’s hide, though. Come on. Change back and watch the carnage with me. It’ll be fun.”

      The witch stopped, her black hair flying about her in messy curls. She was older, but definitely not old. There was something timeless and immeasurable about her. Nick inhaled, trying to process what his senses were trying to tell him, but his human brain didn’t have the answers he sought. And his lion simply understood that she was a threat.

      “Zaire, cut it out. You’re making my magic wonky,” Henry complained. He skirted around his mate and approached her. Nick started to take a step forward to protest, but Jedrek’s hand tightened on his neck. He growled a complaint and Jedrek dropped to one knee in response. He felt better with him at this level. He was easier to protect. And closer. And he smelled better this way. Nick wanted him on the ground so he could cover him and it made no sense. He’d felt that way before as well. He needed to look into lions a bit more. He’d avoided it before, and it was one more thing to add to his list of regrets.

      “That’s Zaire, Henry’s mentor,” Jedrek said quietly. “And she’s pissed because Solomon brought her son into a fight we had last night. And damn, it’s been a long-assed day.”

      “Henry,” Zaire said. “You look… great goddess, is that a hippocamp?”

      “Yeah,” Henry said as he pulled her into a hug. “He’s one of my mates.”

      “You never do things by halves, do you boy?”

      “Nope. You taught me better than that.”

      She grinned then, and the scent of her magic changed. Settled. Simmered instead of burned.

      “See?” Jedrek whispered. “She’s okay. Just ticked off at my alphas.”

      “I did teach you better than that,” Zaire continued. “Someone needs to tell me what the flying hell is going on around here.”

      Henry sighed. “They can catch you up. Sawyer’s hurt so… we need to get back inside.”

      “Hurt? You need me?”

      Henry hugged her again. “No. He’ll be okay. I’ll talk to you after you yell at Uncle Meshaq, though.”

      “Sounds good, honey. Now,” Zaire said as she turned and pointed one long, black painted nail at Saeward. “You get him inside. He’s exhausted and his magic is out of sorts. I demand you take care of him.”

      Saeward shifted back and lowered his head reverently. “Yes ma’am. He was resting but his family required his presence.”

      She huffed. “Henry, no excuses. You know you can’t get exhausted like this. I also taught you better than that.”

      Henry nodded and moved to Saeward’s side. “I’ll go sleep.”

      Zaire turned again and finally caught sight of Nick.

      She stared him down.

      He refused to blink. A growl built deep in his chest. He stepped forward, ignoring the tug from Jedrek’s hand. He would not be the first to look away. She would accept him as her equal or she would feel his teeth on her neck.

      “Well, aren’t you a feisty one. But your magic is really fucked up.”

      She stepped closer as well and Nick let out a warning growl. “Son, you better bring your human side back to the front, because I do not take kindly to shifters showing me their teeth.”

      She thought she was stronger than him? She thought she could take him in a fight? Nick snarled.

      “Hmm. You don’t know any better, do you? Interesting. I know this magic, don’t I? Meshaq, speak.”

      “I’m not your dog to command, Zaire.”

      “And yet, you spoke on command.”

      Jedrek snickered beside him and Nick’s tension eased a bit. He took a step back, crowding closer, and Jedrek grabbed his mane again. “Their fights are epic,” Jedrek said. “You’d think they were siblings. Sometimes, I think they are. I see how Tasha bosses her brothers around and I see Zaire and Meshaq. You haven’t met Calli, yet. She’s one of my pack and is strong like this, too. They both trained Tasha. Don’t let her pretty fool you, not that you would. Tasha could totally kick your ass.”

      Nick snarled again, unable to resist. Jedrek must think him weak. It wouldn’t do. He needed to show him his strength. Prove himself.

      “No, no. I don’t mean it that way,” Jedrek said. “Just that she’s tough, you know? She came out of that house and wanted to be strong, right?”

      Nick’s ire faded a bit. He wanted Tasha to be strong, to be able to face any threat that headed her way. His human side crept forward again, happy that the little fox he’d left behind had become such a strong young woman. And if this witch had helped her, maybe she would be okay, too. She’d shared her strength with one of his. That made her acceptable, at least for now. He would give her a chance. He turned his attention back to the staring match going on between Zaire and Meshaq. It stretched for a long moment, until smiles broke over both of their faces.

      “I’m still mad at you. Where’s Drew?”

      “Sleeping.”

      “I always knew he was the smart one of the group.” Zaire turned her attention to Solomon and scowled. “What the hell? Another alpha? One wasn’t enough for you guys?”

      Solomon grinned and stepped forward. “The goddess had a different plan.”

      Zaire huffed. “Why does that one smell like black magic?”

      She’d pointed at Nick, but her focus remained on the hellhounds. Nick didn’t like it. He was the threat. She should be paying attention to him.

      “Steady,” Jedrek whispered. “Let her talk to them. You can’t exactly answer her questions right now, and trust me, this news is best from them. She’s gonna be pissed. She helped save the kids. Those wards are hers, both here and at the old house. Well, one of them is. I’ll tell you more later. Or they will. Damn, I’m so exhausted I can’t even make sense.”

      Jedrek yawned widely, and Nick gave him a little nudge toward the cabin.

      “No, I’ll wait with you. She’s gonna want to talk to you, but then I’ll go sleep, okay?”

      Nick huffed. Stubborn man.

      “Zaire,” Jedrek said and the witch turned her attention back to them. “I know you’re pissed, but can it wait a sec? Something weird happened tonight out at the old farmhouse. I was going to ask my alphas to contact you.”

      “Why were you at the old farmhouse?” Zaire asked.

      Nick tried not to lose control as her magic flared brighter once more. Her anger was a physical thing that changed the very air around them.

      “The ward went off. Uh, Nick set it off actually and before you freak out, he was one of them, Zaire. Did Henry ever tell you about Lion?”

      Her eyes flicked to Nick. He snarled in reply. “This is the boy who they thought killed trying to escape?”

      “Yes,” Jedrek said. “He was found by Sawyer’s foster mother. Nick is Sawyer’s older brother.”

      “Oh really? Now isn’t that an interesting turn of events.”

      Zaire came closer and leaned down so she was in Nick’s face. He didn’t like it, but something in him stilled. He sensed curiosity touching him, almost as if her magic circled him, checking for answers. Proving his story. And part of him wanted that. Someone else to back him up and say yes, this is him. He was there. None of it felt entirely real, especially in this form. But Nick wasn’t ready to go back to two legs yet. No, he wanted the strength of his lion instead.

      “My friend, you need help, don’t you? Hmm. Jedrek, what was it that caused your concern?”

      “There was a second ward at the farmhouse. One I hadn’t seen before, but of course, the wards haven’t been triggered in quite some time. I think it did something to Nick’s ability to shift.”

      She pushed up again and returned her attention to the alphas. “This might be the break we’ve been waiting for. With the remnants on the lion and a ward I can break apart…”

      Both Meshaq and Solomon’s eyes flared red. “We can find those responsible?”

      She grinned and Nick couldn’t help taking a step back. He made sure Jedrek was close, shielded from the dangerous presence in front of them.

      “We finally have a chance.”

      Nick trembled. The powerful surge of magic came from all sides. Even Jedrek seemed empowered by her words. And Nick got it. At least the human side of him did. If they’d been trying to find who’d hurt them as kids for all this time, they had to be as angry and frustrated as Nick had been for all those years. She turned to Nick and her smile was feral. “I’m going to get them, Lion. I will make them pay for what they did to you and the others.”

      He snarled, but it wasn’t to threaten her. She understood.

      “Jedrek, he needs to sleep. His magic is a mess. He seems to be attached to you.”

      “Yes,” Jedrek answered.

      “Meshaq?”

      “Oh, finally acknowledging that I’m the alpha here, huh?” Meshaq asked.

      She arched a brow.

      “Fine. Jedrek, stay with Nick. We’re going to go check out the farmhouse. Get some rest and stay within the wards. Drew is sleeping—”

      “So is Cody.”

      “I’ll keep watch over your mates,” Jedrek said.

      “Thank you. Cecil is bringing food, so you guys eat, and then get Walt and Calli up for the next watch.”

      “Understood.”

      Solomon leaned down closer to Nick and looked into his eyes. “I’m trusting you. This is my pack and my family. My mate is in a cabin next to yours. You will not be given a second chance. Do you understand?”

      His lion moved inside him. He was being spoken to alpha to alpha. Extended a trust that he shouldn’t be. Nick huffed, and Solomon gave him a nod before turning and walking back toward Meshaq and Zaire. Another of the flaming circles opened and the three of them walked through. The portal vanished moments later.

      “Come on,” Jedrek said. “We need to get you back to human form so you can eat.”

      So they could eat. Nick gave Jedrek a push with his head before walking toward the cabin. Jedrek opened the door and Nick walked through before turning to look at him. Once the door was closed, Jedrek knelt down in front of him once more. Their eyes met. Nick’s lion preened. He wanted to compliment Jedrek’s eyes, such a stormy gray. Tell him that the mohawk was both fierce and sexy. Comment on the breadth of his shoulders, proving his strength. Nick couldn’t help but snarl. He wanted to bond with this man, to—

      The shift overtook him, as fast as when he’d heard the news of his brothers. He needed to be human. To use his human words, process his thoughts with more of his human mind. He knelt before Jedrek moments later, gasping for breath but back in his human form.

      “What the hell?”

      “You’re very fast,” Jedrek said.

      Nick continued to breathe, focusing on the man in front of him as if he were an oasis in the desert. And he desperately needed a drink. His instincts raged. His breath quickened. His cock twitched, awakening a deep need. He wanted. He could smell the desire in the air.

      “Get dressed, Nick.”

      A growl built in his chest, but a knock on the door startled him enough that it pulled his focus.

      “Smell the food. You need to eat. Get your clothes on unless you want Cecil seeing what the goddess gave you.”

      Nick huffed and grabbed the sweatpants he’d found earlier. He didn’t know who they belonged to, but everything in the drawers seemed generic and up for grabs. He jammed his legs inside as Jedrek moved to the door. Cecil stood on the other side, looking highly amused for some reason. He carried a tray inside and set it on the counter of the mini kitchen.

      “My apologies for the delay, gentlemen. I am not in my own home, so must abide by the needs of my host.”

      It took Nick a second to find words. He resisted the urge just to huff again. Jedrek seemed to understand him that way, but he didn’t think Cecil would. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome. Your brothers are resting comfortably. I took the liberty of peeking in on them while the food was being prepared.”

      “Good. You seem to know a lot about all this,” Nick said.

      “I consider your brother my oldest and dearest friend.”

      “Huh,” Nick said as Cecil put food onto a plate for him. He couldn’t figure this guy out. And he didn’t want to be served. “I can do that myself.”

      “Sit.”

      Nick shrugged and pulled out a chair at the two-person table against the wall. Cecil handed him the plate and placed a napkin-rolled set of utensils beside it. “Draco’s his oldest friend. And I suppose dearest. Not you.”

      Cecil smiled, but it was one of those knowing ones that Nick always found frustrating.

      “You know too much, don’t you?” Nick asked.

      He didn’t get an answer. Cecil turned and prepared another plate before placing it on the other side of the table. “Jedrek?”

      “Yeah, I can eat. Thanks, Cecil.”

      Nick couldn’t stop looking at the butler guy. Something about him… it was weird. It was like Nick didn’t want to look at him, but he couldn’t exactly stop. Something urged him to look away. Nothing to see here. But he fought that urge. Cecil didn’t exactly scream predator, but he definitely wasn’t prey either. He was something else. Something different. Another thing Nick didn’t have the words for even though his newly heightened instincts were trying to tell him to pay attention.

      They each got a glass of some iced fruity tea thing. Nick sniffed it but couldn’t quite identify what it was.

      “Your brother is more than what you know,” Cecil said quietly. “And he needs you at your fittest for the coming struggles he faces.”

      Nick glanced up from his plate. He hadn’t even realized he’d looked away. He met the older man’s gaze and saw wisdom. Strength. Courage. Pride. He liked what he saw. “I’ll do what it takes.”

      “Good,” Cecil said. “Listen to the hellhounds. They will help you become what you were meant to be. And now, I will leave you to your dinner. Please don’t hesitate to find me if there is anything else you require.”

      He gave Nick another significant look before walking out the door. Nick forced himself to keep looking until Cecil’s path took him out of the line of sight of the doorway. Which he’d left open. On purpose. Like he knew Nick would be watching. Nick turned his attention back to Jedrek who’d lifted the glass of fruity whatever and taken a curious sip.

      “What is it?” Nick asked.

      “Dunno. And for that matter, no, I don’t know what Cecil is either. I’ve learned that when it comes to your brother, it’s best to just not ask questions.”

      “Seriously? Sawyer’s just… I mean, he’s just a kid. You know?”

      “He’s not a kid, Nick. He’s got some of the most powerful of our kind as mates, and he’s got a pretty big destiny.”

      “Yeah. Saving the world. I thought that was the hellhounds’ job.”

      Jedrek shrugged and lifted his sandwich. It looked like a BLT. And just the way Nick liked them, too. Heavy on the B. Easy on the L. He watched Jedrek chew for a second then lick a stray drop of mayo from his lips. Another growl built. Nick forced himself to look down at his own plate.

      “Your instincts are playing havoc with you. It’s okay. Don’t worry about it,” Jedrek said. “Just eat and then you can get some sleep. It’ll settle down.”

      But Nick didn’t think it would. He had a feeling that this thing inside him came from some place much deeper, a place the dark magic hadn’t touched. A place that belonged to him and his lion and no one else. He picked up his sandwich and took a bite, savoring the perfectly crisp bacon and ice-cold tomato.

      “Stuff like this happens sometimes when a shifter is injured,” Jedrek said. He poked at the pasta salad on his plate before returning to the sandwich for a second bite.

      Nick chewed and watched.

      Jedrek swallowed again and met Nick’s gaze. “Eat, Nick.”

      Nick nodded and returned his attention to the food. His instincts were speaking to him, and he had a curious feeling he was going to like what they told him.
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      It took Jedrek a couple seconds to remember where he was when he woke up. It took him another couple to realize he wasn’t alone. He was on his belly with one leg curled up against the mattress. He had a weight across his back and a muscular thigh tucked between his legs. He moved, slowly and cautiously, only to hear an annoyed growl. The weight on him shifted and an arm crept around and then under him, pinning him in place.

      He’d be pissed if he hadn’t recognized that growl. Nick.

      They’d both passed out after eating. Although… if memory served, Jedrek had forced Nick to take the bed and he’d stretched out on the couch. It had been well into the morning before Nick had wound down enough to actually sleep, but by that time Jedrek was ready to drop. He’d been up for almost two straight days and had taken on a pack of aswangs in the meantime. He’d healed a pretty serious injury and fought off a deranged lion for good measure.

      He’d been tired.

      But he’d not been in bed with Nick.

      “Nick,” Jedrek said. “Lemme up.”

      “Sleep,” Nick grumbled. “Shhh.”

      Nick nuzzled the back of his neck before his hot breath began sending tendrils of desire down Jedrek’s spine. He really needed to calm down. Nick was off limits. Damaged by magic and dealing with instincts he wasn’t understanding. Plus, he was the Chosen One’s brother, and that way lay madness.

      “I need to pee,” Jedrek said, even though it was only halfway true. He did need to use the bathroom, but he could have waited. He was comfortable and warm, and still a little sleepy.

      Another growl. Nick’s hand stroked his chest before creeping down to his stomach. Jedrek couldn’t help but shiver against the touch.

      “Shhh,” Nick repeated before he let out a muffled snore.

      Jedrek’s instincts were going crazy. He didn’t let anyone touch his stomach, and yet, Nick’s hand splayed there like he owned it. His thumb moved slowly, caressing bare skin. His fingers curled into the trail of hair leading down. He couldn’t help but tighten his stomach, and Nick’s thumb stilled. Jedrek sucked in a breath and reached for Nick’s wrist. He needed to move.

      Nick moved faster, rolling onto him and pinning him to the mattress. Another low growl filled the room and Jedrek groaned. He wished he could say there wasn’t any desire in the sound, but he’d be lying. It was a mixture of want and dear goddess what am I doing?

      Needless to say, the dear goddess portion of his thoughts won. In a well-practiced move, he grabbed Nick’s wrist and rolled, flipping him off the bed. Nick landed on the floor with a clatter, and Jedrek flipped off the bed and crouched over him. He put his clawed hand against Nick’s neck and flared his eyes.

      “Jed?” Nick rumbled sleepily. “Ow.”

      He raised his hand and instead of claws, human fingers rubbed the back of his head.

      “You with me?”

      “Clearly? Is something happening? Is Sawyer okay?”

      Nick woke quickly as his thoughts began to race, and Jedrek tightened his hold. “They’re fine. I thought you were going to shift in your sleep.”

      Nick scowled. “So you threw me on the floor?”

      When he put it that way…

      “Sorry. I’m going to… uh, go clean up and… uh, check on the others.”

      “Good plan. I wonder if my brothers are awake yet.”

      Jedrek pushed to his feet and tried to ignore the way his body hummed at the sight of Nick sprawled sleepily on his back. “We can go find out.”

      “And hey, are your alphas and… what’s her name?”

      “Zaire?” Jedrek paused and took a deep breath. “Yes, my alphas are back.”

      “Did you just smell for them?”

      Jedrek glanced at Nick and found him staring at him with a mixture of curiosity and awe. “Yeah.”

      Nick stared at him, then inhaled deeply. “Fuck, you smell so good,” Nick groaned.

      And that didn’t help matters.

      “Let’s go check in with the others,” Jedrek said. He grabbed his clothes from where he’d left them on the table after changing into another pair of the sweatpants provided by the clinic the night before.

      “You think you could take me back to mine so I can get some clean clothes?” Nick asked. He’d grabbed his clothes as well as was staring at them with his nose scrunched up.

      “They’re fine. Your senses are heightened right now. Just put ‘em on. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      Jedrek escaped to the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He splashed cold water on his face and stared at his reflection. After giving himself a stern, but silent, lecture to get his shit together, Jedrek got himself ready for the day using one of the spare toiletry sets stored under the sink.

      When he went back into the main room, he found Nick staring out the window. “I must have been really out of it last night,” Nick said. “I mean, part of me knew there were other people out there, but I didn’t even process it. I was so focused on getting past the alphas and getting to my brothers, that I didn’t even see them.”

      “They weren’t threats to you,” Jedrek explained. The crowd had actually thinned a little, but there were still a bunch of folks huddled around. “Come on. I’ll take you to see your brothers.”

      Nick followed him out of the cabin, his attention focused on the clinic already. They found Draco standing outside the door.

      “Sawyer?” Nick asked quickly.

      “Being a pain in the ass.”

      “Which means he’s fine. Mikey?”

      “No change.”

      Nick made one of his many noises and glanced at Jedrek. “I’m going to go see them.”

      Jedrek nodded. “I need to find my alphas. Stay inside the clinic. Draco?”

      Draco looked between him and Nick for a moment. “I’ll stay with him.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Meshaq is up at the main house with Zaire and the others.”

      Jedrek nodded and shared one more look with Nick. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Nick huffed and turned to go inside.

      Jedrek pretended he didn’t know exactly what that sound meant as well.

      Sam and the kids were making rounds outside in the yard. Drew and Cody were with them, along with Teague and Achim. His other pack members looked good, much better than they had the night before. They’d come through the battle without any loses thanks to Solomon’s quick thinking. The other champions were still around as well. Jedrek could feel their energy. There was a lot of power gathered within these wards, and the thought of it sent a thread of anxiety through him.

      He knocked on the door of the main house and heard his alpha’s voice inviting him inside. He poked his head in the door first, and found them all gathered at the long dining room table where Sam, Vaughn, and their kids normally ate. But instead of being surrounded by his family, Vaughn had Meshaq, Solomon, Zaire, Eduard, and Andvari seated with him. It was a war council if Jedrek had ever seen one.

      “Come sit,” Vaughn offered.

      They had a table full of food in front of them, no doubt courtesy of Vaughn’s grandmother. Nana always took care of all of them, and with Cecil’s help on the side, no doubt they were managing to feed the entire crowd without breaking a sweat.

      Jedrek sat down beside Solomon in one of the few empty seats left at the table. Solomon pushed a bowl of something amazing smelling at him and Jedrek accepted it happily.

      Solomon leaned in. “We just got back. Everything go okay?”

      “Yeah. We passed out. Nothing happened.”

      Nothing he needed to tell his alpha about, anyway. Although they might be having a discussion soon about Jedrek’s apparent lack of control.

      Solomon grabbed the back of his neck and squeezed. “You look better.”

      “I actually got some sleep. Unlike you. You look like crap,” Jedrek teased.

      “And don’t think Cody hasn’t given me an earful about it.” Solomon didn’t look like he minded one bit. “I want you here for this, okay?”

      It wasn’t unusual for their alpha to have one of them sitting in on an important gathering like this, but it wasn’t normally Jedrek. Calli or Solomon were the first Meshaq called upon. He felt a surge of something he’d never felt before and couldn’t quite identify. Pride. Power. Purpose.

      “We might as well get started,” Meshaq said. “Last night, major changes happened in our world. Doors unlocked which had been closed for a long time, and many of our lives were rewritten.”

      Jedrek glanced around the table. Yeah, some shit had gone down, but this sounded bigger than that.

      “We don’t know much,” Eduard said. The griffin was one of the more level-headed of Sawyer’s guardians.

      “Don’t stall,” Zaire said sharply. “Spit it out already.”

      Eduard wasn’t fazed by her in the slightest. He glanced at her, waiting for her to calm, before continuing. “Sawyer is actually the son of the mother goddess.”

      Jedrek wasn’t sure he heard him clearly.

      “That means…” Vaughn began, but his voice drifted off.

      “He is equal to our goddess, her brother,” Meshaq added.

      “Wait, what?” Jedrek asked.

      “Fuck my life,” Zaire groaned. “And last night, who exactly attacked him?”

      “Their other brother,” Andvari added. The vampire sounded on the verge of snapping.

      Eduard touched his arm before speaking again. “Unfortunately, Sawyer’s memories have been taken and the mother has informed us that he will not be getting them back.”

      “I’m so confused,” Jedrek said. “Does that mean Nick…?”

      “No,” Meshaq said. “Nick and Mikey are both foster brothers, but no more. We don’t know who Mama Thea was, but she seems to have collected three powerful strays.”

      “Collected,” Vaughn said. “I’m not sure I like that choice of word.”

      “But that does appear to be the right word, doesn’t it?” Zaire didn’t seem impressed either.

      “As a result of the attack on Sawyer and the inevitability of his true status getting out, my goddess has given me… a promotion.” Meshaq didn’t look comfortable with the word. He looked around the table for a moment before continuing. “She has asked that Drew and I perform some other duties for her, and has given over the control of the hellhounds to Solomon.”

      “But Meshaq is still an alpha,” Solomon said. “He is the alpha of all of our kind now. His powers have been extended to beyond this realm and the goddesses have honored him with this power.”

      Zaire smirked and leaned forward. “Proud of him, are we?”

      Solomon growled at her and flashed his eyes. “I am.”

      “So am I. No one deserves it more. But I’m a bit confused as to why you’re taking your human mate along for the ride. You sure that’s safe?”

      Meshaq’s eyes burned and Jedrek trembled at the sheer power rolling off of him. “No one will harm my mate.”

      “Whoa,” Zaire said. “Where’d that come from?”

      Meshaq grinned and Jedrek was reminded once again of their long friendship. Zaire always poked the beast, but at the end of the day, she had trusted Meshaq with her life and the life of her son. Which reminded Jedrek that he hadn’t seen or heard her chew him out for involving Keziah in the fight against the aswang.

      “So,” Vaughn said. “We have a human who’s actually a god, our champion has been called away, a new champion installed, and we found out the Chosen One’s brothers both have powers of their own.”

      “And let’s not forget that Nick arrived when he did,” Zaire said.

      “Or the other lions,” Vaughn said.

      “Other lions?” Zaire asked. “What the hell, Meshaq? Didn’t you think that was significant?”

      Meshaq pointed at Solomon. “It’s his fault.”

      Eduard chuckled. “We can yell about that later. Andvari and I want to get back to our mates. What can you tell us about the wards at the old house? Sawyer will want to know that his brother is safe.”

      “I gathered some of the magic but will need some time to break it apart. It is strong and dark. But I will find them. Speaking of safe,” Zaire turned her glare to Solomon, “now that you’ve involved my son and his coven in this mess, you are honor bound to provide protection to them.”

      “We will,” Solomon said.

      Zaire returned her glare to Meshaq. “This is all your fault. He’s not as fun to argue with as you are.”

      Jedrek shook his head, but the moment lifted the heavy atmosphere just enough to allow them all to take an easy breath.

      “We can’t keep this many people here,” Vaughn said. “We’d be a beacon for trouble and it would put my patients at risk. I want to help, but I also have a duty. Our community depends on this being a safe place.”

      “We will be returning home,” Eduard said. “Sawyer is already itching to go, but he doesn’t want to leave his brother’s side.”

      Jedrek wasn’t sure they could convince either of Mikey’s brothers to leave his side.

      “I can talk to him,” Vaughn said.

      “And I’d like the lion to come with me,” Zaire said. “His magic is more changed than the others. If I can figure out why, it may give me another clue.”

      Solomon and Meshaq shared a glance, and Jedrek didn’t even have to wonder what they were thinking before they said it.

      “Jedrek and Nick will go with you,” Solomon said. “I’ll work on finding safe places for the others.”

      “I only have a few more hours before I must return to the gate. The goddess gave me until sunset,” Meshaq explained.

      “What’s going to happen to the bar?” Vaughn asked.

      “The others will run it. I’m sure we can find a few volunteers to help out.” Solomon turned to him. “Jedrek?”

      “I’ll make it work,” Jedrek said.

      Solomon squeezed his neck once more. “Check on Izzy for me, will you?”

      Jedrek nodded. One of their human packmates, Izzy, had been staying with the coven with her daughter since finding out their world existed. She’d been in shock, and her kid had been in danger. She’d needed a time out, but they’d needed her to be safe. Solomon had her taken to the coven until she decided what she wanted to do.

      “I will,” Jedrek said. “What about the lion cubs?”

      Solomon rubbed his eyes tiredly. Leandra and her cubs were refugees, but they’d also been affected by the same magic that had touched Nick and the rest of the kids. There were a lot of moving pieces on the board, and it was becoming hard to keep up with it all.

      “Zaire and I will talk, and we’ll see what Leandra wants to do.”

      “I want to find them, Alpha,” Jedrek said. He couldn’t keep his eyes from flaring and Solomon’s burned in reply.

      “We will. And they will pay for what they’ve done. The goddess has promised us that. Go home and pack. I’m not going to rotate you all in and out of the coven’s place like we do here at the clinic. It’s not safe. You’ll stay there and I’ll come check on you myself as soon as I’m able.”

      Jedrek nodded and stood. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Meshaq rose and followed him to the door. “Solomon told me how well you did in the fight. Stay strong, and listen to your instincts.”

      Jedrek met his gaze and breathed. “I will.”

      “They won’t lead you astray,” Meshaq said with a knowing smile before he hooked his hand around Jedrek’s neck and touched their foreheads together. “And I won’t even tell Drew what’s happening. I’ll let you do it.”

      Even though his voice was lowered, Jedrek couldn’t help looking around to make sure no one else had overheard. “Nothing is happening,” Jedrek protested.

      “Uh-huh. Drew saved you some doughnuts. He put them in the oven in our cabin so no one would touch them. He felt bad that you were called away earlier.”

      Jedrek grinned. “How’s he going to handle all this?”

      “Probably better than me. He’s looking forward to the adventure, but I’m dreading leaving my pack. Of course, I don’t think it’s sunk in with him yet that he won’t be nagging you guys every day so… we’ll see how it goes when he realizes.”

      “Better you than me. Wonder if you can text between realms. How will he survive without all the news?”

      Meshaq shivered. “In all seriousness, if you need me, I will find a way. I’ve spoken to Solomon already, but I want the rest of you to know as well. No matter where my duties for the goddess takes me, you are still my pack.”

      “This isn’t goodbye, Meshaq,” Jedrek said. “It’s see you later.”

      Meshaq scowled. “This is one of those pop culture references I don’t get, isn’t it?”

      “Possibly. Now, I’ve gotta go. My alpha gave me an order.”

      He got one last neck squeeze before Meshaq released him. Jedrek hurried outside, shot a quick look toward the clinic but didn’t see Nick, and then opened a portal. He had no idea what he needed to bring, but from the sounds of things, he’d be with Zaire and the coven for a while. He gathered enough clothes for a week or two, then tossed his tablet and chargers into the bag. He rummaged in the kitchen for his favorite protein bars— he didn’t care what Drew said, they didn’t taste like dirt— and added those as well. He also grabbed a few of his favorite movies and after another thought, he unplugged his Blu-Ray player and added it to the bag as well. Knowing Zaire, having Internet wouldn’t be considered “safe” so poor Keziah had probably grown up without. He groaned and grabbed another bag, adding a few books he’d been meaning to get around to. He was probably going to be stuck in some weird commune where they didn’t even have power. They probably didn’t even eat meat.

      Jedrek tried not to pout as he went back through his house one last time. He grabbed his supplies from the bathroom, including his clippers to keep the mohawk in shape, and then stared at the lower drawer of the bathroom cabinet. He was working. This was his job. And yeah, it wasn’t a typical human type job, but he served a goddess and did a damn fine job of it. He wouldn’t put that at risk. No matter what. He was there to protect and to serve.

      But he’d been told to listen to his instincts.

      Jedrek opened the drawer and grabbed a bottle of lube and a sleeve of condoms. They didn’t need the rubbers, but Nick might not know that and Jedrek didn’t want what might be happening to get derailed because of that. He’d slept with enough humans to know they took their safety seriously and he didn’t blame them. He couldn’t exactly say supernatural creature here. Disease free. Trust me.

      Not that anything would happen. But it was better to be prepared, just in case. He stopped thinking and stuffed the supplies into the bottom of his bag. He watered his plants and locked up the house before grabbing both bags and reopening the portal. He walked into chaos, and the sound of a very pissed off lion roaring.
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      To say that Nick was angry when he found out exactly how much danger Sawyer was in was the understatement of the century. He made it through the entire explanation— his brother, a god?— before he realized that this was more than just some random attack. Someone— another freaking god from the sounds of things— was trying to kill his brother. And that’s when he lost control. He felt it coming. The signs were there. He ran out of the clinic with Draco on his heels. He made it to the door, then out onto the grass. And then he shifted. He was immediately a tangle of sweatpants and old T-shirt.

      His senses were immediately overwhelmed by the scent of other shifters. Powerful creatures. Alphas. Warriors. They were all there. Threats to his brothers, lying just inside the doors, weakened and vulnerable. He roared, trying to free himself from the tangle of fabric. No one would hurt his pride. No one. His brothers would be safe. He would make sure of it.

      “Nick!”

      The voice was somewhat familiar but still a threat. He burned and the underlying scent reminded him that he faced a dragon. Yet he remained vulnerable in his human form. Foolish dragon. Nick’s muscles clenched and he prepared to launch himself at the dangerous creature before him.

      “Nick!”

      Another voice, this one more intriguing. Jedrek. He didn’t take his eyes from the dragon. He would take care of this threat first and prove himself to Jedrek once and for all. The dragon was also distracted by Jedrek, which gave Nick the opening he needed. He leapt, and was surprised when he was slammed into from the side, a familiar scent swirling around him. He roared his displeasure, but the black beast tangling with him simply roared back, his flame-filled eyes demanding something. Nick snarled and was met with one in return. Jedrek was displeased with him. Nick huffed and Jedrek lowered his weight, his heavy, overheated body pressing Nick into the grass. He didn’t like it and snarled once more, but Jedrek ignored him. He’d very much displeased him. It wouldn’t do.

      Nick tried to squirm away, howled and chuffed his protest, but Jedrek refused to budge. He wouldn’t even meet Nick’s gaze. Nick howled.

      “Do you have him?” A feminine voice, but another scent of heat and burning.

      Nick roared and tried to writhe free, but he couldn’t move.

      “He’s got him.” Another voice, this one filled with power. The big man with flaming eyes. The alpha of alphas. Then the other. The alpha of the hellhounds. Nick roared, demanding their assistance.

      The woman closed her eyes and held her hands above them. Nick was embraced by more heat. He tried to burrow beneath Jedrek’s form, searching for another way to escape, but none came. And then quiet. Silence in his mind. Calm in his heart. He leaned back, searching the circle of others who now surrounded him. He looked to Jedrek, who finally met his gaze as Jedrek shifted back into his human form.

      Nick huffed.

      “He’s back,” Jedrek said. “Nick, talk to me.”

      Nick growled and pushed his head into Jedrek’s chest. Jedrek held his mane, tight the way Nick liked it.

      “Okay, maybe not fully back,” Jedrek said.

      “Nick!”

      The dragon groaned, but Nick knew that voice. He lifted his head and roared. Sawyer skidded to a stop.

      “Whoa.”

      Nick chuffed and moved his head toward the door. Sawyer should be resting.

      “Did you just tell me to go back to bed?”

      Nick huffed.

      “Oh my goddess, you totally did. Nick! I’m fine. I swear, you’re worse than my mates.”

      Nick grumbled.

      “You can let him go,” Sawyer said. “He won’t hurt me.”

      “Sawyer—” the dragon said.

      “He’s my brother,” Sawyer said. He skirted around Draco and came over to Nick. “He’s a pretty kitty. Yes, he is.”

      Nick fluffed out his mane and butted his head into Sawyer’s chest. He was not a kitty.

      “Oh, come on, Nick. You’re so pretty. Look at you. I mean, you’re totally fierce, don’t get me wrong, and totally majestic. King of the jungle, and all that.”

      Nick chuffed. That’s exactly what he was. And Sawyer shouldn’t forget it.

      Sawyer leaned in and wrapped his arms around Nick’s neck. “I’m so glad you’re able to shift again. This big guy deserves to be let out to play, you know? He’s probably more than a little cranky about being locked away for so long. I think we should ask Zaire to look at the remnants of yours and Mikey’s pendants from Mama Thea. Is that okay with you? I mean, now that I know… it’s different. I… don’t know. I want someone who understands magic more than I do to take a look at them.”

      “Actually,” Zaire said, “I spoke to the hellhounds. They are sending Jedrek to guard my son and his coven, and I asked for Nick to come as well. I want to find out who dared to take the cubs and hurt them, and that includes your foster brother.”

      “My brother,” Sawyer corrected. “They’re my brothers.”

      Zaire smiled, and Nick chuffed, rubbing his head against Sawyer’s chest again.

      “I know, buddy. People never get it until we tell them, but that’s why we just say it. Mama Thea always said that blood was thicker than water, but what we have is made of stronger stuff that that. Who needs blood when you have an unbreakable bond like ours?”

      Forged in bad times, Nick’s mind provided.

      “Vibranium,” Sawyer said. “If it’s strong enough for Captain America’s shield, it’s strong enough for us.”

      Nick chuffed again. They’d let him watch way too many Marvel movies as a kid. They used to say titanium until Sawyer got into his superhero phase. And now look at him. He was probably trying to think of a code name for Nick as they stood there.

      “Dude, you’re totally Lionheart! I need to look him up!”

      Nick huffed and bumped his head into Sawyer hard enough that he made a sound and stepped back.

      “Fine. Sheesh. But what do you say? Can Zaire take the pendants? Do you want to go to her place and see if you can finally solve the mystery?”

      Nick rolled his shoulders back and shifted into his human form. He knelt on the grass, gasping for breath, his chest aching and sore. “Shit, that hurts.”

      “What? What’s wrong? Vaughn!”

      “I’m fine, Sawyer.”

      “No, you’re not fine. I’ve met you. If you say it hurts, it really fucking hurts.”

      “Nick, why don’t you come inside and let me check things out? It’ll make Sawyer feel better.”

      Nick looked up at the doctor, then at his brother’s concerned expression. “Fine.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Sawyer said. “And don’t try to argue.”

      “You do realize I’m the big brother, right?” Nick’s voice ached like he’d been screaming.

      “And I’m the annoying little brother so shut up and come on.”

      Nick looked over his shoulder and found Jedrek watching. He nodded toward the clinic and bent down to pick up Nick’s discarded clothes. Nick let Sawyer drag him into the building and toward one of the exam rooms. Both Jedrek and Draco followed, and Nick realized he felt relieved. He was afraid of the lion side of him, what it would do. He’d lost control twice. What if he hurt his brothers?

      “Okay, boys, you’re all waiting outside,” Vaughn said. “Don’t argue with me, Sawyer. Don’t make me call my grandmother.”

      Sawyer gasped. “You’d tell Nana on me?”

      “In a hot minute. Now go.”

      “Fine, but I want to know what’s going on. And you better tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you,” Nick said. “I promise.”

      “Even if you think I can’t handle it.”

      “I’ll tell you. Doc, you have my permission to tell my brother whatever you find out.”

      Sawyer leaned against Draco. “Don’t tell him something else when I go.”

      “I won’t.”

      Sawyer left and the door closed softly behind him. Jedrek remained in the room, a big, hulking presence. Nick caught his gaze and couldn’t look away. “Did I hurt you?”

      Jedrek scoffed. “I’m more worried that I hurt you. I hit you hard. Maybe broke a rib.”

      Vaughn pointed to the exam table and Nick hopped up onto it. He was poked and prodded for a number of minutes before the doctor scribbled a few final notes on his clipboard and looked up with a smile. “Nothing broken. Your shifts seem to take a lot out of you. Your body is adjusting, and after so long not shifting, these are honestly slighter reactions than I would have anticipated.”

      “So what? Try not to shift? ‘Cause I can’t exactly control it.”

      “On the contrary, I think you should continue to shift, but try to work on changing when you want to versus when your lion demands. Daily shifting, perhaps twice daily depending on your needs. Let your lion roam free a little, but expect some general soreness when you return to your human form. I’ll send along some tiger balm salve. It’s great for sore muscles and should soothe the aches a bit.”

      “Tiger balm. Funny, Doc.”

      Vaughn grinned. “Have Zaire contact me if you have any worse symptoms, but I believe you’ll be fine.”

      Taking his clipboard with him, Vaughn walked out of the exam room and closed the door softly behind him. Jedrek handed Nick his clothes, which he began to pull on.

      Jedrek leaned back against the wall and drew Nick’s attention as he pulled up his pants.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Nick huffed.

      “Going nonverbal on me again, huh?”

      It was strange, this ability for Jedrek to read him so well. With Sawyer and Mikey, they demanded that he talk. He hated trying to put everything he felt into words. Nick just looked at him.

      “I’m normally the quiet one, so this is weird for me.”

      Jedrek had done nothing but talk since the moment they met.  Nick liked hearing him talk, actually.

      “So you heard Zaire. She wants you to come to hers so she can help figure out what they did to you guys. I think it’s a good idea. My alpha is sending me, too, since she’s also pissed that we brought her son into our big fight earlier. I’ll tell you about it later. Keziah’s really powerful, though, and he’s in a really strong coven.”

      “You think they can help me?”

      “I do.”

      Nick nodded. “I lost it a bit.”

      “Sounded like it. But you brought it back fast.”

      Only because Jedrek had tackled him. He’d wanted to take a chunk out of Draco’s hide. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “So we’ll work on your control. That’s what the doc said you needed.” Jedrek looked toward the door moments before someone knocked on it. “It’s Zaire.”

      Nick inhaled and caught a hint of her scent. “Come in.”

      She opened the door and looked him over. “You look better.”

      Nick shrugged.

      “I wanted to speak to you before, but now will do. I want to catch those fuckers who hurt you and the others. I want it more than the very air I breathe. But for the grace of the goddess, that could have been my son.”

      “And you need my help to do it?”

      “We haven’t had any leads in years. I can taste their magic now, more clearly than ever. This is the chance we needed.”

      Nick glanced at Jedrek, who simply gave him a blank look in return. It was his call, his choice. He wanted to find them as much as Zaire did, wanted them to pay, but he had other concerns now. Mainly his brothers. He couldn’t leave them unprotected. If they were attacked again, Nick wanted to be there.

      “I can get you back here through a portal,” Jedrek said. “Fast. The moment we get a call.”

      “But those are the only circumstances in which you will be portaling in and out of my home,” Zaire warned. “I will not let you put me and mine in danger. The threat is too real to ignore.”

      Both Sawyer and Mikey had their mates, and with the wards, Nick could at least get notice. The chance to find the magic users responsible had been his quest his entire life. He couldn’t mess up the chance to find them. “Okay, I’ll help you.”

      “Excellent. I took the liberty of having Cecil gather some of your things. We need to go. I want to get to work.”

      It took Nick a second to process. “What do you mean… gather some of my—”

      “Clothes and stuff.” Zaire snapped her fingers at him, and then glared at Jedrek. “Let’s go.”

      She turned and went down the hall.

      “Did she just…”

      “Yep,” Jedrek said.

      “It’s best not to question her. Go talk to your brother. He’s worried. I’ll stall her for another couple minutes.”

      Nick hopped off the exam table and stopped to breathe deeply. He choked on the heavy scent of antiseptic, but then he found Jedrek’s scent. Heat, warmth, flame. He wanted to curl up around it. The lion in him loved heat. Hot desert days. He was built for heat. He opened his eyes, not realizing he’d even closed them, and found Jedrek’s flame-filled gaze on him. He definitely fit the bill; hot was an understatement.

      He moved closer, drawn to that scent. The closer he came, the more he felt. Heat, warmth, longing, desire, anticipation.

      “Nick—”

      Jedrek felt it, too. He could see it in his eyes now, smell it in the subtle changes of his scent. His lion crept forward, not taking charge this time, but simply informing him. There. That one. That means he wants you too. And that, that one. That means he’s yours.

      Nick touched Jedrek’s side, just under his ribs. Close to his vulnerable belly, but not too close. No, he didn’t want to spook him. He moved closer, slid his hand around to Jedrek’s back. The man was a giant, even if his alphas stood taller. He had weight to him, solidity. He wasn’t going anywhere. Nick liked it. He couldn’t be broken. He leaned in, tucked his nose against Jedrek’s neck and breathed.

      “Fuck,” Jedrek groaned. “This is not the time, Nick.”

      “I know,” Nick replied. But he couldn’t resist one little taste. He nipped at Jedrek’s neck and flavor burst across his tongue.

      Jedrek’s hands gripped his hips, and Nick all but purred at the touch.

      “Go see your brother.”

      “I will. But this isn’t over. Is it?”

      Jedrek sucked in a breath and his hands tightened. “No. It isn’t.”

      Nick leaned back and met Jedrek’s gaze, then leaned in again. “Good.”

      He backed away, not because he wanted to, but because he knew someone would be in checking on them. He didn’t want them interrupted. He went down the hall to the room where his brothers were. Sawyer stood when he entered and sighed after looking at him. “You’re going.”

      “Yes, Doc says I’m fine. Just need to practice shifting,” Nick said. “But if anything happens, Jedrek and I will come. He promised he’d bring me right away.”

      “Find who did this to you,” Sawyer said. He glanced down at Mikey’s still form, then back to Nick. “Mikey would want you to find them, too.”

      “I will.”

      Sawyer wrapped him in a hug and squeezed tight. Nick returned it. Before Sawyer let him go, he looked up, clenching his fists in Nick’s shirt. “And Nick?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Get in a good hit for Henry.”

      Nick grinned at the fierce anger and protectiveness in his brother’s eyes. There was the tough kid he knew. “They’ll regret the day they crossed us, little brother.”

      Sawyer nodded and let him go. Nick touched Mikey’s leg, and sent a glance to his mates. They both nodded to him, seeming to approve of his departure as well. They understood, and they would explain it to Mikey should he wake and Nick not be there. “Let me know if there are any changes.”

      “We will,” Asher said.

      “Go,” Sawyer said. “And keep your damn phone with you. And answer my damn calls.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Nick said. “Be safe and no fighting with gods. Or goddesses. Whatever. You hear me?”

      Sawyer grinned. “I’ll do my best.”

      Nick let him go and went for the door. Draco stood on the other side. “You better keep him safe.”

      “I will. Find who hurt Henry,” Draco said softly. “And call me when you do. I wouldn’t mind helping.”

      Nick grinned and clapped him on the shoulder before leaving the clinic. Jedrek stood outside holding two stuffed bags, an old, familiar, battered suitcase, and oddly, what appeared to be a donut box.

      “Zaire got tired of waiting. She took Leandra and her cubs on and we’re to meet her there.”

      “I have no idea who they are,” Nick said.

      “Oh, right. Come on, I’ll tell you when we get there.” Jedrek opened a portal and stepped through. Nick took one last glance at the clinic and the shifters guarding his brothers standing near the door, then he followed Jedrek through. They emerged in a patch of woods, standing within a circle of stones.

      “What the hell?”

      “Zaire’s paranoid. She doesn’t allow portals inside her wards. We have to wait here until she comes back for us.”

      Nick reached out his hand and got a nice zap when he tried to reach across the stones. His lion did not approve.

      “So, Leandra. Her kids were part of what happened to you as well. From what we could find out from her, someone used some sort of magic on her and she ended up pregnant.”

      “She was raped.”

      “That’s where it’s a little murky. We’re not sure sex was involved, but magic was absolutely used on her against her will so I have no issues using that word. The weird thing is, we aren’t sure there are fathers involved. We’re trying to figure out how it happened, though, and if someone is able to make like the Virgin Mary and get impregnated.”

      Nick scowled and circled the stones. “So there’s a possibility that we were all ‘virgin’ births, as it were.”

      “I don’t know. I doubt it. Leandra is the first mother we’ve found, and none of you guys seem to recall being around your mothers. If whoever is doing this doesn’t give a shit about the mothers, I don’t think they give a shit as to how they get them pregnant. The kids seem to be the goal.”

      “They messed with our magic,” Nick said. “Messed with my magic, and the others.”

      Jedrek nodded.

      “And probably killed our mothers.”

      Jedrek nodded.

      “We need to kill these bastards.”

      “We could do that,” Jedrek said. “Or we could take them to hell and let my goddess deal with it. She’s a lot more creative, and she definitely won’t end it for them fast.”

      Nick’s lion itched beneath his skin, but he pushed him gently back. He didn’t want to change again so soon. He wanted to think it through, process with his human brain what he knew. The sooner they had answers, the better he’d feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jedrek

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Zaire hadn’t left them waiting long, but it was enough to put Nick on edge. She took one look at him pacing and freed them from the wards. She led them directly toward her home. Except it wasn’t the hippie fest commune Jedrek had been expecting. It looked like a subdivision. Well, one street of one, anyway. Like that Housewife show Calli’d been addicted to, even though she’d pretended like she wasn’t. A dozen or so houses, all with trimmed hedges and shiny windows.

      Everything looked perfect, too perfect.

      Jedrek shivered. Cul de sacs gave him the creeps.

      “What’s wrong?” Nick asked softly.

      “Nothing. Everything’s fine.”

      Nick scowled but turned his attention back to Zaire. She stopped in front of a little, one-story house that might as well have had a white picket fence and a golden retriever in the yard. She pushed open the door and gestured them inside.

      “I’ve put you both here. I hope you don’t mind sharing, but with Izzy and Sophie, and now Leandra and the kids, I’m running low on guest accommodations.”

      “What the hell is this place?”

      “My home,” Zaire said her voice icy. “I’d like for you to stay in tonight and get settled. There’s food in the freezer, but if you need anything, just make a list and I’ll have it taken care of. I need to let our other residents know that a hellhound is here.”

      “Sure,” Jedrek said.

      She gave them both stern looks before turning and leaving again. Jedrek looked around the place. It was nice, but not extravagant. Off-white walls, crisp white trim. Hardwood floors. A nice woven rug. Perfectly serviceable couch. Dear goddess, he’d been banished to suburbia. He’d obviously done something horrific to deserve this level of punishment.

      “Could this place be any more boring if it tried?” Nick asked. “I feel like I’m trapped in one of those model homes.”

      Jedrek huffed and dropped the bags and Nick’s suitcase. He needed a donut. The kitchen was at the other end of the room, tucked behind a bookcase that had two books and a lot of knickknacks, including a white hand. Why did anyone need a sculpture of a hand sitting on their bookshelf? Or one of those fake lumps of coral? He sighed and found a roll of paper towels tucked away under the sink. Nick had followed him so he tore off two before opening the box and giving Nick first dibs.

      “We’re living in a catalog,” Jedrek grumbled. He found one of the chocolate ones with sprinkles and grabbed it.

      “I mean, it’s nice and all,” Nick hedged. “It’s better than my place.”

      “At least it has furniture.”

      Nick snorted and took a bite of a powdered sugar donut. It left a ring of white around his lips. Jedrek kind of wanted to lick it off for him.

      “I have furniture,” Nick protested.

      “Sure you do. You know what I never got about those fancy shows where they fix up the houses?”

      “What?” Nick asked between bites.

      “Where do they put their stuff? I mean, it doesn’t make sense. They give ‘em like one shelf, and it’s perfectly styled or whatever, but where do you put your remotes? And your mail? Or just your stuff. Books and magazines and the picture your kids paint for you at school.”

      “Have kids, do you?”

      Jedrek glared. “I have kids in my life. Well, had kids. The Jerrick kids don’t exactly do crafts anymore. Still have Sophie, though. Can’t wait to see the little munchkin.”

      “Who’s Sophie?”

      “Izzy’s a waitress at the bar we run. She’s human, but part of our pack. Sophie’s her six-year-old daughter. Izzy found out about all this because someone used magic and sent her ex after her. It was too dangerous so Meshaq sent her here to keep her and Sophie safe.”

      Nick finished his donut and licked his fingers. “Let’s see what else this place has.”

      Jedrek took the last bite of his and followed Nick down the only hall in the place. There were two bedrooms and a shared bathroom between them. It was basically a step up from the cabins at the clinic. “I’ll take this one, if you don’t care.”

      Nick turned and was suddenly in Jedrek’s space. “I don’t care.”

      His husky voice made his intentions abundantly clear.

      “Nick,” Jedrek groaned.

      “We’ve got time to kill. And I have a few ideas of how to spend that time.”

      “This isn’t—”

      “I know. It’s a terrible idea. Really. One of my worst. But I want to taste you. I want to see your skin. I want to spread you out and take you apart. My instincts are going crazy. You smell so fucking good.”

      Nick leaned in and Jedrek should have pulled away but he didn’t. He let Nick get close, press him back against the bedroom wall, and bury his face in Jedrek’s neck. Nick touched him, his hands on Jedrek’s arms, squeezing, testing their strength before he drifted up and over his shoulders. All while his wicked mouth worked on Jedrek’s neck, tasting him. Marking him.

      “Fuck,” Jedrek groaned.

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” Nick rumbled.

      His voice deepened. He lifted his head and stared into Jedrek’s eyes. The golden glow of the lion stared back, but Nick was still in control. Jedrek’s eyes flared in return.

      Jedrek threw caution to the wind and grabbed his shirt. He pulled it off before grabbing Nick’s face in his hands. He hesitated for only a second before diving in and getting his first taste of the man.

      Everything stopped. The heat between them burst into flame, an inferno of aching want that shot straight to Jedrek’s cock. It thickened and he thrust forward, pushing into Nick only to find answering hardness.

      Nick’s eyes brightened, turning a pure golden yellow as he pulled back and pulled his own shirt over his head. “Get on the bed.”

      His voice had bottomed out, deep with lust and power. Jedrek trembled. Goddess, he loved a man who was his equal, who could take what he gave and then give it right back in return. Nothing about Nick was fragile. Everything about him radiated power and lust.

      Jedrek walked backward to the bed, pushing his pants down as he went. By the time he reached the mattress, he was gloriously naked, his skin golden and beaded with sweat. “Lube is in my bag,” Jedrek said.

      Nick growled, pausing mid-step before spinning around and going back into the living room. Jedrek stroked his cock then spread his legs, teasing his balls, getting himself nice and hard.

      A low growl pulled his attention back to the doorway. Nick moved slowly, a predator hunting his prey. He never took his eyes of Jedrek’s dick, captivated by each slow, sensuous movement of Jedrek’s hand. He dropped the lube and condoms on the side table before climbing onto the bed. He had his hands on either side of Jedrek’s hips, his eyes still locked on Jedrek’s hand as it moved in a slow steady rhythm.

      Nick slowly lowered his head and the predatory gleam in his eye sent a shiver down Jedrek’s spine. He’d fucked a lot, but he’d never had anyone look at him like this. Nick kept his eyes on Jedrek’s hand but breathed against his balls. He reflexively tightened them and Nick looked up, grinning before he opened his mouth and sucked one into his mouth.

      Jedrek groaned at the wet heat. Nick rumbled and the vibrations sent another tremble through him. He stopped stroking his cock, because he could already feel the dam of pleasure building in his spine, and it would burst way too soon if he didn’t. Nick didn’t seem to appreciate his efforts at control, though. He glared and released the ball in his mouth, licked a stripe up the other, then moved upward.

      “Nick,” Jedrek groaned.

      Nick took his eyes from his prize and looked up. “So fucking hot.”

      “I’m kinda on edge here, man.”

      “Then let’s take the edge off.”

      His voice deepened so much Jedrek hardly recognized it. He had Jedrek’s dick in his hand then, squeezing and stroking, getting a feel for it. It was enough to increase that pressure he’d tried to hold back tenfold. It didn’t seem to matter. Nick wanted it. He leaned in and sucked the tip between his lips, laving at the slit and the come that gathered there. Jedrek groaned and his hips pushed up, an instinct he couldn’t fight if he tried. Nick grinned wickedly, then lowered his head further.

      “Fuck,” Jedrek yelled.

      Nick sucked him deeper, the heat and warmth sending sparks through his body. Jedrek tried to hold back, but it was a lost cause. He’d never been worked up so fast, so desperate to come that he didn’t want to stretch it out. He tried. He fought it. Letting the exquisite pressure build until Nick brushed a finger against his hole, and the promise in the gesture sent him over the edge. Nick hummed against him as he began to thrust desperately, come shooting into Nick’s mouth as he continued to work him over.

      When he finally finished, Nick raised his head and visibly swallowed.

      Then he licked his lips and the wicked grin was back. “My turn.”

      He crawled forward, legs straddling Jedrek’s waist, then his chest. Jedrek’s breath heaved, still gasping from the pleasure at his orgasm. But heat already began to build again at the promise. Nick grabbed the headboard and looked down at him. His eyes made the demand, and Jedrek was all too happy to comply. He scooted down and opened his mouth. Nick used one hand to feed Jedrek his cock while the other braced against the headboard.

      “That’s it. Fuck, Jed. You’re so fucking hot. That mouth of yours. I’ve been thinking of it. Imagining you on your knees with my cock in the back of your throat.”

      Jedrek growled again, licking and slurping at everything Nick gave him. He could feel it when it became too much, when Nick started to lose control. His thighs tightened, squeezing against Jedrek’s shoulders. His cock twitched in his mouth. His head dropped and he clenched the headboard tighter.

      And then he came, come hitting the back of Jedrek’s throat. He pulled out, shooting across Jedrek’s neck and the top of his chest. His eyes glowed, bright golden yellow as he orgasmed. The lion took control, his instincts guiding Nick as he rubbed his come into Jedrek’s skin, scenting him. Marking his territory. Jedrek didn’t mind at all. He panted for breath, mouth still watering. Wanting more. Nick’s cock didn’t even soften, and Jedrek realized his own hadn’t either. He’d been so focused on Nick he hadn’t realized he’d gotten wound up again. Of course, now that he was aware of it, he wanted Nick’s hands back on him. Or his mouth. Or both.

      Nick seemed inclined to agree. He slowly moved back down, straddling Jedrek’s waist and using his shoulders for support. He had him pinned to the mattress. Jedrek grabbed Nick’s hips, pushing him down just that little bit further so their cocks sat next to each other. Nick liked the idea. He began to slowly roll his hips, thrusting his cock next to Jedrek’s.

      “Look what you do to me,” Nick rumbled. “So fucking turned on, I’m ready to go again. That’s never happened before. Only you. So fucking hot.”

      Nick slid his hands down and grabbed Jedrek’s pecs. He squeeze, then leaned down and bit, not hard but enough for Jedrek to feel it all the way to his toes. “Nick.”

      “Yeah. Gonna mark you up.” He moved to the other side and laved Jedrek’s nipple with his tongue. He bit down on it, softly tugging it between his teeth before releasing it.

      He moved further down, his mouth ghosting over Jedrek’s ribs, and then down to his hip. He sucked another mark there. Down further, spreading Jedrek’s legs. He nipped at his thigh, then sucked a mark. Down further, to his calf, and then at his ankle.

      Bright golden eyes looked up at him. “Turn over.”

      “Nick.”

      He got a growl in return. The sound about sent him over the edge. He rolled over, spread his legs and arms, offered himself up to Nick.

      “Hmm,” Nick groaned.

      He traced his lips over Jedrek’s calf, to the sensitive spot behind his knee. He moved to the other side, sucked a mark on Jedrek’s thigh. Both hands grabbed his ass, kneading him, spreading him open. Hot breath against his hole and then then rumbling of Nick’s voice. “I’ll come back for you.”

      Then up. The dip in his back. Beneath his shoulder blade. And finally, his neck. Jedrek shivered. “Nick.”

      “Hmm.”

      Nick’s weight moved slightly to the side but was quickly back again. He heard the snick of the lube bottle, then the cool liquid hitting the crease of his ass. Nick’s fingers followed, traced his hole, then he pushed two inside. Jedrek tensed, his body arching back. Nick seemed a master of his body already, instinctively knowing where to touch, where he needed it. He thrust hard and fast. Then added another. All the while he breathed on Jedrek’s neck, the most sensitive, most sacred spot of him. But Nick seemed to know that too. He bit down gently and Jedrek cried out. His hole ached, wanted more so badly.

      Nick reached for the condoms. Tore one off. Then cursed.

      “What?”

      “Tore it. Hold on.”

      “Don’t need it,” Jedrek confessed.

      Nick stilled. “What?”

      “Can’t get anything. Hellhound.”

      Nick’s breathing deepened and he moved his lips up further to Jedrek’s ear. “You sure?”

      “Yes. Please, Nick. I need you.”

      Those seemed to be the words he needed to hear. He added lube to his cock, forced Jedrek’s legs wider, then pushed his cock against Jedrek’s hole. It was big, bigger than he’d been prepared for and they both knew it. But Nick, fucking hell, Nick knew exactly what he was doing. He eased his way inside, slowly stretching him.

      His mouth was back at Jedrek’s neck, teasing, driving him insane with need. But he couldn’t even move. Not in this position. Nick had him spread out and even when he tried to move his hips, to get some friction against his achingly hard cock, he couldn’t. He could barely move. Nick had him, though.

      “Arch your back,” Nick rumbled.

      He had to comply. Jedrek arched, pushing his hips up, changing the angle. Nick slid deeper, a rumbling growl in his ear. “You were made for me, for this. You’re sucking me in now, aren’t you? Perfect ass, Jed. So fucking perfect. Think you can take me? Can you take it all?”

      Jedrek groaned again. Like he could form words at the moment. He couldn’t think past the sensations, the sparks of pleasure spiraling through his body. But he did it anyway, forced his body to relax, and it had the desired result. Nick bottomed out, his dick fully buried in Jedrek’s ass. He got another grumble for his effort, this one pleased. Nick’s mouth was back at his neck. He added another mark as he slowly rolled his hips. Desire ratcheted up with each brush of Nick’s cock against the bundle of nerves inside him.

      But Nick wasn’t going to be rushed. He wasn’t going to let Jedrek decide how this went. It turned him on further. And he relaxed into the mattress, even though his cock ached now. Wanting his hand on it. It would only take a few pulls and it would be over again. But Jedrek didn’t want it to be over.

      Nick’s rhythm changed, becoming a sharp staccato punch. His breathing quickened, becoming more desperate. Jedrek knew the feeling. Heat built between them, waves of it pouring off Jedrek to Nick, and then back again.

      “Nick.”

      “Fuck yeah,” Nick said. “So fucking hot, Jed. You’re burning me up. Fuck.”

      His rhythm faltered, and the change was enough to shove Jedrek off the edge. One last thrust pegged his gland and he threw back his head. He yelled Nick’s name as his orgasm struck, his hole tightening, trapping Nick’s dick exactly where he wanted it. Nick didn’t seem to mind. With his head back and throat exposed, Nick grabbed him and bit down. Hard. And his hot come filled Jedrek’s ass.

      Jedrek collapsed onto the mattress. Stunned. He’d… shit. He’d let Nick claim him.

      “Mmm,” Nick released his hold and rolled his softening cock around once more before pulling free. He slid to the side, curling himself around Jedrek’s side and tucking his face into Jedrek’s neck. “So good.”

      And yeah. Yeah it was.

      Nick stroked his back, his big hand dragging down Jedrek’s spine, dipping into the crease and the dripping mess he’d left behind. Nick didn’t care. He simply kept touching, learning, exploring. Jedrek relaxed into it. Nothing he could do to change things now, and he’d never had this. Never had someone so entranced with his body. With him. He sighed, but it turned into a yawn.

      “Sleep,” Nick murmured quietly against his neck. “I’ve got you.”

      So Jedrek closed his eyes and did as he was told.
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      Nick felt more than smelled someone approaching the house. He peeled open one eye and breathed deeply, cocking a grin at the scent of a well-fucked man next to him. Jedrek hadn’t moved, but lay face down on the bed, his legs spread enough for Nick to have one thigh tucked between them. He’d found a spot he liked against Jedrek’s side, half on him, half off. Jedrek’s shoulder served as a makeshift pillow. Nick hadn’t slept so well in years.

      Footsteps outside grew closer and Nick fought back a growl. He rolled to the side and sucked in another breath, this one reminding himself what Zaire would do to him if he didn’t stay in control. Jedrek grumbled but didn’t wake. Nick paused one more moment to take in the view before moving quickly toward the front door. He opened it just in time. The guy on the porch had his hand raised to knock.

      “Who are you?” Nick said. His voice was low and growly. He might have roared a bit loudly the night before. He wanted to go back to bed and roar a little more.

      The guy looked at Nick, then down, then blushed, then back up again. “I’m, um. Wow. Uh. See, there’s… uh, what’s my name?”

      Nick looked down, realized he was stark naked and filthy. Sticky and covered in come. Nice. He ran his hand down his belly and made a little rumbling sound of approval.

      “Right. Um, I’m Rowan. That’s my name. Oh, goddess.”

      “What do you want, Rowan?”

      “Well…” Rowan looked Nick up and down once more and Nick was pretty sure he might pass out if he turned any redder.

      “Who is it?” Jedrek grumbled behind him. He came up and tugged Nick back against him, tucking his face into Nick’s neck.

      “Some guy.”

      “Go put pants on. He’s gonna faint.”

      “Oh, hi Jedrek.”

      Nick scowled. “You know this guy?”

      Jedrek lifted his head and peeled open his eyes. “Yeah. That’s Rowan. Come back to bed.”

      “Um, Zaire wanted you guys to come up to her place. She sent me to get you.”

      Nick growled, and the guy stepped back.

      “You could shower first. That’s probably b-best,” Rowan stuttered.

      Jedrek chuckled. “Yeah. Give us a few minutes.”

      Jedrek tugged Nick back and shut the door in Rowan’s face.

      “You shocked him,” Jedrek said. “And showed him your cock. I thought I said that was mine.”

      “Did you?” Nick said. He turned and pressed their bodies together. He wanted again, which he didn’t think possible. They’d fucked for hours, passed out a while, then fucked some more. But he couldn’t get enough.

      “Shower. Zaire won’t like it if we keep her waiting.”

      Nick nipped at Jedrek’s neck in protest, but let himself be lead toward the bathroom. Jedrek pushed him back once they were in the room and growled at him.

      Nick grinned and cupped Jedrek’s ass in one hand, giving the muscled globe a squeeze. “What?”

      “Shower.”

      Jedrek pulled away and opened the glass shower door before turning on the water. He waited for it to heat up, holding his hand under as a test, then pointed.

      “Fine,” Nick said. “You joining me?”

      “No, because I can’t keep my hands off you. But hurry up. Rowan’s waiting.”

      Nick scowled as Jedrek left the room, but he got in the shower anyway. He wanted to talk to Zaire again, to find out what the plan was for tracking down the magic users. It was just that he wanted to fuck Jedrek again first.

      He sniffed the provided bottle of shower gel and scowled at its natural herbiness. He squirted some on his palm anyway before smoothing it over his body, getting rid of the sticky remains of lube and cum that stuck to him. Jedrek came back in the room with a stack of clothes and a toiletries bag in his hand.

      “You done?”

      “No.”

      Jedrek sighed and pulled out his toothbrush and toothpaste. He started brushing, but didn’t look away, watching as Nick continued his shower behind the glass door. A toothbrush had never looked so suggestive, sliding in and out of Jedrek’s mouth.

      He leaned over the sink and spit out the foamy toothpaste, which itself was some sort of sign, bending over. His ass just right there…

      “Stop,” Jedrek groaned. “This is not sexy.”

      But Nick begged to differ. He opened the shower door but didn’t have to step out. Jedrek was right there, hands gripping his hips tight. Then devouring his mouth with his minty-fresh glory.

      Jedrek stepped beneath the water, moving Nick back as they kissed, but then he pushed him away again. “You’re too tempting.”

      Nick huffed and went for Jedrek’s neck again, but a hand on his chest stopped him. “After.”

      As much as he wanted to protest, Jedrek was right. He got out of the shower, refusing to look back. After grabbing a towel, he wrapped it around his hips and made his way into the living room where they’d abandoned his suitcase the night before. He was surprised as hell to find that it contained more than his clothes. His entire wall of research had been dismantled and packed up, tucked neatly in a folder. He had a fair amount of clothes— including his boxer briefs, neatly folded which he never did— and his charger for his phone.

      Nick grabbed a change of clothes— it was so weird having everything neatly folded, and strangely unwrinkled. He couldn’t ever remember seeing his T-shirts unwrinkled— and returned to the bathroom with the folder in one hand and his clothes in the other.

      Jedrek was rinsing off and, not being a crazy man, Nick paused and enjoyed the view. When the water turned off, Nick sighed, sad the show was over, and began drying off the rest of the way so he could pull his clothes on.

      “What’s that?” Jedrek asked.

      He’d wisely stayed in the shower, although he’d opened the door and grabbed a towel. Damn, the man was so beautiful, Nick wanted to—

      “Nick?”

      “Sorry. It’s my notes from my research wall. They were in my suitcase. I thought, I don’t know, maybe Zaire would want to see them.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      Jedrek stepped out and grabbed his clothes, but not without sending a heated look Nick’s way.

      “See, not just me, is it?”

      “Fuck no,” Jedrek said. “But also, Zaire might curse us.”

      Nick tugged his shirt over his head and slapped some toothpaste on his toothbrush. He made sure to be as obscene as possible in his brushing, even as Jedrek laughed and ignored him as he got dressed.

      He liked the sound. A lot. Damn, he felt good. Better than he had in… ever. He’d never felt this good. So rested and just… calm. Chill. ‘Course, he’d never had such amazing sex before either. He was pretty sure that had a lot to do with it. He grinned and spit before wiping his face and running his fingers through his wet hair. “Good enough?”

      Jedrek pressed up behind him and their eyes met in the mirror. “To eat.” Nick pressed back into him, but another knock sounded on the front door. Jedrek sighed and smacked Nick’s ass. “Let’s go.”

      Nick shoved his feet into a pair of flip flops from his bag. He really needed to remember to ask just who had packed for him. Rowan looked sheepish when Jedrek pulled open the door. “Uh, sorry to bother you but Zaire is really antsy.”

      “We’re coming,” Jedrek said.

      Rowan glanced down, as if he thought Jedrek might actually be coming at that exact moment, and immediately blushed. Nick snorted out a laugh. “That’s a filthy mind you’ve got there, Rowan.”

      Nick was pretty sure the poor guy’s face was going to burst into flames.

      “N-not usually. It’s just—” Rowan waved his arm around.

      “I get it. He’s hot like burning. It’s a hellhound thing. But don’t worry. I already took care of the coming part this morning. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “So smug. Such a lion thing,” Jedrek said. He ran his hand up Nick’s belly, pulling up his T-shirt to reveal his abs. Rowan gulped and backed up, but he was too close to the stairs and tripped.

      Nick didn’t know he could move so fast, but he managed to catch Rowan and ended up with the poor guy cradled in his arms.

      Jedrek cackled. The ass.

      “You know, you’re supposedly faster than me. Why didn’t you catch him?”

      “Hey,” Jedrek protested. “I could have caught him.”

      “Um, could you maybe put me down?”

      “Then why didn’t you?” Nick asked. “Because you were too slow. Admit it.”

      Jedrek grabbed the folder Nick had dropped in his haste to catch Rowan and walked off the porch. “Faster than you.”

      Nick followed him. “Sure you are. I believe the proof is right here.” He lifted the guy, who really didn’t weigh much at all, as proof of his winning status.

      “I let you get him. You clearly were trying to impress me. Color me impressed.”

      “Impress you? I still needed to impress you? I’m pretty sure I impressed you a lot last night. And this morning. And—”

      “Point,” Jedrek said. “Which way?”

      Rowan had his hand over his face, which was still unnaturally red. “If he puts me down, I can show you.”

      “You sure you’re okay to walk? You seem a little shaky.”

      “Goddess save me,” Rowan groaned.

      Nick smirked at Jedrek, who met his grin. He put the guy down, and Jedrek grabbed Nick’s arm, pulling him close.

      “My hero,” he grumbled, before he nipped at Nick’s neck.

      “That’s what I want to hear,” Nick said. He patted Jedrek’s ass and gave him a little more room to work.

      “Uh, guys? Zaire? Can we, uh, go?”

      Jedrek pulled away and sighed. “You should plan on impressing me again later.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Nick and Jedrek followed Rowan, who hadn’t stopped blushing, down the street toward one of the larger houses. Nick really didn’t have any expectations for the place, but Jedrek seemed stunned. He kept looking around, shaking his head, and Nick had no doubt he had pictured something completely different.

      It was a nice neighborhood, though. The houses were close, but had enough room between so they weren’t on top of each other. There were a lot of trees, but Nick could see garden areas around each of the houses. There were probably a dozen or so places on the street, all built around the house they were walking toward.

      Rowan gave a cursory knock on the door before he pushed it open. Inside, a much different looking Zaire sat in an oversized chair with a young man at her side who had to be her son. They were both stunning to look at, but where Zaire had seemed ferocious the last time they saw her, she looked weak now.

      Jedrek rushed forward and knelt by her chair. “What happened?”

      Rowan carried in a really foul smelling bowl of something or other and handed it to her. “Thank you, Rowan. Will you see if our guests need anything?”

      “Sure.”

      But before he could ask, Jedrek’s eyes flared. “Zaire!”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Mom, you’re not fine.”

      “Keziah, what happened?”

      He glanced at his mother once more before turning his attention to Jedrek. “She tried to untangle the magic from the ward on her own. She knows better.”

      “And she’s sitting right here and doesn’t appreciate the tone.”

      Jedrek growled. “Dumb ass move, Zaire.”

      “You should have called your coven together. You’d skin me if I thought about tackling something like that without my coven’s support.”

      Zaire scoffed, but she tightened her hold on Keziah’s hand.

      Nick didn’t know a thing about all this magic everyone kept talking about. Wards and portals and covens. He’d thought being a shifter was the most abnormal thing around. Of course, knowing his brother was a god was now top of his list of weirdest shit on the planet.

      “Hey, are aliens real?” Nick asked.

      Four sets of eyes turned to him, equally stunned. Zaire cackled and pointed to the sofa beside her.

      “Nick, I think you’ve learned enough of the world’s mysteries for one day. Have a seat.”

      Rowan disappeared into the kitchen and returned with glasses of ice water. Berries floated in the mix and Nick eyed them suspiciously before taking a sip.

      Zaire and Jedrek seemed to be having a conversation of their own, mostly with glares and flashing eyes. The flashing eyes were all Jedrek. Whatever she’d done to herself had pissed his hellhound off. He liked seeing the fire in him. Made Nick want to find a reason for them to fight so they could make up.

      “Dear goddess, he’s horny again,” Rowan groaned.

      Zaire turned her attention to the young man before glancing once more to Nick. “Excuse my young friend. He’s clearly never been around a newly mated pair before.”

      Jedrek coughed and turned as red as Rowan had been.

      Nick didn’t really understand. The word mates and mated had been thrown about a lot over the past day. His brothers both had mates. And if mated meant fucked like bunnies, then sure, he and Jedrek had mated.

      His lion rumbled to life, protesting Nick’s thoughts. He narrowed his gaze on the hellhound. “Someone care to explain to me exactly what’s going on?”

      Zaire’s eyes widened and Keziah began coughing, having apparently choked on his own spit. Rowan blushed again, and Jedrek… well, Jedrek just sat there stunned.

      “Did you, or did you not, bite the back of his neck?” Zaire asked.

      “Well, yeah,” Nick said. “It was a heat of the moment kind of thing.”

      “Indeed,” Zaire said. She turned her expression to Jedrek, who looked sheepish.

      “He didn’t know what he was doing.”

      “That doesn’t change anything.”

      Nick growled. “What?”

      “You claimed Jedrek as your mate.”

      Keziah finally stopped choking to death. “Or, as Cody put it, you got hellhound married.”

      Zaire smacked her son on the back of the head and he stared at her mutinously. “Ma! I’m not twelve.”

      “No, but you’re acting like it. Behave. Show some respect. Nick wasn’t raised in our world and has shown incredible strength and control considering the circumstances. He has just done something which cannot be undone, and yet you laugh as if it is a joke.”

      Keziah and Rowan both looked stunned, and Nick felt his control beginning to slip. But where he’d looked to Jedrek before for help, now he didn’t know which way to turn.

      “No, no. Nick. Look at me.” Jedrek landed on the floor in front of him, sliding the last few inches on his knees. “You didn’t do anything I didn’t want you to do. And yeah, I wish you’d understood what you were doing, but you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Jed,” Nick growled.

      “Outside,” Zaire snapped.

      Jedrek leapt to his feet and pulled Nick up behind him. They were on the porch within seconds.

      “Nick, hold it, for a moment. Take your time. Undress. You can make it for another minute,” Jedrek said.

      “You have the control, Nick, use it,” Zaire added.

      Nick breathed even as he felt the lion demanding to be free. He pulled his shirt off, fighting back the urge to just let go. He stripped off his pants, kicking them to the side, and let out another roar. Then the lion was free. He bounded down the steps and ran, but he hadn’t gone more than a dozen steps when he felt Jedrek’s presence at his side.

      The hellhound towered over him, but he didn’t out pace him, even though Nick understood that he could. No, they ran together, until Nick reached the end of the road and a closed gate. He turned, and ran along a fence which disappeared into a grove of trees. It didn’t matter. He ran, following the line of the fence with Jedrek at his side until he finally slowed, his heart beating fast and eager for a chase that wasn’t presenting itself.

      Jedrek waited, pacing, sniffing the air. Protecting him, Nick realized. He glanced around, recognizing magic in the air. More wards. He called to his human side and shifted back.

      This time, it was Jedrek who remained in his animal form. Watching. Waiting.

      “You shouldn’t have let me do it,” Nick said. “You should have stopped me.”

      Jedrek huffed and steam came out of his nose. He approached and head-butted Nick in the chest.

      “Ow.”

      Jedrek huffed again, clearly annoyed with him.

      “Fine. But don’t act like you can’t just shift back and talk to me like a grown up. Or human? Shit. You know, everything I say now doesn’t quite make sense anymore. My whole world has— see? I was going to say shifted, but now that word means something else, too.”

      Jedrek tucked his head under Nick’s hand, and he couldn’t resist the urge to run his hand over the dark fur covering Jedrek’s head.

      “You just want to be petted. Giant puppy.”

      Jedrek huffed, but this one sounded more like a laugh.

      “And this is how you understand me when I’m shifted. I get it. I understand you, too.”

      Using his head as a guide, Jedrek began to herd Nick backward until he bumped up against a tree. He looked up at Nick, waiting. With a sigh, Nick looked down. “Look, I think I see what you’re getting at, and you’re cute and a little scary all at once like this, but I’m not putting my bare ass on tree roots. You aren’t that cute.”

      Jedrek huffed, and a second later, the man stood where the beast had been. Jedrek stripped off his shirt and tossed it in Nick’s face, and then seconds later he was back in his shifted form.

      “No fair,” Nick groaned. But he put the shirt down and sat down anyway. Jedrek sprawled across his lap. “Why didn’t you just stay human and talk to me? Also, why do I have to strip and you don’t?”

      Jedrek rolled over and bared his belly. Nick scratched it, accepting it for the sign of trust it was. His lion purred inside him, happy with the display.

      “Okay, so you aren’t mad at me. You should be. I saw the looks on their faces. What I did was serious business, right? Hellhound married? Because I bit you on the neck? I mean, look, I’m not going to lie to you, in that moment? You were totally mine and we both knew it. And I didn’t know what it meant, but… I mean, damn. I’ve never felt like that before, you know?”

      Jedrek didn’t make any sounds but Nick continued to stroke his chest and stomach in long, slow passes of his hand. “You felt it, too. Look at me.”

      Jedrek made a little sound and hid his face behind one giant paw.

      “Jedrek. Look at me.”

      One glowing red eye peeked out. “You feel guilty, don’t you? Like you’re the one who should feel bad about this and not me? How the hell does that make sense? I bit you, not the other way around. And I would have bitten you again, too. Probably this morning if we hadn’t been so rudely interrupted. I mean, fuck, it felt good, you know?”

      Jedrek rolled over and put his head into Nick’s stomach.

      “But you’re thinking you shouldn’t have fucked around with me because I didn’t know what the deal was. Yeah, I get that, but let’s face it, I wasn’t in the mood for conversation last night, and yeah, I might not have done it if I’d known because I’m not exactly in control of this thing yet, and that’s not the best way to… be. I’m not mad at you, though. So there’s that. I just think it’s crazy that we’re mated or whatever and we don’t know each other. I mean, I always kinda figured I’d find somebody someday and I hoped I would just know. And that’s sort of the way I feel. I mean, you’re so fucking hot, and I trust you. Which is weird. Because I don’t trust people. Only my brothers. You can ask them.”

      Jedrek didn’t reply, just laid against Nick for a long minute. The silence stretched and eventually, Jedrek rolled to the side and shifted back to his human form.

      “I trust you, too.”

      And that seemed to be all he wanted to say on the matter. Jedrek looked at him, really searched his face for a long and nearly uncomfortable minute. Nick let him, though. It seemed important, and Nick tried to let his face say the words he wanted. He was confused, not mad. So attracted, but not sure why his instincts were so loud where Jedrek was concerned. Whatever Jedrek saw, it seemed to settle something in him.

      “Let’s go back and check on Zaire.”

      Nick nodded and stood. He handed Jedrek his shirt and focused on his lion. He stared into Jedrek’s eyes as he let the lion surge forward once more, and this time, it flowed out of him more slowly, sensually. Easier. He bumped Jedrek’s belly with his head and Jedrek knelt down in front of him. He leaned forward and pressed their foreheads together for a moment before standing and pulling his shirt back on.

      “Come on. I’ll walk.”

      They’d gone further than Nick realized, and it took them several minutes to walk back to the road, and then another few to get to the end to Zaire’s house. She was waiting for them on the porch, sitting at a small cafe table that hadn’t been there before. Around her chair were a dozen stones, all sparkling in the morning sunlight.

      “I sent the boys home,” Zaire said. “Rowan is such an innocent. I think he’s going to blush every time he sees you.”

      Nick growled and she laughed.

      “I know. I sent a boy to do a woman’s job. Should have known you two would have been at each other all night. The signs were all there. Jedrek, would you go inside and get our drinks? Oh, and grab the folder you carried in. I’m curious as to what is inside.”

      Jedrek sent another look Nick’s way before heading inside to do as she’d asked. Nick prowled up the steps and sniffed Zaire’s leg. She didn’t smell right. Something was off. The fire she’d held before was still there, but it had soured somehow.

      “Time to change back, Nick. We need to talk about a few things, and I need a human voice.”

      Nick huffed but changed again. “Ow.”

      His muscles protested the back-and-forth of his change, but he stood and stretched, allowing everything to pop back into place. Jedrek opened the door and tossed his pants out then carried out his folder and little tray of glasses.

      “If I have to get naked to shift, it shouldn’t be such a big deal for me to be naked.”

      “It’s not,” Zaire said. “I’m certainly enjoying the view.”

      Jedrek smirked and sat down at the table. Nick tugged on his pants and joined them.

      “Since my son was born, I have been determined to protect him from the darkness in this world. My coven was— is— under constant threat. We no longer live together, as I created this place as a safe haven for my son and his coven. I’m afraid I need to go to them now, however. Keziah was right; I never should have touched that magic without their support. I did know better.”

      Nick scowled and looked out over the peaceful street. She’d created a haven for them, one he’d love to have been a part of, even if it was all cookie cutter and a little more Stepford than he’d like. “You kept what happened to me from happening to him.”

      “Yes. But then I learned that other children had been taken. When we found Ben and the others, something in me broke. And to learn they had a young magic user… I swore I would find them and stop them.”

      “We all did,” Jedrek added.

      “The time is now. We have the pieces we need.”

      “Whatever you need from me, I’m in,” Nick said.

      “I’ll be with my coven for a few days. Jedrek, I leave my home under your protection until I return.”

      Nick had no doubt this woman would do anything to keep her son safe. He liked that about her.

      “Nick, let your lion grow stronger while I’m gone. When we’re back, we have work to do.”

      Nick grinned and the lion in him puffed up. They would get stronger, together. He glanced at Jedrek and his hellhound stared back. And he knew just the guy to help with the job.
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      Screaming children woke Jedrek the next morning from a dead sleep. Up and out the door in seconds, he hit the grass fully-shifted. It took him that long to realize that the screams weren’t terror-filled ones, but more of laughter and playing. Nick roared beside him, obviously as worried as Jedrek over the sounds. There were a dozen adults in the road along with several children. All of them didn’t quite seem to know what to do about the fully shifted lion and hellhound staring at them.

      But Jedrek only had eyes for one of them. She was achingly familiar. Sophie.

      “Nick, Jedrek, sorry we woke you,” Keziah said.

      “Jedrek,” Izzy gasped.

      She stared at him in his shifted form, and he moved closer. Slowly, so he didn’t scare her any more than she already was. It took her a second, and then she smiled, about the time Sophie yelled “Simba!”

      Nick was hit with a bundle of excited six-year-old a second later and, if Jedrek had been in his human form, he’d have died laughing. Nick froze, clearly having no idea what to do. Of course, by that time, the other two kids, Leandra’s two-year-old twins, had shifted into their lion form and were pouncing on Nick, too.

      “Oh shit,” Leandra gasped. She’d walked out of a house across the street a moment too late to stop the cub attack from happening.

      Keziah didn’t seem to know what to do either. Jedrek finally took pity on Nick and growled. The cubs froze then looked at him. It only took a second to decide he was something that needed to be explored. They tripped over their feet scrambling over to him, but Sophie stayed with Nick, petting him and cooing softly. Nick looked terrified.

      Jedrek growled once more, a warning to the cubs to behave, before changing back into his human form. Sophie took one look at him and let out a squeal that nearly burst his ear drums. She let Nick go and ran to him, leaping into his arms the moment she was close enough. “Uncle Jed!”

      “Hey, Peanut.”

      She tucked her face into his neck and wrapped her little arms around his neck. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too. Have you been having fun?”

      She raised her head and beamed. “It’s fun here! I get to grow plants with Rowan and Calder lets us lay in the stream with him and he shows us all the pretty rocks in the water. And Keziah made me a pretty bracelet, see? He said I can’t take it off, though, because it’s special just for me.”

      Jedrek recognized it as a protective charm and sent Keziah a look of thanks. “That all sounds fun.”

      “Uh-huh. And now Ariella and Lionel are here and they’re baby lions and Zaire said I could play with them today if their mommy said it was okay and she did! And now Simba is here, Uncle Jed!”

      Nick made a protesting sound so Jedrek carried Sophie over to him and knelt down. “This isn’t Simba, Peanut. This is my friend, Nick. Can you say hi?”

      She looked doubtful. “Nick isn’t a lion name, Uncle Jed.”

      “Well, it’s this lion’s name.”

      She sighed, clearly disappointed. “Hi, Nick the lion.”

      Nick made a little grumbling sound and bumped his nose against her hand.

      “He wants you to pet him,” Jedrek whispered.

      Nick glared at him but couldn’t exactly deny it. Sophie reached out and touched his nose, then ran her hand down his face.

      “Good girl. Now let me go say hi to your mom.”

      She gave Nick one last pat then looped her arm back around Jedrek’s neck. Izzy had tears in her eyes as he approached and stepped into him when he held out his free arm. “Everyone okay?”

      “Yep. Solomon and Cody finally got their heads out of their…uh, nether regions.”

      “Uncle Jed, what’s a never region?”

      “I’ll tell you when you’re bigger,” Izzy said with a laugh. “And it’s about time. Sorry we woke you and your…”

      She looked at Nick expectantly then back at Jed.

      “Mate,” Jedrek said.

      Nick made another of his chuffing noises, which seemed to be a call to the young lion cubs. One of them tried to jump on his back and the other was using his tail as a chew toy.

      “Mate,” Izzy repeated. “That’s… new.”

      “Yep.”

      “Is that a… hellhound thing?”

      Nick chuffed again and tried to walk away from the cubs, but they just followed him. He circled Jedrek and the others, but the cubs didn’t leave him alone. He finally sent a pleading glance Jedrek’s way. He whistled and both cubs paused and looked his way.

      “I can get them. I’m sorry.”

      “They’re fine, Leandra,” Jedrek said softly. “Nick just isn’t used to cubs. It’s good for him to get to know them.”

      “Zaire said he’s new and—”

      “He won’t hurt them. It’s more that he’s having trouble controlling his shift at this point. His instincts are at the forefront, but you know as well as I do that an alpha couldn’t hurt cubs.”

      Leandra nodded, but she still kept her eyes on them. He couldn’t blame her. Wild lions would very much hurt the cubs of another alpha male. Not Nick though. His instincts might still be messed up, but not to that level. No, Nick was more terrified of them. It made him laugh all the more.

      Nick darted a few steps away, and the cubs stumbled after him. He let them get close, then darted away again. They made little chuffing sounds at him obviously enjoying their hunt, and he huffed right back before rushing forward another few steps.

      “I wanna play tag with Nick the lion,” Sophie said.

      “After breakfast,” Jedrek said. “Nick! Food!”

      Nick turned, and the cubs both pounced on him, finally capturing their prey. If looks could kill, Jedrek would be a dead man. He cackled. “Come on. Hurry up. I’m hungry.”

      Nick hurried back to his side with both cubs chasing after him.

      “Mom wanted you and Nick to talk to Leandra,” Keziah said. “I thought we’d play with the cubs for a while, maybe wear them out and get them down for a morning nap. Rowan said he’d watch them with me.”

      “I can help,” Izzy said.

      Leandra chewed her bottom lip nervously. “They can come with me. I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      “No trouble at all,” Izzy replied. “I’m hoping I can get you to return the favor for me sometime with Sophie.”

      Leandra smiled and gave her a nod. “I can do that.”

      “Good. Then the boys can go eat and we’ll let the kids play for a while, and then we’ll watch the twins while you talk to them. Sound like a plan?”

      Leandra nodded.

      “Works for us, too.”

      “But Uncle Jed, I want to stay with you.”

      “Not right now, Peanut. Let me go get breakfast, and then we’ll come back out, okay?”

      She pouted but nodded.

      Nick bumped against him, so Jedrek grabbed his mane and held tight.

      “So, um… everyone’s okay?” Izzy asked again.

      “Yep.”

      Jedrek waited her out. It was a little mean; he knew exactly who she wanted to ask about.

      “Um. Walt and Shelly? Doing well?”

      “They’re great. Shelly’s bossing us all around as usual and they keep getting closer. It’s nice to see.”

      She smiled as Sophie skipped away with the cubs chasing after her now that Nick was being boring and not moving.

      “Achim and Teague?”

      “Doing well.”

      “Vice?”

      “Same.”

      Nick huffed, and Jedrek smoothed his hand over his neck.

      Izzy sucked in a breath and finally met his gaze. “And Calli?”

      “She’s good, Iz.”

      “I thought she’d come see me when… you know.”

      “She might. Zaire doesn’t have an open door policy, and Meshaq promised he’d give you time.”

      “Yeah.”

      “If you want to see her, you should call her. Hell, text her, Iz.”

      Keziah glanced at them, before walking slowly away to give them a little privacy.

      “O-okay.”

      “Now, we’re going to go eat. I’ll be around later.”

      Izzy nodded and followed Keziah. Nick sent a questioning huff Jedrek’s way, but he simply gripped his mane again and made his way back to the house they were calling home for the next little while.

      Nick stayed in his lion form when they got inside, finding a sunny spot in the dining room and stretching out. Jedrek tried not to laugh at him as he began snoring a few minutes later. Instead, he rummaged in the fridge. He’d learned enough from Walt to know how to make a few things, even though he tended to just eat what Walt gave him or eat take out. The problem was, there wasn’t anything in the fridge. And the freezer had things that had instructions like defrost overnight and Jedrek was way too hungry to deal with that.

      He went back onto the porch and waved Keziah over.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Just, you know, wondering if you had some bread and pb & j we could use?”

      Keziah made a face and gave him a disappointed look. “You need to get me a grocery list.”

      “I know. I mean, we found some stuff last night that said soup so we just heated it up and it was fine, but I thought there’d be some eggs or something in the fridge, but all I have are some mostly stale donuts, and not gonna lie, the soup didn’t really do it for me. Tasted good, but, you know—”

      “You’re a shifter. You eat a lot. Got it. I’ll take care of getting the kitchen stocked for you. Mom normally handles that, but—”

      “Yeah, we just need something to eat.”

      Keziah laughed. “I’ll take care of it. I’ve got eggs and stuff at my house. I think someone made some fresh bread. I’ll ask Rowan. He’ll know.”

      “Thanks, Keziah.”

      “No problem. I’ll be right back.”

      Jedrek went back into the dining room and found Nick still dozing in the patch of sunlight. He sank down onto the floor and leaned against him, resting his head and shoulders against Nick’s side. Nick huffed and wiggled a little to get comfortable.

      “There’s no breakfast food,” Jedrek said with a yawn. Nick was nice and warm.

      Nick huffed.

      “Keziah’s getting us food.”

      Nick didn’t seem to care either way.

      “I think it’s good Zaire wanted you to talk to Leandra. One, the lion thing. Two, she’s the only mother we’ve found from the whole magical kids kidnapping thing.”

      Nick moved beneath him and Jedrek opened his eyes. Nick looked stunned. He growled again.

      “Uh, did I not tell you that?”

      Nick moved and with a grumble, Jedrek moved. Nick shifted back then knelt naked on the floor beside him. “You told me. I’m just thinking about it differently now. I had time to process, I guess. But why does Zaire want me to talk to her?”

      Jedrek had a few theories. “Maybe she thinks you need a pride? And she happens to know a lioness with two cubs who could use an alpha?”

      Nick made a noise that was deeply disturbing. “She’s not matchmaking?”

      Jedrek grinned and tugged Nick closer. Nick, being the ass he was, wiggled his way around until he was back in the sunny spot with Jedrek as his pillow. “No, not matchmaking romantically. But maybe pack-making would be a better word.”

      Nick scoffed. “You made that up.”

      “Yep.”

      “I can’t be an alpha. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “You are an alpha, and even if Zaire isn’t trying to find you a pride, she’s probably trying to get you to talk to another lion who knows more about this stuff than she does.”

      Nick huffed. “Why doesn’t Leandra have a pride already? And if she does, why didn’t she take her kids there for safety?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I mean, she should have run home, right? I’d have gone to my brothers if some weird shit went down. If you hadn’t been there, and things had gone differently when I found the house, I’d have… maybe, talked to my brothers. Especially if they’d told me they knew. Damn. This is confusing. My head is spinning.”

      Jedrek ran his fingers through Nick’s messy hair. “So maybe talking to her is good.”

      “It’ll just piss me off.”

      “How so?” Jedrek asked.

      “Because if she went into hiding, that means her family, pride, whatever they’re called, are a bunch of asshats. It’ll piss me off.”

      Jedrek grinned. “You’re so scary.”

      “Shut up. Rub my head.”

      Jedrek complied, giving Nick’s hair a gentle tug before he ran his finger through it. “My ass is going to be numb in a minute. Why are we sitting on the floor?”

      “Because that’s where the sunny spot is.”

      Obviously.

      Jedrek leaned against the wall and continued stroking Nick’s hair, even as he began to breathe deeply and evenly, drifting to sleep once more. His legs went numb and his ass ached, but he didn’t move. Damn, he had it bad.

      He heard Keziah approaching and the gentle knock on the door. “Come in.”

      Nick stirred and bumped his head against Jedrek’s hand. He started petting again.

      Keziah carried a canvas bag into the kitchen, eyeing them curiously.

      “Nick is apparently not a morning person.”

      Nick huffed. “I’m tired.”

      Jedrek grinned as Keziah began to unpack the bag. “I wore him out.”

      Keziah laughed. “Shifting is wearing him out, although I’m sure you’re helping. He needs more calories than he’s been getting, especially if he hasn’t shifted before. Just… stay there. I brought random food. I’ll cook, but just this once.”

      He glared at them both, but Nick didn’t bother opening his eyes. “Thanks, Keziah,” he rumbled. “Comfy.”

      “Nick doesn’t know much about this place,” Jedrek said. “And honestly neither do I.”

      “There wasn’t a question there,” Keziah said as he found measuring cups and a bowl in the cabinets.

      Jedrek scowled at him, but Nick wiggled around so he was on his back and opened his eyes.

      “I don’t get why Zaire had to leave. I don’t get any of this shit, honestly. But that’s what I want to know first.”

      Keziah made a huffing sound that Jedrek recognized. Frustration. He’d heard it a lot the past couple of days spending time with Nick.

      “Okay, the easy answer is, she went to be with her coven. But I know that doesn’t tell you much, so I guess I’ll tell you more. Which is weird, because Mom is big on secrets, and part of me feels like she did this on purpose so I’d have to step up. But that’s part of the story. Nick, do you know anything about awen?”

      “Nope.”

      “What about elemental magic?”

      “Like fire, water, earth, air? That?”

      “Exactly. Mostly it’s referred to as elemental magic, but those of us with the gift are known as awen. It’s more common than you think, but mostly, awen don’t have enough power to do much, and then, we’re only as powerful as our coven. Needless to say, there aren’t that many really powerful covens around because it takes four powerful awen to make one.”

      “But you guys are,” Nick said.

      “Yes. Mom made sure of it. When I was little, she knew I’d be powerful like her. She has a decent coven, but they didn’t really help her much. Honestly, she’s a lot stronger than the rest of her coven.”

      Nick grumbled again and sat up. “So how do you get a coven?”

      Keziah grinned and began mixing ingredients in the bowl with his hands. Whatever it was, it looked disgusting.

      “Well, if you’re anyone but my mom, you wait for fate to bring you together and birds sing and butterflies flutter about and you know in your heart that it’s right.”

      Nick snorted. “And your mom?”

      “She pretty much searched the continent until she found kids about my age who were also strong, and she also figured out a way to make this place. She brought all our families together so we grew up here, and she’s brought in a few other people since then so we were well-rounded. Her words. Not mine.”

      Jedrek was fascinated. He’d never known all of this. “She’s fierce.”

      “Yeah,” Keziah said proudly. “She is.”

      “So which element are you?” Nick asked.

      “You tell me.”

      Keziah began rolling the mixture into little balls and placing them on a baking sheet. Jedrek couldn’t deny being curious, but Nick was still using him as a pillow so he didn’t move. He really wanted to know what was in the bowl, though. He stroked Nick’s hair and waited as his mate pondered Keziah’s request. His mate. Jedrek liked the sound of it. He tightened his hold on Nick’s hair, drawing his attention.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Nick grunted and turned his attention back to Keziah. “You’re fire. Like Jedrek and the hellhounds. You smell like… fire. So does your mom.”

      “Yep.”

      “And that Rowan guy. He’s earth. He smells like trees and the forest. And… am I earth too?”

      “Yep.”

      “Yeah. Leandra smells like warm trees. That’s weird. But that’s what she smells like, and I figure I’m the same as her. The wolves smell like trees, too. But more… forest.”

      “Exactly. Most true shifters have earth powers.”

      “Most, but not all.”

      “Nope,” Keziah said. “Not all. Because we like to keep things complicated.”

      “Hmm. So how does my brother fit into all this? I mean, you guys are with the fire goddess. And he has the sisters who I guess have…minions, too. What’s the word?” Nick looked up at Jedrek.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like minions of the goddess, who report to her or whatever. What do you call them?”

      “Technically, we’re her animal to call. Each goddess has specific creatures whose magic is associated with theirs. There isn’t a word for us. Not that I know,” Jedrek explained.

      “Only the goddesses?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But how come there are four types of magic and only three goddesses? Oh, does the mother goddess count as one? And how come my brother doesn’t have, you know, minions?”

      “We aren’t minions,” Jedrek complained.

      “Power is passed from mother to daughters,” Keziah said. He’d switched to cracking eggs in a bowl, but he looked deep in thought.

      “But isn’t your coven all guys?”

      “Yes.”

      “This makes no sense.”

      “Awen can be men or women,” Keziah said.

      “Someone needs to make up their mind.” Nick wiggled around, moving to the new spot where the sun was shining through the windows. When he finally settled, he looked up at Keziah once more. “Tell me more about this place.”

      “My mom won it in a poker game.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shit. A lot of awen use their gifts for good, and we sell stuff. But it doesn’t exactly make us millionaires. Mom has a wicked good poker face, though, and ended up with cash and this land. I guess someone in her coven had a vision about it or something. She’s a little vague on those details.”

      That news didn’t surprise Jedrek at all. Zaire was often vague on details.

      “But she got it before I was born and built us a house here. Then she started doing other stuff. She wants us to be self-sufficient as much as we can, because letting people through the wards isn’t awesome. Of course, after Henry and Sam were attacked, she had us working like crazy to figure out a new way to make wards. Now, no one can enter the wards who mean us harm as long as my coven is together within them.”

      “Huh. That’s good.”

      Jedrek hadn’t known that. He wondered if Meshaq did.

      “Yeah. She wanted us to figure out a way to make the wards at the clinic stronger, and we did, but not as strong as ours. No way was she making my coven stay there with as many sick shifters as are coming in and out all the time. She thought about having Vaughn and Sam come here with the kids so we’d have more kids to grow up with, but she told me later that she knew there was no way Vaughn would give up his practice and leave his pack behind, so she didn’t ask. And the kids needed their dads, so even though they had a little more risk, she let it go.”

      “What happened to Henry and Sam? What attack?”

      “Mrs. Foote kidnapped them,” Jedrek said. “Created a portal in the living room of their house and took them.”

      “Bitch. We really need to find her.”

      “Yeah,” Jedrek said. “We really do.”

      “Breakfast is almost ready. You want to get dressed?”

      Jedrek glanced down and realized belatedly that Nick was laying on the floor completely naked. He chuckled and Nick glared up at him. “If I could shift like you, this wouldn’t be an issue. It’s not fair.”

      “That’s because hellhounds aren’t shifters like you,” Keziah said. “They get their power directly from the goddess. They shift…I guess you’d say they shift magically and not physically. The same result, but a different process.”

      Nick growled as he rolled to the side and stood. “Then pants should be optional.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Jedrek said. He tried not to leer but was pretty sure he failed.

      “I’m not either,” Keziah said.

      Jedrek smirked when Nick smacked his own forehead and left the room. Jedrek watched him go, enjoying the view the entire way.
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      After breakfast, Nick worked on a grocery list while Jedrek showered. He’d started to go in with him, but then he’d be all sex-stupid again and he really wanted to talk to Leandra. The questions from Keziah had helped him fill in a few blank spots, but he couldn’t help wondering what prompted Zaire to make sure he spent time with the other lion shifter. She had a plan. If he’d learned nothing else in the Q&A with Keziah, it was that his mother always had a plan. He checked the recipe for the sausage ball things Keziah had made them for breakfast and added the ingredients. Between him and Jedrek, they’d eaten the whole batch. They should learn how to make them. Possibly in bulk.

      He’d tried suggesting that Keziah just get them a bunch of microwave dinners, but Keziah had paled before informing him that there wasn’t a microwave in the kitchen. Apparently, microwaves were bad. Or something. Nick wasn’t sure. Maybe they just disapproved of his general laziness when it came to cooking? It didn’t matter. From the sounds of things, Keziah was going to make sure they had food and that was all that mattered. Although… would it be rude to put more lube on the list? They were going through the bottle Jedrek brought pretty fast.

      Jedrek came back into the room, dressed and with his hair slicked back. He’d trimmed the sides and Nick liked it. He abandoned the list and grabbed Jedrek instead.

      “Can’t get enough of you,” he murmured before he nipped at the edge of Jedrek’s lips.

      “Same,” Jedrek replied. He pulled away though, and Nick growled in protest. “We promised Keziah we’d talk to Leandra. She’s anxious and he’s worried.”

      Something in Nick flipped at the words and he managed to pull back. “Fine. But we’re continuing this later.”

      He grabbed Jedrek’s hand and dragged him outside. The kids were still playing, but they ran for them when they caught sight of him. The cubs were still in their shifted form, and they bounded up to Nick and batted his legs.

      “They want up,” Sophie said as she held up her arms to Jedrek.

      Nick stared at them.

      Jedrek picked Sophie up and gave Nick an expectant look. He sighed but leaned down and managed to wrangle the twins into his arms.

      “Who are you?” Sophie asked.

      “That’s Nick the lion,” Jedrek said.

      “Oh. Nick can change into a lion like Ariella and Lionel can?”

      Jedrek nodded. The little girl stared at him again.

      “I wanna be a lion, too.”

      “No can do, Soph. You’re supposed to be a little girl.”

      Her lower lip began to wobble and Nick looked on in panic. He couldn’t handle crying kids. He could barely manage the two wriggling in his arms and trying to climb onto his head. He heard a growl and the cubs froze. He looked toward the sound and found Leandra staring at her kids. They settled after the noise, draping themselves over him like he was their own personal climbing tree.

      Keziah and Rowan came out of one of the houses down the street and began walking their way. “Who wants to go check on the strawberries with me?”

      Three little heads perked up.

      “We can pick some and make something in the kitchen,” Rowan said.

      Before Nick could even process the words, the cubs had leapt from his arms and were high tailing it over to them. Sophie wiggled her way down from Jedrek and ran over, too.

      “Smooth,” Jedrek muttered.

      “This whole communal living thing is weird.”

      “Bad weird?”

      Nick took a second to think about it. He wasn’t used to being around so many people, that was for sure. He’d spent a lot of time alone over the past few years. “No. Not bad.”

      “Just different.”

      “Yeah. I mean, I’m pretty much a loner, so being around so many people is… well, not what I’m used to.”

      “I get it. We should probably do a patrol, make sure the wards are stable.”

      “I take it that’s a hint to get moving.”

      Jedrek lifted his brows and Nick sighed. All he wanted to do was go find a sunny spot, convince Jedrek to shift with him, and maybe curl up together and take a nap. Was that too much to ask?

      “Leandra, let’s walk,” Jedrek said.

      Nick grumbled again. They started walking toward the gate and she settled into step beside them. They hadn’t made it half way down the street when she spoke.

      “I don’t want an alpha.”

      Nick huffed. “Good. Cause I don’t want a pack. Pride. Whatever.”

      She scowled. “You don’t?”

      “God, no. Why would I?”

      Jedrek sighed. “Is this really the conversation you want to have?”

      Nick turned to glare at him. Then noticed that Leandra had done the same thing. Jedrek held up his hands in surrender and stepped back. “Fine, do this your way.”

      He started walking again, and Nick followed.

      Leandra moved back beside him again. “Every alpha wants a pack.”

      “Not this one.”

      “You should want a pack.”

      “I don’t.”

      Leandra sighed.

      Jedrek did, too.

      “What? The only thing I want is a sunny spot and my… Jedrek. And lube. Jed, can we add lube to the grocery list or is that weird?”

      Jedrek coughed. “Well, it’s weird now.”

      Nick glanced at Leandra who was looking at him like he was from another planet. “What? Lube. It’s a requirement for the kind of sex we’re having. And I want a lot more of it. Hence, more lube.”

      Leandra stared at him like he was a lunatic for a minute longer, then she burst out laughing. Jedrek wrapped his arms around Nick from behind and lowered his head into Nick’s hair. It only took him a second to realize Jedrek was laughing at him, too.

      “You’re both assholes.”

      Leandra laughed harder. “And assholes need lube.”

      Jedrek made a weird choking sound, so Nick elbowed him in the stomach. “A man has needs.”

      It took them a second to stop laughing, but when they did, Leandra gave him a look and started walking again. He grabbed Jedrek’s hand and stayed with her.

      “You don’t… want to have sex with me, do you?”

      Nick flinched. He couldn’t help it. What was he supposed to say to that? “Uh, no? I mean, it’s not you. It’s me. I, you know—” Nick pointed awkwardly at Jedrek. “And you’re pretty and all, but—” He again gestured to Jedrek.

      “So you’re gay?”

      Nick floundered again. “Well… I mean… technically no? I mean, bi for sure. But Sawyer says I’m pan. There was this whole thing about Captain Jack and aliens, and honestly, I’m not sure I understand.”

      Leandra didn’t look comforted by the news. “So you might want to have sex with me one day.”

      “I mean…” Nick looked to Jedrek for help. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say here.”

      “The truth,” Jedrek said softly. He flared his eyes at Nick, but it wasn’t in anger. It gave him confidence to say what he wanted. That he wouldn’t screw up if he spoke the truth.

      Nick’s eyes flared in return, and he turned back to Leandra. Everything was sharper through the lion’s view. Leandra stepped back.

      “Look, I don’t know what all this mate stuff means, okay? But apparently Jedrek is mine. It’s new. And I don’t know shit about shit right now. So will I want to have sex with you some day in the future? Maybe. How the fuck should I know? I don’t know what I’m having for lunch today. But for now, big guy here is all I want to have sex with and, no offense but Jedrek said to be honest, the thought of having sex with you kinda makes me feel sick. So there’s that. But, um, no offense.”

      Jedrek coughed out another laugh and Leandra stopped walking again.

      Nick sighed and turned to her. “I’m terrible at this.”

      “No. You’re actually not,” Leandra said. “Zaire said you didn’t know anything about lions or prides or packs or anything.”

      “I didn’t even know most of this shit was real until yesterday. I was raised with a bunch of other kids who didn’t know anything and… yeah. It’s not like I had some lion dad to show me the ropes or whatever. Papa Smith was what I had, and he was human. I think.” Nick turned to Jedrek. “Please tell me my parents were human.”

      Jedrek raised a brow. “Sorry to break it to you, but I doubt it.”

      “Shit. Does Sawyer know?”

      “Probably not. You should ask him.”

      “Dammit. How’d she end up with three of us if she wasn’t something different? You’re probably right. Papa just put up with us all, though. He was cool like that. A go with the flow guy. Could fix anything you put in front of him, though, as long as it didn’t involve food in the kitchen. Mama Thea said my loathing of all things cooking-related was from him.” A pang of sadness went through him once more at their memory. Their loss was fresh in his mind, a wound that never fully healed. Even though he had his brothers, Nick still picked up the phone to call Mama Thea sometimes before he remembered she wouldn’t be there to answer.

      Jedrek tugged him close and he breathed in his warm scent. A feeling of calm flooded through him, and he breathed again, chasing the elusive, amazing scent that was Jedrek. “Damn, you smell good.”

      “We’ll call your brothers later,” Jedrek said. “Check on them.”

      “They said they’d call if there was any change.”

      “I know. Let’s call anyway.”

      “Yeah. I don’t want to nag.”

      “They need you to nag. Be a big brother.”

      “You have brothers?” Leandra asked.

      “Yeah. They’re both kinda hurt right now, but they said I should come and get this magic shit figured out. It’s important. I’ve been trying to find the people who held me captive as a kid since… well, since I was a kid and escaped.”

      Leandra made another noise. “You were… one of them.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s what would have happened to my cubs if I hadn’t escaped. They would have…” Her voice broke and Nick stepped closer.

      “But that didn’t happen. You got them out. And now Zaire thinks you can help us find them.”

      “I will. As long as…”

      “If it puts your kids at risk, then we don’t do it. Period. They aren’t getting their hands on any other cubs. Not on my watch.”

      They walked again, reaching the gate and turning to walk along it. Jedrek’s eyes stayed flamey, and he seemed to be inspecting the wards.

      “Can you see the wards?”

      “Yes,” Jedrek said.

      “Can I?”

      “Probably not. You should try.”

      Nick focused and let the lion take charge again. He didn’t shift, though, even though he’d kind of offered to let the lion out. “Huh, that’s weird.”

      “What?”

      “I think I’m communicating with the lion side or something.”

      “That’s what happens. He’s part of you, not separate.”

      “It should be seamless,” Leandra added. “You should not be able to distinguish between the two sides so easily.”

      “I guess I’m learning.”

      “I cannot see wards,” Leandra said. “I can feel them.”

      “Yeah. I feel ‘em. But… no, I can’t see anything but fence.” He turned back to Jedrek. “I kinda want to run.”

      “So let’s run. Leandra?”

      She glanced between them for a second before making her decision. She nodded. Nick grabbed the hem of his shirt but then paused. “Oh, uh, yeah. This whole getting naked thing is weird.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Jedrek snorted and shifted.

      “Asshole.”

      Leandra snickered. “I don’t really care, though. But yeah, it’s awkward. I grew up shifting, but only around my… family.”

      Nick got it. It was one thing for his brothers to see him naked, but some stranger… yeah, not so much. “I’ll turn my back and you turn yours.”

      “Deal.”

      Jedrek made another noise, this one more of a hurry up huff, and Nick grabbed his neck in reply. “So not fair.” He got a head butt to the gut in reply. “Fine, I’m hurrying.”

      Nick stripped quickly before letting the lion out to play. Dr. Vaughn hadn’t been lying when he said he’d be sore, but it got easier every time. It was nice. He breathed deeply and caught the scent of Leandra’s lion. He turned. She stood back, muscles tense. She was ready to run.

      He huffed at her. Like he was suddenly going to hump her in this form. He wasn’t that out of his mind. He turned back to Jedrek, licked the side of his face, and took off running. He heard the growl of annoyance behind him, but couldn’t exactly laugh in this form. He was fast, though, but not as fast as either Jedrek or Leandra. Within seconds, they’d both caught up to him. There was a path around the edge of the property, about twenty feet from the fence itself to the tree line. It was smart. They couldn’t use the trees to climb and miss the fence altogether. Although Nick was pretty sure the wards didn’t work that way. He wondered how far up in the air it went. Was there like a no-fly zone over the entire place as well? It didn’t seem like it kept actual birds out. He saw enough of them flying around. Squirrels too. One ran along the edge of the fence as they approached before leaping to safety on the other side of the fence.

      Nick breathed it all in, letting the lion teach him. Scents, sights, sounds. He processed it all in ways he’d never known, not even as a child. He’d never been allowed this freedom to run. And with a pack. The word tripped his human mind, but the lion knew. It wasn’t a possibility. It was. They were his pack. They circled the property, so fast together. Nick skidded to a stop and roared. The sound echoed and everything stilled. Jedrek and Leandra both leaned against him, running up and down his sides. Scenting him. It was right. True. Complete.

      Nick roared again, unable to stop the lion from exclaiming his power. Leandra’s voice joined his, then Jedrek’s. He looked at them both, and something in Leandra’s face informed him. He just knew. His instincts led him, and he turned back toward the houses. She followed, sticking close to his side. And Jedrek, his beautiful scary hellhound, walked beside him, too. He didn’t have to go far. The cubs were running toward them, being chased by Keziah, Izzy, Rowan, and Sophie. They were being told to stop, but they wouldn’t. Of course they wouldn’t. Their alpha had called them.

      Lionel reached him first, skidding into his legs as he stopped. He made a chuffing roar, which wasn’t much more than a squeak, and Nick leaned down and licked him on the head. It was a good try for a little guy. Lionel rolled onto his back, and Nick gave him a good sniff. Ariella whined, wanting his attention, too. Nick bumped her with his nose, and she tried to show off her roar as well. Hers was a bit chirpy, but Nick gave her a lick of approval. She rolled onto her back and he scented her. The humans, next. He prowled forward, reaching Sophie first. Izzy held onto her daughter’s shoulders, clearly not understanding what was happening. Nick smelled them, but no. They weren’t his. They belonged to another.

      Keziah and Rowan stood together, both looking nervous but excited. He smelled them and… paused. Maybe. Not yet. But maybe. He turned back to the rest, approaching Jedrek first. He nuzzled his mate’s neck and felt his warm breath along his neck. Mmm. Warm. The sun was out, warming the pavement of the long road into the neighborhood. He’d just stretch out and—

      Jedrek growled.

      Nick huffed. Fine. The lion was satisfied anyway, so Nick let him drift back and shifted back into his human form. The cubs immediately pounced. Leandra chuffed at him, then darted back toward the gate. Jedrek gave him a look and started for their house.

      “What?” Nick griped. “I didn’t do anything.”

      Keziah snickered, drawing Nick’s attention. “You were totally going to take a nap, weren’t you?”

      “Yeah, well. What’s wrong with naps? Nothing. Not one single thing is wrong with naps.”

      Rowan hid his smile behind his hand.

      “Yeah, well, you’re all—” Nick glanced down at the kids staring up at him with big eyes, “—stinky.”

      “That’s not nice, Nick the lion. You shouldn’t say someone is stinky. Mommy says so.”

      Izzy wasn’t hiding her smile at all. “Exactly, Nick the lion. Be nice.”

      Nick huffed and walked away. “I’ll show you nice,” he grumbled.

      Leandra reappeared beside him, fully dressed with his clothes in her hand. “Thought you might want these.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m naked. Everybody can just deal with it.”

      “But Nick the lion, you’re supposed to wear pants. Mommy says so.”

      Nick growled and grabbed the clothes from Leandra’s hand. He pulled them on and glared. “There. Everyone happy now?”

      “Mommy, I think he needs a nap. He’s cranky. When I’m cranky, you say I need a nap.”

      Nick threw his hands in the air and followed after Jedrek. He found him sitting on the porch. Laughing his ass off.

      Nick plopped down in front of him and leaned back into the vee of Jedrek’s legs. He huffed again, and Jedrek wrapped his arms around him.

      “Poor baby,” Jedrek rumbled against his ear. “Did everyone gang up on you?”

      They had but… Nick didn’t exactly mind. Leandra sat next to him on the step and leaned into Jedrek. The twins climbed on her and settled on her lap. Izzy and Sophie sat down beside them. Keziah and Rowan sat in the grass, close enough to reach if Nick wanted.

      “Pride,” Leandra murmured. “I… wasn’t expecting that to happen.”

      Nick shrugged. He wasn’t either. He didn’t really want to confess that, though. He had a question or two to ask. Now wasn’t the time. He’d just close his eyes for a minute and ask Jedrek next time they had a little privacy. Yeah. That’s what he’d do.
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      In the week it took for Zaire to return, Nick settled into his lion skin and into their mating. They fucked multiple times a day, and Jedrek constantly wanted more. Leandra grew more and more comfortable around Nick, and after the first couple days of runs together, she began to seek out their company outside of their morning run. As much as she’d protested wanting an alpha, she seemed to want to be around Nick.

      Jedrek couldn’t blame her. There was a cool confidence to him that drew all of them closer to him. Keziah and Rowan came by every day. They showed both of them around, taught Nick about the different experiments they were doing, and basically just showed off a bit. They might as well have been cubs. The other two coven members, Calder and Emmett, were a little slower to warm up to them, but even they’d started to succumb to Nick’s charm. Calder had shown up with a casserole the day before, and when Nick ate half of it before he could even say thanks, he’d won the awen’s favor. Emmett just seemed to not like strangers, but then again, he also seemed slightly unwell. None of them talked about it, though, so Jedrek kept his observations to himself.

      As to Sophie and the lion cubs, well, Nick was their favorite, no two ways about it. They’d finished lunch a half hour before, and Nick had immediately shifted. He’d gone onto the porch and stretched out in a sunny spot. Ariella and Lionel had shifted moments later, and after Jedrek untangled them from their clothes, they went and curled up by Nick’s stomach. Sophie, not to be left out, decided to use Nick as her body pillow. She laid down on top of him, stuck her thumb in her mouth, and went to sleep.

      Jedrek sat on the porch steps and leaned back against the railing. The other people who lived there, most of whom had kept their distance although Keziah insisted they were fine with them being there, walked past their house and raised hands in greetings. Newcomers were rare enough inside the wards, but the fact that they had a hellhound and a slightly out of control alpha lion on their hands had made them all cautious.

      The kids had helped calm their fears, though, and the fact that Nick was good with them. Well, he put up with them. They followed him around and he acted like the big brother he was. Annoyed by their presence, but no one better mess with them. Ariella had fallen down the day before and skinned her knee. Nick had roared at the pavement for daring to hurt her. Needless to say, he was the little girl’s hero.

      It was almost like Nick was taking a vacation, letting himself be free from all the burdens of nine-to-five, or in his case, all the anger and fear of the past few years. Something in him had settled once they set the lion inside free, and Jedrek hoped it stuck. He really didn’t want to go back to the way things were before. He really didn’t want to lose Nick.

      But they only had a few days before his vacation from work was over. He’d called in that first day and taken all the time off he had available. It wasn’t much. Of course, they’d not counted on Zaire being gone so long with no word. Keziah told them not to worry, but Jedrek couldn’t help wondering what was going on in the outside world. He’d spoken to Solomon a couple times, and all was well with his pack. Everything had gone quiet again, and Jedrek had a sneaking suspicion they were in the eye of the storm.

      He couldn’t have been more surprised when he saw movement down the street and looked up to see Zaire closing the front door of her house. He hadn’t even known she was back. She caught sight of him and became a woman with a mission as she marched down the street to him. Before she could speak, though, he put a finger to his lips. She scowled, but kept quiet as she moved closer. He pointed and she looked at Nick and the cubs sleeping. Her eyes widened and she looked back at him. He grinned. He couldn’t help it. He was as surprised as anyone at Nick’s easy acceptance of the kids.

      She leaned her head back toward her place and he nodded. He waited for her to get a few steps down the sidewalk before he spoke.

      “Nick.”

      He kept his voice quiet and pitched low, but Nick heard. He opened one eye and glared sleepily at him. “Zaire is back. She wants to talk to us.”

      Nick made a questioning huff.

      “No, stay with the cubs. I’ll text Izzy and have her come stay with them. Wait until she gets here and come down. I don’t want to wake them up, especially the twin terrors.”

      Nick huffed again and closed his eyes. Jedrek gave him one last look before following Zaire. He shot Izzy a text while they walked, and then he sat down with Zaire on her front porch.

      “You look better,” Jedrek said after a long quiet minute.

      “So do you.”

      Jedrek shot her a look. “So?”

      She looked ticked, but not necessarily at him. She stared down the road, watching as Izzy crossed to the house he and Nick were slowly starting to call home. “My coven is not strong enough to deal with the level of magic we found.”

      “Shit.”

      “I used more colorful language, but yes.”

      “So, do we have a plan B?”

      Zaire continued to glare, this time turning her attention to Nick as he sauntered up the street in his lion form. He’d forgotten pants again. Jedrek was going to have to start carrying a pair around with him at all times.

      She waited until Nick was close enough to hear her before she spoke. “I’m going to do something I swore I never would.”

      “Zaire—” He wanted to warn her away from what he was afraid she was about to do. Some doors, once opened, couldn’t be closed again.

      Nick growled, sensing the tension in the air as he climbed up the step and leaned into Jedrek’s side.

      “No, Jedrek. I am not going to command. I’m going to ask.” She stared at Nick, taking another breath before she spoke again. “I’m going to ask my son’s coven to attempt to break this magic apart.”

      Nick roared, and began shifting back. Jedrek groaned as the cubs began to chuff and howl, their little voices scared.

      “Dammit, Nick.”

      “Sorry,” Nick said once he’d shifted. “But Zaire, you can’t do that. You said it wasn’t safe. It hurt you.”

      “Because, as my son so wisely pointed out, I was an idiot and tried without the support of my coven. I did know better. Keziah, though. He’s strong. And his coven is strong. If anyone can break this down, they can.”

      Nick paused as Izzy walked closer with upset kids in her arms. She tossed Nick a pair of sweatpants with a glare and he pulled them on. “Deal with this. You did it.”

      Nick sat down on the steps and let the cubs crawl onto his lap. They’d changed back into their human form and Izzy had put pull-ups on both of them but nothing else. Sophie held her mother’s hand looking sleepy and confused. “What happened? Why’d you roar so loud?”

      “Sorry guys. I just got a little grumpy. It happens sometimes.”

      “So you roared? That’s not very nice, Nick. You scared us.”

      Trust a kid to point out the obvious.

      Nick gave her a sheepish smile. “Sorry, Soph. Forgive me?”

      She eyed him and considered her options. “Extra strawberries for dessert. And a popsicle for snack.”

      “You’re a tough negotiator.”

      “Snack!”

      Of course, Lionel only heard one word.

      “Come on, kiddos,” Izzy said. “Let’s go get a snack. And then Nick gets to chase you down and put up with your cranky selves since you didn’t get your nap. Won’t that be fun?”

      “Snack!”

      Izzy beamed at them, and it was totally evil. Nick groaned as he watched her go.

      Zaire, on the other hand, looked like she’d finally started putting the pieces together. Jedrek wondered what she’d say when she saw the others interacting with him. And she wouldn’t have to wait long. Keziah, Rowan, and Leandra came out of the trees, each carrying a basket of vegetables. She’d never learned how to grow anything, so Rowan was teaching her about his kitchen and herb garden. Even Jedrek had been amazed at what he managed to grow in a field tucked away behind the trees.

      Keziah glanced their way then began to hurry when he realized his mom was back. He stumbled up onto the porch and pushed his basket into Jedrek’s arms. “Mom!”

      “Hey, baby boy.”

      Keziah pulled her up and tugged her into a hug. “I was worried.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re better. I mean, I know you are because I can feel you are, but you are.”

      “I am.”

      “So?”

      “No luck, honey.”

      Keziah looked grim, but determined. “Mom, you have to let us try.”

      “Kez—”

      “No, Mom. Don’t argue. We’ve been working for this day my entire life. We’re done being sheltered. We’re ready to be the coven you helped us become. We all agreed. When we helped the hellhounds, we finally got a taste of how bad the magic had become. We’re too sheltered here, but we can do good magic. If we can find who’s doing this, it’ll be good. Let us try.”

      She grabbed his arms and squeezed. “Okay.”

      “Mom, I mean it, we are read— wait, what?”

      “You’re right. You are ready. I want you to try.”

      “Who are you and what have you done with my mother?”

      Zaire laughed and swatted him upside the head.

      “Oh wait, there you are,” Keziah said with a grin. “But seriously? You’re going to let us try?”

      “I am. This is too important and… it needs a full coven. I tried it my way and failed. It’s time for you to step up.”

      Keziah grinned. “I’ve gotta go get the others.”

      “Ask them, Keziah. After dinner tonight, at dusk, we’ll gather at the circle and discuss our options. Talk to them.”

      Keziah grinned and kissed her forehead. “Thanks, Mom.”

      He took off at a run, leaving them standing on the porch staring after him.

      “What just happened?” Leandra asked.

      Zaire breathed deeply and looked at her. “My son just grew up.”

      They all watched him running down the street. He seemed more like an excited teenager than a guy in his early twenties. He actually reminded Jedrek a little of Henry. Not in looks, but more in spirit.

      “You’re doing the right thing,” Nick said quietly. “He’s ready. You did what you could. You put yourself at risk first. But he’s ready, Zaire.”

      Zaire turned to Nick and gave him an assessing look. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      Jedrek tensed at the dark tone in her voice.

      “No. Is there something you want to ask me?”

      Nick met her look with one of his own. Tension ratcheted up a notch. Leandra started to move, but Nick’s hand on her arm stilled her.

      “Did you make my son part of your pack?” Zaire asked.

      “No. But if I had, it wouldn’t concern you. He’s an adult. That discussion would be between us.”

      She hissed.

      Jedrek wanted to intervene. The instinct was there, nipping him forward, but he held himself back. Nick didn’t need to be defended. It didn’t change the fact that Jedrek wanted to, though.

      “You’ve grown cocky.”

      “Eh, I was always cocky, Zaire. You met me at a not so great moment. But that’s not really what you’re pissed about.”

      She looked away, back in the direction her son had run. “He doesn’t belong in a pack.”

      Nick shrugged. “Maybe he does. Maybe not. That’s up to him to decide. I think it’s more a case of whether or not the entire coven would be pack. It’s all or nothing.”

      Zaire turned back to him. “Explain.”

      “The lion doesn’t want only Keziah. I don’t know. I just… my instincts say to wait for the other two. Keziah’s good. So is Rowan. The other two aren’t so definite, though, so we wait.”

      “Can a coven be pride?” Leandra asked. “I’ve not heard of that before.”

      Nick shrugged. “I only know what I feel.”

      “And your lion accepted Leandra and her cubs?”

      “Yeah. I figured that’s what you wanted anyway, right?”

      Zaire smiled. “No, actually. I thought you’d want to talk to her about what happened to her, and perhaps learn a little more about being a lion.”

      “Oh. Well, I mean, I didn’t think it was right to poke her about that stuff. Not when I don’t know anything about that shit. It’s magic stuff. That’s your arena.”

      “But you are her alpha now.”

      Nick grumbled. “Look. I like her. You. Sorry, Leandra.”

      She chuckled. “It’s fine. I like you, too.”

      “But your life is yours, you know? I’m not your boss or shit like that. I just…I’m here if you need me. That’s all.”

      “I know.”

      “That’s very sweet,” Zaire said. “But before we attempt to work on the magic from the past, I think we need information about what they are up to now.”

      “Well, it’s been like three years, right? The kids are two and add nine months or whatever. But closer than before, so I get your point.”

      “Leandra?”

      Leandra moved beside Nick and grabbed his hand. Jedrek stood also and leaned into her other side. She grabbed onto the back of his shirt and held on. “You can ask me what you want.”

      Zaire’s eyes softened, and she spoke in a calm, gentle tone. “Tell us what happened.”

      Leandra sucked in a breath. She turned to Nick. “There aren’t a lot of lions anymore. I don’t know if you know that, but, I mean, there’s a lot of mating issues going on. Not a lot of cubs are born. I mean, some, yeah, but not like before. So my mom, she really wanted to find me someone to mate with who was… I don’t know. Better.”

      “What’s better?”

      “Rich,” Leandra said. “She was tired of being poor and thought if we could find some rich alpha lion or something that we’d have it made. But I just wanted to see the world, you know? Party a little, meet new people. See what was out there before I settled down so some guy could spend the next twenty years trying his best to knock me up.”

      “Ugh.”

      No one could say his mate wasn’t eloquent. It was what Leandra needed to hear, though, because her hold on Jedrek eased a bit as she continued.

      “So I decided to take a year to myself. I packed up and got on a bus and just rode. All the way to the east coast. I figured that was far enough, you know? I mean, I want to see the whole world, but at least I could see places I’d never been. I left mom a note, which was shitty, but there was no way she was going to let me go.”

      “Did you let her know after?”

      “Yeah. I called. She was pissed, but she got it. So I got a job as a waitress and just…lived. I was close to a college so there were always kids around partying and having fun. It was nice. No pressure. No rules. No alpha.”

      “Then what happened?” Nick asked.

      “My year was almost up. I wasn’t ready to go back. My friends were trying to convince me to apply to the college and I wanted to. So bad. I had the grades, but we didn’t really have the money and I didn’t want to take on a ton of debt. I don’t know. But I was tempted. Then we went out to this bar, and there were shifters there. I hadn’t really seen anyone in all that time. Which was weird, when I thought about it, but I mean, most shifters don’t hang around community colleges so it wasn’t all that crazy. But these guys, something was off about them.”

      “Off how?”

      Leandra paused, trying to find words, then turned to Zaire. “You know how sometimes, when a shifter gets sick or something, they sort of… I don’t know… fluctuate? Like sometimes they’re strong and sometimes they aren’t.”

      “Yes,” Zaire said.

      “It was like that but more. I mean, I thought one of the guys was human at first. But then he was a shifter again. It made no sense.”

      Jedrek and Zaire turned to each other. They’d seen that before as well, once before.

      “Then what happened?” Nick asked.

      “I guess they drugged me. I don’t know. I know I sort of remember flashes. Some of it is crazy. Like, I swear there was this glowing white tiger. Other weird stuff, too. Lots of birds. They were so loud. And then, one day, my lion sort of woke up. I remember being so angry. Furious. Ready to hunt. One of the guys came in and I just lost it. I shifted, but I guess they thought I couldn’t. I… I killed him.”

      Nick grabbed her and pulled her close. Jedrek leaned in behind her and met his mate’s angry gaze. Nick really wanted to find the bastards now, even more than before.

      “Finish,” Nick demanded.

      “I killed him and got out. I ran for… I don’t know. I stuck to the woods. Hunted. Made sure no humans saw me. When I finally came out of it, I realized it had been months since I was taken. And then I figured out that I was pregnant.”

      Zaire’s breath caught, but Jedrek and Nick didn’t budge.

      “I hid. Stole what I needed and just stayed out of sight until the kids were born. I did what I had to do.”

      “Yes, you did. Why didn’t you go home?” Nick asked.

      “My mom would have gone nuts,” Leandra said. “She’d have wanted to use the kids as a bargaining tool. I didn’t want that. So I stayed away. But then… something changed and I was scared all the time. Convinced something was after me. I couldn’t stop looking over my shoulder. So I ran some more. And then I found the bar and all the others gathered. I could tell they were as scared as I was. I listened. I heard them talking about Meshaq and Solomon. About how they were the champions. I thought if anyone would keep me safe, it would be them.”

      “You’re safe now,” Nick grumbled.

      “Yeah, you are,” Jedrek added.

      “I don’t know what happened to me,” Leandra confessed. “But I know my kids aren’t safe.”

      “They’re safe here,” Zaire said.

      “How can you be sure? I don’t know what they did. And everyone keeps saying that magic is messed up and doing weird things. What if they find me? What if they find my cubs?”

      Zaire stood and held out her hand. “May I?”

      Leandra tensed, but Nick made one of his many noises and she relaxed a bit before releasing her hold on Nick’s hand and placing it in Zaire’s. Zaire closed her eyes and Jedrek felt her magic rise. Heat and smoke and power. Nick began a rumbling growl, but Jedrek wrapped an arm around both Leandra and Nick. Nick looked at him, his eyes glowing the golden yellow of his lion. He flared his own. Calm. It’s okay. She’s safe.

      Nick relaxed but the rumbling continued. It took a minute, and Zaire finally let out a breath. “You’re safe here. Go love on those sweet babies of yours. You’ll feel better.”

      Leandra let go of her hand and turned to Nick.

      “Go. And don’t let them eat all the Cheerios. The monsters.”

      With a laugh, she went down the porch and toward Izzy’s house. Nick waited until she was inside before he leaned into Jedrek and breathed deeply. “I want to gut them.”

      “I know. Me, too.” He turned to Zaire. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      Nick started, lifting his head and glaring. “What? Are they in danger? Are—?”

      “No. They’re safe here. The same dark magic was used against her. I can feel it. The remnants linger. We can use it.”

      Nick growled. “No.”

      Zaire scowled at him. “We need to—”

      “No. She stays out of it. Use me.”

      “But—”

      “Non-negotiable,” Nick snapped. “They’ve still got their claws in me, and you’re not touching her.”

      “Nick, you said it yourself. It’s newer with her. Fresher. We have a better chance…”

      “No.”

      Jedrek wanted to argue with him, but he couldn’t. No way would he put Leandra at risk. But doing so meant Zaire would be digging into the deep wounds of Nick’s past. They had no way of knowing what damage that magic had already done, or what would happen when it was torn open again.
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      He’d upset his mate.

      Nick could think of nothing else.

      They walked back to the house in silence. Nick could smell the fire burning in Jedrek. Anger. Bitter and sour.

      “Jed, I—”

      “I’m going to go check the wards.”

      “I can—”

      “No.” Jedrek turned to him and grabbed his neck. He pulled Nick close, resting their foreheads together. “I just need a few. I’ll be back soon.”

      Before Nick could protest, Jedrek shifted and ran. Nick stared after him until he disappeared into the trees. He’d had no choice. Jedrek had to understand that. He couldn’t let Zaire mess around with Leandra, not after everything she’d been through. And she had the kids to think about. No, it had to be him.

      Nick went into the house and grabbed his phone. He ignored the messy sheets and abandoned, mostly-empty bottle of lube on the floor. Instead, he called the one other person he needed to talk to before the night’s events took place.

      “Nick?” Sawyer sounded stressed but happy to hear from him.

      “Checking on you guys.”

      Sawyer sighed. “No change. Vaughn kicked us out. We’re back at my house.”

      Nick didn’t care for his defeated tone at all. “What’s going on?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Mikey?”

      “Vaughn says he’s hanging in. No change, but he’s not getting worse. That’s a good sign.”

      Nick paused, breathed for a moment. Jedrek’s scent was strongest in the bedroom. It relaxed him, even if his mate couldn’t be with him at the moment. “I want to talk to you about something.”

      “’K.”

      “We’re trying something tonight. At dusk or whatever. I guess the time is important. I don’t know anything about this shit.” Nick paced. Walked the short walk down the hall to the kitchen, through the living room. And back again.

      “Define something,” Sawyer said.

      “We’re gonna do a spell. Keziah’s coven, I mean. They’re going to see if they can trace the magic in me so we can find Foote.”

      Nick could feel the stillness from the other end of the phone. He was pretty sure Sawyer had stopped breathing. He waited him out, let that big brain in his little brother's head process his words for a few seconds.

      “Nick.”

      “I know the timing is fucked up. But is there ever gonna be a good time for this? No. Time is now, when as you said, absolutely nothing is going on. Right?”

      Sawyer made a hiccuping gasp. “Don’t use my words against me!”

      “Not trying to. But it’s true. I don’t know what this is going to do. I wanted to talk to you first, but I’m not asking your permission. This is my decision.”

      “This is all because of me. Don’t you get it?”

      Nick snorted. “Sawyer, I don’t care if you’re some goddess’s son or if you’re Captain Underpants. This is not all about you.”

      “But—”

      “Bullshit. Cut it out. I have more stuff to tell you.”

      Sawyer apparently flopped over on someone, because Nick heard a distinctive male grunt from the other end of the phone. “Tell me.”

      “Who’d you squish?”

      “Saeward. It’s fine. Tell me.”

      “That’s the big one, right?”

      “Yeah. Hippocamp.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t try to distract me,” Sawyer complained.

      “I’m not. I don’t know what that is.”

      “Sea creature. He’s sort of half-man, half-horse, half-merman. But he’s not a merman.”

      “So he’s a sea horse?”

      Sawyer sighed, and he heard a grumble from the other end of the phone. “That’s why I say merman, Ward! It’s the visual! And no, Nick. Not a sea horse. Except, yeah. A giant seahorse. Sort of.”

      “You don’t make sense.”

      “Yeah, well, neither do you. Tell me the rest, Nick. Stop stalling.”

      Nick wandered into the bedroom and stretched out on the messy bed. Jedrek’s scent was stronger there. He needed it. “I guess I’m an alpha. I have a pack.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. Remember the lady with the lion cubs?”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah. But see, they wanted to do the magic spell on her instead, ‘cause the magic is newer. Sawyer, I can’t let them do that. She’s got babies, you know? But we need to find out who did this, because if they were still pulling this bullshit three years ago, they could still be pulling it now. I need to find out.”

      Sawyer made another of his sounds, this one closer to a meep, and Nick could practically hear his brain working. “Okay. I don’t like this. But I’ll never like it. And Henry’s told me how much he trusts Zaire. And how strong Keziah’s coven is. So… you have the best people with you to help. I’ll have Draco bring me—”

      “No.”

      “Nick—”

      “No. We don’t know what the hell is going to happen, Sawyer. You being here will only stress me out. Besides, I kind of have a mate now, too. He’ll be with me.”

      Sawyer gasped, and Nick heard another oomph of pain from Ward. “What? You didn’t lead with that!”

      Nick grinned. “I saved the best for last.”

      “Who? When? How? Tell me.”

      “Jedrek. Pretty much day one. You know how. We fucked. A lot. Some biting happened.”

      “The giant Viking hellhound is your mate. This is epic.”

      “I think so. He’s kinda mad at me at the moment. So there’s that.”

      Sawyer sighed and flopped back down on Saeward. Nick probably should apologize to the poor guy. Sawyer was all knees and elbows when he was upset. “He doesn’t want you to do the spell.”

      “Probably not. But he knows it’s the right thing to do, too. Tell me another way. One that doesn’t put a mother and her babies at risk. Because I can’t think of one.”

      “You’re strong,” Sawyer said quietly. “And an alpha. Henry’s brothers and sisters… I mean, they could try with them, too. But that thought makes me want to throw up, you know?”

      “Yeah. I thought about it for like two seconds. I’m the best one.”

      “I know. But I kinda wanna throw up at that thought, too.”

      Nick gave Sawyer another minute to process. Just listened to him breathing on the other end of the phone. His brother was the smart one, even had a fancy master’s degree to prove it. “Hey, I have a question.”

      “What?”

      “What was Mama Thea?” Sawyer made a squeaking noise. “I mean, she got three of us from this world, you know? And I remember now from when she found me that she helped me shift back to human. She was something.”

      “I don’t know,” Sawyer said. “Holy crap.”

      “Yeah. But I think Papa Smith was human.”

      Sawyer hummed, thinking it over. “That makes sense. I mean, I guess he could have been something different. There are so many creatures out there, Nick. More than you can imagine.”

      “I get that. But I’m thinking human.”

      “What a fairy tale,” Sawyer said. “The beautiful fairy princess meets her human white knight and falls in love. But she has to give up her powers and immortality to be with him. But she does it. And then she finds three misfit orphans and keeps them safe.”

      “Sounds like something she’d do.”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer agreed. “I’ll ask Mother next time I see her, okay?”

      “Okay. So I’m gonna go. I want to go track down Jedrek. He’s been gone long enough.”

      “Nick?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you. Please be safe. And make sure you call me when it’s done. I’ll worry and show up there if you don’t.”

      “I will. And, ya know. Love you, too.”

      Nick ended the call and rolled onto his side. He couldn’t deny that talking to Sawyer and getting his support made him feel a little better. But he still wanted Jedrek’s okay as well. It itched beneath his skin, knowing his mate was upset and he’d been the one to cause it. Nick didn’t know what to do to fix it, though.

      He heard footsteps on the porch, then the door burst open. He didn’t know what to do, but Nick had a sneaking suspicion that he was about to find out. Jedrek stomped into the bedroom, his eyes blazing with the fire of the hellhound. He growled.

      “Nice.”

      Jedrek flung off his shirt and tugged at his pants. He was naked a second later.

      “Nicer.”

      Jedrek pounced, rolling Nick onto his back and straddling his waist.

      Nick groaned. “Nicest.”

      “There are ground rules,” Jedrek growled.

      “If by ground rules you mean the lube is on the ground right there and you should probably get it, then yes. Ground rules.”

      Jedrek growled. But he reached down and grabbed the lube anyway. Then he leaned forward and pressed his forehead into Nick’s.

      “Tell me,” Nick said softly. He couldn’t resist touching, all Jedrek’s beautiful skin and rippling muscles right there for him to explore. He stroked Jedrek’s sides, over his ribs. Down again, over his hips then to the curve of his ass.

      “Don’t be stupid. Listen to Keziah and the others.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      “Got it.”

      “I can’t think when you’re touching me,” Jedrek complained.

      “I can stop.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      Nick grinned and moved his head. He found Jedrek’s lips with his and teased them. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      He deepened the kiss, swallowing all of Jedrek's anger and fear then replacing it with all the emotions rolling inside of him. He didn't have words, had never had them where Jedrek was concerned. They just were. From the moment he'd seen him, shifted and out of control at his apartment. This stranger had become part of his soul. His grounding. His foundation. His safety. And Jedrek couldn't know how much he'd changed Nick's life. He'd found the missing pieces. His lion and his mate. He couldn't do any of this without both of them.

      "Stop thinking," Jedrek rumbled.

      His lion moved inside him, agreeing completely with Jedrek's sentiments. And Nick got it, finally. A moment of clarity. He didn't need to tell Jedrek. He needed to show him. His instincts went into overdrive and he poured heat and need into the kiss. Jedrek moved above him, grinding down, desperately seeking more. Nick growled and flipped them over, leaving Jedrek panting on his back, flame-filled eyes demanding.

      "Nick, please."

      He couldn't resist the call. Anything Jedrek wanted was his. And what he wanted was Nick. He grabbed the lube and slicked himself up, never taking his eyes from Jedrek's. Just that much, that simple, penetrating look, was more intimate than anything they'd done before. He saw it all in Jedrek's eyes, his future in the fire.

      Nick ran his hands slowly up Jedrek's thighs before moving up further. He held himself in position, cock poised at Jedrek's entrance.

      Jedrek reached between them and guided Nick's cock to his hole. He pushed, slowly, his cock sliding through Jedrek's fingers and into his body. And still, he looked. Chased the flames of desire even as they burned brighter. Even as he moved deeper and sealed them together, so far into Jedrek that he could feel his heartbeat. He leaned closer, began to move his hips. Jedrek's breath caught, and something in his eyes changed.

      "What is it?" Nick asked. His voice barely there, so locked into his mate that he didn't dare break the spell they were under.

      Jedrek tugged him closer until they were pressed chest to chest and their breaths intermingled. "Don't be stupid," Jedrek repeated once more.

      He sounded so desperate, so worried. Outside of his brothers, Nick hadn't had anyone worry for him, be scared for him. Hell, he didn't even have anyone who worried whether or not he ate his vegetables.

      "What?" Jedrek asked.

      "Are you going to make me eat broccoli?"

      The look he got was priceless. Then Jedrek laughed, wrapped his legs more tightly around Nick's waist, and squeezed. Every inch of Nick felt cradled, adored. Nick sighed and tucked his face into Jedrek's neck. He slowly moved, sliding his cock out and in again, drawing a surprised gasp from his mate.

      "I'll make you eat broccoli. Or I won't. Whatever you want. As long as you don't stop."

      Nick thrust harder, driving deeper into Jedrek while nipping at his neck. He inhaled Jedrek's scent, loved the sweetness of them merging together, their scents so combined that he couldn't separate them. "I hate broccoli," Nick gasped.

      Jedrek's hole clenched around him and he began to move as well, his hips pushing back, meeting each thrust. "Then I won't make you."

      He made the promise as he arched his neck to the side, baring it to Nick's hungry gaze. He bit down, unable to resist, and Jedrek clenched him tighter, held him closer.

      "Fuck me," Jedrek demanded.

      Nick growled and bit down harder. Jedrek cried out and rubbed his cock frantically against Nick's abs as he continued thrusting into him. His body heated, screaming for release. But not until his mate was satisfied. Not until his mate knew his intentions were pure and true.

      And Jedrek, of course he knew. He held Nick's head, encouraged him to keep his teeth in Jedrek's neck. He owned him. Nick may be the one with teeth in Jedrek's neck, but every piece of Nick was his. And that moment, that realization, that he'd given this hellhound all of him, was enough to send him over the edge. He tried to fight back, tried to change his angle and make it better but Jedrek wouldn't let him. He squeezed his legs and Nick lost his mind. He came, all thoughts going to his cock and filling his mate with his seed, his scent marking him, claiming him. Jed was his. No others. Never.

      Jedrek yelled, tightening around him until Nick couldn't move his cock. He fucked him though his release, waiting until he unclenched before raising his head. The flames were still there, burning bright. Jedrek tugged him to the side, moving Nick around until he was in his usual spot, using Jedrek as his body pillow. He laid his head on Jedrek's shoulder and closed his eyes.

      He could feel the nervous tension still there, bubbling beneath the surface, but he couldn't pretend he wasn't nervous as well. But he had plenty to fight for, and no matter what the magic brought, he wasn't going to let Jedrek go. He had a pack now, a life, and even if he had no idea how it had happened, even if rationally he should be more lost than ever, he'd never been more grounded. He wasn't going to lose control or fly apart at the seams. He couldn't. He had a mate depending on him, and people could say a lot of things about Nick, but he'd never been accused of being stupid. He had too much shit to figure out, and he found himself looking forward to doing it with his big lug of a hellhound at his side.
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      It was strange going back to that same circle of stones where they’d arrived. It was stranger that he was wearing a weird long white robe. He looked like fucking Princess Leia. If only he had a blaster and those weird donut hair buns.  At least he could be sure it wasn’t because he was some sacrificial virgin. One, he and Jedrek alone had made sure he was nice and impure. So, so impure. Two, Keziah and the rest of the coven were wearing the same white robes. Apparently it was important to the ritual. He knew jack shit about rituals.

      The wards keeping people out were as strong as ever at the circle. Keziah explained that’s why he wanted to do the spell there. It was well-warded and outside of their home. If things went badly, whatever they unleashed would be contained. Leandra and the kids were just inside the wards. She looked about as happy as Jedrek did with his decision. Even though no one had said anything, Leandra had probably figured out that he was taking her place. She wasn’t an idiot.

      “We are not having a moment right now. You hear me?” Nick complained.

      “What? You expect me to declare my undying love or something?”

      Nick grunted.

      She grinned. “Kick their ass.”

      “That’s my plan. Here. Hold my beer.”

      He didn’t have a beer, but she got the joke and grinned back at him.

      “It’s probably best if you take the kids back.”

      “Probably.”

      “You aren’t going to listen to me, are you?”

      “Nope. You might need us. Your pack may be small, but we’re mighty.”

      Nick grinned and ran his fingers over Ariella’s cheek. She had pudding all over it. The little monster. “That we are. If there’s trouble—”

      “I’ll get them out of danger, but we’ll help if we can.”

      Nick grunted. “Back in a few.”

      He went to the circle of rocks and scowled. It looked like a scene out of some chick flick horror movie combo. Flower petals and candles yet circle of rocks in the middle of dark woods with strange robe-wearing witches. “Seriously?”

      Keziah grinned. “Shut up and get in the circle.”

      “You should at least buy me dinner first.”

      “I made you breakfast. And gave you my sausage ball recipe.”

      “Fair point.”

      Still, Nick hovered nervously outside the rocks.

      Jedrek stepped up behind him, wrapping his arms around Nick’s waist. Warm breath ghosted over his neck and he closed his eyes.

      “I’ll be right here,” Jedrek promised.

      “Yeah.”

      Nick opened his eyes. Zaire hovered on the opposite side of the circle, clearly as nervous as Nick. But also as determined. She nodded her head, and somehow that was what he needed. He stepped forward into the circle, leaving the safety of Jedrek’s arms, and faced Keziah.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

      “No clue. But I trust my magic.”

      Good enough for him. He turned to Calder next. The ice had started to melt with the water elemental, but he still didn’t completely trust Nick. Nick liked that about him.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      Next, Rowan, who looked nervous. “It’s not too late to say you aren’t ready.”

      “I’m ready,” Rowan said. “Just a little scared. Is stage fright a thing when magic is concerned?”

      “I’d say just imagine me naked, but well, you’ve already seen that.”

      “I can still imagine it,” Rowan teased.

      Some of the nervous tension eased. Rowan pulled in a breath and smiled, so Nick made the final turn.

      Emmett stood tall, but Nick could sense his unease. “You up for this?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Not what I asked,” Nick snarled. “Are. You. Up. For. This?”

      Emmett scowled. “Yes.”

      “Good. When this is over, you and I are having a little chat. And you’re not going to like what I have to say.”

      “I don’t like you,” Emmett snapped. “But I’m going to help you anyway.”

      Nick turned one last time, facing Keziah again.

      They stared at each other for a long moment.

      “I won’t let you down,” Keziah whispered.

      “Never doubted it for a second. Let’s get this party started.”

      Keziah nodded and raised his arms. The coven joined hands, forming a circle around Nick. And Nick, he turned his attention to Jedrek, standing stoic and true on the other side of the rocks. So close Nick could almost touch him, but a world away. None of that mattered, though. All he needed to see was Jedrek’s eyes. Fire and smoke. His mate was so ticked off. It was beautiful to see. He was ready for answers, too. The only reason Nick was getting away with this nonsense was because they all wanted answers. Jedrek had a few scores to settle with the asshats who’d hurt Ben and Henry. He wanted to tear a few new holes in the ones who gave Jack and Emily nightmares. He wanted blood for the pieces of shit who had Natasha desperate to know how to protect herself from danger. And he wanted to kill them for forcing six-year-old Ollie to escape through a hole in the roof and run into the night to find help, to save them all from certain death. Yeah, Jedrek was pissed alright. And now, because of them, Nick was in danger. Nick grinned, even as he felt the magic swirling around him as the coven chanted. His mate was stunningly beautiful when he was pissed off.

      Jedrek met his gaze, cocked one eyebrow. Then he grinned back. Feral. Dangerous. Deadly.

      The lion stirred. Magic poked at him and he snarled.

      Nick tried to keep the other side of him calm. Steady. Control. Breathe.

      Jedrek sucked in a long breath, then let it out. Nick mimicked him.

      The magic jabbed against him. The lion snarled again.

      Danger. Threat. Attack.

      Nick breathed.

      The magic intensified. Stabbing into him.

      Nick flinched.

      The lion roared.

      Just breathe.

      Jedrek’s eyes deepened, embers so hot they’d almost changed to white. Fascinating. Beautiful. Mate.

      The lion swatted against him, batting the magic away, but Nick held. Breathed. And when it stabbed again, the lion bled.

      Nick gasped, pain deep in his side.

      Jedrek stepped forward, but Nick held up his hand. Claws formed, then receded.

      The magic stabbed him again, and the lion howled his rage. He’d fight this. Fight it to the death.

      Nick breathed.

      The lion bled. So much blood. And Nick realized what had to happen. He thought about what he’d learned from Leandra, the stories the other kids had told. The way their magic was so tangled up inside. The way his had been dark, so dark when Mama Thea found him that she’d thought it best to lock it away to keep him safe.

      It wasn’t natural. He wasn’t supposed to have this beast in him. It wasn’t his. He met Jedrek’s gaze, his eyes golden. For the last time. He dropped to his knees, no longer able to hold himself up. The lion fought, but he didn’t stand a chance. Not against the coven. The most powerful coven. The only thing stronger than him. Something dripped down Nick’s face, and he broke eye contact with Jedrek for the first time. Blood dotted the white robes.

      Jedrek roared.

      Nick lifted his head, meeting his mate’s gaze once more.

      Steady. Breathe. Jedrek.

      Jedrek ran forward, but he couldn’t penetrate the wards.

      He tasted the blood now and wiped his mouth.

      “Nick!”

      He smiled. He probably was a gruesome mess. Leandra appeared at Jedrek’s shoulders. Her eyes blazed yellow. The cubs’ did, too. Nick’s own faded. He drooped to the side.

      “Got it,” Rowan shouted.

      Nick really needed a nap.

      “Holy shit. Nick!”

      Keziah dropped to his knees beside him, and the rest of the coven joined him a moment later. He felt their hands on him, but he kept his eyes on his pack. No, not his anymore. They couldn’t be. A cool rush of magic washed over him, soothing the ache. The stabbing had receded with the lion, but Nick wouldn’t pretend it didn’t hurt. He had a gaping hole inside him now, but it wasn’t one anyone could see. Hell, he shouldn’t even care. He’d spent the last fourteen years not even understanding what he was. He was back to that now. But he wasn’t giving them up. Not Jedrek. Never. And not Leandra and the kids either. They needed a family. Someone to count on. And Nick was reliable. He was good at being family. His brothers would back him up on that. So what if he wasn’t their alpha anymore. He didn’t want to be an alpha anyway. It was fine.

      The coven continued to work their magic, and the pain left completely. Nick wiped his face once more, surprised to find it wet with tears. “Well, shit.”

      “Let me in,” Jedrek demanded. “Now.”

      Keziah lowered the wards and Jedrek was at his side a moment later. Leandra knelt too, lowering the kids to the ground. Ariella patted his hair, Lionel kicked him in the shoulder. The little stinker. Nick growled… except it really wasn’t a growl anymore.

      Leandra sniffed and lowered her head to his. Jedrek had his hand, squeezed it too tight, but Nick didn't care. He needed the connection.

      “Did it work?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah. I found it.” Rowan turned to Emmett, who had closed his eyes. They seemed to share something, one of those magic things Nick didn’t know shit about, but Emmett opened them again a second later. “I see it. I know where to go.”

      “Damn straight you do. Jedrek, open one of those flamey circle things. Let’s go kick some ass.”

      Jedrek scowled at him. “You’re hurt.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m fine.”

      Jedrek growled.

      “Lion?” Ariella asked.

      “No, little bit. I’m not a lion anymore. But I’m still your Nick.”

      “Nick! Nick!” Lionel grabbed his hair and used it as a lever to climb onto Nick’s head.

      Leandra gasped out a sob, but Nick reached for her hand. “I’m glad it was me and not you.”

      “Dammit, Nick.”

      “Totally worth it. If we catch these sons of bitches, then I have zero regrets.”

      “We can,” Emmett said. “We need to go, though.”

      “Not we,” Zaire said. “You four aren’t going anywhere. Stay in the circle. Close it up. I taught you better than this. Jedrek, get your mate.”

      “We can help,” Keziah said.

      “No, you can’t. And before you argue, I’m not being a bitch, son. I’m speaking the truth. You did your part. Now we’re going to do ours and call the alpha of the hellhounds and bring him in. If he needs you, he’ll decide that. That’s our job. That is the duty of the awen and the coven.”

      Nick pulled Lionel off his head and passed him back to Leandra. “Well, I’m coming.”

      Jedrek growled.

      “Snarl all you want, big guy. But I deserve this. I started this fight, and I’m going to be there when it’s finished.”

      Nick didn’t fight it when Jedrek pulled him up. He led him out of the circle then pulled Nick close. He breathed, but his breath caught. “I know. I smell different. But I’m still yours. Right?”

      “Mine,” Jedrek rumbled.

      Nick let out a sigh of relief. He’d been a smidge worried.

      He heard the familiar whoosh as a portal opened. He lifted his head, smiled at his mate, and then turned to face the alpha. Solomon stepped through with Calli at his side. They both stared.

      “Guess what we found?” Nick said.

      Solomon stared him down, frowning with unease. “What happened to you?”

      “They needed magic to find the bastards we’re looking for. I gave ‘em mine.”

      Calli gasped. “What?”

      Nick shrugged. “I hadn’t used it for a long time. I’m glad I got to see what it was like for a while. But it had to be done. Now, can we go kick some ass?”

      “Nick—”

      “Jedrek, I will not fuck you for a month if the next words out of your mouth are anything but let’s go.”

      Jedrek growled and pulled him close.

      Solomon turned to Keziah, who had managed to close the circle. He hovered near his coven, the four of them sticking close. “Keziah?”

      “I can show you,” Emmett said. He grabbed Keziah’s hand, and Solomon touched Keziah’s head.

      Solomon’s eyes blazed, and then settled again before he grinned ferally. “Let’s go get ourselves a witch.”

      He opened another portal. Nick and Jedrek stepped forward. Jedrek tugged him in for a kiss, then grabbed Nick’s hand in his. “Stay behind me.”

      “Sure.”

      Jedrek growled but pulled him along anyway. They reappeared outside a nice little cottage in the woods. It could have been out of a fairy tale. An old lady opened the door and stepped outside. She glared at them, but Solomon stepped forward, eyes blazing, and her face fell. “I didn’t think you’d find us.”

      “Yeah,” Solomon said. “But we did. Where is she?”

      Nick had a sneaking suspicion he knew exactly which she hid inside. Mrs. Foote. He wanted to tear her throat out with his teeth. Except he couldn’t do that anymore. Maybe Jedrek would do it for him.

      “Here.”

      Nick could have passed her on the street a million times and never recognized her. But he knew that voice. Cold and deadly. But the outside didn’t match what he remembered at all. She’d not been old, then. And it hadn’t been that long. But she was a crone now, wrinkled and hunched. She even walked with a cane. She looked… fragile.

      “And here I thought you’d never find me.”

      “Gwen!” The other lady didn’t seem impressed by Gwen— Mrs. Foote’s— snarly attitude. Nick couldn’t say he was either. He was surprised she had a name. Which, you know, of all things to be surprised about, was pretty stupid. The others seemed more upset by her tone.

      Solomon growled. “Alpha Jerrick killed you.”

      She scoffed. “You don’t think he’d let me off that easily, do you? Now why don’t you go back where you came from before you give me fleas, dog.”

      Calli and Jedrek snarled. Jedrick took a step forward and growled.

      “Oh, the puppies think they scare me? I’ve faced worse. Much worse. And survived.”

      Nick wanted her dead. He clenched his fists. He really, really wanted her dead.

      Jedrek lost control and bolted forward.

      “Jed!” Nick barked his mate’s name. Jedrek skidded to a stop. He’d half-shifted, ready to get vengeance on Nick’s behalf. Nick knew it. He felt it. Saw the anger on Jedrek’s face. But Nick would be damned if he gave her what she wanted.

      Even Solomon seemed surprised. Nick stepped forward.

      “You want this, don’t you?” Nick asked. Jedrek touched his arm, but Nick didn’t take his eyes off her. “You want it to be easy, quick. You’ve been praying for this, haven’t you? Wishing from the crusty, black depths of your heart that they’d find you once more. End this for you. Give you the easy way out.”

      She turned to him, hatred so deep in her eyes. “And who are you?”

      “I believe you called me Lion. My family calls me Nick.”

      She glared. “You aren’t a lion.”

      Nick grinned. She flinched. “I gave it up so I could have this moment. But now… I don’t know. I think I have it wrong. I don’t know shit about all this, but I think… I think there’s something you fear worse than them.”

      She snarled. “I remember you now. Sniveling brat. Always close to the tigers and the little bear. I killed her, you know. She was so weak. Jenny. Wasn’t that what you called her? And poor, poor Max. I took care of him not long after you left them. He cried for days. Begged for you to come save him. I put him out of his misery.”

      Nick swallowed back the bile in his throat. He glanced at Jedrek, arched a brow. Jedrek growled, willing to do what Nick wanted. He’d reward him for that later. Much, much later. Well, maybe not too much. He had needs. Nick turned to Solomon. “Jedrek told me a story. About how you guys take creatures who abuse their roles here to the goddess for judgment.”

      Solomon grinned. “We do.”

      “I don’t know anyone who deserves judgment more than this piece of shit, do you?”

      “No, Nick. No, I don’t.”

      “And see, I think she has a few more secrets left in her. Secrets she is so afraid will come out. She’s more afraid of that than anything. She wants to die so she won’t tell. But I think… I think a goddess could get the truth out of her. What do you guys think?”

      Solomon stepped forward and grabbed her by the shoulders. “I like the way you think.”

      A portal opened directly behind her and he shoved her through. She screamed in terror, but Solomon followed. Calli drew her sword and held it at the neck of the other witch as Nick stepped forward, too. Jedrek grabbed his hand and they walked through their second portal of the night. Together.

      “I’m going to take this one to Zaire,” Calli said. “I have a few questions.”

      “See you soon,” Jedrek nodded.

      The portal closed behind them, and Nick found himself in a curious patch of forest. Everything here was quiet, not alive like the woods he’d spent the past week running through with Jedrek and Leandra. He would miss that most, those moments of peace with them at his side. But they’d figure out a new way.

      He tightened his hold on Jedrek’s hand. Then he gulped. “Holy shit. Is she going to come?”

      Jedrek grinned. “That’s how this works.”

      Solomon had Mrs. Foote on her knees on the ground. He held onto her head, not taking any chances. Nick wasn’t sure how he felt about it all, but he didn’t have time to process. The forest came alive and began to glow. Sound returned and with it power. So much power Nick could hardly breathe. He closed his eyes. Jedrek pulled him in, tucked Nick’s face in his neck.

      “Breathe.”

      Just breathe.

      Jedrek guided him down onto his knees, but he kept Nick wrapped in his arms.

      “Goddesses,” Solomon whispered.

      “What have you brought us?”

      Damn. Even her voice had power. Nick wanted to look, but Jedrek held him steady. Probably not a good idea for a mere human to look upon a goddess. He’d probably vaporize or something.

      “We finally found her, my goddess. The one who used her magic against the cubs so long ago.”

      A burst of angry magic pounded against him and Nick tightened his hold on Jedrek.

      “Easy, sister.”

      Another voice, this one as fierce and powerful as the first.

      “Show me,” the first goddess said.

      Nick had no idea what that meant, but after a second he felt her magic again. So weird. He wanted to look, dammit.

      And then he got his chance.
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      Jedrek held Nick to him and waited for the goddesses to decide the fate of the woman who’d hurt so many of the people he loved. The kids— Goddess, they deserved this. They deserved to know the monster who’d hurt them for so long was gone. And Nick. Jedrek couldn’t believe that he’d fallen head over heels for a stubborn lion— human. Nick was human now. But just as strong and fierce as he’d been before. It was good to know those traits weren’t the lion’s alone.

      “Jedrek.”

      He raised his head, eyes damp. He hadn’t even realized he’d been crying. Couldn’t, in fact, remember the last time he’d shed a tear. “Yes, my goddess.”

      “Come to me. Bring your mate.”

      Jedrek nodded. He gave Nick one last squeeze before letting him go. He rose then pulled Nick to his feet. Nick hadn’t opened his eyes. “It’s okay, Simba. You can look now.”

      Nick opened his eyes and glared. “Ass.”

      Jedrek grinned. “Your ass.”

      Nick poked him in the ribs.

      Instead of retaliating, Jedrek wrapped his arm around Nick’s shoulders and turned him to face the goddesses. Only two of the three sisters were present. Their fire goddess and the earth goddess. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Nick from the moment he turned around. And Mrs. Foote, well, she’d vanished. Last he’d looked, both goddesses had hands on her, and then… nothing. Jedrek hoped she burned in hell.

      Jedrek guided them closer and Nick didn’t seem to know where to look.

      “This is some crazy shit. I mean, uh. Stuff. Shit. I mean. Dammit.”

      Jedrek laughed. The goddesses did as well.

      “Such language. I believe he thinks we have not heard it before, sister.”

      Nick groaned. “Sorry. It’s been a really crazy couple of weeks.”

      The earth goddess stepped closer. She held out her hand to Nick. “May I?”

      “Uh, may you what?”

      “See.”

      Jedrek leaned in. “She can see your memories of the last few weeks. She wants to see from your eyes what happened.”

      Nick made the strangest face Jedrek had ever seen. “Uh, that’s cool and all but, uh… see, I just sort of met this guy this week, and well, things happened. Really, really good things. But private things. And, you know. Look. I’ll just say it. Orgasms. Lots of orgasms happened. And that’s not something I care to share, okay?”

      Jedrek thought the gates might open and swallow him down into hell.

      Solomon choked and started cackling. The goddess did as well. Nick’s goddess, on the other hand, simply looked smug.

      “You think I’ve not heard it before?”

      “Oh, come on. That’s just…wrong.”

      She grinned. “I will not look at the private times between you and your mate. You have my word.”

      Nick glanced at Jedrek, a question in his eyes.

      “It’s good.”

      He turned back to her and shrugged. “Okay. Just don’t be surprised at how many times I thought about lube over the past week.”

      Jedrek groaned and the goddess reached out and touched Nick’s head. Her eyes glowed a stunning emerald green and within seconds, it was done. She stepped away and sniffed, wiping a single tear from her cheek. “You are a true champion, son of Xsayarsa.”

      “Son of what now?”

      She grinned. “Tell me… Nick, I believe you are called in this realm… how did you decide to set the lion free?”

      “I don’t know.” Nick shrugged. “I just figured… everything that happened, you know. It was all fucked-up magic. And even though it fought me— Damn, did that lion fight me— when the coven was doing their thing, it wasn’t messing with me. It was messing with him. So I figured they needed whatever it was making me lion. That was the dark magic. I’m worried about the other kids, though. What this means for them.”

      “And what would you say to those kids, Nick? Would you tell them how evil the animal inside is? How dark it is?”

      Nick scoffed. “No. You kiddin’ me? The lion wasn’t fucked up. It was good. But there was dark magic attached. Hell, I don’t know shit about this stuff but—”

      “You know more than you think. Your instincts speak to you, strongly, and you have the gift of listening. It is a great power.”

      Nick gave her a look like she was off her rocker and Jedrek coughed to get his attention. He widened his eyes, trying to remind Nick to be respectful, but Nick just shrugged again.

      “It’s not that great of a power. I mean, look at these guys. Portals and flames and shifting with their pants on. That’s powerful shit right there.”

      The goddess gave him a quizzical look, then glanced at her sister. “He seems to want to be one of yours, sister. I believe he meets the qualifications.”

      Jedrek nearly choked. He grabbed Nick from behind. Held him close. He couldn’t believe his—

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Nick said. “If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, thanks but no thanks. I mean, I love my mate and all—”

      Jedrek choked again and held him closer.

      “— Oh, yeah. Sorry Jedrek but I mean, come on. I think this is love, right? I don’t know shit about love but man, I can’t imagine a single day without you. The thought of it makes me crazy. And you’re clearly the most beautiful man on the planet. I mean shit, so fucking hot. And don’t get me started on the coolness factor of the hellhound. What’s not to love? Well, I mean, except your inability to cook. We need to work on that.” Nick turned to look at his goddess. “Could you maybe help us out? Because we might starve. It’s a problem.”

      He’d never seen his goddess look more stunned.

      “I… I…”

      “Yeah, it’s too weird, right? I get it.” Nick turned back to the earth goddess. “But as I was saying, I appreciate the offer, but I’m fine being human. I think it’d be weird to have someone else as my alpha, now that I was one, you know? It doesn’t feel right.”

      She smiled at him.

      “I have someone who would very much like to see you.”

      “Yeah?”

      The goddess waved her fingers around and the trees parted. A lion walked through them. A very familiar lion. Jedrek gasped, squeezing Nick a little too hard in the process.

      “Dude. Is that… that’s…”

      The lion prowled forward coming closer to Nick before head butting him in the chest. Nick knelt in front of him and grabbed the lion’s face. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you. You know I didn’t. But dammit, they’re hurting kids. And I don’t want to think about what they’re doing to Leandra and the other mothers. It kills me to think there are more out there. I had to stop them, right? Someone hurts our pride, we hurt them.”

      The lion threw back its head and roared. Jedrek couldn’t believe his eyes. Nick had tears flowing down his cheeks but he stayed strong, kneeling there in front of the beast.

      The goddess touched the lion’s head and smiled. “You speak to him as if he is not you, but you are wrong, Nick. He is you. You cut away half of your soul to save the others, let half of you be stripped away. But I offer you this boon in return. I can return your other half to you, if that is your wish. But I’m afraid if I grant you this, I must ask for something else in return.”

      “It’s what I want most, after Jedrek,” Nick said. “But it feels like a trap.”

      “Not a trap. May I?” She held out her hand again.

      “No funny business,” Nick warned. But he leaned closer and let her touch his head.

      Nick swayed and when she removed her hand, he fell back against Jedrek. He looked to the lion, then back at her. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you have a deal.”

      She grinned and reached out once more. Jedrek looked on in shock and amazement as her magic flowed around them, trees and leaves circling them until suddenly he couldn’t see where Nick ended and the lion began. And then, there weren’t two of them anymore. There was only Nick, who turned in his arms and looked up at him with glowing golden eyes.

      Jedrek couldn’t resist. He pulled him in and kissed him like he’d never kissed him before. Nick growled and jumped, wrapping his legs around Jedrek’s waist.

      The goddesses both laughed, and the sound was the only thing that brought Nick up for air.

      “Probably should have talked to you first. This is gonna be… crazy sauce.”

      “I trust you.”

      Nick grinned and kissed him again.

      The goddess cleared her throat.

      “Son of Xsayarsa, you have your mission, but we have learned a great deal more from this foul excuse of a witch than simply the worst of her evil deeds.”

      “Wow, that sounded like a line from a really bad movie.”

      Jedrek groaned and pushed Nick away. “Behave.”

      “What? It did.”

      “Nick,” Solomon said, “Focus.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I’m kinda buzzed at the moment. Ready to get to work.” He glanced at Jedrek again. “Really should have talked to you first.”

      Jedrek grabbed his hand. “We’ll deal with it.”

      “That’s not all we must deal with,” the fire goddess said.

      “Our brother is behind this. He used his abilities to manipulate magic. He is trying to gain power, enough power to defeat Sawyer and prevent him from fulfilling the prophesy.”

      “I knew it,” Nick said. “He’s totally the air god, or whatever, isn’t he?”

      She looked at him, a blank stare, and then nodded. Jedrek thought every bit of air had been sucked away from him. “What?”

      “I told you,” Nick said. “There should be four. There’s four elements. Fire.” he pointed at Jedrek’s goddess. “Earth.” He pointed to his. “The water one. And air. Just like the coven. One was missing. Remember? I thought it might be the mother but that didn’t make any sense. Except… wait… what does that make Sawyer?”

      The goddesses shared a look. “Our brother is something else. We are forbidden from speaking of this.”

      “Of course you are. Does Sawyer know?”

      They shared another look.

      “So we’re about to have, holy shit, it’s like the Titan wars or some shit. What was it called?”

      Nick turned to him, but Jedrek didn’t have a clue. His mind was still reeling over the realignment of the deities as he’d known them for as long as… “I don’t know.”

      “Well, remember that movie? It was so bad. Battle of the gods, or some shit. The younger generation basically fought it out with the older ones. That’s how Zeus became king of the gods or whatever. Holy shit, is Sawyer Zeus? Can he like throw lightning bolts and shit?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.”

      The wind had clearly been knocked out of Nick’s sails. Jedrek looked at Solomon, who seemed just as confused as he felt.

      “What do we do?” Jedrek asked.

      “You already have your tasks,” his goddess replied. “But beware. Our brother is devious. And now that he’s lost his only source of power, he will be desperate.”

      “Lost his power?” Solomon asked.

      “Yeah,” Nick replied. “I’ve got that one. Will explain later. At least tell me you took care of that… woman. Because I want to tell Ben he can sleep tonight, you know? He deserves to know she’s gone forever.”

      Both goddesses came toward him, and Nick stood tall. Jedrek had never wanted him more.

      “She is gone forever. You have our word. And now we know all of those who helped her. My hellhounds have a new task of their own.”

      Solomon grinned. “Happy to serve.”

      “Good. We must work fast. Time is of the essence. Nick, you know what to do?”

      “Yes, my goddess.”

      She smiled. “You will serve me well, my champion.”

      Before Jedrek could even process it all, they were gone.

      Nick turned in his arms and then he had his mate wrapped around him.

      “Holy shit. That was either the coolest thing ever, or the weirdest dream ever. I don’t… I don’t know which one I want it to be.”

      “What do we need to do, Nick?” Solomon asked.

      “First, I need to speak to my brother. Privately. But then I need…” Nick paused and cocked his head to the side, as if listening. “I need Ben. And Ollie. Can you bring them to our place?”

      Solomon glanced at Jedrek, questioning, but he shrugged. He had no idea what was going on either.

      “Sure,” Solomon said. He opened a portal, and after sending Jedrek one last look, he left.

      Jedrek stood alone with his mate in front of the gates. Nick looked up at him, his golden eyes back again.

      “I can’t believe that just happened.”

      “No shit. What was all that Son of the X-man stuff.”

      “Xsayarsa,” Jedrek said.

      “Like that helps me.”

      “Xsayarsa is the king of the lions.”

      “Oh. How do you know that?”

      Jedrek shrugged. He’d been around for a while.

      “Wait, does that mean he’s like… my dad?”

      Jedrek grinned and leaned their foreheads together. “No. Just means you’re in the lion clan.”

      “Oh. Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “So…you planning on telling me what you signed us up for?”

      Nick grinned. “Sawyer first. He’s probably worried himself sick.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Jedrek opened a portal. As much as he wanted to know, he didn’t mind letting Nick handle it his way. He took them just outside the wards then waited for the vampires to do their security duty.

      Nick looked around in amazement. “Whoa. He wasn’t kidding when he said it was a McMansion.”

      “It’s probably not big enough. I think they underestimated.”

      Nick looked at him like he had two heads. “That’s not big enough?”

      “He has eight mates. And a staff. And security.”

      “You might have a point. He’ll make it work, though. Sawyer wouldn’t be comfortable living in some big mansion place. This is probably making him itch.”

      “I’ll ask him. He’s running down the hill like his ass is on fire.”

      Nick ran forward, too, but bumped against the wards. He snarled at them. And the wards dropped. Nick seemed incredibly pleased with himself, but Jedrek noticed Henry at the top of the hill. He waved, and the mage waved back. Sawyer skidded to a stop at Nick’s side. “Well? What happened? Did it work?”

      “It worked. Why’d you run all the way down here like an idiot? I’m hungry. I wanted food. Jedrek can’t cook, and you know I can’t. I even asked the goddess if she’d help, but she was like, uh, no. So I figured, my brother has a fancy chef and a butler, the least he can do is get me dinner.”

      Sawyer’s mouth fell open and he stared at Nick like he’d lost his mind. At least it wasn’t just him.

      “You…met the goddess.”

      “Yeah. Come on, Sawyer. I’m hungry. Hey, you’ll feed Jedrek, too, right? ‘Cause, you know, he’s my mate and all so if he’s hungry and I eat, that’s just… well.”

      “Why are you being so weird?” Sawyer asked. “You’re hyper. Are you high?”

      “Buzzed,” Nick confessed. “A little hyper. So much. Come on. Feed me.”

      “Okay.”

      Sawyer gave Jedrek a look, but he had no clue how to interpret it. He simply followed the brothers up to the big house, and then through to the kitchen. Jedrek had met Viv a couple times and she waved at him before turning to the Smith brothers. “Sawyer,” she said cooly. Uh-oh. Sawyer was obviously in trouble.

      “Viv,” Sawyer said. “Come on. I explained this already. Stop being mad at me. My brother is hungry.”

      Viv turned to Nick. “Well aren’t you a cool drink of water on a hot day.”

      Nick blinked. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “She means you’re hot, Nick.”

      “Oh, I have a mate. Sorry.”

      “Damn,” Viv said. “Fine. Go somewhere else. I’ll make food.”

      “I’ll wait here,” Jedrek said.

      Nick nodded before looping his head around Sawyer’s neck and dragging him out of the room. “Dude, goddesses. I met your sisters. Weird. Does that make them my step-sisters? Oh, are they evil step-sisters? Nah, they were nice.”

      His voice drifted away and Jedrek turned back to Viv with a smile. “They’re both maniacs.”

      “Pretty much. So he’s yours?”

      “Guilty as charged,” Jedrek said. “But I’d still love it if you fed me.”

      “Yeah, of course. I feed everyone around here. Well, almost everyone. Certain people are too good for my food and only food touched by Sawyer’s hand is good enough. Ridiculous.”

      Jedrek had no idea what she was talking about. All of the mates had raved about Viv at one time or another. Maybe the new fairy guy— Loch, Jedrek remembered his name after a minute— maybe it was him?

      Viv huffed and began slinging food around. Jedrek leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. The back door opened, and he glanced that way and smiled.

      “Uncle Jed! What are you doing here?”

      “Hey, Henry. Nick wanted to talk to Sawyer about some stuff, so I brought him over.”

      “Cool. So… what happened?”

      Jedrek honestly didn’t know what Nick wanted explained. “Long story, but she’s gone. You don’t have to worry about her anymore. We took her to the gates, and the goddess took care of her.”

      Henry gasped. “Seriously?”

      “I promise. Nick was amazing.”

      “Uh-huh. I bet. So I hear he’s your mate.”

      “Yeah.”

      “A lot of that going around these days.”

      There really was. First Meshaq. Then Solomon. Then him. He wondered who was next.

      He leaned back again and listened as Henry babbled about things going on in their world. Nothing exciting, and nothing he hadn’t already heard, but it was nice to get to sit and listen for a few. He hadn’t had the opportunity in a long time to listen to one of Henry’s spiels. Before he knew it, Viv had placed a heaping plate of food in front of him.

      “Sawyer! Food!”

      He heard feet trampling down the stairs and grinned when both Sawyer and Nick reappeared. Nick was waving what appeared to be a black credit card around with a grin.

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re being bank rolled. My brother’s loaded.”

      “Bank rolled? For what?”

      Sawyer’s eyes widened and he turned to his brother. “You didn’t tell him?”

      “Not yet. I came to see you first. Wanted you to know I was okay. And now I need to eat. I’m starving.”

      The buzz of magic from the goddesses had started to wear off. Nick turned to the bowl of pasta Viv handed him like he’d not eaten in a week. He barely even chewed.

      Jedrek ate his with a little more restraint, even as he watched the conversation Sawyer and Henry were having with their eyes. Apparently whatever news Nick had shared with his brother was big. Well, bigger than the fact that they were up against the god of air. That was a pretty significant bombshell. But that didn’t seem to be the one that had Sawyer in a lather.

      “Man, that was amazing. Viv, I have my brother’s credit card. Can I steal you?”

      “Honey, I have a card like that already. And I promise, you can’t afford me. But I will feed you anytime you want.”

      “You know, my mate here can do the portal thing. What time’s breakfast?”

      Jedrek growled at him. “Nick.”

      “What? Fine. We need to go. Solomon and the others are waiting.”

      “Thanks for the food, Viv,” Jedrek said.

      “Yeah,” Nick added. “You’re my favorite, Viv. Seriously awesome. Thank you.”

      Nick dragged Jedrek back outside. “Home, Jeeves.”

      Jedrek pinched his ass and opened a portal. Maybe he’d finally find out what the hell was going on.
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      Nick’s mind swirled and had since the goddess had spoken to him. He couldn’t believe she had such faith in him. He went through the portal with Jedrek and waited in the stone circle for someone to come let them out. “What a night.”

      “And it’s not over yet.”

      Nick looked up and wrapped his arms around Jedrek’s waist. “You really trust me, don’t you? Even though I was a crazed maniac when you first met me.”

      “You weren’t that bad. Just a messed-up shifter. Dealing with that is sort of my job description. Besides, you’re hot. I’m willing to forgive a lot for an ass like yours.”

      Nick snorted and pushed into his mate. “Things are going to get nuts in a few.

      He wanted his scent on Jedrek. He needed to touch him.

      “How so?”

      Nick tucked his face into Jedrek’s neck and breathed. “We’ve got to go rescue some kids.”

      Jedrek tensed and Nick raised his head. “Why are we waiting?”

      “It’s not time. The goddess told me to wait for a sign. She said I’d know.”

      “Well that’s vaguely ominous.”

      “I thought so, too. But I don’t know. It’s like… I can almost feel her talking to me. Not talking, talking. But I don’t know.”

      “Your instincts,” Jedrek said. “My goddess can communicate with us that way.”

      “Oh. That makes sense. Sort of. As much as any of the rest of it does.”

      “Wait. When you said rescue kids…”

      Nick grinned. “Congratulations. We’re now alphas to a whole slew of shifter kids who’ve never known anything but captivity!”

      Jedrek swayed for a minute but Nick held him steady. “I’m not an alpha.”

      “Yeah. What would you be though? What’s Solomon’s mate?”

      “Alpha-mate.”

      “Yeah. That’s you.”

      Jedrek stroked his back. “Solomon is still my alpha.”

      “Well, yeah. Course he is. You’re a hellhound. But you’re still my mate. Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you’re part of my pack. I can’t really explain it. It’s like Solomon’s your boss, but I’m your partner. Or something. We’ll make it work.” Nick tightened his hold on Jedrek. He didn’t think he could let him go if he wanted to. Not now. Not when everything was going to change and Nick needed something to hold on to more than ever.

      “Breathe, Nick.”

      Nick sucked in a breath and tucked his face back into Jedrek’s neck. “I can’t do this without you. Isn’t that crazy?”

      “Not crazy. But, um, how many kids are we talking here?”

      Nick wasn’t entirely sure.

      “Is someone going to let us out of here already? Keziah!”

      “Nick?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m getting worried. Why hasn’t someone come? Can we get out of here?”

      “Someone’s coming.”

      Keziah came running toward them, and it took Nick a minute to process what he was seeing.

      “Ollie’s here,” Jedrek announced.

      “What…why… how…”

      “Don’t ask questions. But if Ollie says I have an idea, just say no.”

      Keziah was covered in some sort of body paint. He looked slightly frantic. “What the hell?”

      “Ollie said he needed to practice and then he just… and I… there was… I don’t know.”

      Nick grunted. “Let me out. I have things to do.”

      Keziah lowered the wards and led them into the gated area. Solomon sat on Zaire’s porch with her. Ben was playing in front of the house with the cubs, but the moment they caught Nick’s scent, they froze.

      Lionel turned around and ran, and Ariella wasn’t far behind him. Leandra came out of Izzy’s house carrying a couple sippy cups, which she immediately fumbled. She managed not to drop them, and then she was running, too. The twins got to him first and Nick knelt down. They rubbed against him, and he returned the gesture. He needed them to smell like him. Anything else would make him crazy. Leandra dropped to her knees beside him and leaned in as well. Jedrek pressed against his back and Nick wanted to scream. So he did. He threw back his head but what emerged instead was a roar, one so loud it rattled the windows.

      He had his pack.

      “Gonna need you and the kids tonight,” Nick said softly. “We have work to do.”

      “You seem different,” Leandra said. “Stronger. How is this even possible? The lion… it was gone. You didn’t smell like lion anymore. I don’t understand.”

      “I guess the goddess had other plans for me,” Nick explained. “Did you know that your lion is part of your soul? I didn’t know that.”

      Leandra shrugged. “Seems as good an explanation as any.”

      “Are you like, Son of somebody? Or I guess daughter?”

      “Xsayarsa,” Jedrek supplied.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Leandra’s eyes widened. “Uh, no. Shit, Nick. Seriously? You’re lucky you’re mated or every female lion in a million-mile radius would be showing up here. Actually, you might get that anyway. Mated and not looking to knock them up? Yeah. I think a few will sign up for a ride on the Nick express.”

      Jedrek growled. Nick looked up at him. “As if.”

      “No lionesses. Only Leandra.”

      “Deal. Well, unless you say it’s okay first. Because of the mission.”

      “Agreed.”

      “What mission?”

      Jedrek stiffened against him and Nick looked up again.

      “Not now.” Jedrek was glaring at his arm.

      Something in Nick solidified. A knowing.

      “It’s time.”

      “What?”

      “What’s the arm deal?” Nick asked.

      “My sigil. It’s how my goddess lets me know… oh. Shit.”

      “Yep. Looks like our first rescue mission starts now.”

      Jedrek glanced at the sigil once more then back down to Nick.

      “Leave the portal open for me, dear.”

      Jedrek smirked. “Fine, honey. Going.”

      Solomon came down the porch and they walked toward the circle of rocks again. Keziah came back with Ollie in tow. He’d managed to wash the paint off. Ben and Zaire met them in the yard.

      “Solomon said you needed us.”

      “Yeah. The goddess gave me a job, and I need your help.”

      “Wait? Seriously?” Ollie asked.

      “Yes. You know we got Mrs. Foote, right?”

      “Yeah, Uncle Sol told us.”

      “Well, the goddess convinced her to give up all her secrets, including where there were more kids like you.”

      Ben began to tremble, but Zaire and Keziah both surrounded him. Ollie’s mouth tightened into a grim line. “What can we do?”

      “I’m bringing them here. They’re going to be safe, but I could really use a hand. I don’t know shit about kids.”

      Ollie nodded and looked at his brother. “We can do this.”

      Ben nodded. “Of course.”

      “Good. I’ll be back soon. Keziah, with me.”

      He glanced at Zaire, but she simply nodded.

      Keziah followed him to the stone circle, where as promised, Jedrek had left the portal open. “You ready?”

      “I hope so.”

      Nick grabbed the back of his neck and gave it a squeeze. “Kids are depending on us. You’ve got this. Focus. Breathe.”

      “I will.”

      Nick nodded once more. He stepped through the portal and immediately lost his mind. He smelled blood. Jedrek’s blood. He shoved Keziah behind him, half shifted, and let out a roar. Everything froze. A man— some sort of witch probably— had his mate against the wall. Jedrek hadn’t shifted, which meant he probably couldn’t. Nick had no clue what was happening, but his mate was in danger. He leapt. The man spun and he had something glowing in his hand. Nick didn’t care. He had the guy by the throat and ripped it out. Blood went everywhere, but particularly all over his mate.

      His breath heaved. He looked up and Jedrek stared down at him. And there were the flame-filled eyes he loved.

      “Where’s your alpha?” Nick demanded.

      Jedrek moved nothing but his eyes, which glanced down a hallway.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a spell,” Keziah said. “I’ve got it. He’ll be fine. Go help Solomon.”

      Nick turned to Keziah, who stepped back and lowered his eyes.

      “Sorry.”

      “For what?” Nick snapped.

      “You’re, ya know, freaking me out.”

      Nick scowled and turned to Jedrek. “Stay here. Keziah!”

      “On it.”

      Nick gave Jedrek one last look. This time his mate’s eyes had a bit of sparkle to them. His mate was amused. He’d show him amused. Later. He had a job to do.

      He smelled the alpha down the hall. A door was barricaded shut. Nick banged on the door. “Solomon!”

      “Here.”

      “Open the door.”

      Then Nick heard a whimper of pain. It wasn’t Solomon.

      Nick roared again. He slammed his fist into the door and something blew him back down the hall. He hit the ground and rolled finding his feet again moments later. Keziah came running. “What was that?”

      “Ward.”

      “Shit, Nick. What’d you do to it?”

      “Punched it.”

      Keziah looked at him like he was an idiot. “You really don’t know shit about magic, do you?”

      Nick growled. “Work on it. I’ve got your back. Where’s Jedrek?”

      “Guarding the door. He said for me to tell you that was hot.”

      “I said fucking hot!” Jedrek’s voice came from the front of the house and Nick smiled.

      Damn straight he was hot. “Gonna—”

      “Nick! Little ears!” Keziah yelled.

      Nick growled. “FINE. Gonna, you know, you later!”

      “I know,” Jedrek called. “Gonna, you know, you, too.”

      Nick grinned. Then turned back to the task at hand.

      “Aren’t you done yet?” Nick snapped.

      Keziah raised his hands and stepped away. “There you go, mighty alpha hear you roar.”

      “Don’t be such a smart ass.”

      “I can’t help it. I take after my alpha.”

      It took a second for the words to process. Then Nick grinned. He grabbed Keziah by the neck again. “Damn straight you do. Let’s do this.”

      “Door’s stuck.”

      Nick scoffed. He poked the lion inside him, made sure he knew their alpha-hood was being challenged. The lion huffed, and puffed, and then he roared. The door opened. Nick turned back to Keziah, raised his hand to his mouth, and blew on his knuckles. “Easy, peasy.”

      “Uh…”

      Nick glanced down the hall, where Solomon stood with his hand on the knob. Oh.

      “Oh.”

      “But, you know, your roar is freaky as all get out. That’s new. And this whole—” Keziah waved his hand around Nick’s head.

      “What?”

      “Nick, your hair is crazy.”

      “It’s a half-shift,” Jedrek called from the front.

      “So helpful, dear!” Nick yelled back.

      “Hurry up, honey. I’m ready to go home and you know now.”

      Nick grinned.

      Solomon had his face in his hand. “Dear Goddess, help me.”

      “Why are you just standing there?” Nick griped.

      Solomon raised his head and scowled. “I think this is your job.”

      “Oh, right.” Nick sauntered down the hall and past Solomon into the room. There were three kids huddled in the corner. They looked up at him and Nick wanted to go out and kill that asshole magic guy again. “You ready to get out of here?”

      They looked fearful. Nick didn’t blame them. He knelt down and held out his arms. “Come on. I’m hungry. And I really need a nap.”

      He was hit by three bodies a second later, each of them clinging to him. Nick pulled in a breath and let out a rumbling purr. He looked down, startled at the sound.

      “That’s new,” Solomon said.

      Nick scowled at him, even as he pushed to his feet. These ones were all little, somewhere between Sophie-size and the twins size.

      “Hide your faces,” Nick said. “Close your eyes, okay?”

      Three nods against his chest.

      He carried them into the hall, and Keziah paled.

      “Come on. Let’s get them home. Hey, do we have any cheeseburgers? Man, I could really go for a burger.”

      Solomon stepped up beside him, as they walked toward Jedrek and the door. “I have a connection. How do you feel about chimichangas?”

      “I feel hungry, Solomon.”

      “We just ate,” Jedrek said.

      “And?”

      Jedrek shrugged and opened a portal. “I could eat.”

      Nick carried the kids through, and Keziah dropped the wards once they were all through and the portal closed again. Nick took them to where the others waited. The kids were still up— way past their bedtime and he was not taking the blame for that no matter how much Izzy glared at him.

      The twins were shifted and Sophie was running around with them like a little crazy person. “Hey, little monsters. I made some new friends.”

      “Nick! We want to play with Simba!”

      “Simba?” One of the heads against his chest poked up.

      Nick groaned. “Fine. I’ll shift. But only if you stop calling me Simba!”

      The kids in his arms raised their heads, watching eagerly.

      “You guys wanna shift, too?” They looked suspicious. “You can if you want. But if you want me to shift, I have to put you down. I kinda need all my arms and legs, you know?”

      “That’s good,” Ben rumbled quietly. “If we know what they are, we can help them better. Remember how Nana made sure I had fruit?”

      Ollie nodded. “Still does. Blueberry fiend.”

      “Blueberry?” One of the kids perked up at that.

      Ben grinned.

      Nick knelt down and sat them down. He leaned his head against each of theirs in turn, then opened his arms. All three of them were wearing not much more than oversized T-shirts, so when they stripped and changed, Nick was met with a couple surprises. One, in the form of two tiny tigers. His breath caught. But the other, was a blur of dark fur. A long fluffy tail wrapped around his neck, and what felt like fingers gripped his hair.

      Ollie’s mouth fell open. Ben looked stunned.

      “Uh, guys?”

      “Is that a marmoset?” Ben gasped.

      “What’s a marmoset?” Nick grumbled.

      “A kind of monkey.”

      Said monkey leapt off of Nick’s head and landed on Ollie. It wrapped around him and began to pluck at the rainbow-striped streaks in Ollie’s hair.

      The little tigers chuffed at him, so Nick stripped and changed, letting out another of his roars. All the kids ran to him, and he made sure he marked them all as his. His chest puffed out. He shook out his mane. And then he ran. Not too fast, because there were a lot of little legs and he wasn’t that much of a jerk. His mate joined him, running by his side. Leandra caught up a minute later. Even Solomon joined in. Ollie ran along, too, still in his human form and with their new monkey shifter on his head. They darted down the street to the gate, then turned around and walked back.

      Nick couldn’t help feeling proud of what they’d done. If this was his mission, it was a good one. He could get behind this. He had purpose. But man, he really needed a nap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nick woke up in his favorite position. Jedrek was sprawled out on their bed, and Nick was using him as his personal body pillow. He tucked his face back into Jedrek’s neck and breathed. And choked. Not that Jedrek didn’t smell amazing. He did. But he also stunk. They probably should have taken the time to shower after the whole bloody witch guy thing, but Nick hadn’t had the patience. By the time they got the kids fed and settled in a giant sleepover on Izzy’s living room floor, Nick had wanted nothing more than to you know his mate. And they’d you knowed multiple times before they passed out in exhaustion.

      Now, though, the cloying scent of other swarmed Nick’s nose. He didn’t like it. He poked Jedrek in the side. “Again?” Jedrek groaned.

      “Was that a complaint”

      Jedrek snorted. “No. What’s wrong?”

      “You smell weird. Come shower.”

      “What?”

      “You smell like that witch guy’s blood.”

      Jedrek groaned. “You’re just noticing this now?”

      “Yeah? So?”

      “We’re going to have to change the sheets then.”

      “Yeah? So?” Nick poked him again. “Come on. It’s grossing me out.”

      Jedrek rolled over and glared. “You fucked me unconscious and now—” he turned his head and glanced at the clock, “—less than three hours later, you wake me up and want me to shower?”

      “Yeah? So?”

      Jedrek huffed. “Fine, but if you wake me up again after this, we’re going to have words.”

      “Nah. I’ll just fuck you unconscious again. I don’t mind. It’ll be fine.”

      That got him a smile.

      Jedrek wandered into the bathroom while Nick took the sheets off the bed. He took them outside and dumped them off the side of the porch. He went back inside, then realized he didn’t know if they had any other sheets. Oh well. He’d slept on worse. He’d just pull the blanket up. Not like they needed one anyway. Jedrek kept him warm enough.

      He went into the bathroom where his mate was already under the steaming water. He had his head tipped back, water pouring over the mohawk, pulling it to a point on his shoulders. It pointed due south. To one of Nick’s all-time favorite spots. Damn, Jedrek was so gorgeous. He could write an ode to his ass. If he had a clue how to write an ode. But he could probably figure it out.

      But now, he wanted to not be outside the shower anymore. He opened the door and stepped in.

      Jedrek lifted his head and wiped the water out of his face.

      “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t be dumb. You know you are. Why can’t I keep my hands off you?”

      Jedrek shrugged. “Like I care.”

      Water dripped over Jedrek’s chest, down his body. His cock was just right there, water pouring off of it. And suddenly, Nick was very, very thirsty. He dropped so his knees and ran his hands down Jedrek’s thighs. “So fucking perfect.”

      He didn’t give Jedrek a chance to argue with him. He sucked the tip of his dick into his mouth, swirled his tongue around the ridge, then gave it a nice, hard suck for good measure.

      Jedrek groaned and moved his legs apart a little further. Nick wrapped his fist around the base, pulling and stroking, even as it grew harder in his hand. He continued working the tip, knowing exactly what drove Jedrek over the edge. He raised his other hand, teased his balls, gripped them in his hand, rolled them. Jedrek’s legs trembled.

      His mate began to move his hips, chasing the release Nick had so expertly built. He gave his balls a tug, felt them tightening his hold, and sucked harder on the tip. Jedrek groaned, spurting his release into Nick’s mouth. He eagerly drank it down, and a purr began in his chest.

      “Oh fuck,” Jedrek yelled. “Fuck. Fuck.”

      He came harder, and Nick focused on getting it all. His. Jedrek was his. No one else ever got this.

      When he released Jedrek from his hold and looked up, Jedrek stared at him with hungry eyes. He pushed to his feet, his cock sticking out proudly. Jedrek eyed it and licked his lips. Then he groaned.

      And looked at his arm in dismay.

      “Are you kidding me?” Nick snarled.

      Jedrek turned off the water and jumped out of the shower, snagging a towel as he ran back into the bedroom. Nick leaned against the tiled wall and scowled. He shook his fist at the ceiling. “I know you did this on purpose.”

      He swore heard the goddess’s tinkling laughter in reply. He gave his dick one last sad look before climbing out of the shower and shifting into his lion form. He wasn’t in the mood to get dressed. Fuck pants. Fuck them hard. He wanted to roar his displeasure, but he’d already gotten in trouble for that once in the form of a scathing text message from Izzy that said if he couldn’t come quietly, he didn’t get to come at all because she’d drop off all six kids in his living room and let him deal with them. Needless to say, he’d come quietly the next time. And the time after that.

      Jedrek appeared fully dressed in the doorway and grinned down at him. “Time to go to work.”
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      Nick stormed into the bar and stomped immediately to the back where Jedrek sat on a stool, performing his duty as bouncer for the bar. Jedrek couldn’t stop his grin if he tried, even if Nick looked like he wanted to disembowel someone.

      “Do I look like an idiot to you?” Nick demanded.

      Jedrek wisely kept his mouth shut. Instead, he reached for his mate’s hips and pulled him between his thighs. Nick’s eyes flared the beautiful golden yellow Jedrek loved so much.

      “Do people think I’m stupid? I will cut a bitch.”

      Jedrek couldn’t help it. He laughed.

      Nick growled.

      “Oh, come on, love. You can’t expect me not to laugh at that.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. And don’t think I don’t know that you decided to take this shift at the bar on purpose.”

      They both knew he had, so Jedrek didn’t bother trying to deny it. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to help; he did. But damn, the idiots coming out of the woodwork were enough to make him crazy.

      “You ever see that movie Annie?” Nick asked.

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “I can, unfortunately, say I’ve watched it like a hundred times. Not because I wanted to, but because it was Mama Thea’s favorite. And, I will tell you that I loved that woman. You know I did.”

      “I know,” Jedrek said.

      “But she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. And she’d sing that Tomorrow song at the top of her lungs and it was torture.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Sometimes, I think she did it to make me crazy. But when Sawyer was little, he loved it, too. So he’d want to watch it with her, and he wouldn’t watch it without me and Mikey. He was such a brat.”

      “He loved his big brothers. Still does.”

      “Whatever. Anyway, there was this scene where the rich guy offers up this huge prize for Annie’s real parents and all these scumbags line up and are basically asking for a handout. They don’t care about Annie. They just want the money. That’s what I’m dealing with, Jed. Scum bags. Asshole scum bags who think I’m an idiot.”

      They’d spread the word that they had cubs in need of parents. There were too many of them to handle on their own, and Nick hadn’t really wanted to have them in one big place like an orphanage, even though that option had been on the table. No, he’d wanted them to have parents, like he’d had with Mama Thea and Papa Smith. Like Ben and the others had with Vaughn and Sam. Problem was, finding people Nick liked enough to let them actually live in the compound with the coven, because Nick had claimed them all as his pack, and he wasn’t letting then live anywhere else. To say that Nick was overprotective was an understatement. He’d become almost as bad as Zaire. Jedrek loved it.

      “What can I do?”

      “Nothing. Keziah wants to tweak the wards a bit and only let people with good intentions in. Course, I told him that might be a problem, because whenever you’re around, I never have good intentions.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’d say your intentions are very, very good. Fantastic, even. In fact—”

      “No, don’t distract me. Wait. Scratch that. Distract me a little.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Walt barked from the kitchen window.

      Nick turned and glared. “Walt! I have needs.”

      “Yeah, well, I have eyes. Go fuck somewhere else. I’m making you nachos.”

      “Oh, I’ll wait to fuck then.”

      Jedrek grunted. “Hey.”

      “Walt’s nachos, Jed. What do you expect me to do?”

      Walt’s nachos were a thing of beauty. Everybody with half a brain knew it. And all they had left in the freezer was a weird casserole with asparagus in it that neither of them were willing to try. Nick would probably call Viv again and bat his eyes at her or something. He always managed to get them a fridge full of food that they didn’t have to cook.

      “So did you find anybody decent?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to ask Solomon to grill them, though. Literally. Flamey eyes and all hellhound alpha scary. That ought to weed out the last of ‘em. Plus, I’ll gut anyone who does wrong by my kids.”

      His kids. Jedrek tugged him closer. Goddess, it was hot when Nick got all growly and protective.

      “How’s construction coming along?”

      His mate had also had a meeting that morning with his brother’s mate, Eduard. Sawyer apparently had more money than… well, Jedrek would say God, but since Sawyer was one, that kind of lost its effect. Sawyer had more money than he knew what to do with, though, so he was basically funding the entire venture. Which was good. Because they now had a couple dozen mouths to feed.

      “Fine. Eduard got the permits pushed through. They’re getting the fence put up first. No way am I not having a fence. And he found a contractor who was in between building subdivisions so they’re going to put up ours fast. There were a lot of zeros on the end of that check. A whole lot of zeros.”

      “Glad Sawyer was able to help.”

      “Yeah. He’s good at this shit. I’m just glad Eduard was able to get the land all around us. Zaire had tried, but Eduard’s bank account is a whole lot bigger than hers.”

      Jedrek was well aware. He had a griffin managing his money, too. Not that he had as much of it as Sawyer or Eduard, but Nick would probably be surprised. The goddess made sure her champions were well provided for, and Meshaq had taught them early on to let the griffins handle it. What else was Jedrek going to do with a pile of cash? He’d insisted on paying for his and Nick’s place, though, and had secretly put in a call to Eduard for a favor of his own. It was a surprise for his mate. No cookie cutter monstrosity for them. He couldn’t wait for the final plans to be finished so he could show Nick.

      “And he really got everything approved already? That’s incredible.”

      “Eduard doesn’t mess around. I guess he’s going to send one of his cousins to help manage everything and keep the contractor on his toes. I don’t know. I just sit there and scowl and he does the rest. Sawyer wants to put in a community pool. He says the kids need a pool.

      “Some of ‘em, maybe. Calder’s been letting them play in the stream.”

      “Yeah. But a pool. They’re dangerous.”

      Jedrek grinned and tucked his face into Nick’s neck. “We’ll put a big fence around it. And a ward.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Nick rumbled. "And I guess Sawyer and Henry spent a bunch of time researching playgrounds and stuff and came up with some plan. Did you know we've apparently made playgrounds too safe? There's a whole thing about it. I didn't understand shit about what they were explaining, but it's a thing.”

      "Kids wanna be wild and free. Test their boundaries. I get that. We all survived."

      "Yeah," Nick said. He kissed Jedrek's neck, then inhaled, before making a whimpering whining sound. “How much longer for those nachos?”

      Jedrek chuckled and nipped at Nick’s throat. “Soon.”

      “Good. Because I’m cranky. Next time, you have to stay with me.”

      Jedrek didn’t protest. He’d find a way to get out of the meetings again. Nick knew it. He knew it. There was no use pretending otherwise.

      “Sam said I have to make a decision about school.”

      “School?”

      “Yeah. He said the kids need to go to school. And that decision was best left to their alpha.”

      “That’d be you,” Jedrek grumbled.

      “Tell me about it. But like I know shit about schools.”

      Nick used that excuse a lot. Claimed he didn’t know. And maybe he didn’t. What Nick did have was finely tuned instincts. He may not know, but he could make a decision. It was crazy watching him maneuver through this new challenge. Jedrek loved seeing him in action. And the kids absolutely loved him. Jedrek had never seen anything like it, and he’d seen the total adoration Ben and the others had given to Vaughn and Sam. This was different. Nick was their hero, their savior. He wasn’t going to be their dad, though. He was their alpha. Jedrek hadn’t really considered the difference until he’d seen Nick with them.

      He played with them, trained with them, comforted them, and kept them all in line. He treated them like packmates, equals. He listened, even to the smallest of the cubs, and if what they said made sense, Nick agreed. If he didn't, he told them no, and why. None of them had that before. Quite a few of them hadn't gotten up the nerve to try to negotiate, but the longer they spent in his company, the braver they became.

      And then there were the naps. Epic naps which Jedrek had come to think of as puppy piles. Nick had cleared out the dining room of their house—like they ever used the table to eat anyway, and it really did get great afternoon sun—and he'd put in a bunch of pillows and soft blankets. Every afternoon, he'd give a giant roar. It had come to be known as the nap bell. After he roared, Nick would wander into the dining room, find himself a sunny spot, and lay down. He'd be snoring within seconds. And then the horde would come, tiptoeing the first days, then stampeding as they grew more confident. Nick ended up with the majority of the kids piled on and around him, sleeping away the last tendrils of the physical trauma they'd endured.

      Well, most of them, anyway. One of the kids had stolen Jedrek's heart. They still hadn't figured out exactly what she was. They'd done everything short of take her directly to the goddess and didn't have an answer. But Jedrek didn't care. She wasn't well, that much he knew for certain. He'd taken to calling her Robin, because she had the prettiest blue eyes. She even had wings, even though they didn't work. They seemed to hurt her, and she had trouble walking sometimes. Jedrek had her on his shoulders more often than not, and Vaughn was already working on a way to help. It just made Jedrek want to hunt them all down again, demand answers, and then send them back to hell after he'd made sure they had enough punishment here.

      He tried not to think about what would happen when Nick found parents for her. When it wasn't him carrying her on his shoulders anymore.

      "You're breaking my heart," Nick grumbled. "Cut it out already."

      "What?"

      "Like I don't know? Are we back to me being an idiot again?"

      "Order up!"

      Walt's yell from the window didn't even distract Nick from his glare. He stared Jedrek down, forcing him to hold his gaze. "I think I'm the idiot."

      "That's what I've been saying. No one will believe me. Here's the thing. I know what you want. I know you wanna keep her, but Jed, if we do that, we gotta do it right. I don't know shit about kids, and they're a lot of work. I mean, I was talking to Sam about all the things I've gotta keep up with as their alpha. He made me a spreadsheet. With tabs. And links. I'm more scared of that spreadsheet than I am of the goddess herself."

      "Yeah, I know." It broke his heart to admit it, but he didn't know anything about kids anyway, and his life was too crazy to even think about bringing a kid into it. It was dumb. He'd just be her favorite uncle or something, just like he did with Sam and Vaughn's kids, like he did with Sophie.

      A sudden sharp pain on his ass startled him out of his thoughts. His mate had pinched him. Hard. "Ow. What the fuck, Nick?"

      "One, go get my nachos for me. I'm fading away to nothing, here. Two. We're keeping Robin. Shut up. No one can love her more than you do. Like I'm letting her go to some idiot when she can have the best dad on the planet. Okay, second best. No third. I mean, I love you, Jed, you know I do, but dude, Sam and Vaughn are impressive."

      "I'll take third place to them."

      "I figured. But we're gonna have to learn to cook."

      Nick's stomach chose that moment to rumble and he stared down at it. Jedrek pushed him aside and toward the empty booth at the back. He went to the window and lifted the plate of nachos. Walt stuck his head around the corner and glared. "What's that face?"

      "I'm gonna be a dad."

      Jedrek grinned, ignoring the clatter as Walt dropped something in the kitchen. He took the plate to the booth and slid in beside Nick. "I'm gonna get Vaughn to give me lessons, or whatever. And I'll read the spreadsheet. We can do this."

      "Yeah." Nick leaned against him and scooped up one of the overloaded chips. "I can't wait to tell Sawyer and Mikey they're going to be uncles."

      Jedrek grinned and looked around the bar. His pack hadn't changed, only grown. And even though there were still uncertain times ahead. Even though they didn't know what was coming or from what direction, Jedrek didn't care. He'd found what he needed in the eye of this storm, and he'd give anyone hell who tried to take it from him.
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      “Morning, Viv,” Sawyer said as he walked into the kitchen. He’d slept late, a lot later than he wanted, but he still had time to attempt his latest idea for coaxing the stranger out of the woods. His guardians weren’t exactly thrilled with his multiple attempts, especially the ones he involved them in. His staff wasn’t either. But Sawyer knew to the very core of his being that he needed to do something to break the ice.

      In the hustle and bustle after the attack that had left both Sawyer and his brother, Mikey, seriously injured, Sawyer hadn’t really stopped to think about the golden-eyed creature who’d intervened and saved him. He’d been focused on what he’d learned both during and after the attack instead. Mainly, the fact that he was a god. Well, part god? Demi god? God-lite? He honestly wasn’t sure. No one could answer his questions. Apparently, there were rules. Sawyer really hated rules.

      “Sawyer,” Viv said as she smiled and moved to the fridge. “I have your smoothie ready and waiting. I thought you were going to sleep all day.”

      “Don’t think I didn’t try,” Sawyer said with a grin. “Um, Viv. I need a favor.”

      “Of course, hon. What can I do?”

      Sawyer bit his lip and laid the piece of paper he had clutched in his hand on the counter. “Will you let me cook something?”

      His chef immediately scowled. “What?”

      “It’s just… Okay, I know the kitchen is your domain and you’ve made it abundantly clear that you don’t like anyone in here messing around, but I had an idea about how to get through to Yellow Eyes. See, if he’s hanging around out there, then he’s gotta be hungry, right? I mean, what is he eating?”

      “We’ve been through this, Sawyer. I took food out there to him. So did Cecil. So did Henry, and Loch, and—”

      “But I didn’t.”

      Her scowl deepened. “And how does that change anything? You say he’s still out there, but none of the guards have caught a glimpse of your mystery man. And the food we left out there didn’t get touched.”

      Sawyer sighed. “Yeah, I know. But I want to try. Please, Viv? I mean, I don’t want to make you mad at me, but I think I should at least try. I’m running out of ideas, you know?”

      “Fine.”

      He let out another sigh. “Thanks. I found a recipe online for homemade Hamburger Helper. I used to love that. But homemade is better, right? I didn’t want to make something out of a box. And the recipe says it’s easy. What do you think?”

      She spun the paper around and skimmed the recipe. “I have all of this on hand. And yeah, I think it’s quick and easy. Is this the kind of stuff you want to eat?”

      Sawyer reached over the counter and put his hand on hers. “No. I mean, I miss just being able to go out and grab a burger, you know? But I like that you let me try new things and you always figure out what I’ll like and not like. How do you do that?”

      “It’s pretty easy. You’ll eat about anything. Except snails.”

      Sawyer grinned. “True. Okay, let me do this then. And if it doesn’t work, then I’ll figure out another plan.”

      Viv grabbed the paper and began pointing to various cabinets. Sawyer followed her points and gathered all the ingredients before setting to work. It only took about thirty minutes for him to have a big, heaping pot of beef and macaroni noodles in a cheesy tomato sauce. He and Viv both taste-tested the results. She made a face, as it clearly wasn’t up to her culinary standards, but Sawyer grinned around the piping hot mouthful.

      “It’s good.”

      “It’s not bad,” Viv countered.

      Draco walked into the kitchen, his eyes bleary and only half open. “Where’d you go?” he grumbled.

      “Right here.”

      Draco grabbed him around the waist and tucked his face in Sawyer’s neck. “You didn’t tell me. I woke up and you were gone.”

      Sawyer gave him a gentle squeeze. “Sorry, Drake. I slept for a long time, though. I needed to get up.”

      Draco grunted. It had been his turn to keep watch the night before, so he hadn’t gone to bed until the early hours of the morning.

      “You should go back to bed.”

      “What’s that smell?” Draco asked, not so subtly ignoring Sawyer’s suggestion.

      “I cooked,” Sawyer explained. “I was trying to make something like that goulash stuff Mama Thea used to make. Remember? It was kind of like Hamburger Helper?”

      “Smells good,” Draco said. “But why did you cook? Viv cooks.”

      Sawyer ran his hand over Draco’s wide back, loving how snuggly his mate was first thing in the morning. Although Draco was actually a cuddler at all hours, he was really cute when he was sleepy.

      “I’m going to take it out to the woods.”

      Draco stiffened.

      “No,” Sawyer said sharply. “Don’t argue. I’ll be within the wards. It’s broad daylight. I have my guardians and what feels like about a thousand vampires to keep watch over me. I need to figure this out.”

      “And feeding whatever is out there is your solution?”

      “Yes.”

      Draco grumbled but lifted his head. His deep amber eyes swirled with emotion. “Fine, but I’m going with you. You’re not going alone. And don’t argue with me, either. Not alone, Sawyer.”

      “I’ll make a picnic,” Viv said cheerfully. She pulled a basket out of the pantry and began loading it up. Before Sawyer could come up with a decent argument, she’d finished filling the basket and shoved it toward him. She passed a blanket to Draco. “There. One romantic picnic in the woods to try to find the mystery man with yellow eyes at your service.”

      Sawyer sighed and walked out the back door. Pearl barked a greeting, overjoyed to see him. She’d been out by the pool, probably lounging in a sunny spot while waiting on Saeward, another of Sawyer’s mates, to show her the attention he constantly showered upon her. Sawyer couldn’t help but grin as he greeted her as she demanded, putting the basket down and rubbing her ears and scratching her back.  When he finished, she plastered herself against his side and followed him toward the edge of the yard.

      “Are you sure about this?” Draco asked.

      “Yes.”

      They stepped into the woods and by the time they were a dozen feet in, everything seemed quieter, somehow. The blaring noon sun softened, too, and it was at least ten degrees cooler in the shade. Draco kept walking, looking around as they went.

      Sawyer looked as well, even though he knew they wouldn’t catch a glimpse of Yellow Eyes until he was good and ready to be seen. But even though Sawyer couldn’t see him, he could feel him. It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense anymore.

      “Here,” Sawyer said.

      Draco glanced around and shrugged. He found a relatively flat spot under a big oak tree and spread out the blanket. Sawyer sat down and rested his back against the wide trunk. Draco looked around once more, then lay down with his head on Sawyer’s leg and let out a yawn.

      “Sleepy,” he grumbled.

      “So sleep.”

      Draco huffed. Pearl curled up against Draco’s stomach and he began to pet her softly. It wasn’t long before they both fell asleep, leaving Sawyer with his basket of food and his own thoughts.

      “So, this is kind of weird, but I feel like I should introduce myself,” Sawyer said quietly. Neither Draco or Pearl moved. “My name is Sawyer Smith. I’m the Chosen One. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      He wasn’t expecting an answer, and he didn’t get one. He laid his hand gently on Draco’s head and stared at his sleeping dragon for a long moment. It was so easy talking to Draco. He could just say whatever was in his head and get it out. Usually he’d figure out whatever was going on once he just put the words out there. Problem was, you had to have someone you really trusted with your words to do that. Yellow Eyes didn’t qualify.

      Sawyer took a breath and thought about what he’d say to Draco. Then he just stopping worrying about it, concentrated on Draco’s soft hair beneath his palm, and started talking.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out why you’re hiding out here. I mean, we know you’re here. As if all my previous attempts to talk to you or give you food and stuff weren’t obvious enough. But we have a nice house, and even though all of my guardians are fierce, they wouldn’t hurt you. Well, unless you were trying to hurt us. But you know that, too. Don’t you? You know a lot, I think.”

      Draco gave a huffing snore and Sawyer began to gently rub his hair.

      “Anyway, there’s room for you when you’re ready. I just wanted to make sure to tell you. Officially. You’re welcome to come inside. Goddess, this is awkward, but I really do want to talk to you so, I hope you don’t think I’m too weird or stupid or whatever. Loch would give me one of his disappointed looks for saying that. He’s one of my guardians. The fae. You can’t miss him. He’s the one with blue hair. He doesn’t like it when I say stuff like that about myself. I’ve been working on it.”

      Sawyer glanced toward the house, remembering the attack. He shivered. “I’ve been thinking about you since that night. Trying to figure out exactly what I saw. It was all such a blur. All I really remember were your eyes. And I know you have claws because I remember what you did to my… to him.”

      Thinking of that night made Sawyer’s breath catch. He’d never been so close to dying, and he’d come close more than once since his journey in the supernatural world began. But he’d felt his body giving up that night, had felt the breath leaving his lungs and his heart slowing down.

      “So you saved me, but then you ran away again. And the only reason I can think of is that you don’t like me very much. You know you’re one of my guardians. I can feel it, you know? Well, you may not know that part actually. But I can feel it. I’m pretty sure you do, too. I mean, why else are you here? Anyway, it confused me at first when he said I had seven guardians. Because I only had six. Except you were there, too, watching over me. So either you don’t like me, or you don’t think I’m up for the job.”

      Sawyer couldn’t blame him. He wasn’t sure he was up for the job. He didn’t know how he’d gotten to this point, either. Nothing made sense. All he knew was that he was the son of the Mother Goddess, he had three goddess sisters who were in charge of the supernatural world, and that he’d been attacked by another sibling. He didn’t want to call the guy his brother. No, he had two of those, and even though they weren’t his brothers by blood, they were the only people who deserved the title. Especially considering the consequences of what the other guy did that night.

      Mikey still hadn’t recovered from the attack, but he’d been there, by Sawyer’s side when he needed him most. And he’d almost paid for his bravery with his life. His other brother, Nick, had revealed his big secret to Sawyer as well in the aftermath of the attack. Who knew that all the Smith brothers were somehow connected to this crazy other world that existed right under their noses? Mama Thea had. And Sawyer had unanswered questions about his foster mother as well. Those were problems for another day, though.

      “At first, I was sure you were like the others and didn’t think a human could do it. I mean, it hasn’t exactly been smooth sailing with this whole me having no powers thing. But now… I don’t know. I guess I do have powers? Or I used to? That part is still a blur. I must have, right? That sort of comes with the whole son of a goddess package, right? You probably know that, too. Anyway, even though it’s weird that I’m sitting here pouring my heart out to you, I felt like it was important. Because I also realized that if you didn’t think I could do this as a human, you’d have let him kill me. But you didn’t. So I’m thinking you just don’t like me very much and even though you’re a guardian and have to be around me to do your sacred duty or whatever, you don’t like me or want to be around me.”

      He heard movement in the trees, the softest sound, but one made intentionally. He’d never heard Yellow Eyes make a sound before. He wanted Sawyer to know he was there, that he was listening. Progress.

      “And you know, you probably have a reason. Or maybe I’m just reading the situation wrong? I’m not perfect. I have no doubt you’ve at least figured that much out already. Just watching for as long as you have been has to have shown you some things.”

      Sawyer gasped and looked up, his eyes wide. “I just realized what we’ve been doing in the hot tub and holy crap I should not be so embarrassed about this right now but sweet Goddess in the sky please tell me you haven’t seen all of that?”

      Another soft sound.

      “I’m going to take that as a no. I think you must be a pretty honorable guy. I mean, if you’re a guardian, that seems to come with the territory. So I’m going to go with the fact that you just… went somewhere else when we were…um, taking advantage of the hot tub. Or I guess I should say being taken advantage of in the hot tub. Sheesh. When am I ever going to get over being embarrassed by all this? I have eight mates. I need to learn to deal with it. No one sees my mates naked, though. Silly human qualm or not, that’s a rule. I mean, I don’t really get mad if it gets broken or anything, but still, we’re for each other and even though it sounds ridiculous, I don’t like sharing.”

      Sawyer forced himself to calm down, to take one of those deep cleansing breaths Andvari was constantly reminding him to take. His vampire mate helped him stay grounded, to not lose control of his emotions. If only he could control his growling stomach, which chose that moment to remind him that he hadn’t eaten anything in nearly twelve hours. It was just the distraction he needed to get back on track.

      “Oh, I brought you something to eat. I, um, made it myself. I had this idea that maybe if it came directly from me, you’d consider accepting it? You probably don’t know what the others’ intentions were, right? I mean, why should you trust food that they just randomly left out here for you. Seems very Hansel and Gretel to me, and we both know that didn’t end well for them. Not in the original fairy tale. Have you ever read those? They’re gruesome.”

      Sawyer pulled the basket closer and opened it. He removed the glass container Viv had loaded with a heaping portion of his goulash. “Um, so anyway, I made this for you. Myself. No one else touched it. Okay, well, Viv technically put it in the container for me, but I was right there and she didn’t do anything to it. I promise.”

      Sawyer leaned to the side and put the container on the ground. “So, if I like close my eyes and promise not to look, will you come get it and maybe consider eating it?”

      He did exactly that. He bowed his head and squeezed his eyes shut. He concentrated on his breathing for several long minutes before he heard movement once more. He waited another few minutes before speaking again.

      “Um, you ready? I kinda want to open my eyes again, but I don’t want you to think I’m trying to look.”

      Another sound, this one from some distance away.

      “Okay. Opening my eyes now.”

      He glanced to the side and the food was gone. Sawyer couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad you took it. I hope you like it. I don’t really cook a lot, but I think it turned out pretty good.”

      Sawyer reached into the basket again and pulled out the thermos of his smoothie. Of course, Viv had snuck it in the basket along with everything else. He took a long drink and tried to fight his grimace. “This stuff really doesn’t get any better. I guess now I know why Cecil thinks I need to drink them, though. I mean, I’m not exactly clear on all the rules, but I’m pretty sure god powers in a human body aren’t the best combination.”

      He took another drink.

      “I think that’s what the whole null thing was about. Great big cosmic powers. Human body living space. Not really workable. Unless I had nothing, null, no powers. Maybe? I don’t know. It’s not like this stuff is all written down or something. Apparently before I… did whatever I did to get like this, I took all written record of myself away. I mean, it was probably smart, but I obviously didn’t think that human no-memory me would be floundering around with no clue about anything. Genius, right?”

      He still had no clue what god-him had been thinking. There had to be a solution right there in front of him, one previous him had thought he’d be able to figure out easily. Or maybe not easily? Sawyer sighed.

      “I wish I knew what I was supposed to do. That’s the thing. I really don’t know. There are all these pieces, but none of them fit together. Stuff has been going on for a long time, and I’m somehow supposed to fix it all? I don’t know. That’s what everyone tells me, anyway.”

      He took another drink of smoothie, trying to ignore the slight tremble in his hand. Ever since that night, he’d been struggling. He’d grown weaker, and those weaknesses were beginning to get hard to hide.

      “Anyway, I think I’m running out of time. And I still need to fix things with you. And I need to find the final guardian. I don’t have a clue how I’m supposed to do that. It scares me, though. I know what he’s capable of. Especially since… well, I don’t really want to talk about that. I’m still trying to figure it out to be honest. But let’s just say my other sibling is cruel and heartless. He hurt kids, you know? That’s one of those lines you can’t just cross and come back from. It’s like, once you step onto that path, you don’t come back from it.”

      Another noise, a huffing sound, filled with curiosity.

      “Um, I guess that means you want to know what I’m talking about? Man, you aren’t going to make it easy for me, are you? Here I thought the whole I’m a human god thing would be what caught your interest. I get it, though. All of my guardians are really noble, and I bet you are, too.”

      He took another drink.

      “I’m stalling. Because this is hard to say. I know I couldn’t stop it. I was just a kid. But I still feel responsible. Anyway, the other guy, P—Pa—” Sawyer’s breath caught. “Sorry. I can’t say his name either. He, um, was experimenting on kids. For a long time. My mate, Henry, was one of them. Henry’s siblings, too. It was bad, you know? Henry doesn’t like to talk about it much, but I talked to his Papa once when I was checking on Mikey. He said Henry was scared for a long time, and that he usually wanted his Uncle Meshaq there with him to keep him safe. Do you know Meshaq? He’s the champion of one of my sisters, the fire goddess. A hellhound. Well, the alpha of the hellhounds. Or the alpha of alphas now? Something like that. They’re really nice, the hellhounds. I mean, they’re scary as hell too. Which, I guess, is the point. Dammit, I’m stalling again.”

      Sawyer took another breath and another drink.

      “So yeah, a bunch of kids were involved, and now my brother Nick is their alpha. My sisters intervened and are helping him find them all. I guess my other… sibling… somehow kept it hidden from everyone, and that’s another thing I have to figure out. But Nick was one of the kids too, and he’s really invested in making sure these kids are happy and healthy and have good lives from now on. I’m going to go check on Nick later. He’s got a lot on his plate, but we’re still making sure we visit Mikey as much as we can. I can’t go a lot, because it’s not safe to draw that much attention to the Jerricks’ clinic. But I have to go some. It’s Mikey, you know? He’s my brother.”

      Sawyer glanced down at Draco again and drew a little strength from his sleeping mate. Everything was better with Draco beside him. If he thought it wouldn’t scare Yellow Eyes away, he’d have all his mates with him out here. He wanted them with him at all times, even though he was ridiculous for feeling so needy and clingy. He just didn’t feel safe unless they were around him.

      He heard a caw from one of the trees and glanced up to see a raven staring down at him. Sawyer looked quickly away. He knew they were trying to communicate with him, but after that first day, when he’d been able to do that weird magic where he was able to direct them, he hadn’t been able to again. He just didn’t know.

      “So anyway, that’s pretty much it. Nick is finding all the kids and we’re taking care of them. It sucks, but we’re going to do everything we can to help. Nick wants to find shifter parents to adopt the kids, but they have to pass muster first. And he’s not making it easy on them. Not that Nick ever makes things easy on anyone.”

      Sawyer grinned and leaned his head back onto the trunk. He closed his eyes and smiled. “Nick would march out here and demand you come talk to him. He would be so pissed and you’d probably just come talk to him to make him stop complaining about it. I don’t want to do that, though. I want you to come out when you’re ready. And, you know, if I need you, I hope you’ll help me again. I… it makes me feel better knowing you will. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Sawyer yawned and smothered it with his hand. “Sorry. I’m so tired all the time. Anyway, I think I’ll just sit here for a while if you don’t mind. Let Draco nap. It was good talking to you, though.”

      Another coughing sound was his only reply. Then nothing. Yellow Eyes was gone.
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      A strange noise woke Draco, and he grumbled as he opened his eyes. He’d fallen asleep on Sawyer, sitting in the middle of the damn woods. But he felt better now. Sawyer’s voice had lulled him into a deeper sleep. He hadn’t listened in, knowing Sawyer wanted to actually talk to the new guardian and find out what was going on. But he’d not slept deeply, ready to jump to Sawyer’s defense if he needed to.

      Thing was, Draco thought Sawyer was on the right track. Something about the mysterious creature from the woods called to Draco. And the guy had saved Sawyer’s life. If nothing else, Draco owed him for that. He wouldn’t survive without Sawyer. He couldn’t imagine taking a breath in a world without Sawyer in it.

      He heard the sound again, a strange almost coughing sound. Yellow Eyes was trying to get his attention. Draco sat up and looked around, only then noticing that Sawyer had drifted to sleep. His head leaned to the side at an awkward and painful looking angle.

      “I’ll take him inside now,” Draco said. “But he’ll be back tomorrow. Leave the bowl here and we’ll get it then. And, ya know, thanks for letting me know he needed me.”

      Draco carefully lifted Sawyer into his arms, leaving the basket and blanket on the ground. He’d ask one of the mates to get it for him. He carried Sawyer back toward the house, trying to ignore all the eyes on him. Everyone could see that Sawyer was unwell. Of course, his stubborn mate hadn’t said a word, but he wasn’t blind. Sawyer slept all the time, and he was still losing weight. It was more noticeable now, since the attack. He wasn’t eating enough, that much Draco knew. Sawyer worried constantly about Mikey, and now about Nick as well. He constantly worried about everything, trying to find the solution to exactly who he was and what he was supposed to do. The worry was eating him alive.

      Cecil met them at the back door and held it open. The butler— no, Draco thought, he needed to remember that Cecil was so much more than simply the butler— held the door open for them. His expression showed as much concern as Draco felt.

      “I know—” Draco started to speak but his voice cracked. He leaned down and breathed in Sawyer’s scent for a moment before continuing. “I know you promised him you wouldn’t say anything. I get it. You’re keeping your promise to him. I just… is there anything I can do? Anything at all. I’d do it, for him.”

      “I know,” Cecil replied. “I…cannot say more, but I will… seek answers.”

      “Thanks, Cecil. Whatever you need. Whatever it takes.”

      “Understood,” Cecil said softly. “I will be away from my duties for a few hours. Will you let Master Eduard know?”

      “I will.”

      Draco watched him go, then carried Sawyer upstairs and placed him in the center of their oversized bed. Sawyer grumbled and opened his eyes. He blinked at Draco in confusion for a moment. “Did I dream…?”

      “No. You fell asleep.”

      “So tired all the time.”

      Draco ran his hand over Sawyer’s head, brushing his unruly bangs out of his eyes. He needed a haircut. “Rest. I’ll stay.”

      “Need to go check on Mikey. Nick said—”

      “I’ll text Nick and let him know to go a little later.”

      “Okay,” Sawyer said. He closed his eyes again. Pearl jumped up onto the bed a moment later, having detoured in the kitchen for her water bowl. She gave him a look before curling up beside Sawyer.

      “I know, girl,” Draco said softly. “He’s going to be okay, though. I’ll make sure of it.”

      He watched them for a minute longer before going to find Eduard. He’d be in his office with his cousin, Victor. They were still working on transferring all of the accounts to Victor’s control. Eduard looked up when Draco entered the room. He immediately put his pen down and stood.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing. No. That’s not true. Just…” Draco rarely lost his words but he couldn’t seem to find them. He settled for passing along Cecil’s message instead. “Cecil had to go out for a while. He asked me to let you know.”

      Eduard’s brows shot up, and he reached for Draco’s hand. “He’s trying to figure out how to help Sawyer.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is he?”

      “In bed. He made a breakthrough with Yellow Eyes today, but then he fell asleep.”

      “Good. He needs rest. Are we still going to see Mikey this afternoon?”

      “Yeah. And Nick’s coming too.”

      “Yes. I’m meeting with Jedrek while Nick and Sawyer sit with Mikey.”

      “It’s weird, him being…. Well, Nick was always just Nick. I knew he was a shifter but I just… I don’t know. It was just barely there and I knew he wasn’t a threat to Sawyer so I just didn’t think about it. And now all I think of is Henry and what they did to those kids and to know there were more. I mean, maybe I could have—”

      “Stop,” Eduard said. “If any of us had known, we would have assisted. No one would leave children in that situation, Draco. If Sawyer’s mother— his foster mother, I mean, had revealed Nick’s past to you, you would have done something. But she didn’t.”

      “Why?” Draco asked. “Why didn’t she get help for the others?”

      It didn’t make sense with the woman he’d known. Mama Thea would never have left kids behind. Hell, she stood up for Sawyer once when he’d been accused of cheating at school. He hadn’t cheated, and had provided a perfectly logical explanation. He’d told Draco later how Mama Thea had taken the teacher down a peg or two, defending him like a mama bear protects her cub. And yet, she’d left kids— she’d left Henry— behind to be hurt.

      Eduard didn’t answer. He wrapped his arms around Draco’s waist instead.

      Victor cleared his throat and rose, drawing Draco’s attention.

      “Pardon me for intruding, but I believe… I could be mistaken, but I believe Sawyer’s mother knew exactly what she was up against. She protected her son from a god. I’ve spoken to the hellhounds. If they could not defeat this magic, how could she have done it on her own?”

      He’d heard the explanation before. He’d even had the same thoughts himself. But hearing it from Victor somehow made it easier. She’d had to make the most difficult choice of her life, he was sure. She had to choose to save Nick and protect Sawyer and Mikey. However she’d found them, whatever had been involved to get the brothers in her care, it somehow must have told her she couldn’t help them. It was the only thing that made any sense.

      “She couldn’t,” Draco confessed. “She had to keep Nick, Mikey, and Sawyer safe for as long as she could.”

      Draco understood more than he wanted to admit to himself. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for Sawyer.

      Eduard tightened his hold on Draco, and he drew strength from his mate’s touch. “Victor, can you finish what we were doing on your own? I’m going to go sit with Sawyer and Draco for a while.”

      “Of course,” Victor said.

      Eduard grabbed his laptop from the corner of the desk and before leading Draco back to the master bedroom. Sawyer and Pearl hadn’t moved, but both Henry and Saeward had arrived in their absence. Henry was on the bed with his tablet in his hand while Saeward lay across the foot of the bed.

      “He is getting worse,” Saeward said.

      “Yes,” Draco replied. What else could he say? It was obvious to all of them.

      Andvari and Loch joined them a short time later. They squeezed in, all finding places on the bed. Draco found comfort in their presence, each of them a balm to the fear deep in his soul.

      Puteri blinked into being, looking sheepishly at them all. “Pardon me, guardians. I felt a strong magic and wanted to be sure the Chosen One was safe.”

      Eduard and Draco shared a look. Henry sat up straighter.

      “What did you say?” Henry asked.

      “My apologies, young mage. I am clearly mistaken—”

      “No,” Henry said. “Tell me. Explain. It’s important.”

      “Magic. Moments ago.”

      Draco glanced at Henry, who seemed to be processing things. “Henry?”

      “We’re all not this close all the time,” Henry said slowly. “I don’t think we’ve all been in the same room in a few days. Maybe a meal or two here or there. Andvari?”

      “You’re right. We’ve divided the watch so someone is always on duty. Loch and I should technically be outside now, but seeing Draco carry him inside—”

      “We had to check on him for ourselves,” Loch said.

      “The guardians have very powerful magic,” Puteri said gently. “I will leave you now.”

      The small brownie popped back out of existence, leaving Draco to stare at his mates. “Does it help him? Us all being together?”

      “I think maybe some. And I’ll take something over nothing at this point,” Henry said. “It’s not the answer. At least not with two guardians still not here.”

      “I need to go talk to Yellow Eyes, then,” Draco said. “If him being here helps Sawyer get through this, then he needs to pull his head out of his ass and get in here and help.”

      “Sawyer doesn’t want that, though. But maybe… maybe we just all go sit in the woods. Sounds dumb but… if we can at least convince him to get close enough, maybe it’ll help a little more. We have got to find the eighth guardian, though. We have to. It’s our number one priority.”

      “How?” Saeward asked.

      “I don’t know. He’s also a water element. I’d hoped there would be some way you could…”

      Saeward shrugged. “For Sawyer, I would—” he paused, taking a deep gulp “— I would reach out to my former clan and ask if there are any others with the mark.”

      Henry pushed his tablet into Andvari’s hands and scooted down the bed. “Only as a last resort. Besides, I don’t think it’ll be another hippocamp do you? I mean, the rest of us are all different things, right?”

      Saeward nodded.

      Draco bit back a growl. If he had the ability to survive in the depths of the sea, he would hunt down Saeward’s clan and…

      “What about the lake in my home realm?” Loch asked. “If water is what he needs, perhaps we return to her and ask for her guidance. Prince Kavalan could surely convince his mother to allow us passage, under the circumstances. She would want something in return, however.”

      “And that’s the problem, isn’t it? What would she want? Making bargains with the fae is dangerous business, as you well know,” Eduard said.

      “We’ll keep it as a possibility, though,” Henry said softly. “Anything we have to do, we do. Our job is to keep him safe.”

      “Agreed.” Draco’s voice joined the voices of the others.

      Sawyer stirred, rolling over and opening his eyes. He sought Draco’s gaze and smiled. “A power nap was exactly what I needed.”

      “Feeling better?”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said.

      Draco glanced at Henry, seeing his younger mate’s mind spinning. Draco left him to his thoughts, instead scooting down and wrapping his arms around Sawyer. “You just wanted me to carry you inside.”

      “How’d you guess?”

      Draco leaned in and kissed him. “You made progress today.”

      “I did, right? I mean, you were sleeping but we practically had a conversation. Well, I talked. But he at least made noises and I knew he was listening. And he actually took the food, you know? So I was right. It needed to be from me.”

      “You were right.”

      Sawyer beamed up at him, then tucked his face into Draco’s neck. He began to trace teasing kisses along Draco’s jawline, then down his neck. He nibbled on Draco’s clavicle before raising his head and meeting Draco’s gaze once more.

      He didn’t need words to express what he wanted. Draco was well aware. Their mates moved around them, Eduard slipping into position behind Sawyer and wrapping him in his arms.

      “Morning, my love.”

      “Morning, Eduard.”

      “I don’t know if you’re aware, but you have all of your mates with you at the moment.”

      Sawyer lifted his head and looked around the bed. His wide smile at realizing they were actually all there was worth it. Draco shared another significant look with one of his mates, this time with Andvari. They were going to make some changes, immediately. Andvari nodded, understanding his unspoken demand. Sawyer needed his warriors by his side, and that meant Andvari and Loch couldn’t spend the majority of their time worried about security. The biggest threat to Sawyer was them not being around him enough.

      Sawyer rolled over and turned his attentions on Eduard. Not that Draco minded. He loved watching his mates together. He ran his hands over Sawyer’s body, skimming his shirt up and baring the skin of his stomach. Sawyer pushed his hips back, already demanding more. So greedy. Not that Draco minded.

      Draco’s dragon pushed its way forward, and his anxiety made it easy to let the beast take control. He needed his mates safe. He needed Sawyer to be okay. A deep rumble formed in his chest and he leaned down to suck a mark on Sawyer’s neck.

      “Uh-oh,” Henry said with a sly grin. “Guess who just came out to play?”

      Sawyer looked over his shoulder and met Draco’s gaze. He sought his mate’s approval, and Sawyer reached back and touched his face. “Love you.”

      It was the acceptance he needed.

      He pushed to his feet, even though it drew a frustrated groan from Sawyer. Eduard, on the other hand, looked at him with an eager smile. “What do you want?”

      “Mates,” Draco said.

      “This non-verbal foreplay is very arousing,” Loch said. “I find myself drawn to our dragon even more when he gets…oomph.”

      Loch had too many clothes on. “Clothes off,” Draco commanded.

      “This is my favorite,” Henry purred. He took off his shirt and threw it over his shoulder, then he reached for Saeward. Their hippocamp only wore loose linen pants, some of the only clothing Eduard had found that Saeward actually wore without complaint. Henry untied the string and slid them down Saeward’s long legs.

      “Pretty pony,” Draco said.

      Saeward blushed.

      Draco patted Loch’s now bare ass. He’d shredded their sylph’s clothing while he watched Henry undress Ward. He had no patience for the many loops and fastenings on Loch’s garments. His other mates stripped as well. Draco couldn’t stop the rumbling growl that emerged. So much skin, so much muscle. Works of art, each of them. Worthy of a dragon’s hoard.

      He pulled Loch to him, tucking his mate’s long, lean body against his own. Loch leaned his head back and looked into Draco’s eyes. Such pretty blue eyes, and such a contrast to his own gold. “Pretty,” Draco said.

      “What is it you want, my dragon?” Loch asked.

      Draco grinned and Henry let out a sigh. “This is my favorite part.”

      “Mine, too,” Ward confessed.

      Draco had no doubt his mates adored him. They showed him frequently by giving him their full and complete trust. He made sure they never regretted it. He ran his hands over Loch’s chest, down his abs and rested them over his cock and balls. “Mine,” he rumbled.

      “Yeah,” Loch agreed. “We’re all yours.”

      Draco purred. He turned his attention to his vampire. He gave him a look, then turned to Sawyer. Andvari understood his unspoken demand. Before Sawyer could squawk out a protest, he was moved across the bed and laid out before Draco and Loch. “Mmm.”

      He turned his attention to Henry next. Henry grinned and scampered over to him, spreading out beside Sawyer and propping his knees up on the bed. “Like this?”

      “Such a good mate,” Draco said. “Isn’t he, my fae?”

      “Yeah,” Loch said, his breath already raspy. Their newest mate was insatiable.

      “You do not come until our mates have. Understood?”

      Loch’s breath caught once more. “Yeah.”

      “Eduard.”

      He didn’t even need to ask. Eduard reached for the pot of oil they kept on the bedside table and held it out. “Get our mates prepared,” Draco ordered.

      “Happy to,” Eduard said with a beaming smile.

      Draco couldn’t resist the urge to pull him closer. He kissed Eduard until his mate’s cock poked him in the belly, hard and aching. He pulled away and gave it a stroke, drawing a groan from his griffin. “Not yet.”

      “No, not yet,” Eduard agreed.

      Draco looked down at Sawyer, who watched him wide-eyed from his position on his back in front of Draco and Loch. His legs spread, eager and wanton as Henry, who lay beside him. Eduard slid his hand over Sawyer’s chest, then down over his cock. Sawyer groaned as his hips pushed up, seeking more of his mate’s attention.

      Loch tensed, so eager to jump in and help. Draco tightened his hold. “Not yet.”

      He moved them one step to the side and Eduard took his place between Sawyer’s legs. Those long, pretty fingers dipped into Sawyer’s hole, slicking him with oil, getting him prepared for his mates’ attentions.

      “Draco,” Henry gasped.

      He turned his attention to his mage.

      “Kiss the pretty mage.”

      Loch complied, leaning over the bed and devouring Henry’s mouth. It gave Draco the perfect view of his muscled ass. He ran his hands over it, then looked to Andvari. “Keep him in control,” Draco ordered.

      “Happy to,” Andvari answered. He moved into place, leaning over Loch’s back and whispering into his ear.

      Draco could only imagine what he said. He’d been the recipient of some of his vampire’s more eloquent commands a time or two. Draco turned to Saeward next, who still lay across the foot of the bed. Only now, he was gloriously naked.

      “What is it you want, my pony?” Draco asked.

      Ward bit his lip and glanced at their mates, all engaged in a variety of activities beside him. “I want it all,” Ward confessed.

      He spoke true, and Draco couldn’t help leaning down and kissing him. Ward had given them his heart and his body, gifts Draco cherished each and every day. Even in his present state, his dragon in control and aching with want, Draco made sure his tender-hearted Ward knew he was safe.

      Draco reached out his hand and pulled Ward to a sitting position. “I wish to see you bent over the bed, eager for each of your mates to please you as much as you please me.”

      Ward blushed and leaned forward, tugging one of Draco’s nipples into his mouth. He nibbled and Draco purred. Holding Ward’s head carefully, letting him tease and tongue the tender nub. When he pulled away, he began to scoot toward the edge of the bed, his long legs hanging over the side. Draco guided him over onto his belly then stepped between his legs and draped himself over Ward’s back.

      “You make me happy,” Draco rumbled. “Just the mate we needed.”

      Ward reached back and touched Draco’s thigh, holding him in place. Draco’s cock rested in the crease of his ass. He thrust gently and Ward sighed. Such a pretty sound.

      He pushed up, finding all of his mates doing as he’d commanded. Such perfect mates. All of them.

      “Andvari, Loch needs to show our mate how much control he has.”

      Andvari grinned and pulled Loch up, breaking the passionate kiss he and Henry were sharing. Henry pouted, glaring at Draco, but it was all in play. Draco stepped back and Andvari and Loch took his place with Ward. Loch leaned over his back, whispering words into his ear. Ward whimpered and Draco grinned.

      “Fuck, Draco. You’re killing me,” Andvari groaned.

      “Is my vampire unhappy?”

      “No, your vampire is very, very happy.”

      Draco pulled him in for a kiss. “Don’t let him come.”

      “I won’t.”

      Draco patted Andvari’s ass and moved to Eduard and Sawyer. His mate’s hole glistened with oil and he’d thrown back his head in bliss as Eduard prepared him.

      “Now Henry,” Draco said.

      Eduard slipped his fingers from Sawyer’s body and moved to Henry, who watched with bated breath.

      Draco leaned over Sawyer, and his mate’s long legs came to rest around his hips.

      “I thought you’d never get here.”

      Draco grumbled.

      “Okay, okay. I knew you’d get here. You’re always taking care of me.”

      Draco eased forward, letting his cock dip into Sawyer’s hole. “Want you.”

      “Then have me.”

      Sawyer’s body was ready, needing the edge taken off. Draco was more than happy to comply. He plowed forward, and Sawyer groaned.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yes,” Draco agreed.

      Sawyer’s hole stretched around him, clutching him tightly in its grasp.

      “Mine,” Draco purred.

      “Yes,” Sawyer agreed.

      He thrust steadily, not too slow, not too fast. Just enough to keep Sawyer on edge, aching and wanton, demanding for more. He tried to make Draco move faster, but Draco simply laughed against Sawyer’s neck as he sucked up another mark.

      Draco lifted up so he could see Sawyer’s face, watch the beauty of his mate’s pleasure. He held Sawyer’s thighs tightly, spread him wide so he could feel every thrust deep to his core. He knew every sound Sawyer made, so he knew when Sawyer’s release began to build. His body tightened and he tried so hard to wait, to hold back, but Draco simply growled and thrust harder, demanding Sawyer give it to him. His mate’s pleasure was his, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Draco,” Sawyer cried out, his voice raspy and needy.

      “Now,” Draco commanded.

      Sawyer shivered but his body obeyed, overwhelmed by pleasure as he cried out Draco’s name once more. His orgasm caused his entire body to tighten, and he clamped down on Draco’s cock, trapping it deep inside. It was just what Draco needed.

      His own release hit him hard, and he gave it to Sawyer, spurting deep inside his clenched hole. He wanted it trapped there, his dragon fancifully thinking that his life force could only help Sawyer. Maybe it would heal him. A growl of happiness built at the idea, and as Sawyer finally relaxed, his thighs unclenching and his hole relaxing, Draco leaned down and kissed him sweetly.

      “So good,” Sawyer groaned. “You’re really good at that.”

      “Food?” Draco asked.

      “Not yet,” Sawyer said. “Gimme a minute, m’kay?”

      Draco rumbled and nuzzled Sawyer’s throat before lifting away. Eduard and Henry both stared at them, panting for breath, hard cocks aching. Such good mates.

      “Ready?” Draco asked.

      “So fucking ready,” Henry whimpered.

      Draco nodded to Eduard, who groaned as he grabbed Henry’s thighs, pulling him to the edge of the bed, and plowing into him in one desperate thrust. He glanced quickly at Sawyer, who’d rolled to his side and was watching their mates with a dopey, sex-flushed grin.

      He stepped behind Eduard, then grabbed his hips. “Slowly,” he said.

      Eduard groaned, but did as Draco asked.

      “Draco!” Henry’s protest meant little to him. He knew what his mate needed, and it wasn’t a hard and fast fucking. No, Henry’d commanded too many of those of late. Always eager and wanting, but he also needed to be cherished.

      Once they slowed, Draco watched the connection form happily. Eduard met Henry’s eyes, and instead of pure fucking, a chase for pleasure, they began to truly feel, a different pleasure than the one they’d been seeking. Draco nodded and moved to his other mates.

      Loch had spent his time wisely, caressing and exploring each inch of Saeward’s body. It was such a fun task, one Draco had completed many times himself. His body stirred once more, cock filling and demanding. His mates still needed him and he wouldn’t let them down.

      Andvari gave him a desperate look.

      “Loch,” Draco said.

      His fae looked over his shoulder, lips swollen and eyes blazing their brilliant blue.

      He moved one finger, curling it toward himself in a silent command. Loch grinned and turned to Saeward for one last caress before moving in front of Draco. He ran his hands down Loch’s back to his perfect ass. “Your mates haven’t finished yet.”

      “No.”

      And Loch didn’t mind. He enjoyed the game as much as Draco.

      “Andvari, I think our pony needs you.”

      Andvari was only too happy to comply. He leaned over Saeward and notched his cock into the crease of his ass. He curled over his back and tucked his arms around Saeward’s chest, holding him tightly in his muscled arms. Draco knew that feeling. It was a good one, safe and secure. Saeward sighed as Andvari began to push inside him.

      Draco moved Loch in his arms, pressing his chest to Loch’s back, dipping down enough so his cock slipped between his fae’s thighs. Loch groaned and leaned back into him. “Can you wait? Can you resist?”

      “I can.”

      Draco grinned, loving the challenge in the fae’s reply. They’d just have to see about that.

      Andvari had prepped him good and well, and Draco’s cock slipped with ease inside Loch’s body. His fae tightened, pressing back against him, demanding more.

      “Such pretty sounds they make,” Draco purred. “Don’t they?”

      Loch nodded, his eyes moving from one mate to the next. Sawyer, who lazily stroked his cock, half-hard again simply from watching his mates take their pleasure in each other. He met Draco’s gaze, then slipped closer to Henry’s side, nuzzling at his mate and whispering sweet words as only Sawyer could.

      And Eduard, his beautiful griffin, his body moving in such a controlled rhythm, bringing Henry to the edge and then slowing, driving him mad with lust. Henry had nowhere to turn, not with Sawyer kissing his neck and Eduard his lips. He had to lay there and take it, let his mates pleasure him and love him with their hearts and bodies.

      Loch sighed. “I’ve never known such want,” he confessed. “It burns within me.”

      “Yes,” Draco rumbled. “This is why we fight.”

      “This is why we will win,” Loch added.

      Henry finally came, crying out Eduard’s name as he did. It didn’t take Eduard long to follow.

      Loch’s body clenched, his iron will challenged by the sights and sounds. Draco purred against his back, increasing his pace, thrusting deeper, even as he kept his hand splayed across Loch’s belly, keeping him from moving.

      Saeward came next, his yell more of a bellow, such a sound from their big mate. Andvari could bring that out in him, let him forget all of his fears and inhibitions and give himself over to his release. Andvari pulled out and reached frantically for Eduard, who bared his neck. Andvari’s fangs struck deep, and he fed from Eduard desperately as he grabbed his cock and stroked it hard and fast.

      “Almost your turn,” Draco said.

      Loch’s hole had already tightened, but Draco stilled, forcing their mate to wait.

      “Draco,” Loch growled.

      “Not yet.”

      Andvari came, making a mess all over their mates and the bed. He withdrew his teeth from Eduard’s neck and kissed the wound gently before collapsing onto the mattress. Saeward wrapped an arm over him and let out a sweet sigh.

      “Now?” Loch begged.

      Draco guided him forward, then bent him over the bed. He braced his arms, one beside Henry’s hip, and the other beside Andvari’s.

      “Wings,” Draco commanded.

      Loch froze for a moment, then looked over his shoulder.

      Draco arched a brow, waiting.

      Loch complied, letting go of the magic that held his wings in check. They splayed out beautifully, wide enough to cover all of their mates. And Loch realized his intent. He lowered himself further, letting his wings shelter all of their mates where they lay.

      Draco moved then, letting his mate understand what he’d sought. Pleasure. Yes, so much pleasure. But more. Loch enjoyed the carnal side of their life very much. But he’d yet to understand his place in the circle. He was more than a firm cock and slick hole. He was their warrior, their protector, their fae.

      His wings fluttered with each stroke. Their mates reached for him, stroking the sensitive feathers until Loch was nothing more than a quivering mess.

      “Now,” Draco commanded.

      And Loch came, trembling and crying out as his body sought its release. Draco rode him to the end, giving him his seed as well.

      He guided Loch onto the bed, and he left the wings out, covering them as they dozed. Draco was well pleased. His dragon rumbled proudly. But now, he needed to feed his mates. His work was not yet done.
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      Beep. Shhh. Beep. Shhh.

      Sawyer sat in the back room of the Jerricks’ medical clinic with Mikey’s hand clenched in his. Even though weeks had passed since the attack, Mikey still hadn’t woken up. Every resource they knew had called in every favor they were owed, but nothing had worked. Sawyer had even begged the Mother for help. But she hadn’t responded.

      “Stop it,” Nick said.

      Sawyer glanced over at his older brother. It was the first time Nick had spoken to him since he’d arrived. Sawyer wouldn’t blame him if he never spoke to him again. It was his fault Mikey was hurt.

      “I said, stop it, brat.”

      Sawyer scowled at him. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Why?” Nick asked. “Truth hurt?”

      Sawyer ignored him and turned his attention back to Mikey. Nick could be a jerk if he wanted. He deserved it. He should have made sure Mikey stayed far away from him. A sudden, sharp pain shot up his arm.

      Nick pulled his hand back across the bed and glared. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what, Nick! Stop worrying about Mikey? That’s not going to happen, asshole.”

      “Stop blaming yourself.”

      “Why? It’s my fault.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Get over yourself, Sawyer.”

      “I can’t get over myself, Nick. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let Mikey anywhere near me. Not when everything is so….” Sawyer waved his hand around, trying to encompass just how crazy his life had become.

      Nick leaned across the bed and grabbed Sawyer’s wrist. “Mama Thea told us both to watch over you. We swore we would, Sawyer. We’re the ones who failed, not you.”

      “She didn’t know, Nick. She didn’t know what I really am or she’d never have risked you both like this.”

      Nick snorted. “You’re an idiot.”

      Sawyer jerked his hand away. “Really, you think she’d have wanted Mikey to face off with a freaking god? Knowing what his power was? Knowing that it would do this to him? Hmm? You actually think she’d have set him up to have his mind fried because of me?”

      Nick made another of his annoyed sounds and turned back to look at Mikey. “You think I wouldn’t have put myself between you and him, too? No matter what, you’re my baby brother. She made sure I knew that. It doesn’t matter where we came from. It matters where we ended up. With her. Brothers forever, Sawyer.”

      Sawyer’s eyes stung. He raised his head and looked at Nick once again.

      “Say it, Sawyer. Brothers forever.” Nick laid his hand across the bed, over Mikey’s legs, and waited.

      It took more seconds than it should have for Sawyer to accept. He placed his hand in Nick’s and his eyes stung even worse. “Brothers forever.”

      “That’s right. Now, the coven is going to come back and try again, and if they can’t help, you can call your birth mother or whatever she is and tell her she needs to fix him.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      Nick squeezed his hand. “Yeah, baby brother, it is. So chill out, and let’s see what they can do. Rowan said they were able to help last time, but couldn’t heal him completely. Maybe this time they can do a little more. We have options. Now explain to me again how you have a butler who is really a demigod? I’m still a little fuzzy on that part. I’ve had other things to think about, ya know?”

      Sawyer couldn’t help his watery sniffle. He clung a little tighter to Nick’s hand before lowering his forehead to the bed. He was so tired. He’d felt so much better after spending time with his mates, after Draco fed him and coddled them all before he’d curled up around Sawyer and passed out for a couple hours.

      But his energy faded so fast. Only a few hours had passed and Sawyer felt the weakness returning. He pushed it back, though, focusing on his brothers.

      “Eduard is stupid rich. Like, crazy stupid rich. And I guess I kind of am now, too? Anyway, Cecil found out that Eduard had a guardian mark, so he went to work for him because he figured it was the fastest way to find me. I guess when all my powers were stripped, it meant he couldn’t just do his thing and be beside me. I don’t know. It’s pretty confusing for me, too, and there’s a lot Cecil can’t tell me. I guess other me made him promise.”

      Nick gave his hand another squeeze before pulling it away. He reached for the notorious smoothie Cecil had carried in earlier and put it in Sawyer’s hand. “Drink it. Butler guy said it was important.”

      “It is.”

      Of course, Cecil was the only one who understood exactly what he was going through. He was the one who’d first realized that Sawyer’s human body wasn’t functioning correctly now that his powers had started to return. Sawyer didn’t even fully understand what was happening. He’d apparently made sure his memories were good and wiped clean. Yeah, he knew his mother and sisters. And yeah, he remembered his brother. But only by name and face. He understood who they were but had no memories of his past otherwise. He took a long drink, swallowing more than he wanted of the concoction. It did help, but both Sawyer and Cecil knew it wasn’t going to help for long.

      “Now, since you have a bank account, I want a new truck. Oh, and one of those drone things. Oh, and maybe—”

      Sawyer coughed, nearly choking on his drink. Nick laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Jerk,” Sawyer grumbled.

      “Yeah, well, what else are big brothers for?”

      With a shrug, Sawyer turned his attention back to Mikey. “I need him to be okay.”

      “He will be.”

      “How do you know?”

      Nick leaned forward once more and looked into Sawyer’s eyes. He’d always believed in Nick. Nick had taken his role as big brother seriously, and Sawyer trusted him. He needed more than anything for his big brother to tell him it was going to be okay.

      “Because you’re going to make sure he is. You need to do whatever it is you were sent here to do so you can power up or whatever. That’s what all this hoopla is about, right? You’ve been hiding out as a human or whatever, and now you’ve gotta claim the throne or winter will come and the rebellion will cease to exist and the snap will happen or some shit.”

      “I think you’re mixing up about a million pop culture references there.”

      “What the fuck do I know?” Nick said. “But I know there’s shit going down, and you’ve got shit to take care of. So get it done.”

      “That simple?”

      “Probably not going to be simple, little brother. But Mikey’s got me and his mates to look after him. And we’re in these wards or whatever and apparently hellhounds are good guys? I feel like I’ve been lied to for years.”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said. He couldn’t help but smile, which is exactly what Nick wanted. “They’re supposed to be evil, right?”

      “I mean, it makes sense. Then again, I like this version. Nobody fucks with a hellhound. Except me. I find I like fucking a hellhound a lot.”

      Sawyer groaned and Nick cackled.

      “Although, I suppose god trumps alpha. I mean, really, Sawyer? Couldn’t you just like, shift into an animal like the rest of us? You’d make a great tiger. No, wait. What’s that one who chirps and is a maniac?”

      Sawyer grinned again and took another drink. “No clue. Besides, I think it’s the youngest child syndrome. I’m the youngest of them, too, you know?”

      “I didn’t know. But yeah, spoiled brat seems about right.”

      Sawyer scowled because Nick expected it, but he could see the teasing in his brother’s eyes. “I had planned on giving you more money for the new compound, but now I think I won’t.”

      It was a lie, and both of them knew it.

      Nick grinned and leaned back in his chair. “Not afraid of you. Also, Eduard gave me some fancy credit card and told me not to worry about the bill. Whatever we needed, he said. No questions asked. I like that guy.”

      Sawyer laughed and finally released his hold on Mikey’s hand. “Speaking of, you need to get me caught up on everything going on over there. How many kids have you found now?”

      “Thirty-two.” The last few weeks had been an adventure for Nick. Not only had he recovered his shifting abilities, but he’d become the mate of a hellhound and the alpha of a ragtag group of orphans. “Come on. Let’s go and you can see what we’re working on. You haven’t been by yet.”

      Sawyer pressed a quick kiss to Mikey’s forehead and Nick did the same. He followed his big brother out the door and met Asher and Quillon in the hall. Mikey’s mates were both struggling, and it broke Sawyer’s heart that he hadn’t found a solution for them.

      Asher gave them a brief nod before going back to Mikey’s side. Quillon hovered in the hall. “Any updates?”

      “No.”

      “Keep us in the loop. And we’ll let you know if anything changes.”

      They waited until the door closed behind him. Nick hooked his arm around Sawyer’s neck and dragged him outside. “Don’t get all moody on me again. Where are all of your bodyguards?”

      Sawyer rolled his eyes. “I’m not moody.”

      Nick snorted.

      Sawyer sighed. “Fine. I’m a little moody. Cut me a break already would you?”

      It was Nick’s turn to roll his eyes. Sawyer couldn’t really blame him. Like Nick would ever actually cut Sawyer a break. Loch appeared as soon as they stepped outside the clinic doors with Nick’s mate, Jedrek by his side. Eduard followed, typing furiously into his phone. Draco and Saeward came around the corner of the house with Henry and his younger brother Ollie between them. Andvari stood by the gate with Solomon, the new alpha of the hellhounds.

      All of his mates with him. Sawyer breathed and relaxed a little.

      “Come on. Jedrek will do his portal thing for us, and then he can portal you home from there. Man, I gotta tell you, I like this whole travel by portal thing. Cool, right? And, I hate to point out the obvious little brother, but none of your mates can do that.”

      Sawyer laughed and tickled Nick’s ribs. His brother yelped and finally released Sawyer from his hold. “What have I told you about that?”

      Sawyer grinned and darted toward Draco. His mate rolled his eyes as Sawyer ducked behind him, hiding from his brother’s wrath.

      “You are ticklish?” Jedrek asked.

      “No!” Nick glared at Sawyer, and Sawyer couldn’t help but grin.

      “He is,” Sawyer said. “And if you really want—”

      “Sawyer,” Nick growled.

      “What? You’ve called me a brat about a dozen times. I figured I should at least act like one.”

      “Fine,” Nick groused. “No more brat and no more talk of—” Nick wiggled his fingers in an imitation of tickling.

      “Deal.”

      Sawyer came out from behind Draco, and his mate pulled him into his arms. He rested his back against Draco’s wide chest and leaned into his touch.

      “We’re going to go over to Nick’s for a few and check things out, okay?”

      “Okay,” Draco said. “I’m curious.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I’m sure their wards are strong enough,” Draco said quietly. “Not unlike here. Maybe Henry can…”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea. I wonder if Zaire will let him?”

      “Doesn’t hurt to ask. Maybe Andvari and Loch can take a look around, too.”

      Sawyer looked up at Draco and smiled. “I love you, you know that?”

      “I do. But why?”

      “Because you’re looking out for my brother and his pack. And I love that.”

      Draco shrugged, but to Sawyer his actions spoke so much louder than his words. “Gotta keep the kids safe,” Draco grumbled.

      “I know. Did you know that Eduard gave my brother a credit card?”

      “Damn. I guess I better plan on us living on my trust fund, huh? Nick’ll burn through your resources in a month or two.”

      Sawyer laughed and wrapped his hands around Draco’s arms. He breathed in, taking in Draco’s strength once more. “You know, the funny thing is, he won’t,” Sawyer said softly. “He’ll keep that beat up old truck of his, because it runs and it’s perfectly good for what he needs. He’ll make sure whatever vehicle the kids would be in is top of the line, but for him, nah. He doesn’t think he’s worth it.”

      “Jedrek will take care of that for you.”

      “Yeah.”

      Sawyer liked his brother’s mate already, even if he didn’t know the hellhound well. Jedrek had a calm, steady presence. He was strong enough to put up with Nick’s demanding personality, but chill enough to know when to let Nick have his way. Nick looked at Jedrek the way Sawyer looked at his mates. The way Asher and Quillon looked at Mikey.

      “Did you talk to your cousin?” Sawyer asked gently.

      “I did. Asher’s doing okay. I think… I mean, he’s worried, don’t get me wrong. But it feels like we’re waiting for something. He doesn’t think he’s going to lose Mikey anymore. I don’t know how to explain it. He’s just waiting for him to wake up.”

      “Yeah. I think… I think that’s the way I feel, too. In the beginning, before the coven helped, I didn’t think he was going to wake up. But now…it’s weird. I’m glad it’s not just me being overly optimistic and not facing reality. If his mates feel it, then it’s right.”

      “Exactly. He’s probably going to have some wild tales to tell us when he wakes up.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah. I can’t wait for him to find out about Nick.”

      “That’s gonna be awesome. I wonder if he’ll give up the coffee shop and go help out.”

      Draco shrugged.

      “You guys ready?” Jedrek asked.

      Draco nodded and led Sawyer to the edge of the yard where the others had already gathered. Before they stepped through the portal, Draco stopped him once more.

      “Sawyer?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you, too.”

      Sawyer grinned as his mate pulled him forward and into the flames of the portal. They emerged within a circle of stones and waited for one of the coven members to come let them in. Zaire had set up a complicated system of entry into her home. Sawyer could see Henry’s thoughts as he checked the magic around them, looking for ideas to improve the wards at their home.

      Keziah, Zaire’s son and one of the coven members who were now part of Nick’s pack, hurried toward them with a beaming smile. “You brought your brother,” Keziah said.

      “Yeah,” Nick replied. “He wanted to see.”

      “Greetings, Chosen One. Welcome, Guardians.”

      Nick snorted.

      Sawyer chuckled and nodded his head formally, the way Eduard had taught him. Then he held out his hand. “Keziah, it’s good to see you again.”

      A lot of what happened the night of the attack was a blur, but Sawyer remembered the coven trying to help Mikey. Everything had kind of been crazy that night, and he’d been whisked away pretty quickly after the big reveal. There had been a lot of “nothing to see here” moments going on, with the hellhounds doing their best to keep his secret intact.

      Keziah opened the wards, and Sawyer couldn’t help but laugh as Nick hooked his arm around Keziah’s neck and held him in a headlock. At least now he knew exactly what he looked like when his brother did that to him.

      “Everything okay?” Nick asked gruffly. The worrywart.

      “Yep. No problems.”

      Nick huffed and let Keziah go. He turned to Sawyer and gave him a look. “What are you standing there for? Come on, already.”

      Draco grabbed Sawyer’s hand and they walked further into the compound, past another set of strong wards. Construction went on around them, several dozen crews hard at work in a large swath of land next door.

      “It’s coming together quickly,” Eduard said. His griffin was obviously pleased with the progress.

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “Thanks for pulling strings for us.”

      The shriek of a child’s laughter filled the air, as well as a fake roar from an adult. Nick grinned and looked that direction.

      Eduard’s phone rang, and he sighed before stepping away from them to answer.

      “There’s a lot going on all the time,” Nick said.

      “Nick,” Sawyer said. “I wondered if you’d let my guardians do their thing. Andvari and Loch are security specialists. Henry, as you know, can assist with wards. But only if you’d like them to take a look.”

      Nick crossed his arms over his chest. “Henry’d have to talk to Zaire first, but yeah. That’s fine. And I’d appreciate the look around by your sword guys. We don’t… I mean, I don’t exactly know what I’m doing with all this. Just instincts, you know?”

      “The children are well secured,” Andvari said.

      “Yeah, but more is better when you’re up against…” Nick waved his hand in the air and they all nodded. They were well aware of exactly what they were up against.

      Sawyer feared that he would come after Nick and the kids. He’d wanted their magic, and if he still wanted it, Sawyer wasn’t entirely sure all the wards in the world would stop him. It certainly hadn’t stopped him from getting to him.

      “I’d like to see Zaire,” Henry said. “Can I borrow Saeward?”

      “Of course,” Sawyer said.

      Nick pointed the way and Henry jumped on Saeward’s back. They went down the main road to the large white house at the end.

      “I can show Andvari and Loch around,” Keziah offered.

      Andvari glanced his way, and Sawyer nodded.

      Draco and Eduard would stay with him, and with Jedrek there, they could portal out quickly if they needed to.

      They spent the next half hour with his brother showing off his pack. Sawyer couldn’t believe how at ease his brother was, especially being constantly surrounded by kids. Some of them were in their shifted form, lion and tiger cubs growling at Nick playfully, and then bounding away when he pretended to chase after them. Others were in their human form, running to show Nick some little thing they’d done or found. A little girl with a shiny rock. A boy with a small flower he carried so gently as to not destroy it.

      He’d not seen this side of his brother before, at least not that he remembered. Nick had always looked out for him, but this tenderness hadn’t been there. Teenaged Nick had been haunted. Tormented by a past he didn’t remember. Angry at the world, even though he tried to hide it. He’d never treated them badly, but Sawyer’d known how much he was hurting. He’d tried so hard to help, but he couldn’t fight the demons locked away in his brother’s memories.

      They completed a circle of the area, with Jedrek explaining their ideas to Eduard as they went. His mate made copious notes in his phone as they walked.

      “We gotta have you guys over sometime so you can shift and show the cubs,” Nick said. “They’d get a kick out of a dragon and a griffin. And what was the big guy again?”

      “Hippocamp.”

      “I still don’t know what that is. Jed, remind me to look it up on the internet.”

      “Yes, dear,” Jedrek said with a smirk.

      Their discussion was interrupted once more by the ringing of Eduard’s cell phone. “Excuse me for a moment,” Eduard said. He stepped away and put the call to his ear.

      Sawyer turned his attention back to Nick. “You’re doing an amazing job here. I’m really proud of you.”

      Nick shrugged like it was no big deal and let out a yawn. “Think it’s nap time.” He grinned and gave Sawyer a hug, then started stripping out of his clothes.

      “What the—”

      “Just watch,” Jedrek said. He was grinning, too.

      Nick shifted a moment later, and Sawyer saw his brother in lion form for the first time. It stole his breath. “Holy lion, Batman.”

      Nick chuffed and sauntered forward until he butted his head into Sawyer’s chest.

      “Nick, you’re awesome. A fricking lion. And you’re ginormous. I didn’t know how big lions were. Are you normal lion size?”

      Nick leaned back and stared at him. It was his patented “little brother you’re an idiot” look. Good to know he could perfect it even in his shifted form.

      “He is the size of a normal lion,” Jedrek added.

      Nick gave him another look, then lifted his head and roared. It echoed for a moment and everything around them silenced. But only for a few seconds. Then chaos erupted.

      “What just happened?” Sawyer asked.

      “He rang the nap bell,” Jedrek said.

      “Sawyer,” Eduard said. “We need to go back to the house. You have a visitor.”

      “Okay, in a minute.”

      “Sawyer—”

      “I really want to see this.”

      “You really do,” Jedrek added.

      They followed Nick as he wandered into one of the new buildings. Kids were coming from everywhere, some of them young enough to be carried, others teenagers who looked bored but excited at the same time. Nick went through the open door and into a big, dimly lit room. In the middle was a giant nest of pillows.

      Nick yawned again, then plopped down right in the middle of them. Within moments, the youngest of the kids had him surrounded, plopping down beside him and curling up.

      Sawyer looked on, stunned and touched to the core of his being. His brother had always made him feel safe, like he knew nothing would get through Nick to him. And now he was doing the same for these kids who had no one else in the world. They didn’t need anyone else, though. Not with Nick as their alpha.

      They moved out of the way as a few of the older kids came in. Most of them had some sort of tablet or handheld game. They joined the fray, however, all circling around the snoring lion in the middle of the room.

      Jedrek touched Sawyer’s arm and leaned his head toward the door. They all trailed behind him as he led them back outside. “He does that every day,” Jedrek explained. “I’ve never seen anything like it. But the kids all bond to him really quickly. It’s important for shifter cubs especially, and honestly, none of these kids ever had a lot of attention. Still, they trust your brother implicitly.”

      “He’s really happy here,” Sawyer said. He’d known it, deep down, but hadn’t acknowledged it. His brother had never been content, not really. He’d carried the baggage of his past, even when he’d not remembered it.

      “Yeah,” Jedrek said with a smile. “He really is.”

      “Sawyer,” Eduard said. “We really need to go now.”

      “I’ll open a portal,” Jedrek said.

      He led them outside the wards to the same circle of rocks where they’d arrived. Once his mates were all gathered, the portal opened and Sawyer shared one last look with his brother’s mate before he walked through.

      Eduard definitely had a sense of urgency as he grabbed Sawyer’s hand and dragged him up the hill. “What’s on fire?” Sawyer asked.

      “Funny you should ask,” Eduard quipped, one eyebrow raised in challenge.

      “What?”

      “Your sister is here. The fire goddess.”

      Sawyer tripped over his feet but Eduard managed to keep him from falling. “What?”

      “Yeah. And you were more interested in watching Nick nap. Although, I must confess, that was very sweet to see. I did wonder why he asked for one room to be kept empty. It seemed strange, at the time, but we simply built it as he asked.”

      “Beep beep. Back the bus up. My sister is here.”

      “Yes, dear. And you kept her waiting.”

      Sawyer pulled his hand out of Eduard’s and stopped. “We don’t have to run. She’ll understand.”

      Eduard didn’t seem inclined to agree. But somehow, Sawyer knew. And it was weird.

      “Sawyer…”

      “I know. You’re freaking out, and we can definitely walk quickly. But you don’t have to drag me along. I promise, she’ll understand.”

      Eduard reached out his hand again, and Sawyer took it. They moved into the final ward and Sawyer felt a weight lift off his chest. The wards hadn’t meant much before. His… the other guy was able to break through them. But he felt safer inside them nonetheless.

      As they reached the house, several vampire guards stood by nervously. “She’s in back. By the pool.”

      “Excellent,” Sawyer said. He hurried around the house and found his sister standing at the edge of the yard, staring out into the woods. “Mitra!”

      She turned and smiled. The human form she’d taken cloaked her true form, and it was drawing a lot of energy from her. He ran forward and flung himself against her.

      She patted him on the back and stepped away to look him over. “Sawyer…”

      “I know. I look like shit. Let’s go into the woods a bit and you can stop wasting energy on this form. You can, uh, keep me safe from, you know, him, right?”

      She arched a brow.

      “I know, I know. Just, you know. Almost died. Still a little freaked out.”

      “I will keep you safe.”

      Sawyer grinned and turned to wave at the myriad of guards and mates standing and staring slack-jawed at them. “We’ll be back in a few.”

      Sawyer led her into the woods, until he found the little clearing where he’d sat with Draco earlier in the day talking to Yellow Eyes. The blanket and basket had disappeared, but there was still something peaceful and tranquil about the setting.

      “Hold on a sec before you do your thing,” Sawyer said. “Um, Yellow Eyes? I kinda need for you to go away for a bit. Seriously, don’t look, okay? This is my sister, and if you know as much as I think you do, you know what that means. So you’re probably going to want to—”

      He heard a chuffing cough and then the merest hint of a tree branch rustling.

      “To whom are you speaking?” His sister looked around briefly before revealing her true form.

      “My new guardian, I guess. I mean, I know he’s my new guardian, but we haven’t met. But he saved me from... you know who.”

      “I demand that you speak his name, Sawyer. You have never cowered before, and I will not see you do it now.”

      Sawyer drew in a shaky breath. “Palinouros.”

      “Yes. Our brother.”

      “He’s not my brother,” Sawyer said stubbornly. “I refuse to even think of him that way. After everything he’s done—”

      “Sawyer, enough. You continue down the same foolish path you did before. You were supposed to grow wiser through this crazy choice of yours, but you have not.”

      Sawyer huffed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means figure it out, baby brother. Use that incredible mind of yours.”

      “How? I don’t know anything. And nothing is written down. Cecil said I had all the records stripped of my existence before I—” Sawyer waved his hand around his body and then threw his hands up in frustration. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing.”

      She grinned at him, and it was one of those annoying big sister knows all grins.

      Sawyer groaned.

      “You need to figure it out, Sawyer. Having the answers defeats the purpose. You then travel down the same path as before.”

      “Ugh!”

      Mitra grinned again. “There are so many things you have yet to uncover.”

      She held out her arm.

      Power built. He looked around but nothing happened. She kept looking at him. A significant look.

      “I must see to my hellhounds now. Much like you should see to your ravens. Of course, there are other tools I have at my fingertips.”

      Before Sawyer could think to complain at her continued vagueness there was a popping sound and a giant flaming bird appeared on her outstretched arm.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Sawyer gasped.

      “Language, baby brother.”

      “Is that a phoenix?”

      She grinned. “You don’t think our realm is open to just anyone, do you? There is only one way to pass between realms for us. We must have a guide, who only serves us. No one else can use them. Without my guide, I would be trapped in a realm, unable to return to our home. I would be forced to expend all of my energy and power to maintain a form that would keep me from damaging the realm where I was trapped. That would be… catastrophic.”

      Sawyer stared at the phoenix and back to his sister. Had she really just given him so much information? “That would be bad.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “But luckily, you have your guide, so you can travel freely.” He tried to fill in the blanks between what she told him and what she didn’t.

      “Precisely.”

      “Do our other sisters have guides as well?”

      “Of course.”

      “Can Palinourous move freely between realms?”

      “Not at present, no.”

      Sawyer realized he couldn’t push much further from the look on her face. They weren’t supposed to tell him anything; he must have gotten a similar promise from them as he did from Cecil. But he’d never been able to tell his sisters what to do, just like he’d never been able to boss Nick around. No, they took their role as older siblings very seriously. And they weren’t going to let him fuck this up, even if they did have to step as close to the line of breaking the promise as they could.

      “It was good to see you, sister.”

      “And you, brother. Be safe.”

      Another popping sound and both his sister and her guide vanished.

      He had no clue how long he stood there, his mind racing. A simple caw pulled his focus. He looked up, and a gleaming black raven rested above his head on a thick branch. Sawyer held out his arm and waited.

      The raven danced back and forth for a moment, testing him. Questioning his motives. But it flew down and landed on his arm.

      “My sister has her hellhounds. They do good work for her. They are her champions. I have my ravens. Are you my champions? No. I don’t think that’s the right word for you. I don’t know what it is though.”

      The raven danced along his arm, much like it had the branch above them. It leaned in and bumped its head against Sawyer’s cheek.

      “I don’t know the answer yet, but I’ll figure it out soon. I promise.”

      The raven cawed again before flying away.

      “An animal to call and a guide. I have one. Where is the other?”

      Sawyer hurried back to the yard, his mind moving at a thousand thoughts per second. Henry stood by the back door with his other mates. They’d all gathered anxiously, watching and waiting.

      “Everything’s fine. Henry, I need your help.”
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      Eduard stared across the office at Henry and Sawyer, who’d once again buried themselves behind a pile of books. For the past three days, they’d spent hours holed up, searching for something. They didn’t even know what they were looking for, at least from what Eduard had been able to translate from their half-finished sentences to each other. They definitely had a language of their own when they were researching.

      He couldn’t resist temptation and crossed the room. Leaning down, he pressed a kiss to the top of Sawyer’s hair while he rested his hand along the nape of Henry’s neck. “You’re both beautifully distracting today,” Eduard said.

      Henry looked up and grinned. “I wouldn’t mind distracting you a little more.”

      Sawyer looked up as well, a wide grin on his face. “I like the way you think.”

      Eduard reached for Sawyer, but the blaring of his cell phone drew him up short. “Dammit.”

      “Don’t answer it.”

      Eduard made the mistake of glancing at the screen. “It’s my father.”

      “Oh! Let me answer it.”

      Eduard handed over his phone, and Sawyer accepted the call.

      “Hey Augustus!”

      Eduard leaned back into Henry, rubbing his mate’s tense shoulders. They’d spent entirely too long hunched over this table. Perhaps he should see about having Henry’s collection digitized. In fact, an entire library might be useful for searches, especially if he could have some sort of indexing created. The more texts they had, the more opportunities they had to find answers, both now and in the future. Eduard made a note to assign the project to Victor. He’d have the resources and bandwidth to make the project happen. Eduard planned to take on as few new tasks as possible in the coming months. His entire focus could be his mates.

      Sawyer poked him and drew his attention. “He wants to talk to you.”

      Eduard took the phone and moved it to his ear. “Hello, Father.”

      “Son,” Augustus said. “I’m having some difficulties on a deal I’m putting together and wondered if I could come by and get you to take a look.”

      Eduard moved the phone away from his ear and scowled at it. “Pardon?”

      He couldn’t have heard that correctly.

      “Something’s not right with the numbers, but damned if I can figure it out. And hey, I wouldn’t mind a dinner invite.”

      “That can be arranged,” Eduard said. Something was definitely going on. His father could run circles around him putting together a deal, even extremely complex ones.

      “Excellent. I’ll be there in a few hours, then.”

      “Wait. You meant tonight?”

      “No time like the present. Thanks, Son. See you soon.”

      Augustus ended the call and Sawyer looked up at him with a grin. “Is he coming to visit?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why don’t you look happy about that?”

      “Because it’s weird. Something’s going on.”

      “Maybe he’s doing that thing you guys did before,” Henry muttered. His focus was back on a book, and he marked his place with his finger before looking up. “Remember? When we were on the boat and trying to keep things on the down-low and you guys were talking in code, sort of?”

      “Yes,” Eduard said. “He clearly has something he wants to talk to me about.”

      “And he probably doesn’t want to do it over the phone,” Sawyer concluded. “Either way, I’m glad to see him.”

      “Me, too,” Eduard said. “I need to go—”

      Andvari opened the door and sent a panicked look their direction. Eduard immediately braced for the worst.

      “Eduard.” His voice was a little breathy. Shaky, even.

      “What is it?”

      Both Henry and Sawyer tensed as well. Nothing ever flustered their vampire.

      “My clan leader. He’s on his way here. He wants to meet Sawyer.”

      “Whoa,” Sawyer said. “The head of the vampires? Cool. I wanted to meet him.”

      Andvari’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. “Sawyer, you don’t understand. He doesn’t leave our homeland. He just… doesn’t.”

      “Well, that’s strange, but I mean, I can’t go to him right now. Did you tell him that?”

      “Of course. After the attack.”

      “So if he wanted to meet me, this was the way?”

      Andvari visibly gulped. “Sawyer, this is… significant.”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said. “But you guys said I needed to meet the heads of the different clans and convince them I was the chosen one. We’ve kinda gotten away from all that because of all the near death experiences, but it’s still valid. And maybe we can find some clues as to who the final guardian could be.”

      As usual, Sawyer had a point. Eduard ran his hand over Sawyer’s head and down to his neck. “We should prepare a special meal. I can speak to Cecil and—”

      “Sawyer!” Draco burst into the room. He glanced frantically at the others before turning his attention back to Sawyer. “My mother…. My dads…”

      “They’re coming by? Maybe want to have dinner tonight?” Sawyer suggested.

      Draco frowned. “How’d you guess that?”

      Sawyer grinned. “Augustus is coming, too. So is the head of the vampire clan. Oh! We should have a cookout! Henry, call your dads and see if they want to come. This’ll be fun.”

      Eduard cleared his throat. “Sawyer, love, a visit from the vampire leader is—”

      “I know. But look, we don’t want this to be a big formal affair when we have family here as well. I don’t want everyone sitting at a stuffy table wondering what the others are doing. We keep it casual.”

      As far as strategies went, it wasn’t bad. They hadn’t officially issued invitations, so a casual atmosphere wouldn’t be considered insulting, even if it did raise a few eyebrows. A family dinner which happened to include the patriarch of the griffins, the matriarch of the dragons, the leader of the vampires. And his mate.

      “We will make it happen,” Eduard said.

      Sawyer smiled up at him. “I’m going to go talk to Viv about the menu. This is exciting. Meet the parents night!”

      Eduard blanched. Yes. It was meet the parents night. He turned wide eyes to Andvari and Draco, who still looked stunned.

      Sawyer stood before pecking a kiss on Eduard’s cheek and grabbing Henry’s hand. “Come on, Henry. We can talk to Viv and then go for a swim. We need to make sure Saeward’s going to be okay with all of these strangers.”

      Henry nodded and followed behind as Sawyer left the room.

      Eduard heard a snicker and turned to find his cousin smirking with his hand over his mouth. Eduard glared Victor’s way.

      “Sorry. If you could see the faces the three of you are making, you’d be—”

      Draco growled.

      Victor bit his lip. “I’ll take my laptop to my room and finish these reports.”

      Once Victor left, Draco leaned into Andvari. “I tried to stop her. I told her it wasn’t a great time. But she’s my mother. I just can’t say no to her. Especially when she’s upset with me.”

      “It does make you wonder what’s going on, though,” Andvari said. “It can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Word is spreading,” Eduard said. “If they’re hearing rumors, they want us to know. No one knows who to trust, but our families know we will trust them.”

      “Our elders will send a large clutch of vampires with Hartwig. They will not be pleased that he is leaving our lands.”

      “Hartwig?” Draco asked.

      “Large?” Eduard asked.

      Andvari scowled at Draco before turning his attention to Eduard. “He has his own guards, at least a dozen. And they’ll surely send three times as many. This is a very big deal.”

      “But my mother,” Draco gasped. “My mother. With the leader of the vampires. And Augustus. And Henry’s dads. And Sawyer.”

      “Has he really not met your parents in all these years?”

      “No. Are you kidding me? My mother would have taken one look at him and known he was my mate. And I couldn’t have that, now could I? I’d have never heard the end of it. Centuries of nagging that I’d let my mate get away. That I could have found a way to make it work. No way. Just no.”

      Eduard smirked. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “Yeah, well, be prepared to be bossed around. She’s very demanding. And likes things her way. She’ll probably have tons of suggestions.”

      Eduard and Andvari shared a look. “Draco, no matter what happens, it is an honor to meet your parents.”

      “A true honor,” Andvari added. “Our mating is a blessing, and our families should be given the opportunity to celebrate with us.”

      “Once we find the final guardian, we should have a true celebration.”

      “Once we defeat a god, you mean,” Draco said.

      It wasn’t an easy thought to bear, especially knowing that Sawyer had apparently given up his powers voluntarily. Why? None of them had been able to figure out why it had been so important that he become not only human, but a null as well. And yet, he wasn’t a null at all. Not really. Nothing would stand in their way. The words from the prophecy echoed through his head. They’d been wrong for centuries about what the prophecy meant. Were they wrong again?

      Eduard had gone over and over it in his head. Now that the curtain had been pulled back, it was plain to see that there should be four siblings of the mother: Fire, Earth, Water, and Air. One for each of the elements. One to support the creatures who shared their element. Where did that leave Sawyer, though? Where did he fit into that seemingly complete puzzle?

      Was it really a battle between the brothers as to who would take on the mantle of Air? Was it only allowed for one of them? Were they fighting it out, and the best brother would retain his abilities as a god? It would certainly be worth fighting for. Wars had been fought for less, after all. But it didn’t seem like the Sawyer he knew and loved. His Sawyer wouldn’t risk all the pain and suffering that had been caused by all of this fighting for more power. Although, from what they’d been able to determine, his brother did not use his gift for good. No, if only from the experiments on shifter children that they’d learned of, his brother wasn’t good at all.

      Maybe, in the end, that’s what it was all about. Sawyer trying to put a stop to his brother and obtain the powers for himself. Not because he wanted the power. But because he wanted to put a stop to the darkness his brother caused. That did sound like something his Sawyer would do. Willing to put himself at risk to protect innocents.

      “What are you thinking?” Andvari asked.

      “It’s not important,” Eduard said.

      “It is,” Draco said. The panic faded from his eyes. Instead, they turned to concern. No one was more fiercely protective of his mates than Draco.

      Eduard let Draco pull him close and wrap him up in a tight hug. Andvari moved behind him, and Eduard breathed deeply, surrounded by his powerful mates.

      “Tell us,” Andvari said softly.

      “I’m having trouble matching the Sawyer I know and love with the idea of him being a god. It’s difficult.”

      “Tell me about it,” Draco murmured. “You didn’t know him in his teenage years.”

      Eduard grinned and tightened his hold on Draco. “I can’t imagine teenage Sawyer.”

      “Yeah, ya can. Just imagine him the way he is now. That’s the funny thing. He hasn’t really changed a lot. Gotten smarter. More mature. But he’s had that big heart of his for as long as I’ve known him. He’s got this way of just… making everything better. I don’t know what all went on to make him give up his powers or make the choice to become human, but I don’t think his heart is any different, god or human. That’s the thing we have to remember. At the heart, he’s the same.”

      Andvari pressed in closer. “Anyone who can inspire such love, who can break down walls for so many of us, has to be worthy of such gifts. That is his true power.”

      “The power of love,” Draco grinned.

      Eduard did as well. “You’re ridiculous. And I love you both. Thank you for keeping me from getting lost in my head once more.”

      “Always,” Andvari promised. “And thank you in advance for keeping us both from losing our minds at the prospect of our guests arriving.”

      “Speaking of which, we should go decide what to wear this evening.”

      Both of his mates stiffened in his hold. And not in a good way.

      “I, um, should, um, go update the guards. Security. Very important.” Andvari kissed his neck and before Eduard could draw a breath, he was out the door.

      Draco scowled after him. “I’m not making up a lame excuse. I could give a shit what I wear. Pick something out and I’ll put it on. I’m going to go swim with the boys.”

      Draco also kissed him, but it was deeper and took Eduard’s breath away.

      Eduard sighed as Draco pulled back with a smile. “You’re the best kisser.”

      “Damn straight I am. Now, don’t pick out something fancy. Cookout. Sawyer wants casual.”

      “Got it. I won’t make you wear a tie.”

      “Good. I should kiss you again just for that.”

      Draco leaned in again, but this time pressed a gentle kiss against his lips. “We’re going to figure all of this out. And we’re going to come through it stronger than ever. Believe in that. Things may heat up, but you and I don’t mind a little fire, do we?”

      “No. We don’t.”

      “Remember that.”

      Draco wandered away and Eduard turned to his thoughts once more. The answers were right there on the tip of his tongue. He just couldn’t quite get to them. It was frustrating and infuriating at the same time.

      “Excuse me, Master Eduard.”

      Eduard turned to find Cecil standing at the door. “I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be calling me Master, Cecil. We’ve discussed this.”

      “Habit, sir. And I don’t mind. I find I’m quite good at providing service to others. It is something I enjoy. What I was born to do, if you will.”

      “I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you, Cecil.”

      “As it should be, sir. I have something I would like to speak to you about, if you have a moment.”

      “Of course.”

      Cecil closed the door behind him before moving to the window. The office overlooked the backyard. Eduard joined Cecil and they looked out at his mates, swimming in the pool. It appeared that Saeward was taking turns dunking both Henry and Sawyer as they attempted to… honestly, Eduard had no idea what they were trying to do. Unless they were hoping to become experts at half-drowning.

      “I am honored to be in your service,” Cecil said. “Although, I must confess that my true loyalties rest with him.”

      Sawyer. Of course.

      “As it should be,” Eduard said.

      “I hoped you would understand. It was never meant as a betrayal to you. I knew he would return. It was all I could think to do to find him.”

      “So you knew his plan from the beginning?”

      “No, not from the beginning. He tends to think things through before he takes action, but once a decision is made, he commits. He follows his heart. I’ve often warned him that heart and logic must combine.”

      “If it helps, he has eight guardians to help him with the logic part.”

      “True. I am very grateful for these days. Seeing him so happy, so filled with love. It is all I have ever wanted. He is truly my best friend. My brother, if not by blood.”

      “You know what he says about that,” Eduard reminded gently.

      “Yes.” Cecil took a breath. “My mother had a liaison that resulted in my birth. It would not have been safe for me in any realm. But my mother had a very powerful friend. She found a way to bring me to the other realm as a companion to her young son. I could not have made the journey if I did not have some divine power of my own.”

      Eduard tried not to react, but failed. “You are a god also?”

      Cecil chuckled. “No, sir. I am the son of one, however.”

      “Holy shit.”

      Cecil laughed again. “Not all of us are meant to lead, sir. I certainly am not. Fortunately, I inherited some of my mother’s gift.”

      Eduard felt the significance hanging between them even as the silence grew. “Cecil?”

      “My mother has the ability to see what someone needs and help put them on the path to fulfillment. It is a beautiful power, one that is gentle and loving. It is how I am often able to provide for the needs of Sawyer and the guardians so intuitively.”

      “That is a beautiful gift to have.”

      “Yes. But my mother is much stronger. Although I have not been able to see her in many, many years, I recently sought out her company and her wisdom. Master Draco said he would do anything to keep Sawyer safe. I would as well.”

      “Cecil, Sawyer would not want you at risk.”

      “I was cautious,” Cecil said softly. “And my mother agreed to come. She must arrive in secrecy, but she will try to help bridge the gap and help us provide for his needs until he is stronger. She must see him to help, though. It is the nature of her gift. We must not speak of this, however,” Cecil said.

      “Understood.”

      “I wouldn’t want my mother in danger.”

      “Absolutely. Tell me what needs to happen and we’ll make it work, okay?”

      “Thank you for understanding. She will be here soon.”

      “Of course, Cecil. And thank you for taking such a risk for us.”

      Cecil paused once more, glancing down at the pool. Sawyer had tired already, sitting on the edge of the pool instead of swimming and splashing as he’d been moments before.

      “We must resolve this issue quickly,” Cecil said quietly.

      “How?”

      “I do not know. But I know he’s running out of time.”

      Desperate times did call for desperate measures. If Cecil was willing to risk exposure after remaining hidden and separated from his mother for so long, the times must be more desperate than Eduard even realized. He touched Cecil’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “We will figure this out. I will double my efforts, pull anyone I can and have them working on nothing else.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Cecil left the room once more, closing the door behind him. Eduard’s phone buzzed once more, this one from the vampire security at the edge of the ward. His father had arrived, earlier than Eduard anticipated. He must have been close by, and whatever news he needed to discuss must be serious. They would deal with it, and then Eduard would ask his father for his biggest favor yet. If there were answers out there, Augustus Eastaughffe would find them. Between the three of them, Augustus, Victor, and Eduard, no stone would be left unturned. If help for Sawyer existed, they would track it down.
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      Andvari waited at the edge of the wards as a group of vehicles arrived. Inside, his clan’s leader waited. Andvari couldn’t help the slight flutter of nerves at his arrival, and yet he knew he’d made his clan proud. Guards stepped out and once they’d secured the area, one of the rear doors opened, and the leader himself stepped out.

      “Leader Hartwig,” Andvari said. He bowed his head and laid his fist over his heart.

      “Andvari.”

      Hartwig held both sides of his neck, his thumbs resting on the arteries briefly before releasing him.

      “Welcome to our home, Leader. It is an honor to have you here.”

      “It is good to be here. I’d like to introduce my companion, Gamayun.”

      An older woman emerged from the backseat, and she crossed to Hartwig’s side with a smile.

      Andvari bowed his head once more, trying to hide the confusion he felt. He’d never seen a companion with the leader before, had never even heard of such a person. His instincts were going crazy, wanting to deny them both access to the house, to Sawyer.

      “I would see our fellow clansmen before we meet your mate, Andvari.”

      “Yes, Leader Hartwig.”

      Andvari turned and gestured to the leader of the guards. The younger vampire hurried forward and bowed his head. Hartwig repeated the welcome gesture, and then turned once more allowing the guard to begin introductions to the other vampires.

      His companion stayed behind, hovering by Andvari’s side.

      “Guardian,” she said softly once they were a couple dozen steps ahead.

      “Ma’am.”

      “This is a lovely home.”

      “Yes.”

      “You have very powerful wards in place.”

      Andvari stiffened. “Yes.”

      “They serve you well. Might I offer a small suggestion?”

      Andvari had no clue how to answer. Then remembered something Sawyer had once told him. She could offer it all day long. Didn’t mean he had to take the suggestion. “Sure.”

      “I believe the balance is somewhat off. Perhaps adding a bit of water would help.”

      Andvari smiled and gave her a brief nod.

      Henry and Loch came down the hill, obviously wondering what he was doing. Henry took one look at Gamayun and paused.

      “Hello.”

      “Greetings, young mage. You look well.”

      “Um, thank you.”

      “Such a sweet boy. And loved so well by his mates.”

      Henry blushed. “Thank you.”

      She chuckled. “Sweet one, will you work your magic and reassure your mate that I mean no one within the wards any harm? It will surely ease his mind and put his fears to rest.”

      “Oh!” Henry looked at Andvari and then back to her. Loch rested his hand on his sword even as Henry closed his eyes. The wind picked up around them for a second. “It’s good, Andvari. She doesn’t mean any harm. None of the others do either.”

      “Thank you, young man. Such a delightful gift you have. So powerful for someone so young. Have you by chance read Gregorovich’s Grimoire? I believe it would serve you well.”

      Henry shook his head. “No ma’am. I haven’t been able to find a copy anywhere. I even have Eduard searching for one.”

      “Well, perhaps Andvari would be so kind as to ask Hartwig for you. I believe the leader has a copy in his personal library. I’m sure he would be willing to lend it to you for a short time.”

      Andvari wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but he no longer felt threatened. Actually, he hadn’t felt threatened before, now that he thought of it. Cautious, but not fearful.

      “May I offer you something to drink, ma’am?” Andvari asked. Eduard had drilled them repeatedly on the rules of hospitality. He’d be in trouble with his mate if he didn’t behave. Not that he minded getting Eduard a little fired up on occasion, but as this insult would also be against his clan leader, Andvari followed Eduard’s rules to the letter.

      “Such a gentleman. I would love a nice drink. And might I be so bold as to ask for your escort up this hill? I find I’m not as spry as I once was.”

      “I would be honored,” Andvari said.

      “And now let me look at this one. My, my. A sylph from the fae realm. Delightful!”

      Loch stepped up beside her and scowled. “You have much wisdom and a strange power.”

      She beamed. “Yes, I do. Now, tell me how it is for you in this realm. It is my understanding that most fae must travel to their realm to regain their strength, but I believe you are fine here.”

      Loch’s scowl deepened. “I am as my mate needs me to be.”

      “Yes,” Gamayun said. She looked at Andvari and smiled. “We are all as our mates need us to be.”

      Her hand tightened on his arm as they walked up the hill. He didn’t like leaving Leader Hartwig behind, but knew he would be expected to provide escort to his leader’s companion. And it seemed like Hartwig wanted him to spend time with Gamayun. He just didn’t know why.

      They walked up the hill, passing through the wards with ease. Andvari’s nerves eased further. Sawyer was in the backyard with Augustus and Eduard. Saeward and Draco had stayed with him, as well. And Andvari could feel the presence of yellow eyes. Watching. Always watching.

      Sawyer and Augustus were sitting at one of the many umbrella-covered tables surrounding the pool. They each had glasses of something icy and amazing in front of them, no doubt the work of Viv. He’d heard her screech the moment she found out just how many important guests would be arriving within hours. No notice. No prep time. But she’d come through like a champ, as she always did. Even if she’d also protested loudly and vehemently over Sawyer’s menu choices.

      Andvari couldn’t help but smile at his mate, even as they drew closer. Sawyer was engrossed in his conversation with their mate’s father, and the elder griffin’s eyes twinkled as he shared one of his many over the top tales. The moment he finished, Sawyer threw back his head and laughed. The sound lifted Andvari’s spirit. They hadn’t had much to laugh about lately, and he had barely seen Sawyer smile at all in weeks.

      Sawyer noticed them then, and his eyes darted to the woman at Andvari’s side. He gave her a puzzled frown, and the expression caught Augustus’s attention. He glanced over his shoulder and spit out the tea he’d just sipped.

      Gamayun laughed and hurried forward the remaining few feet. Augustus rose and she held out her hands to him. He accepted them in his, then raised them to his mouth. He kissed her knuckles and then leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “Gamayun,” Augustus said. “It has been too long.”

      “Entirely too long, Augustus. I’m here as a guest of Hartwig, the vampire elder. Have you met him by chance?”

      Augustus frowned at her but quickly schooled his expression. “I have, dear lady.”

      “Excellent. A fine leader. And you, my friend. Your heart still weeps for your lost love. Might I recommend a trip to the mountains? I believe you will find some peace there, and perhaps some answers you seek.”

      “Thank you,” Augustus said. “I will do that. May I introduce you to my son, Eduard? Eduard, this is an old friend of mine and your mother’s. Gamayun, this is Eduard.”

      Eduard leaned in and kissed her cheek before giving her one of his best smiles. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “And you, dear. You have your mother’s eyes. She was such a lovely lady. She would be very proud of you, you know. Do you know what she loved more than anything but you and your father?”

      Eduard shook his head.

      “Love. And she would be so pleased that you have such an abundance of it.”

      Eduard and Augustus both had tears in their eyes, and Eduard kissed Gamayun’s cheek again. “Thank you. I didn’t know I needed to hear that.”

      She smiled at him. “Would you introduce me to your mates, Eduard?”

      “I would be honored.”

      Eduard turned to Sawyer first, who’d been watching the entire scene with a curious smile on his face. He obviously sensed something different about her. He stepped up to Eduard’s side as Andvari kept watch. He glanced at Loch, who remained on guard as well.

      “This is Sawyer Smith, my mate,” Eduard said proudly.

      “And the Chosen One,” Gamayun added.

      “That’s me,” Sawyer said. She smiled at him and patted his cheek.

      “You’ve met Andvari already,” Eduard said. “This is Draco.”

      “Such a stunning dragon, my boy.”

      Draco bowed his head to her. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “And this is Saeward.”

      “Oh my. I haven’t had the pleasure of an Atlantean’s company in many years. It’s delightful to see you.”

      Saeward nodded shyly and stepped a little closer to Draco.

      “Have you officially met Loch and Henry?”

      “Not officially, no. It’s lovely to meet you both, officially,” Gamayun said with a smile.

      Cecil appeared with a tray containing another of his icy concoctions. “Madam, might I offer you an herbal tea?”

      “Why thank you. That is exactly what I needed.”

      She had a twinkle in her eye. And a matching one appeared in Cecil’s. Andvari’s frown deepened but before he could question what he’d seen, Eduard touched his arm and he understood then that more was going on than he realized. But Eduard also knew more.

      Andvari stepped back and let the others talk while Eduard took the lead. Gamayun and Augustus chatted with Sawyer as if they’d known him for years. His mate seemed lighter, happier. One of Andvari’s brethren caught his attention and Andvari turned to go to him. Hartwig waited outside the wards, still surrounded by many of the guards. All of then seemed in awe of the leader’s presence and the honor it held. Andvari hurried to him, and his clan leader stepped through the wards to meet him.

      “Thank you for understanding, Andvari. I hope your mate doesn’t take offense to my delay, but I did wish to greet our clansmen and thank them for their continued good work on our clan’s behalf.”

      Andvari tried not to react. So much subterfuge went on around them. Vampires were not thanked for their service and good work. It was an honor to serve their clan in such an important role. He played along, though, reminded of Eduard’s gentle touch on his arm.

      “Of course, not. He is being entertained by your companion as we speak.”

      “Excellent,” Hartwig said. “Now, the others have shown me their duties. Why don’t you share yours with me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Andvari turned away from the backyard, instead leading Hartwig around to the front. “We have wards set out, of course. No one with ill intentions toward Sawyer can pass even if Henry has allowed them entrance.”

      Hartwig nodded, then paused, looking out over the valley. “Word is out, Andvari.”

      Andvari closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “Yes, sir.”

      “Many will come to see him. You must be prepared. They do not understand that he is a human, but your mate has gathered many supporters in his short time in our world. Many powerful supporters who are speaking very well of him.”

      “And what do the others think?”

      “They are skeptical, of course. Most want to see for themselves. But darkness also rises. For every one who is for him, another is against. Many fear the unknown, and that there are even darker times ahead. It is difficult to trust a human. Easier to trust those who seed doubt and fear, as they have shared history and we know humans are not to be trusted with our secrets.”

      “We’ll keep him safe.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “Gamayun suggested Henry read a book of yours. Gregorovich’s Grimoire. I wondered if you would mind letting him borrow it.”

      “Not if Gamayun suggested it.”

      “Who is she?” Andvari asked, curiosity finally getting the better of him.

      “She is Gamayun,” Hartwig said. “That is enough for now. She cannot stay long, and therefore neither can I. I am leaving more guards with you and have called on another contingent from our brother clans. I have found a way to keep them from being affected by the dark magic, and will share it with anyone tasked with protecting your mate. That is all I can offer to you.”

      “That is all I could ask for and more, my Leader.”

      “You are a noble warrior, Andvari, and serve our people well.”

      It was the highest praise his leader could give, and it took Andvari’s breath away. “Thank you.”

      “Take me to meet this mate of yours. I find myself curious.”

      Andvari led him toward the back and found Sawyer standing at the edge of the woods. He had a smile on his face and was looking up at a raven that cawed at him from a high tree branch.

      “You okay?” Andvari asked softly.

      “Yes. Just listening to Burt up there, telling me off.”

      “Burt?”

      Sawyer shrugged before realizing they weren’t alone. “Oh! You must be Clan Leader Hartwig!”

      “Yes. And you are Sawyer Smith. I have heard many things about you.”

      “Hopefully most of them good.”

      “Most of them,” Hartwig said with a laugh.

      Sawyer beamed. “Sir, I just wanted to say thank you for all the help you and your clan have given me. I can’t tell you how safe it makes me feel knowing your vampires are here keeping watch over me and mine. It is a true honor.”

      “The honor is ours.”

      Gamayun joined them, placing her hand gently on Hartwig’s arm. “Would you mind if I stole the boys for a moment?”

      “Of course not.”

      She looped her arm through Andvari’s and then reached for Sawyer as well. “Sawyer, I find that I would like a little more shade. Do you happen to know of a nice shady spot nearby?”

      She smiled sweetly at him. Sawyer opened his mouth and then closed it again. He tilted his head and looked at her before opening his mouth once more. “I have a spot in the woods I discovered recently.”

      “Oh, that sounds lovely.”

      Sawyer led the way into the woods, shooting Andvari a puzzled frown. He kept his guard up, but for some reason, he wasn’t overly concerned. Sawyer stopped in the clearing where he’d spoken to yellow eyes. Andvari had retrieved the blanket and basket from the spot so he recognized it easily. He glanced around, wondering if the mystery guardian watched from the shadows.

      “Do not let your Earth brother concern you, Andvari.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “She means that yellow eyes is going to come out when he wants to and not a second before,” Sawyer said. “He’s stubborn.”

      “He’s patient,” Gamayun advised. “This is a very nice spot, Sawyer. I can tell you draw comfort from it. Tell me, is it special to you?”

      Sawyer started to deny it, then stopped to actually think over his answer. Andvari could see the thoughts racing through his mind.

      “No. It’s not special. It just is what it is. A nice, shady spot.”

      Gamayun glanced up, and both Sawyer and Andvari followed her gaze. A half dozen ravens sat in the trees, watching.

      “Do you ever get the feeling you’re being watched?” Gamayun asked. She laughed as she said the words, and the ravens left their perches, swooping around them in a daring display.

      Sawyer held up is arm and two of them perched on it. The others landed in nearby branches. Andvari tried not to react, even as his mate opened himself more and more to his gifts.

      “Yellow eyes watches me,” Sawyer said. “As do the ravens.”

      “Correct. There is more than one way to see, Sawyer. You’ll find what you seek when you find another way to look.”

      Sawyer sighed. “Vague. You must know Mother.”

      Gamayun laughed. “As a matter of fact, I do. I knew both of your mothers actually.”

      Sawyer gasped and turned to her, startling the ravens into flying away. “You knew Mama Thea?”

      “I did. You know, she babbled like a brook. It was so delightful. Don’t you agree?”

      Sawyer nodded. “Draco says I sound like her sometimes.”

      “What a marvelous compliment to pay. Now, do me one favor?”

      “Okay,” Sawyer said.

      She reached into the folds of her voluminous skirt and pulled out a large pouch. “Will you give this to Cecil for me? This will help your strength. And you are right about…what did you call him? Yellow eyes?”

      “Yes,” Sawyer said, accepting the bag she offered him.

      “He will know when the time is right to come to you. Now, run this back to Cecil for me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sawyer turned and walked away, sending a curious look Andvari’s way before going.

      “And now for you, Andvari. A long time ago, I received a gift. It wasn’t meant for me, however. I was told that when the time was right, I would know. That is my gift. Knowing.”

      She removed a velvet cloth from another pocket Andvari hadn’t even realized was in her skirt. She held the cloth out to him.

      He took it and unfolded the edges. An immaculate dagger rested inside. The handle was stunning, a mixture of runes and entwined metals. The blade was finely honed, sharper than any he currently possessed. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Keep it with you at all times, my boy. You will know when you must use it.”

      Andvari nodded and knelt down. He removed the dagger he kept in his boot and replaced it with the one he’d been gifted. “I will treasure it.”

      She smiled at him. “You must use it. And now, I must go. Will you take me back to Hartwig?”

      “Of course.”

      “Please give my apologies to Sawyer. I’m afraid we cannot stay for dinner, as much as Hartwig would like to. He did me this favor, and now I must steal him away early.”

      “I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      “Yes, he will. Besides, you’ll have your hands full soon enough.”

      “Should I be concerned?” Andvari asked.

      She laughed as they walked back through the woods. “That depends. Have you had the pleasure of meeting Dalinda yet? I believe she is your mate’s mother.”

      “I have not,” Andvari said.

      “Please remind Draco that his mother means well. He sometimes needs the reminder.”

      He led the way, meeting his clan leader with the others. Hartwig nodded at him once more, then walked back down the hill with Gamayun’s arm through his.

      “What did you think of her?” Draco asked softly.

      “She was something, I just don’t know what.”

      “One of the old ones,” Draco said.

      “She said she knew Mama Thea. Sawyer’s going to struggle with that once he has more time to think it over.”

      “Yes. He knows she was aware of our world, but each new revelation makes him doubt all he knew as a child.”

      “She told me to remind you that your mother means well.”

      Draco groaned. “She’s going to be so annoyed she missed your clan leader. I’m never going to hear the end of it, even though I had nothing to do with it.”

      Andvari couldn’t help but grin. He wrapped his arm around Draco’s shoulder and let his mate pout for a solid minute. He had no clue what to expect having Draco’s parents for dinner, but he had a feeling it was going to be a night to remember.
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      Draco wasn’t a worrier by nature. Except, of course, where his mates were concerned. He glanced around the yard once more, looking for anything out of place. Then he turned his attention back to Sawyer. His mate still sat with Augustus and the two chatted like old friends. Never mind that Sawyer’s hand shook when he drank his ever-present concoction. This one smelled worse than normal, and probably had something to do with that weird pouch of herbs Sawyer had carried into the house earlier.

      It had been a gift from Gamayun. The name tickled at Draco’s memory, but he couldn’t quite place it. It wasn’t the time to worry about it now, but he’d make sure to figure out later where he’d heard it before. Right now, he needed to check again that everything was in its place before his mother’s arrival. Not that he was worried. He wasn’t. Not at all.

      “Eduard, are these pillows fluffy enough? And they’re a little crooked, right? Are they supposed to be?”

      His mate had just emerged from the back of the house and had started toward the table where his father and Sawyer sat. He detoured to Draco’s side and wrapped an arm around his waist. “I think they look good. Should I fluff them?”

      Draco scowled and leaned his nose into Eduard’s hair. He breathed him in, trying to relax. “I’m not worried,” he said.

      “I know you’re not.”

      They were both, apparently, liars.

      “It’s just… she likes things just so, and she’s always finding something to criticize and I…”

      “Then how about we intentionally mess up the pillows so she can focus on them and not something important. Maybe she just wants to seem like she’s helping make your life better.”

      Draco glanced at Sawyer before turning back to Eduard. “I can’t handle her saying anything about my mates. Mother or not, that’s the line.”

      “And she knows that, love. She does, because she’s the same. So let her fuss over the throw pillows and maybe complain about the landscaping. I’ll repaint the house if she wants me to.”

      Draco grinned and pulled Eduard into his arms.

      “Draco?” Henry appeared as well, looking delicious in white shorts that showed off his long, tan legs and a blue shirt that brought out his eyes. Draco could give a crap about clothes, but Eduard had been teaching him the aesthetics of it. And there were definite perks, especially in the amount of skin Henry currently had on display.

      “You’re beautiful,” Draco said.

      Henry flushed and scooted over to them, wiggling his way into the middle of their embrace and looking up at Draco with his beautiful blue eyes. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a little nervous about my parents coming.”

      “Do you really have three dads?”

      “Yep.”

      “Man, I thought I had it bad with my dads and the pack. But four parents? How did you ever get away with anything?”

      “My sister and I teamed up with my cousins. It was the only way.”

      “I hope we get to meet them one day. I like Asher, and I bet I’d like the rest of them, too.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “I’m going to go mess up the pillows,” Eduard said. “You said they’d be here soon?”

      “Any min—” Draco paused and looked up at the sky. “They’re here.”

      Eduard kissed his cheek before hurrying away. Henry stayed with him, holding tight to his hand. He had such good mates. His mother would love them or she would face his wrath. That was all there was to it.

      “Lower the wards?” Henry asked quietly.

      “Yes, please. Let her make her entrance. As funny as it would be to see her hit the ward, I’d never hear the end of it.”

      Henry elbowed him in the side as he lifted his arms. Wind swirled around them in a gentle breeze and the wards lowered. The moment his parents crossed them, Henry lifted them again, securing them once more within their boundaries.

      Draco couldn’t help but smile at the display. His mother’s dragon form glistened in the afternoon sun, the deepest fiery red. She’d made an art out of how she used her wings to best show off the multitude of colors they contained. His fathers followed slightly behind her, used to her showing off a little. Well, more than a little. They didn’t seem to mind, though. She really was stunning. His fathers were all darker. Blaise, the deepest blue, so dark he was often mistaken for black. But no, when the sun hit him just right, like it was now, you could see the midnight blue color of his scales. Joash, his middle father, was primarily purple, but he had the same rainbow scales Draco possessed, just in a different tone. And finally, Volos, the true black dragon. His father’s scales had no color, unlike the others. Pure black.

      “They’re so beautiful,” Henry gasped.

      “Yeah,” Draco said proudly. There was no denying his lineage when his parents were together like this. When he stood among them, he had all of their colors in his hide. It made him want to shift and join them.

      Instead, he walked forward, unable to stop his smile. Sawyer met them at the end of the pool, gaping at his parents as well. “Draco!”

      “I know, right?” Draco said.

      “So cool. So extremely cool.”

      Draco beamed, loving that his mates were suitably impressed. As it should be. His parents were incredible and powerful. They shifted back, revealing their human forms, and Sawyer gasped again. His mother had left her long, flaming red hair loose and wore a red silk outfit. She’d definitely dressed for the occasion. His fathers were dressed more casually, but they’d still put care into their dress. He could see it now. He’d never have noticed before. His family was beautiful.

      Dalinda met his gaze and smiled, her face lighting up. “My baby!”

      Draco groaned. “Mom.”

      But he moved toward her anyway because she’d held out her arms and the smile on her face was impossible to resist.

      “Don’t Mom me Draco. You will always be my baby.”

      She wrapped him in her arms, and he hugged her as tight as he could.

      “You’re wasting away to nothing, Draco. Do you not eat? What have I told you? You have to keep up your strength! This many mates will take a lot of energy.”

      She pulled away and squeezed his biceps. “See this? Puny. Son, you must take better care of yourself.”

      He was plenty big enough, ate more than enough to sustain himself and the needs of his mates. She had to fuss, though. He tried not to scowl at her.

      Sawyer, on the other hand, was biting his lip. Henry was staring at his feet, his shoulders shaking. The brats. How could they laugh at him at a time like this?

      “And are you just going to stand there like a lump, Draco? Who are these glorious creatures? So rude. I know you were raised better.”

      “Mom,” Draco whined. “Come on.”

      She huffed and turned to Henry. “Let me guess, you’re the mage. Henry, right?”

      “Yes ma’am. Henry Jerrick. It’s so great to meet you.”

      “And I am Dalinda Volsunga. Let me get a look at you.”

      She held out Henry’s arm and looked him up and down before giving Draco a knowing look. “Oh, he’s gorgeous, my son. What a perfect mate for a dragon. I’ll speak to you later, young mage. My son clearly isn’t eating well. I’ll instruct you on the proper care and feeding of a dragon mate.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “And you,” Dalinda said. She turned to Sawyer and grabbed both of his hands in hers. “You must be Sawyer.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “I knew you were meant to be his, you know. He spoke non-stop about you. Constantly Sawyer this and Sawyer that. His crush was such a sweet thing to see, and a first for my normally cautious and reticent child.”

      Sawyer grinned and glanced at Draco before turning back to his mother. “Well, it was mutual. I absolutely adore him.”

      “Well, of course you do. How could you not? However, it does not appear that my son is looking out for you as well as he should be. I don’t want to insult you, dear, but you’re a little thin and extremely pale. We should probably get some food in you.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Sawyer said. “I’ve been a little under the weather, but I promise, Draco and my mates are taking very good care of me.”

      His mother gave him a look, but she smiled at Sawyer and looped his arm through hers. “I’m sure you think so, dear. I’ll be having a talk with my son about this later. Now, I see Augustus over there and would love to remake his acquaintance. It’s been many years. Would you mind escorting me, sweetheart?”

      “I’d be honored,” Sawyer said.

      He led her away and Draco tried not to groan. He was in so much trouble already.

      “Don’t worry about her, son,” Blaise said. “You know how she gets. Nod and smile.”

      Blaise gave Draco a quick hug before turning to Henry. “Are those your wards?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Impressive.”

      Henry beamed and Draco felt a little tension leave. If his dad was impressed, it would go a long way toward soothing the savage beast that was his mother.

      “Son,” Joash said. He held out his arms and Draco stepped in for a hug. He’d always had a special bond with his middle father, and they spoke weekly. “You look good. Don’t mind what your mother says. You’ve been flying a lot, haven’t you? Look at those arms. Fantastic.”

      “Yes, sir. Training with Andvari. We’re developing a new fighting technique.”

      “Excellent.”

      “What’s this?” Volos said. “A new technique?”

      Draco’s third dad had kept his attention on the wards and the surrounding guards. Always on the lookout, much like Andvari and Loch. Volos was extremely overprotective and the main reason Draco and his sister hadn’t gotten away with much when they were young. “We’re working on a way for Andvari, my vampire mate, to best use his blades while we fly.”

      Volos looked intrigued. “Tell me more.”

      “After we meet the others,” Joash said. “Don’t be a heathen, Volos.”

      Volos wrapped his arm around Joash and kissed him to shut him up. Draco’d learned the technique at his father’s knee. It was the only way his dads got in a word edgewise with his mother. He often found it useful with his own mates.

      Henry leaned against him and smiled.

      “I like your dads.”

      Blaise smiled. “And will we get to meet your fathers, young mage?”

      “Yes, sir. They’re coming by later. Dad has a patient so they can’t stay long, but they’re going to come for a little while. They really want to meet everyone.”

      “Excellent. Tell me more about these wards,” Blaise said as he led Henry away.

      “Draco! Are you planning on introducing me to your other mates or are you going to stand there like a lump all afternoon? I swear, I taught him better manners, Augustus. What can you do once they’re out of the house?” Dalinda sighed and tossed her red hair over her shoulder with an annoyed flick.

      Joash chuckled and patted Draco’s back. “Sorry, son, you stepped right into the trap of that one. Go on and introduce her and let her do her thing. I’m going to grab a seat and catch up with Augustus.”

      Draco hurried to do as she asked. He led her around the pool, meeting each of his mates in turn. She approved of Andvari and his weapons, cooed over Loch’s blue hair, and wrapped Saeward up in a hug the likes of which the hippocamp had never seen. He actually had tears in his eyes when she pulled away. “Draco, make sure Saeward has my number. You call me any time, sweetheart.”

      Saeward actually sighed.

      Times like these he remembered just why he loved his mother so much. “I’ll make sure he has it, and I’ll even make sure he uses it.”

      “Such a good son when you remember your manners. Now, there’s one more, isn’t there?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Eduard stood by the back door of the house, having a quick conference with Viv about dinner. Draco led her over, excited for her to meet his final mate. He should have known his mother had something on her mind. The clues had all been there, if only he’d caught them in time.

      “Eduard Eastaughffe,” Dalinda said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

      “I wish I could say the same.”

      “Mother,” Draco growled.

      Eduard looked concerned. “If I’ve offended you in some way—”

      “Do you know what I wish for, Eduard?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “I wish to buy a home near my precious son and his new mates. I wish to have the opportunity to be close to him, so that I might enjoy more of their company.”

      Eduard suddenly had a very guilty expression on his face.

      “Eduard?” Draco asked.

      His mother turned her glare to him. “Are you so unaware of your mate’s actions, my son?”

      “Mom,” Draco growled again.

      “He purchases every property for sale within a hundred mile radius!”

      “Not a hun—” Eduard tried to explain, but his mother cut him off.

      “Might as well be!” His mother turned her ire back toward Eduard.

      “I was unaware that you—”

      “I’m sure you were! Frustrated at every turn. Nowhere acceptable for my family. What am I to think, Eduard? You do not wish for me to spend time with my son and his mates, is that it?”

      “Mother, enough,” Draco said. “My mate focuses on keeping us safe. Do not doubt his motives. I forbid it.”

      She turned her glare to him and flames lit within her eyes. “Pardon me?”

      “You heard me, Mom.”

      “I’m not sure I did.”

      “I forbid it,” Draco repeated. “No one speaks to my mates that way. Not even you.”

      The flames deepened.

      His own fire built in response.

      “Mrs. Volsunga, come look!”

      Sawyer hurried over, and Draco prepared to fight. He would not let her speak rudely to Sawyer. He wouldn’t allow it.

      “Son.”

      His father’s hand touched his shoulder as Sawyer darted their way. Sawyer was unaware of the tension, hadn’t so much as glanced their way since the first introduction. Draco was constantly aware of Sawyer, even in his current state of anger.

      “Dalinda, control yourself,” Blaise said sternly.

      His father rarely spoke in such a tone to his mother, and she turned her glare to him. But only for a moment. One look at Blaise and the flames dimmed. “Yes, my love,” she said gently.

      Sawyer ran over with a rock in his hand. But not just any rock. One his other father had formed with his flames. Joash had taken up art in recent years, finding ways to use his flames to change forms, mold them into other beautiful objects.

      His mate skidded to a stop beside them, holding out the rock for them to see. “Look,” Sawyer gasped.

      “It’s lovely,” Dalinda said. “My mate has such a great talent.”

      “He said you hadn’t seen this one yet. Can you believe it? He said I could have it.”

      She smiled and Draco’s anger eased even further. “He rarely gifts his creations. You have been honored, my boy.”

      “I know,” Sawyer gasped once more. “I’m going to figure out a great place for it. I’ll talk to Cecil. I want it in a place of honor, because oh my god, it’s so beautiful. Can Draco do this? Draco? Can you do this?”

      Draco arched a brow at him.

      “Yeah, probably not. You don’t have the patience. But that’s okay, you’re great at melting marshmallows and you know that’s more important to me.” Sawyer leaned into him, then turned wide eyes back to his parents. “I mean, I will treasure this but, oh goddess, I’m sorry.”

      His mother’s bright, booming laugh quieted them all. “You remind me of Draco’s sister. Such a delight.”

      Sawyer shrugged. “Well, I mean, I’m just me.”

      “Indeed you are. Come, young man, let me show you the appropriate way to show my mate thanks. I don’t believe my son has shown you the proper ways to interact with dragons.”

      Draco groaned and his father chuckled behind him.

      “You got off easy that time, son,” Blaise said. “And you need to be sure to thank your father for his quick thinking.”

      Draco looked across the yard to where Joash stood with Augustus. He nodded and his father smiled before returning his attention to the conversation with Eduard’s father.

      “She’s terrifying,” Eduard gasped. “Absolutely wonderfully terrifying.”

      Blaise chuckled before wrapping an arm around them both. “And that, boys, is the true power of being mated to a dragon. Have you not found it to be true yourself?”

      Eduard glanced at Draco and nodded. “It’s intense. No one messes with us.”

      “Exactly. And his mother is feeling antsy. Her son and his mates are in danger and she finds herself unable to simply resolve the problem by terrifying someone into submission.”

      “She’s no delicate snowflake,” Draco grumbled.

      “No, she is not.”

      “I will find a home for you all,” Eduard said. “I’m sorry I caused—”

      “No,” Blaise said gently. “You protect your mates by keeping any newcomers away for the time being. It is a good plan. Excellent tactics, Eduard.”

      “Well, we have a lot of vampires to house, and I thought it would be a good idea to have them spread out in their down time. Not keep everyone grouped together. And, well, it just…”

      “It’s smart. There is a human adage, keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.”

      “Yes,” Eduard said. “I have heard it.”

      “And if you are as wise as I think you are, you know that it is foolish.”

      Eduard nodded. “Not in our world.”

      Blaise tightened his hold on them both. “Keep your friends close, and slay your enemies before they get a chance to inflict harm on you and yours.”

      Draco grinned and Eduard groaned. “That’s where you got your bloodthirstiness. And here I thought it was your mom.”

      “Nope,” Draco said. He looked proudly at his father. “He’s a lot scarier than she is. Just don’t tell her that.”

      Blaise laughed and his arm around Draco tightened. “Yes, please don’t. I worry what would become of me if it got out that she wasn’t the scariest of us all.”

      Draco sucked in a breath, feeling the last of his anger dissipate.

      “You are doing well, my son. Don’t let your mother fool you. She’s proud of you as well.”

      “I know she is.”

      “She’s already put out a call to all of the aunties.”

      Draco groaned again.

      “The aunties?” Eduard asked.

      “All of the other dragon moms she knows.”

      Eduard visibly gulped. “And, um, what did she tell them?”

      “They are ready to go to war for you and yours,” Blaise said. “Your mother has deep bonds in the community. She is highly respected among our kind for her wisdom and generosity. She gives without asking for anything in return.”

      Draco’s throat tightened and he looked once more toward his mother. “But she asked this time.”

      “She did. And they are all prepared.”

      Draco leaned into his father’s touch once more, and then left him with Eduard to keep discussing strategy. He’d seen the gleam in his father’s eye. He’d grill Eduard about his thought process, and Eduard would enjoy it since he wasn’t being challenged by his mother’s tone. He went to her and wrapped his arm over her shoulder. She leaned into him, wrapping her arm around his waist, never pausing in her conversation with Sawyer and Augustus. They had similar temperaments, and each were champions at wordless apologies.

      They’d butted heads so often over the years, but he never doubted her fierce devotion to him. He should have invited her sooner, made it a priority to introduce her to his mates. It had to have hurt, especially if she knew they’d gone to see the griffins first.

      “Son, show me your home.”

      Draco turned his attention to her, pulled from his thoughts. “Sure, Mom. Whatever you want.”

      She huffed at him and he grinned back.

      “So much attitude. I raised you better.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Draco said. He winked at her and guided her toward the house. “I learned attitude from you.”

      She scoffed, but Draco knew she was pleased.

      He led her through the kitchen where Viv had the rest of the staff jumping at her command. He showed her the formal dining room, then the entry where Eduard had hung some of his favorite art. Then the office and library. He opened the door to their bedroom and she poked her head inside.

      “Excellent. You’re able to stay together. I was concerned, son.”

      “Eduard had the bed made for us.”

      “I like your griffin.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have thought to buy up all the surrounding land.”

      “I wouldn’t have either.”

      “Although it frustrated my plans, it was necessary.”

      “I’ll tell him you said so.”

      “Draco,” Dalinda paused and her eyes filled with fear. He reached for her hand.

      “Mom.”

      “I am frightened for you.”

      “I am, too.” He could only speak his deepest truths to her. She’d see through any lie he attempted anyway.

      She squeezed his hand tighter. “I’m asking your aunties to send cousins. They can stay nearby and partner with the vampires. He is very fragile, Draco. You need all the help you can get.”

      Draco would like to argue, to say that she was wrong, but she wasn’t. They both knew it.

      “He’s stronger than he looks.”

      “No doubt, if what the rumors say are true. Is he really?”

      “Yes, Mom. He’s the son of the mother goddess.”

      “Impossible.”

      But it wasn’t. And she knew that, too.

      “My son, mated to the son of the Mother.”

      Draco grinned as she puffed up a bit. “Yep. Talk about the mother-in-law from hell, huh?”

      Dalinda cackled. “Worse than me?”

      Draco wiggled his eyebrows and grinned. “No one is worse than you.”

      She laughed and tucked her arm through his. “You’ve built a wonderful life here, son. I know there are challenges ahead. A battle I cannot fight for you approaches. I would give anything to take this burden from you.”

      “But you can’t. I know, Mom. Calling the aunties… I can’t believe you did that for me.”

      “Well, they all just want gossip about your mate, and they know they can bribe it out of their children.”

      That was only part of it, though, and they both knew that as well. “Just as my sister and I are your greatest treasures, so their sons and daughters are to them.”

      “Yes. But Draco, don’t ever forget that it is noble and honorable to fight for what is right. The world is out of balance and the magic must be restored. That task lies with you and your mates. Ours to help keep you safe so you can do what you must to help us all.”

      “I understand.”

      “I brought the Chosen One a gift. I would like to give it to him now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Draco wondered what she was up to this time, but she didn’t give him time to wonder. Instead, she went into the library and sat down in one of the leather club chairs.

      “Bring your fathers and your mate. Ask Joash to bring my bag.”

      It only took a few minutes to go get Sawyer and his fathers. Draco didn’t miss the look his dads shared before they followed him and Sawyer upstairs and into the office.  Joash handed a bag over to his mom. Draco couldn’t believe he hadn’t even noticed it before. His attention had been on his mom and her reactions.

      “Mrs. Volsunga? You wanted to see me?” Sawyer asked.

      “Yes, dear.”

      Draco couldn’t help that his heart skipped a beat. She never deared anyone unless they were in trouble. His dad touched his shoulder once more as Sawyer went to sit in the other chair.

      “Did I do something?” Sawyer asked.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Oh man, it was the marshmallow thing, wasn’t it? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that your mate’s gift wasn’t perfect.”

      “It’s not that, Sawyer.”

      “Oh.”

      Dalinda leaned forward and Draco’s breath caught. “I’m afraid you went and mated my son.”

      “Oh!” Sawyer looked his way and grinned. “Yeah, I totally did. I’ve sort of been in love with him since the moment I met him.”

      “He is wonderful. Of course, I raised him so….”

      Sawyer laughed and looked at her. “You should be very proud.”

      “I am. It is every mother’s deepest wish that her children find happiness. My son is happy with you. But he is also tasked with another sacred duty, one that also honors our family.”

      “The guardian thing,” Sawyer said.

      “Precisely. Now, I did not anticipate that my son’s mate and the Chosen One would be one and the same, but I knew the time would come when he would be called to your side. That you are also his mate, well, that makes this even more special.”

      “Ma’am?”

      Joash withdrew a small box from the bag, not much bigger than one of the shirt boxes Eduard constantly had arriving in the mail. But this…

      “Mom.”

      “Be quiet, Draco. I’m having a moment here.”

      His father squeezed him again and Volos moved to his side. He stood pressed between them, barely able to stand. Joash stood behind his mother’s chair, and his smile was filled with so much pride.

      “What’s… Draco? Are you okay?”

      He managed a nod, but barely.

      “Open it, Sawyer.” Dalinda gestured to the box and Sawyer looked to him once more.

      “Go ahead.”

      Sawyer lifted the lid cautiously and stared inside. It took him a second. Then he looked up with wide eyes. “Mrs. Volsunga,” he gasped.

      “Sweetheart, I think you can call me Dalinda now. You’re family, after all.”

      “Is this… is this….”

      His mother reached forward and removed the lid. It exposed exactly what Draco thought was inside. Shimmering scales, expertly woven together to form a vest of sorts. The outer layer was so familiar to him, his mother’s shimmering red scales mixed with those of his fathers. He knew them all, would recognize their distinctive colors anywhere.

      “This is for your upcoming battle, Sawyer. Wear it with pride, as this is a gift rarely given by dragons. We protect our scales at all cost, as they are so very dangerous when used against us.”

      “Dragon scales are… this is too much,” Sawyer said. He looked at Draco, and Draco was finally able to move. Sawyer needed him. He knelt by Sawyer’s chair and moved the vest slightly, revealing the inner layer, the one which would lie directly against Sawyer’s skin.

      Sawyer gasped once more. “Draco.”

      “My mother has saved every scale I’ve ever shed. And when I got older and understood what the mark meant, I knew she had a plan. I’m closest to your heart, so in order to get to you, anything would have to get through me. And in order to get to me, it has to get through my parents.”

      Sawyer seemed to understand then. “This is… these are yours?” He touched the scales reverently.

      “Yes, Sawyer,” Dalinda said.

      “I’m… I don’t know what to say. This is… this is the most…”

      Sawyer pushed the box into Draco’s arms and flung himself at Dalinda. She was stunned for only a moment before she returned his hug.

      “Thank you,” Sawyer said. “I’ll wear it with pride. I won’t even take it off. Ever.”

      “That’s not necessary. I’m sure my son would rather not be in bed with you with his fathers and I between you.”

      “Oh. Right. That’s freaky. Agreed. Okay, I’ll wear it a lot of the time.”

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      Sawyer reached for the box again and lifted the vest from inside. “Can I try it on?”

      “I’d like it if you did.”

      Draco took it from his hands and helped Sawyer slide his head through the opening and directed his arms into the sleeves. It was lighter than he expected, but then again, his scales weren’t heavy or he’d never be able to fly. He fastened the sides, recognizing his father’s work in the closures. Every piece of it perfectly formed. It took his breath away.

      “Momma.” He could barely croak out the word. His throat had never been so tight.

      “Oh, don’t momma me, Draco. You’ll make me cry and that’s just not acceptable.”

      He didn’t care. He pushed to his feet and pulled her up and into his arms. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for my baby boy.”

      “Excuse me,” Sawyer said.

      Draco turned to him and proceeded to be pushed away. Sawyer squeezed in and hugged his mother as well. “I needed in on this action. Don’t hog her to yourself, Draco.”

      His mother laughed and before he knew it he was surrounded by his fathers as well. Sawyer let out a happy sigh before looking up at him.

      “We should probably feed them. You’re supposed to offer to feed a dragon, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m kinda wishing I’d had Viv make steaks now.”

      “Why?” Blaise asked.

      “Well, burgers just seem way too easy after a gift like this. Even if the burgers are Viv’s and—”

      “We are having hamburgers for dinner?” Joash asked. His voice actually squeaked a little.

      Draco tried not to laugh at his dad’s excited tone.

      “Um, yeah? I know. Maybe it’s not too late.”

      “No. No! We never get burgers. Blaise always burns them and Dalinda doesn’t like to make them correctly. I’ve found that mine always turn out… well, unpleasant is the word my mates normally use.”

      “Everything Viv makes is exceptional. She does these things called smash burgers, and honestly, it’ll change your life.”

      Joash actually whimpered a little. His dad practically drooled.

      “And wait until you have her sides,” Draco added. “Her baked beans will make you rethink your life choices.”

      “And the broccoli salad. I mean, broccoli is just meh but when it has bacon and cheese and—”

      “Say no more,” Blaise said. “Feed us.”

      “Yessir,” Sawyer said with a beaming smile. He led them all downstairs. Viv was in the kitchen where they’d left her.

      Joash stopped and stared at the pile of burger patties on the counter.

      Viv scowled at Sawyer before she saw his smile. “What?”

      “Burgers are his favorite.”

      She glanced suspiciously at his father. “They are?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then I guess I better get them on the grill.”

      “Please,” Joash said.

      Viv grinned. “Right away, sir.”

      She turned back to Sawyer, then noticed what he was wearing. “Holy shit.”

      “I know, right? Dragon armor. Aren’t Draco’s parents the best?”

      She nodded, her eyes on the gleaming vest. “That is the coolest thing I have ever seen in my life.”

      “Yeah, me too. I gotta go show my mates now.”

      Viv nodded. “I’ll make a couple special burgers just for you, sir.”

      Joash stumbled and only his mate’s quick thinking kept him from leaping over the counter toward her. Draco dragged him outside before he did something crazy, like ask her to mate with them. He did not need another parent, no matter how desperate his dad was for a good burger.

      He looked over his shoulder and found Sawyer between his remaining parents. He kept running his hand down the scales, awe clear in his expression. His mother couldn’t be more pleased. He was so focused on Sawyer that he didn’t see Andvari’s reaction to Sawyer’s gift. No, he heard it. His mate dropped his sword. It clattered on the pavement. Everyone stilled, unsure what had caused the calamity. Loch and Andvari had been playfully showing off for Eduard a moment before.

      It only took a few seconds for everyone to look their way and realize why Andvari had reacted the way he did. The sunlight hit Sawyer and the scales glimmered with light.

      Loch reacted first. His wings unfurled and he actually flew across the pool and landed in front of Sawyer. “Dragon armor,” he gasped. “I thought it was a myth.”

      Draco’s mother preened.

      “No, not a myth,” Dalinda said. “But legends will be made about it now.”

      And she wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      Loch found it difficult to focus with so many powerful creatures in their midst. Draco’s parents, Eduard’s father, and Henry’s parents all sat at a long table Viv had set up for the occasion. Once the ice had been broken and Draco’s mother decided to forgive her son for not inviting her sooner, they were all able to relax. Loch found himself drawn to the quiet strength of Henry’s dads, watching the way they moved together, finishing each others’ thoughts. They were a true love match, and it was no wonder their son loved as deeply as he did.

      Watching them all from his hidden perch near the hot tub, Loch kept half an ear on the conversation while the other focused on his surroundings. Although it would be an incredibly stupid time to attack, especially with the addition of four dragons, Loch never felt at ease letting up his guard. Yellow eyes obviously felt the same. Loch felt him watching, prowling the trees behind him.

      He leaned back and looked into the trees. “You want food?”

      Quiet.

      Loch shrugged.

      He heard a quiet cough behind him, practically a snarl. He couldn’t help but smile. Yeah, it must be frustrating to smell Viv’s cooking but be too stubborn and proud to accept it.

      “Back in a few.”

      Loch slipped into the kitchen and found Viv leaning against the counter sipping a glass of tea.

      “All of our visitors raved over your cooking.”

      “Yeah?” Viv asked.

      “Indeed. I believe Draco’s father consumed six of your hamburgers.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “He even out-ate Draco, and that’s saying something.”

      “Would you mind preparing a plate for the woods?”

      Viv scowled but turned to do as he’d asked. “Why doesn’t he just come in and eat with us like a normal person? It’s ridiculous having to cater to his whims like I don’t have enough to—”

      “Viv,” Loch said gently.

      She growled. It was entirely human but he understood the sentiment.

      “We do not know what holds him back. We must follow Sawyer’s lead in this.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How does he do it? He always seems to know how to handle people.”

      “Magic,” Loch said. He grinned, and she glared at him before cracking a smile.

      “Here. I gave him extra meat and left out the onions. He never eats the onions.”

      “Thank you, dear lady.” Loch bowed over her hand as he accepted the dish.

      “Oh, you. Get out of here before I swoon.”

      Loch saluted and did as she asked, slipping out the back door once more. He kept to the shadows, but didn’t fail to notice Sawyer stepping away from the others. His mate was visibly tired but entirely too stubborn to leave when they had guests. Draco started to rise, but Loch caught his eye and waved him way. He detoured to his mate instead.

      “Sawyer,” Loch said.

      His mate startled, turning his attention away from the ravens squawking in the trees to him. “Hey, Loch.”

      “I had a plate made for yellow eyes. He watches from above.” Loch gestured toward the steps leading up to the hot tub. “Perhaps you will give it to him?”

      Sawyer accepted the dish and smiled. “Thanks. I was just going to go ask Viv to make up a plate.”

      “Come,” Loch said.

      He guided Sawyer up the steps and toward the edge of the hot tub. Eduard had designed small benches around the outside, and Loch had created his own little nest up there with some of the pillows they used on the lounge chairs by the pool. He liked the solitude at times, a place close enough to see and hear, but far enough away to breathe.

      Sawyer yawned as they reached the top of the steps. “Where should I put it?”

      Loch gestured toward the supporting wall which gave them a measure of privacy from below and one of the bricked pillars. “Leave it there.”

      “He can reach it?”

      “Yes, my love. He can get it. Now come sit with me.”

      “Oh, I should…” Another yawn interrupted his attempt at protesting.

      Loch reached out his hand. Sawyer put his in it and let Loch pull him close.

      “You should rest for a few minutes. I will keep watch and let you know when the others need you.”

      Sawyer opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. “Thanks, Loch.”

      He stepped close and wrapped his arms around Loch’s waist. Loch returned the embrace, leaning their heads together and breathing in Sawyer’s scent. “We should sit.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Sawyer said.

      That he didn’t argue was a sign of his exhaustion. Loch turned sideways and leaned his back against the arm of the bench, tucking a pillow behind him. Sawyer curled up in front of him, tucking his head under Loch’s chin and breathing deeply.

      “I’ve got you,” Loch said.

      “I know.”

      It took less time than it should have for Sawyer to fall asleep. Loch held him gently, until Sawyer trembled a little. The night air cooled. Loch nearly called out to his mates and asked for help, but then he remembered. He leaned forward and unfurled his wings, then wrapped them around them both, holding Sawyer in his embrace.

      Sawyer sighed and settled back against him, his breaths deepening. He caught movement in the shadows and barely made out the outline of a large man crouched in the vee of a nearby tree. His glowing yellow eyes were the only thing Loch could clearly see.

      “He grows weaker,” Loch advised.

      The man didn’t respond.

      “You must decide soon, before we run out of time.”

      Loch looked away, but heard the man creep closer. He moved silently, a sure sign of a predator. He followed the lead Sawyer provided, however, and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the food was gone.

      The stranger wasn’t the only one who needed to make a decision. Every resource had to be used to help Sawyer. Loch couldn’t stand to see him growing so weak. He hadn’t used every resource at his disposal, however. His pride still stung and resentment ran deep.

      “Puteri,” Loch whispered.

      The small elf popped into existence beside him. He’d still not forgiven her the betrayal which had left him wounded and unable to fly for most of his life, but he no longer doubted her loyalty. They’d reached a strange truce, each determined to keep Sawyer safe from his enemies.

      “Yes, Guardian?”

      Loch leaned down and pressed his lips to the top of Sawyer’s head. “Is there anything we can do for him? Anything you’ve heard of that might help?”

      She shook her head sadly. “His body is not ready for what happens to it,” Puteri said.

      “What exactly is happening?” Loch asked. He wasn’t sure he understood.

      “His magic returns.”

      Loch tightened his hold, drawing a small rumble of complaint from his mate. “He doesn’t have magic,” Loch said.

      “He doesn’t have magic now,” Puteri explained. “But he is the son of a goddess, Guardian. That much power is hard to contain.”

      Loch nodded. “Will you go to the lake for me? See if she would allow you to bring some water back to Sawyer?” He plucked one of the feathers from his wing and held it out to her. “Offer this as my thanks.”

      Puteri’s eyes gleamed at the feather, understanding the powerful magic it held. She glanced at him, acknowledging the trust he placed in her. “I will do as the Guardian asks.”

      The wounds between them were fresh, but as she blinked away, Loch breathed a sigh of relief. The others were all contributing, doing everything in their power to help Sawyer. The least Loch could do was forgive.

      Henry wandered up the steps a short time later while Loch was lost in his thoughts. He smiled at his young mage. Henry returned his smile and sat down beside him, leaning back against the bench and dipping his feet into the warm, bubbling waters.

      “My dad has a patient so they couldn’t stay. I’m supposed to say goodbye to you and Sawyer for them.”

      “I liked your fathers,” Loch said. “Your papa is very smart for a human.”

      Henry grinned and leaned his head back, nestling his head into Loch’s feathers. “He really is.”

      Draco and his mother came next, with Dalinda covering her mouth to quiet her gasp of dismay at Sawyer’s weakened state. Only the top of his face was visible beneath Loch’s wings, but she didn’t need to see him to know. She wrapped her arm around her son and gave him a squeeze.

      “He is a treasure,” Dalinda whispered.

      “Yes,” Draco said.

      “And we dragons never let go of our treasures.”

      Draco smiled and kissed his mom’s forehead. She left quickly, but not before Loch saw her wipe her eyes. Draco sat down on the ground beside Henry and leaned his head back against Loch as well.

      Eduard and Augustus came next.

      “My son has challenged me to help find answers,” Augustus said softly. “Every resource will be used. No stone will be left unturned. Now, I have a trip to the mountains to prepare for. I’m told the answers I seek are there.”

      Augustus leaned in and touched his hand gently to the top of Sawyer’s head. He turned and touched his son briefly on the shoulder before leaving. Saeward and Andvari waited until everyone cleared the wards before joining them in their makeshift nest. They’d all just settled when Puteri popped back. She looked slightly worse for the wear.

      “Puteri?” Loch asked.

      “The imps miss you.” She practically snarled the words and Loch had to fight back a laugh. His friends were clearly not as forgiving as he was of her indiscretions.

      “The lake?”

      “A gift for a gift, each freely given,” Puteri said. She held up a small vial before passing it to him. She bowed carefully to them all before disappearing once more.

      “Loch? Was that a good idea?” Henry asked.

      “Only she can travel to the fae realm without fear,” Loch said softly. “I wasn’t sure if the lake would agree to my request, however. She has seen fit to honor me.”

      “What did she mean? A gift for a gift?” Draco asked.

      “You are not the only one whose body has powerful magic,” Loch said. He moved one of his wings.

      “What did you do?” Eduard asked.

      “A single feather, my griffin. All is well.”

      Eduard didn’t seem happy with him, and Loch understood. He should have spoken of his plan to his mates. He would not make the mistake again. He was still unused to seeking the counsel of others.

      “May I see it?” Henry asked.

      Loch handed down the vial, being careful not to disturb Sawyer too much.

      “Ward, do you think… I mean, if… hmm.”

      “You must finish your thoughts,” Ward said gently. “I cannot complete them as Sawyer does.”

      “I just wondered. Remember how we floated in the lake and it healed me?”

      “Yes.”

      “If we put the water, like, in the hot tub here, would it just dilute it and take the magic away?”

      “Perhaps.” Saeward turned to him. “Did you think he should drink it?”

      “No,” Loch said. “Honestly, I hadn’t thought past simply retrieving some water.”

      “No,” Henry said. “He’s not supposed to drink it. Come on. Let’s wake him up and get him in the hot tub. This is what we’re supposed to do. I’m sure of it.”

      Loch moved his wings and let his mates carefully extract Sawyer from his grasp. He muttered sleepily as he was undressed, and only woke when Ward carefully lifted him and stepped down into the hot tub. “What’re we doing?”

      “Having a swim,” Ward said with a gentle smile. “Rest, my love. I will keep you safe.”

      Sawyer smiled and leaned his head against Ward’s chest. Ward lowered him into the waters. Henry held up the vial. It glimmered in the dim light. “Here goes nothing.”

      He removed the stopper and upended it into the bubbling waters. Sawyer immediately let out a happy sigh.

      “Everyone in,” Draco said. His brow furrowed as he thought. The others complied, stripping out of their clothes and moving into the waters, so used to following his commands that they didn’t hesitate. Each of them had a hand on Sawyer, gentle touches that kept him connected to them all.

      Loch looked over his shoulder and caught sight of the shadow in the trees once more.

      “Decide,” Loch whispered before he followed the others into the water.
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      Sawyer slid into the kitchen in his socks with Draco chasing behind him. It wasn’t his fault Draco had rolled over and knocked over his smoothie, getting a splash of icy cold drink on his belly as a wake up call. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but Draco screeched in surprise and it was honestly one of the funniest things Sawyer had ever seen or heard. So of course he’d laughed. Which of course had earned him infamous eyebrow glare number three hundred and eighty-six. It was the one that said You’re gonna get it.

      Instead of owning up to his mistake— he really shouldn’t have propped the open smoothie thermos on the bed. It was asking for trouble— Sawyer took off at a run, to the only safe place that existed in the house: the kitchen, where Viv had very strict no horseplay rules. She was the only one in the house Draco was scared of anyway. She threatened to withhold food. It was his only weakness.

      “Sawyer!” Viv turned and glared, her chef’s knife clutched in her hand. “What have I told you about— Oh my.”

      Draco burst into the kitchen, stark naked, with green smoothie dripping down his body. One lone drop hung off the end of his cock, holding on valiantly before gravity won and it fell to the floor with a splat. Sawyer growled and grabbed the towel Viv had flung over her shoulder and pushed it in front of Draco’s crotch.

      “What the hell, dude! Viv’s right there.”

      “You shouldn’t have run in here then.”

      “Well, yeah. Probably not. But I didn’t think you’d chase me naked.”

      Draco shrugged. “You run. I chase.”

      “Another good point.”

      Draco growled and tugged him in close. “I oughta go throw you in the pool.”

      “Is Ward out there?”

      “Yep, sure is,” Viv said with a dreamy sigh. “It’s a lovely view.”

      Draco groaned. “I don’t know which one of you is worse. Come back to bed,” Draco pouted.

      “Nope. I’m good. Hey, I’m actually good. Huh. I just realized.”

      Draco scowled and tightened his hold.

      “Hey,” Sawyer said.

      “What?”

      “Use your sniffer.”

      Draco buried his nose in Sawyer’s neck and inhaled.

      “Smell good.”

      “Not what I meant, goober head.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      Draco lifted his head to growl out another protest, but made the mistake of inhaling before he did so. “Is that…. Please tell me that’s…”

      “Pretty sure. Better hope we’re not in trouble.”

      “We could always call Ward and ask him to come in. Dripping wet, not wearing much—”

      “You would use our mate that way?”

      Draco whimpered and looked around the kitchen.

      Viv rolled her eyes. “Fine, yes. I made you both those ridiculous biscuits you love.”

      Draco moaned, actually moaned out loud in a really long and lusty way. Sawyer pushed his hips forward a bit to make sure his mate hadn’t popped a boner in the middle of the kitchen. The biscuits were that good. And not gonna lie, Draco had a little bit of chub going on. Sawyer pushed him away and gave him the look. It was his patented response to eyebrow glare three hundred and eighty-six, and usually let Draco know in no uncertain terms that he meant business.

      “Sawyer, I didn’t—”

      “Pants. Now.”

      Draco growled.

      “I’ll stand guard over the biscuits.”

      “Promise.”

      “I swear.”

      Draco turned and ran, and Sawyer glared at Viv as she fell into him while trying to get a glimpse of Draco’s ass.

      “What? Don’t look at me like that. You’ve seen what he looks like. I’m human.”

      Sawyer really couldn’t blame her. Plus, biscuits. He owed her at least a peek. But no more than that. He gave her the patented look and she put up her hands and backed away slowly.

      “You look good today,” Viv said. “And hey, how about that cookout? Am I right? Did you see how much Draco’s dad ate? He said he’d give me a million dollars if I’d come cook for him.”

      “Yeah? What’d you say?”

      “I told Eduard what he said and Eduard said he’d give me ten million to stay. I took the ten.”

      Sawyer grinned and held up his hand. She slapped it, and they did the complicated high-five routine they’d mastered after he’d agreed to eat— Sawyer couldn’t even remember what it was now. Something he’d thought would be gross but he ended up liking. It was some vegetable or another.

      They both heard the thumping of feet coming their way. Viv laughed and turned for the oven.

      “Incoming,” she warned. Not that Sawyer hadn’t already braced himself against the counter.

      Draco hadn’t put on anything but shorts. He slid to a halt, inches from Sawyer, and looked at Viv pitifully. She handed over a plate with two steaming hot biscuits filled with bacon, eggs, and cheese.

      “My precious,” Draco whispered before he glared at Sawyer and carried them out of the kitchen, curled protectively in his embrace.

      Steal a guy’s biscuit one time and he never forgave you.

      “You should take one out to Citron.”

      Sawyer was too busy drooling over the plate she’d placed in front of him to understand what she’d said. “Wait. What?”

      “You know. Yellow eyes. I’m tired of calling him that. So I’m calling him Citron instead.”

      “He probably won’t like that.”

      “Yeah, well, if he doesn’t, he’s welcome to come in here and tell me himself.”

      “Could it be that easy?”

      “Doubtful. He ignored my lasagna after all. Grown men have cried over my lasagna. I’ve received proposals of marriage for my lasagna.”

      “As it should be. It’s really good.”

      “So take him one of my biscuits and see what he says.”

      “Okay. When Draco comes to his senses, tell him where I’m at.”

      “I will. Let me get you the blanket. And a new drink. Did you dump that one on him on purpose? Because if not, please do it every day from now on so I can see that view.”

      Sawyer laughed. “Nope, accident. And I’m not brave enough to try it again.”

      “Yeah, I don’t blame you.”

      Viv went into the pantry and came out with a reusable grocery bag filled to the brim.

      Sawyer took it and gave her a quick hug. “You’re the best.”

      She grinned and shooed him out of the kitchen. Andvari and Henry were in the backyard working on the wards. Sawyer waved and pointed toward his spot in the woods. Andvari nodded. Ward poked his head out of the pool and balanced on the edge. Sawyer smiled at him. His mates would watch over him. He liked the feeling. He felt close to them always, but something had changed. His bond with them grew deeper and deeper. He loved it and them.

      The morning sun was bright, but it was cool and dim in the woods. Sawyer found his tree again and spread the blanket out. He put a couple biscuits on a plate and sat it beside him, before tearing into one himself.

      “Hey,” Sawyer said once he’d swallowed a bite. “Sorry to be rude, but man, you have no idea how good these biscuits are. I didn’t make these, but I swear, they’re like magic or something. Um, not literally, in case you’re worried. But they are so good.”

      Sawyer took another bite, sighing around the flaky, buttery mouthful. He chewed, leaning back in bliss against the tree. “So good.”

      He heard a sound, this one inquisitive. “Yeah, you smell ‘em, don’t you? I’ll close my eyes if you want to grab them. Just make a noise when you’re gone again, okay?”

      Sawyer leaned back and listened for the tentative steps. He heard them, but only because he was really trying and the guardian had to come like three feet from him to get his promised treat. He padded away again and Sawyer opened his eyes. His took another bite of biscuit, polishing off his first.

      “Man, I always think I can eat twelve of these things. And I’d give it a solid effort, but you can’t. But they are so good. Let me know if you want another one. There’s more inside, so you can have my second one if you want and I’ll get another one later.”

      Another noise, this one of approval.

      Sawyer laughed. “Yeah, I figured as much. Here.”

      Sawyer put his second one down and closed his eyes once more. Tentative footsteps but then, instead of moving away, they grew closer.

      “Okay, this is new. Should I keep my eyes closed?”

      A little noise.

      “Okay. Closed it is then.” A warm weight settled on his leg, a solid, heavy presence.

      “Whoa.”

      Sawyer slowly lifted his hand and laid it down on the back of his newest guardian. He froze under the touch but didn’t run away.

      “Okay. Eyes closed. Hand on back. This is good. So, you mind if I tell you what’s been going on?”

      No noise. He took it as a yes.

      “So, last night was crazy. Did you see the leader of the vampires? He came and that’s a big deal because his clan is really overprotective of him, even though he’s like a really badass warrior. Andvari explained it once. It’s like a point of pride with them or something. Anyway, he’s sending a bunch more guards. I guess word has gotten out that I’m here and human. People are confused and some of ‘em are mad. Not that I blame them. Even my guardians weren’t exactly thrilled with the idea that I was human at first.”

      Sawyer slowly moved his hand and his guardian froze again. Nothing above the neck. Got it. He had smooth, warm fur. Sawyer wondered what color it was. Sawyer couldn’t tell anything except that he had a decent-sized head on his leg. Not as big as Draco’s dragon head, or even as big as Nick’s lion. Something smaller than that, then. Other than that, he didn’t have a clue.

      “Anyway, he came to warn me. And he brought a friend. Did you see her? She wanted to come out here. I know you were around, but I wasn’t sure if you were listening or whatever. Anyway, she was really familiar to me. I don’t know how, though, and when I said something to Eduard, he pretty much gave me a look and I knew I wasn’t supposed to ask questions. Weird, right? She was nice, though, and I’m feeling a lot better today so I’m thinking whatever was in those herbs she gave Cecil did the trick.”

      He moved a little, trying to get into a more comfortable spot before continuing. “Anyway, that was cool. And Eduard’s dad was here. I love him. He’s awesome. He has all these crazy stories from when he was young. He must be like three or four hundred years old. Or more. I don’t know. I figured it was rude to ask, you know? And then, as if that wasn’t enough, Draco’s parents showed up. His mom is fierce. Did you see her?”

      Another small noise in the affirmative. “Yeah. She’s awesome. And terrifying. But then she went and gave me that dragon armor and I just… man, you should have seen the look on Draco’s face. It was intense. I thought I was going to cry. He’s kind of fierce, too, but man, when he loves, he loves hard. It’s the best. I hope one day you’ll find out for yourself.”

      Sawyer quieted for a moment, trying to decide what to talk about next. He moved his hand a bit, and the guardian stilled once more. “Sorry. Just… okay, so I’ve been trying to figure out what my sister meant when she said that stuff about having to have a guide to travel between realms. I mean, it makes sense, right? You wouldn’t want just anyone to be able to pop in and out of where the goddess lives. But the part that confuses me is that both my brother and I don’t have one. Well, we have them but not with us. So we’re stuck here. I don’t know. I’m wondering if I didn’t choose to give up my power after all. Mitra said that if I got trapped here without my guide, it would take a lot of energy and it would be bad, right? So what if, somehow, my— what if Palinouros found a way to get my guide away from me? I mean, if I was going to like explode or something then I’d give up my magic to not destroy everyone here, right? I’d totally do that. I wouldn’t want to hurt anyone, ever.”

      A low growl sounded and Sawyer honestly had no idea what to make of it. His guardian jerked away and without another sound, he disappeared back into the trees. Sawyer sighed and opened his eyes.

      “Was it something I said?”

      He whispered the words, but he knew the guardian heard him. His good mood evaporated and he packed up the blanket before heading back into the house. Andvari met him by the edge of the yard, opening his arms when he caught a look at Sawyer’s face. He couldn’t hide his emotions from his mates.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I said something that pissed him off.”

      “What?”

      Sawyer sighed. “I said I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Sawyer looked up and met Andvari’s gaze. “You don’t know that. Not really.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      Andvari scoffed. “I don’t know you? I know every breath you take, every thump of your heart. I know each freckle on your skin and every hair on your head. I know your thoughts, simply by looking at your face. Don’t tell me I don’t know you.”

      “I must have hurt someone, though.”

      “Not on purpose. And if someone is asshole enough to believe that, he can just fuck right off.”

      The words weren’t directed at him, but they did make Sawyer feel a little better. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Look, some shit might have gone down when all this happened. You’re right, we don’t know that. But Sawyer, your soul hasn’t changed.  You’re still you, just without memories. That doesn’t go away. You don’t become a different person. You don’t think or act differently. You’re the smartest, bravest, funniest, most giving man I’ve ever known.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue with me. You wouldn’t hurt anyone. Not on purpose. Accidents happen. But if someone’s holding a grudge, then they should man up and tell you about it and stop acting like a petulant child. There are bigger issues at stake.”

      Sawyer had no idea what to say, so he simply shut up.

      Andvari held him close before pulling back and smiling down at him. “Wanna work out this afternoon? I’ve been working on a new form I want you to try.”

      “Sure. Eduard has a few things for me to do, and I want to see if I can figure out the hint my sister tried to give me.”

      “Go. I’ll be inside soon. We can come back out when you’re done.”

      It hadn’t escaped Sawyer’s notice that his guardians were sticking to him like glue. He didn’t mind. In fact, he liked it a lot. Especially because it wasn’t because something was actively trying to kill him. He’d woken up multiple times the night before and his mates were all there with him. He’d been able to go right back to sleep, not having to worry if they were okay.

      After stopping in the kitchen to drop off the bag with Viv, Sawyer snagged a few more biscuits and went upstairs to the library. He found Henry at the books once more. He sat the food down and pulled the book out of the way.

      Henry glared at him, but then caught sight of the biscuit and smiled.

      “I come bearing gifts,” Sawyer said.

      Henry grinned and grabbed a biscuit. “I meant to go get one, but got distracted.”

      “I know.”

      “You okay?” Henry asked.

      “Yellow eyes hurt my feelings. But hey, he let me touch him so that’s progress, right?”

      “You do realize that I can trap him in a ward, right? All I’d have—”

      “No.”

      “Fine.”

      Sawyer leaned over and put his head on Henry’s shoulder. “I know it’s frustrating. But he’s gotta come out in his own time.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s a pain in the ass. I thought I didn’t like Prince Kavalan. This one is worse.”

      “Well, at least Kavalan didn’t end up being my guardian. Can you imagine?”

      Henry shivered. “No. No, I cannot. I’d have nightmares if I tried.”

      Sawyer grinned. “Hey, where’s Victor?”

      “Gone to see Nick. Apparently, there was a weird charge on the credit card and Victor was concerned.”

      “Weird charge?”

      “Something about life jackets and water balloons? Victor seemed to think the card may have been compromised somehow.”

      “Nah, that sounds like Nick.”

      “I thought so, too, but then I kinda wanted the library to myself for a while so I figured I’d let him go. Is that horrible?”

      “No. I’m glad we have a chance to talk.”

      “Me, too. I wish we could figure out the guide thing. I can’t find anything at all. But I did find this in one of the old books. It’s supposed to represent the mother and three daughters. Something about it is speaking to me, and I don’t know why.”

      Henry reached for a book that had a piece of paper stuck between the pages as a makeshift bookmark. He opened it and held it out. A circle with three dark lines stretching out beneath it.

      “Oh that’s cool,” Sawyer said. “Do you think it’s significant? Looks like the mother and three daughters to me.”

      “I know. But… I don’t know. It feels important so I’m making a note of it.”

      “I trust you. I’ll see what I can find. We’re getting closer, aren’t we?”

      “Yes.”

      Henry’s matter of fact response helped.

      “I mean, we know I’m the son of the Mother Goddess. I have three sisters and a… brother.”

      “Yes.”

      “At some point, I lost all my powers and became human. I’m supposed to fix the broken magic in our world. To do that, I need guardians. Two from each of the four elements.”

      “That sums it up.”

      “I have one more guardian to locate, and according to my brother, he has him captive.”

      “If you can believe a word he says, that is.”

      Sawyer nodded. “Yeah, but I believe him. He was very proud of that fact.”

      “Ugh. What an ass.”

      “Yes. My brother and I are both trapped here because neither of us have our guides. At least according to my sister, who seemed to really enjoy showing off her super cool phoenix.”

      “But is it two missing guides or only one.”

      “That’s what I’d like to know. I thought finding out more about ravens would help clue me in. I mean ravens fly, fly equals air, and that should mean they’re connected to air and so am I. Right?”

      Henry shrugged. “This is when it all gets a little hazy. I mean, we can make that assumption, but none of the research we’ve found on ravens actually says that they’re an elemental at all. They don’t even seem to be shifters, even though we know there are some bird shifters around.”

      “True.” Sawyer turned his chair around and faced Henry. “I love doing this with you.”

      “We’ll figure it out. Two heads are better than one.”

      “How about three?” Andvari said from the doorway. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Nope. Come in.”

      “What are we working on?”

      “Trying to figure out how the ravens connect to Sawyer. His sister said they’re like his hellhounds. So she has her hellhounds and he has his ravens. And hellhounds are fire…”

      “What are the ravens?” Andvari asked.

      “That’s the question, but the books don’t say.”

      “The air thing makes sense,” Andvari added. “Four elements, four gods and goddesses. One to manage each.”

      “Yeah, it does make sense.”

      The problem was, it didn’t sit right with Sawyer. And Henry agreed. He trusted Henry’s gut, especially as his eyes kept moving over the mystery glyph. One circle above to represent the mother. Three lines beneath to represent the sisters. It had to be one created after the magic changed and Sawyer and his brother’s existence were erased from the records, so what about it had captured Henry’s attention?

      “Just keep reading,” Henry said. “The answers are here. We just have to find them.”

      “The grimoire should be here today,” Andvari said. “Hartwig notified me earlier that he was sending it with another contingent of my brethren.”

      Sawyer leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. They were certainly gearing up for war, and if he was supposed to fight his brother to obtain control of an entire element, it would certainly be a fight to the death. His brother was already playing dirty. From what Sawyer had been able to piece together, Palinouros had messed with the magic of all the kids he’d captured. Sawyer had no idea to what purpose, and not even Henry had been able to answer it.

      The answers were there, as Henry said. And Sawyer was determined to find them.
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      Andvari had no idea how his mates managed to stay cooped up for hours on end with stack after stack of books at their elbows. His head ached and his shoulders hurt. He stretched and his lower back popped, releasing some of the tension. He let out a sigh of relief.

      “That bad?” Sawyer asked with a grin.

      “Misery. How do you do this?”

      “I like learning,” Sawyer quipped. “I’m not scared of the big bad books.”

      Andvari mock-growled and moved quickly around the table. He had Sawyer up and against him within seconds. “Do you doubt my courage?”

      Sawyer smirked. “Maybe.”

      Andvari couldn’t hold his frown when face with Sawyer’s grin. “You’d be right. Books are scary. Come on. Let’s go work out. Then we’ll take a swim or something.”

      “You guys go,” Henry said.

      Sawyer reached out and touched Henry’s cheek, drawing his attention. “Enough. Come with us.”

      Henry straightened and his back popped as well. “Ow.”

      “Yeah. We’ll wait for the grimoire and get back to it then, okay? Let’s take a break for a bit.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Henry said.

      Andvari took one last glance at the books before following his mates outside. Their mates were all close, each of them more successful than Andvari at steering clear of the stack of books in the library, although they’d all come in at times, just touching base and touching Sawyer. Not that he minded not having them all around. Not really. He liked hearing Sawyer and Henry talk, watching them work. It included him in something special that the two of them shared. They really were a marvel to see.

      Henry took one look at Saeward stretched out on one of the lounge chairs and detoured. He plopped down on top of their mate and closed his eyes with a happy sigh. Andvari rolled his eyes and continued out into the grass with Sawyer at his side.

      “What did you want to show me?” Sawyer asked.

      Andvari arched a brow at Sawyer who had the decency to grin and offer the traditional bow to a teacher. After he returned the gesture, Andvari took the first position and started their warm up. Sawyer moved into place beside him, their movements smooth after months of practice. Sawyer had taken to the ancient vampire art. It brought Andvari endless pleasure having his mate join him, moving together in a way that honored his people and his heritage.

      They completed the first series and Andvari paused, stretching once more. His body responded, muscles much more relaxed than they had been earlier. Sawyer stretched as well and he smiled that special grin he gave to Andvari when they connected this way. The romantic part of him wanted to believe it was spiritual. The practical part of him knew it was.

      “Ready to try something new?”

      “Always,” Sawyer said.

      Andvari’s heart skipped a beat and he had to laugh at himself. He’d never have believed he would find such joy with someone like Sawyer. Young, carefree, and even silly to some extent. And whatever magic he would or would not receive as they continued their journey, Sawyer had magic of his own as a human null. Andvari paused and pulled Sawyer against him, kissed him gently and sweetly, trying to explain without words how much he felt.

      Sawyer held him tight and they stood there for a long moment, wrapped up together. “You’re very sentimental today,” Sawyer said softly. “What would Hartwig say?”

      Andvari grinned. “He’d tell us to get a room.”

      Sawyer laughed. “I can actually imagine him saying that.”

      “And do you know what I would say to him?”

      Sawyer looked into Andvari’s eyes and his breath caught. “No.”

      “I’d tell him I couldn’t. Because I wanted the world to see the love of my life.”

      Sawyer leaned into him, touching their foreheads together. “I love you, too, Andi. Very much.”

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into me today.”

      “Draco. Did Draco get into you today?”

      Andvari snorted out a laugh, just as Sawyer had intended. “Perhaps.”

      “Yeah, that’ll do it. Such a sap, our dragon.”

      “He really is.”

      “And it’s obviously contagious.”

      “Clearly,” Andvari said. “What should I do about it?”

      “Enjoy it.”

      “I plan on it. Now, where were we?”

      Sawyer kissed him sweetly before moving away and rolling his shoulders. “Show me, already. I’m curious.”

      Andvari grinned and stepped behind Sawyer, holding him close. He positioned his arms the way he wanted them before duplicating the movement on his own.

      “Um, Andi?”

      “Yes, my love.”

      “You’re um, really close. You know, to my butt.”

      Andvari grinned and moved closer.

      “Do you really expect me to concentrate when you’re…. Oh wow. Oh my goddess. You’re very happy to see me.”

      “I am. Always. Focus, Sawyer.”

      “On your cock being so close to my ass? No prob. Laser-focused.”

      “No, on our movements.” Andvari moved one hand and pressed it to Sawyer’s stomach. He breathed, encouraging Sawyer to mimic his breaths, until Sawyer relaxed.

      He moved his arm back until once more he stood behind Sawyer with their bodies tucked together maintaining the pose he’d created just for them. He slowly turned to the next position, using his body as a guide for Sawyer’s. His mate responded, trusting him completely, and their movements became a dance.

      Minutes passed, their focus entirely on each other. Muscles strained, but it didn’t matter. Not when he had such a connection to his mate. Sweat beaded against Sawyer’s brow, but still he held. And finally, Andvari finished the routine and straightened. Sawyer turned, his eyes wide and gave the formal bow to finish.

      Andvari returned it and had barely straightened when Sawyer flung himself against his chest.

      “Andi.”

      “I know. That was incredible, Sawyer. It was even better than I imagined.”

      “It was amazing. I just… I could feel every little movement and I did what you did but I didn’t have to see you. I felt you and I knew what to do and… Wow.”

      “Wow indeed.”

      “We need to do that again.”

      “We will.”

      The back door opened, pulling their attention. Pearl bounded out, followed by Viv, who carried a tray of drinks and snacks. She sat it on one of the umbrella-covered tables, before flirting with Saeward and going back inside. Their mates all converged on the table, unable to resist anything Viv offered.

      Andvari turned to grin at Sawyer. His mate turned to him as well but the smile he expected to see wasn’t there. Sawyer’s eyes widened. His breath caught. He grew pale. And then Sawyer collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Andvari rushed to his side and the other guardians ran to them as well.

      Sawyer’s breath became ragged. His heart beat erratically in his chest.

      “Sawyer,” Andvari gasped. “Breathe with me.”

      He tried. Goddess, Andvari could see that he tried. But he couldn’t pull a full breath and he grew paler by the second. Andvari had never known such terror. He could feel his mate dying.

      Draco roared. Henry tried working his magic. Andvari felt it, all around them, even as he counted the heartbeats which slowed with every second that past. Each of their mates, frantic and scared, drew closer. But they weren’t going to succeed, even with their last frantic efforts. Andvari felt that as well. Sawyer’s body was shutting down right in front of him.

      “Call for the Mother,” Andvari commanded. He didn’t even care who answered the order.

      And then the guards drew their weapons, the sleek glide of swords pulled from their sheaths one of the only sounds that could tear his attention from his mate.

      Andvari glanced to the side. A sleek, golden cat emerged from the woods. Its golden eyes glowed as its tufted ears twitched. It ran, fast, so very fast, and from one second to the next the cat became a man. He dressed for the shadows, dark colors and a hood that covered what Andvari could see of his golden hair.

      Draco turned his attention to this stranger, roaring once more and preparing to defend his mates.

      “Draco, hold!” Andvari yelled the command, and his dragon barely held onto his control.

      “Help me,” Sawyer whispered. His attention was on the newcomer as well.

      His eyes still glowing, the man knelt by Sawyer’s side. He held out his hand to Andvari. “Blade.”

      No way was Andvari giving up one of his blades. Not going to happen.

      “Andi, please,” Sawyer said. His voice was a mere croak.

      Andvari pulled out one of his smaller blades and held it out to the stranger.

      Yellow eyes proceeded to grab Sawyer by the wrist and slam it to the ground. Before Andvari could stop him, he’d stabbed the dagger into Sawyer’s hand, pinning him to the ground like a butterfly on display.

      Sawyer screamed, the sound weak and heart wrenching.

      It ended in a choking sob as Andvari drew his sword. “I will remove your head from your body.”

      And he would have if Saeward hadn’t stepped forward. “No.”

      Andvari controlled himself, barely. Saeward always had a cooler head. Sawyer trusted this new guardian, but Andvari did not. He’d not earned it, hiding in the woods like a coward.

      “Now you,” the stranger demanded.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know what to do.”

      Andvari’s hand tightened on his sword. One swing and this would be over.

      “Do it!”

      And suddenly Andvari knew what to do. He removed the gifted dagger from his boot with shaking hands. It hadn’t left his side since he’d received it from Gamayun. He’d know when to use it, she said. And now was the time.

      “Do it,” Sawyer said weakly.

      Andvari knelt and pinned Sawyer’s other wrist to the ground. Before he could second guess himself, he stabbed it through Sawyer’s palm.

      Sawyer cried out again, more weakly. Andvari could barely breathe. The stranger leaned over Sawyer, his eyes glowing. “Reach for it,” he demanded. “Pull your strength to you. Your earth guardians have grounded you. Do it.”

      The pain had been too much for Sawyer’s already weakened body, though, and he could barely hold his eyes open. His breaths were barely there now, not able to get enough oxygen into his body.

      “Do it,” yellow eyes commanded, his voice deep and angry.

      Andvari shoved him aside and took his place in Sawyer’s field of vision.

      “Sawyer, love. Focus for me. Breathe. Pull it in.”

      Andvari had no idea exactly what it was. The new guardian might know more than they did, but he didn’t know Sawyer. Sawyer didn’t respond to anger and commands and yells. Sawyer responded to the love of his mates.

      “That’s it. Focus and breathe. Reach for it. You’re grounded now. Remember your lessons. Deep. Find your center.”

      He heard a snarl behind him, and then the thud of a body hitting the ground. He didn’t pull his attention away from Sawyer, though. His mates would follow his lead. He’d pushed yellow eyes away, and they’d keep him away until Andvari told them otherwise.

      “He must pull it to him,” yellow eyes snarled.

      Andvari glanced over his shoulder and found Saeward sitting on yellow-eyes chest. Their gentle giant of a mate looked furious. Draco had his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes focused on Sawyer, barely holding it together.

      Andvari looked at Sawyer again. His eyes swirled with all the colors Andvari loved. “Come on, Sawyer. You heard him. Pull it to you. Breathe in, and out. Now pull.”

      The earth rumbled beneath them.

      “That’s it. More,” Yellow eyes yelled.

      “Shut him up,” Andvari said.

      Sawyer whimpered.

      “I know it hurts. But you’ve got to do this. You know you do. You felt that, right? Do it again for me. Show me what you can do, Sawyer. Show us all.”

      Sawyer’s eyes began to glow and instead of the magical swirl of colors, they became a molten steel. The earth rumbled again and Andvari swore the ground beneath them began to heat.

      “Andi,” Sawyer gasped.

      “You’re doing great.”

      “What… what’s happening?”

      “No clue. But it’s working, isn’t it? You’re breathing better now. Keep going, love.”

      Sawyer breathed, matching the slow, controlled breaths Andvari took. The earth continued to rumble, but Andvari ignored it. He focused on Sawyer, his mate, his love.

      Ravens began to caw above them, so many it was hard for Andvari to focus. His mates had his back. He didn’t have to worry about defending them. Not in this moment. He just had to keep Sawyer grounded and let him do what he needed to do.

      “I can feel it,” Sawyer whispered, so softly Andvari wondered if anyone else would even be able to hear it.

      “Good,” Andvari responded. “Focus. Breathe.”

      One corner of Sawyer’s mouth lifted in a smile that was just for him. “I know.”

      “I’m glad one of us does,” Andvari said.

      Everything changed in the blink of an eye. The earth stopped rumbling, but it didn’t stop power from building. Sawyer’s eyes glowed. “Guardians.”

      His voice had a deep command to it, one that sent a shiver down Andvari’s spine. Their mates surrounded them in a second, even yellow eyes, who Saeward had by the neck. They knelt around him, each touching him in some way. Henry by his head, leaning down to press a gentle kiss to Sawyer’s forehead. Draco hovered by his other side, trying not to stare at the wound in Sawyer’s hand. Loch crouched beside Andvari. He felt the fae’s presence, so familiar to him already. Eduard knelt beside Draco, comforting their dragon who couldn’t stand seeing any of them hurt, but especially Sawyer.

      Sawyer looked at each of them, his eyes so strange in their new form. He stopped when he reached the newcomer. “What is your name?”

      “Dakota,” yellow eyes said.

      “Dakota. I like that. What do I do now, Dakota?”

      “Your strength lies deep in the earth. Replenish your strength.”

      Sawyer closed his eyes. Andvari laid his hand on Sawyer’s chest, feeling his breaths, in, out. Energy crackled around them, through them. Andvari could feel it rising up from the ground. They had it wrong. They’d thought Sawyer and his brother were fighting to be the air god. They’d thought there was only room for one brother at the table.

      They were wrong.

      Andvari heard a thump, then another.

      “What the hell?” Henry gasped.

      Sawyer opened his eyes again and raised his hand. He laid one across Andvari’s where it rested on his chest.

      It was Andvari’s turn to struggle to breathe. The wound wasn’t there. He glanced to the side. Nothing but the hilt of the dagger was left. The blade… somehow the blade was gone.

      “You’re doing great, Sawyer,” Andvari whispered. He couldn’t hide the awe in his voice or the pride he was sure showed on his face.

      “This is wild.”

      The ground continued to rumble. The ravens screeched, performing an acrobatic dance above them.

      “You’re the master of understatement.”

      Sawyer squeezed his hand, moving so their palms pressed together. They joined hands and Sawyer held him so tightly the bones in Andvari’s hand began to protest. He breathed, ignoring the pain and focusing on the sounds of Sawyer’s breath and his heartbeat.

      “Keep going. You’re doing so well.”

      Sawyer nodded. His eyes stayed locked on Andvari’s, their hands in a tight grip. The ground rumbled. Their mates surrounded them. Power built, an expansive, bright hot power that sent tingles down his spine.

      Henry’s hand touched Andvari’s back. He leaned closer and Sawyer’s gaze darted to Henry’s. “Slow it down, love. You’re pulling too hard now. Don’t be rough. Coax it to you.”

      The magic fumbled a little before the pressure eased then began to smooth.

      “Good job. You’ll know when you have enough. Don’t be greedy, okay?” Henry’s hand squeezed Andvari’s shoulder, the only sign that their young mage was anything but calm and in control. Andvari could practically hear Vaughn Jerrick’s doctor tone in his son’s voice, keeping his patients calm and steady, soothing their fear as only a doctor could.

      Sawyer nodded. “I don’t know… I don’t know what’s happening.”

      None of them did.

      Andvari turned to Dakota, who knelt beside them, silent and so very angry.

      “You,” Andvari said.

      Dakota glanced his way.

      “Talk to him. Kindly or I swear to the goddess I will remove your head from your shoulders myself, guardian or not, and my mates will not stop me this time.”

      Henry moved his hand to Andvari’s back, a gentle force reminding him that his mates were there with him, that they supported him. Dakota moved forward as well.

      “Your messengers wait,” Dakota said. His voice was gruff and low, as if he rarely spoke. Then again, he’d been hiding in the woods for weeks. He probably hadn’t spoken in all that time.

      “What?” Sawyer asked.

      Dakota glanced to the sky where the ravens still danced. Hundreds, if not thousands of them, gathered above, flying around, squawking and demanding attention.

      “Your messengers. Give them a message and release the magic.”

      Sawyer still didn’t understand. Hell, Andvari didn’t understand either.

      Dakota growled. “Tell them you’re back.”

      Sawyer sucked in a shaky breath and turned his attention to the sky. “I’m back.”

      “Now release it.”

      Sawyer relaxed, and with a sudden rumble the magic popped and began to settle. The earth stopped rumbling and the ravens released a final screech before flying away.  “What… what happened?”

      He looked to Andvari for answers. Andvari wasn’t sure he had any.

      Instead, he leaned forward again with a smile. “You appear to have found your magic. I think we’re going to have to read a lot more books to explain this.”

      Sawyer squeezed his hand again. Andvari fought back a wince of pain. He was pretty sure at least a couple bones were broken. But he’d let Sawyer break them all if that’s what it took, even if it meant he could never hold a sword again.

      “Sawyer,” Draco said. Their dragon wasn’t in great shape. Andvari moved aside and Sawyer released his hand, only for Draco to take his place.

      “Show me,” Henry demanded a second later.

      Andvari glanced at him, even as his young mate held his hand gently.

      “I need ice,” Henry said.

      Cecil ran for the door. Andvari hadn’t even realized he stood there with them. His focus had been so complete on Sawyer.

      “Did you see that?” Andvari said softly.

      “Yes.”

      “The blades.”

      “I saw,” Henry said.

      “He’s not air,” Andvari said.

      “No. No, he’s not.”

      “There aren’t four. There are five.”

      Henry nodded, even as he gently wrapped the ice pack Cecil brought them around Andvari’s hand.

      Andvari’s thoughts continued to swirl.

      Five.

      Fire, Water, Air, Earth…and Metal.
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      Henry paced in the library, his mind working overtime to process what they’d learned. Sawyer slept, peacefully, for the first time in… Henry honestly didn’t know how long. Their mates surrounded him, including the new guy. Draco had pretty much parked Dakota in a chair on the other side of the room and snarled at him until he sat there, but he’d stayed. Henry had a sneaking suspicion that Dakota could leave any time he wanted.

      He’d seen the new guardian’s animal form as he ran out of the woods, and unlike the others, he knew exactly what it meant. There was a reason Dakota could move freely in and out of the wards. There was a reason he wasn’t affected by magic the same way they were. Honestly, Henry had actually believed that the legends were just that. Legends. Myth. Stories told that really had no basis in the magical world they lived in. Not all of the myths were real. Not all creatures actually existed. Some of them were simply analogies, created by humans to explain some mysterious thing or another that they didn’t understand.  Dakota’s existence seemed too fantastic, even in a realm of dragons and hippocamps, in a world where Henry himself could do magic and was mated to the son of a god.

      But no. Dakota existed.

      The door to the library opened.

      “I’m fine,” Henry said without even glancing that way.

      “I never doubted it.”

      He turned to find Loch standing in the entry, watching him. “Go back to Sawyer. He needs you.”

      “Our mate is well-tended.”

      “Well, I’m fine.”

      “I see that you are.”

      Henry returned to his pacing, letting his thoughts consume him once more. If Loch wanted to stand watch over him, so be it.

      “Henry,” Loch said gently, “there is something I wish to speak to you about.”

      Henry sighed. “I haven’t figured it out yet.”

      Loch tilted his head in that curious way he did when he didn’t quite understand. “You haven’t?”

      “Of course not. I need to think everything through. I mean, we clearly had it all wrong. Sawyer’s not what I thought and that means… It doesn’t mean anything good for me, I can promise you that.”

      “Oh. Yes. Sawyer clearly has power over metal. But that isn’t what I wished to speak to you about.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.” Henry stopped pacing long enough to look. Loch’s blue hair glimmered in the light. His blue eyes sparkled, even when they were as serious as they were in that moment. “What is it?”

      “Draco… Draco says romance is important to mates. He gave me one of your question-answer seekers and I have been attempting to learn how humans prefer to be romanced. I wish to romance my mates, but I am unfamiliar with the ways of humans.”

      It took him a second to process. The whole question-answer seeker had Henry puzzled most. Then it dawned on him. “Draco gave you a tablet?”

      “Yes. To discover more about human romance.”

      “You want to talk about romance. Now? Right now?”

      Loch shrugged. “You can continue to wear a hole in the carpet, worrying about things we cannot know the answers to yet. Or you can assist me by answering some questions that do have answers.”

      “I see what you’re doing.”

      Loch grinned. “Of course you do. But who better than my brother Air to assist me in such a quest.”

      “Ugh,” Henry groaned. “Don’t talk to me about air right now. Because you do realize what this means, don’t you?”

      “Yes, my mage. I do.”

      “Why aren’t you upset? This affects you as much as it does me!”

      “To learn that the god who hunts us is the god of air, the god who controls the very powers we seek to use against him?”

      “Yeah. That. Cause I’m pretty upset about that minor detail.”

      “Why?”

      Henry waved his arm around. “Loch, come on. You aren’t dense. Stop pretending like you are. You survived in the fae court. You know how to see around corners.”

      “I do.”

      “Then…” Henry waited.

      Loch straightened and his eyes took on a predatory gleam. He walked forward, removing the long loose shirt he wore as he went.

      Henry gulped and fought the urge to back up a few steps. His beauty made it easy to forget just how dangerous Loch could be. He hadn’t been the fae prince’s guard because he was a pushover. No, their Loch was a warrior, through and through. Loch stopped mere inches away from Henry and turned, leaving Henry staring at the broad expanse of his back. All those pretty muscles, the lines where his wings were magically hidden away. And his guardian mark, proudly on display where it had once been hidden beneath a mass of scars. It looked like a wing. Most of the guardian marks revealed something about their power. Henry reached out and ran his finger over the design. Loch trembled beneath the touch.

      “You ask why I am not frightened? Because I have been chosen, Henry. As have you. We are part of Sawyer’s plan, whether he remembers it or not. He chose us. How can I be afraid when he has bestowed such an honor upon me?”

      Henry glanced down at his wrist, at the mark which had appeared so many years ago on his arm. It had frightened his uncle and his mentor. His fathers had been afraid, too. They knew it meant a life of danger for him. And they’d been right. It was dangerous. But it was also filled with so much love. Henry sighed and Loch turned to him once more.

      “The question-answer device says dance is important to humans in their mating habits. I have studied this ritual but find I require practice.”

      “Are you asking me to dance?”

      “Yes.”

      Henry chuckled. “Fine. But don’t expect me to stop thinking.”

      “I would not ask the impossible of you, my mage.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “I forgot the question-answer device. I do not have music.”

      “Tablet, Loch. It’s called a tablet. And I can take care of music.”

      Henry moved to his laptop where it sat on the table and opened a music streaming station. He selected a channel whose icon had lots of red and hearts, and sure enough a classic love song began to croon through the speakers.

      Loch grinned and pulled him close. “I do enjoy human music,” he confessed.

      “I’m glad.”

      “Am I dancing correctly?”

      “Loch?”

      “Yes, Henry?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Yes, Henry.”

      Henry tucked his head beneath Loch’s chin and let the fae distract him as he’d intended. His thoughts still raced, but it was hard to be scared and anxious when your mate held you so tenderly and a pretty song filled the air.

      “You’re very sneaky,” Henry whispered into the skin of Loch’s neck.

      “I try.”

      “Are you really not afraid?”

      “That is a difficult question. I do fear what lies ahead, but I do not fear our mate’s brother. He does not deserve such an emotion from us. For what he did to you, I would make him suffer. That is what I feel for him.”

      “But he’s the god of our element. What if he—”

      “Henry, I gave one of my feathers to the lake, and she gifted me with some of her waters in return.”

      “Yes?” For once, he really couldn’t follow Loch’s logic.

      “Draco’s mother saved his scales along with those of herself and his fathers. She crafted him armor and gifted it to him, expecting nothing in return.”

      “I’m not following.”

      Loch paused and lifted Henry’s hand. He held it close to his chest. “A gift freely given is just that— a gift. The receiver may use that gift as they wish, with no expectations. When a magical gift is used wisely, both benefit. I gifted a feather to the lake. She understood my gift and gave me one of her own. Like for like. Our mate’s brother gifted us with powers. The gift was freely given. And now we must use it wisely, even if it isn’t for his benefit.”

      “This is very philosophical.”

      Loch shrugged. “Perhaps. But did you never wonder why the magic he attempted to steal did nothing for him? He thought the weakest of us, our children, would give up their powers willingly, or by force, and it would enrich him. But it did not. That is not how gifts of magic work.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “I do not fear such a one as him. Our mate has chosen wisely, and we will prevail.”

      Henry leaned his head back against Loch and stared at their hands where they rested together against Loch’s chest. His mark was clearly visible and he couldn’t help but tremble. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. You do not have to be afraid, my mage. I will keep you safe.”

      Henry heard Loch’s wings unfurl moments before the fae wrapped them around him. Henry raised his head and looked into Loch’s eyes, not surprised to find a mischievous gleam in them.

      “You know your wings are sexy.”

      “I know my mates think they are. That is all that matters.”

      “You know, I used to think your eyes were your secret weapon. But no, it’s your wings.”

      Loch moved and the feathers brushed against the bare skin of Henry’s leg. He trembled again, but this time it wasn’t from fear.

      “Fuck,” Henry gasped.

      “I’d be happy to,” Loch said.

      Henry groaned and leaned his head in again. “I swear, I’m mated to a bunch of horndogs.”

      “I was led to believe that was your favorite part of mating. Was I mistaken?”

      Henry laughed. “Oh, you’re being funny now.”

      Loch moved his wings again, gliding them up Henry’s legs.

      “Perhaps.”

      Henry sighed and tightened his hold around Loch’s waist. “I’m really scared, Loch.”

      “I know you are, my mage. But never forget that you have all of us watching over you. Just as your wards protect us, I would protect you with my sword, my wings, my life.”

      Henry raised his head and kissed Loch’s chin. “You’re really sexy when you get all warrior on me.”

      “Yes? Shall I unsheathe my weapon and show you what it can do?”

      Henry groaned. “Who taught you that one? Cause that’s bad, Loch.”

      “What?” Loch said.

      Then Henry realized Loch had actually moved his arm and reached for his sword. He actually meant his sword. The one he carried. Henry snickered. Then began to laugh.

      Loch scowled at him as he did, but Henry couldn’t stop.

      “Everyone says I’m strange,” Loch complained. “I think you are strange. I do not understand what is so amusing. You normally find my sword-play arousing.”

      It didn’t help, and Henry began to laugh harder. When he was finally able to breathe again, he smiled up at Loch. “I thought you were being cheesy and offering to unsheathe your other sword.”

      “My other—”

      Henry glanced down, then back up to Loch’s face.

      “Oh. The sword in my pants. You wish for me to unsheathe my penis.”

      Henry had to fight back another laugh. “Yes, Loch.”

      Loch grinned and pulled him closer, finally catching onto the double meaning in his words. “I am a master at the sword, you know.”

      “Yes, Loch.”

      “I will wield my weapon now and show you why I am a champion.”

      “Please do.”

      “I find this very awkward, my mage. My penis is not actually a weapon.”

      “Understood. However, I have a place where it could be sheathed.”

      Loch frowned at him for a second before he got it. “Oh, yes.”

      Henry grinned and Loch pulled him into a kiss. Their bodies pressed together and Loch once more surrounded Henry with his wings. He fumbled for the fastening of Loch’s trousers, wanting them gone. Loch kicked them away before pulling back and giving Henry a very stern look.

      “Remove your clothing.”

      “Twist my arm.”

      Loch scowled and reached for his arm.

      “No, I mean. Dammit.” Henry pulled his shirt over his head. “It’s an expression. I’ll explain it later.”

      He pushed his pants down and kicked them off. Loch’s scowl eased and he looked Henry up and down with a predatory gleam in his eye. He stalked forward again, pushing Henry back until his thighs bumped against the table.

      “I cannot get enough of you,” Loch confessed. His ran his hand down Henry’s side, then guided him back so he was spread out on the table. Henry pushed the books aside without taking his eyes away from his mate’s.

      “The feeling is mutual,” Henry said.

      “It is such a strange thing to feel,” Loch added. He traced his fingers over Henry’s chest, tweaking his nipples as he went. Then over his belly to rest at Henry’s groin, framing his cock with his long, thin fingers.

      “How so?” Henry gasped, fighting the urge to push up against Loch’s touch.

      “I devoted my life to the prince, and would have given my life to protect his, as was my position. But my mates,” Loch said. He met Henry’s gaze once more. “I would defeat an army for my mates. I would fight to my last breath for you all. It is… it is more than I ever imagined to feel for anyone, and it is everything.”

      “Yeah,” Henry agreed. “It is.”

      “I have never known pleasure such as this. Each of my mates pleases me in their own way. It is overwhelming at times. I crave each of you.”

      Henry laid his hand on top of Loch’s. “It’s not just you. I don’t know if that helps, but I feel the same way. I can’t imagine my life without each of you in it. Every one of you has a place and without one, there’s not all of us. I don’t know.”

      “Yes,” Loch said. “You understand.”

      He leaned over, tracing his hands up Henry’s body until he cupped Henry’s face in his hands. “I would sheathe my sword in you now.”

      Henry grinned and pointed to the desk in the corner. “Top left drawer.”

      Loch scowled but moved quickly away, returning a moment later with a beaming smile and a pot of oil. “This is magical,” Loch said. “Although I did ask Puteri, and she said magic is not used in its making.”

      Henry choked out a laugh even as Loch began to coat his hole with oil. He trembled and tried to relax. “You actually asked Puteri?”

      “Yes. She knows many things about magic. She has lived a long time.”

      Henry wouldn’t mind asking more, but his thoughts scattered in the wind as Loch touched him. He lost himself to the sensations, letting his fear escape. Loch didn’t make him wait long, but pulled him close and kissed him sweetly.

      “I would have you on your belly so I can see my sword being sheathed.”

      Henry couldn’t help but snicker. “You’ve gotta stop saying that.”

      “Yes,” Loch agreed. “I would fuck you now, Henry, my mage. My air.”

      Henry sighed and rolled over, letting Loch’s hands guide him into position.

      He braced himself against the table as Loch positioned his cock at Henry’s hole and slid it into him. The stretch ached— it always did, even after he’d been with his mates as long as he had. It was Henry’s favorite sensation on the planet.

      Something soft tickled over his back and Henry couldn’t help but shiver even as Loch sunk deeper inside him. He glanced over his shoulder and found another loose feather in Loch’s hand. He smiled wickedly as he lowered it again, brushing it over Henry’s back and down his ass.

      “Loch. Fuck.”

      “Yes, love. That is what we are doing.”

      Henry would have growled but Loch began to move once more, a pounding rhythm at odds with the soft brushes against his back. He couldn’t focus on one sensation over the other. They kept him off balance as his body responded to it all, surging higher, faster.

      Just when he thought he couldn’t get any more turned on, Loch pulled him up and wrapped his arms around Henry’s chest. He continued thrusting, but the new position forced him to slow down again.

      Henry whimpered, needing release desperately. The pressure built and he ached for it. “Loch.”

      “Brace yourself on the table.”

      Henry did as his mate demanded and pressed his hands into the table. Loch began using the feather again, this time on Henry’s front. It tingled, their magic combining in a way that enhanced each stroke against his skin. He wanted to fight it, to reach up and capture Loch’s hand and still that wicked feather from moving over him, teasing him. But he didn’t. Henry liked the edge. He liked losing control. And his mate was making him absolutely crazy, balancing him on the edge of pleasure.

      It could have been Loch’s masterful use of his body that drove him over the edge. His body responded to each thrust, his release building and drawing his balls up tight. It could have been the feather, the magic sparking between them as Loch teased him and made him fight for control. But instead, it was Loch, leaning forward and blowing a light breath over the sweat dampened-skin of his neck. That one additional sensation, combined with all the others, pulled his release from him.

      Henry cried out even as Loch dropped the feather onto the table and grabbed his hips. His mate came inside him, claiming him once again. Henry’s body trembled and he moved positions, unable to support himself any further. He didn’t even care that one hand landed on one of his precious books. He rode the waves as Loch continued to use him. They both collapsed against the table, Loch’s breaths gasping into his neck. Henry’s own chest heaved as well.

      “That was… wow.”

      “Yes.”

      “The feather thing.”

      “Hmm,” Loch mumbled.

      “Don’t fall asleep on me. This table is not comfortable. And I think I ruined one of my books.”

      Henry looked at his hand, really not caring at the moment, but knowing he’d curse himself later if he’d actually damaged the book. His breath caught. His hand laid on top of the mark of the goddess, the page opened from earlier. He’d stared at it over and over again.

      But now, his hand laid just the right way and he was finally able to see what he’d not seen before.

      “Loch,” Henry said.

      His mate realized something was wrong and raised up. His cock slipped from Henry’s body, and Henry had to close his eyes for a moment as another wave of sensation flowed through him. His knees wobbled, and his heart skipped a beat.

      “Look,” Henry said.

      His thumb rested on one of the black lines representing the sisters. His middle finger did as well. So did his pinkie. Nothing too crazy. Except for his other two fingers. They rested on the spaces in between. His pointer and ring fingers. Right there. All five equally represented in the glyph. They just hadn’t seen it before. They didn’t consider the blank spaces significant. But they were.

      Henry laughed and moved his hand, spinning around in Loch’s arms and kissing him soundly. “Come on. We’ve gotta go talk to Sawyer.”

      The feather had stuck to his belly and Henry didn’t even care. He grabbed it, waving it in the air like an idiot as he ran for the bedroom. “I’ve got it!”
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      “I got it!”

      Sawyer jerked in Draco’s hold as Henry flung open the bedroom door and ran to the bed. He dive-bombed them, somehow managing to land across Sawyer’s legs without causing anyone permanent damage. It was a close call. Draco had his dick shielded, still worried about where Henry’s knee would go next.

      “What?” Sawyer couldn’t help but smile at Henry’s excitement even as Henry managed to settle across his belly and put his ass in a perfect spot for Sawyer to—

      “I totally got it.”

      “So tell us,” Draco said.

      Henry drew a circle with one of Loch’s feathers on Sawyer’s chest. “The mother goddess. Right? The circle at the top.”

      “Yeah.” Sawyer shivered, the feather tickling and sending a spark of pleasure down his spine.

      “The sisters.” He drew three lines down.

      “Yeah.”

      “And the brothers,” Henry said. He drew his hand down twice more, this time in between the others. “It might have looked like there was nothing there, but we both know that in this world, nothing is usually something.”

      It took Sawyer a second, and then he gasped. “You totally got it.”

      There were five all along, they just hadn’t seen it.  The black lines in the symbol so present and obvious. But there were spaces in between. Two of them. The five children of the goddess were all accounted for after all.

      “And that’s not all.”

      “You’re on a roll.”

      “I am. Wait. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine. I feel good.”

      “Did you, like, get your memories back or whatever? Do you know all of this now and I’m babbling like an idiot?”

      “No. I don’t know. Tell me.”

      Henry grinned and leaned down, kissing Sawyer quickly. It was only then that he realized Henry was stark naked.

      “What exactly were you doing?”

      “Oh, Loch did the feather thing and, well, you know how fucking sexy his wings are.”

      Sawyer grinned. He did know. “Got it.”

      “Anyway, so Loch gave Puteri a feather, right? She took it to the lake, and the lake let her bring some water back to you.”

      “He did? I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah. The hot tub thing. I thought you knew. Anyway, you soaked in some lake water and then you felt better.”

      Sawyer turned to find Loch watching them from beside the bed. “That was dangerous.”

      “A gift freely given,” Loch said. “And worth it since it helped.”

      Sawyer wanted to argue, but Henry was vibrating with excitement. “What else?”

      “And Draco’s family gave you the armor. Also, freely given.”

      “Yes.”

      “And it’s dangerous because it can be used against you. Dragons protect their scales just like fae protect their feathers. Because your own magic can be used against you. So that’s why you don’t just spread your magic out all willy-nilly. And it’s especially why you don’t try to take someone’s magic against their will. It’s really bad.”

      “I’m not following.”

      Henry grinned again, then leaned down so he was inches away from Sawyer’s face. “He messed up, Sawyer.”

      “What?”

      “Your brother. He messed up. He tried to take my magic. He did take some of it. But it wasn’t freely given so it didn’t do anything for him. Not really. But it did leave a residue. I think that’s why the visions hurt so badly. But it’s there, and that means I can use it against him. We can use the visions to find the eighth guardian.”

      “Henry, I don’t—”

      “Master Sawyer, the grimoire from Leader Hartwig has arrived for Master Henry. As you recall, Gamayun said it would be what he needed.”

      Another significant look.

      “Ha!” Henry said. He scrambled off the bed and ran toward Cecil and the book. Still naked.

      “Henry,” Sawyer groaned.

      “Serendipity, Sawyer! See? This is it. We can fight fire with fire. Except air with air. Kinda.”

      “I don’t… it’s not. Henry.”

      “It’s perfect. That’s why the visions hurt, Sawyer. Don’t you get it? They’re not natural. And that’s why he had all the mages hunted down. He was trying to power up. He was trying to figure all this out by using our visions to get the answers. Air power for the air god. But it doesn’t work if it’s not freely given.”

      Henry grabbed the book and bounced back over to the bed. Only Saeward’s quick movement kept Henry from injuring them all. He caught Henry and put him gently down across Sawyer’s stomach again.

      “Thanks, Ward,” Henry said. He kissed Ward’s chest before turning back to Sawyer with the book clutched in his arms. “I know you’re worried but I have another air elemental to shield me. With his sexy as fuck wings. His powerful held-off-Puteri’s-really-strong-magic wings. And the others can help too. Hell, you can help. All the help, Sawyer. The book will have the answers. Just wait. I know it will. And then we can get number eight. And then we can tell your stupid brother to kiss our asses.”

      Henry leaned over and kissed Sawyer again before dropping the book on Sawyer’s chest. Then he flung himself against Draco, kissing their dragon until he panted for breath. Then Eduard, who he left a disheveled mess. And Andvari, who panted and ended up grabbing Eduard once Henry was done with him. Ward got his attentions next, and then Henry surprised even himself by jumping at Dakota.

      The new guardian caught Henry in his arms. “I’d kiss you too, but I don’t know if I like you. But I do know that you’re a lynx and I’m super glad you’re here. I think I’m going to need your help with ward issues. You can’t be held within wards, right?”

      “I can’t be held captive at all,” Dakota rumbled.

      Sawyer trembled at the power in Dakota’s voice. A lynx. He’d read about them in their books. Elusive and powerful. Dangerous creatures who preferred to be alone, and could never be locked away. Their magic wouldn’t allow it. They had to be free.

      “Definitely gonna need your help,” Henry said. “All the pieces had to be in place before it would work, Sawyer.” Henry wiggled out of Dakota’s embrace and ran back to the bed. “Your plan is coming together. Can’t you feel it?”

      Sawyer wanted to let Henry’s excitement flow through him, to fill him with hope, but he couldn’t ignore the pain he could see in his newest guardian’s eyes.

      Dakota glanced at him, golden eyes locking on his. “Your brother tried and failed to hold me.”

      That caught everyone’s attention. Sawyer pushed up, moving the book aside. “What?”

      “I’m caught in a war between brothers. But I will lose.”

      Sawyer scrambled off the bed. “No, you won’t.”

      Dakota laughed, but it was dark and bitter. “You know nothing.”

      Sawyer moved to him. All of his mates gathered behind him, each of them wanting the answers Dakota clearly possessed. Even Henry’s excitement had waned with Dakota’s words, a less than subtle reminder that lives were at stake.

      “I don’t know a lot, you’re right,” Sawyer said. “But I know that I won’t hold you here against your will. You can leave anytime you want. I won’t force you to do anything. That’s not what I want from you. Or what I want for you.”

      “You know nothing,” Dakota repeated.

      “So tell me, Dakota. Tell us.”

      “You play at a game and do not know the rules. You flaunt your mates, and yet do not question why others are so desperate to find theirs. You pity the children who were tortured, and yet you do not question how they came to be or why. You love and laugh and are adored when others must hide in the shadows, frightened and tormented because of you.”

      “Enough,” Draco yelled.

      Sawyer reached for him, accepting the hand Draco reached out to him, but stopped Draco from intervening further with a look. His mate fumed, but Sawyer wanted to hear what Dakota had to say. He needed to hear the words.

      “Tell me,” Sawyer said once more.

      “Your mage is not the only one who sees,” Dakota snarled. “I see as well, and my visions showed me what choices you made and the consequences. Oh, noble chosen one, who sacrificed his magic to protect the world from his big bad brother. Is that really what you think? No, you were a petulant child, determined to beat your brother and prove that you were strong, that you were worthy. You cared not of the consequences. And your brother,” Dakota scoffed, “all he wanted was to steal enough power to defeat the Mother and take her place. You cared nothing of that, only wanted to be better than him in her eyes.”

      Dakota’s breath came in pants, his anger filling the room. Sawyer’s mates were all livid, ready to strike out on his behalf. They all waited for him to defend himself. But he knew better.

      “Sounds like me,” Sawyer said softly. “Do you know how much I used to torment Nick and Mikey, trying to get their attention, desperate to get them to see me? Well, I guess your visions probably didn’t show you that, but it’s true. There’s just one difference, Dakota. My brothers weren’t evil, and they helped me grow stronger and smarter. They taught me how to look outside of myself and see what others around me needed. They taught me to care and to love. Can you say the same about him? I’m sure I made mistakes. I have no doubt that I did. I know I have an ego, and I really like to win. I still do. I also know that I love with all of my heart, and if I tried some desperate measure, even if it did go wrong, it wasn’t with evil intentions. I may be an idiot, but I wouldn’t do that.”

      Dakota turned away and looked out the window.

      “Tell me what he did to you,” Sawyer asked softly.

      “To me?” Dakota answered, his voice dull and without emotion. “Nothing. His minions came after me, and they caught me. I thought it a game, at first. To me, it was. They didn’t know what I was. How could they? They were human, imbued with stolen powers to give them a boost. I played along, laughing at them the entire time, knowing I could walk away with little more than a thought.”

      Sawyer looked out the window as well, waiting for Dakota to finish. The pain in his voice echoed in Sawyer’s mind, reaching a place deep inside of him. For the first time, he truly understood the depth of what was happening outside the bubble he lived in, surrounded by wards and mates and guards.

      “But it wasn’t funny. I wasn’t the only one,” Dakota said. “They were all so scared. They thought I was there to hurt them more. They’d been hurt enough, though. Experimented on until it wasn’t even clear what they’d been at the beginning. I got them out of there, hid them away, and kept them safe. And then the visions came. Visions of you and your brother. Of a war that had no purpose, that should not have been. Magic destroyed, lives ruined, because two brothers played a game with their magic without a care for the consequences.”

      If it was only anger in Dakota’s voice, Sawyer would probably be able to shrug it off a little easier and leave it to the decisions of the past-him. Choices he wouldn’t make this time. He could turn into Draco’s arms and be sheltered from all of it. Ward would hold him close and his cool energy would soothe the anger being thrown his way. But the heartbreak, the desolation and frustration, Sawyer couldn’t walk away from those. He couldn’t deny that he’d hurt Dakota deeply, even if it hadn’t been intentionally. Even if he didn’t remember any of it. He’d still done it. He was still responsible.

      “Why did you come?” Sawyer asked.

      Dakota laughed, dark and bitter. “That’s the crazy thing. I had to come. In order to escape you, I had to come to you and be set free.”

      “Then consider it done, Dakota. You’re free. You can go.”

      Another laugh. “You still don’t get it, do you? I can no more leave my mates than the dragon over there can.”

      “You have a choice. You always have a choice.”

      “You’re not really so naïve as to believe that, are you?”

      Sawyer snapped, his limit finally reached. “Yes, I am. Because I will never force myself on you. I may not know everything. I may remember shit about my past and the stupid ass decisions that I’ve made. But I would never, will never, force my attentions on anyone. I can find another guardian. Hell, I can find you another mate if that’s what it comes down to. Leave, Dakota. We will fix this without you.”

      He turned and stormed out of the room, probably reinforcing Dakota’s notion that he was nothing more than a petulant child. He needed to be free, though. To clear his head and his heart. Cecil hovered at the bottom of the stairs, and Sawyer drew up short at the sight of him.

      “Is it true?”

      If anyone knew what he was capable of, it was Cecil. The person who’d known him longest. The only one who knew the him from before.

      “Walk with me,” Cecil said softly.

      Sawyer followed Cecil into the kitchen, where he started making one of his many concoctions.

      “I don’t need—”

      “Yes, you do. Tell me, do you feel differently now?”

      “No. Yes. I guess. Dammit, Sissylt, I don’t know what to think. I’m so confused.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I know I made you promise not to tell me, but I’m releasing you from that promise, okay? I wasn’t thinking clearly, obviously.”

      Cecil smiled and pushed over a glass. “Drink.”

      Sawyer took a chug and immediately regretted his life choices. It wasn’t a smoothie. It burned.

      “What is that?” Sawyer said as he tried to remember how to breathe.

      “Bourbon.”

      Sawyer choked and inhaled as his eyes watered and his entire body heated as liquid flames engulfed his throat and stomach. “You trying to kill me?”

      “Not kill, no. Shock.”

      Sawyer glared before staring down at the swirling amber liquid. “How do people drink that?”

      “They usually sip it.”

      “Smartass.”

      Cecil smiled, and Sawyer sat down on one of the bar stools.

      “You ignored me.”

      “I never ignore you.”

      “I said, I release you from your promise. So tell me.”

      “You also made me promise not to tell you if you tried to release me from the promise so I would tell you.”

      “Dammit!”

      Cecil held out a second glass for himself and took a small sip. “You’re cute when you’re angry.”

      Sawyer growled. “I’m so mad I could scream.”

      “So scream.”

      Sawyer sighed and took a small sip of the bourbon. “Why is this supposed to help again?”

      “I’m not sure it will. In fact, it probably won’t.”

      “So why’d you give it to me?”

      “Because I’ve learned that when you are overwrought with emotion, it is often best to distract you.”

      “Reboot my brain. Mama Thea always used to say that.”

      “Hmm,” Cecil hummed as he took another delicate sip.

      “I’m not drinking anymore of that.”

      “Would you like something else?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know. Do I?”

      Cecil grinned and began rummaging in the kitchen once more.

      “I feel like everything is a jumble. I feel like I’m messing things up worse. Henry is so excited. Well, he was. He’s probably not now. But he’s ready to stick it to my brother. To show him we’re awesome and strong and….”

      “But that’s not your duty here, Master Sawyer.”

      “It isn’t, is it?”

      Cecil smiled and handed him a familiar glass with one of his favorite striped straws. “Here. Let’s walk.”

      “I need to tell my mates.”

      “They all hover in the hall, waiting.”

      “Ugh,” Sawyer groaned. “Come on guys. I’m going to walk with Cecil.”

      His mates entered the kitchen, each of them worried.

      “You okay?” Draco asked.

      Sawyer shrugged. “No. But I will be.”

      Henry sighed. “I brought the book. I’m sorry I was insensitive.”

      “You weren’t,” Sawyer said. He hopped off the stool and moved to Henry’s side, cupping his hand around Henry’s cheek when he was close enough to reach him. “You’re brilliant, and I love your mind. I love that you’re excited to learn things and work even harder than I do to find answers. Please don’t stop doing that. For me, okay?”

      “Okay,” Henry said softly. “He hurt my brothers and sisters, too. I know it’s not a joke.”

      “I know,” Sawyer said. “And Dakota knows. He’s mad at me, not you, okay?”

      “I’m going to read the grimoire and see if I can find what I’m supposed to read.”

      “You will. Let me know what you figure out.”

      Henry kissed him sweetly before turning to go back upstairs. Sawyer didn’t want to let him go. “Eduard,” Sawyer said. “Go with him please?”

      Eduard nodded. He stepped closer to Sawyer and cupped his cheeks. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Eduard kissed his forehead and followed Henry upstairs.

      He turned to Andvari and Loch next. “Will you check in with everyone? See if anything’s going on. I figure with that display earlier, our guards may need some time with the two of you. Reassure them, okay?”

      Andvari and Loch both nodded. “We will be back soon.”

      Draco stood with Saeward, his hand around Ward’s shoulder, holding him close as he spoke quietly.

      “Hey,” Sawyer said.

      Ward turned his attention to Sawyer.

      “Go for a swim. I’ll be out soon, okay? Draco, stay with him please.”

      Draco started to protest, but Sawyer sent him a sharp glare and he nodded.

      Within moments, he’d cleared the room of all but himself and Cecil.

      “They won’t stay away long,” Cecil said gently.

      “Good, because I don’t want them too. Question, did I make you promise not to tell me when I was right about something? So if I say, I’m the god of metal, can you say yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “So am I?”

      “Yes, Sawyer.”

      “Right. The raven thing threw me off. I mean, birds equal air, you know?”

      “Not always.”

      “I suppose.” Sawyer drummed his fingers against the counter. “I’m missing something.”

      Cecil smiled and took another sip of his bourbon.

      “Smug is not a good look on you, Sissylt.”

      Cecil shrugged, coy as ever.

      “I just want answers.”

      Cecil turned and glanced outside. A raven squawked loudly, drawing Sawyer’s attention. The trees were alive with them once more, but this time, he was comforted by their presence. Cecil turned to him and he got another of those significant looks. “So ask the questions.”

      Sawyer drummed the counter again, a steady rhythm. He took a drink of his smoothie before taking the glass with him outside. He looked up, then back at Cecil, then back at the birds again. “I have questions.”

      One of the ravens, a large one flew toward him and Sawyer put out his arm in time for it to land on him. His sister relied on her hellhounds for so much, but they were shifters. Meshaq was a man as well as a hellhound. He could be spoken to, and he could answer.

      “I don’t know the questions. And I don’t know how this works. But I really need some help. Can you help me?”

      The bird cawed in his face before flying away.

      Sawyer wasn’t sure what to expect. He kept looking at the sky, as if some miracle answer would fall from the heavens and land on his head. A big thunk and he’d have the answers. And probably a headache. But it would be worth it.

      Cecil stood beside him, shoulder to shoulder.

      “You hate this, don’t you?” Sawyer asked.

      Cecil leaned into him slightly. “I love seeing you happy. And your mates make you happy. For all that has happened, I would not change your happiness.”

      Sawyer grunted. “Not worth it if it has caused so many others so much pain.”

      “Their journeys are their own. You cannot control the threads of fate, just as your brother cannot force you to hide away here and wait for him to come to you.”

      Sawyer arched a brow and turned to look at Cecil, who studiously avoided meeting his gaze.

      “The weather has grown quite warm,” Cecil said.

      Sawyer put his hand on Cecil’s shoulder and squeezed before taking another pull on his drink. “You’re right, you know. I’m tired of being on the defensive. I need to do something.”

      “Ahh, good. And I believe— yes, I believe your request for answers has been delivered. You have company.”

      “Wait? What? How? Where?”

      Cecil went back into the house, but not before Sawyer saw his smirk.

      “I saw that! Don’t be smug, Cecil. It’ll give you wrinkles.”

      He’d spend more time glaring, but Saeward emerged from the pool, all dripping wet and sexy and Sawyer could no more keep his attention on Cecil than a fly could avoid honey. Some things were impossible.

      “Sawyer,” Saeward said. His eyes widened, but not with fear. With excitement? But not sexy times excitement, either.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “She’s coming. I can feel her.”

      And about that time, Sawyer felt it, too. If he’d been paying attention and not so busy glaring at his obnoxious oldest friend in the universe, he’d have noticed.

      “She is. You want to meet her?”

      Saeward grabbed his hand and held on. “Yes?”

      “Come with me, then.”

      Sawyer tugged Saeward along, waving Draco away as they stepped into the woods once more. His little clearing was becoming a special place, even if when Gamayun had asked, he’d said it wasn’t. But now it had been visited by two of his sisters. That kind of power left a mark.

      “My brother,” Anuket said as she emerged from the trees.

      Saeward trembled beside him.

      “Annie, please meet my mate, Saeward.”

      She smiled at him as he dropped to a knee and bowed his head. She touched him, running her hand over his head before looking at Sawyer with a scowl. He nodded, understanding that she was picking up on Ward’s troubled past.

      “Rise, Guardian. You have honored our element and I am pleased to call you one of mine.”

      Saeward blushed. “Thank you. And, um, thank you for your brother.”

      She grinned. “I’m not sure I had anything to do with that, but you’re welcome. Love him well, my hippocamp.”

      “Yes, my goddess.”

      “Go on back to your dragon now. He paces and it’s making me nervous.”

      Saeward glanced at Sawyer, who nodded, and then he ran back to the yard. They heard the splash of the pool a moment later.

      “Damn, that was intense,” Sawyer said. “Annie, I need a favor.”

      “I will do nothing for you if you insist on calling me that obnoxious nickname.”

      “But I like it. It’s sweet. Come on.”

      “Just because you have a new name doesn’t mean we all wish for a new one.”

      “Fine. I’ll call you Anuket. But only because it’s a great name.”

      She laughed. “You really must want this favor.”

      Sawyer glanced back to the yard. He couldn’t see Ward, but knew his mate swam furiously as he processed his emotions.

      “I want it more than anything, and that’s saying something right now.”

      “Sawyer?” Anuket asked. The teasing smile was gone from her face.

      “The one who hurt him is one of yours. I want him to pay for what he did. He hurt my mate, and for that, he needs to pay.”

      She grinned, and it was no longer the sweet water sister who’d make you think of a gentle spring rain. No, this was a thunderstorm, maybe even a hurricane. “Consider it done.”

      Sawyer breathed a sigh of relief. He couldn’t exactly go hunt down the asshole himself, but knowing his sister had his back was enough. “Thank you. My mates… they’re everything, you know?”

      “It is as it should be, brother.”

      “I can’t help it. I mean, one guy shouldn’t be so blessed, you know? I mean, I guess I planned it that way, but it just feels like it happened. Like they were supposed to be mine and they were. And I can’t imagine being without any of them. Isn’t that crazy?”

      “You babble, Sawyer, as you used to as a child. I’ve missed it.”

      And the word struck a chord, one that might as well have sounded a gong inside his head.

      “I babble like a brook. Just like Mama Thea.”

      His sister at least had the courtesy to look away.

      “Oh my Goddess, Annie! You totally interfered when you weren’t supposed to.”

      She scoffed. “Did you really think I would allow my baby brother to fall into the hands of someone who would not treat him well? You asked too much of me, my brother. And our sister sent you your dog when you needed one. I don’t hear you fussing at her, do I?”

      Sawyer grinned and leaned into her. “No.”

      “I could no more leave you alone and afraid than I could stop the seasons from changing.”

      “How’d it happen?” Sawyer asked.

      Anuket sighed. “I often hear the prayers of my kind, their thoughts and wishes sent into the ether. When I can, I assist. Oftentimes, it is not for me to intervene, but sometimes, exceptions can be made, especially for one who is pure of heart.”

      “Which Mama Thea totally was.”

      “She was selfless. When she discovered… Mikey, I believe is his name?”

      “Yeah. That’s my big brother.”

      “Her prayer was to give up her meager powers to help him better control his. He’d seen her and reacted. She begged for help for a child that wasn’t even hers, a stranger who she could have easily walked away from and forgotten.”

      Sawyer couldn’t help the tears that formed in his eyes. “Yeah, that sounds like her.”

      “I answered her prayer. And then made sure the waters flowed correctly so he was given into her care. When she needed help with his gift, I made sure she found a coven to assist.”

      “Wow. You really went all out, didn’t you?”

      She shrugged. “His is a unique ability. His powers fall under my purview. Did you know that?”

      “No. Then why haven’t you helped him! Our brother attacked one of yours.”

      “He is at peace and in no danger.”

      Sawyer growled and dropped his head. He breathed deeply for a moment. “I need him better, Annie. Please.”

      “It will be done when the time is right, Sawyer. Shall I finish my tale or do you grow bored?”

      “Bored? Really. Come on. On what planet are you ever boring?”

      She grinned at him and he knew he’d managed to get back into her good graces.

      “A short time later, I do not know the human time, I received another prayer. This one came in a storm that held much power. I recognized her prayer, of course, and wondered what she’d discovered. When I heard of the new child, the lion who was so broken, I intervened again. Our mother was most displeased with me.”

      “Thank you for helping them,” Sawyer said.

      She shrugged. “It was only natural when you finally returned, that I asked a favor in return for the blessings I’d bestowed upon her. And she did it with unfettered joy, brother. She loved you with all of her heart. You and the other two as well.”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      “She was taken too soon,” Anuket said sadly. “But accidents do happen. I thought perhaps it had been some other force. I worried over you so much. But both of our sisters aided me and we didn’t find a trace of any other involvement.”

      “That… I’d been afraid of that, deep down inside.”

      “I know.”

      “What about…Papa? Was he?”

      “No. Thea’s husband was human. He was as pure a spirit as his wife, though. I made sure of it before I left you in their care.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled and touched his face. “Brother, I fear for you now. The time grows near.”

      “I know. And the last guardian, he’s one of yours, too.”

      “He is.”

      “I’ll get him.”

      “I know you will.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      Sawyer held out his arm and one of the ravens flew down to him.

      “What’s your animal? I have ravens. Our sister has hellhounds.”

      “I have the orcas,” Anuket replied.

      “Oh.”

      “Why do you sound disappointed, my brother?”

      “I don’t know. I was expecting something out there or something. Like the kraken maybe. That would have been a good one.”

      She laughed and a little rain began to fall.

      “You are fanciful, Sawyer. Always have been, always will be.”

      “I try.”

      “So what’s your guide like?”

      She hesitated for a moment, obviously surprised by his question. There was something there, something he didn’t know. It was one of the keys. Sawyer was sure of it. Instead of answering, she held out her arm and a crash of thunder sounded. A glowing bird landed on her arm a moment later.

      “Dammit. Another bird!”

      “You do not like my thunderbird?” Anuket asked.

      “Well, I mean, I like it. It’s fricking cool. And is that actual lightning sort of flying him around because I’m human and that’ll leave a mark.”

      “I will not allow harm to befall you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “What is your question, brother?”

      There were about a thousand, really. But one stood out more than all the rest. It bubbled up from deep inside him and poured out before he could stop it.

      “Did I do the right thing? I messed up so many lives, Annie.”

      She reached for his hand and held it tight. “You saved our mother, and you saved us all. It… was not that path I would have chosen, but you saved her.”

      “Desperate times and all that.”

      “Yes. They were.”

      “I really need to find my guide, don’t I?”

      “Yes.”

      “My brother has my guide, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      Sawyer sighed again. “He’s really a pain in my ass.”

      Anuket laughed. “Yes.”

      “I’m going to fix this, Annie. I swear. I’m going to fix it.”

      “Then the time has come, Sawyer. Actions speak louder than words.”

      Another clap of thunder sounded, and she was gone.
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      It only took a few laps in the pool for Saeward to calm. He didn’t need the water as much anymore. His mates helped soothe his frazzled nerves just as much as the cool, quiet peace he found beneath the water. Draco sat on the edge of the pool with his legs dangling invitingly. Saeward swam toward him and ended up with his head against Draco’s chest and his arms wrapped tightly around his waist.

      Draco was a lighthouse in the storm. Warm sand on a sunny day. Saeward basked in it, even as he watched the woods where Sawyer still spoke with her. His goddess. No, that wasn’t right. Not anymore. He was mated to a god. Sawyer was his now. Saeward grinned and turned his face into Draco’s stomach.

      “What’s that smile for?” Draco rumbled as he softly ran his fingers through Saeward’s hair.

      “Sawyer is our god now.”

      “Yeah,” Draco agreed. “He is. That’s crazy to think about, isn’t it?”

      Saeward glanced back to the woods. “It’s good.”

      “That, too.”

      The Sawyer who stepped out of the woods a few minutes later was as god-like as Saeward had ever seen him. A large raven rested on his shoulder, its wings reflecting blue and purple in the sun. Sawyer was clearly deep in thought. He glanced their way and smiled. “Meet me in the library.”

      “Sure,” Draco said.

      Sawyer continued inside. The raven remained with him.

      “Is he okay?” Saeward asked. He untangled himself from Draco’s arms and climbed out of the pool. Draco wrapped a towel around him and dried his legs as Saeward stood quietly and let him. His mate found comfort in performing small acts of care. Saeward enjoyed the attention, the quiet moments that were theirs alone. He treasured all of his mates, and all of the ways they found to show their love. Some physically intimate, yes, but some were moments like these, with Draco performing a task that shouldn’t make Saeward’s heart fill with joy.

      “He’s fine,” Draco answered once he’d removed most of the water from Saeward’s legs. “That’s his thinking face. He’s got a plan.”

      Saeward honestly wasn’t sure what to think of that, but Draco seemed proud. He followed his dragon into the house, stopping only long enough to put on some of the loose, comfortable pants Eduard had purchased for him. It was another of those small acts that set his mates apart. Eduard showed his affection through gifts. Saeward didn’t care much for things, so the ones that truly made his life better were a true treasure. Something as simple as a pair of pants that didn’t make him feel confined or uncomfortable.

      Their mates had gathered in the library, each of them seated at the long table Sawyer and Henry often used to study. It still held their piles of books, in fact, and Henry had one open in front of him. The newest guardian, Dakota, stood at the door. Waiting. Watching.

      Saeward and Draco each took seats at the table. Sawyer paced at one end, still deep in thought. He stopped behind Saeward’s chair and rested his hands against his shoulders. Ward concentrated on sending him comfort. A long minute passed. Silence stretched awkwardly, but only for Dakota, who stood at the door, glaring at them all. Their other mates followed Sawyer’s lead. They stayed quiet, waiting for Dakota to make his decision once and for all.

      Join them, or walk away.

      Sawyer’s thumbs pressed into the muscles of Ward’s shoulders, the gentle squeeze the only outward sign of his worry. Even though Ward couldn’t see his face, he knew what it would look like. He’d seen that expression on Sawyer’s face countless times himself. Patient. Kind. Hopeful. Loving.

      Still Dakota waited.

      Saeward reached up and laid his hand over Sawyer’s, hoping his mate wouldn’t mind his intervention. “Come in, Dakota. We need you with us,” Saeward said softly.

      His mate’s hands twitched against his shoulders, but not in anger. No, Sawyer sent him a silent thanks through his gentle touch, especially when Dakota stepped into the room. He took the seat closet to the door, scanning the room as he did so. Ward often did the same himself. He had to know where the exits were at all times. He didn’t like to be trapped indoors. Not that he felt trapped with his mates at his side. No, he felt more free than he ever had when he was alone. The new guardian had to find his place, much like Saeward had. Sawyer gently held his shoulders, and Ward squeezed his hand once more before lowering his own to his lap. Some of the tension left Sawyer as Dakota joined them, but he still vibrated with energy.

      “We need to mount a rescue,” Sawyer said. “Henry, what did you find?”

      “There is a spell in the grimoire, one that will help me direct my vision once I’m having it. It’ll take a lot of power, though, and since I don’t know when the visions are coming, I’m not sure how this is going to work.”

      Sawyer moved to the seat beside Saeward and sat down. The raven still perched on his shoulder, reminding them all that they were now speaking to the Chosen One, and not simply their mate. Saeward held Sawyer’s knee, a tender touch to remind his mate that he was there.

      “Dakota,” Sawyer said. “How do your visions work?”

      “The spirits show me what they will.”

      “But can you move freely within your visions? Or do you only see flashes like Henry does?”

      “I can move freely. I often must explore to find the meaning in them.”

      “And do you know when your visions are going to come?”

      “They generally come when I am resting. It would be dangerous, otherwise.”

      “Tell me about it,” Henry said. “One concussion, two sprained wrists, a few bruised ribs. I kept my dad busy, but he always said he was both a dad and a doctor for a reason.”

      Dakota turned his attention to Henry, and Saeward caught the first glimmer of concern. “Your visions happen at any time?”

      “Yep,” Henry said. “And they are brutal. Before I met Sawyer, I was sick for days afterward. Headaches, puking.”

      Dakota seemed curious and concerned. “That isn’t good.”

      “Nope,” Henry said. “But that’s what I get for having my magic tinkered with. I don’t think the visions would be like this otherwise. That’s just my working theory, but it makes sense, right?”

      Dakota didn’t respond, but there was the tiniest crack in the ice surrounding him. Sawyer would be happy to see it, as was Saeward.

      “Okay, so we need to figure out a way to safely induce a vision for Henry since he’s connected to Palinouros, but we need for him to have Dakota’s level of control while he’s there,” Sawyer said.

      “He needs to have a vision quest,” Dakota said.

      “A what now?” Sawyer asked.

      “Visions are rarely given to children,” Dakota said. “In my pack, a vision quest is the time when a child moves to adulthood, and when you have the gift, you are sent on a vision quest. The tribe leaders are with you to keep you safe and bring you home should you get lost. If you return safely home, the leaders allow your visions to continue. If you cannot, they are kept locked away for another year. Some with the gift are never allowed freedom of them.”

      “When were yours unlocked?” Henry asked.

      “When I was eighteen.”

      Henry glanced at Sawyer, and Saeward was once more struck by the pain their young mage had suffered as a child. If Dakota’s pack kept their children from the visions until they were old enough to be safe, what must the visions have been like for Henry, who had them when he was so young with no guidance or training?

      “How can we do the vision quest thing?” Sawyer asked.

      Dakota’s jaw clenched. He stared at Sawyer with his golden eyes, searching, demanding, wanting. Saeward wasn’t entirely sure what other emotions he could see in the new guardian’s eyes. He shielded himself well, hid behind a wall even larger than the one Saeward himself had hidden behind for so long. Dakota eventually exhaled and turned to Henry. “I can escort you on your quest.”

      Henry glanced nervously at Sawyer once more.

      “It’s up to you, Henry,” Sawyer said softly. “We can always find another way.”

      “No,” Henry said. “This is how it has to be. I can do it.”

      Dakota seemed so uncomfortable. The rest of his mates didn’t seem to notice. They were focused on Henry, worried for their young mate that they all adored so much. But Saeward’s eyes kept moving to the newest member of their family. He certainly didn’t want to be there. His body language said as much. But he wasn’t leaving either. He was a conundrum.

      Saeward leaned forward, and Dakota turned to him, pulling his gaze away from Henry and the others. “How dangerous is this?”

      Dakota’s jaw clenched again. “Very. He must be cleansed and grounded first. All of you will be needed.”

      And Dakota was very unhappy about that.

      “Cleansed how?” Saeward asked.

      “I am unsure. I will ask for guidance.”

      Saeward didn’t think it was a great idea.

      Sawyer’s hand touched his leg and drew his attention.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t think anyone but us should know. It’s too big of a risk to Henry.”

      “Okay.”

      A thought popped into Saeward’s head, but it was too odd.

      “Tell me,” Sawyer said softly, always able to read his thoughts on his face. He was so tuned into his mates.

      “Cecil,” Saeward said.

      “What about him?”

      “Do you think he may know what we need?”

      Sawyer grinned and kissed his cheek. “I think he might.”

      “The little brownie too. She probably can help.”

      Sawyer ran his hand through Ward’s hair. “What would I do without you?”

      “You’ll never have to find out.”

      His word was his vow and his mate accepted it as such.

      Sawyer kissed him gently before returning his attention to the others.

      “We go on a vision quest,” Dakota said gruffly. “We find your guardian. What then? Do you think your brother will let you walk away?”

      “No. I seriously don’t. But I also know that whatever is going to happen, whatever comes next, I have to have all of the guardians with me or I won’t succeed. Rescuing the eighth guardian has to be my top priority. If I’m wrong, tell me, Dakota. If you see something I’m missing, tell me. I can’t do this without you. You were chosen for a reason, and that means you have something to bring to the table.”

      “Finding the eighth is the best strategy,” Dakota hedged. “If we are successful in the vision, then we will know if your brother spoke the truth and actually has him held captive.”

      Saeward agreed. This was Dakota’s first task. The reason he’d come to them at this moment. Sawyer had found Saeward when he needed him most as well.

      “Then let’s go talk to Cecil and see if he can help us. Agreed?” Sawyer waited for Dakota to answer, and finally received a nod of agreement. He left the room with Dakota following behind him. The raven still rested on his shoulder. Sawyer didn’t even seem to notice its presence.

      The rest of the mates drifted away as well, leaving Saeward, Eduard, and Draco alone in the library. His mates looked concerned, and Saeward couldn’t blame them. He offered them the only thing he could in the moment. His comfort.

      Eduard stepped into his offered embrace and held him tightly. His fire mates both craved the coolness of his water. Although their magic seemed to oppose each other, in actuality, they balanced each other perfectly.

      “He will be fine,” Saeward said.

      “I know,” Eduard replied. “I’m going to go check on them, make sure they have all of the resources they need.”

      Although Eduard had settled some, his dragon mate had not. Draco didn’t like the idea of any of them in danger, and knowing he had to trust Henry to the newcomer didn’t settle well with him. Saeward had learned to read his dragon well.

      Instead of letting Draco go, he guided him back until his legs bumped into the window seat. Draco glared down at it like it had personally offended him then realized he’d actually been led.

      Saeward knelt down in front of him and gave the loose shorts Draco wore a tug.

      “Fuck,” Draco groaned.

      Saeward leaned in and kissed his thigh. “I would distract you from your worries, my mate.”

      Draco ran his fingers through Saeward’s hair then tightened his hold. “You are a good mate.”

      Saeward leaned in again, this time kissing the other thigh. Draco’s cock jerked, already filling. He nudged his cheek against it, letting his stubble rub the tender skin. Draco groaned and used his hold on Saeward’s hair to guide his mouth closer.

      “You are better than good. An excellent mate who is excellent at distractions.”

      Saeward licked the tip. “I worried this part of mating would be difficult for me,” he confessed. “But I find I crave it.”

      He sucked the head of Draco’s cock into his mouth, relishing the taste in a way he’d never thought possible. But Draco was his. His mate. His love. His passion. His life. Everything. He gave it all. And Saeward was willing to give it all back to him as well.

      “I’m yours,” Draco promised.

      Saeward sucked him deeper, fighting back a smile at the deep, sexy groan he drew from his mate. Draco was one of the most sensual creatures Saeward had ever seen, enjoying pleasure in a way that was contagious. He gave and took, both in equal measure. But for once, Saeward wanted to take. He wanted Draco to lose control with him.

      He ran his hands up Draco’s thighs even as he sucked him deep, choking on the thick length in his mouth.

      Draco tensed for a moment, then realized Ward had done it on purpose. He moaned and lessened his hold on Ward’s hair. “Fuck. Didn’t think you could do that. So fucking sexy. Can you swallow me down, Ward?”

      He would. He looked up at Draco, tears wetting his eyes. Not from emotion, but from choking. Again, his mate looked concerned. But then he wiped away the tear before it ran down Ward’s face.

      “Slowly. Don’t rush it.”

      Ward leaned in again, letting Draco guide him again. His dragon let out a shuddering breath.

      “That’s it.”

      Ward sucked in a breath and opened his throat. Draco edged forward and Ward let him sink in further. He could hold his breath for so long, but it was different. This feeling of choking. Unable to draw air if he needed to. But then it came to him in a flash of understanding. Draco would know what he needed.

      Draco pulled back and trembled again. “Fuck that feels so good, Ward.”

      “I want to make you come.”

      “Damn. What’s gotten into you? Not that I’m complaining. Just wondering.”

      Saeward leaned into Draco’s thigh, not sure if he had the words. He thought he was doing this for Draco, to distract his mate. But it turned out he needed Draco as well. He didn’t know how to explain it. Every day that passed, every curve that was thrown at them, it just cemented his place with his mates. Every touch, every kiss, every time he was inside one of his mates… or let one of his mates inside of him. It all boiled down to a feeling inside him that he was where he was meant to be.

      “I’m where I’m meant to be.”

      It was the simplest explanation, but Draco’s shuddered breath told him the words had the power he’d intended. “Yes, my pony, you are. You’re exactly where you’re meant to be. With us. My mate.”

      Saeward grinned and wrapped his fist around Draco’s cock.

      “Make me come, Ward,” Draco demanded.

      Ward sucked him in again, this time without taking him so deep. He focused on the sensitive head, letting his hand coax Draco harder and closer to release with well-timed strokes.

      “Fuck, that’s good. Tease the tip.”

      Ward did as he was told, using his tongue to swipe at the precome that gathered in the slit, then tracing around the mushroom-shaped head.

      Draco grabbed his head again, but let Saeward continue at his own pace. His big hands held him steady, as Ward took Draco deep into his mouth again.

      “Don’t stop, Ward.”

      It took him a second to realize that Draco was giving him a verbal warning. They were no longer alone. He felt the presence of one of their mates. Draco said nothing else, and Saeward continued his attentions.

      Draco tasted so good. He focused on the tip again, driving Draco mad with pleasure. He couldn’t hold back his thrusts, even though Ward could feel his thighs quivering as he tried to fight the urge.

      “Isn’t he pretty, Andvari?” Draco asked.

      Ward ran his other hand up Draco’s thigh then began teasing his balls with his fingers.

      “Fuck. He’s going to make me come, Andi. Right in that pretty mouth of his.”

      Saeward groaned and Draco trembled again.

      “Yeah, you’re gonna make me come, Ward. You’re gonna make Andi come too. He’s got his dick in his hand already, just standing there watching you. Did you know you did that to him? Got him hard like that? I know you did. You do it to all of us. So beautiful.”

      He couldn’t believe simply watching them was making Andvari hard, but he could hear the sounds behind him, the distinctive noise of a cock being stroked. He knew it well, as he could hear his own hand making the same sounds on Draco’s dick. He sucked harder, letting a slurping noise escape as he swallowed a mouthful of spit and precome.

      “Fucking hell, I’m so close. Your mouth is perfection, Ward. And now you’ve got our vampire desperate for you as well. I wonder, though…if I feed you my come, what will you feed him?”

      It was definitely a question, but the groan he heard from his vampire mate was enough to make him tilt his head to the side, baring his neck in an unspoken offering. It was a gift he didn’t give often, but one his vampire would treasure, especially as they faced the difficult challenges ahead.

      Within seconds, Andvari was at his back, kneeling behind him, pressing their bodies together. He felt Andvari’s cock pressing to him even as his arms came around Ward’s waist.

      “Squeeze him harder,” Andvari whispered wickedly. “He likes it a little rough.”

      Ward complied and Draco’s control slipped further. He pushed forward, hitting the back of Ward’s throat once more.

      Andvari’s hands teased at his skin. Ward desperately wanted more. His own body ached, his cock thick and heavy between his legs.

      “Ward,” Draco groaned. “Breathe.”

      And he did, pulling in a breath as Draco pushed deeper than he’d been before. He felt the first burst of Draco’s release hit the back of his throat and he relaxed into it. He looked up at his mate’s face, but he couldn’t see it. Draco’s head was thrown back as he came. His body clenched as he fought the urge to drive into Ward’s throat, even lost in bliss still being careful not to hurt him.

      When he finally pulled away, Ward realized he hadn’t even had that moment of panic this time. He’d known Draco had him. The moment sent a thrill of pleasure down his spine.

      Andvari reached down and gripped his cock, giving it a firm stroke. “Look at that, Ward. You blew his mind.”

      Ward couldn’t help but grin. He really had. Draco collapsed onto the window seat and ran his hand over Ward’s hair. “Fuck, that was hot.”

      “Tell me about it,” Andvari said. He pressed his cock against Saeward’s back and licked a stripe up his neck.

      Draco’s eyes lit with their inner fire. He slid down onto Ward’s lap, straddling his thighs and looking deep into his eyes. “You ready to make your vampire very happy?”

      Ward nodded, unable to speak. His heart bounded. His body throbbed with need. But his mates would take care of him. They always did. Draco held his head gently, never moving his gaze away.

      “You’re going to love this,” Draco promised. He leaned in for a kiss as Andvari struck.

      Saeward only thought he’d known pleasure before. His mates always brought him such happiness, such bliss, but this was different. He provided life for his mate, and every suck at his neck sent pulses of desire through him. Draco devoured his mouth, swallowing each moan Andvari pulled from him.

      Neither of them had to touch his cock. He came without warning, crying out against Draco. Andvari released his neck, kissing the spot gently and holding Saeward’s trembling body against his chest. He felt the pulse of Andvari’s cock against his back and the slide of Andvari’s release down his spine. He relaxed back against the vampire as Draco rubbed his spend into his chest, over his thighs. He was a sticky mess and he didn’t want to change a thing.
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      As always, when things got difficult, Henry sought out his Papa. Sawyer wanted to spend a little time with Mikey while they waited for Cecil and Puteri to gather the supplies they needed both for the cleansing and for the vision. Even though they’d expedited shipping on some and actually paid to have others picked up and delivered by some of Eduard’s trusted staff, it would still be a long two days of waiting before they had everything they needed to perform the cleansing.

      Dakota hadn’t been exactly forthcoming with details, but Henry had enough experience with his own to know that it wasn’t going to be easy. Nothing about the new guardian was easy, though. Dakota had come through the portal with them, clearly curious about their destination. He’d actually been sticking relatively close to Henry. It might have been that whole Henry throwing himself naked in Dakota’s arms thing, but he somehow doubted it. No, Henry thought it had a lot more to do with Dakota acknowledging that they had something in common. Whatever had happened to the kids Dakota rescued, learning of Henry’s past had brought it all back for him.

      As usual, his family home was alive with activity. There were several vehicles parked in front of the clinic, indicating that his dad would be busy with patients. Sawyer headed that direction when they arrived, with Draco and Loch shadowing him. The other guardians scattered around the perimeter, always aware. Dakota, however, didn’t seem to know what to do.

      “Come on,” Henry said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Just come on.”

      Dakota didn’t look happy, but he didn’t protest any further either. He simply followed Henry into the house and up the stairs. “This is where I grew up,” Henry said. “That was my room. I shared it with my brother, Jack. He’s away at college now. All of my brothers and sisters are. Well, except Ollie. But he’s going in the fall.”

      “It… smells of wolf in here. And… other.”

      “Fox and bear, probably. That’d be Natasha and Ben. My brother and sister.”

      “And all of you were…”

      “Yes,” Henry said. They’d all been held captive, just like Dakota and the mysterious kids he’d rescued.

      Henry knocked gently on the only closed door upstairs and heard a gruff, “Come in.” He opened the door and found Grandpa William propped up on his bed with one of the over-the-bed tables across his legs. Papa had warned him when he texted earlier that his grandpa’s back was giving him trouble.

      “Hey, Grandpa.”

      “Henry!”

      As always, his grandpa brought a smile to his face. He hurried over to the bed and leaned in for a hug. He could tell that it hurt, but he knew better than to try to deny his grandpa the greeting he wanted. He’d never hear the end of it, and his grandpa would wind up trying to go downstairs to prove a point.

      “How’s your back?” Henry asked.

      Grandpa grunted. “Been better. Been worse, mind, but been better.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      “Make me up some more of that stinky crap you love to torment me with. I know you say it’s not magic, but damned if it doesn’t work wonders.”

      “I’ll do it before I leave. All my supplies are in the school room.”

      “And who’s that giant lump trying to disappear into my wallpaper?”

      “That’s Dakota,” Henry said. “He’s one of the guardians. He’s new.”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s yellow eyes, right? Sawyer finally coaxed him out of the woods. Took long enough.”

      Henry tried not to blush but failed. He told his family pretty much everything that went on in his life. They all shared the news with each other, just like whoever he talked to kept him up-to-date on what was going on with the rest of his family.

      “Get over here… what’d you say his name was? Damn meds have made me a bit loopy.”

      “My name is Dakota.”

      He’d moved quickly and silently until he stood by Henry’s side. He held out his hand and Grandpa William shook it. “And what’re you?”

      “I am a shifter,” Dakota replied.

      “I know that, son. I’ve got eyes, don’t I? What kind? I don’t think you’re a wolf like my pack. And not a bear like our Ben. Way too big to be a fox like our Tasha. Probably not a hellhound, either. The eyes are all wrong. I’m guessing some kind of cat. Don’t his eyes make you think cat, Henry?”

      “They do,” Henry said.

      “I am a lynx.”

      “Lynx,” Grandpa William said. “The ones with the funny ears that poke up?”

      Dakota lowered the hood which had been covering his hair the entire time. He actually had little tufts of hair that stuck up a bit. They were just a bit darker than the rest of his hair.

      “Ya look like that Wolverine guy,” Grandpa William said.

      “That’s a compliment,” Henry hastened to add. “Wolverine is Grandpa’s favorite X-men character.”

      “Course he is.”

      Dakota didn’t seem to know what to say to that.

      “You’re mighty quiet.”

      Dakota glanced at Henry before looking back to the older man. “Yes.”

      “My kind of man. You gonna take care of our Henry?”

      Dakota hesitated for one second too long.

      “You’re not gonna watch out for our Henry?” Grandpa started to push himself up.

      “I will protect your grandson.”

      Grandpa huffed and leaned back. “Henry, fluff my pillow. And go get me a snack, would you?”

      Henry adjusted his grandpa’s pillow, taking the time to give him a very stern look while he was at it. “Be nice.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      Henry scoffed. “He’s new. Be nice.”

      Grandpa scoffed at him so Henry stood and faced Dakota. “Don’t let him con you into agreeing to anything stupid. Don’t help him out of bed. If the words ‘Ollie said’ come out of his mouth, run. Got it?”

      Dakota looked incredibly confused, but nodded. “I will stay with you—”

      He didn’t even get a chance to argue.

      “Sit down.” Grandpa used his serious voice.

      Dakota sat.

      “Nice, Grandpa.”

      “Go do what you’re told. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut, Henry. I’m fading away to nothing. I need my snack.”

      Henry sighed. “He doesn’t bite. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      From the look in Grandpa’s eyes, Dakota was in for a stern talking to. They were the worst. Henry, unfortunately, knew that from firsthand experience. When Grandpa William asked everyone to leave the room except for one unfortunate soul, the pitying looks the one left behind received weren’t even enough to represent the pain about to be inflicted.

      Grandpa William knew exactly how to cut to the quick. He didn’t mince words. He didn’t play nice. He called you on your bullshit and made you be accountable for it. They’d had a lot of difficult times after his dads rescued them. It was easy to look back on it all and pretend everything had been hunky dory. But it hadn’t been. They’d had rough days. Heck, they’d had rough months. Even Ben had acted out on occasion. Their counselor had helped, but it had been a long process of healing and learning to trust their dads and their pack.

      Henry hurried into the kitchen and began putting together a snack as he’d been told. He really wanted to get back upstairs and rescue Dakota. When they’d had those bad days, it was usually Grandpa William who put a stop to it. He wasn’t afraid to push harder. He wasn’t afraid to let them be angry with him. At him. But at the end of the day, they all trusted him with their deepest, darkest secrets and fears.

      That trust had taken time, though. Dakota didn’t know what he was in for. After he gathered enough snack-like items to make sure Grandpa couldn’t act like he’d forgotten something and send him back downstairs, Henry ran upstairs with the tray balanced in his hands.

      He wasn’t expecting quiet.

      He wasn’t expecting for both Dakota and Grandpa to have small smiles on their faces.

      He really wasn’t expecting Judge Judy to be playing on television and for both men to be paying rapt attention to it.

      “What is happening right now?”

      “Oh good. Food. Did ya get something for Dakota too? Henry, where’s your manners? Do I need to talk to your nana?”

      Henry gasped. “Grandpa!”

      “What? Were ya raised in a barn? I know for a fact Jean taught you basic hospitality, son.”

      Dakota smirked. The ass.

      “Dakota, would you like something to drink?”

      “I’d love a water, thanks.”

      Henry glared but ran back downstairs. By the time he made it back upstairs, Dakota had his feet propped up on the edge of Grandpa’s bed and the two were debating the merits of the case. He handed Dakota the drink and tried to figure out what vortex he’d been sucked into.

      “Go talk to your Papa. That’s what you came to do.”

      “But…” Henry glanced at Dakota.

      “I’m fine,” Dakota said.

      No one was ever fine after one of Grandpa’s chats. That wasn’t how they worked. There were tears and soul searching and…

      “Are you sure?” Henry asked.

      Grandpa laughed. “Get out of here. I’ll take care of Dakota.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Henry grumbled.

      Dakota and his Grandpa fist bumped.

      “How… when… what…”

      “Get out of here. Tell your Papa I’m fine and not to fuss.”

      Henry scoffed. “I’m not stupid. I’m not telling Papa anything.”

      With one last fleeting look at Dakota, Henry left. He found his Papa in the schoolroom, which served as a makeshift office for Sam now that all the kids were done with high school. Papa gave him a giant hug when he walked into the room and Henry felt a lot of the tension and fear melt away.

      “How’s my boy?” Sam asked.

      “I’m okay.”

      Sam huffed and grabbed Henry’s face. “Sure you are. Why don’t you make some of that ointment stuff for Grandpa and tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Henry knew it was a distraction, but he didn’t care. He laid it all out: the upcoming vision quest, Sawyer’s new powers and what they’d learned. His fears and hopes. By the time he finished, he was putting the cap on the new batch of ointment for Grandpa. He turned and found his Papa watching him intently from his desk chair.

      “Sorry,” Henry said. “I sort of zoned out.”

      “I knew you would. That’s why I had you do it. How are you feeling now?”

      Henry took a second to process. “Better. More centered.”

      His Papa’s smug grin wasn’t lost on him.

      “I see what you did there. Very sneaky, Papa.”

      Sam rose and moved to the table where Henry stood. He pulled him into one of his famous Papa hugs, the kind that wrapped around you so tight it was hard to breathe. They were Henry’s favorite.

      “Trust your mates, Henry,” Sam said softly. “When I first came into this world, everything was different. Everything was new. Just like it is now for you. But I trusted your dad. I trusted our alpha. Sawyer is you’re alpha now. He’s your mate. Believe in him.”

      “I do,” Henry said softly.

      “I know you do. But I thought you needed a little reminder.”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen. Dakota says I can control this kind of vision. But what if I can’t?”

      “Then you cling to him and let him get you out of there. He is a guardian. He’ll keep you safe.”

      Henry sighed and leaned into his Papa’s hug. Sam somehow managed to squeeze him tighter.

      They stood there for a long moment. Henry drew strength from Sam’s hug, just like he’d done since he was a kid.

      When they finally parted, Sam grabbed his shoulders and gave him a squeeze. “Take your Grandpa his ointment and tell him to quit being a grumpy old man.”

      Henry snorted but scooped up the container anyway. “No way am I saying that to him. Do you think I’m crazy?”

      Sam laughed and followed him to Grandpa’s room.

      Grandpa was asleep and Dakota looked like he hadn’t even moved. His eyes were closed, but they popped open the second Henry stepped into the doorway.

      “You ready to go?”

      Dakota nodded before standing. He stretched and gave one last look toward the bed. He gave Grandpa a nod, almost like he was finalizing an agreement between them, then walked to the doorway.

      Henry looked up at him and smiled. “Thanks for hanging out with him.”

      “Thank you for letting me.”

      Sam huffed and they both moved out of the way. He took Dakota’s place in the chair by the bed and leaned back to prop his feet up.

      “No feet on the bed,” Grandpa grumbled.

      “But Dad,” Sam said.

      “No feet.”

      Dakota smiled before turning to walk downstairs. Henry followed along, more confused than ever by the enigma of the newest guardian. The difference was, along with the confusion, there was suddenly a kernel of trust. If Grandpa William liked Dakota… Henry could too. It was really as simple as that. Grandpa trusted him. He’d made sure Henry saw that.

      Message received.

      By the time they made it outside, Sawyer had emerged from the clinic from his visit with his brother. Henry wrapped his mate in a tight hug, one just like his Papa had given to him. Sawyer melted into it.

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

      Sawyer didn’t say anything, but Henry didn’t need him to. They were going to make sure it was. Whatever it took. He met Dakota’s gaze and sent the message to him as well. They were going to do this and they were going to succeed.

      Dakota nodded to him before turning away.

      Message received.

      “Let’s go home,” Henry said softly.

      “Yeah,” Sawyer agreed. “You ready to do this?”

      “Yep,” Henry said. “I won’t lie and say I’m looking forward to it, but I’m not dreading it anymore either. I trust you guys. I’ll be fine. And if it doesn’t work, if my visions don’t function the same way Dakota’s do, well, we’ll figure out something else. That’s what we do.”

      Sawyer smiled and kissed his forehead. “You’re so good for me.”

      “Right back at ya. Do you think I can sucker Viv into making me one of those melty chocolate cake things? I mean, this is a big deal, right? It deserves a special dessert.”

      Sawyer laughed and took his hand, leading him to the ever-present hellhound guard at the Jerricks’ clinic. “I think that can be arranged.”

      The portal opened and they all returned home. Cecil and Puteri had been busy in their absence. A bath had been prepared in their master bathroom with so many herbs and oils Henry started to worry again about the upcoming vision. If he needed that much cleansing to make it through this…

      But no. He had to trust. His Papa was right.

      Saeward came to his rescue once more, always ready with his calm steady presence when any of them were filled with nerves. He helped Henry undress and went with him into the steaming hot bath. The scents were overwhelming at first, but Saeward held him close until it all bled together and he didn’t even notice them anymore.

      Sawyer stepped into the tub next, and he used his hands to scoop the water up and over any bit of exposed skin. He lifted one of Henry’s arms out of the water and gently massaged the oils and herbs into his skin before lowering it again. He repeated the action on the other side, then proceeded to make sure every inch of Henry’s skin was touched by him. Henry basked in the attention, letting his mates care for him and get him prepared for the task ahead.

      And then it dawned on him. He wasn’t the only guardian going into the vision. He opened his eyes and looked across the room at Dakota.

      “Get in the tub.”

      Dakota started to argue, but something in the glare Henry sent him must have shut him up. “Yeah, okay.”

      He moved as fluidly as the cat he became. His clothes hit the floor, piece by piece. The other guardians stood watching, but it wasn’t the sensual kind of looks they normally received when one of them stripped. No, this was more… medical. Like one of his dad’s patients. Naked skin didn’t always mean sexy times. Hell, Henry knew that more than most humans. He’d grown up with a pack of wolves, and when they shifted, they got naked. It was something like that with Dakota, even though there was an underlying tension in the air, the hint of possibility.

      Dakota stepped into the tub and sank down into the water.  He made sure he got completely wet, even dunking his head, before sitting against one of the bubbling jets and leaning back with a sigh. He opened his golden eyes once more and met Henry’s gaze.

      Henry, in turn, moved his attention to Sawyer. “Now him.”

      Sawyer hesitated for the briefest second, but Henry gave him Papa’s no nonsense look. Sawyer repeated the same routine as he’d done with Henry, rubbing the water and oils into Dakota’s skin. Dakota watched him with a measured stare, always looking, analyzing. Judging. Henry hoped one day Sawyer would measure up to whatever it was Dakota sought.

      When the two of them finally broke eye contact, Henry spoke. “Where do we do this?”

      Dakota turned his attention to Henry once again. “My pack has a sacred place where our elders stay with the vision seeker.”

      “Well, we don’t have a sacred place. But since I know what my visions do to me, would you be okay with me maybe being in bed? I mean, it’s big enough for all of us, and I know that may be awkward for you—”

      “That will be fine.”

      Henry breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Henry pulled on a pair of his sleep shorts and someone gave something similar to Dakota. They walked into the bedroom and found the rest of the guardians waiting. Dakota glanced at him then toward the bed. Henry touched Dakota’s arm. “What is it? If this won’t work…”

      “In my pack, we trust our elders to bring us safely home.”

      Henry smiled up at him. It was a sad smile, but one nonetheless. “I do trust you.”

      “How? You don’t know me.”

      Henry sighed. “No, but you know he hurt me once. You won’t let him hurt me again. I do trust that much.”

      And those were the words Dakota must have needed, because they were the truth. He absolutely wouldn’t let Henry get hurt again. Instead of responding, Dakota climbed onto the bed and put a couple pillows behind his back. He leaned against the headboard and gestured Henry forward.

      He settled on the bed between Dakota’s spread legs and leaned carefully back against his chest. He immediately felt safe. His mates found places on the bed as well. All of them gently touching him, reminding him that he wasn’t alone.

      Sawyer was the last to take his position. He leaned in and kissed Henry gently before raising up and giving Dakota a look. “Take care of both of you.”

      “I will,” Dakota replied.

      Everything became pretty blurry for Henry after that. Dakota began a quiet chant under his breath. Henry closed his eyes, but he could still see. A fog of images began floating through his mind, nothing understandable. Nothing even approachable. He held on, suddenly afraid of being lost in that disjointed smoke. How would Dakota ever find him?

      But Dakota’s body was firm and steady behind him. He surrounded Henry, his presence large and stable. Secure. Nothing would get through Dakota to him. He just had to hang on. The fog intensified and images began to flow faster and faster. So fast it made him dizzy. He didn’t know where to look or what to do. Dakota hadn’t told him. Was he supposed to do something? Just as he began to panic, the vision cleared, and Henry stood in a dark patch of woods. A bubbling creek was beside him. He didn’t recognize where he stood, but he didn’t think he was supposed to. He started to look around when the trees came to life. Ravens and crows, cawing and screeching, filled the air. They swirled around, a tornado of black, and when they finally flew away, a little boy crouched on the ground where nothing had been a moment before.

      The boy was naked and trembling. He was scared. Henry started to go to him, but he couldn’t get closer. Something kept him away. The ravens cawed again and dropped items on the ground in front of the boy. He looked up at them and smiled.

      Henry knew that smile. Sawyer.

      Another sound emerged, this one louder and more powerful. Little boy Sawyer picked up the gifts from his ravens and put them on. They’d brought him clothes. A woman emerged from the darkness, and she hurried to Sawyer’s side.

      “There you are, little brother. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Sawyer didn’t seem to recognize her, but he smiled anyway. “I’m lost,” Sawyer said.

      The woman smiled, but it didn’t hide her sadness.

      “I know, little one. I’ll help you find your way.”

      She held out her hand and Sawyer took it, placing so much trust in her. And then he began to talk, asking questions about anything and everything. The vision changed, becoming dark once more, and another dark patch of woods appeared.

      This time, a grown man crouched in the clearing. He growled as he pushed to his feet. “What did you do?”

      He looked around before reaching out his hands. It took him a second to realize nothing was happening.

      “What did you do?” This time it was a shout.

      A man emerged from the woods. He was dressed… weirdly. Like one of those guys that did historical reenactments. He even sounded different when he spoke. “You lost?”

      It took Henry a second to realize that although the brothers had both come back, it hadn’t been at the same time. It wasn’t a reenactment. The guy in the clearing was from a different time in history, and the first one was Sawyer’s brother. No, Henry wouldn’t give him the title. Sawyer didn’t want that. This was Palinouros. The one they were after. Sawyer would probably know from the clothes when it was, so Henry took a second to look at them and try to catalog a few details. It might be important.

      Palinouros grabbed the second guy, moving more quickly than Henry could track. He grabbed the new guy by the head, and then he started screaming. His eyes turned red and even though Henry wanted to help, to make it stop, he couldn’t. He recognized that he was watching something from the past unfold. Something no one else had seen before. The poor man died as Henry watched, and Palinouros dropped him like he was nothing more than trash.

      “You didn’t get it all,” Palinouros said.

      He walked away like nothing had happened, like he hadn’t just taken a life. And that told Henry everything he needed to know. He could confess, even to himself, that he’d hoped Sawyer’s brother wasn’t all bad. That maybe there was some explanation for what he’d done. Part of him wanted that, needed it. He wanted an explanation for what had happened to him and his siblings, plus all of the other kids who’d been hurt. Maybe he was dying, scared and alone, and it was the only way he wouldn’t do the exploding thing Sawyer had talked about. Maybe he was desperate and that was the only way out until Sawyer came along and fixed the magic.

      But no. This wasn’t that. And the vision had known Henry needed to see it. They were dealing with evil, pure and simple. Henry trembled at the darkness he could hear in that voice. The threat very real. Whatever Sawyer had done hadn’t taken all of Palinouros’s magic. Sawyer’s brother had an agenda, and he didn’t care how many lives he destroyed to do it.

      They moved again, and this time, they ended up in another set of woods. A man had a screaming child in his arms, and Henry could hear snarling and shouting behind him. Then a howl. Henry knew that sound well. It was the sound of an angry alpha. The man looked panicked but the child calmed. His pack was coming for him. He just had to hold on.

      And then Palinouros appeared. The man thrust the child into his arms and took off at a run. “More trouble than you’re worth,” Palinouros said.

      Henry froze, fearing what he was about to see. But Palinouros simply dropped the child and vanished. You couldn’t steal a child from a pack. His dads had already figured that much. They had no idea where Palinouros was getting what seemed to be an endless supply of children, but they weren’t being taken from their packs.

      And this was why. He’d tried and failed. More movement and this time Palinouros had another man by the side of the head. This man was also screaming, but he didn’t die like the first one. No, his eyes began to glow a strange red.

      Henry knew about the red-eyed men, even though they didn’t understand what was wrong with them. Palinouros did something to them…

      Another move and this time Henry knew he was in the present. He was inside a house. Dozens of men stood around them. All of them had red eyes. This was it. They couldn’t see him, but Henry still kept to the side of the room. He looked for what he could see, anything that would help him find this place again. There were several guards coming out of a long hallway. Henry went there, checking behind the closed doors. Nothing.

      But then there was one final door. The one at the end. There. That was it. But before he could open it and catch sight of the missing guardian, he felt something. A dark shiver went down his spine. He wasn’t alone.

      Instinctively he crouched down, but it was only a second before he realized that it was foolish. His panic must have sent a signal to Dakota though, because he felt the pull. He was being brought out, but he wasn’t ready. He’d seen the house, but not where it was. He’d never be able to find it.

      Henry resisted Dakota’s pull and ran back down the hall. The other presence was there, and growing stronger. He ran for a window, one he’d seen across the room. If he could get something, some visual clue as to where they were, maybe they could find it. But there was nothing but trees. Not even another house. He tried the door but he couldn’t open it. He didn’t know how to open it.

      “Dakota, help me.”

      The door opened and Henry ran outside. Still nothing. He stared at the house, but it was nothing special. Just a house. Not some castle or something that would be easy to find. But it did have a number above the door. 1018.

      “I know you’re here.”

      “Shit,” Henry yelped. “Get me out of here.”

      He went backward through the visions, and that was the only thing that saved him. When he got to the vision of Palinouros making the man’s eyes red, the face he least wanted to see turned his attention to him. Henry had never been so afraid in his life.

      “Little Henry, come to play. You’re looking in the wrong place. You need training. I can help.”

      Henry couldn’t breathe. Palinouros dropped the red-eyed man and walked toward him. His smile was so dark, promised so much vileness. Henry’s vision changed once more and he was back in the house, the old farmhouse where he’d been held as a child. He could see Ben on the floor beside him, curled up in a ball. Crying. And Palinouros was there, leaning over him, snarling. Then he turned to Henry. “Give me what I want, little mage.”

      But he couldn’t. He had to get out of there. Palinouros leaned over Ben again, and his brother cried out in pain. “Get me the little one,” Palinouros demanded. “Maybe then our little mage will cooperate.”

      “No, no, no,” Henry whispered. But Palinouros heard. He turned his eyes away from the child version of him and to where Henry stood in the shadows of the vision. “What do we have here?”

      And then he felt Dakota behind him. “Help me.”

      Dakota’s arms came around him and Henry held tight. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the sudden sound of Ollie’s screams.

      “I have you. You’re safe. Breathe, Henry.” Dakota’s voice was muffled through his own gasping breaths.

      “Henry!” Andvari barked. “Listen to me. Breathe. In… and out. In… and out.”

      He couldn’t catch his breath. But he did open his eyes. His mates were all there with him. He was back. But he couldn’t breathe.

      “In… and out.”

      Dakota’s chest rose beneath him, pushing at Henry’s back. His body mimicked the movement, breathing in and then sinking back as Dakota let his breath out.

      “Again,” Andvari said.

      Dakota repeated the breathing, and Henry was able to focus enough to breathe as well.

      “There you are,” Andvari said. He held Henry’s hand and squeezed it tight. “Again.”

      Henry breathed, so used to listening to Andvari that it didn’t even cross his mind to not do what he’d been asked. Just as Sawyer had breathed at Andvari’s command, so did Henry. It took a minute, but he was finally able to catch his breath. Sawyer hovered at his side, and Henry leaned forward and flung his arms around his mate.

      “I’ve got you,” Sawyer said. “You’re safe now.”

      Henry nodded into Sawyer’s chest. Dakota moved behind him, but Henry reached back and grabbed his arm. He didn’t know how to ask, but he didn’t want Dakota to move. “I need to call my brothers,” Henry said.

      “Of course,” Sawyer said.

      “I’ll get my phone,” Eduard said. A moment later he was back, pressing it into Henry’s hand. He’d already pulled up his home number, and Henry hit the button with shaking hands.

      “Jerrick residence.”

      “Nana,” Henry gasped.

      “Henry, my love! It’s so good to hear from you. I was hoping you’d call today. I’m making salmon cakes, and it made me remember how your brothers used to love them. Do you remember…”

      Nana’s voice washed over him, chasing away the last of his fears. He couldn’t help but smile as she recounted one of their earliest dinners. He’d heard the story a thousand times. It was when they discovered Ben’s love of blueberries. Ben still loved blueberries. In fact… “You should make a cobbler for dessert,” Henry suggested.

      “That’s a great idea. Speaking of your big brother, he’s out in the yard right now working with a pony of all things. Skittish thing but it has something wrong with its hoof. Ben’s the only one who can get close, and even he’s having trouble. We had to make Ollie stay in the clinic because the moment the pony sees him, it loses its mind. Isn’t that funny?”

      “They know danger when they sense it,” Henry said. The last tendrils of fear and panic slipped away.

      “Yeah. But he’s really more of a danger to himself. Thank goodness he has good reflexes or he’d have broken so many bones by now. Why, just the other day…”

      Henry lost himself to the story again before resuming his place against Dakota’s chest. His mates still hovered close, but he didn’t need to explain what he’d seen. Not yet. They knew if he needed to check on his brothers that what he’d seen involved them.

      Henry clung to Sawyer’s hand while the other held the phone. Dakota’s chest rose and fell beneath him, and he sunk deeper into the feeling. He was back. He was safe. And so were his brothers and sisters.

      “Did you want to talk to someone else?” Nana asked. “I need to get that cobbler in the oven if I want it ready by dinner time.”

      “No, ma’am,” Henry said. “Tell everyone I said hi and I miss them.”

      Nana laughed. “You were just here, my boy. But we miss you, too. Tell Eduard I want to talk to him about where he found that Vivian creature for your house. I need to find someone like that for your dads. I’m going to need to retire eventually.”

      Henry scoffed and Nana laughed once more. They ended the call and Henry passed the phone back to Eduard. He breathed one more minute before opening his eyes once more.

      “Let’s find ourselves a guardian.”
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      Draco grudgingly admitted that if it weren’t for Dakota, they wouldn’t be planning to rescue the eighth guardian so quickly. The only clue Henry had come back with was a number. Eduard had pulled a couple resources to start trying to narrow down the search. It wasn’t much, but it was all they had. It took hours.

      Draco paced the entire time, wanting action. He didn’t wait well, especially when one of his mates was hurting. Henry hadn’t needed to tell him that he’d seen some of the things that had happened to him as a child. They’d all figured out what he’d seen in the vision. He told them the rest, though. Seeing Sawyer appear. The early attempt to take a child. That the brother was responsible for the red eyes. They knew it, but it was interesting that the visions sought to confirm it. Draco hadn’t figured out why. But then, when it began to look like it would be days before they had a location, Dakota had begrudgingly spoken up. “I might be able to help.”

      He pulled out a cell phone and made a call. “Koios, it’s me.”

      And then the strangest conversation Draco had ever heard took place.

      “Cauliflower.” A long pause. “Red.” Another pause. “Romulus and Remus. Enough already. You know it’s me.”

      Dakota then told the mysterious Koios what they were after. It took another few hours before Eduard’s email dinged, and they had a list from Dakota’s contact. It was long. Over forty addresses. But it wasn’t impossible.

      One of Sawyer’s ravens tapped insistently at the library window. Sawyer opened it and allowed it inside, where it took up position on Sawyer’s shoulder. The other mates were around the work table, but Henry had curled up in Draco’s arms in one of the club chairs. He was still shaken from the vision. Draco pressed a kiss against his head and handed him the cup of tea Cecil had brought up. “Drink.”

      Henry grunted but did as he was told. Draco rubbed his back with slow even strokes even as Henry curled up against him. Draco kept an eye on Sawyer as well. His other mate was deep in thought, working his way through something. It was a pebble in his shoe. Annoying him until he was able to get it out. Sawyer paced with the bird perched on his shoulder.

      “We should get him a patch and one of those fake hook hand things. He can be a pirate for Halloween,” Henry said softly.

      Draco grunted. “Those are parrots.”

      Henry poked him in the stomach. “I know. But it’s funny, right?”

      Draco couldn’t deny that it would be.

      Henry let out another sigh, and Draco tightened his hold once more. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I promise. A little shaken up. I thought he had me, you know?”

      “Even if he did— which he won’t— I would search the universe until I found you. And so would all of our mates. Not to mention your pack and your uncles and all of your friends. And then there’s our mate’s sisters. I’m sure they would—”

      Henry squeezed his arm, looking up at him with his crystal blue eyes. “Promise me.”

      “I swear it. A dragon’s oath. I would find you and rain fire upon any who dared to hurt you.”

      Henry let out another breath and tucked his face into Draco’s neck. “Thank you.”

      “There’s more than one way to see,” Sawyer said suddenly.

      Henry raised his head.

      “Your visions,” Sawyer added. “That’s a way.”

      “Right,” Henry said.

      “The air found me for you,” Sawyer said. “I told it I needed you, remember? When I was with Saeward?”

      “I remember,” Henry said.

      Like any of them could forget Sawyer being kidnapped and them not being able to find him. Draco still had nightmares about it.

      “Tell me what you saw,” Sawyer said.

      Henry tensed in Draco’s arms, but then relaxed. “Okay.”

      “Just describe the house. Where you saw the number.”

      Henry told what little he’d seen. He was able to recall little details, like the shape of the window, then the type of trees he’d seen from the window. That there was a hill, but nothing around it. Then the number and the color of the house. It wasn’t much.

      Sawyer picked up the list Eduard had printed. Eduard was going through each address, trying to narrow it down further, but he wasn’t having a lot of luck. Sawyer held out his arm and the raven hopped further down so it rested on his hand.

      “You’re my eyes and ears. That’s what she was trying to tell me. I thought it was the visions, you know? But that wasn’t it. The hellhounds protect because that is my sister’s task. To protect the secret. That’s not my task. So my champions must have another duty.”

      The raven sat patiently, as if waiting for a command.

      Sawyer looked at the page in his hand, then back at the bird. “Find it for me. Find me the house from my mate’s vision. Tell your brothers and sisters to help. Go!”

      The bird flew away, out the still open window, and began screeching into the sky. Other ravens flew to it, then they scattered. Sawyer turned back to Henry, who was practically vibrating with excitement in Draco’s arms.

      “There’s more than one way to see.”

      “Do you think it’ll work?” Henry asked.

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said. “I do. We need to eat and plan. Can you sketch out the layout of the room for us? And Eduard, can you call your dad again? We might want to make use of those helicopters he used to fly us home.”

      “I can do that.”

      Draco loved this side of his mate. Sawyer wasn’t your typical general; he didn’t bark commands and he certainly wasn’t gruff or severe. But there was a toughness to him, one that Draco had always seen. Sawyer considered his options, and then took action. He was a different kind of leader. He didn’t have to command respect. It was freely given. They trusted him, Draco especially. Their years of friendship had shown Draco the kind of person Sawyer was.

      After Henry sketched out what he could remember from inside and outside the house, Sawyer took the notepad to the table. He worked with Loch and Andvari on a plan, asking for clarification from Henry when they needed it.

      There were at least a couple dozen guards on the premises. Henry remembered that much clearly. He didn’t know what the guards were, though. They could be facing anything from dragons to nymphs. They had no clue. They would have to go in fighting, though.

      The next few hours passed in a deluge of planning. Andvari and Loch drilled them all on possibilities. There were so many alternative plans in his head, Draco wasn’t sure he even had room to remember his own mother’s name anymore. But all the plans revolved around keeping their mates safe, so he listened.

      Andvari fitted Henry for a swat-level bulletproof vest. He also had some sort of metal thing underneath it that looked like chain mail. Between that and his magic, their mage would be safe. Sawyer, of course, brought out this dragon armor. He sent a proud smile Draco’s way as he slipped it on.

      His mates were strong and powerful. Every one of them. He wasn’t the least bit surprised when the ravens began to return, cawing out their greetings to Sawyer. Sawyer went to the window, the sunlight glimmering off of the scaled armor. One of the birds landed on his arm and poked at the shimmering scales before it raised its head and squawked.

      Sawyer closed his eyes briefly before opening them a moment later with a smile.

      “Thank you, my friend. Cecil?”

      “Yes, Master Sawyer?”

      Draco hadn’t even heard him enter the room.

      “Will you put some feed out for my birds? They’ve worked hard today.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Sawyer smiled and stroked the raven’s chest. It flew away, joining the others in the trees surrounding the house.

      “Tell me,” Henry demanded.

      “It worked. They showed me. I don’t know. It was sort of like a vision I guess. But I could, like, see through their eyes. I saw what they saw. So fricking cool. We need to find a crossroads, where Hill Valley Road meets Cross Creek Way. I saw the sign as plain as day.”

      “Cross Creek Way,” Eduard said. “That’s one of the addresses.” He grabbed his laptop and plugged in one of the addresses from the list. He pulled up a map and turned the screen so they could see it. “The map shows a place that looks nothing like what Henry described.”

      The image from Google maps definitely wasn’t the house Henry had told them about. It was old and run down. But Henry moved closer and leaned down to look at the screen. When he straightened, he had a beaming smile on his face. “That’s it. That’s the same hill in the background.”

      Sawyer whooped before lifting Henry and spinning him around until they were both breathless. “We did it.”

      “We totally did it.”

      Sawyer turned to Dakota with his beaming smile. Their new guardian’s wall took another hit, crumbling a little more under the onslaught of Sawyer’s joy. Then it was down to business. They were ready to leave within the hour. Sawyer and Andvari had chosen a location for the choppers to land that wasn’t too far from the house, but far enough that they should escape notice and not trigger any wards. They were a little cramped inside, but Sawyer wanted both Draco and Eduard inside instead of in the air. Their energy needed to be saved for the fight. The strategy was actually simple. Divide and conquer. Sawyer would be with Draco, Dakota, and Loch. When they found the guardian, Sawyer would have one guardian from each element with him, just in case.

      Henry had the same with Eduard, Saeward, and Andvari. They would provide cover while Dakota led Sawyer to the guardian. Sawyer would be the only one to know for sure that the guardian was real, and Dakota assured them he would be able to get through any locks keeping them out. Draco couldn’t help but be both curious and suspicious of the new guardian’s ability. He would have to borrow one of Henry’s books when they were safely home so he could learn more about Dakota. For now, he wasn’t particularly worried. Sawyer would have both Draco and Loch would be nearby. They would be able to get Sawyer out of there if they needed to.

      They had the hellhounds on standby to portal them out if they needed, but Sawyer had felt pretty strongly about not involving them in the rescue effort unless absolutely necessary. Doing so would involve his sister. As much as Draco wanted the extra firepower, he understood Sawyer’s point. They had the same argument about the additional vampire guards. It made sense to load a bunch of them onto other choppers and go in with a full contingent of warriors. Sawyer had said no to that as well. They needed to do this. It was their duty. He insisted, and they all agreed. His instincts hadn’t led them wrong yet.

      Sawyer leaned against Draco for the entire flight, absorbing what strength he could. Draco wished he could physically give it to him, but his presence had always been enough for Sawyer. His mates all depended on him, and he would see them safely through this battle.

      When they finally landed, Sawyer’s ravens emerged from the trees. As with the one at their home, the one that flew to him was a bit larger than the others. Sawyer held out his arm and it landed there with practiced ease before hopping up to Sawyer’s shoulder.

      “Are there wards?” Sawyer whispered.

      “No,” Henry said.

      The raven squawked.

      Sawyer nodded. “There will be. Closer to the house. Be ready.”

      Henry nodded.

      The raven made another noise and several of the birds in the trees scattered. Draco had never seen anything like it. Sawyer didn’t even seem to realize he was doing it, that he’d begun communicating with them so effectively. It was second nature to him already, and Draco really didn’t think he even understood what he was doing.

      He did understand that his mate was scared, though. Sawyer gripped Draco’s hand tightly in his as they made their way toward the house. The air grew more oppressive as they approached, as if giving a warning that this place wasn’t safe. Henry grunted in displeasure and began using his own magic. The pressure eased and they were able to move forward more quickly.

      Then they came to the wards. This time, Henry cursed, long and loud. It was so unlike him that they all stopped and stared, waiting for him to explain. “This is dark magic,” he finally said. “That fucking prick.”

      There was no doubt about whom he referred.

      While Henry set to work dismantling a section of the wards, Sawyer turned to Draco and leaned heavily against his chest.

      “You okay?” Draco asked softly.

      “No.”

      “Me either.”

      Sawyer raised his head and looked at Draco’s face. “Why?”

      “This is scary shit. We don’t know what we’re up against. Hell, Palinouros could be there for all we know. I don’t like us walking in blind.”

      “We can find another—”

      “No, we can’t,” Draco interrupted. “We have to find the final guardian. You said it yourself, that has to be our priority. The asshole has him, so we need to rescue him. Doesn’t mean I can’t be worried for my mates, though. Worried for you.”

      “Ready,” Henry said.

      Draco squeezed Sawyer one last time before taking his hand again. Sawyer’s raven returned and landed on his shoulder. Sawyer closed his eyes and breathed. It was truly a beautiful thing to see. “There are more of them than we anticipated.”

      That’s exactly what Draco had been afraid of. But Sawyer’s eyes opened and there was knowledge there, something more that Draco couldn’t quite understand. It was like his dragon instincts, something innate that couldn’t be explained, but real nonetheless.

      “Draco, I need a path cleared,” Sawyer said. “Eduard, can you get Andvari in right behind him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Saeward, you follow them with Henry. Henry, we’ll need cover pretty quickly.”

      “On it,” Henry said.

      “Loch and Dakota, with me.”

      Draco nodded and those who needed to shift did so quickly. When Eduard and Saeward were in their shifted forms, Andvari and Henry climbed onto their backs.

      “In and out fast,” Sawyer said.

      Draco sucked in a breath and let his fire start to build.

      “Go.”

      And Draco flew at his command, arching up over the trees and throwing flame over the guards outside. He moved so quickly they hadn’t even seen him coming. Those who escaped him on the first pass were quickly skewered by Andvari’s sword. Saeward trampled another few while Henry began working his magic, using his thighs to hold onto Saeward’s back.

      They were a sight to behold, but Draco didn’t have time to admire them more. As Andvari, Henry, Saeward, and Eduard made their way inside, Draco made sure the path for Dakota, Loch and Sawyer remained clear. He followed them into the house, and toward the hallway Henry described. Loch led the way, his sword out and deadly. Dakota kept Sawyer protectively behind him. Draco shifted back, unable to fit through the doorway in his dragon form. But he had the magical daggers Eduard had passed to him strapped to his wrists, and he unsheathed them before taking his position at the end of the hall.

      The main room, where Henry had seen the bulk of the guards, was chaos. They weren’t well-trained though, even if they did have more powers than they should have. They definitely weren’t prepared for a vampire with Andvari’s skills. He’d taken down half of them before Draco even finished his shift. The other half were well on their way to death as he watched.

      Henry took cover behind a decorative pillar. It wouldn’t provide a lot of protection for him, but Andvari had insisted that he not remain out in the open as he worked his magic. Saeward stood protectively in front of him, while Eduard blocked the path of any of the guards who tried to circle around Andvari.

      In the end, it didn’t take more than a few minutes. They’d come in fast and hard, doing exactly as Andvari had described. Henry had a protective ward around the house, keeping any newcomers from surrounding them. But Draco didn’t sense anything else.

      It was up to Dakota and Sawyer now. Draco glanced down the hall impatiently. They needed to get their asses in gear and hurry up. He wanted to get them the hell out of this place and get his mates safely home.

      He should have known that it was too easy. Draco heard the shriek about the time Henry trembled and sank to his knees. “Guardians,” Draco barked. They all ran to his side and knelt around Henry, who was struggling to hold the shields in place.

      “Wraiths,” Henry gasped out. “I’m not sure how many.”

      “Iron works,” Andvari said. “You have to slice clean through them, though. All the way. Cut them in half. If it doesn’t go all the way through, it won’t work.”

      “Fuck,” Draco said. His daggers weren’t going to do him a hell of a lot of good.

      “Draco, stay here. Make sure nothing gets down that hallway. Give Dakota as much time as he can to get through the locks. Henry, stay with Draco. Hold the wards for as long as you can, okay?”

      Henry nodded and Draco crouched down beside him. “Pull from me if you need it,” Draco said.

      “But…”

      “Don’t argue. Do it. I’m fine.”

      Henry nodded and began to use some of Draco’s energy to strengthen his wards. It wasn’t much, but it was all Draco could give. Luckily, the rest of the guards had all been taken care of. Andvari gave Draco one last intense look before swinging onto Eduard’s back.

      “Get it done,” Draco demanded.

      Andvari nodded.

      Draco could hear the shrieking from outside, and it took every ounce of control he had to remain in place. He had to guard Sawyer’s back, and Henry’s. He was where he needed to be. The wraiths were pulling at Henry, their dark magic surrounding him with the depths of their despair. Tears rolled down Henry’s cheeks, but it began to ease within minutes of Andvari being gone.

      Henry began to recover quickly, but then the worst happened. One of the wraiths made it to the door and into the house. Draco stood and pulled both daggers into his hands as it began to fly toward Henry.

      Draco stepped into its path and it hit him hard. Immediately, the energy pull began as the wraith began draining his life force. Henry screamed, but Draco didn’t fight it. Instead, he moved his arms, one behind the wraith and one in front. And just when he could feel himself faltering, he struck, dragging both blades through the wraith’s body.

      It disappeared with another scream and a flurry of black smoke. Andvari bolted through the doorway a second later, covering in sweat and gasping for breath. Henry flung himself against Draco’s back and began sending a magical flow back into him. Andvari grabbed him by the neck and kissed him, deep and hard. “You fool,” Andvari said once he pulled away.

      “It worked.”

      Andvari scowled. “We’re talking about this later. Where the fuck is Sawyer?”

      “I’ll go get him.” There was more movement from outside as Saeward and Eduard came back in. “Watch my back.”

      “Always,” Andvari said.

      Draco glanced at his mates one more time before going to track down Sawyer. He was more than ready to be out of this place and back to safety.
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      Boredom did not suit Pip at all, and neither did the so-called color of the year. Coral, his butt. It was orange, and orange was not the new black. Pip flung the latest fashion magazine aside in a huff. It landed on a growing heap of already-read books and magazines on the floor beside him. It was the only entertainment he was allowed in his jail cell. He huffed again, this time squirming around on the mattress he’d dragged onto the floor himself. His cell mate preferred it on the floor. Of course, when you were about eight feet long and probably weighed a good five hundred pounds, you wouldn’t want to try to squish onto a tiny bed meant for a human either.

      And speaking of cell mates, his opened one icy gray eye and stared at him. He’d clearly disturbed him by moving around. “Don’t look at me like that, Tony! I can’t help it. I’m bored.”

      Pip wiggled around again, trying to find a more comfortable spot. He should have known better. One giant white paw reached out and pinned him down by the chest. He squirmed like a bug for a second before giving up. “You’re mean.”

      Tony closed his eyes and ignored him.

      “Let me up.”

      No response. Not even a twitch.

      Pip pushed at Tony’s paw, but he couldn’t begin to move him.

      “If you don’t let me up, I’m releasing the beasts.”

      One ear perked up.

      Pip closed his eyes and pulled his magic to him. “Momma always said to me, Phillip Isaac, you better practice because one day you’ll need to be able to use your magic. Ha! I was supposed to save the world or something. If she knew I was meant to be a giant cat toy, she’d probably have changed her story. Maybe told me to study harder or something.”

      Tony’s claws budged a bit. Never hurting him, but making him aware.

      “Impatient much?” Pip growled, but he released his magic anyway.

      Three otters sprang forth from him, the illusion so real it was impossible to tell that they weren’t actual otters. Tony opened his eyes. He pulled his paw away from Pip and prepared to pounce, allowing Pip to roll away and scowl. Not that he held it for long. Tony was his only friend at the moment, and he couldn’t stay mad at him.

      He let the otters do their thing. Tony loved playing with them. It wasn’t like he could hurt them. Unlike Pip, whom he could actually do real damage to. But he’d only been scared of Tony that first day, when he’d been dumped unceremoniously into the middle of the floor, his kidnappers not giving a rat’s ass if he was hurt or not.

      He’d heard the growl first, then a snarl. He almost peed his pants when the giant white tiger appeared out of the shadows and pounced on him. But Tony hadn’t hurt him. It was weird. He’d hovered over Pip protectively, and the kidnappers had run scared. Since then, anytime Pip needed something or was hungry, Tony seemed to know. And then the bad dudes appeared with food or more books or magazines. Never any electronics. They weren’t stupid, even if they looked it. It was weird, but Pip was convinced Tony was like, sending psychic signals to them or something. Not that he minded.

      Pip had a sneaking suspicion that without Tony, he’d have been a lot more miserable in his cage. Tony kept him safe and somehow, even if Pip hadn’t figured it out, Tony managed to make sure he was taken care of. And boy, when the Big Bad had appeared in the doorway, Tony had lost his mind. The guy had even tried giving a speech to Pip, but Tony wasn’t having it. He’d snarled and growled for so long the guy eventually gave up and left, locking them in with some magic spell that Pip had absolutely no hope of breaking. He really should have listened to his Mamma and practiced his magic more.

      He really didn’t know how long he’d been locked in the room with Tony at this point, but he knew enough to know that Tony wouldn’t hurt him, and that was pretty much all he had to worry about at the moment. He’d never really known anything about tigers. They were abstract creatures. Sure, he knew they were dangerous, but he never really understood just how far down he was on the food chain until he’d spent some time with Tony.

      His otters continued to dance around, crawling between Tony’s legs and all around him. He chased them and batted at them, not unlike a house cat. All he needed was to get Tony a big box and the image would be complete. Pip let out a sigh and settled back against the wall. He was sure he’d have been rescued by now. Even though the Big Bad had pretty much told him his mate would never find him, Pip had been sure his knight in shining armor would come through the door, all big and muscly and drool-worthy. He’d scoop Pip up in his arms and get him out of this room. What Pip wouldn’t give to see the sun again. And he wanted to call his mom. And even his big brother.

      Tony ambled over to him and plopped down across his legs. Pip let out an oomph as his only friend for the past several months settled against him.

      “Sorry, buddy. Just a little melancholy today. I really thought he’d find me by now, you know?”

      Tony licked a stripe up his neck, his tongue rough and scratchy.

      “Ow. Cut it out. You know my skin is delicate! Tongue burn is disgusting.”

      Tony settled back against Pip’s legs. He called his magic back, and the otters disappeared. Pip settled in for another long and boring day, trying not to lose hope. He’d managed to whine long and loud enough to get a new batch of books from his keepers. They thought they were being funny when they dropped off a bag of old romance novels, but Pip had been delighted. He’d been stealing romance novels from his mom’s collection since he was old enough to understand what a boner was. And so what if the books didn’t have hot guy-on-guy action? Like he cared. He could lose himself in a world of love and happily ever afters. It was exactly what he needed. If they’d really wanted to stick it to him, they’d have brought a bunch of horror novels or something. Like his life hadn’t already become enough of a horror without them adding to it.

      He grabbed one of the romance novels off the stack and opened it, preparing to read out loud to Tony for a while as he’d taken to doing every day. He honestly wasn’t even sure Tony understood. There were moments when he seemed like he did. But he’d never shifted, and Pip didn’t think any shifter could stay in his animal form for as long as Tony had. Then again, what did he know? And it wasn’t like Tony actually ate anything. He’d tried to share his food with him more than once, but Tony just stared at it like it was the most horrible thing he’d ever seen and closed his eyes. No food, no water, and well, not to put a disgusting spin on things, but no poop either. He’d been really concerned about having to clean up tiger poop those first few days. But nope. Nothing. There was definitely something special about Tony.

      After Pip read the first few pages which introduced a really rakish duke who was determined to find the perfect, well-mannered, boring bride, Tony twitched. There really wasn’t another way to describe it. One second, he had a lapful of sleepy tiger and the next, Tony was aware. His entire body had gone from relaxed to at attention, even though he hadn’t actually moved.

      “Tony?”

      Something was happening. Pip could feel it. He gave Tony a shove, and Tony actually moved for him, standing and crowding Pip back against the wall. He crouched behind Tony’s larger form. There really wasn’t any other place for him to hide, and honestly, Tony had been quite the deterrent to the minions who were looking after him. One guy who’d had the bright idea to try and get handsy while delivering Pip his dinner had ended up with his arm snapped in Tony’s jaws. Pip still heard echoes of the guy’s scream in his ears.

      The door opened, and a big giant of a man with yellow eyes stood in the doorway.

      And Pip knew he’d met his destiny.

      “You came!”

      Pip ran from his spot and leapt into the stranger’s arms. He peppered around a thousand kisses over his face. It took him until a thousand and one to realize his savior was frozen in place.

      “Um, hi.” Pip lifted his head and stared into dreamy yellow eyes that honestly seemed a little confused.

      “Hi,” another voice said.

      Pip hadn’t realized they weren’t alone.

      He looked over his mate’s shoulder— because this guy had to be Pip’s mate. He was everything he’d ever daydreamed about— and found another guy standing there. He was young, and really hot in that boy-next-door kind of way. And he was wearing really cool armor.

      Wait.

      Armor.

      As in, knight-in-shining?

      “Uh-oh.”

      But before he could worry about his mistake, Tony made a sound he’d never actually heard the tiger make before, and then the cute guy was down, buried beneath five hundred pounds of tiger and getting his face licked off.

      The big guy holding Pip dropped him like a hot potato.

      “Sawyer!”

      Tony snarled when the guy moved, and that was a sound Pip was very familiar with.

      “Antonius McClaw Portman! Stop that right now.”

      Tony looked up at him, clearly annoyed at Pip’s tone.

      “What have I told you about delicate human skin? Cut it out!”

      Tony snarled out a complaint.

      “And you!” Pip poked yellow eyes in the chest. “Stay back. Don’t you know what a protective tiger looks like? He’ll eat your face off, and that’d be a shame because dear goddess your face is sheer perfection.”

      And as if that wasn’t enough, another perfect specimen of mankind appeared in the hallway. This one had blue hair, and blue eyes, and wings, and he had a sword. Pip swooned and landed against Tony’s broad back. His tiger didn’t mind, but the guy beneath him let out a grunt of pain.

      “Oh, sorry. Forgot you were under there for a second. Please, please tell me you’re my mate,” Pip said to the blue-eyed dream. “I mean, if it isn’t hunky pants over here, then it better be you.”

      “Step back, Guardian. I must… save my mate from… the giant cat which is licking him.” Blue eyes hadn’t really even looked his way.

      Pip tried not to pout as he looked down again and found Tony happily grooming the poor guy he’d pinned. “Tony! Seriously. You’re gonna crush the poor guy’s kidney, and then his mate is gonna be cranky. And hey, they’re probably here to rescue us. Wouldn’t that be great?”

      Tony lifted his head and made another of his growly sounds.

      “So move your big giant furry butt, already!”

      “Dakota, is he speaking to the tiger?” Blue Hair was adorably confused. Sure, he wasn’t as hunky as Hunky Pants, but he was definitely worthy of some Pip-on-him action. There was something really erotic about him. And the wings. Pip had some serious ideas of things to do with those wings. Naughty, naughty things.

      Yellow eyes, whose name was clearly Dakota, plucked Pip off of Tony’s back before he could disappear into his daydream, and he dangled in the air in front of him. “I believe so.”

      Pip leaned his head back and smiled at who was obviously his hunky hunk of a mate. Clearly, this was going to be one of those romance novels where the alpha hero didn’t like his plucky mate when they first met, but over time the plucky one wore them down, and then they had incredible sex often and repeatedly and fell in love for ever and ever.

      “He makes strange swooning noises,” Dakota said.

      “I’m not making strange— meep!”

      Dakota moved Pip aside once more and the gorgeous blue-eyed man came into the room.

      “Can someone help me?” Sawyer asked.

      Pip wished he knew Blue Hair’s name. He really was a beautiful man. And the sword thing was really hot. Pip turned back to his mate. “Do you have a sword?”

      “What?” Dakota asked.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to use a sword to be hot.”

      “You are very strange. Ask your pet to move off of my mate.”

      Pip’s heart fell. His mate. And Blue Hair said boy-next-door was his mate, too. Not fair. Neither one of them were Pip’s mate? Sawyer got two and Pip got none.

      “Not fair.”

      “Is he… injured?” Blue Hair asked.

      “Loch,” Sawyer gasped. “Giant tiger. Focus.”

      “He’s not hurting you,” Loch said.

      “He’s really not,” Dakota added. “You’d be dead already.”

      “Feels like I’m dying,” Sawyer gasped.

      “Oh yeah, he’s heavy as hell,” Pip said. “Tony! Look!”

      Pip cast his spell and the otters leapt out in a second. They bounced all over Tony’s head, annoying him until he moved and swatted them away. Sawyer managed to stand up, but once he did, he had Tony’s attention once more.

      “Brace yourself,” Pip warned.

      Tony bumped his head into Sawyer’s chest and sent him flying back against Loch.

      “He likes you,” Pip said. “Which is weird, because he doesn’t like anybody except me.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Loch said. “It took longer than we anticipated for Dakota to get through the locks.”

      “Come, little one,” Dakota said.

      Pip started to protest. He wasn’t that little. But then again, it was kind of hot and maybe he’d misunderstood the mate thing and Sawyer wasn’t really the mate of both of these giant hunks of perfection. Besides, he had another concern.

      “What about Tony? We can’t leave him here!”

      Sawyer looked up at Pip and smiled. “We aren’t. Hi, I’m Sawyer. We’re here to rescue you.”

      “You are?”

      “Yep.”

      Another man appeared at the end of the hall. Big, and broad, and gorgeous. “Oh,” Pip sighed. “That must be my mate. I have been such a good boy to deserve that hunk of—”

      “Sawyer, get your ass in gear.”

      “Coming,” Sawyer said before turning to Pip. “What’s your name?”

      “Phillip. But everyone calls me Pip.”

      “Hi, Pip. I want you to stay with Dakota, okay? He’s going to get you out of here.”

      “Okay.”

      Dakota tucked Pip behind him and started down the hall. Pip held onto his shirt, looking back over his shoulder to make sure they weren’t leaving Tony. But no, of course they weren’t. Tony had basically attached himself to Sawyer’s side while Loch brought up the rear with his sword out and ready, and his wings sort of hovering protectively over Sawyer. So dreamy.

      He could hear lots of commotion going on outside. Funnily enough, he had never seen anything of where he was being held except for the room he’d been placed in with Tony. He had a bathroom and a bed and a giant tiger and that was pretty much it.

      They reached a hallway and another gorgeous guy made his appearance. This one also had a sword, but it was covered in blood. Pip gulped.

      “Is that a tiger?” Blond Hunky Swordsman asked.

      “Yep,” Sawyer replied.

      “That’s a complication.”

      “I know. Let’s move.”

      It was odd how they all kind of deferred to Sawyer. He was the youngest of them, clearly. And he didn’t have any weapons. Although he was wearing the really cool armor which probably was important.

      “Draco!”

      Hunky Hottie with dark hair reappeared. Draco. Pip wanted to swoon. Even his name was sexy.

      “He’s making the noise again,” Dakota said.

      “I heard it as well,” Loch added. “Perhaps he is injured.”

      Pip glared at him before turning his back on them both. Dakota and Loch clearly didn’t understand the importance of this moment. He was about to meet his mate.

      But no. Draco grabbed Sawyer and kissed him before pulling away and looking him over. “You aren’t hurt?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “Another one?” Pip whined. “This is because I didn’t practice my magic, isn’t it? Or because I didn’t eat my vegetables? I’m sorry, Universe! Please forgive me. I just want one. Is that too much to ask?”

      Sawyer snickered and drew his attention. “I’ll explain everything once we’re out of here, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Pip pouted.

      They continued through the maze of rooms until they came into a big room where a giant horse and a big creature with an eagle’s head and wings stood guard. There were multiple bodies on the ground, and a few body parts that Pip didn’t care to investigate too closely.

      Pip gulped.

      “Eduard, we have a complication,” Sawyer said.

      “What kind of complication?”

      Another voice. This time from a guy about Pip’s age who stepped out from behind one of the support columns. He looked a little worse for the wear, but he was hot, too. Kind of boy next door cute like Sawyer. Pip wouldn’t mind—

      The blond swordsman kissed the new cutie.

      Pip huffed. Seriously. The levels of unfair were reaching epic proportions.

      “Sawyer, is that… is that what I think it is?” the young guy gasped out. He’d finally caught sight of Tony who was still stuck to Sawyer like glue.

      “Pretty sure. Which means we really need to get the hell out of here, fast. I just have no idea how we’re going to transport the tiger.”

      Tony bumped his head against Sawyer’s hand.

      “Don’t worry, big guy. I’m not leaving you behind. I just have to figure out how exactly to get you home.”

      Magic began to build, and Pip looked around. They all did.

      “Sawyer, in the middle.”

      And within seconds, Pip was shoved beside Sawyer while the others surrounded them. But Pip saw something they didn’t. Tony’s eyes had begun to glow. “Um, excuse me?”

      “It’s okay, Pip,” Sawyer said. “We’re going to get out of here. My guardians will protect us.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      Sawyer wrapped his arm around Pip’s shoulder, but his attention was on their surroundings. It was really sweet of him to try to comfort Pip like that. Maybe he shouldn’t be so jealous of Sawyer and his many mates after all. He was obviously one of the good guys.

      Magic continued to build, and then there was a giant pop. Pip screeched a little and clung tightly to Sawyer. He couldn’t help it. He startled easily.

      “What the—”

      One of the guys— Pip had already lost track of most of their names— seemed really startled as well, so Pip opened his eyes. They weren’t in the same place they’d been before. They were standing in a backyard surrounded by about a thousand guys with swords.

      “Oh shit,” Pip said. He tried to scoot a little closer to Tony, hoping his friend would continue to protect him.

      “We’re home?” Sawyer said.

      “We’re home,” the other young cute one said before he began to laugh.

      This was their home? Pip had no idea who Sawyer was, but clearly he had a lot of bodyguards. And mates. Don’t forget that Sawyer also seemed to be a giant mate-hog. So unfair.

      “How the hell did that happen?” Blond Sword Guy seemed as confused as the others.

      “Did you see a portal? It felt like a portal,” Sawyer asked.

      Pip looked down, and Tony’s eyes weren’t glowing anymore. He poked the tiger in the side, getting an annoyed growl in reply. “Do you mean to tell me that you could have gotten us out of there the entire time? What the hell, Tony?”

      Silence was his only answer. Every set of eyes had turned to him.

      Pip could feel the blush building on his cheeks. “Um, hi.”

      None of them spoke. Pip wasn’t great with silence.

      “Sorry, I didn’t have anyone to talk to for a long time, so I just got used to talking to him like he was human. You know?”

      “Are you okay? Have you been injured?”

      The big hunky guy with dark hair had really great eyes. Kinda swirly gold and brown. Pip couldn’t help but smile at him. “I’m fine. Just a bit stir crazy and a tiny bit overwhelmed. But I’m okay.”

      “Good.”

      Big Guy touched his hair and basically petted him.

      “That’s the noise,” the one with gold eyes said.

      “What was your name? I forgot already,” Pip said.

      Gold eyes just looked at him.

      Sawyer stepped forward. “Sorry, Pip. It’s been a crazy day. My name is Sawyer. These are my mates and guardians. Dakota.” Sawyer pointed to the big guy with gold eyes. Pip still held out hope that he was really Dakota’s mate. The guy could have been on the cover of a romance novel, even if he was slightly annoying. The sex was always better in his romance novels when the hero was a little annoyed at first, so Pip wasn’t going to give up on him yet.

      “And this is Loch.”

      Blue haired guy with the sword. Blue hair, water, lake, Loch. Got it. “Nice to meet you both,” Pip said.

      “And this is Andvari.”

      Blond Sword Guy nodded his head in a really elegant bow-like thing that was super respectful. He had his hair pulled back and tied in a knot on the back of his head. It shouldn’t be so damn sexy, but it showed his long neck and—

      “This is Eduard.”

      “Oh, you’re the eagle thing!” Pip said. He recognized the eyes. Eagle eyes. And kinda reddish hair. He was totally hot, too, even if he wasn’t giant and muscly like some of the others. He was sexy in a sleek and sophisticated way.

      “Griffin,” Eduard said. “Not eagle thing.”

      Griffin. Totally sexy and exotic, too. “Even better.”

      Eduard smiled, and Pip forgot how to breathe for a second.

      “This is Henry,” Sawyer continued.

      The other young guy. Pip liked him. He was nice. Pip always could read people well. Henry had really kind eyes. And they were pretty, too. He was surrounded by pretty men. Life was good. “Hi,” Pip said.

      “And Saeward.”

      Pip nearly swallowed his tongue once more. Seven feet of pure perfection. He could ride those shoulders and…ride… This was the horse guy. Had to be.

      “Hi.” So what if his voice was a little breathy? Next to hunky-hunk Dakota, and hunky-hunk Loch, this guy was totally a hunky-hunk of hunkiness.

      “See?” Dakota said. “He did it again. I think he’s injured.”

      Pip accidentally elbowed Dakota in the balls.

      Sawyer had to cover his mouth for a second to keep from laughing.

      “Sorry. My elbow slipped. It does that sometimes.”

      “It happens,” Sawyer said as he tried and failed to stop laughing. “And finally, this is Draco.”

      Pip just wanted to curl up under Draco’s arm and settle there forever. He probably would have done it, too, if Tony hadn’t chosen that moment to dart toward the house in a run.

      “Tony!” But the tiger only had eyes for the man who’d walked out of the house. “Oh crap.”

      “Cecil, look out!”

      But it was too late. Tony tackled the guy and had him pinned a second later.

      Everyone took off running toward the house.

      Two really nice-looking ladies came out of the backdoor next. One of them had a broom. The other a rolling pin.

      Broom lady swatted at Tony, and he snarled at her. She bopped him on the nose. “Behave yourself!”

      Tony whined and hid his face in the poor guy’s neck whom he was currently crushing.

      “Byakko,” Crushed Guy gasped. “My friend.”

      “Byakko,” Sawyer said softly.

      Tony turned to look at him then abandoned his place on top of the one guy and darted toward Sawyer. He stopped in front of Sawyer, and they locked eyes on each other. It was really intense. Pip didn’t quite understand what was happening, but it was something big.

      Magic began to build again. It pulled at Pip, urging him closer.

      The other guardians reacted as well. They formed a circle around Sawyer and Tony. Sawyer leaned his forehead against Tony’s. It was kind of sweet, actually. Like they’d been apart for a long time. Maybe they had been. Maybe Tony was really Sawyer’s pet or something and he’d been taken just like Pip was? Not that having a tiger for a pet was particularly a good idea. But there was definitely something between them.

      Pip wouldn’t have been surprised if big surging music began to play. He felt like he was in the big finale of an epic film at the moment. The magic began to ease and Sawyer looked up at the guy by the door with tears in his eyes. “Cecil.”

      “This changes things,” Cecil said.

      The lady with the rolling pin spoke next. “Is the tiger the new guardian? Because that’s really cool.”

      Sawyer and Cecil shared another look. “No, Viv. The tiger isn’t my guardian.”

      Sawyer turned to Pip with a smile. “Do you have a mark? Like a tattoo, but it’s been on you for a while.”

      “How did you know?” Pip asked.

      “Can we see it?” Henry asked.

      Pip took a step backward. “Um. No.”

      Henry frowned. “Why not?”

      “It’s… um… well… see…”

      “It must be somewhere naughty,” the lady with the broom said. “We’ll see it soon enough. No one can keep their clothes on for long around here.”

      “Justine!” Sawyer said. He was laughing though, and she shrugged.

      “I speak the truth and you know it. And if that tiger sheds all over my nice clean floors, I’ll… well, I’ll clean it up. But try to ask it not to shed, okay?”

      “He doesn’t shed,” Pip said.

      “That’s good. Oh honey, you’re such a cute little thing, aren’t you? Don’t worry. Our boys here will take really good care of you. Draco, you better be gentle with him, you hear me? Use extra oil. You go all cave man on him before he’s—”

      “Justine!” Sawyer said again.

      She mimed zipping her lips.

      “She has a point,” rolling pin lady added. “Pretty sure Saeward isn’t going to fit.”

      “Viv!”

      Rolling pin lady shrugged. “I’m going to finish baking. I thought the big battle was going to take longer and now I’m in the middle of two pies and a batch of cupcakes.”

      “Cupcakes?” Pip asked hopefully.

      “Cutiepie, you can have whatever you want. You just ask Auntie Viv okay?”

      “Auntie Viv?” Draco asked.

      “Shut it, big guy. I’m trying not to scare him, unlike some people.”

      Pip didn’t want to tell her that he didn’t really scare all that easily. Startle, yes. But that wasn’t something he could control.

      “Could I maybe borrow your phone so I can call my family? I’ve been gone a while and—”

      The one with the broom began to coo at him and before Pip knew what was happening he was in the kitchen on a bar stool with a giant sandwich and a milkshake on the counter in front of him. He also had a phone in his hand, which was shaking slightly as he tried to dial his mom’s number.

      “It’s okay,” Sawyer said. “You’re safe now.”

      Sawyer pretty much hadn’t left his side. Pip liked him. He was really nice. And cute. But mostly nice. Pip sighed and looked up into Sawyer’s pretty brown eyes.

      “My mom’s going to lose her mind.”

      “Probably so, but you better go ahead and not make her wait another minute.”

      Pip dialed the number and wasn’t all that surprised when his mom answered with a snarl. She didn’t recognize the number so she was ready to chew out a telemarketer. It was one of her favorite hobbies. “Hey, Momma.”

      “Pipsqueak? Is that you?”

      “It’s me.”

      His mom screamed, and then he heard a thud. His mom had fainted.

      Pip looked at Sawyer and sighed. “I probably should have called my brother first.”
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      Sawyer had never been more thankful to have friends in high places. He put in a call to Solomon, the alpha of the hellhounds, while Pip called his brother, Ezra. In another of those small world coincidences, Ezra and Solomon already knew each other. Ezra had helped the hellhounds when their bar had been attacked by aswangs. Pip’s brother had been assisting the hellhounds since then, serving as one of the additional champions they’d called in due to all the massive changes happening in the world. Ezra and Solomon retrieved Pip’s mom and brought her through a portal to see her son. Apparently, Pip had been missing for months, and they’d all feared the worst.

      She fainted again when she saw him for herself. Luckily, she fell conveniently into Solomon’s arms. Pip’s brother, on the other hand, pulled Pip into the kind of hug Sawyer knew well. It was the same kind Nick gave him when he had a lot of emotions tangled up and didn’t have the words to use them. And speaking of Nick…

      Sawyer grabbed his phone and sent his brother a text. They needed to plan. Even though Sawyer had every intention of finding his guide, he really hadn’t thought his brother would be stupid enough to have his final guardian and guide both together. But his tiger had been there, and Sawyer had felt the connection between them almost from the beginning. This amazingly beautiful creature was connected to him and the powers he was beginning to feel once more. He’d been terrified of the giant white tiger at the very beginning, and he wasn’t afraid to admit it. Getting tackled by a dangerous animal would do that to a guy. But Byakko had been waiting for him for a long time, and Sawyer knew he’d found one more piece to the puzzle.

      The problem was he’d cut his brother off at the knees, and it was going to piss Palinouros off royally. They’d taken the kids from him so he couldn’t use them to up his power anymore. And now Sawyer had taken his ace in the hole, both his final guardian and his guide. With the amount of resources his brother had protecting the two of them, he’d probably not been worried at all. Between the magic and the guards, now all destroyed because of Sawyer and his mates, his brother would want revenge. They needed to brace for attack.

      Nick and Jedrek arrived about the time Pip’s mom began recovering from her faint. Nick carried a little girl with wings in his arms. Robin rarely left his brother’s side anymore, and Sawyer had a sneaking suspicion they’d added a new member to their family.

      “She wouldn’t let me go,” Nick said gruffly instead of saying hello like a normal person.

      “Like I care,” Sawyer said.

      “Yeah, well, she’s asleep so tell your mates not to yell or anything.”

      Jedrek elbowed Nick in the side. “Ignore him. She’s fine. What’s going on?”

      Nick hadn’t noticed the giant white tiger in the corner of the room.

      Jedrek had.

      “That’s my guide. Long story.”

      “Why’s Ezra here?” Jedrek asked, accepting Sawyer’s word easily. He’d be a great brother-in-law. Sawyer couldn’t wait to get to know him better.

      “His brother is one of my guardians.”

      “Pip?” Jedrek said, clearly stunned. “Oh wow. That’s… huh. We’ve been trying to find him. Honestly, we didn’t think he was… well, yeah. Pip. I really wouldn’t have thought… Pip.”

      “What?” Sawyer asked. He really didn’t like Jedrek’s tone.

      “I mean, Ezra, I can see. I just… Pip?”

      Sawyer glared at him, and Jedrek backed down. Not that Sawyer blamed him for wondering. On the surface, Pip didn’t seem like a guardian at all. He seemed more like the type who needed a guardian. But there was something about him, that spark of excitement Sawyer had felt when he met his other mates. They all filled a place in his heart in their own ways. He hoped Pip— and Dakota for that matter— would do the same.

      “Holy shitballs, is that a tiger?” Nick yelled.

      Robin began to whimper in his arms, and Jedrek gave Nick a glare Sawyer wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of. Nick returned it, but he also began to sway gently back and forth while… purring. Sawyer didn’t even know lions could purr. Did lions purr? Or was that just another Nick thing? Either way, it worked and Robin settled again with her thumb in her mouth.

      Cecil came in with a tray of drinks. He took one look at Robin and melted into a puddle. The moment Viv and Justine laid eyes on her it would all be over. Especially with the dozens of cupcakes Viv had already stress-baked. The entire house smelled like a bakery. Not that Sawyer minded.

      Loch appeared at Sawyer’s elbow with a frown on his face. “You okay?”

      Instead of answering, Loch nodded toward Robin. “What is wrong with her?”

      Jedrek responded. “Her wings won’t go down. We think they’re hurting her back. The weight is too much, you know? But there aren’t exactly answers for this type of thing. We’re doing the best we can, but not even Doc Vaughn knows what to do for some of the kids. Being around Nick helps her.”

      Loch glanced at Sawyer again. “Perhaps Puteri could help. She is… there isn’t enough for her here,” Loch said. “And she’d fight to keep the young ones safe. If the young ones need her care, she should go.”

      “That’s… why didn’t I think of that?” Sawyer asked. “Her magic is fierce.”

      “What’re you talkin’ about?” Nick said. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      Before Nick could argue, Pearl bounded into the room and brushed up against Nick’s legs. He squatted down, still carefully balancing Robin, and greeted her. She’d missed him as much as Sawyer had.

      “We should get a dog,” Nick said to Jedrek.

      Jedrek groaned. “Like thirty-six kids isn’t enough on our plate?”

      Nick shrugged. “Speaking of, Eduard, we ordered a bunch of shit for the kids. I put it on the card.”

      “Not a problem,” Eduard replied.

      “I didn’t let them go crazy or anything, but they needed stuff, you know?”

      “Nick,” Sawyer said softly, drawing his brother’s attention.

      “Yeah?”

      “Go crazy. Get them anything and everything. Uncle Sawyer’s going to spoil them rotten.”

      “Uncle Sawyer,” Nick said with a grin.

      Sawyer grinned back. “Uncle Sawyer is loaded, remember?”

      The brothers shared a grin and some of Sawyer’s remaining tension lifted.

      “You smell funny,” Nick said. Trust his brother to end the sweet moment between them.

      “You smell funnier.”

      Nick laughed and had to shush Robin again. “What happened?”

      “Found out some stuff. God of Metal, at your service.”

      “Metal?”

      “Yep.”

      “Ravens and metal? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Course, they are really into shiny things.”

      “I thought that was crows,” Sawyer said.

      “Like I know. Still, makes sense. Plus, you’ve always had a weird thing for black birds.”

      “I have?” Sawyer asked.

      “Yeah. When you were little anyway. You’d caw at them like you were— hey, maybe you were talking to them.”

      “Maybe,” Sawyer said. “I don’t remember.”

      “Is that what you wanted to tell me? Because I’m thinking the giant tiger is big news, too.”

      “That’s my guide. He’s the only way I can get to the god realm.”

      “Did you go?”

      “No. Not yet. I don’t have my powers yet. Not sure what’ll happen if I try to go like this.”

      “Huh. But you have all of your guardians now. Shouldn’t you be all whole or whatever?”

      “Yeah. But I don’t feel any different. At least not yet. That’s Pip over there getting crushed by his mom. He’s the new one. Palinourous had him locked up with Byakko.”

      “That’s the tiger’s name? Lame. I’d have called him Tony. Get it? Tony the tiger. He’s grr-reat.”

      Sawyer couldn’t help but laugh. “Pip named him Tony, too.”

      “Glad you’re smiling,” Nick said. “But you didn’t call me here for news.”

      “He’s gonna be mad,” Sawyer said. “I’m worried he’s going to come after you and the kids.”

      Nick glanced at his mate before turning back to Sawyer. “That’s what I’d do if I was him. We’re your weak spot.”

      “My pack will protect us,” Jedrek swore. “I will request the other champions stay with us to provide added security. Zaire will reinforce the wards with the coven. We will do everything we can to keep the children safe.”

      “I know,” Sawyer said.

      He glanced around the room at his mates and guardians. Pearl had abandoned Nick and gone to sniff at Byakko. The tiger looked bored by the entire thing, even though he made sure to keep Sawyer in his line of sight at all times. Sawyer made sure Pearl was safe, then turned his attention back to the room. Pip was still being smothered by his mom. Sawyer had never actually seen anyone give a hug like that, especially while sobbing about her baby boy. It was intense. And looked really uncomfortable. Pip’s brother kept trying to help him, but their mom wasn’t having any of his nonsense.

      Eventually, Sawyer would need to explain to Pip exactly what was going on. He didn’t seem to understand what being a guardian meant. And he definitely hadn’t picked up on the fact that they were all mates. Thinking back on Dakota’s face when Pip had leapt into his arms and started kissing him, Sawyer bit back a smile. It had been nice to see a chip in Dakota’s armor, no matter how small it had been.

      “We need to get back,” Nick said. “I want to get everyone prepared.”

      “Be safe, Nick. And if something happens—”

      “You’ll be my first call. I’m not having a show down with a god without my brother by my side.”

      Sawyer grinned and let Nick pull him into a one-armed hug. It put him face to face with one of his brother’s victims. Sawyer stared at Robin, locking her sweet features into his memory. This was why he fought. She didn’t deserve what Palinouros had done to her. None of them did. He had to be stopped. And Sawyer was apparently the one person who could do it.

      Nick and Jedrek left soon after. Pip’s mom wasn’t letting him out of her sight for the time being so Sawyer went to seek out the only guardian who hadn’t remained in the room with them after their return.

      He found Dakota outside staring into the woods he’d haunted for so many weeks.

      “Dakota?”

      “What?”

      Sawyer sighed. The slight chip in Dakota’s armor had obviously been firmly returned to its place.

      “I wish you’d just yell at me and get it over with,” Sawyer said. “This cold shoulder thing is getting old.”

      Dakota turned to him, and finally, the underlying anger in his gaze was right there for Sawyer to see.

      “You want me mad?” Dakota asked. The challenge was obvious.

      “Yeah.”

      Before Sawyer could think, Dakota had him by the neck and slammed him against the side of the house. The vampire guards came running, but Sawyer held out a hand to stop them from intervening. They needed to do this.

      “You know nothing,” Dakota hissed.

      “Agreed. I know nothing.”

      Dakota growled and squeezed his neck again. He didn’t speak, though, and Sawyer knew he needed to push harder.

      “You wanna hurt me? Is that gonna fix this? Go ahead. Do it.”

      Dakota shook him. “Shut up.”

      “Make me.”

      Dakota growled and shoved him back again. His head hit the wall and Sawyer saw stars for a moment.

      “At least tell me what I did before you beat the crap out of me, okay?”

      Dakota froze for a moment before he moved his hand turned away. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “But you want to.”

      “I really want to,” Dakota said.

      “Why?”

      He turned again and backed Sawyer up against the wall once more. They breathed each others’ air, both of them panting, but for different reasons. Sawyer was still trying to recover from the tight hold Dakota had on him moments before. But Dakota… he was so very mad.

      “What is your power, Sawyer?”

      “Metal,” Sawyer replied.

      “No. That is your element. What is your power?”

      Sawyer frowned. He had no idea. “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly. Look around, oh Chosen One. What do you think your gift is?” Dakota flung his hand out toward the house. He had so much love for him inside, friends, family, mates.

      “People like me?” Sawyer asked.

      “Such an idiot.”

      Sawyer shoved Dakota’s chest, forcing him to take a step back. “Tell me.”

      “Mating, asshole. Mating is your power.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Exactly. Why do you fucking think most of our kind can’t find their mates? Because you fucked off with all the power and basically fucked over every single one of our kind. Oh, except those lucky few I guess. But the rest of them? Fucked over. All because you threw your power away without thinking of the consequences.”

      “I don’t… I don’t understand.”

      “Of course, you don’t. What a surprise. Can you say anything except I don’t know or I don’t understand?”

      “Stop being a fucking asshole,” Sawyer snapped. “I don’t know why I made the decisions that I made before. I’m trying to do my best now.”

      “Bullshit. You’re being cautious, letting your mates guide you. You’re the one who has to fix this shit. Of course, why would you bother? You have all of your mates now. Fuck everyone else.”

      Sawyer ignored Dakota’s accusation and tried to think. Mating. The amount of mates had been rare for a long time. He’d said so to the mother that night on the beach. It was all connected. But the dial hadn’t been turned down slowly as he’d originally thought. No, he’d turned it down on his own when he made the decision he made.

      “Is the fertility thing my fault, too?”

      “Such an idiot.”

      “Answer the damn question.”

      The ground began to rumble. The ravens swirled around. Sawyer forced himself to calm down.

      “No, your highness. You handled mating; your brother handled fertility. You fucked it all up, though, didn’t you?”

      The your highness thing pushed Sawyer one step too far. He used one of the many skills Andvari had taught him and swiped Dakota’s feet out from under him. He hit the ground with an oomph of pain. Sawyer shook his head and walked away.

      “Where are you going?” Dakota asked.

      Sawyer ignored him and moved to the edge of the trees. The ravens cawed, and he looked up at them. There weren’t any answers hiding in their sounds, though. Not this time.

      “Sawyer,” Dakota said.

      “What?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Go inside, Dakota. You wanted to hurt me. You did. That was your one shot. You don’t get another.”

      “Sawyer.”

      “You think putting your hands on me hurt? No. Letting me know that all this is actually my fault, that people have suffered for years, longed for mates they never found and children they couldn’t have all happened because of a decision I made? That hurts, Dakota. Mission accomplished. Now I need to think, and I can’t do that when all I want to do is scream.”

      “So scream.”

      Sawyer sucked in a breath, and then blew it out. “That won’t fix this. I have to figure out how to fix it, and me losing control isn’t going to be how it happens. I need to think.”

      Dakota ignored him and stepped beside Sawyer before leaning back against one of the trees. “It was stupid, what you did.”

      “So you’ve said. Several times. I get it.”

      “But you were trying to save the Mother.”

      “Woo hoo. I saved her. But look at the cost.”

      “I have. Believe me, I have.”

      Dakota pulled out his phone and pushed a few buttons before turning it around. A photo was on display. A younger Dakota surrounded by a half dozen kids. One of them had wings, just like Robin. They all looked haunted, and even though they were surrounded by dust and boxes and looked like they were in some abandoned building, something in their faces showed relief.

      “You saved them.”

      “Yeah. They’re all messed up, though. Still. They’re a work in progress.”

      “And it’s my fault,” Sawyer said. He wished he could go back in time and yell at his former self, demand that he make a different decision. There was no way he’d known the consequences would be this. No way. He couldn’t have known what was at stake and made the choices he’d made.

      “Maybe. A little. Fuck, I’ve blamed you for a long time. You and your brother both. Ever since the first vision I had of you. I knew this was on you. Then I saw you laughing and smiling with your mates and…”

      “It made you mad. I get it.”

      “I need you to make this right, Sawyer.”

      “I will,” Sawyer vowed.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. But I will. I’ll figure it out. I’m close. I can feel it. I have my mates and my guide.”

      Dakota reached for Sawyer and rubbed his thumb over Sawyer’s neck. It was probably pretty red still from the hold he’d had on Sawyer earlier. “Sorry.”

      “No more, okay?” Sawyer asked.

      “No more,” Dakota agreed. “I want to help make this right.”

      Sawyer took a breath and tried to make sure his next words demonstrated the true depths of his feelings. He needed Dakota to understand. “That’s all I want. Whatever it takes, I want to make things right.”

      The next moment passed with Sawyer holding his breath. He didn’t know why he was so desperate for Dakota to believe him, but he did need it. More than he realized. So when Dakota pulled him close and wrapped his arms around Sawyer, Sawyer was finally able to breathe once more.

      The final words of the prophecy bounced into his mind even as he breathed in Dakota’s scent. The chosen one brings strength and balance, for peace and love to survive. And that’s what this was going to be, Sawyer realized. A battle for survival. But there was more to this than Sawyer knew. Dakota had been right to say he didn’t know and didn’t understand. Because this was about more than winning a battle. Sawyer needed to win the war.
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      Blood dripped down Sawyer’s face. The rest of his body grew more numb by the second, but those warm, wet drops rolled over his cheek and down his neck, his only connection to reality. Light filtered through the trees, revealing more of the dark figures he hadn’t been expecting. How could he have been so stupid? He’d underestimated Palinourous once again, and this time, he’d paid a cost greater than he’d ever considered.

      His guardians lay on the ground around him. He couldn’t tell if they were alive or dead. He was afraid to look, even if he’d been able to move. He tried, though. Goddess, he tried. Even though he’d never known such gut-wrenching fear, he tried. He choked out Draco’s name, but for the first time in his life, he didn’t get a response.

      Dark magic built, surrounding them all. It wouldn’t be long before he lost the remaining hold on his powers. He’d managed a shield of sorts around them, but his tenuous hold on his magic waned with each passing second. Then Palinourous would have it all.

      It had been his plan all along, of course. So obvious once Sawyer realized. He’d thought the plan hadn’t changed: go after the Mother and take her place. But of course, his brother was more clever than he’d given him credit for. He always had a plan B. Always.

      A sudden roar broke through the silence and bright white light formed all around him. Byakko.

      “No.”

      Sawyer tried to warn him away, but his guide wasn’t having any of it. He ran toward Sawyer, and Sawyer remembered the first time he’d seen his tiger, not so long ago. Byakko had pounced on him then, covering Sawyer’s body with his, shielding him, protecting him, even though Sawyer hadn’t understood at the time. Byakko did the same now, but this time, it was in a futile attempt to keep Sawyer safe. It wouldn’t work.

      “Byakko,” Sawyer groaned. “Go home.”

      The tiger had a mind of his own, though, as well as a millennium of experience and knowledge that Sawyer couldn’t even begin to fathom. Byakko’s magic built once more, and Sawyer realized what his guide dared to try.

      “No,” Sawyer groaned again. “No.”

      He wished he could go back to those first moments with his guide. He wished he could have his mates around him again. He wanted to see Dakota’s scowl, and Pip’s beaming smile as he realized what they were to him.

      The darkness gathered, battering against Byakko’s defenses. His guide was his last hope, and yet there was no hope for him anymore. But he could see the depths of power in Byakko’s brilliant blue gaze. A pulse of energy bounded through him, and Sawyer disappeared.
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        Three Days Earlier

      

      

      “Someone needs to save him,” Henry whispered urgently.

      Sawyer glanced toward Pip, but the newest guardian didn’t seem to need saving. He sat on the couch beside his mother. She had her arm around him and held his head pressed tightly to her… oh. Maybe he did need to be rescued. He turned to look at his vampire mate, who happened to not only be an expert swordsman but also excellent at martial arts. If anyone could….

      “No way,” Andvari said. “I’m not going over there. Have you lost your mind?”

      “Not it,” Draco said.

      “In your dreams,” Eduard added.

      “You do it,” Saeward urged. “You’re cute. She’ll like you.”

      “As if,” Sawyer scoffed. “Do you see the death glares she’s sending me?”

      “I think she wants to hug us, too,” Henry whispered. “It’s dangerous over there.”

      Dakota growled beneath his breath. “Is this really what the universe has in store for me?”

      Seven pairs of eyes turned to him.

      “Yep,” Sawyer said smugly.

      “Fine. I’ll go. But only because… of reasons.”

      Dakota gave Sawyer a significant look before gently touching the back of his head as he walked away.

      “What did he mean by that?” Draco growled.

      “We got in a fight earlier. I’m fine, but… he was mad. I’ll tell you later.”

      Draco took a step toward Dakota’s retreating back, but Sawyer grabbed his arm. “Stop.”

      “If he hurt you, I will gut him.”

      Sawyer groaned and wrapped his arms around Draco’s waist. “I love it when you’re all growly and protective. However, Dakota and I worked it out. We took a big step forward, okay? We just had to fight it out. If he’d really hurt me, I’d tell you.”

      Loch stepped out of the shadows and pushed against Sawyer’s back. “If he’d really hurt you, he would be dead already.”

      Draco and Loch shared a smug look.

      Sawyer ignored them and watched as Dakota made his way across the room to Pip and his mother. A few tense words were spoken before Dakota turned around and walked away. He stopped in front of Sawyer, a confused frown on his face. “She said no.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I told her we needed to speak to Pip. She said no. And then…”

      “She told him to fuck off,” Andvari said with a suspiciously choked off snort. “Literally. Those were her words.”

      Sawyer couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Not funny,” Dakota protested.

      “It’s absolutely funny,” Sawyer replied. “Henry, you try. You’re too cute for her to curse at.”

      Henry scowled. “I don’t want to.”

      “Please? For me?”

      Henry sighed. “Fine. But you so owe me for this.”

      “And I will happily pay.”

      Henry grumbled but made his way across the room with his cutest smile on his face. His plan to be absolutely adorable was a total and complete failure. Pip’s mother simply snagged him by the wrist and tucked him against her other side. His face was against her ample bosom five seconds later, and she cooed to him like she did her own son.

      Sawyer groaned. Now he had two mates trapped and no clue how to extricate them from her maternal clutches.

      “What are you guys plotting?” Viv asked.

      Sawyer tried not to shriek in terror. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

      “Um, Sawyer, you’re standing in the kitchen doorway, hovering like a criminal. Or a stalker. Or a serial killer. Very suspicious behavior.”

      “You watch way too many of those murder shows.”

      “Probably. But Andvari gave me a knife to hide under my pillow so if anyone tries to kill me in my bed, I’ll be armed.”

      Sawyer turned to Andvari with wide eyes. “You did what?”

      Andvari glared at Viv for a moment before turning to Sawyer. “She asked.”

      “And did you train her how to use it?”

      “Sawyer, she’s better with a blade than I am. Pretty sure she can slice and dice without any problems. Although, fighting with a knife does require a different hold than a chef uses.”

      “Training,” Sawyer insisted. “Also, she needs a security system.”

      “She has one.”

      “Besides, serial killers know how to disable them, Sawyer.” Viv’s tone couldn’t be more condescending if she tried. The look she was giving him equaled her tone. “Everyone knows that. Haven’t you ever watched Criminal Minds?”

      “That would be a negatory.”

      “Really, Viv?” Draco groaned like the pain was real. “Can you imagine him watching those shows?”

      All of his mates gasped in horror.

      Sawyer glared at them all. “I’m not that bad.” Andvari did his choking laugh again, and Sawyer scowled at him. “I’m not.”

      “Uh-huh. Remember when we watched that show where the guy opened the window with—”

      “You all need to shut it. I’m a god. I can… I can… trap you in metal.” Sawyer did, in fact, remember that particular episode. And now all of their windows were double-locked, alarmed with tamper proof security, and had additional wards on them. It was a perfectly rational response to a perfectly rational threat.

      “Sure you can,” Loch said. “Go on. We’ll wait.”

      Sawyer growled at him. “Besides, it’s not my fault I have a vivid imagination. Ever since I watched that Exorcist movie, I’ve never been the same.”

      “The pea soup thing?” Eduard asked.

      “Totally.”

      “Same. But back to the problem at hand. We should figure out how to mount a rescue mission.”

      “Rescue mission?” Viv asked.

      Andvari gestured toward the living room where Henry and Pip had both stopped struggling and were letting Pip’s mom pet both of their heads.

      “Oh… she’s totally got ‘em.”

      “Right?”

      “Well, never send a boy to do a woman’s job. Or something. Hold my knife.”

      She pressed her weapon into Andvari’s hand and made her way into the kitchen. Seven seconds later, Henry and Pip were free.

      “What is this black magic?” Sawyer gasped.

      “Oh, she’s good,” Dakota said.

      “That was brilliant,” Eduard said.

      “Someone needs to tell me what she did.”

      “Viv asked for help in the kitchen,” Andvari said. “And she’s totally going to make us pay for it so you better start figuring out a way to make it up to her. This is a truly noble sacrifice.”

      Sawyer groaned. “She’s going to hold this over my head forever.”

      “She absolutely will,” Loch said with a dreamy sigh. “She’s my hero.”

      “Ugh. You like her best.”

      “She makes me honey muffins. What do you do?”

      Sawyer arched a brow at him, thinking of about a half dozen things off the top of his head that Loch really liked him to do.

      “Well, besides that.”

      Sawyer arched the other brow for good measure.

      “Fine, I like her food best. You don’t give me food.”

      “She won’t let me in the kitchen!”

      Loch made a really foul sound. “You made food for Dakota.”

      Sawyer groaned. He couldn’t win.

      Draco pulled them all away from the doorway as Viv and Pip’s mom passed. Then he grabbed Sawyer’s hand and dragged him back into the living room. His other mates followed behind.

      Henry pouted. He had his arms crossed over his chest and his lip was even sticking out a bit. “You left me.”

      “No, no,” Sawyer said. “We sent help.”

      “You sent Viv.”

      “Actually,” Saeward said, “Viv is the one who figured out how to save you. The rest of us were clueless. Andvari was afraid.”

      “Not helping, Ward,” Sawyer said.

      “I wouldn’t say I was afraid exactly.”

      “Viv is my favorite,” Henry said, ignoring them both.

      “Ugh, not this again. Come on, we should go upstairs before they come back.”

      Pip seemed stunned that they’d managed to rescue him at all, but Sawyer held out his hand and Pip took it. He led them all upstairs to the master bedroom and found Pearl and Byakko sprawled across their giant, custom-made bed.

      “Really, Pearl?”

      She ignored him but her tail did thump adorably against the mattress. Byakko opened one eye, gave him an I dare you look, before closing it again. Since Sawyer knew with one hundred percent certainty that the tiger wouldn’t budge, he pretended not to care that his plan for lots of snuggles with his mates in said giant bed were foiled by his guide.

      Sawyer grumbled under his breath but led Pip to the other side of the room where they had a small sitting area. He plopped down on one of the window seats and pulled Pip down beside him.

      “Move over,” Draco griped.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to sit by Pip. You know you’re going to get up and start pacing anyway.”

      “But—”

      Draco growled.

      “Oh, don’t get cranky with me.”

      “You’ve gotta explain stuff. Explaining Sawyer paces. Everyone knows that.”

      “I do n—”

      “Exactly,” Draco interrupted. “You do. Go on. I’ll keep Pip company.”

      Sawyer actually witnessed the heart eyes forming in Pip’s gaze as he stared at Draco. “Fine!”

      Draco snuggled up to Pip, then gave Sawyer a filthy look that somehow made him feel better. The look had promises of really naughty, dirty, feel-amazing things.

      “You, sit.” Sawyer pointed at the open spot on Pip’s other side and glared until Dakota left his position pretending to hold up a wall and sat. All of his mates were giving him amused smiles. Except Pip, who looked extremely confused.

      How the hell was he supposed to explain all of this?

      “Hi,” he said.

      As far as conversation starters went, it was a timeless classic.

      Eduard smirked. The jerk.

      “Hi,” Pip replied. “Why are you nervous?”

      “Because all of this is a lot.”

      “If by a lot, you mean a lot of hot, then you’re the god of understatement.”

      “Oh. You… uh… you know?”

      “I know what?”

      “That I’m a… you know?”

      “What? Did you hit your head?” Pip turned and looked up at Draco. “Did he hit his head?” Pip’s breath was a little… breathy. Like he couldn’t quite manage to get enough air around Draco. He appeared to be a little lightheaded. Or Sawyer was imagining things and avoiding thinking about explaining everything and speaking of….

      “No. I didn’t hit my head.”

      “Weird.”

      Sawyer sighed. “I’m a god.”

      “Sure you are. And these are your mates. And I’m one, too, because if we’re gonna live in a fantasy world, I call dibs on all the hot mates.”

      Sawyer couldn’t help but smile. “Glad you figured it all out.”

      Pip frowned again. “I really think he’s injured.”

      This time he spoke to Dakota, who had the audacity to smile down at him while— was Pip batting his eyelashes? Was that what batting eyelashes looked like in real life? Sawyer huffed, and Dakota turned his yellow-eyed gaze toward him.

      “You suck at this.”

      “Shut up. You suck.” As far as comebacks went, also a timeless classic. He really needed to up his game.

      “Don’t I wish,” Pip said with a dreamy sigh.

      See? Why hadn’t Sawyer thought of that? He should have. He wanted a little suck and fun with Dakota too. He forced his mind to stop. He needed to make sure Pip understood. Then he could think about naughty times with Dakota.

      “I kind of am a god,” Sawyer said gently.

      “Uh-huh, sure you are. Me, too.” Pip turned to Draco and ran a finger down his chest. “Oh, sorry. I couldn’t help myself. Did…um, wait. What was I going to say?”

      Draco leered, and Sawyer plopped his head into his hands.

      “Oh, I remember. Is he the god of mates? Because if he is, I want in on that. Especially if it means I get to mate with you. And him. And him. And him. And—”

      “Ugh!” Sawyer flopped down on Saeward’s lap.

      Pip snickered. “So tell me what the deal is. For real, this time. I mean, I know I’m adorable and all, but I’m not an idiot. Like you’re really a god. As if.”

      No one spoke for a long, uncomfortable minute. Multiple furtive glances were exchanged. No one wanted to break the news to their cute new mate. Sawyer just wanted to snuggle up to Ward a little longer. He always smelled like the ocean, even though he used the same Eduard-approved oil stuff in the shower as the rest of them.

      Pip looked up at Draco and his grin began to slip. “Wait.”

      He spun around to look at Dakota. “Wait. Wait.”

      He swiveled his head around and gave a wide-eyed look to Loch. “Wait.”

      “How many times do you think he’s going to say that?” Henry whispered.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Fuck me sideways!”

      Loch frowned and leaned closer to Sawyer. “Is that possible for humans?”

      Sawyer couldn’t help it. He lost it. He wasn’t sure if he was laughing or crying, or some combination of both, but before he realized what was happening, his mates had him surrounded.

      Draco knelt down in front of him, holding his hand tightly. When he finally calmed a little, Draco reached back and pulled Pip forward.

      “I don’t understand,” Pip said quietly.

      “Explain it, Sawyer,” Draco said.

      Sawyer locked eyes with Draco for a long moment, trying to absorb some of the strength and steadiness he found in his mate’s beautiful amber eyes, then turned to Pip. “My name is Sawyer, and I’m the Chosen One.”

      He really did suck at explaining things. Luckily, Pip seemed to feel sorry for him. Probably because he was nearly hysterical.

      “What’s that mean?” Pip asked, his voice soft and sweet.

      “A few months ago, no one knew what it meant. We thought I was human. I was human. Am human? I don’t know. But I have eight guardians, two from each of the elements. You’re one of them. Remember when I asked you if you had the mark?”

      Pip nodded.

      “All of my guardians have one.”

      “Wow,” Pip said. “So guardians. What are we guarding you from?”

      “My brother. He’s the god of air. See, for a long time, everyone thought the Mother Goddess only had her three daughters. Fire, Water, Earth. But what about Air? Air is an element, too, but no one questioned why there wasn’t an air goddess.”

      “I never thought of that. Weird.”

      “Yeah,” Sawyer said. “It is weird. But it’s just because something happened a long time ago, and I guess I did something that made everyone forget that my brother and I even existed.”

      Pip sucked in a breath. “You mean… you’re actually a god?”

      “That’s the rumor.”

      “Holy fuck my life shit balls.”

      Sawyer couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “But wait… what god does that make you? There isn’t another element, is there?”

      “Metal,” Sawyer said. “I’m the god of metal.”

      “Weird. But wait. There aren’t metal elementals. Are there?”

      “Apparently there are. Maybe? It’s another one of the mysteries we’re trying to figure out.”

      “But where are the metal elementals? I mean, my mom knows an awen coven, and they only have four. And I’ve never heard of an elemental creature who’s metal.”

      “I know,” Sawyer said. “I don’t know how to explain it. It just… that’s what it is. We still have to figure it out, while we figure out how to stop my brother from doing… whatever it is he’s trying to do now. I started all this because he was trying to kill the Mother Goddess so he could be the new head god or whatever.”

      “Wait… you don’t know?”

      “I wiped my memories when I did the whole magical forget my brother and I exist thing.”

      “Well that was dumb.”

      Sawyer grinned, the tension in his chest finally easing a little. “Tell me about it.”

      “So when you guys rescued me, I kept getting cranky because everyone was… well, I mean they’re super hot, and I was kinda hoping someone would be available, you know?”

      “I know. I’m also the god of mating so…well, these are all my mates. And maybe—”

      “Holy shit balls fuck my life hot damn please tell me that I get to be mates with you, too. And them. Oh my great goddess in the sky I think I’m gonna pass out. All of you. And me. I need to sit down.”

      “He is sitting down,” Loch observed. “Is he broken?”

      “Yes, pretty, blue-haired hottie. I am broken. You have broken my brain with your hotness, and the wings, and the blue eyes, and the sword. I mean, why do you even have a sword on in the house? Just to be sexy? Because it works. And it’s totally phallic and I get it, but damn, do you have to rub it in that you have a nice, long—”

      Sawyer cleared his throat and drew Pip’s attention back to him. “You might want to stop now.”

      Pip sucked in a breath. “But the sword.”

      “Trust me, I know. Hot as hell.”

      “So hot. And this one with the eyes.” Pip gestured over his shoulder to Dakota. “All golden yellow and sultry. Then there’s that one with the red hair and the sexy I-will-do-you-so-good-you-won’t-even-know-what-day-it-is vibe.”

      Sawyer grinned and looked at Eduard. “Yep, that pretty much describes him perfectly.”

      “And Blondie McIntensity over there. I mean really, Sawyer? He wants to bend me over the bed and….”

      Andvari coughed and looked away guiltily.

      “Wait until you find out how flexible he is.”

      “That’s not helping, Sawyer.”

      “The good news is, you have a chance to win us all over. I mean, it doesn’t happen just because, you know? You have to build it.”

      “Or, and I’m just spitballing ideas here, I could strip and let you each take turns fucking my brains out in a giant gang bang that will leave all of those naughty videos I totally don’t have bookmarked on my computer high and dry with how hot it is.”

      Draco groaned and started to make grabby hands toward Pip. Sawyer smacked his hands away. “Behave.”

      “No,” Pip protested. “Don’t behave. I’ve been trapped in a room with nothing but a magical celestial tiger and my hand for company for… months. I don’t even know. And do you want to know what said tiger would do if I decided I needed a little me time? Act like a giant baby, that’s what. He knocked the bathroom door off the hinges when I went in for a little wanky-my-spanky time. I need to get off. I really, really need to get off. So bad. I mean, I’m so hard right now it won’t take much. One look from Draco and I’m… well, it’ll all be over, not gonna lie. But I have great recovery time, so there’s that. Did I mention months? That part’s important.”

      “Your mother is downstairs,” Sawyer said.

      That dimmed the spark in Pip’s eyes a little. “I’ll get rid of her.”

      Henry snickered. “Yeah. Right.”

      Pip sighed. “I will. Because as horny as I am right now— and have I mentioned how much I need to come? Any volunteers? Anyone? — I know we have some things to figure out. And this is where I’m supposed to be. I can feel it, which is weird. I think part of my mom understands that, too. It’s why she didn’t want to let me go earlier. Also, sorry about the boob squish, Henry. She’s a bit intense.”

      “I didn’t mind. I mean, wait until you meet my Nana. She’s a hugger, too.”

      “I can guarantee she isn’t as intense as my mom. I’ll talk to her. It’s just going to be hard for her, you know?”

      “As hard as it is for you?” Loch asked with a leer.

      “Very funny, stud muffin. Man, I would love for you to plow my garden.”

      Loch looked adorably confused. “I do not understand.”

      “Is he hungry?” Saeward asked. “He requires muffins and vegetables?”

      Henry cackled.

      Sawyer elbowed him in the side.

      “Loch, he wants you to sheathe your sword,” Henry explained.

      Loch’s eyes widened in understanding. “I see. It is another of those— what did you call them?”

      “Innuendo,” Henry replied. “And yes. That’s what he was doing. He wants your penis.”

      Saeward nodded and patted the pillow beside him. “Henry, I would like to learn about these innuendos.”

      “You should all go to the library,” Draco said. “Sawyer and I need to speak to Pip.”
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      Draco waited for the others to file out of the room. Several of them— he glared at Loch and Andvari— did so very reluctantly. They wanted in on the Pip action. Draco didn’t blame them at all. They’d have their turn.

      Sawyer only looked slightly panicked. Pip, whose hand Draco had snagged when he tried to follow the others, stood beside him looking adorably confused. And turned on. He couldn’t forget that part.

      Draco moved back to one of the window seats and pulled Pip along behind him. He settled Pip on his lap, noticing the excited hitch in his breath. He pressed Pip’s back to his chest and guided his legs apart so he sat sprawled over Draco. Open and ready, even if he was fully clothed. Draco would remedy that soon enough.

      Sawyer looked ready to spin into a million pieces. He wanted— of course he did. Pip was the last of his mates, finally with him. Sawyer wouldn’t admit to them how frightened he was, but Draco saw through all his pithy excuses and attempts at humor. He was afraid what would happen when he finally accepted Pip into his bed, and more importantly, into his heart.

      Sawyer had his guard up.

      Draco planned on tearing it down.

      “What’s…um, happening?” Pip asked.

      He had a slight hitch in his breath again, but Draco could feel the need pouring out of him.

      “You said you needed to come. I thought I’d give you a hand.”

      His reward for his rumbled promise was a head-to-toe tremble from Pip. Sawyer shivered as well, his gaze moving up and down Pip’s body before returning to meet Draco’s.

      “Draco—”

      “You disapprove?”

      Sawyer gulped.

      “He hasn’t said—”

      “What do you want him to say?” Draco interrupted. “That he wants this? Haven’t you been listening? We are his greatest desire.”

      Draco ran his hand down Pip’s chest, pausing just above the bulge in the loose sweats he wore.

      Pip kept quiet, seeming to understand that something else was at play. He did wiggle his hips a little to try to entice Draco into moving. The little scoundrel. It distracted Draco enough that he nipped a spot on Pip’s neck in reply.

      Pip groaned and moved his head further to the side, giving Draco more access to that delicious span of smooth skin from behind his ear to his shoulder.

      “He hasn’t said—” Sawyer stopped himself and began chewing on his lip. He looked very upset. Draco couldn’t quite figure out where it was coming from.

      “I consent,” Pip said. “I wholeheartedly give you my consent.”

      “Of course you do,” Draco said. “You are ours. Was there ever any doubt?”

      “Of course he consents to you mauling him, Draco. He’s been cooped up for months, like he said. And you’re… you. Everyone wants you.”

      “You’re afraid.”

      “Of me?” Pip asked.

      “Of what you mean,” Draco explained. He answered Pip but locked eyes on Sawyer, daring his mate to disagree with him.

      He slipped his hand beneath the waistband of Pip’s pants and slowly ran the tip of his finger down Pip’s achingly hard cock. Poor thing wasn’t exaggerating. It wouldn’t take much.

      “You need me to help you let off some steam?” Draco purred against Pip’s ear, still watching Sawyer. Waiting for him to break this ridiculous wall he thought to build around himself.

      “Fuck yes,” Pip groaned. “Please.”

      “Draco—” Sawyer stopped himself once more.

      “You wish to leave our mate in need?”

      Pip trembled again.

      “Look at him.”

      But of course, Sawyer couldn’t look anywhere else.

      “Sawyer,” Pip moaned. “Please.”

      Sawyer trembled. He dropped to his knees in front of them and slowly reached for the waist of Pip’s sweats. He gave them a tug, sliding them down over Pip’s hips and helping him free his legs.

      Draco continued to trace his finger up and down the hard length, quickly learning all of Pip’s most sensitive spots.

      “We’re going to let off some steam now,” Draco promised. “Later, we’ll spend more time together. Let you get to know all of your mates. How does that sound?”

      “Good,” Pip groaned. “Perfect.”

      Draco waited as Sawyer pulled himself together. “Our mates are our foundation.”

      Sawyer looked up at him. “I know.”

      “The life we are building will be together. It doesn’t work otherwise.”

      “I know.”

      “We cherish each other, give what the other needs. For no reason than because that is our heart’s desire. To provide for our mates. To fulfill them in all ways.”

      Sawyer nodded, exploring the vision of Pip with his eyes as he processed Draco’s words. He could see the wheels spinning as brick by brick, Draco worked to break through the wall he’d built. Sawyer feared the unknown, and Draco couldn’t blame him. But mates were a valuable treasure, the most important in the world. They were to be cherished above all things. As their god and their mate, it was critically important for Sawyer to free himself from the binds he used to lock himself up and away. He feared, but he didn’t need to. He had his mates to look after, and they in turn would look after him. That was their magic together. Sawyer just had to believe in it.

      “My dick could really use some fulfillment,” Pip groaned, interrupting the staring match they were locked in. “Just in case anyone was wondering.”

      That tiny distraction broke the ice and tore down the last of Sawyer’s inhibitions. Draco could see it falling away as Sawyer grinned and leaned forward. “Just for that, I’m going to tell Draco what I want. I want to watch him make you crazy, drag it out, and show you how good he really is.”

      Pip’s breath hitched. “How did I know you were the evil one of the bunch? All that god-power, and you want to make me suffer?”

      Sawyer’s grin widened. “Trust me. You won’t be suffering.”

      “Will, too.”

      The pout was real, but Sawyer seemed charmed by it. He leaned closer and finally breathed in the scent of their newest mate. Pip began to tremble once more, and Draco waited. It didn’t take but a moment for Sawyer to close the distance between them. He tangled his lips with Pip’s, drawing another low moan from the man trapped between them.

      When they parted, Pip was trembling so much Draco wasn’t entirely sure how he’d managed not to come.

      “That explains it,” Pip whispered.

      Sawyer looked puzzled. “What?”

      “You really are a god. Kiss me again.”

      “What?”

      Pip growled and tugged Sawyer toward him once more. This time there was nothing gentle about the kiss. Pip went at it, his desperation at its peak. Draco grabbed Pip’s cock and gave it a few swift tugs. It was all it took. Pip came apart in his arms, moaning against Sawyer’s mouth and clinging to him tightly as his release spurted between them.

      When they finally broke apart, Pip dropped back against Draco’s chest, pulling Sawyer with him. Sawyer nuzzled into Pip’s neck while Draco wrapped his arms around them both.

      “Later, I want it all,” Pip mumbled.

      “Whatever you want,” Sawyer said. He glanced up at Draco as he made the vow. Draco smiled down at him, pleased that Sawyer had finally gotten out of his own head and back to reality where they needed him.

      “Go get cleaned up,” Draco ordered. “Meet us in the library.”

      “You’re really bossy today.”

      “Today?” Draco asked with a smirk.

      “Good point,” Sawyer said. “Come on, Pip. Let me introduce you to the world’s most luxurious bathroom.”

      Pip didn’t need to be asked twice. He followed Sawyer out of the room. Draco waited until he heard the shower start before heading down to the library. Eduard met him at the door.

      “How is he?”

      “He’s great,” Draco said. “Comes beautifully.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. But since you brought it up, how beautifully?”

      Draco laughed and tugged Eduard into his arms. “You’ll love him. And Sawyer is overthinking everything, as usual. He needs to process.”

      “All of us are gathered now. The prophecy—”

      “Has never been what it seems,” Draco said gently. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Sawyer isn’t wrong,” Eduard said. “He’s going to be pissed.”

      The thought terrified Draco. He would do anything to protect Sawyer and the rest of his mates, but how did one destroy a god set on revenge? Palinourous wasn’t going to take this newest defeat lightly. Sawyer now had everything he needed— at least according to the prophecy— to restore balance.

      Nothing had changed, though. At least on the surface. Who knew what was going on in that wondrous brain of his mates. Sawyer always managed to see through the jumble of confusion to find the truth that hid beneath. He looked at things differently from the rest of them. Draco needed to remind him of that, once he stopped feeling unworthy of them.

      “Master Draco?” Cecil appeared at the top of the stairs, silent as a ninja, as usual.

      “Yes, Cecil?”

      “Dinner is prepared. Our guest is feeling a little… anxious.”

      “Thank you, Cecil. We’ll be right down.”

      Cecil nodded and disappeared down the stairs once more.

      “We’re going to go have dinner, then we’ll ravage our newest mate. Then we’re going to get a good night’s sleep, because damned if we aren’t all exhausted. And then, tomorrow, we’re going to sit down and figure this out.”

      Eduard nipped his chin before leaning back and smiling. “Yes, sir.”

      “And no working. Get Victor to handle your stuff.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And… I need to think of something else so you’ll say yes sir again. You’re so damned sexy I can’t think.” Draco leaned down and kissed Eduard thoroughly before lifting his head and breathing deeply. “I’ve got it.”

      Eduard gulped and took a moment to recover his ability to think. Draco didn’t grin. No need for him to be smug over how well he knew his mates. “Got what?”

      “Say it again,” Draco demanded.

      It took Eduard a moment to realize what Draco wanted.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Draco shivered. “So hot. Let’s get the others and head downstairs. I’ll send Cecil up after Sawyer and Pip in a few minutes. Help me distract Pip’s mother until they come downstairs, okay? Be your perfect, charming, and gracious self.”

      Eduard sighed and nipped his chin again. “I will, but if she grabs me, you better rescue me. Use lethal force if you have to.”

      Draco grinned. “Yes, sir.”

      He herded the rest of the mates downstairs, where Cecil was getting a stern lecture from Pip’s mom. With a sigh, Draco straightened his back and released his hold on Eduard. He pasted on the grin Sawyer always swore charmed the pants off of everyone and walked across the room. “Ms. Presley.”

      She turned her ire onto him. “Where is my son?”

      “Upstairs in the shower.”

      The glare faded. “Why didn’t he just tell me that?”

      She turned her attention back to Cecil and scowled.

      “Cecil isn’t in the practice of revealing the private nature of the residents of our home.” Draco turned to the man in question. “Thank you, Cecil. Will you let Sawyer know dinner is ready?”

      “Yes, Master Draco.”

      Cecil hurried away, but not before Draco saw the slightest smirk appear on the butler’s face. He knew how much Draco hated this role, but he could do it if he had to. Just not for long. That’s why he had Eduard.

      He turned to his mate and smiled. Eduard gave him a wicked grin in return, not taking one step forward to assist. Wicked, wicked man. He would pay for that later.

      “Ms. Presley,” Henry said. He darted to Draco’s side and beamed his sweetest smile at her.

      It didn’t escape Draco’s attention that Henry stayed well out of reach. Poor thing was traumatized by the earlier boob squish. Draco would have been, too.

      “I just watched a video about Alaska, and there was this fjord that was so beautiful. I can’t even imagine living somewhere so incredible. Is it really that amazing in person?”

      Something in her gaze softened. “It is.”

      “So cool. Do you think… I mean, I know it’s rude to ask but… nevermind.”

      “What, young man? Speak.”

      “I just wondered if maybe some time we could come visit you there? But I know, it’s rude to ask. My Nana Jerrick says I shouldn’t invite myself places, but then, how do people know you want to be invited if you don’t just say?”

      Ms. Presley smiled. “That is a good point. Henry, is it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Draco wanted to kiss him. Such a good boy. Unlike Eduard, who stood to the side with a smirk and left Draco to the social niceties he loathed. Evil, evil man.

      “Our pack would be honored for you to visit. All of you.”

      “Really?” Henry bounced closer to her and flung his arms around her.

      She patted his back awkwardly until he pulled away.

      “Um, sorry. I’m a hugger. I know I’m supposed to ask but I get excited.”

      “I sometimes forget to ask as well.”

      “Right? It’s hard.” Henry grinned at her before holding out his arm. “Will you tell me more about Alaska?”

      Draco was going to do the filthiest of things to that man later. So many filthy things. All of them. Twice. Eduard stepped up beside him and ran a sneaky hand over Draco’s ass. Draco wasn’t impressed.

      “Really?”

      “So hot when you’re all in charge. It does things to me.”

      Draco snorted and kept his attention on Henry.

      “I’ll let you fuck me in the office if you want. Right now.”

      “I can’t leave Henry with her. This could turn in a second.”

      Eduard scowled. “Now you’re just—”

      “Paybacks are fierce, mate of mine.”

      “Dammit. Come on, you looked so hot. I couldn’t stop you. I’m powerless against that smile. It’s a deadly weapon. You know this. Sawyer has told you a million times.”

      Draco smiled.

      Eduard’s breath caught.

      “And now you’re going to have to wait. No one else is allowed to get you off, either, or I will not be pleased.”

      “Oh, now that’s just—”

      “We won’t.” A chorus of replies from their other mates caused Draco’s smile to widen.

      Eduard groaned. “It’s going to be a very long night.”

      “You have no idea.”

      Andvari stepped up beside them and ran his finger down Eduard’s neck. “Someone’s in trouble.”

      “It is very sexually arousing when Draco gets this way,” Loch observed. “I find myself growing hard simply from listening to him speak. Is this common?”

      He addressed the question to Dakota, who simply stared at him with a deer in the headlights expression.

      Ward helped him out by answering. “It’s common for Draco.”

      “This is a fascinating skill. I should learn it.”

      “I don’t think it can be learned,” Dakota grumbled.

      “Hmm,” Loch said. “Perhaps. But I shall try. It is very satisfying to see one’s mates so desperate for one’s attention.”

      “You’re evil,” Eduard said. He glared at Draco and Draco smiled once more. “Ugh. Stop it with the pearly whites already.”

      Before he could argue, Cecil returned with Sawyer and Pip. They were both flushed and slightly out of breath. Sawyer’s lips were pink and swollen, and Pip’s were in a similar state. Draco had no doubts as to what they’d gotten up to in the shower.

      He was pleased to see Pip instinctively hovering by Sawyer’s side, though, leaning into him when they paused at the foot of the stairs. Excellent.  His plan had worked.

      Sawyer appeared much more at ease as well, and not just because he’d more than likely gotten off in the shower. The nervous tension from before had lightened. His mate led Pip to his side and Draco pulled Sawyer close. “Love you.”

      Sawyer smiled up at him. “Love you more. Thank you for that. Very not subtle.”

      “Why bother being subtle? I know what you need.”

      “You do.”

      Sawyer tugged Pip closer and managed to get Pip tucked in front of them for a three-way hug. He’d never seen Sawyer quite this cuddly with one of their mates. He couldn’t keep his hands off any of them, not that they minded. This was different, though. It was nice.

      “Phillip.”

      “Hey, Ma.”

      Ms. Presley growled.

      Pip grinned at her in reply.

      “So much sass.”

      “You raised me well.”

      She smiled and waved him closer. “I’ve promised Henry that everyone can come visit us. He’s fascinated by our home state.”

      “Oh cool! That would be awesome,” Pip said as he wiggled his way from between them and walked over to his mother. “I don’t know how long it’ll be before we can get there, though. We’ve got a lot to figure out.”

      Her smile faded.

      “Momma, you can’t do this. I’m twenty years old. And even though you didn’t tell me what that mark on my butt meant, I know you had to know it meant something. You always made sure no one else saw it. I didn’t know why until Sawyer told me what it meant.”

      “Now, Pipsqueak—”

      “No, Mom. No. You didn’t tell me, and now I know. Well, I sort of know. I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “I wanted to keep you safe.”

      “You did,” Pip said. “But you still should have told me.”

      “I tried to prepare you. I—”

      “Mom.” Pip’s tone finally broke through her protests, and she actually looked sorry for keeping secrets from him.

      “I’m sorry, Pip.”

      “Thank you. I know you did it because you love me and wanted me safe, but you can’t do that. Okay? Now, something smells amazing so let’s eat and we’ll see if one of those really hot hellhound guys will take you back home. I’m staying here.”

      She sighed and pulled Pip against her. Draco watched as the two came together once more. Pip had truly forgiven her that quickly, and his mother was ready to let him go fulfill his destiny.

      Dinner went off without a hitch with Pip regaling them with stories from his time in Alaska. Apparently, otters were known for their mischievous ways, and the legends of them distracting children were there for a reason. They loved to shift and play, swim and laugh.

      By the time Ms. Presley prepared to leave, the mood had lightened significantly. Except for Eduard. Draco had made sure to sit next to him at dinner, and if his hand managed to be buried in Eduard’s lap for most of the meal, teasing him to distraction, well, it was the least that his mate deserved.
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      Pip had it on good authority that there were times in a young man’s life when he should take time to process the choices he made. These were decisions that would impact the rest of his life. Career. Homebuying. Future mates. The big stuff. It was important that he considered his options and weighed them carefully. That’s what everyone said. They were adamant that it was extremely important.

      Fuck that noise.

      Pip planned on diving into the deep end of what was probably going to be the most orgasmic night of his life. He wanted to fuck. Multiple times. In multiple positions. With— thank the goddess for whatever his past lives had done to deserve such abundance and he would try to be a better person after this so the next version of him would also get to experience— his newly discovered multiple mates.

      The problem was where to start. It wasn’t a problem Pip planned on worrying over for long, but this was one of those choices that did deserve at least a moment of consideration. Actually, a moment might be too long. He didn’t have the patience. What was less than a moment?

      Draco led the group of them back upstairs after the hellhounds took his mom home. The view of Draco’s muscled ass as he moved up the steps was inspiring lots of ideas in Pip’s one-track mind. But Pip happened to know that Andvari walked behind him. He knew this because he could feel Andvari’s gaze on his ass. Like, actually feel it like a physical thing. His asshole tingled. It must be a vampire superpower. Or Pip was really desperately horny and imagining things. Could be either. Or both. Definitely both.

      Then there was Loch. The sword. He really didn’t need to add anything to his imagination on that one.

      And Henry. Pip just wanted to do the naughtiest things to him for no other reason than to see what he looked like when he’d been thoroughly debauched.

      Pip grinned.

      “What?” Sawyer asked.

      “Debauched. What a great word.”

      Eduard made a little purring sound and slid up beside him so sexily it made Pip want to just reach a hand over and— “Ow!”

      “No touching,” Draco said. “Eduard is on a time out.”

      And why was that the sexiest thing Pip had ever heard in his life? All the mates visibly trembled at Draco’s command and Pip… well, Pip was back to his original plan of wanting to be thoroughly debauched by Draco. And that ass. And his eyes. And his smile. And his— “Ow!”

      Draco stopped in front of him. Pip might have been slightly distracted and had walked right into him. Draco might as well be a brick wall. Pip wanted to climb him. And ride him. And see if that cock that had been pressed to his back earlier was really as big as it had felt. Cause it had felt big. Nice and big. And thick. And long. And hard. Speaking of hard…his gaze drifted down to see if he could spy the size of the bulge, but Draco hooked a finger under his chin and guided his attention back up.

      “But…”

      “Hush. You’ll get everything you want. Do you doubt me?”

      Pip shivered. No. No he didn’t. “Not one bit.”

      “Good answer.” Draco leaned down and nipped at his lips.

      Pip immediately opened and tried to suck Draco’s tongue down his throat.

      Draco pulled away and smacked his ass.

      “Was that supposed to be a deterrent?”

      Draco’s hand still rested against his only slightly stinging butt, and he might be massaging the spot gently, and it wasn’t really encouraging Pip to behave at all.

      “No,” Draco rumbled. “I just wanted a handful of this pert ass of yours.”

      Pip swooned. Well, maybe not entirely a swoon but he did have to grab Draco’s arms so he didn’t collapse into a puddle of goo. It took Pip a second to recover. The only reason he did was because he realized the others had gone into the bedroom without him. Only he and Draco were standing at the door.

      Except then Pip noticed Dakota, that big hunking hunk of hunkiness standing at the top of the stairs with his yellow-eyed gaze locked onto them. He and Draco shared a look that Pip didn’t quite understand.

      “Dakota?” Pip asked. “You coming?”

      Silence stretched for a moment. Even the other mates stilled. Pip wasn’t entirely sure what he was missing, but it was clear there was something going on here he didn’t understand.

      “Not this time,” Dakota answered. He smiled gently at Pip before glancing once more at Draco. Then he turned and walked back down the stairs.

      Pip suddenly had the urge to go after him. He took one step in that direction before Draco’s arms came around him. “Let him go, sweet boy. He’ll come to us when he’s ready.”

      “But—”

      “Shh,” Draco said. He tugged Pip back against him and whispered into his ear. “He isn’t ready, sweets. You are, though, aren’t you?”

      Understatement of the century.

      Dakota glanced over his shoulder at them when he reached the bottom of the stairs. Pip tried to read the look in his eyes, but Dakota turned away and disappeared around the corner.

      “You’re going to be so good for us,” Draco purred. “I want to taste you. Will you let me?”

      Pip turned in Draco’s arms and grabbed the big, muscled biceps just begging to be squeezed and licked and… “Are you sure we shouldn’t go after him?”

      “I’m sure. His time will come soon enough. Now, have you decided which of your mates you want to sample first?”

      The others were already half undressed and standing around the bed. Pip couldn’t decide. Impossible. It was a buffet of man meat, and he was one hungry cowboy.

      “It’s an all you can eat special.”

      Draco laughed and squeezed his ass again.

      “Really not helping.”

      “Then I shall decide for you. Loch, here.”

      A millisecond later, the pretty fae with his brilliant blue hair and sword—was he really still wearing the sword even though his shirt was off? Was he actually trying to break Pip’s brain?—stood in front of him with a lustful grin and sexy promises in his eyes. Pip’s breath caught.

      “I will grow vegetables in your garden,” Loch said in a really low rumble that…

      “What? Eww.”

      Loch frowned and glanced over his shoulder at Henry. “Did I do it wrong?”

      Henry had his face buried against Sawyer’s shoulder, but it didn’t really hide the sounds of his snickering.

      “Just stick with sheathing your sword,” Sawyer said. “That’s a good one.”

      Loch scowled but turned back to Pip. “I would like to sheathe my sword in you.”

      And… yeah, sexy. But also, a little creepy with the actual sword right there because although the thought of being impaled by the sword between Loch’s legs was sexy as all get out, the idea of actually being impaled by a giant sword was not sexy at all. “Um, can you take the actual weapon off first?”

      Loch scowled again and glared over his shoulder at Henry. “I thought you said he liked my sword.”

      “I do like your sword,” Pip said. “Just, you know, I don’t want to get stabbed with it.”

      Loch sucked in a very dramatic breath and looked surprisingly hurt by his statement. “I would never be so careless with my weapon.”

      Draco coughed out a laugh and reached over Pip to grab Loch’s shoulder. He was now a Pip sandwich, squished between two delicious hunks of yumminess on his buffet of deliciousness. He had prime rib on one side and filet mignon on the other. He couldn’t be expected to behave, dangerous sword be damned. He leaned forward and licked Loch’s chest before taking the tiniest little nibble.

      “Give me the sword,” Draco said.

      “I want the sword,” Pip protested. “In my ass. Right now. Pretty please with sugar on top.”

      “I’m very confused,” Loch said.

      Loch did some secret magic and the sheathed sword slid from his back. He placed it in Draco’s outstretched hand. Once he was safe from danger, Pip pounced. Loch caught him as he wrapped his legs around the pretty fae’s waist. He ran his fingers through Loch’s hair and sighed. “So sexy.”

      That got him a grin. “This I understand.”

      “Loch, get him ready. Henry, stop laughing or I’ll put you in timeout with Eduard.”

      Henry immediately stopped laughing. Other rumbling discussions began around him, not that Pip noticed. He was too busy letting Loch investigate his tonsils. And somehow he was naked now? Loch was magic, that’s all he could figure. Made of pure magic and joy and sexy sword power that Pip could feel poking him in his leg and why was Loch still wearing pants anyway?

      When Loch broke away, Pip was on the center of the bed with his legs spread wide. “How did I— how did you— Actually, I don’t care. This is the life.”

      Draco leaned over him and smiled. Whoa. Pip’s stomach flipped and he might have come a little. His breath caught, and he reached out a grabby hand to the sexy dragon. His hole actually fluttered. He’d read about the sensation in a lot of romance novels, but he didn’t think it was actually a thing. Poor naive Pip had thought a fluttering asshole was the sign of a medical problem. That Pip’s asshole had never been surrounded by this much cock. “You’re… what is this… why… what…. Stop smiling. You’re breaking me.”

      Draco smiled wider. “Don’t come until I say you can, sweetheart.”

      Pip’s stomach fluttered. Then his hole did again. Pip’s cock dribbled a little more onto his stomach. “That’s… probably not going to happen. I mean, I’d love to pretend that I’m a good boy or whatever, but Draco, come on. Do you see you? And him? And him? I mean, I’m honestly probably going to come when all of you are naked. And let’s face it, the first dick in my ass is gonna get the prize, if I even make it that far.”

      “You do not wish to be claimed by all of your mates? I found your earlier fantasy quite inspiring. All of us lining up and taking turns with you. It was a beautiful idea. We would wreck that sweet hole of yours. But if that’s not what—“

      “I volunteer!” Pip blinked, not quite realizing where the words had come from, and then he remembered the movie. It wasn’t quite the same, but if Katniss could have volunteered to be gang banged by her mates, she’d have totally jumped to the front of that line, too.

      Sawyer and Henry both began to snicker, obviously recognizing his reference. “You’ll be tribute, huh?” Sawyer asked.

      “As long as the tributes are to my ass, yes.”

      Henry cackled and hopped up onto the bed. “Then you better listen to Draco.”

      He would love to listen to Draco, but sneaky Henry had slipped a hand between his legs and was currently fondling his balls. How was he supposed to— And another cock dribble happened. Draco arched an eyebrow and Pip might have accidentally pushed his hips up into Henry’s hand.

      “Oh, I see how this is going to go,” Draco rumbled.

      Goddess, the man was sexy as… a sexy thing that sexied. Pip couldn’t even think of words he felt so good. His body was on fire, arousal drumming through him more loudly than a marching band with too many eager teenaged drumming boys. Or something like that. Words. He didn’t know them anymore. Except for want, need, dick, and ass. He had a handle on those.

      “Draco, please.”

      More hands were on his body, but Pip couldn’t look away from his dragon’s gaze to see who was touching him. He knew Henry still fondled his balls. And someone moved his legs up and exposed his hole and…. “Oh my goddess!”

      Draco’s hand reached out and grabbed the base of his cock. He squeezed it harder than would be considered sexy, but it stopped Pip from coming when the slick fingers of— Pip glanced to his side— Loch, sexy, sexy, blue-haired, sneaky-fingered Loch breached his hole and— “Hey, that wasn’t cool man,” Pip complained when he realized the vice of Draco’s fingers had served as a cock ring, of sorts, preventing him from coming without permission.

      Draco smiled again. Pip’s cock tried in vain to shoot once more.

      Henry made a fluttery swoony sound. Pip managed to tear his eyes away from Draco’s evil but perfect smile to see what had captured his other mate’s attention. And it was Andvari going down on Sawyer like two feet away from them. How the hell had that managed to happen without him noticing? Maybe Pip wasn’t as much of an expert on gang bangs as his porn history would indicate.

      “This is so much hotter in person,” Pip mumbled, his brain as ready to explode as his cock.

      “Seriously,” Henry groaned, obviously appreciating the same view as Pip. Although…Pip stole another glance at Henry and realized that Henry was also naked now, and that Draco’s hand not wrapped around Pip’s cock was wrapped around Henry’s and holy volcano explosions of lava was that hot.

      Sawyer made a gasping moan, and Pip tore his attention away from sexy Henry getting jerked off by Draco and returned his attention to sexy Sawyer getting sucked off by Andvari and… dammit. “Draco.”

      The dragon squeezed his dick again, not allowing him to come even though his body was practically vibrating, and holy sweet mother of mercy Loch’s fingers touched that special little place inside that sent fireworks into his brain, and Pip kind of blacked out for a second. He must have because the next thing he knew he was actually bent over the bed and Loch was behind him and slowly pushing inside him and Henry was bent over the other side of the bed with Draco behind him.

      Draco met his gaze and grinned again, and Pip lost all ability to think. He could only feel. He made a grabby hand back at Loch, who took his hand and pushed it down onto the mattress before linking their fingers together and slowly pushing the rest of the way inside of him. The bed bounced a little, and Pip managed to turn his head enough to see Sawyer land on the bed beside him with Andvari now straddling Sawyer’s head and his cock down Sawyer’s throat and Saeward between Sawyer’s spread legs and then Eduard came up beside him and…

      Pip blacked out again. At least that’s what he thought happened. Everything was a bit blurry, what with the cock up his ass and the mouth on his… wait… whose mouth was… Ohhhhh. He couldn’t even look and really what did it matter? This was the… damn, Loch had really started moving and little dots were forming in front of Pip’s eyes.

      “Fuck!”

      “That’s what we’re doing,” Draco purred from across the bed. And why was a purring man sexy anyway? But then he had a cool breeze across his ass and his hole fluttered— no, clenched. He refused to flutter. It just wasn’t going to happen. But before he could unclench, he felt a different nudge, and boy howdy was this mate bigger than Loch and merciful heavens in the goddess… sky… words… there were words, but he couldn’t think.

      Pip arched around just enough to see Saeward behind him, pushing gently inside as he stared at Pip’s face. “Okay?”

      “Okay? Okay? I’m so much… oh fuck, do that again… more than okay right now. And oh sweet… fuck you’re big.”

      Ward grinned and leaned down so his chest pressed against Pip’s back. He nipped Pip’s ear, and Pip sort of lost his mind for a moment but then Ward whispered in his ear. “I’m hung like a horse.”

      And Pip totally blacked out that time because Ward pushed the rest of the way inside him, and he really was hung like a horse, but the best horse… and what the hell was his brain doing? He was broken. Here lies Pip: He was fucked to death. What a way to go.

      Then Ward lifted him up, and Eduard spread out in front of him and sucked his cock, and Pip couldn’t breathe he felt so good. His body screamed in pleasure— oh wait, he was actually screaming in pleasure. Henry cried out as well and Pip looked up, and there was Draco’s grin.

      “Come for me,” Draco purred once more.

      Henry cried out and his cock began to spurt over the sheets and Pip couldn’t help but obey as well. He came as Ward held him in place, right down Eduard’s throat. There were moans and cries around them and then Sawyer became the only thing Pip saw. Sawyer leaned into him and ghosted a kiss across Pip’s lips, catching the last of his energy. He sagged forward, and Sawyer’s arms wrapped around him before guiding him into the center of the bed.

      “Whoa…”

      “I know, right?” Sawyer murmured against his neck.

      “I fluttered.”

      Henry snickered and curled up behind Pip, tucking himself in tight. Pip let out a happy sigh. “I flutter all the time with these guys.”

      Pip looked up at Sawyer. “Hey, but don’t we have to… ya know, to make it official?”

      “It’s official,” Sawyer said softly. He kissed Pip quickly and pulled back to look at him. “You okay?”

      “Well, mostly. I mean, I only got fucked by two of my mates, and that’s just not fair. I don’t have enough stamina. I need to work on it. It’ll take lots and lots of practice, but I’ll get there.”

      Henry snickered again and nipped a spot on Pip’s shoulder. Draco settled in behind Henry and Ward scooted in behind Sawyer. The other mates moved onto the bed too, all of them looking very satisfied.

      “I didn’t get to see Andvari come,” Pip pouted.

      Andvari raised his head and smiled, and whoa, vampire fangs. Pip might possibly have fluttered again. “You will.”

      The promise in those words made Pip’s cock try valiantly to stand at attention. But he really didn’t have any more to give. He gave up and tucked his face into Sawyer’s neck, breathing in deeply. He needed some sleep so he could be ready for round two.
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      After the amazing night they’d had, it shouldn’t have surprised Andvari to get a call from the guards before any of them had woken up. He slid from the tangle of bodies on the bed before stepping into the hall to answer his phone.

      “Yes?”

      “Sir, Meshaq and Drew have arrived. They wish to speak to the Chosen One.”

      Andvari closed his eyes. “Thank you. Give the phone to Meshaq please.”

      The guard complied, and a moment later the alpha of alphas was on the other end of the line. “You really still in bed?” Meshaq asked.

      Andvari grunted. “How urgent? Can we shower?”

      “Yep, as long as Viv makes breakfast.”

      “I’m on it. We’ll be down soon.”

      Andvari walked back into the bedroom and found Draco lying on his side with his head propped on his elbow. His other arm was wrapped snuggly around Sawyer.

      “How is he?”

      “More nightmares. He says he doesn’t remember them.”

      “Then he doesn’t remember. He will, when it’s time.”

      Draco nodded. “Who was that?”

      “Meshaq and Drew are here. They need to talk to us.”

      Draco closed his eyes again and leaned down to nuzzle Sawyer’s forehead.

      “Okay.”

      The low hum of conversation had pulled several of their mates awake. Eduard blinked up at him and scowled. “Meshaq?”

      “Yes, love. Go shower.”

      Eduard squirmed out from beneath Ward, who rolled onto his back and yawned. “Company?”

      “Yeah. We need to get up.”

      Everyone slowly rose, all of them still worn out from the night before. Andvari followed Eduard into the bathroom before stripping and stepping into the shower behind him. Of all of his mates, Eduard loathed mornings the most. Oddly, he was usually one of the first of them to get up, but he liked his mornings slow and quiet.

      Andvari put some shampoo in his hand before slowly running it through Eduard’s hair. His mate huffed and leaned against him, letting Andvari manage the task. Loch joined them, moving to another of the shower heads and smiling at Eduard’s sleepy nuzzling.

      By the time Andvari finished washing both Eduard and himself, the rest of their mates had wandered into the bathroom. He loved these peaceful moments between them almost as much as he loved the more sensual ones like the night before.

      He guided Eduard into the closet and left his mate to the chore of picking out his outfit for the day. Andvari grabbed his uniform— black workout pants and a long-sleeved black shirt— and made his way downstairs after tugging his clothes on. He found Dakota with Viv in the kitchen.

      “Morning, Viv. You heard we have guests?”

      “Cecil let me know. Meshaq begged for breakfast apparently.”

      “He absolutely did. Pitiful, really.” Andvari turned to Dakota next. “Morning.”

      Dakota nodded. “All is well?”

      “It is.”

      “Everyone… slept okay?”

      “Yes.”

      It bothered them all that Dakota refused to join them. Not in sex. No, that wasn’t really the issue. Dakota continued to hold himself apart, not allowing any sort of connection between them, intimate or not. Baby steps, Andvari reminded himself. Even though Sawyer and Dakota seemed to have settled things between them, and Dakota certainly didn’t seem as angry as he had been, the lynx wasn’t willing to take the final steps. Perhaps it was part of his nature. Their kind were solitary creatures, after all, unlike the pack and clan groups the rest of them enjoyed. It had been a difficult transition for Ward as well. Their sweet mate had spent years alone. Being suddenly surrounded by mates hadn’t been easy for him either, but now Ward was quick to join them and seemed to always have at least one of their mates with him at all times.

      Dakota would find his way as well. Whatever magic had brought them all together hadn’t been wrong yet. Of course, if someone had told him his fate a few years before, Andvari would have laughed in their faces. Andvari would never have dreamed of having so many mates. In fact, those years before, he’d have considered it his worst nightmare.

      He’d thought he preferred his solitude. Now he couldn’t imagine a day without his mates beside him. It was funny what a difference a few months could make, not to mention a few years.

      Leaving Viv to her work before she had a chance to scold him for being in the kitchen, Andvari headed into the main living room where he knew he’d find Meshaq and Drew. Cecil was a stickler for how he treated guests and having them wait in one of the nicest areas of the home was his go-to rule. Andvari wasn’t surprised to find them both sitting on the couch with mugs of coffee in their hands. He was, however, surprised that Dakota had followed him into the room.

      “Good morning, Alpha,” Andvari said before nodding his head respectfully.

      “Don’t you think we can let go of formalities since you’re mated to my nephew?” Meshaq grumbled.

      Andvari smiled. “I believe I should show you more respect as a family member of my mate.”

      Drew snickered. “He’s got you there.”

      “Do you know how many times I’ve been—“

      Drew reached over and covered Meshaq’s hand with his. The alpha stopped speaking. Andvari couldn’t help but widen his smile. Meshaq had certainly met his match. Drew looked up at Andvari and returned his smile.

      “My mate does not like to be gushed over, unless it’s by me.” Meshaq grunted his agreement, and Drew patted his hand gently. “And our recent adventures have resulted in some over-the-top dramatics.”

      “Like I needed a sacrifice of thirteen goats? What the fuck is that?”

      Drew patted his hand gently. “You didn’t let them do it, honey. Settle down.”

      Dakota scowled and sat down on one of the chairs across from Meshaq and Drew’s position on the couch. Neither Meshaq or Drew seemed to notice Dakota’s expression.

      “Some of the realms we visited rarely receive a visit from an alpha of Meshaq’s caliber,” Drew explained. “Needless to say, they were a bit overwhelmed by his presence.”

      Meshaq scoffed. “They peed themselves.”

      “Yes, dear. It’s because they’ve never seen you with donut glaze stuck in your goatee.”

      “I don’t—“

      Drew simply arched a brow.

      Meshaq paused before he self-consciously rubbed his hand over his face. “Did I get it?”

      “You’re perfect as ever,” Drew cooed.

      Andvari really couldn’t believe how much the hellhound had changed since he found his mate. He wondered for a moment if others from the vampire clan felt the same way about him since he’d found his. He could only hope he exuded the same peace that Meshaq did.

      “How were your travels?”

      Meshaq scowled again and flames appeared in his eyes. Drew patted him once again before answering. “Let’s just say things got hairy a time or two. And not in the good way.” Meshaq and Dakota both gasped. “What?” Drew asked, looking both evil and innocent at once. “You can’t tell me with this many mates things don’t get a little freaky sometimes.”

      Meshaq groaned. “That’s my nephew you’re talking about.”

      “And I’m oh so happy that Henry is getting—“

      Meshaq covered Drew’s mouth with his hand. “Please don’t finish that sentence. I beg you.”

      Drew wiggled his eyebrows, and Meshaq took his hand away.

      “So how exactly did things get hairy?”

      “Well, the goat thing, for starters,” Drew said. “I mean, I’m not going to lie, I pretty much freaked at the thought of the big goat sacrifice, but then there were all the gifts. And look, I like gifts a lot. My mate is really good at gift giving, in case you didn’t know that. It’s his love language.”

      “His love… language?”

      “Totally. You need to know your mate’s love languages, Andvari. I’ll send you the book.”

      “Um, okay. So gifts and goats, what else?”

      “I’d rather not talk about it. I need therapy. But Meshaq was a rock star and no baby goats were harmed in the making of this story.”

      It took everything in Andvari’s power not to burst out laughing. “I’m sure your mate handled himself well.”

      “Oh, he handles things just fine.” Drew leered over at Meshaq before turning back to Andvari. “However, we’ve had limited time to handle things and things need to be handled a lot and soon.”

      Viv, of course, chose that moment to bring a tray into the room with more coffee and a few of Meshaq’s favorite snacks to tide him over before breakfast. She let out a snorting laugh as she sat the tray down. “Rumor has it, things got handled around here last night multiple times.” She waggled her eyebrows at Drew, and they shared a very conspiring look. “I’ll tell you later.”

      “Hey,” Andvari protested.

      Viv turned to him with an innocent smile. “Breakfast will be ready in about fifteen minutes. Is there anything else you need?”

      Andvari scowled at her. “No.”

      His other mates came in the room, and Viv made a hasty retreat, but not before he heard her cackling laugh.

      Henry made a beeline for his uncle. Meshaq let go of his mate and pushed to his feet before pulling Henry into a tight hug. “You’re well?”

      Henry nodded against his chest. “You?”

      Meshaq grinned. “Drew takes good care of me.”

      Henry beamed over at Drew and released his uncle to pull Drew into a hug. “Thank you.”

      “It’s a tough job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Drew said with a laugh.

      “Whoa,” Pip said from the doorway. “Is that… is that really who I think it is?”

      Sawyer tugged Pip into the room and pushed him into the chair with Dakota. Dakota didn’t seem to mind when Pip wiggled his way around and got comfortable, even if he never tore his eyes away from the hellhound alpha for a second.

      “This is my Uncle Meshaq,” Henry said proudly. “And his mate, Drew.”

      “Whoa,” Pip said again. “I’ve never met a real live hellhound before. And hey, why didn’t you come rescue me from the bad guy, huh? Isn’t that what you do?”

      Meshaq groaned and dropped back onto the couch. He covered his eyes very dramatically.

      “It’s a god thing,” Drew said sagely, not at all hiding his smile at his mate’s reaction to the question. “It’s hard to explain. But anyway, now that we’re all here—“ Drew paused and looked around for a moment before turning to Sawyer— “This is all of them, isn’t it?”

      Andvari couldn’t help but grin. Cecil stepped into the room before Sawyer could answer, though. “Breakfast is ready in the formal dining room, Master Sawyer.”

      Viv’s breakfast waited for no man. Meshaq stood so fast he was almost a blur and pulled Drew up beside him. They were halfway to the door before he paused and gave a sheepish grin to the rest of them. “We just spent a few days in the troll’s realm.”

      “Say no more,” Andvari said with a shiver. He’d heard many stories about the vile things the trolls considered delicacies. He could only imagine what they tried to feed to the equivalent of hellhound royalty.

      “No, say more,” Pip said. “Where exactly do trolls live, and why did Andvari make his gross face?”

      “Gross face?” Andvari asked.

      “Yeah,” Pip said. “You know. Like this.” He wrinkled up his face and twisted his mouth around.

      “I did not do that.”

      “Did so,” Pip said.

      “Troll food is revolting,” Drew explained. “And the smells. I can’t begin to describe how bad those were. I saved my hero over here, though. Claimed it was all too much for my delicate human sensibilities.”

      “You should have seen the pitying looks I got,” Meshaq said with a laugh as he lead the way into the dining room. “They felt so sorry for me.”

      “It was annoying but awesome, because we totally didn’t have to eat stinky troll food because they were kind of afraid it would kill me. Actually, it probably would have. Needless to say, the love of my life here might be a little hungry.”

      They went into the dining room and Andvari wasn’t surprised when Meshaq let out a little whimper of happiness when he saw the spread Viv had managed to put together for them.

      Sawyer stopped beside Andvari and leaned into him. Andvari met his gaze and read the concern there. He felt it as well. As light as the mood currently was, Meshaq wouldn’t have come unless something was up. He could have called, but he showed up at their home first thing in the morning with no advanced warning. Something was definitely wrong, and the alpha was avoiding talking to them about it for as long as he could.

      Draco rested his hand against Andvari’s shoulder while his other arm went around Sawyer. “Don’t start worrying yet. If it was urgent, he’d have told us immediately.”

      Sawyer blew out a breath and leaned back to kiss Draco under his chin. He gave one to Andvari as well, a soft pass across his lips, before he pasted on a smile and joined the others around the table.

      Draco nuzzled Andvari’s neck for a moment before whispering in his ear. “Set a meeting with the guards?”

      “I will.”

      “Thank you. I know I didn’t have to ask.”

      He didn’t, but Andvari understood. The threats against them grew stronger by the day, as easy as it was to pretend otherwise. They’d pissed off a god. There would be consequences.

      “What does Viv do to these scrambled eggs?” Meshaq mumbled around a mouthful of them. “They’re so… good.”

      Andvari sent a quick text as the others at the table praised the magic of Viv’s cooking abilities. His team of guards would be ready to meet with him after they found out what information Meshaq had come to deliver. He noticed Draco sending a text as well and had no doubt that they would be receiving a visit from a few extra dragons as well.

      Loch seemed deep in thought, too, and sent a glance toward Andvari. Andvari took the empty seat beside him and placed his hand on Loch’s thigh. The low thrum of tension beat its way through the room, and no one escaped its notice. Even Meshaq, who’d piled a mountain of food on his plate, paused a few bites in and looked around the long table at them.

      “So much for a nice, peaceful breakfast.”

      “Sadly, the time for peace has passed,” Sawyer said softly.

      Drew looked up at them before leaning against his mate. “The news is troubling, but not imminent. At least, we don’t think it is. It’s hard to tell what’s going on, to be honest, which is why we came here first. We’d rather let you decide what to make of what we learned.”

      Meshaq pushed his plate back, even though it was still full. “The Goddess had us visiting other realms, readying them for the upcoming fight. We were to gauge their readiness as well as seek out any sense of your brother’s influence.”

      “And we found more of his influence than we expected,” Drew explained. “It’s strange, but I could feel when he’d beaten us there and where his followers were present.”

      “You felt threatened,” Meshaq growled.

      “Yes,” Drew said quietly. “Because I am a threat to them. What I represent is a threat.”

      “I don’t understand,” Pip said quietly.

      “You’re an omega,” Dakota gasped. “That’s why I feel this way.”

      Meshaq’s eyes sparked with flames. “Yes.”

      “But I thought…omegas are legends. Not real.”

      Drew waved. “I beg to differ.”

      “I’m still lost,” Pip said. “I really should have listened to my mother when she wanted me to study more and read fewer romance novels.”

      “Rumor has it that omegas used to be an integral part of pack magic,” Drew explained. “Apparently, I’m the first omega in known memory. Although, I would like to point out that memories can be altered.”

      His significant look toward Sawyer wasn’t lost on any of them.

      “You think I did something to omegas?” Sawyer asked.

      “Not to us individually. To the memory of us. It makes sense, right? There isn’t a lot of writing left about omegas, just like there isn’t really a record of you existing. And yet, here we both are, at the same time. Coincidence?”

      “Doubtful,” Sawyer acknowledged. “It’s another piece of the puzzle I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t know,” Dakota said. “If omegas represent a successful pack and powerful alpha, I think that’s definitely the work of a god of mating. Only the most powerful of alphas find their omega mates, at least the way I’ve always heard the legends. Omegas were rare then, so if the magic is messed up, it makes sense they would become even more rare.”

      “Besides, who better to be the first to find his mate after the rift than the alpha of alphas?” Pip said. “I mean, if this were a romance novel, that would be exactly what would happen. No one else would be worthy.”

      Henry grinned. “I think it sounds like the perfect love story. And I can guarantee that there’s lots of steamy sex in it. I mean, look at the way they’re looking at each other. And I don’t know if you guys have noticed, but Drew only has one hand on the table. Where’s the other one, huh?”

      Drew choked on a bite of bacon and jerked his hand out of Meshaq’s lap and back onto the table where they all could see it. Henry cracked up and ignored his uncle’s fiery glare.

      “Enough,” Meshaq griped. “But I do see how it makes sense. The Mother goddess herself helped Drew find his way to me. She wouldn’t have done that if we didn’t fit into this, right?”

      Everyone turned to Sawyer, who looked deep in thought. Of them all, he understood the Mother best. Beyond that, he’d proven that when it came to unraveling the mysteries of what had happened, he was the best equipped to do it.

      “I think it does make sense. It seems to me that Drew is a signal that my magic is growing stronger, that mating magic itself is growing more powerful by the day.”

      “Hope,” Dakota murmured. “He’s a symbol of hope for the rest of us.”
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      Sawyer circled the edge of the yard, keeping within the boundaries of the wards. He touched them every so often, the power of Henry’s magic apparent to him now when not so long ago it wouldn’t have affected him at all. So much had changed.

      He’d only given himself a day to process all of the information Meshaq had given them. There were a lot of realms to cover, and a lot of new pieces of information. His brother had been busy, making friends and promises across the realms. It seemed most of them were in a holding pattern, though. Not ready to take a side. No one wanted to end up on the losing side of this fight. Sawyer didn’t blame them.

      Cecil crossed the lawn and waited a dozen or so feet ahead. “You needed me,” Cecil said softly as Sawyer closed the distance between them.

      “I always need you,” Sawyer said. He pulled his friend into a hug.

      “Now you’re just being sentimental,” Cecil griped. But he hugged Sawyer back.

      “You know, I’m curious as to why you chose this form as yours for your time here.”

      Cecil smiled and moved his hands behind his back. He looked very sophisticated and worldly in his dark suit and tie. No matter that Sawyer had told him more than once he didn’t need to dress up.

      “I am what I needed to be,” Cecil said.

      Sawyer groaned. “You’re as bad as she is. Vague and mysterious.”

      Cecil smirked, the expression triggering a flash of memory. Sawyer couldn’t remember Cecil from before, not really. But there were moments like these when he was reminded of the history they shared.

      “Magic is vague and mysterious, my friend. You know this more than the rest of us. At least, you should.”

      “Not nice.”

      Cecil bit back a smile. Sawyer elbowed him in the side in retaliation. “I speak the truth to you, Sawyer. Whether or not you like it is not part of the equation.”

      “You’re a good friend, Cecil. I’m glad you believed in me enough to stick around. I hope I don’t—“

      “Don’t start with that nonsense. You will do what needs to be done. Now, my gift told me that you needed something. What was it?”

      “You really do have a weird power, you know? Just… knowing what someone needs? Kinda cool when you think about it.”

      “Unless you’re dealing with someone whose needs aren’t always clear.” Cecil’s arched eyebrow was accusation enough.

      “Are you sure you’re not her son? You’re more like the Mother than I am.”

      “Clearly your memory loss has caused more brain issues than I’d realized. You are absolutely her son. Difficult and stubborn, yet full of love for your family and friends. Always looking at all the pieces on the board before making a move. She simply has the advantage of her complete memories and all of her experience.”

      Sawyer huffed and elbowed Cecil again, not willing to acknowledge that Cecil’s description did make him sound more like the Mother than he cared to admit. “I need to figure out what to do about Nick and the kids,” Sawyer said as he began walking once more. “I’m not sure the coven’s wards are enough to keep them safe. What is? I can’t… they have to be kept safe, you know? I can’t let this touch them anymore.”

      Cecil smiled. “And this is why I stuck with you for all this time. I believe in you because your first thought isn’t regaining your powers and restoring yourself to godhood, but to keep the children affected by this mess safe from harm.”

      “That’s not abnormal, Cecil. Anyone would do the same.”

      “No, Sawyer, they would not.” Cecil’s eyes hazed over for a moment and then he smiled. “I believe that Loch has what you need.”

      “Loch?” Sawyer asked.

      “Have you asked your mates for any ideas on this matter?”

      Sawyer looked away guiltily. “Uh, no? Not yet? I was thinking some things through. There are a lot of things to think about.”

      “That there are. Let’s find your mate and see what he has to say.”

      Sawyer nodded his agreement and followed Cecil back to the house. They found Loch in the kitchen with a muffin covered in honey on its way to his mouth. He paused for a moment, then continued, stuffing half the sweet treat into his mouth. Viv giggled. Sawyer shook his head at both of them before swiping away a blob of sticky crumbs from Loch’s lower lip.

      “Yes, my mate?” Loch asked once he’d managed to chew and swallow.

      “I need some help. I want to make sure Nick and the cubs are safe, and Cecil thought you might have an idea for me. It’s just— Palinourous can obviously get through wards, and if he’s as pissed off as we think he is, I’m really afraid he’s going to go after them again, if only to try to get back some of the power he’s lost. But I don’t know where we could put them that’s safer than behind the coven’s wards.”

      Loch only hesitated for a moment before answering. “I can only think of one place: the clodagh.”

      “We don’t have safe passage,” Sawyer said. “We can negotiate with Queen Orfhlaith, but that’ll take time.”

      Loch made a funny face and turned to Sawyer once more. “We have safe passage to the lake, if the lady agrees to keep the children safe.”

      Sawyer knew Loch referred to the lady of the lake when he spoke. Having once been one of her reincarnated imps, Loch had an intimate knowledge of the powerful lake that the rest of them couldn’t dream of understanding. “How so?”

      “My prince gave me a powerful gift as a reward for the time I served him.” Loch reached into his tunic and pulled out a small leather pouch. He opened it and removed a bundle of the prince’s distinctive blond hair.

      “What… I don’t…”

      Cecil beamed. “The hair will guarantee their safe passage. I’m sure Puteri could form charms out of it for the children. But only if the lady of the lake agrees to keep them safe once they are there.”

      “That’s right,” Loch said. “We’d have to go personally to ask her. But we do have access to one thing the queen would really like to have.”

      “What’s that?” Sawyer asked.

      “Dragon scales. It’s a gamble, and it does give her some power over us. Well, Draco in particular, but if you really want them safe, that’s the way I’d go about it. And you know the rules about gifts freely given.”

      Sawyer scowled. “I’d rather the gift be from me than one of my mates.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Draco said from behind them.

      Sawyer spun around and scowled. “Gonna put a bell on you. And you don’t have to do this. It’s just the first idea. We can come up with another one. There has to be something else—“

      “It’s fine, Sawyer. Do you really think Queen Orfhlaith would be dumb enough to use me against you? Especially as you are coming into your powers again? She doesn’t want to piss off a god, and hurting a god’s mate would do that and more. No, I’m sure this is the best idea. What are you planning, though? I missed the first part.”

      Sawyer explained his plan of taking Nick’s pack to the lake for safe keeping until they were all safe again.

      Draco nodded his agreement. “They are definitely your weak spot. And the power of the lake is unquestioned. We all felt it.”

      “The hellhound alpha has the queen’s permission to portal to the lake. We should ask Solomon to take a small group of us to the lake to negotiate this business,” Loch added.

      “Pip and Dakota should attend you,” Cecil said softly. “They have not been to the lake before and I feel like they need to go.”

      “Understood,” Sawyer said. “Draco and Loch will be my fire and air. Pip and Dakota will be my water and earth. We will leave the others here and have Henry reinforce the wards in our absence.” He glanced over at Draco once more. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

      “Yes. I’ll gladly give up a scale or two if it means keeping those kids safe. Asshole should never have hurt them in the first place.”

      Sawyer wrapped his arms around Draco and held him tight. “I love you.”

      “And I you. Let’s get this done so you can stop worrying about it.”

      Sawyer grunted and squeezed Draco tighter. His mate could pretend to be grumpy all he wanted, but his heart was pure gold.

      Cecil wouldn’t let him get away with it for long though. He tapped Sawyer’s shoulder and held out one of the now ubiquitous smoothies. “Drink up, Master Sawyer. You’ll need nourishment to get through this day.”

      “Ugh. Why do I still need these things?”

      Cecil simply smiled and walked away, always the enigma.

      “I’ll go tell the others,” Loch said.

      Sawyer let Draco lead him outside, and they sat down at the edge of the pool and dangled their feet into the cool water.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Draco asked after he snagged Sawyer’s hand and linked their fingers together.

      “I don’t even know my thoughts right now,” Sawyer said. “First thing I thought of, even hearing that Palinourous is gathering allies from other realms, is that I needed Nick and the kids safe. I want to let our allies know what’s going on as well. I think I’ll leave that to Eduard. You can talk to your family, right?”

      Draco nodded. “And Eduard is a good man for the job. He has a lot of resources we haven’t tapped into yet. No one wants to piss off the griffin prince.”

      “Not if they want their retirement nest eggs to stay in one piece,” Sawyer said. “But seriously, I don’t want anyone threatened to be with me in this fight. They have to believe that I can do this. It’s what all this is for, right?”

      “You tell me,” Draco said.

      “Ugh. Not you, too. I’m tired of the vague and mysterious thing.”

      “This whole thing is vague and mysterious. You can’t blame me for that. You’re the one who erased your own memories.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Sawyer said. He dropped his head onto Draco’s shoulder as he moved his legs gently through the water. “Do you think this will work? The lake, I mean?”

      “I’ve seen that lake do some pretty powerful magic,” Draco said. “There’s something… I don’t know the word.”

      “Primordial. Old and powerful.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Do you think she’s one of the old ones?”

      Draco shrugged and Sawyer’s head moved on his shoulder. They settled again and Sawyer drifted into a haze for a while. He heard others moving around them as well as Draco’s rumbled words as he spoke. He wasn’t paying attention, though. He kept trying to move all of the pieces around on the chess board in his mind. He needed to figure out the answers, but they seemed just out of reach, as always. Every time he thought he’d found answers, it simply led to more questions.

      He wasn’t sure how much time passed before Draco cupped his face gently. Sawyer raised his head, blinking away all of the thoughts he’d been lost in, and looked up into his mate’s eyes. “Time to go.”

      Sawyer nodded. Draco climbed to his feet and pulled Sawyer up behind him. Cecil had his favorite pair of beat up old sneakers at the ready, so he slipped them on.

      “Ready?” Loch asked.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Solomon came outside with one of Viv’s muffins in his hand. He grinned before popping it into his mouth and opening a portal. Draco took the bag Cecil held out to him before tugging Sawyer back to his side.

      Pip and Dakota both looked a little confused as to what was happening, and part of Sawyer took a moment to wonder why Cecil thought they needed to be there with him. That was the way his magic worked, though, so Sawyer didn’t question it. He’d get the answers when he needed them.

      Solomon’s portal took them directly to the lake, unlike the one they’d used so long ago with Prince Kavalan. That one had required what had felt like a miles long hike through the mysterious and dangerous fae realm forest. This portal dropped them just outside the safety of the lake’s shoreline. Draco hustled Sawyer forward until they were in the safe zone of the sandy shore.

      Pip sucked in a breath and looked around in wonder. “What is this place?”

      The purples, pinks, and blues seemed so familiar to Sawyer that they didn’t seem unusual at all, which really told Sawyer how much he’d changed since all this had started. Imps fluttered around, their tiny forms performing flips in the air as they darted closer and closer to the newcomers to the lake.

      “Welcome to the clodagh,” Loch said.

      Sawyer stood staring at the water for a long minute. He could feel it beckoning him closer. Not in a creepy scary way, but more in a motherly, you look like you need a hug kind of way. He followed his instincts and began stripping off his clothes. He left a trail behind him as he made his way to the water, then waded into it up to his knees.

      “Sawyer?” Draco asked from behind him.

      “Wait for me.” Sawyer dove in, enjoying the blur of sound as his head went under. He closed his eyes as the water washed over him, then bobbed up a few seconds later.

      The lake warmed, greeting him. Sawyer never really thought about how she communicated, but Loch had shown him that she did. He simply had to listen. Sawyer rolled onto his back and floated, emptying his thoughts for a few minutes and enjoying the sensation of the lake’s warm embrace. He didn’t have a lot of time to forget, though, and once the first image of one of the orphans popped into his mind, the others flooded in soon behind.

      The lake pulsed, some answering response to his heightened emotion. Sawyer let her see his thoughts, feel his emotions where the kids were concerned. Then he thought about his plea. Could she keep them safe from Palinourous? Would bringing them to her shores protect them from a god who might try to hurt them again?

      The lake warmed once more, this time an angry heat. She understood and agreed. Sawyer let out a sigh of relief. The lake pulsed again, and one of the imps began flipping overhead. It moved closer and closer, giggling and chirping at him, deceptive in its childlike form. It held out one of its chubby little hands and something gleamed there. Sawyer held up his hand and the imp dropped the item into it.

      It looked like a sharpened stone, the edges as thin as a razor.

      “A gift freely given,” Sawyer mumbled as he rearranged himself in the water. He tightened his fist around the stone and felt it slice into his palm. Blood seeped from between his fingers and dripped into the water. “It’s not much, but it’s all I have.”

      The lake pulsed again, pleased with his offering. Sawyer sent his thanks in the form of another thought and began swimming back to shore.

      “What did you do?” Dakota grumbled when he noticed Sawyer’s hand. He grabbed the hem of his shirt and tore it before wrapping the strip around Sawyer’s palm. Sawyer glanced over at Draco, who watched with a pleased look on his face. Pip hovered by Sawyer’s shoulder, also worried about his injury.

      “I’m okay. Just a scratch. You both need to go into the waters, though. Say hello to the lady. It’s only polite. You don’t need to go as far as I did.”

      Dakota scowled. “I don’t swim.”

      “Come on,” Pip said, bouncing eagerly beside them and grabbing Dakota’s arm. “I’ll be with you.”

      Pip’s otters broke free, glimmering white steaks of magic which took shape into the little distracting animals who existed inside him. “Oops?”

      Sawyer laughed. “It’s fine. I’m sure the lady will be delighted.”

      Pip pulled his shirt off and ran for the shore. Dakota followed behind, sending a couple of disgruntled looks Sawyer’s way. Once they were safely in the waters and Pip had the otters swimming and doing flips to entertain the imps, Draco stepped up beside him.

      “Well?”

      “She’s going to help.”

      “Good. We have company.”

      “What?” Sawyer turned and found a group of satyrs stepping out of the woods. “Oh, the prince knows we’re here.”

      “I’m sure the prince was notified the minute we stepped through the portal,” Loch said quietly. “The queen as well.”

      “Man, I’m not ready to deal with all that political stuff.”

      “You must get ready,” Loch said before he pasted on his “captain of the guard” face and strode forward.

      Sawyer took several deep breaths while Loch did some complicated form of greeting only fellow soldiers could understand. By the time Sawyer had composed himself, the magic in the air shifted and Prince Kavalan and his guards strode from the forest.

      Kavalan had a smile pasted onto his face. He approached Sawyer like they were the best of friends. He pulled Sawyer to him for air kisses on each cheek before leaning back with a smile. The significant look he sent Loch’s way was less than subtle, but Loch raised a shield around them a second later, protecting them from any eavesdroppers.

      The fake smile faded. “What are you doing here?” Kavalan demanded. “My mother will be furious.”

      Sawyer quickly explained their plan. Kavalan was less than impressed, to put it mildly.

      “You’re bringing a pissed off god to our doorstep, Sawyer. What do you think he will do to our realm when he can’t get to the kids?”

      “Nothing, Prince Kavalan,” Loch answered.

      It wasn’t the answer either Sawyer or the prince expected.

      “We met with the alpha of alphas earlier today. The Chosen One’s brother is not making the journeys to the other realms himself. He is sending others who are able to travel freely between the realms.”

      “He doesn’t have his guide,” Sawyer said, the truth suddenly dawning on him. All of his siblings had one. Hell, the Mother even had her stag. Sawyer himself had Byakko. He had no doubt Palinourous would have attempted a visit to the god realm to regain some of his power if he’d been able. “I’m only able to come to your realm with the hellhound’s direct assistance, and Solomon has permission from your queen. Everyone else has been placed on lock down from portaling in and out after the incident with the banshees, even your own kind.”

      Sawyer reached for Loch’s hand, giving it a thankful squeeze. He’d not put that piece of the puzzle together and wouldn’t have thought to offer that reassurance to the fae royals.

      “Few are given the freedom to travel between realms. The human realm has been a place where we can all converge, but the hellhounds’ presence keeps it from becoming overrun. The rules are strictly enforced.”

      “You’ll have to convince my mother of that. This is a risk to our entire population, Sawyer.”

      “I will convince her,” Sawyer vowed. “The lady of the lake has agreed to assist us. We need to keep the children safe. They can’t be pawns in this war anymore.”

      Loch squeezed Sawyer’s hand before he spoke. “My prince.” Loch closed his eyes for a moment before opening them once more. He rarely looked shaken, but even Sawyer could see that his mate had dropped his facade and showed the prince of his people the pain he felt.

      “Loch?”

      The fae rarely lost his composure. He’d been too highly trained for that. Sawyer had a sneaking suspicion he knew what his mate was about to reveal to the prince, though.

      “It appears that some of ours were used in the quest to heighten Palinourous’s power.”

      Kavalan frowned. “Explain.”

      Sawyer squeezed Loch’s hand, relieving him of the duty. “My brother tried to steal magic from cubs. When it didn’t work as planned, he attempted to create hybrids out of different types of magic. Some of the children very clearly have fae blood.”

      Kavalan’s face tightened before returning to that emotionless facade Sawyer had seen on his face so many times. “Understood. Thank you for preparing us for their arrival. I will personally see to their safety and wellbeing.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And Sawyer?”

      “Yes?”

      “Prepare for my mother to be very angry. This added bit of information, as important as it is, will only enrage her further. We are caught up in a war that is not ours, and our people, our children, have suffered.”

      Sawyer understood only too well.

      Music filtered through the air and butterflies began flying around in the breeze. Queen Orfhlaith had arrived.

      Loch dropped the ward. Sawyer found Dakota and Pip staring at them. He’d not warned his mates of Loch’s ability, so he had no idea what they were thinking. He met Dakota’s gaze and tried to let him know to be cautious.

      Dakota stepped from the water and pulled Pip behind him. The otters were gone, absorbed back into Pip while they’d waited.

      The queen emerged from the woods before Sawyer could explain, a woman with a mission. That mission was likely to remove Sawyer’s head from his shoulders. Sawyer wouldn’t deny the shudder of fear that went through him. The queen was a warrior, through and through, and her fierceness was only matched by her beauty.

      Sawyer only hoped he could sway her to his side of the argument.
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      Queen Orfhlaith marched across the shoreline and stopped in a swirl of flower petals and butterflies. It should have been an innocent scene from a children’s movie. Instead, Loch had serious fears for them all. An enraged Queen Orfhlaith didn’t act with reason.

      “Chosen One,” Queen Orfhlaith bit out. “What brings you to our realm?”

      “Queen Orfhlaith,” Sawyer said softly, “I come to you with a most serious request. We are preparing to face my brother in battle, but we have a pack of children and their caretakers who need to be under the lake’s protection until we can be sure they are safe. There is no place in any realm as safe as these shores. I knew that with the lake’s protection and your own guardianship, I could rest assured they would come to no harm.”

      “Pretty words. I have no need for pretty words. I need to keep my people safe and not bring any more of this war to our realm!”

      Loch could practically hear the gears turning in Sawyer’s mind. She wasn’t wrong. It was a lot to ask of the Queen and her people, even if they were relatively sure Palinourous himself couldn’t come after the children. He could send his minions, though, and those had been just as deadly for others of their kind.

      “My lady, I have asked a boon of the lake and have given her a gift freely given for this service. I cannot reassure you, but perhaps she can?”

      Orfhlaith glanced out over the purple waters before turning her attention back to him. “Well played.”

      “It isn’t a game, Queen Orfhlaith. I promise you that.”

      “Come then, Chosen One. Let us see if the lake can soothe my fears.”

      She pulled a belt and her robes fell free. Sawyer turned a delightful shade of red before he realized that he’d been standing there as naked as she now was.

      He turned to Loch wide-eyed, demanding with his glare to know why Loch hadn’t reminded him to put his clothes back on.

      “Go, my love. The queen awaits.”

      Sawyer ran toward the water and made sure his manly parts were covered before swimming toward the queen. She was already halfway to the center of the lake.

      “That went better than I expected,” Kavalan said softly.

      “Sawyer will convince her,” Draco replied. “Those kids are counting on him, and he knows this is the safest place for them to be.”

      “Especially if they are under the protection of the prince,” Loch said quietly.

      “Excuse me?” Kavalan asked.

      “I am calling in the boon you gave me with your hair, my prince. I am gifting each of the children and their keepers a strand as their safe passage to our realm.”

      Kavalan’s eyes sharpened, and he turned to the satyrs, who still stood guard behind him. “Tell Diarmed I need him.”

      “Yes, my prince.”

      One of the guards darted into the woods and the swish of magic could be heard. Loch had no doubt the prince’s mate would be back with them shortly.

      Loch turned his attention back to the water, where Queen Orfhlaith and Sawyer seemed to be engaged in a serious debate. The lake would intervene soon enough. She’d already given her approval to Sawyer for his scheme. There would be no going back now. But having Queen Orfhlaith on board, along with Prince Kavalan and the rest of the court, would go a long way to smoothing the way for Nick and his pack while in the fae realm.

      “Loch!” Sawyer waved his arm and beckoned him into the water.

      Loch took off his tunic and sword before diving into the waves. The lady welcomed him with a warm pulse of magic and before he knew it she’d guided him to his mate and the queen.

      “Yes, my mate?”

      “Queen Orfhlaith wants to know more about the kids, the ones with fae blood.”

      “Yes, my queen,” Loch said. “One of the children has black wings that are badly damaged. She is suffering greatly, and even Puteri has been unable to help her.

      The queen frowned. “Do you know which of ours…” Her words drifted off, but Loch knew what she asked.

      “No, my queen. I sensed several of our kind, including a banshee, but their blood was not pure. When combined with the others, it was difficult to tell what they had been originally.”

      “I will gut this god myself for this atrocity.”

      “Yes, my queen.”

      Queen Orfhlaith turned back to Sawyer. “There are those of my realm who have chosen to stay in yours for some time. They are, shall we say, assimilated, to the human ways. Others have been banished there. I don’t keep track of them as well as I should, to be honest.”

      Loch couldn’t believe the queen admitted a flaw. Sawyer seemed stunned by the confession as well.

      “There are others, too,” Sawyer said gently. “Not just fae. I don’t… well, we don’t know who all is impacted. We know the mothers were kidnapped and… forced to get pregnant. Unfortunately, only one of the mothers has survived, and she has no memory of exactly how she conceived. We assume the worst, Queen Orfhlaith, and it is horrifying.”

      “Gutting him is too good. I will slice him into a million pieces and feed him to the dryads. They will devour him for several millennia before shitting him into the ground for the worms to feast on for another millennium. Only then, when he has faced all of that torment, will he face me. He will beg for death but by then I will have found another torture for him so that he suffers for eternity. It is better than what he deserves.”

      “Yes,” Sawyer agreed. “It is.”

      “Bring your brother’s pack to me. We will attend them. But Sawyer, do not think to push my patience this way again. You have used up any favor you have garnered with me. This request puts you in my debt, but I will forgive it under the circumstances. I will not be so generous again.”

      “Understood.”

      The queen turned to Loch next. “Captain, take the hellhound alpha and go retrieve the pack and the rest of your mates. I will see them all settled here before the end of the day.”

      Loch glanced at Sawyer, who nodded his approval. Loch kissed him quickly before swimming back to shore. “Solomon, the queen has asked us to retrieve the children and the rest of our mates.”

      “Thank fuck,” Solomon groaned. “I was worried I was going to have to explain to Henry how this had all gone wrong. Or worse, explain to Drew. I’m going to get an ulcer dealing with you guys.”

      Draco stepped up beside him. “Are we safe here?” He asked in a low voice.

      “Yes,” Loch answered quickly. “The queen and prince will keep him safe, and the lake will protect him as well. If anything does happen, get him in the water. I doubt anything will happen, though, not with both the queen and the prince present. No one is that stupid.”

      Draco shook his head. “Before this, I would have agreed. Now, I question everything. If you think the queen will allow it, bring our guards with you when you return.”

      Loch nodded. “The lake can bless them as well, if she so chooses. We need all the help we can get. The good news is that we did not have to use your gift. The queen agreed without the promise of your scales.”

      Draco shrugged and pulled Loch close. He held the back of his neck tightly in his warm grip. “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      The kiss Draco gave him was barely more than a fleeting touch of lips, but the emotion it conveyed touched something deep in Loch’s soul.

      Loch placed his hand over Draco’s heart for a moment then turned and followed Solomon through a flaming portal. They emerged in the woods outside of the coven’s compound, the one Nick and the children now called home. The wards were layered to the coven’s control, and portals could only open in one magic-bound circle of rocks just outside the wards.

      Solomon and Loch waited for one of the coven members to emerge and allow them entry. It didn’t take long. They were all on high alert, and the fact that multiple vampires and several dragons circled them, waiting for any sign of danger, eased something in Loch’s chest.

      Nick’s hellhound mate emerged from the wards with one of the coven members. Keziah, Loch remembered. He lowered the wards for them and waited for Jedrek.

      “Solomon?” Jedrek asked. “Problem?”

      “A message from the Chosen One. We need to speak to Nick as soon as possible.”

      Jedrek scowled. “He’s next door at the construction site. Coal, can you tell him I need him?” He glanced up as he said the words, and a jet-black dragon broke away from the ones circling above them.

      “You should gather the coven as well,” Loch advised. “I need to speak to Puteri.”

      “Son of a bitch. What the hell’s going on, Sol?”

      “We’re taking a trip. Let your mate fight this one out with his brother. Trust me, you’ll get an ulcer otherwise.”

      Jedrek groaned but turned to march back toward the house. Keziah blinked a couple times at Loch. “Trip?”

      Loch smiled. “Gather your coven. You aren’t going to want to miss this.”

      Keziah grinned before turning to run. Henry had once explained that the four coven members had led sheltered lives. He’d compared them to his own, but worse. Keziah’s mother was a fierce awen, who guarded her only child with a determination that Queen Orfhlaith would find pleasing. She would no doubt have made Zaire a member of her royal guard. She’d found other boys with similar magical abilities as her son and created a safe haven for them. According to Henry, they were the most powerful coven in recent memory, for as much as any memory could be trusted any more.

      “Puteri!”

      Loch waited for the others to depart before calling for the brownie. She popped into existence a couple feet in front of him with a scowl on her face. “Puteri is busy.”

      “And you’re about to be a lot busier. We’re taking the children to the clodagh, at the Chosen One’s request. I need you to make sure every member of the pack has a charm for safe passage using this.”

      He held out the pouch containing Kavalan’s hair. She opened it and gasped, someone who finally understood its true significance.

      “Queen Orfhlaith—“

      “Has given us her blessing. As has the prince. And the lady herself agreed to keep the children safe. My mate is counting on you, Puteri, to keep them safe as well.”

      “This duty is…” She stopped speaking and glanced toward the buildings where Loch knew many of the children stayed.

      “I know. You have done our people a great service by performing this role.”

      She glanced at him. “I do not do it for our people.”

      Loch knew that, too. She had done him many wrongs over the years in her efforts to keep him from his mates. But he also knew her heart, had known her for years. She’d cared for him and kept him safe, taught him many lessons that had served him well in his role in the queen’s palace. He nodded to her and she clutched the hair tight in her hand.

      “This will make a powerful protection charm.”

      “Yes.”

      “Our prince did not intend for you to use it this way,” Puteri warned.

      “I know. I’ve already told him what I intended.”

      She chuckled. “Always a surprise you are, Captain. Others would use such a boon for their own benefit.”

      “My mate has taught me better than that.”

      “No,” Puteri said. “You were always better than that. Now I must go. So many charms to make. And packing to do. The alpha will expect Puteri to have everything together. So much work. Always so much work for Puteri.”

      She popped out of existence as Nick emerged from the woods with a dark-haired man by his side. The scowl on his face should have been terrifying, but Loch had come to understand the Smith brothers a little better over his time with Sawyer.

      “My brother sent you?”

      “The queen of the fae sent me.”

      Nick paused and his scowl deepened. “The queen?”

      “Of the fae.”

      Nick growled. “What the hell’s going on, Loch? Where’s my brother?”

      “Sawyer is in the fae realm. He has arranged safe passage for your pack. The lady of the lake has agreed to protect the children from the threat of Palinourous.”

      “Wait… that fancy purple lake Sawyer told me about? The one that heals and shit?”

      “Yes.”

      “But wait, I thought the water was… Shit. Why can’t all this be normal? I don’t know shit about shit.” Nick often complained of his ignorance, using colorful language. Everyone seemed very accepting of this quirk.

      “We need to gather the children quickly, as well as anyone else you deem necessary for their care and protection.”

      “Fucking hell. Sawyer’s taking me to the damn fae realm. I’m going to kick his ass. Puteri!”

      The brownie popped back into existence. “Yes, alpha?”

      “I need you to—“

      “I’ve already spoken to Puteri,” Loch said softly. “She has another task that I needed her assistance with.”

      Nick’s head swiveled toward him, and Loch understood what it was like to be the prey of this powerful alpha who’d been blessed by the fire goddess with this duty. “What kind of task?”

      Puteri held up a small strip of leather. Loch had no idea where she’d found it, but he could see the strand of hair embedded in the small, child-sized bracelet.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “A charm made with Prince Kavalan’s hair.”

      “Fucking magic! Why the fuck do we have to fuck with this shit? And why hair? Fucking hell! Dammit! I’m kicking Sawyer’s ass.”

      “Shall I help you pack, Alpha?”

      Nick glared at Puteri. “I know you think you’re being cute right now, but you’re not. I can pack for my damn self. What the hell do I pack?”

      Puteri smiled. “Alpha has other, more important things to attend to. Puteri will see to this duty happily.”

      Nick’s glare darkened. “You’re doing that thing you do where you act all sweet and innocent but I know you’re just trying to drive me to drink.”

      Puteri popped out of existence, but not before Loch heard her giggle. Apparently, Nick heard it as well.

      “Don’t tell her, but I don’t know what I’d do without that little pain in the ass. She keeps me honest.”

      “Puteri is loyal to a fault.”

      “Yeah, I know her history with you. Surprised you recommended her for this job.”

      Loch met the alpha’s gaze head on. “Puteri risked everything for what she thought was best for her queen and her prince. She was misguided, but I believe she has learned her lesson. Don’t get me wrong, she really will drive you to drink, but I would bet my sword on her trustworthiness.”

      Nick nodded, obviously understanding the depth of Loch’s words.

      “I appreciate that. She knows how to help the kids, and honestly, she keeps me sane. It’s a lot.”

      Loch couldn’t imagine. A small group of kids darted out of one of the buildings and ran their way. “Alpha, alpha!”

      Nick knelt, and they all plastered themselves against him. “We’re going on an adventure. You ready?”

      Three small heads bobbed in unison.

      “Good.”

      One of the little boys, whose head barely reached Nick’s knee, looked up with a toothless grin. “Snack?”

      Nick grinned back. “Sure, Jett. Let’s go find a snack.” He glanced at Loch. “Come on. We don’t keep a hungry bear cub waiting.”

      Loch wasn’t sure what kind of chaos to expect when they went into the main building of the compound, but it was much calmer than he expected. A row of bags sat along the hallway, and Puteri popped in to drop off another. She had a handful of charms in her hand and passed them to Nick.

      “Each child has one. They cannot remove them.”

      “Understood,” Nick said. “Jedrek!”

      Jedrek exited a room down the hall carrying a laundry basket filled with books and toys. “You bellowed?”

      Nick grinned. “Just wondered where you were.”

      “Ass,” Jedrek complained. But he kissed Nick’s forehead anyway. “The older kids are worried. They don’t know what this means.”

      “On it,” Nick said. “Loch, help me get these bracelets attached while we get everything ready. Jed, you told the guards?”

      “I did.”

      “Good. Everyone’s coming. I don’t give a shit. I don’t know shit about the fae realm and I want our people there. Sawyer can fight with me about it. We’ll see who wins. I don’t know which is worse. Fucking gods or little brothers.”

      Loch grinned and followed the alpha into a small room where multiple older children had gathered.

      “Look, here’s the thing,” Nick said. “This shit sucks but my brother is taking us to the fae realm or some shit. Apparently there’s a lake and it’s magical. I don’t know. Kinda wanna see it for myself. Besides, swimming, am I right?”

      Some of the tension eased.

      “You guys remember Loch?”

      They nodded.

      “Good. He’s gonna give you each a bracelet. It doesn’t come off. Deal?”

      “What about my game?” A young boy asked clutching a tablet in his hand.

      “Well, I don’t think it’ll work.” Nick glanced at Loch who shook his head. “But we’ll find something else to do while we’re there. Everybody needs to pick three things to bring with them that aren’t electronics. If you see something you think another kid wants, grab it too. Can I count on you to help?”

      They all nodded.

      “Bracelet up, and then get busy. We’re moving out in ten.”

      Nick left as quickly as he’d come in, and the kids watched him go. “He’s intense,” Loch muttered.

      “He’s our alpha,” one of the girls said proudly. She held out her arm, and Loch tied the bracelet onto her wrist. The others followed suit, and then they began gathering up a few supplies from the room.

      “Are you from the magic lake?” One of the boys asked.

      “Yes,” Loch replied. “There will be lots of things to do there. The lady will provide.”

      “The lady?”

      “The lake is protected by the lady, and you will be under her protection as well. She is special.”

      “Define special.”

      Loch tried to think of how to explain it. He wasn’t great with explanations in the human realm.

      “Is she pretty?”

      “Well,” Loch said, “you can’t actually see her. But the lake is beautiful.”

      “Grownups are weird,” one of the girls said. “But your hair is cool. I wonder if alpha will let me have blue hair.”

      “Only if its temporary first,” one of the boys said. “Alpha said I could turn mine green, but not permanent because he didn’t want me to bitch if I hated it.”

      “Mr. Sam would have a fit if he heard alpha use that word in front of us,” one of the girls said. “He loathes that word. Loathe is a synonym for hate. Mr. Sam taught me.”

      Loch had no idea what was happening. He didn’t even understand half of what they were saying. He kept tying bracelets and hoped no one remembered he was supposed to be answering a question about the lake for them. They gathered up a few things and put them in a bin that they handed to Loch.

      “Time to go,” Jedrek said from the doorway. “Everyone have their bracelet?” The hellhound held up his arm and showed them all he wore one as well.

      “Got ‘em.”

      Loch followed them out the door, still carrying the bin. How Nick had managed to perform this miracle showed how incredible the support system he’d built actually was. All the kids were lined up in the hallway. A pile of bags lined one wall. A group of adults stood at either end of the hall, and from the power rolling off of them, Loch could tell both the vampires and dragons had come along for the ride.

      “Ready?” Solomon asked from beside him.

      “If they are.”

      “Puteri says she can take care of anything they need once they get to the lake. I’ve been there enough that I get it. The lake will make sure they’re safe and have fun. Weird that I know it, but true.”

      Loch nodded. “The queen asked for the other mates to join us. How do we want to handle that request?”

      “I’ll send Teague to get them. They’ll meet us there.”

      “Then let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Henry

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      If the occasion were different at all, Henry would think they’d been invited to a carnival or some kid’s really impressive birthday party. There had been a few parties like this growing up in his pack. Well, not really like this. This was a lot.

      There were over thirty kids plus the half dozen or so adults that made up Nick’s pack. Then there were their vampire and dragon guards. Another dozen, if not more. Henry had no idea how many of them were hidden in the trees, keeping watch while remaining out of sight. Then he had to count himself, Sawyer, and the rest of their mates, add another nine. The additional hellhounds, and all the fae in attendance… Henry lost count.

      The queen had tasked her staff with setting up the shore area as a makeshift home for their visitors, and she’d done it in royal style. Rows of colorful tents lined the edge of the woods within the sandy area of the shoreline. A group of brownies popped in and out of existence, helping Puteri organize the mountain of stuff it took to keep a pack of this many kids happy.

      Henry couldn’t help but grin. He remembered his Papa carrying around a backpack for years because he always needed something. It was his version of a purse, even though he’d scowl if anyone ever told him that. But he’d always had at hand the strangest assortment of things they might need, and it had come in handy a number of times. Henry thought about starting to carry a backpack of his own. Carrying enough lube for impromptu sexual shenanigans was worth the hassle of it.

      They had arrived at the lake moments after Nick and the kids, and even as he stood at the far side of all the goings on, he couldn’t believe how quickly they’d managed to pull this off. Henry would never confess that they’d all been standing outside, impatiently waiting for Sawyer’s return. The bonus was they’d been ready to go the moment Teague showed up and told them they were needed in the fae realm. Henry hadn’t been expecting this, though.

      The cubs were all huddled around Nick and Jedrek, unsure of this strange, colorful place. The imps hovered just out of sight, tittering and giggling at the new arrivals. The satyrs stood guard over their royal charges, who were deep in conversation with Sawyer, Draco, and Loch. Henry didn’t blame the kids for being a little nervous. His anxiety bubbled up as well, a reminder of how much protection he’d needed as a child and the constant threat he’d lived under as a mage. Those threats were coming to fruition now, and the biggest threat of all was the one they faced next.

      A hand touched his shoulder, and Henry jolted.

      “Easy,” Dakota whispered.

      Henry couldn’t resist leaning into him. Even though Dakota hadn’t accepted his role as their mate yet, Henry had accepted him. He needed the comfort of one of his mates at the moment. Dakota’s hand slid from his shoulder and down to his lower back, a broad expanse of welcome heat and a grounding reminder that he was well-protected. He turned into Dakota’s body, pressed up against him.

      “What do you need?” Dakota asked gently.

      “This.”

      Dakota didn’t say anything else. He just let Henry burrow into him and breathe until he began to feel normal again. It didn’t take long with his strong mate beside him, keeping him steady.

      “How did you know?” Henry said once he began to feel normal once more.

      “My siblings… struggle sometimes. I’ve learned to recognize the symptoms.”

      “Tell me about them.”

      Dakota sucked in a breath but remained silent for so long Henry thought he was going to ignore his request. “We tease Jax for being the pretty one,” Dakota began. “He looks so normal and has always easily passed as human. He reminds me a bit of you, actually. He loves people and is really good around them, but if you asked him, he’d tell you that he’d rather be with his family and no one else.”

      “Yeah,” Henry said. “I get that.”

      “The twins, Castor and Pollux, are better now that they have a purpose. Nyx is a ball of energy. She reminds me of your sister, Natasha. Not in looks. In temperament. Iris and Alastor are two sides of a coin. She’s as outgoing as he is introverted. And then there’s Koios. You would understand him most, I think. He doesn’t get out much because of his condition. We’ve spent our lives keeping him safe from harm.”

      “I didn’t know there were seven of you.”

      Dakota sucked in a deep breath and Henry could hear his heartbeat speed up from where his head rested against Dakota’s chest. “They are my siblings in the way yours are. Not by blood, by choice.”

      “Same as Sawyer and his foster brothers.”

      “Hmm,” Dakota murmured.

      “I can see you as the stern and bossy older brother, just like Nick is with Sawyer.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “My big brother isn’t like that. Ben is tenderhearted. You’d never want to upset him, though. That’s the literal worst. He does this thing where he looks at you with this disappointed look and you will do anything in the world to make him stop.”

      “I should ask him to teach me that. Maybe I would have better results with my siblings.”

      Henry chuckled. “No, I think stern and bossy big brother is set for you. I don’t think you can change that after all this time.”

      Dakota grunted and ran his hand up and down Henry’s spine. “Better?”

      “Yes. Thank you for talking to me, and for telling me about your family.”

      “I would like for you to meet them one day,” Dakota said softly.

      “I’d like that. Whenever you’re ready.”

      “They will not be pleased to learn what we are up against. I don’t want them involved, though. It’s too dangerous, and they risk exposure. They’ve built a good life for themselves.”

      “I don’t blame you. I want to keep my brothers and sisters away from this fight, too. Just know they’re going to be really hurt. They want to help. That’s what family does.”

      Henry really didn’t want to move, and Dakota didn’t seem to want him to, so he stayed where he was and watched as the cubs grew braver. The younger ones began creeping a little further out, less afraid than their older and more experienced pack mates. One of the little ones even ventured as far as the water’s edge, squealing and laughing when it touched her toes. She darted back to the others with a big smile on her face, and some of the tension eased.

      A few of the others got close to the water as well. Henry glanced at their alpha and couldn’t help but grin when he noticed that Nick’s attention was locked on the little ones as they explored. He wasn’t at all what Henry expected from the stories Sawyer had shared about his oldest brother, but something in Henry knew that Nick had watched out for Sawyer just as well. The fact that neither brother had been able to save Mikey from his injuries had to be eating at them both.

      Sawyer worried about bringing more attention to Henry’s family by visiting Mikey at the clinic. He still went and spoke to him every few days, hoping each time that the coma would suddenly be done and Mikey’s eyes would blink open. He’d shared his whispered imaginings to Henry one night when they both lay curled on the couch, the movie they’d been watching long over. They had those moments of normalcy even in the midst of all the danger and excitement that seemed to follow them around.

      “They are quite brave,” Dakota mumbled.

      “Sometimes, you just need a little encouragement. What do you say, Dakota? Want to be brave with me?” Henry leaned back his head and looked up into Dakota’s mysterious golden eyes. His breath caught at the hunger and longing he could see hiding there.

      “I do.”

      Henry grinned and slowly released his hold on Dakota’s waist. He reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged it up and over his head. He had on swim shorts already, as they normally ended up in the pool at the house with Saeward. He and Sawyer both had taken to wearing them as their main article of clothing.

      He arched a brow at Dakota and waited. He half expected Dakota to smirk and not play along, so when his new mate pulled his shirt over his head Henry about passed out.

      “Challenge accepted,” Dakota said. And there was the smirk Henry had been waiting for, except it was accompanied by the snick of the button on Dakota’s jeans and then the slow glide of the zipper being pulled down. The black boxer-briefs Dakota had on shouldn’t have been the sexiest thing Henry had ever seen, but they totally were. “You just going to stand there?”

      Dakota walked toward the water and Henry tripped over his own feet trying to catch up. Dakota caught him and pulled him closer. “Don’t play with fire, Henry. You might get burned.”

      “Don’t play with air, Dakota. You might start an inferno.”

      Dakota grinned and before Henry could process, had scooped him up. He ran a few steps into the water before tossing Henry into the purple waves. He came up with a sputtering cough but laughed as Dakota dove in and emerged from the water beside him. “Sorry, had to put out that inferno. There are children present. Think of the children.”

      Henry laughed and lunged for Dakota. They splashed around for a moment, Dakota’s larger form easily keeping Henry under control. He didn’t have supernatural size or strength on his side like his mate. He didn’t need it, though. He’d never seen Dakota like this, playful and at ease. When the kids started playing in the water behind them, they both swam closer, encouraging them to be brave.

      He reached for Dakota’s hand and clenched it tight. Their antics had drawn the attention of everyone on the shoreline, and all eyes were on them. Sawyer had one of his secret smiles on his face, the pleased ones Henry loved to see. Draco looked smug as well and sent a smoldering look Henry’s way.

      Dakota tugged Henry closer to the kids and before long, they were surrounded. The lake pulsed, and Henry could feel her happiness. Dakota seemed to feel it, too. He looked over his shoulder at the wide expanse of lake before turning back to Henry with a smile.

      “This place is magical.”

      “It is. The lady helped me when I was wounded, before we met you.”

      “The banshees. I heard the story.”

      “Yeah, well, the waters here are healing. I think it’ll be good for the kids. Loch told me the lady can help with emotional problems, too.”

      “And after the lives these children have led, they must need care for that as well.”

      “Yeah. Your siblings didn’t get that, though, did they?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Dakota said softly. “I did the best I could. I was young and foolish enough to think I could take care of them myself. My vision led me to them, and my lynx helped us escape. We managed, but it wasn’t easy.”

      “None of this is easy.”

      “No. I believe Sawyer wishes us to join him,” Dakota said.

      Henry glanced up and found the rest of their mates heading in Sawyer’s direction. He stood to the side while Queen Orfhlaith and Prince Kavalan had a heated discussion.

      Henry reached for Dakota’s hand, unwilling to give up the connection they’d made. He craved strength, and Dakota had plenty to spare. They reached the others moments later, and Sawyer took a moment to lean into Henry. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just had a moment. Dakota helped.”

      “Good. I know it’s a lot.”

      Henry pressed a kiss to Sawyer’s cheek. “That’s an understatement. What are they fighting about?”

      “Whose guards will be in charge. Queen Orfhlaith says hers because she’s the queen. Prince Kavalan says his because technically the kids are under his protection because of the hair thing.”

      “Glad I don’t have to be in the middle of that fight.”

      “Tell me about it. We have enough battles to do on our own.”

      Henry squeezed Dakota’s hand, stealing a little more of that strength. Dakota squeezed his back in reply as Henry continued looking at Sawyer.

      “Do you… are you ready, Sawyer?”

      Sawyer’s face did the thing, the same one Loch’s did. The same one the prince’s and queen’s did. It blanked. Henry expected a lie to emerge from Sawyer’s mouth any second. A platitude at the very least. An “I’m fine” response when everything was so far from fine it was in another realm.

      “No,” Sawyer said, his features calm and collected. “But I will be.”

      Henry wanted to poke him further, to find out which of those words was the lie, but before he could, he felt the hazy beginnings of a vision. He spun and wrapped his arms around Dakota’s waist, the closest thing he could think to grab to keep himself from falling.

      Then it hit.

      Pain, so much pain. Agony from all around him. He caught a few glimpses of the location and realized he was at Nick’s compound. No one else was around. Nothing but dark shadows and agony. Anger poured from the edge of the woods, just outside the edge of the woods where the ward entrance began. Something hammered at the wards and Henry felt each blow like a slice to his soul.

      Everything grew hazy, hard to make out. Henry tried to fight it, to get more. He didn’t need his senses fogged. He needed clarity. He needed answers. He needed to help.

      It wasn’t to be. With a flash of pain, Henry was thrown from the vision. He found himself back in the fae realm, half on the sand, and the other half cradled in Dakota’s arms. Sawyer knelt beside him, still seeking to help dull the pain of the visions for him. It didn’t work anymore. Sawyer hadn’t been a null in a while, he just hadn’t accepted the true strength of his powers yet.

      “You were right,” Henry gasped, his voice hoarse and aching. His entire body hurt. “Palinourous is going to attack Nick’s compound. He’s definitely after power. He’s… it’s bad.”

      “Then we’ll be there waiting for him,” Sawyer said. “Dakota, take Henry back to the waters, please. The lady will help him. We need to make a plan. Queen Orfhlaith, if I may be so bold as to make a suggestion.”

      “Nothing has stopped you before.”

      “Why not have the prince’s staff here on the shore with the children, while your guards take the perimeter? It’s really two distinct zones with two separate needs for focus. Both are important and both need attention.

      She glared at him but nodded. “As you wish, Chosen One. I will keep the border safe. My son will protect those within.”

      Dakota lifted Henry into his arms and the world spun for a moment. Henry closed his eyes and tucked his face into Dakota’s neck. “Sorry you got stuck taking care of me.”

      “It is my privilege.”

      The waters splashed around him as Dakota walked far enough into it   to cover most of Henry’s body.

      “Since when?”

      Dakota didn’t speak for a long moment. Again, Henry wondered if his question would be answered.

      “My life has not been easy,” Dakota said softly. “I only trust my brothers and sisters. Before I found them, it was not… Lynx are solitary creatures.”

      “Yeah. You went from alone to all of us. It’s hard.”

      “And knowing Sawyer played a part in what happened to my siblings… it doubled the difficulty, if not made it nearly impossible. How can I trust my mate when my mate caused pain to the most important people in my world?”

      Henry didn’t know the answer to that question. He’d never thought of it that way, though. Probably because he didn’t blame Sawyer. He’d screwed up the magic for sure, but Palinourous was the one who tried to drain kids for power. It was complicated. It was no wonder Sawyer spent so much time lately lost in thought.

      Instead of answering, Henry pressed a gentle kiss to the skin on Dakota’s neck. “We want you to be happy.”

      “I know. I find myself drawn to this menagerie of mates in ways I do not understand. I thought to resist, to keep myself apart, to be the voice of reason as the only guardian who hadn’t fallen under Sawyer’s spell. But he isn’t one of the bad guys, is he?”

      “He really isn’t. There are some definite gray areas in what he did, but I honestly think all of this came from a place of protection. He thought he was saving us all, but he made a mistake.”

      “A big mistake.”

      “True. But when you’re dealing with that much power, the mistakes come at a higher price. The thing that keeps me sane though is knowing that if Sawyer hadn’t done something when he did, Palinourous would have. He may have caused us hurt and suffering, but how much worse could it have been?”

      Dakota trembled at the thought and pulled Henry closer.

      “You are very wise, mage.”

      “You’re very comfortable, lynx. And you smell good.”

      Dakota chuckled and moved deeper into the water. The lake pulsed and Henry’s headache eased.

      “Thank you, lady,” Henry mumbled. He brushed his hand over the water, sending a small burst of magic that rippled across the surface.

      “Come, my mage. Our presence is required on shore once more.”

      “Fine,” Henry muttered, “but the next time you tell me to come, I’m really hoping it means something else.”

      Henry had to bite back a laugh when Dakota stumbled and nearly dropped him. He steadied quickly though and then gave Henry’s ass a quick pinch in revenge. Not that he minded. He finally felt like he’d established a connection with their elusive mate. A piece of his worry faded away, and it filled the void left behind with hope and excitement. He couldn’t wait to see what life with Dakota was like. He had a feeling he was in for the ride of his life… in more ways than one.
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      Henry’s words haunted him. Sawyer’s stomach turned at the memory of Henry’s latest vision. His sweet mate’s beautiful smile and happy laughter had been squashed in an instant. Palinourous could do that to a guy. The sad fact was Sawyer had been able to predict his brother’s actions. The kids were the perfect target. Palinourous would get a power boost from stealing their magic, and he’d mess with Sawyer’s mind while he did it.

      If Sawyer was Palinourous and wanted to get to him, he’d have done the same thing. But the kids were safely in the fae realm, and they finally had a moment to be on the offensive. His brother had had the upper hand for too long. Sawyer sucked in a breath. They’d prepared as best as they could. Now it was time for their work to pay off. He’d do what he was destined to do and kill his brother.

      “You okay?” Draco asked.

      Sawyer shrugged. No, he wasn’t, but Draco knew that. He stood in the compound where his brother lived, serving the goddess by protecting children. The same compound his brother planned on attacking. “Are the dragons in position?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. And the dryads came as well?”

      “Yes. The prince’s brothers are both in the woods as we speak. They’re on either side of the ward point. Others have fanned out in the woods.”

      They’d focused the most powerful dryads on the spot where Henry had seen the ward break. He hoped they would provide a first line of defense that Palinourous wasn’t expecting.

      “Andvari?”

      “With the vampires. They’ve set up a perimeter, as you requested. Sawyer—“

      He turned to look his best friend and mate in the eye. “I know.”

      And he did. Nothing that Draco could say would change the flood of emotions rolling through Sawyer. Fear, hope, despair, and so much love. This was the moment he’d set himself up for all those centuries ago. He’d fight his brother one more time, and this time, he’d do what had to be done. He had to.

      He had his mates and he’d do anything for them. There were many people counting on him to do this. He was the only one who could.

      A large martial eagle began flying toward them at a speed that should be terrifying. The moment before it hit the ground, it transformed back into a man. Dasan, one of the champions who had assisted the hellhounds during the aswang attack, straightened and looked at them with hard, black eyes. “They approach.”

      “Thank you, Dasan.”

      He transformed once more and flew upward again, ready to perform his role along with the dragons and griffins who’d taken to the sky earlier.

      Sawyer adjusted the dragon armor he’d had Cecil bring and pulled in another breath. He held out his hands and the ground rumbled in response. It felt unnatural to use the power he now possessed. It didn’t fit comfortably under his skin.

      “Sawyer—“

      He glanced up once more and found Draco still staring at him.

      “He’s going to come in hard and fast. He wants to hurt you. Remember that. You have one job. Take care of Palinourous. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “You must let the rest happen. Don’t get distracted. And Sawyer, he’s going to try to distract you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He did, and suddenly it was hard to breathe again. “He’s going to go after my mates to hurt me.”

      “Yes.” Draco cupped Sawyer’s cheek in his hand. “You can do this, though. I know you can. Put that beautiful brain of yours to work and stop him, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll be watching from above. I plan on setting a bunch of asses on fire. Should be fun. Remember, don’t mess with dragons, ‘cause you’ll be tasty with ketchup, or whatever that saying is.”

      Sawyer grinned and leaned in, pressing his lips to Draco’s. He tried to absorb some of his mate’s strength, but more than that, some of Draco’s confidence. It was one thing to argue cavemen versus astronauts, but another to argue who would win between the god of metal and the god of air. Especially when one of those had no memories and limited powers. The odds were definitely not in Sawyer’s favor.

      “Hello, brother.” Palinourous appeared unexpectedly within the wards and the battle began in earnest around him. It happened so fast, Sawyer didn’t even know how his brother appeared so quickly in his midst. Dark creatures surrounded them, flowing from the woods, their shadowy forms barely visible to him— and invisible to the others. They were fighting blind. “Ready to give up yet? I came prepared this time. First, I’ll take your mates. Then I’ll take what’s mine. Seems fair, doesn’t it?”
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      From his position in the trees, Dakota kept watch over his mates. He didn’t believe in regrets, but he actually regretted not giving into the desire to make them his. His heart was ready, but his head was not. He had doubts and fears that he couldn’t put into words. Sawyer knelt on the ground as Draco shifted into his dragon form and took to the sky. He’d serve them better there, a formidable foe in the sky.

      “Dakota?” Henry stopped beneath his tree and glanced up at the branches.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m going to ward the tree a bit to give you some added protection, okay?”

      “Save your strength.”

      Henry shook his head. “No can do. The coven has the wards around the compound locked down. Palinourous is up to something, though. I can feel it.”

      “Did you see anything else? Anything unusual?”

      Dakota wished he’d been the one to see the vision. Henry’s took such a toll on him, even with the strength of his mates to keep him.

      “Nothing I understood. Shadows. Darkness. I don’t know. I wish you’d been with me. I want to learn how to direct my visions, or at least have more control.”

      Henry raised his hands and Dakota shivered as Henry’s magic flowed over him.

      “Henry…”

      Henry glanced up at him and the look Dakota received was one that moved his very soul. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”

      “I— I’m sorry I haven’t been….”

      “Don’t apologize. Make it up to me when this is over. Maybe a date night. What do you say?”

      Dakota’s heart skipped a beat. “I’d like that. Now go. They’re getting closer.”

      Henry nodded. He raised his hands once more and the tenderest of breezes brushed over him. Henry blushed before turning and running the other way. He had other wards to set, but Dakota wanted to keep him close, to keep him safe. He glanced back toward Sawyer, who met his gaze.

      Dakota nodded, trying to show without words that he believed Sawyer could do this. He could stop this mad god.

      The leaves began to rustle and dark energy formed around him. Dakota tried to see what was approaching, but even his enhanced vision couldn’t make out what came their way. The animal in him howled and wanted to run from the danger. Dakota glanced to his left, where one of the dryads began to tremble.

      Dakota leapt, landing among its branches. “Steady.”

      Why couldn’t he see what approached? Little could be hidden from his view. It was part of his gift, and one reason why he’d asked to be on the front line. He could identify whatever approached and give his mates a fighting chance at defending themselves.

      Nothing appeared, though. He couldn’t smell anything, hear anything, and he even thought to taste the air. Nothing. The dryad continued to tremble though as darkness built around them. The power became suffocating and it became harder to breathe.

      “Djinn!” Dakota screamed out the words as his body jolted. He’d realized too late what approached.

      Demons of the darkest sort. Not the three wishes genies often associated with the djinn name, these were creatures of true darkness who could stay hidden from human and supernatural senses alike. The irony was that only wolves were immune from the djinn’s powers, and they didn’t have a wolf among them.

      As blackness approached and Dakota remained frozen in the djinn’s clutches, he realized the irony of it all. Palinourous knew them well, their strengths and weaknesses. Dakota’s magic pulsed and began flowing from his body. The lynx in him screamed, but then something deeper, hidden in the depths of him began to emerge.

      Dakota screamed, but he didn’t hear the sound. It was too late.
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      “Dakota?”

      Henry turned and ran toward the spot where he’d last seen Dakota in the trees, but everything began darkening, an eerie silence filling the clearing. He could hear struggles around him, but his senses confused him. He formed a shield around himself, a minor protection to keep out anything he couldn’t see, and immediately unseen hands battered against the ward.

      He hadn’t been able to understand what Dakota yelled, but he needed to get to him. His senses screamed danger. As he moved closer, he could see the dryads struggling against the same unseen forces he felt attacking him. It became harder to move, as if he was covered in some great weight holding him back.

      And then he made it close enough to see. Dakota wasn’t in the tree anymore. Henry couldn’t see him anywhere.

      “Dakota!”

      “Henry, retreat!”

      Andvari’s shouted words behind him drew his attention, and he instinctively stepped back. He’d never been so torn. Dakota needed him. Henry could feel it. His mate had vanished and Henry wanted to find him, to protect him and the promise of what could be between them if only they’d had more time.

      But he’d made a promise to Andvari to always listen when in battle, and those instincts, that deep, gut-level trust he had for his mate guided him. He turned, pouring power into the ward that protected him, and ran back toward the center of the compound, back toward his mates.

      The shield around him cracked, the sound as splintering as a gunshot in the silence of the battle. Henry couldn’t move anymore. His magic pulsed, fighting against the sudden pull against it. He flashed back to those days as a child when his magic was stolen from him so often, the pain and fear it had brought with it. He was pinned down once more while something took from him what wasn’t theirs.

      “No!” He tried to hold on, but something burrowed its way inside him, insidious and terrifying in its purpose. Deep, deeper into the layers of his magic until it reached his very core, that part of him which had always been safe from Palinourous’s efforts.

      He fell to his knees as his magical core broke and the power he held so proudly at his fingertips began to drain away. Blackness encroached quickly. He looked for Andvari, that voice which had called to him to keep him safe. He saw nothing but darkness as he hit the ground.
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      “Keep this on,” Andvari grumbled as he fastened a vest over Pip’s long-sleeved shirt and jeans. Apparently, his mates knew what to pack for potential battles because Pip would have had no idea what to wear to fight a god. Not that he’d be doing any fighting. Several of his mates had made that abundantly clear. He’d not been trained.

      At first, he wondered why they even wanted him present, but then he realized it was for Sawyer. Sawyer needed them all, and Pip’s pride surged. He could do this. He would do this. If his mates needed him, he would do whatever he had to do, no matter that he was scared out of his mind.

      Loch double checked Andvari’s work, but really he just gave Pip’s ass a quick grope. “Remember what I told you?” Loch asked.

      “Yes. Stay down, stay within the wards, and if I need you, scream.”

      “Good.”

      Loch kissed him before unfurling his wings and drawing his sword. Pip had a very inappropriate response to his actions. Apparently, he had a danger kink. Or a Loch kink. Could be either. Or both. He took a moment to drool over his mate as he took off into the sky in a blur of perfect blue hair and gleaming sword.

      It all changed so fast. One minute, Pip stood in the glow of warmth of his mates caring, squirming beneath a surprisingly heavy and ridiculous bullet proof vest thing that Andvari insisted would help keep him safe, and then all hell broke loose. His dream had turned into a nightmare in the blink of an eye.

      Darkness poured into the clearing, a muddy sensation of magic and mayhem that his eyes had trouble processing. All of his senses became confused as everything seemed to dampen into a fog of confusion.

      “Sawyer? Draco?”

      No one answered his cry.

      Pip had never felt so alone in his life. They’d been with him moments before. Where had they gone? Pip looked up, hoping for a glimpse of blue, but he couldn’t see anything. Just a blur, like he needed new glasses or something. Nothing was in focus.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to clear it, but when he opened them again nothing had changed. Pip changed tactics and called to his otters, begging them for help. The little creatures inside him had multiple purposes, but at times like this, they could be his eyes and ears.

      It should have worked. It had always worked before. But instead it felt like something ate the otters alive the moment they burst free from his chest. He screamed as they tore away from him, his magic broken and bleeding in an instant. He wasn’t a warrior or a fighter. He didn’t know how to defend himself at all. Andvari had promised to teach him the same way he taught the rest of the mates, but they didn’t have time. And now something had taken his otters and he didn’t know what to do.

      “Loch! Andvari! Help!”

      No one answered his call. Already, he’d come to count on them. Everything in him begged for help, even as the core of him seeped out. He didn’t understand what was happening to him. He held his hands to his belly, expecting to find a gaping wound. He couldn’t see one, but he knew it was there.

      His energy waned. “Draco. Dakota. I need…”

      His breath left his chest as a surge of something poured out around him. The ground trembled and he lost his fight, without any of his mates by his side.
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        ANDVARI

      

      

      Andvari’s orders to his men were simple: don’t let anything through the wards. It wouldn’t be easy, but they had the best warriors of his people on their side. Sawyer would need time to do whatever he needed to do to defeat Palinourous. Andvari and his vampire brethren would make sure he had the time he needed. They would be victorious. He wouldn’t allow anything else.

      After checking Sawyer’s dragon armor, Andvari kissed him thoroughly and left him with Draco. He tended to Pip next. Of all of his mates, he worried most for their newest and least experienced. He’d not had time to train Pip at all and could only arm him with a vest to provide some protection.

      He shared a look over Pip’s head with Loch. Pip was definitely a weak link, and yet they had to have him present. Sawyer needed access to all of his guardians if they were going to be successful in this offensive. All they could do was park Pip in a safe spot and ask the goddess to keep him safe. Well, the goddess and the half dozen vampire guards Andvari had tasked with Pip’s safety. No way would he leave him unarmed without some form of protection.

      Andvari gave the perimeter one last sweeping glance, taking note of the positions of all of his mates. Dakota had taken the front line, where Henry had seen the wards being breached. Henry himself hovered just inside the coven’s wards, strengthening them as he could. Draco would shift and take to the sky as soon as he was able. Eduard watched their flank with Saeward and Loch. They would form a circle of protection around Sawyer when the time came, and all of them would be accessible should he have need of their magic.

      “Djinn!”

      Dakota’s scream broke his final barrier check. Andvari gasped and looked up, knowing it was useless even as the fog of confusion settled over him. He drew his sword and began his attack. Metal swished through the air, making minimal contact with the foes he couldn’t see. His blade did its duty, though, slicing through anything it reached. He focused on that, on each thrust and swing, doing his own dance as he made his way closer to Sawyer. They weren’t prepared for a demon attack.

      Palinourous played a dangerous game bringing them into the mix. They were deadly and uncontrollable. He must have promised them great power, and Andvari had a sneaking suspicion whose power they planned on taking.

      “Sawyer!”

      He didn’t hear anything, no answers at all. Not even a grunt or thud of a battle that must be happening around him. Silence, the dampening of all of his senses, the greatest weapon the djinn possessed fought against him. And the silence would win if he didn’t think of something, fast.

      The magic shifted and Andvari couldn’t hold back his bellow of pain. A thousand slices tore through him, each of them intent on bleeding him dry. It took the gift his mates freely gave him, the powerful blood that he used to stay strong, and pulled it from him forcefully.

      Still, he fought. His sword a part of him, moving without thought through the murky air, striking a wound with each swing. He couldn’t tell if they were deadly strikes, but any wound at all was one worth making. He could weaken as many of them as he possible, deal death strokes to as many of them as he dared as the last of his blood seeped away.

      Then came an unfamiliar pull, deep in his gut. Andvari tried to shield against it, but the invisible force fighting against him knew exactly what it sought. His sword arm fumbled, and his blade hit the ground. His skin paled, shriveling against the draining attack against him. His body crumpled, unable to hold itself up anymore. In that last moment, he could finally see once more, and the sight before him broke something deep in his soul. They were losing. Sawyer was down. Their hubris had cost them this battle.
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      Draco tried to convince himself that Sawyer understood what they were up against, but something in his gut told him he didn’t. Sawyer wasn’t ready, and if he couldn’t find the strength— both mental and physical— to defeat Palinourous, Draco feared they wouldn’t walk away from this battle alive.

      He savored the taste of Sawyer’s kiss as he transformed into his dragon form and took to the air. He’d prefer being on the ground by Sawyer’s side, but since Henry’s vision hadn’t been clear on what forces Palinourous had with him, they had decided he was best placed in the air. He was more nimble there anyway.

      Performing a quick aerial somersault, he glanced down at his mates, checking each of their locations. His dragon cousins flew alongside him, keeping their attention on the horizon and any movement coming their way. Henry walked toward the woods, no doubt concerned about Dakota’s front line status. Before he could focus on the rest of them, the air began to shimmer. His dragon cousins roared their displeasure; whatever was happening, it wasn’t only to him. His mates seemed to be impacted as well. Draco added his roar to the mix. He couldn’t see what was attacking him, though. His senses were dulled, everything murky and hazy.

      “Djinn!”

      Dakota’s yell jerked Draco into action. He spun and dove. Sawyer wouldn’t be equipped to handle a djinn. The demons were dangerous and deadly, and they always wanted power. There wouldn’t be a better resource than a god who didn’t understand the power he possessed. Before he could get close, something plowed into his side, and the rest of his senses dulled completely.

      He let out a burst of flame and heard the sizzle as it struck home. He may not be able to see what attacked him, but he could still do damage. He roared again, a burst of flame shooting out around him. He heard a shriek and a moment later a thud as something hit the ground.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. A dozen more hits, and he was overwhelmed. His senses dulled completely, and he couldn’t even draw a breath. The added weight made it hard for him to fly, pressing him down to the point where he couldn’t remain stable. His wings began to fail him. He heard screams beneath him and dug deep, finding strength deep in his core.

      No one hurt his mates. God or not, Draco would fight to the death to keep them safe.

      He performed one of his aerial tricks, twisting and spinning in a desperate attempt to free himself from the djinns’ clutches. He heard a few more thuds, and the slightest amount of weight shifted. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for him to gear up for another try.

      The magic in the air changed again, and this time he felt a tug at his core. He tried to flip again, but this time, he wasn’t successful. He lost control and began plummeting to the ground at a speed that would likely kill him. With one last act of desperation, Draco spun and moved his wings, dragging them through the magical sludge enough to slow his descent. It wasn’t much, but as he hit the ground, he knew he had to keep fighting.

      Whatever weighted him down eased that slightest bit more. He’d likely landed on a few of the demons fighting him. Draco transformed back into his human form, hoping the suddenness of his shift would give him an advantage.

      It didn’t.

      The demons swarmed and he went down under a weight of them as whatever attacked his magic struck harder. He tried to find his mates but couldn’t see past the haze of fog the djinn covered him with. Draco roared his rage at his helplessness, feeling the last of his strength drain away. And then everything went black.
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      Not even the sharpness of his vision prepared Eduard for the suddenness of the attack. Dakota’s yell was the only warning, and then everything blurred. Eduard fought his way through the air, locking his eagle eyes on his mates on the ground. He located Sawyer and flew like he’d never flown before. He could make out movement beside him, but nothing made sense. He refused to take his eyes off Sawyer, though, fearing he’d lose sight of him in the confusion of whatever was happening.

      He landed and ran, still laser focused on his target. He hit something head on, some unseen force that may as well have been a brick wall. It flung him backward, and stunned, Eduard found it hard to breathe. Something crashed into his side and he tried to use his wings to fling it off. Nothing worked. And he’d lost sight of Sawyer.

      Using a maneuver Andvari had taught him, Eduard spun and used his sharp, eagle’s beak to jab into the body of whatever held him. He hit home and heard a screech of pain. He pecked again, ignoring that he couldn’t see a damned thing, and tried desperately to free himself.

      It worked, until it didn’t.

      Something must have creeped up on his other side because he felt a sudden slash of pain across his side and then the searing agony of a deep, deadly wound.

      He moved his wings again, using the strength he had there to batter against the invisible foes who tangled with him. He called out for help, his caw loud and clear, but even he knew it was too little, too late. If his senses were muddied, then his mates were as well. He wondered briefly if they might have been spared, if they were even that moment fighting their way toward him.

      The brief flash of hope was fleeting, but he held onto its remnants for as long as he could. Even as the ground rumbled around him. Even as he realized something had leeched onto him and drained him of whatever magic he possessed. That flash of hope wanted it to be Sawyer, prayed that it was. It helped him hold on for those last few moments. If Sawyer needed his magic, then it was his to take. He just needed to hold on. His mates would save him. Sawyer would save him.

      He faltered, the wound in his side along with the attacks constantly hitting him from all sides finally taking their toll and zapping him of his last remaining bits of strength.

      “Sawyer!”

      He could barely make out his own words, his breath failing him as he crumpled to the ground. He shifted back to his human form against his will, but the griffin in him couldn’t hold his place any longer. Eduard tried to catch his breath, but he couldn’t. There wasn’t any breath left.
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      Dakota’s shouted warning echoed through the clearing for the briefest of moments before it was swallowed by something. Dark magic, magic Loch didn’t know, flowed around them. He stepped closer to Sawyer, guarding his mate as was his duty. The others quickly became obscured.

      Loch reached behind him to the spot where Sawyer had been moments before and found nothing. He spun, sword at the ready, but was hit with a burst of that same unfamiliar magic. He sliced through it with his sword, letting out a pleased hiss when his aim proved true.

      “Sawyer!”

      No answer. His words flew into the void that was the clearing. How had this magic happened so fast? What were they fighting against?

      He flung up a shield and took several steps toward the spot where he’d last seen Sawyer. He barely moved, some force pushing back against his shield with a strength that surpassed his own.

      No worry. Loch hadn’t been the captain of the fae prince’s royal guard simply because of his pretty blue hair and wings. He was a warrior first. He spun and swung his sword again, slashing through another of the beasts who dared try to use magic to keep him from his mate.

      They would not.

      He would not allow it.

      “Sawyer!”

      Still no answer. Whatever magic worked against him, must be working against the others too. He couldn’t sense them anywhere near him. It frightened Loch for a brief moment before it pissed him off. Whatever this was would know the fury of his kind and the feel of his blade.

      He pushed forward again, using his sword as a machete to clear the path ahead of him. Each swipe hit home and he darted through the openings as only one with his training could manage.

      “Sawyer!”

      He had to be close now, unless Sawyer had run for cover. That’s what he’d been instructed to do if things took a turn for the worst, but of course, none of them expected it to happen within seconds of the attack beginning.

      They should have had more time. He should have made Sawyer stay beneath his shield. He’d been able to keep him safe from the attacks against them before, and he would do it again.

      He just had to find his mate. He had to find any of them. An angry whinny filled the air, the unmistakable sound of a pissed off horse. Saeward. Loch spun and moved toward the sound just as a giant crack formed in his shield. He poured more energy into it and used his sword to batter at anything attempting to come through the breach.

      “Saeward! Here!”

      He couldn’t hear anything else but kept moving in the direction of at least one of his mates. The breach in his shield widened and Loch struggled to hold back the grappling energy that poured through it. Something latched onto him and he immediately grew weaker. It tugged at a deep, hidden part of him, some secret place in his core than he didn’t know existed.

      Whatever it was, it drained him quickly. He weakened, still swinging his sword and pushing his way through the sludgy air. If he could only get to Saeward…

      He couldn’t. His energy failed and he dropped to his knees. He tried to swing his sword once more, but his shield failed completely. He was quickly swarmed and pushed into the ground. It rumbled as other battles went on around him, ones he couldn’t see but could feel from the ground under his cheeks. His wings flattened as the magic continued to drain out of him.

      Loch had never felt so helpless. Or so alone.

      He heard the whinny again and the ground began to thunder.

      “Ward.”

      His mate’s giant hoof appeared in front of him as Ward took up a protective position over him.

      “Find Sawyer,” Loch gasped as the last of his energy faded and his heart stuttered to a stop.
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        SAEWARD

      

      

      Saeward had no idea what was happening. Everything dulled around him, like he’d reached the deepest depths of the ocean. He adjusted his senses as he shifted into his horse form. He’d been tasked to watch Sawyer’s back and to get him the hell out if something went wrong. He’d been ready to do just that, but he hadn’t even had a chance. Everything went to hell before he’d even known anything was happening.

      He shifted into his horse form and leapt toward the area where Sawyer stood. Dozens of dark, shadowy creatures filled the clearing. He didn’t think his mates could see them. They were fighting blind. He had to help them.

      One of the dark creatures flung itself toward him. Ward lifted up on his front legs and trampled it with a huff. It drew the attention of several others.

      Loch battled several more a dozen feet away from him. His shield held. Ward leapt forward and trampled two more who tried to sneak up behind Andvari on the other side of him.

      Two more leapt onto his back. Ward rolled and crushed them beneath his weight before finding his feet again. Another snuck up behind him. Never get behind a horse, Ward thought as he raised his back legs and kicked out with enough force to send it flying over twenty feet away. It landed with a thud.

      A magical force flowed through the air as a man emerged from the trees. He pulled the energy toward him, its waves subtle but visible. He walked toward Sawyer casually, like there wasn’t a battle raging around him.

      Saeward had known fear before, but never like this. He glanced up and found Draco inundated with the dark creatures. Eduard was as well. They went down as he heard Henry scream and then Pip and then…

      His mates.

      Loch was closest, but he could barely walk. The creatures had him surrounded, eating the magic he used to form his shield. He stumbled and Saeward ran, trampling two more of the creatures who tried to sneak up on him and ignoring the tug as magic left his core.

      The ground rumbled. Sawyer.

      Ward turned to check on him and found him struggling against a half dozen of the creatures. Ward charged toward Loch, knocked several of the creatures off, but he was too late. Loch fell.

      “Find Sawyer.”

      Saeward paused for a moment, hovering over his mate’s fallen form. They were all down. All of them. He was the only one left standing.

      Ward charged, dashing toward Sawyer as a dozen of the creatures ran toward him. They covered him, but he kicked and fought, ignoring their tugs at him as he made his way toward his mate.

      Others came. They’d done their duty with his mates and turned on him. So many of them. Still he ran. The distance seemed to grow further away, one of those never-ending hallways from horror movies Saeward refused to watch. He’d seen enough, though.

      He rolled once more, crushing several of them with his immense weight before kicking out and shaking off another few. Sawyer counted on him; his mates needed him to stay strong.

      “Only one to go.”

      The man, Palinourous— Saeward hated even thinking his name— gestured toward Saeward. Sawyer glanced his way. His mate looked scared. Lost. Defeated.

      Saeward reared up on his back legs and batted the shadows in front of him before charging the last few steps.

      The ground rumbled again. Sawyer’s nose began bleeding. He had a bleeding scratch down his cheek. Their eyes met for only a moment. More of the shadows swarmed him.

      Sawyer drew in a breath and turned as his brother held out a hand in Saeward’s direction. Magic poured from him, a gaping wound. Still, Ward refused to leave his mate’s side.

      The ground rumbled once more and shards of metal flung up.

      Palinourous laughed.

      Sawyer looked terrified. He glanced at Ward once more, begging for something. Help, guidance, hope. Ward didn’t know, but he couldn’t provide it in this form.

      He shifted back. His human form was no match for he shadows, but his mate needed him. “Sawyer.”

      The last of his magic poured out of him. Ward stumbled, his knees growing weaker.

      Palinourous laughed once more, but the air began to shimmer, an electricity in the air that hadn’t been there moments before. Saeward crawled his way toward Sawyer even as his vision began to fade.

      An explosion filled the air, ricocheting out from where Sawyer and his brother stood. They both went flying and something struck Ward so hard he saw stars. And then he saw nothing, as the world went black.
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        SAWYER

      

      

      His guardians were all on the ground around him. Sawyer tried. He did. He tried, but he couldn’t stop Palinourous. He drained them— why them? Why focus on them?

      It took him only seconds to realize the truth. He looked up in horror, still stumbling from the burst of magic that had knocked him back. Ward had gone down and was no longer moving at all. And that explained it all, didn’t it?

      They weren’t guarding him. They were guarding his magic. Palinourous didn’t need him at all. He needed the guardians. They held the magic. They guarded it, not him. Sawyer could have taken it back himself and ended this long ago. But not like this. Never like this. It explained why he needed them all together. Of course, the god of mating had only trusted his magic to his mates. What else would he have done?

      “No!”

      Palinourous hadn’t received a single wound from Sawyer’s hand, not even after the vicious slap that had left a bloody claw mark down Sawyer’s face. He hadn’t been able to do it, even as his guardians fell. Even as he felt the earth rumbling beneath him as the metal readied to do his bidding.

      “What did you do? What did you do!”

      Palinourous raged as another burst of magic rolled out of him. It knocked Sawyer off his feet. He landed with a thud, blood dripping down his neck.

      He’d failed them. He’d never been so afraid. Palinourous raged and the dark shadows swarmed. Finally, Sawyer summoned his metal to his side, forming a barrier around them all. The shadows battered against it, determined to get inside. They weren’t really after him. They wanted his mates and the power they kept safe. Sawyer didn’t even understand what had happened and why the plan hadn’t worked. They were all down. Why hadn’t it worked? Palinourous had won, and yet… he hadn’t. He hadn’t been able to take the magic from them.

      “Draco!”

      Sawyer begged for his mate, needed them all so much. He’d failed them. How could he have failed them?

      It had been Palinourous’s plan all along, of course. So obvious once Sawyer realized. He’d thought the plan hadn’t changed: go after the Mother and take her place. But of course, his brother was more clever than he’d given him credit for. He always had a plan B. Always. He needed to get Sawyer’s magic for his own. Any power would do when you were desperate, and Sawyer had a full collection of it right beside him. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it sooner. How stupid could he be?

      A sudden roar broke through the silence and bright white light formed all around him. Byakko.

      “No.”

      Sawyer tried to warn him away, but his guide wasn’t having any of it. He ran toward Sawyer, and Sawyer remembered the first time he’d seen his tiger, not so long ago. Byakko had pounced on him then, covering Sawyer’s body with his, shielding him, protecting him, even though Sawyer hadn’t understood at the time. Byakko did the same now, but this time, it was in a futile attempt to keep Sawyer safe. It wouldn’t work.

      “Byakko,” Sawyer groaned. “Go home.”

      He didn’t want to be without his mates.

      The tiger had a mind of his own, though, as well as millennia of experience and knowledge that Sawyer couldn’t even begin to fathom. Byakko’s magic built once more, and Sawyer realized what his guide dared to try.

      “No,” Sawyer groaned again. “No.”

      He wished he could go back to those first moments with his guide. He wished he could have his mates around him again. He wanted to see Dakota’s scowl, and Pip’s beaming smile as he realized what they were to him.

      The darkness gathered, battering against Byakko’s defenses. His guide was his last hope, and yet there was no hope for him anymore. But he could see the depths of power in Byakko’s brilliant blue gaze. A pulse of energy bounded through him, and Sawyer disappeared.
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      Sawyer opened his eyes, and nothing made sense. Everything around him seemed out of focus, a swirling mass of nothingness. But even as he had that thought, the swirls began to form something new. Something… ethereal.

      He moved, standing— no, he wasn’t standing. Was he floating? Sawyer shook his head, trying to clear it, even as the landscape around him changed. Was he in heaven? There certainly was a lot of white. Pillars and temples, fluffy clouds. What even was happening?

      And then Byakko bumped against him, grounding him once more in reality. Sawyer gasped and grabbed his tiger. “Take me back. Byakko, I left them alone and vulnerable. I was the only thing keeping them safe. Take me back. I have to help them.”

      Byakko didn’t move. He simply shook his head and pulled away before darting between two of the buildings and disappearing from view. “Byakko!”

      “Why am I not surprised that you made it look like some weird Greek god version of heaven?”

      Sawyer’s heart skipped a beat. He knew that voice. He turned slowly, scared to even breathe. “Mikey?”

      “About time you got here. Fuck, baby brother. I’ve been waiting forever.”

      “Mikey!” Sawyer ran for his brother and grabbed him. It had been too long. Way too long. “Wait… what the hell?”

      “Yeah. Tell me about it.”

      “No, really. Tell me,” Sawyer said. “How are you here? Why are you? I don’t understand.”

      “Neither did I. Apparently, your Mother is a bit of a meddler.”

      Sawyer still didn’t have a clue.

      “She made sure you had the people you needed around you. She might have flubbed up in my case, though.”

      “How so?”

      “She didn’t think I’d see Palinourous first.”

      “I know you’re speaking English. I understand the words, but I have no clue what you’re saying. I think I hit my head. Or maybe I’m dead? Oh shit, am I dead, Mikey?”

      Mikey laughed and gave him a noogie, holding Sawyer’s neck and rubbing his fist over his head until Sawyer yelped and managed to break away.

      “What the hell?”

      “Such an idiot. No, you’re not dead. Welcome to the god realm. I guess that’s what you call it. I don’t know. It’s all a bit hazy.”

      “But… I don’t… how are you even here?”

      Mikey wiggled his eyebrows. “Apparently, Sissylt, or Cecil, or whatever his name is now, isn’t the only demigod in your acquaintance. Man, Asher’s gonna flip his lid when I tell him. And Quillon… the research will be epic.” Mikey sucked in a breath and grabbed Sawyer’s arms. “How are they? How are my mates?”

      “They’re okay. Good, considering. They’re with you all the time. We’re—” Sawyer’s breath hitched, and he pulled Mikey against him again. “We’re taking good care of you. I have to go, though. My mates are in danger, Mikey. I left them and I don’t know. I just don’t…Mikey.”

      “Shit. What happened?”

      “Palinourous. He came after us with these djinn creatures, and I was supposed to kill him, you know? I hadn’t figured out how exactly, but I knew the metal would talk to me when I needed it. I can’t…I left them alone.”

      “Sounds like both of us need to go home. I’m ready to go home, Sawyer.”

      It took Sawyer a moment to think when everything swirled back to his mates lying on the ground around him. “Okay. I don’t… why can’t you?”

      “Rumor has it, if I see godly-you back in our realm, my head will explode. Or something.”

      “Shit. Your powers.”

      “Exactly. Great for identifying a random shifter or a hot dragon mate, not so ideal when your baby brother ends up being a god.”

      “But you’re here because… you’re also a god?”

      “Grandson of one, apparently. You know all those myths you love so much where the gods can’t keep it in their pants? Yep. I’m the product of one of those. Or, well, my dad was? Or something? The Mother isn’t all that great on details.”

      “She likes being vague.”

      “Understatement. Okay, so let’s get us both home. How did we get here, anyway? I wasn’t exactly conscious when it happened.”

      “We need to find Byakko.”

      “Um. Byakko?”

      “Giant white tiger. He’s my guide. Dammit, why did he just dump me here and run? Byakko!”

      “Aren’t you like, his boss?”

      “I don’t think anyone is his boss.”

      “Let’s go find him then. And while we do, catch me up. No one will tell me what’s going on down there. What have I missed?”

      Mikey couldn’t be subtle if he tried. Sawyer clearly needed to be distracted from thinking about his mates. His skin crawled with fear. What had he done? He led Mikey in the direction Byakko had run toward as he began rambling about things that weren’t what he thought about most.

      “Well, Nick is the big thing. Our brother is totally an alpha and has about thirty kids in his pack. Remember what happened to Henry?” Sawyer waited for Mikey’s nod. “Well, Palinourous experimented on a bunch of other kids, too. Nick rescued them. Oh, and he’s mated to a hellhound. So there’s that.”

      “Whoa. A guy goes into a coma for a couple months, and both of his brothers power up.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I like how you started with Nick, though, and not how you ended up here. What happened?”

      Sawyer couldn’t think about it. There were too many twists and turns in the story. He’d missed a thousand clues and taken them down so many wrong turns. It was his fault. He’d failed. He turned away, staring across the landscape that seemed too perfect to be real. Because it wasn’t real. It was his imagination. He understood it, even if it didn’t make a ton of sense.

      “I messed up. Again.”

      “How?”

      “I think… I think my mates are….” He couldn’t breathe.

      “Sawyer!” Mikey grabbed him and shook him. “Look at me.”

      “They weren’t moving, Mikey. They weren’t moving. Draco didn’t… he didn’t answer me.”

      Sawyer could barely think of the ramifications. He couldn’t.

      “Breathe with me, little brother. We’re going to get you out of here, and we’re going to get home to our mates.”

      Sawyer gasped and clung to the hope in Mikey’s voice when he barely had any of his own. “I tried to save them. I tried. There were so many of them, though, and they came at us from everywhere. And my mates were fighting, and then I realized what they were doing. They were protecting me. But I should have been protecting them. That’s the joke of it all.”

      Mikey stopped and stared. “What do you mean?”

      “We thought they were guarding me. That was their mission, right? The Chosen One and his guardians. Keep me safe and I’ll save the world. It was another heaping pile of bullshit.”

      “How?”

      “I took my magic and hid it away, Mikey. I did something crazy, and I took most of Palinourous’s magic, too. And then what did I do with it? I thought it would be a brilliant idea to give it to my future mates. To divide it up and give it to them to keep safe until I could come back and save the day. They were guarding the magic, Mikey. But they thought they were guarding me. It’s so stupid. It’s all just a game. A joke. But the consequences. I…I think they’re…”

      “Welcome home, my boy.” She appeared beside him as a glowing ball of energy, but she quickly formed the familiar figure he’d grown used to seeing.

      “Mother.”

      “We must work fast now, Sawyer. There isn’t much time.”

      “My mates.”

      “They live. They are with the Jerricks. But Palinourous is on a rampage. He managed to pull some power from your mates, but you were craftier than I imagined. Very sneaky, my boy. Very sneaky.”

      “I… I don’t…”

      “What did he do?” Mikey asked.

      “The magic ricocheted back to the guardians. I don’t know what you did, but that’s what you saw. That’s why they fell. The magic came back to them and took them down. You are a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Mother—”

      “It’s time to end this, Sawyer.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Focus, my dear, on the beginning and the end. That is the key. It’s time for a do-over, wouldn’t you say?”

      She smiled and touched them both, cupping their cheeks in her hands. “It’s time to go. Be brave, boys. Michael, I expect you to continue keeping your brother safe. No matter what, he’s still your baby brother.”

      “What?” Mikey said. “He’s a god now. He could actually kick my ass if he wanted!”

      But she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared.

      “What?” Mikey asked Sawyer.

      “I don’t know. How can you keep me safe if you’re in a coma? And if you aren’t in a coma and see me and your head explodes? Because, Mikey, I seriously cannot handle that. For real.”

      Mikey got the strangest expression on his face, and then he smacked himself in the forehead. “We’re such idiots.”

      “What?”

      “I only see you the first time, Sawyer. Remember? I only see the true form the first time.”

      “Yeah. And you haven’t seen me yet.”

      “Really? So I’m not looking at you right now. In the god realm. Being not my regular dorky human brother, but all godly and a little glowy if I’m being honest.”

      Sawyer glanced down. He might be glowing a little. Only a little. He certainly wasn’t sparkling. Well, maybe a tiny bit. Then the words sank in. “You’ve seen me.”

      “Do you think? Will it… work? I mean, we grew up together, so I’ve literally seen you a million times, but never once you had powers again. It was always null-Sawyer. This is crazy.”

      “I think the master meddler struck again.”

      “Hot damn. I can go back, Sawyer. You can’t hurt me now. And, not gonna lie, I’m gonna need you to go away for like twelve hours. No, make that a whole day. Maybe two. Please tell me I’ve got one of those IV things in me keeping me hydrated.”

      “What?”

      “I haven’t seen my mates in forever, Sawyer. I’m gonna get my brains fucked out. Oh… huh. That’s probably a poor choice of words, considering I’ve been sort of brain-fucked for… how long have I been here again? Too long. My mates.”

      “That’s what you’re thinking about right now.”

      Mikey gave him a look. “Dragon dick is magic. That’s all I’m saying. I know you know this. Because Draco. Your dark knight. Uh-huh. You know all about the magic in their pants. Asher told me that all dragons are like cat nip to their mates.”

      “Well, maybe. A little.”

      Mikey laughed. “Sure, Sawyer. I’ve seen the way you look at him, and that was before. Trust me. You are just as lucky as I am. But tell me something. How exactly do you manage all nine of you? I mean, it’s hot in theory, but in practice, that’s a lot of arms, and legs, and dicks, and holes. The math hurts my head.”

      “It’s not math, jerk face.”

      “Pfft. Pretty sure you need to be a master of geometry at least to get all those angles figured out.”

      “Shut up.”

      Mikey grinned. “There he is. Now let’s get back to our mates and put a stop to this once and for all, okay? I’m tired of the drama. I just want to love on my mates and see you and Nick happy— wait. Did you say thirty kids?”

      Sawyer laughed and put his arm over Mikey’s shoulder. “Just caught that, did ya? And I don’t know. It could be more. They don’t sit still long enough for me to count.”

      “Yeah. Nick, though?”

      “He’s really good with them.”

      Mikey smiled, and then looked away. Another bright flash appeared, and the mother’s stag galloped up beside him. “I think… I think I’m going back now. I’ll see you soon, baby brother.”

      “Mikey?”

      His brother squeezed his hand before he and the stag faded away. Sawyer tried to hold on, but within seconds, there was nothing there. “Mikey!”

      “There’s no need to yell.”

      Sawyer yelled and spun around to find his sisters standing behind him. “What the hell!”

      “Such language. Do you talk to our mother with that mouth?”

      Sawyer snorted. “She doesn’t let me get a word in edgewise.”

      Mitra laughed and they all moved closer. “Some things never change.”

      It was easy to smile with them, but the moment didn’t last. “Speaking of never changing. I failed. Again.”

      Anuket smacked the back of his head.

      “Ow.”

      She scoffed. “We all failed then. I thought… I thought you had it.”

      “As did I,” Mitra said.

      Sawyer sank down onto the ground and his sisters sat beside him. “I thought… I thought I had to kill him,” Sawyer confessed. “I… tried. But—”

      “That is not you, little brother. You are not a death bringer. We should have known that. We are as much to blame as you are for allowing you to go down that path.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I tried taking his magic. That failed.”

      “Did it?”

      Sawyer glared at Anuket who held up her hands, asking without words for him to wait.

      “He did not win, so you did not fail.”

      Sawyer growled. “I need to go check on my mates.”

      “You need to figure out how to fix this,” Gaia warned. “You will not do your mates any good if you cannot.”

      “Rub it in. Thanks. That makes me feel so much better.”

      “Aww,” Mitra said. “Does the baby brother need coddling? Is he feeling sorry for himself?”

      Sawyer growled again. “You aren’t helping.”

      “Sawyer, we’ve been helping since you made this ridiculous scheme. We’ve guided you and watched over you, even when we should not have. We believe in you. But you do not believe in yourself.”

      “You removed yourself from existence, took away a key component of our magic, of the balance we struggle to keep, and yet, we are still here,” Anuket said softly. “Our world is in chaos, and our very existence is being threatened. You know the others will come, baby brother. You have to know this. The old ones are eager to resume their power. Our mother cannot hold them off forever.”

      “Tiamat,” Sawyer mused. “I wondered about that.”

      “She’s not the only one. The old ones handed down their powers to our mother. But if she cannot hold this world together, they will take it all back.”

      “No pressure or anything.”

      Gaia leaned into him. “We must figure out how to stop him.”

      “I know. But I need for you to tell me now. Tell me why I did all this. Explain it. There are too many pieces missing and I can’t put it all together. I’m going to make the same mistakes over and over again if I don’t know. He’s getting stronger. I think… I think I only have one more chance.”

      His sisters shared a glance and seemed to come to some sort of agreement.

      Mitra reached for his hand. “You have always been full of joy, but stubborn. Independent. Eager to please yet determined to succeed in your own ways.”

      “They are wonderful qualities for the god of mating. But our brother was always jealous of you. He wanted more power. He is ready for the next generation to rise, and he wants to be the next ruler of us all.”

      “He wants to be the new Mother. Father. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “Yes. Traditionally, the role has passed from mother to daughter. But Palinourous didn’t want to follow that tradition. He wanted to take over for our mother, just as she took over for her mother before her.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know that.”

      “Our mother knew his temperament wasn’t right for the role. Besides, she’s not ready to step down. Even now, when she’s supposed to be letting us rule, she meddles.”

      “And are we mad about that?”

      Gaia smiled. “More annoyed than mad. Our mother wants us to make mistakes, and yet, when we do, it can cause greater riffs than we imagine. So she meddles. Always meddles.”

      “Palinourous began to act out, trying to manipulate our mother into making mistakes. He is very clever. But our mother does not rule because she is weak or stupid. She allowed his foolishness because she thought he would grow out of it. He did not.”

      “But you, sweet brother, when you learned the extent of his schemes, you decided you would defend her.”

      “That… sounds like me.”

      “Hmm. And our brother was always so jealous of the special bond you shared with her. He wanted to use you against her. He nearly succeeded.”

      They shared another glance.

      “Tell me,” Sawyer said.

      “Our brother trapped you in the human realm. He planned to force you to expend your energy and destroy everything in your path. Our mother would be forced to intervene, and then Palinourous would have the ammunition he needed to take over. The old ones wouldn’t allow it, you see?”

      “Because when you’re in the human realm, it takes a lot of energy to stay in a safe form,” Sawyer mused. “And you can’t stay long. That’s why he had Byakko. He somehow got him away from me?”

      “We do not know how. You never shared it with us. But you were dying and would have taken the human realm with you. Our mother prepared to intervene. There was nothing we could do. But desperate times call for desperate measures, and you would stop at nothing to keep our mother safe.”

      “That also sounds like me. So instead of letting my power build and explode or whatever, I divided it up and gave it away. And stole some of his while I was at it, to weaken him.”

      “Yes.”

      “But why all the subterfuge? Why the secrecy? Why can’t you all just tell me?”

      “I do not understand your thinking on this point, but you were very convincing. You wanted to see it all with fresh eyes, perhaps. Not be jaded by all of the history you shared with us. With him.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.”

      Mitra shrugged. “You merely made us promise, Sawyer. As you were fading, you made us all promise.”

      “So taking his magic isn’t the answer. And killing him— well, I don’t think that’s the answer either. What’s left? What other options do I have?”

      “I don’t know. But the old ones are stirring, Sawyer. They grow tired of the imbalance. With both you and Palinourous out of commission, the human realm has weakened. Our magic only works when all the pieces are in play. It is a balance that must be maintained.”

      “I don’t think he can be reasoned with,” Sawyer said. “And I don’t know what else I can do to stop him.”

      “We will do what we can to help.”

      Sawyer reached out and took their hands. “I need to go. My mates need me.”

      “We know, little brother. Be strong. There are depths to your power you’ve not yet uncovered.”

      Sawyer squeezed their hands before pushing to his feet. He took in a breath and met each of their gazes one by one. “I will do this. For all of us.”

      “You will. You must.”
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      Three days. Sawyer had been missing for three days. Draco had been barely conscious at the end, struggling so hard to get to his mates. Sawyer had called to him, and he’d been unable to answer. His heart shattered at the memory, and he lowered his head to the bed where Eduard lay.

      “He is recovering,” Augustus murmured quietly. “You should rest, Draco.”

      “I can’t.”

      Augustus smiled sadly. “Sawyer will return to you.”

      Draco rubbed the empty space in his chest which had been filled with Sawyer for so many years. “I failed him.”

      Augustus moved around the bed and grabbed Draco by the shoulders. He forced him to look up. It broke him once more, staring into a face so similar to Eduard’s.

      “You didn’t fail him. This is part of the struggle, Dragon. If it was easy, it would have been done centuries ago.”

      “He called to me. He was so scared.”

      “He will call to you once more.”

      Draco turned his attention back to Eduard, staring at his pale face, desperate for some sign that Eduard would return to him. He needed his griffin’s steady presence to get through this. “Gamayun sent you to the mountains. She said you would find something there to help us.”

      Augustus made a very inelegant noise, drawing Draco’s attention once more. “I believe she said I would find what I needed. But I believe she was mistaken. Well, possibly. It’s… I did not find anything that would help in our current quest.”

      Draco wanted to demand more information but noises from down the hall drew his focus. Something had caused an uproar. Draco darted toward the sounds, already planning to shift and defend his mates, when Asher barreled into him.

      “Mikey!”

      “What happened?” Draco asked.

      “He’s awake.” Asher grabbed Draco and pulled him into a hug. “He’s awake!”

      Asher turned and ran back down the hall with Draco following behind. He found Mikey sitting up in bed with his other mate, Quillon curled around him. Asher climbed onto the bed and wrapped both his mates in his arms.

      “Draco,” Mikey said softly. His voice was muffled against Quillon’s chest, and he could barely lift his head, but he turned and looked Draco’s way. “He’ll be back soon.”

      Draco’s knees wobbled, and he sank down onto the floor beside the bed. “Yeah?”

      “I saw him. I was there. In the god realm or whatever it’s called. He’s okay. He’s coming back.”

      “When?”

      Mikey smiled. “Soon. He promised me he’d give me a whole day to get ravaged by my mates. I’m holding you to that promise, too.”

      Asher growled and began nipping at Mikey’s neck.

      “Probably want to check in with Doc Jerrick before… you know… ravaging occurs.”

      Asher paused and raised his head. “Right.”

      “Nooooo,” Mikey protested. “Wrong. I’m fine. Dandy. Really.”

      “Can you stand?” Quillon asked.

      Mikey glared at him. “I’m sure I can.”

      “Did anyone let Nick know?” Draco asked.

      “Dammit,” Mikey said. “Put a pause on the ravaging and someone get me a phone.”

      Quillon handed his over, and Mikey tried to hold onto it. He was weaker than he realized, though, and couldn’t grip the phone. He glared at Draco as if personally offended by the fact that he was right. Draco didn’t comment. He knew Mikey well enough to know the revenge when he was strong enough would be epic.

      His mate however, had no such qualms. Quillon’s smug grin wasn’t lost on any of them. Mikey turned his ire onto his mate as Quillon took the phone back and pressed a gentle kiss to Mikey’s forehead.

      “Double dammit. Sawyer is going to owe me for this.”

      “Is my mate to blame?” Draco asked.

      “Technically, no. But that doesn’t mean I’m not gonna make him pay.” Mikey yawned and leaned more heavily against Quillon’s chest.

      Draco grinned. The Smith brothers had their own code, one Draco was all too familiar with. “I’ll get in touch with Nick for you, as he’s currently unreachable by phone. Spend a moment with your mates, because I can guarantee Nick will arrive in less than a minute.”

      “Dammit! Hellhound mate and their portal travel! I can’t win. I need to be ravaged, Draco. NEED.”

      Draco laughed, and his cousin looked up at him with a smug grin. He left the room, closing the door behind him, before going to check on his mates. He found Achim, one of the hellhounds who still looked over the Jerrick pack, standing outside the front door. After asking him to notify Nick of his brother’s condition, Draco went back into the clinic to look over the still figures of his mates in the hospital beds. They had moved the beds around so they weren’t taking up as many rooms, but it was still too much for his dragon. Doc Jerrick wouldn’t let them all be in one room though. They didn’t have one big enough for starters.

      Draco entered the room where Henry lay unconscious on a bed. His papa sat beside him, holding Henry’s hand and staring at his face. Henry looked so peaceful, as if he was simply sleeping and would wake up any second.

      Sam looked over at Draco with a watery half-smile. “How are you holding up?”

      Draco shrugged. He wouldn’t lie to Henry’s father.

      “I know this is wrong to say, but I’m glad it’s you and not him. Can you imagine my boy if the situation were reversed?”

      The thought made Draco shudder. “No.”

      Henry would lose his mind if all of his mates were unconscious. No, Draco had to carry this burden. He would carry it.

      “He’s going to be fine. They all are.”

      Sam was human. What did he know? This was so above Sam’s pay grade. Hell, Draco was part of it, and he was way out of his league.

      “Don’t give me that look.”

      Draco turned his attention away from Henry’s face and looked at his father once more.

      “They are all going to be fine. Say it, Draco.”

      “I can’t.”

      Sam grunted and pushed to his feet. “Do you really doubt it?”

      It took him a moment, a split-second too long, to answer. “No.”

      Sam eyed him again. “Henry tells me you are his rock. He believes in you.”

      His breath caught. “I know.”

      “So suck it up, big guy. Pull yourself together.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sam grunted and turned his attention back to Henry. “What was all the ruckus about?”

      Draco remembered Mikey’s words and it gave him a moment of peace. “Mikey’s awake. He… he said Sawyer will be back soon.”

      Sam’s smug grin was answer enough to his thoughts on Draco’s announcement. “Do I need to say I told you so?”

      “No.”

      Another sound from outside, and Draco turned back to Henry. He touched his face before leaning down and pressing a kiss to Henry’s forehead.

      “Nick has arrived,” Draco said. “I’m going to go talk to them.”

      “I’ll be with Henry.”

      Back to the front door, Draco watched as Nick stormed across the lawn. “Are you fucking kidding me with this bullshit Draco? Sawyer fucking vanishes, all you guys are fucking unconscious, and Mikey fucking wakes up. We haven’t been gone that goddamned long.”

      Nick really didn’t expect answers, though. He stormed through the clinic and down the hall to Mikey’s room. He shoved the door open and barreled through it. When Mikey looked up at him, Nick stumbled and leaned over, holding himself up on the end of the bed.

      “About damn time.”

      He might have sounded flippant but one look at him spoke volumes.

      “You go to the god realm and tell me you wouldn’t hang out for a while.”

      “What the flying fuck? God realm?”

      “Guess what?” Mikey said. He grinned and leaned more heavily against Asher. Every moment drained him, but he wasn’t going to miss this moment. “I’m a god, too.”

      “Fucking hell,” Nick groaned. “Another one?”

      “Well, grandson of one, but that’s not as fun to announce.”

      “You know, I’m about to say to hell with all this god nonsense. I just want my brothers and my pack. All this shit needs to be done already! Where the fuck is Sawyer?”

      “Still in the god realm. I…” Mikey hesitated, glancing at Draco for a moment then looking back to Nick. “He’s weak. Devastated. His powers are a mess. I’m not sure exactly what went on in that big fight, but it messed with him big time. Physically and mentally.”

      Draco closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. He’d been so afraid for Sawyer. None of them were able to help him. “I know.”

      “Just do that thing you do, Draco,” Mikey said. “Be his best friend.”

      “Always.”

      “Good. Now leave me with my brother. I need to hear all about these new nieces and nephews I have. And a hellhound brother-in-law? Color me intrigued.”

      “Sawyer has a big mouth,” Nick griped.

      Draco backed out of the room and began making his rounds once more. Dr. Jerrick passed him in the hall and gave him a glare, but Draco had heard it all before. No way was he resting when his mates were unconscious and vulnerable. It wasn’t going to happen.

      Nana Jerrick found him in Dakota and Loch’s room a while later. They didn’t have any way to get in touch with Dakota’s family— which Draco would be remedying the moment he caught sight of those golden yellow eyes— and Loch didn’t have any family to speak of. He’d spent a lot of time in their room with them, not wanting them to be alone.

      “Eat,” Nana demanded as she pushed a bowl of homemade potato soup into his hands.

      “Nana—“

      “Fine. I didn’t want to have to do this, Draco. You brought it on yourself. Ollie!”

      “No. Don’t. Nana. I’ll eat it.”

      “Too late.”

      “Nana!” Henry’s younger brother practically bounced into the room. “Hey, Draco!”

      “Sit with Draco and make sure he eats.”

      Ollie turned to Draco with wide eyes. “Whoa. You must have really gotten on her nerves to deserve me as punishment.”

      Nana cackled and kissed Ollie on the cheek before she exited the room. Ollie plopped down on one of the other empty chairs in the room with a sigh. “This sucks,” he complained. “They need to wake up already.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Eat. Seriously. I know you know this, but they actually do need you functioning. Think of it as fuel. You’re running on fumes, and soon the engine’s gonna stall, and then where will you be? Stranded on the side of the road and not able to give them what they need.”

      Draco huffed and spooned some of the soup into his mouth. “Good analogy,” he said softly after a moment. He took another bite, glancing over the still forms of his mates. He couldn’t even taste the soup. Everything faded to beige around him without his mates by his side.

      “I heard Dad tell it to an alpha a while back. Some of his pack got hurt, and he was just determined to not eat or sleep until they were better. Our bodies don’t work that way, though. We need fuel and rest, whether we like it or not.”

      “True.” It didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

      “Yeah. I get it. You’re not going to be able to sleep. I wouldn’t either. This one time, Papa got the flu. I don’t know, I was probably eight or something. Anyway, it was a bad one, and he couldn’t even get out of bed. Dad ended up taking him to the clinic, and I just freaked. I remember sitting there staring at him and willing him better. Wouldn’t that be a cool power? Just poof! Healed.”

      “Doesn’t exist.”

      “Yeah. All these powers everyone has, and no healing. Well, except the kind my dad does. Which, when you think about it, is pretty much a superpower. All the stuff he knows, you know? It takes the right person to have all the knowledge and put it all together the right way. Take a bite of soup.”

      Draco complied, if only because he didn’t want Nana to come back and yell at him. And honestly, he knew Ollie wasn’t wrong. His mates needed him to be strong, and that meant giving his body fuel. His head got it. His heart wanted to suffer as long as his mates suffered.

      He finished his soup and earned a pleased smile from Ollie, who took the bowl and put it outside the room. Before he could move, Ollie was back, pushing their chairs close together and sitting down beside him. “Now, let me tell you about the time we tried to blow up Santa Claus.”

      Not wanting to hurt Ollie’s feelings, Draco sat and listened. He leaned back, checking to see if there was any movement from either of his mates.

      He didn’t know how long he slept, but when he woke up, Ollie still sat next to him. He glanced over with a small smile. “Works every time.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Only an hour or so. Go check on the others. I’ll stay with these guys.”

      Draco touched Ollie’s head gently. “Now I know why they all adore you so much.”

      “Meh. It’s part of my charm.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Also, you’re probably going to want to shower soon. Not saying you’re stinky, but dude, it’s been three days. I put some clean clothes in the bathroom for you.”

      Draco paused with one hand on the door and looked over his shoulder. Ollie was unable to hide his smirk. The little shit. “Fine.”

      “What? I’m just saying when your mates do wake up, the smell might knock them out again. Is that what you want?”

      “I thought you were cute there for a moment. Now I know better.”

      “Also part of my charm.”

      Draco grunted and went down the hall to check on his other mates. They all still slept. He discreetly gave himself a sniff and hated to confess that Ollie was right. He desperately needed a shower. He went into the bathroom and found a stack of clothes, just like Ollie had promised. They probably belonged to Ben. It didn’t matter. Draco showered quickly, rinsing away days of cold sweat as he feared the worst for Sawyer and his mates. When he finished, he went back down the hall once more, the path so familiar. He’d paced it thousands of times over the past few days. All of his mates were exactly how he’d left them. Before he could sink back into his fear, the ground began to rumble. His heart skipped a beat.

      Doors opened down the hall. Asher looked out. Then Ollie. Dr. Jerrick. Draco, though, didn’t need to look. He took off running toward the door.

      “Sawyer!”

      His bellow shook the clinic and the moment he stepped outside, he saw his mate standing at the edge of the wards with his glowing white tiger by his side. Sawyer appeared to be telling Byakko off, but the moment he heard his name he looked up.

      They each started running the moment their eyes locked onto each other, and within seconds, Draco had Sawyer in his arms. “You’re back.”

      “I am. Thank the goddess you’re okay. I’ve never been so scared in my life, Draco.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t—“

      “Shut up. Kiss me.”

      Sawyer didn’t even give him a chance to respond. He grabbed Draco’s face and pulled them together. There was something different about Sawyer. Draco didn’t know what it was, but his power had definitely changed, grown, and maybe even stabilized.

      He couldn’t even think about it further as Sawyer’s tongue slipped between his lips. Draco groaned and pulled him tighter, never having needed Sawyer in his arms as much as he did this moment. When Sawyer finally broke away, they were both panting for breath.

      “How are they?” Sawyer asked.

      “Still out. Come see. Maybe you can tell me something. We don’t know what happened.”

      “I know.” Sawyer took his hand and squeezed it. “Palinourous had a plan and it failed.”

      “It was like a bomb had gone off. Everything around the circle where you’d been standing was down for the count.”

      Sawyer gulped and squeezed Draco’s hand tighter. “Any casualties?”

      “No, love. But we have some pissed off vampires and dragons. The djinn really focused on us, but they obscured everyone’s senses enough that they had a hard time fighting.”

      “That’s good to know. Nick and his pack?”

      “Good. Nick was here for a while because… Mikey woke up. But you know that, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “I knew he wouldn’t stay long, but he’d want to see for himself that Mikey was okay.”

      “Take me to see our mates,” Sawyer said softly. “I want to see them all for myself.”

      They made the rounds quickly but efficiently. Sawyer touched each of their mates on the forehead then pulled away and moved to the next. When they’d visited them all, they continued down the hall to Mikey’s room.

      Sawyer’s brother was asleep between his two mates. “All those plans for being ravished and he sleeps.”

      Asher looked up with a ghost of a smile. “He’s weak, but he’s back. Doc says it’ll take some time to recover physically, but he’s back.”

      “Yes, he is. You’ll let us know if you need anything? Anything at all, okay?”

      Asher nodded. “He’ll want to see you.”

      “I know. I’ll be back later this evening to check on him. Right now, I’m going to ask Doc Jerrick if one of the guest cottages is open and I’m going to make this one sleep. From the looks of him, I’m guessing he hasn’t done that at all while I’ve been away.”

      “Hey,” Draco griped.

      “He didn’t,” Asher said. “At all. Apparently a nap happened earlier after a threat from Nana Jerrick.”

      Sawyer nodded. “I wouldn’t expect anything else. Seriously, anything at all let us know.”

      Asher nodded, and Draco let Sawyer tug him from the room. “I don’t need—“

      “Draco, if the next words out of your mouth are food and sleep, I’m going to be angry. You do need them.”

      “Sawyer—“

      “No, you don’t get to argue with me this time. I get it. I wasn’t here, our mates were hurt, and you had to be strong for them. You were. You are. But now you need rest, and I’m going to take care of you for once.”

      Draco wanted to argue, but he saw the steely expression on Sawyer’s face.

      “We take care of each other,” Sawyer said gently. “It is our greatest desire. Someone smart said that to me once.”

      “It’s evil to turn my own words back on me,” Draco grumbled.

      “Yeah, well, I’m evil then. Sue me.”
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      Sawyer closed the door to the guest cottage behind them and gave Draco a moment to prowl around the space. Draco had so much tension coursing through him it was a wonder he hadn’t snapped. Sawyer really didn’t know where Draco found the well of strength he drew from, but he’d never been so grateful for that strength. Their mates hadn’t been alone in the time he’d been gone. They’d had Draco.

      It always circled back to him. He’d been the center of Sawyer’s universe for so long, it was hard to remember a day when Draco wasn’t right there by his side. Grumpy and strong, supportive and unwieldy, steady and true.  For years before this started.

      “I love you so much,” Sawyer blurted.

      Draco turned and smiled, that knee wobbling show of teeth that lit up Draco’s eyes and made hearts across the world flutter. And this time it was all his.

      “I love you back. Why don’t we go—“

      “Nope,” Sawyer said. “Our mates will be fine for a couple of hours so we can get some rest. Heck, how about we go really crazy and try for three or four?”

      Draco scowled. “But—“

      “Nope. You need to rest. There are a dozen people in the clinic watching over our mates. If anything happens, they will come get us. Please don’t argue with me. Just get on the bed.”

      Draco glanced toward the bed but still hesitated. Stubborn, stubborn dragon.

      “Fine. I didn’t want to have to do this, but you’ve brought it on yourself.” Sawyer tugged his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through his contacts.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I wouldn’t?” Sawyer asked as he selected Draco’s mother’s name. He held up his phone and smiled. “I totally would.”

      “You would sic my mother on me?” Draco huffed and Sawyer knew he’d won. “You know me too well.”

      “I do indeed.”

      Draco grinned and walked over to the bed. “I am tired.”

      “I know. And I promise you, we are behind wards and have so much fire power out there looking over our mates that we will have plenty of time to get to them. I need you at your best, Draco, not exhausted.”

      Draco grumbled as he crawled onto the bed. “You like to hit me where it hurts.”

      “Nope.” Sawyer got onto the bed and straddled Draco’s waist.

      Draco grabbed Sawyer’s hips and settled him over his crotch where a very distinctive bulge pushed against his ass. “You’re really sexy when you’re all bossy and in-charge.”

      Sawyer grunted but wiggled his hips enough to feel that hard length sliding against him. “You think I’m sexy all the time.”

      “True. You know what would help me sleep?”

      The suggestive eyebrow wiggle had Sawyer snickering in response.

      “I have a feeling it involves your cock and my ass.”

      “Goddess, you really do know me well.”

      Sawyer grinned and leaned forward, resting his hands on the mattress on either side of Draco’s head. “I do indeed.”

      Draco slid one hand up Sawyer’s side, over his chest, ending at his neck. “We’re going to get through this, aren’t we?”

      Sawyer’s heart lurched in his chest. He’d never seen the shadow of fear and doubt in Draco’s eyes before. He couldn’t do anything but shine a light to chase that darkness away. “We are.”

      Draco let out a breath. Sawyer leaned closer still to capture it with his lips. Their kiss began lazily, a comforting tease of lip to lip. Their breath intermingled until nothing separated them. Draco began exploring Sawyer with his hands, pushing his shirt up.

      “I need you,” Draco rumbled, pulling at Sawyer’s shirt.

      “You have me.”

      Sawyer took his shirt off before rolling to the side and stripping out of his pants. He didn’t even pretend he had the patience to wait for a slow, seductive removal of clothing. No. He wanted his skin on Draco’s. And he wanted it now.

      Draco picked up on his urgency and grinned. Such a sexy, wicked smile that promised so much pleasure. Sawyer climbed back onto the bed and helped Draco pull his pants off. When they were both naked, Sawyer resumed his spot, this time pressing his ass down on Draco’s cock and feeling its heat directly against his skin.

      “Probably should get some lube,” Draco grunted. He pushed his hips up, sliding his cock along the crease of Sawyer’s ass. He grabbed Sawyer’s cock in his hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “Fuck, you feel good.”

      Sawyer lurched to the side and fumbled for the side table drawer. Henry had told him once about how they kept the guest cabins stocked. Sex happened in times of stress, and they knew it. Henry had also informed him that his Nana was in charge of stocking the cabins and how traumatized he’d been when he’d learned she knew what lube was.

      Sawyer grinned at the memory, thankful for it now as he knew exactly where to look for the supplies they needed. They didn’t have a tub of Eduard’s fancy oil handy, but the little tube from the drugstore would work just as well.

      Draco groaned and tugged Sawyer up his chest before opening his mouth and swallowing Sawyer’s cock. Sawyer grabbed the headboard, holding on for dear life as his entire body lit up under Draco’s touch.

      Goddess, they should build an altar to the man’s mouth and worship it daily and twice on Sunday. Candles should be lit. And maybe those goats of Meshaq’s should be sacrificed after all. Anything to honor the gift that was Draco’s mouth and tongue and lips and….

      “You stopped,” Sawyer pouted as Draco pulled off of him. His lips glimmered and Draco licked them. Sawyer whimpered.

      “Get yourself ready,” Draco demanded.

      Right. He’d dropped the lube, but it had landed right there beside him. He grabbed it and tore into the packaging, desperate to get the damn plastic protective wrap off the bottle. He ended up using his teeth, and even that wasn’t fast enough. Damn stuff wouldn’t come out. Draco chuckled evilly and sucked his cock in once more.

      Sawyer held onto the headboard and groaned. “How can I…concentrate…when that feels… so fucking perfect.”

      Draco pulled off again.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Give me the bottle.”

      “What? No. You have one job.”

      Draco smacked his ass. “Gimme.”

      Sawyer scowled but handed it over. Draco managed to get the bottle open— there was another protective seal on the inside of the bottle under the cap. Why did they do that? Double protection was not needed when one desperately wanted to be fucked by their mate.

      Then slick fingers breached his hole as a hot mouth found his cock again, and yep, those poor goats were doomed. He was sacrificing them to the glory of Draco. Okay, maybe not because gross, but an altar was totally happening. He had connections. He was making it happen.

      Draco teased him open, a slow glide of fingers that mimicked what was soon to come. He wanted that now, Draco’s cock deep inside him. Needed to feel whole once more. He slid back, taking his cock from Draco’s mouth and staring down at him. “I need you in me. Make me yours again.”

      “Always,” Draco vowed. He moved Sawyer backward, guiding his hips into position before reaching between them to slick his cock and position it at Sawyer’s entrance. Sawyer lowered himself slowly, enjoying the stretch as his hole accommodated Draco’s size. It always felt so new each time with Draco. As if his body wanted to remember this feeling forever. The pinch of pain followed by the sense of fulfillment. Nothing could replicate it.

      “Draco,” Sawyer sighed as his body accepted the final inch Draco eased inside him.

      “I’ve got you.”

      Sawyer opened his eyes and met his mate’s gaze. “I know you do. Always,” Sawyer promised, returning Draco’s vow.

      Draco trembled beneath him. He needed to remember to promise him more, because the spoken words meant so much to his mate. And Sawyer would always love Draco. No matter what they faced, no matter what their future held. He would always cherish his dragon and their mates.

      They began to move, a slow roll of hips, skin sliding against skin. Sawyer’s cock ached, wanting to be touched, but he ignored it. If he gave in, this would end too fast. And he needed it to last forever.

      Everything fell away in the moment. Nothing else existed but the two of them. His body came to life, each cell alive with sensation. Draco gave him another of his knowing smirks and picked up the pace, driving up into Sawyer harder, but not quite fast enough. No, his mate intended to draw this out and make it last, too.

      Draco wasn’t the only one who knew how to take control, though. Sawyer wanted to drive his mate crazy. He squeezed his hole and drove his hips down. Draco moaned and his hold on Sawyer’s hips tightened. “Not fair.”

      “No?” Sawyer leaned forward, taking control once more. He slid up and back down, finding the angle and rhythm he knew Draco loved.

      “Fuck.”

      Draco couldn’t resist driving up into him. Sawyer met each thrust gleefully, seeing stars when Draco hit that spot inside him that sent sparks of pure pleasure throughout his body. He chased that touch again, tried to recreate it with each plunge Draco made inside him. It didn’t happen every time, and he had a sneaking suspicion that was because Draco wasn’t letting it.

      “Draco, come on,” Sawyer pleaded.

      With a deep, guttural growl, Draco spun them around. Sawyer’s back hit the bed with a thump. Draco knelt between his spread legs, his eyes gleaming. “You in a hurry? Going somewhere?”

      Oh, and there was that fire in his dragon’s eyes. Sawyer bent his knees, placing his feet against Draco’s chest. He arched up, offering himself. Draco growled and grabbed his thighs, spreading them wider. He balanced precariously, but Draco wouldn’t let him fall.

      “So perfect for me,” Draco grumbled. His large hands traced up Sawyer’s thighs, over his balls, and then framed his cock.

      He desperately wanted his mate to touch him, to make him forget everything but the pleasure Draco gave him. But Draco had other plans. He leaned down, forcing Sawyer to bend even further and pressed a kiss to Sawyer’s thigh. Then he pulled one foot over his shoulder. Then the other. Sawyer trembled. Draco nipped at his balls, teasing one before laving the other with his tongue.

      “You can’t leave me again,” Draco demanded. He squeezed Sawyer’s thighs in a firm grip, holding him helpless and exposed.

      “Draco, please.”

      “I can’t do this without you. You make it right.”

      “Draco.”

      Draco growled and moved them again, folding Sawyer in half as he lowered his chest to Sawyer’s. He guided himself back to Sawyer’s entrance, nudging at his hole until he slid into Sawyer once more.

      “You’re mine. Prophecy be damned. Mine, you hear me?”

      “I hear you.”

      Draco didn’t give him time to think any further. He fucked Sawyer with a passion he’d never felt before, drove into him time and time again, all the fear and anger of the last few days exorcised into this reconnection.

      It didn’t last long. It couldn’t. Draco’s rhythm began to falter, the heat of the moment driving him to the edge. Sawyer held on by a thread, waiting for that first hard stuttering thrust, that first feel of Draco’s release inside him, before he let go of the tenuous hold he had on his own orgasm. It struck hard and fast, spurting between them repeatedly, echoing each final thrust Draco gave him.

      He shouted his release, his body tight and drawn as it overtook him. Draco held him hard and fast until he finished, then made sure to give him one final smirk for good measure. Sawyer gave him one back, because he could.

      Draco fell to the side and half covered Sawyer with his body. “Mine,” Draco said, tugging Sawyer closer and arranging him in the position he wanted. Sawyer wrapped his arm over Draco’s wide back.

      “Yours,” he agreed.

      Draco huffed and began to relax. Days of tension and the lack of sleep finally caught up with him. When Draco’s breath deepened and his body finally went lax with sleep, Sawyer stilled his hand from its soothing glide up and down Draco’s back. He stared at the ceiling and tried to hold back the tears he could feel forming at the corners of his eyes.

      “I have to tell you something,” Sawyer whispered, so low he could barely hear his own voice. Draco didn’t stir, and his breathing continued to be deep and even. Exhaustion had definitely taken its hold. When he was sure he hadn’t woken him, Sawyer continued.

      “I figured it out. I know what I have to do now. And I don’t want to. That’s so wrong of me, and I know it. But how do I give you up? How do I leave you all behind? I can’t. But I have to. I can make him powerless again, absorb the powers of air and take his place. Run both sets of powers until the next generation of gods take over. Our powers are intertwined now, you see. After all these years, they’re mingled together. But once I’m back, once I do it, I can’t stay in this realm. I can pop in and out, just like my mother and my sisters do, but I can’t stay here. With you. With my mates. I have to give you up. That’s the price I have to pay. And Draco, it’s too much. The cost is too high. Why did I do this to myself? I think…I think it’s part of me as the god of mates. I think I was selfish. I think I wanted my mates, and this was how I got them. I think that’s why I don’t remember. Because I cheated. I wanted mates of my own, and I knew I could get them if I was human. But once my powers were back, I’d have to go back to the god realm.”

      Draco moved a little and held Sawyer tighter, as if, even in his sleep, his dragon knew Sawyer was in distress. Goddess, he loved this man so much. He couldn’t think of a day passing when he didn’t have Draco beside him. His other mates as well. They would leave gaping wounds in his soul where he’d once had peace and the happiest days of his life. And what about Pip? Just arrived, newly mated, and they barely had a bond to speak of. And Dakota? Finally tearing down the wall around his heart. Finally looking Sawyer in the eye with something other than anger and distrust.

      Saeward. His sweet heart and gentle soul. How could he do without his favorite cuddle buddy? The person he drew such deep and sincere comfort from their mere presence.

      Henry. His smart and sexy mage whose thirst for knowledge matched Sawyer’s own. Their study sessions and debates filled Sawyer with so much joy. And seeing Henry’s magic at work thrilled him. He loved his powerful mate’s mind and his abilities.

      Eduard. His griffin who made him step up into his role and perform his duties as a leader. Even the ones involving spreadsheets. The one who spoiled him and cherished him. Made sure he knew his value.

      Loch. His broken fae who’d healed and become so enchanted with the idea of mates and family. He loved seeing Loch discover more about their world, loved playing with him and, yes, sleeping with him. He loved it all, as Loch opened himself up to having others in his life, to accepting what having mates meant and thriving in the results.

      Andvari. What could he say about his vampire mate? His vigilance to Sawyer’s safety, the diligence he showed to making Sawyer know how to take care of himself, all of it a mere drop to the deep level of faith and support his mate gave to him.

      Together they completed him. And not just magically, which Sawyer now understood had been the point of it all. Of course, he would only trust his mates to keep his magic safe for him. But that Sawyer, the one before, had clearly never found his mates. It couldn’t be more obvious because he’d never have set himself up to leave them behind if he had.

      And yet, he wouldn’t give this brief period of time up for the world. He knew now with a certainty he couldn’t possibly have known before that his magic, the magic of mates, was something this realm and so many others desperately needed. Nothing compared to this feeling, to knowing without doubt, without hesitation, that you were loved beyond measure.

      So Sawyer would give them up to right the wrongs he’d made. He’d make it so everyone else had the power to find their mates, even if it meant he had to leave his behind. But he planned on cherishing every small moment he could gather until then.
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      Henry gasped awake, whatever had captured his mind finally freeing him and allowing consciousness to return. He jerked into a sitting position. It only took a few seconds to recognize where he was. Home. In the clinic.

      “Henry!”

      Papa jerked into action, jumping out of the chair by Henry’s bed and tugging Henry into his arms. Henry clung to him, his chest seizing with fear.

      “Papa—“

      “They’re fine, honey. All of them are fine. They’re all here, recovering just like you are. Draco and Sawyer are down in one of the guest cabins sleeping. Everyone is just fine. Breathe for me, love.”

      Henry breathed, forgetting for a moment that he wasn’t grown up and doing what his father said on instinct. The door to his room burst open and Vaughn, his alpha and dad walked into the room, his white coat gleaming and his stethoscope draped around his neck.

      “About time. Your Nana’s been worried sick about you.”

      Sam smacked Vaughn in the arm. “Stop it. We were all worried about you, Henry.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t worried.”

      “My mates,” Henry said again, drawing the focus of both of his fathers.

      “Some sort of magical recoil from what I understand,” Vaughn explained. “Sawyer can give you the details when he wakes up. Go on and check your magic, Henry. You’ll see.”

      Henry closed his eyes and focused, finding his magic easily. He’d been so afraid it was gone, having been drained out of him, but it was there and stronger than ever, sparkling with life. He opened his eyes.

      “That’s weird.”

      “What, love?” Ever the doctor, Vaughn had his stethoscope against Henry’s chest and listened to him breathing. Henry didn’t even have to be asked to take the deep breaths his dad wanted him to take with each movement of the little metal circle on his chest. He waited to answer the question until his dad pulled away and popped the earpieces out of his ears.

      “I think… I think I’m stronger? No, not that exactly. Something has changed though.”

      “Something good?”

      Magic bubbled happily inside him. “Yeah,” Henry said. “Something good.”
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      Henry’s voice pulled him out of slumber. Ward opened his eyes first, glancing at the unfamiliar white ceiling over his head. Then his memories came rushing back, and he sat up.

      “It’s okay. Ward, I’m here. It’s okay.”

      Henry fought with the blankets covering his legs. Sam came around the bed to help him. “I’m fine, Papa.”

      “You’ve been unconscious for three days. Don’t argue with me.”

      Henry grunted but let his father help him up. He stumbled over to Ward’s bed and sat down beside him. “Everyone’s fine. Sawyer’s fine. We’re all okay.”

      Ward let out a breath and pulled Henry to him. “I was so scared.”

      “I know. Me, too. Papa says everyone’s been taking good care of us, and that Sawyer got back earlier today. Draco woke up pretty quickly and didn’t sleep for days taking care of us, so Sawyer made him go rest.”

      Ward nodded and turned his face into Henry’s neck. He breathed him in, never so thankful to have one of his mates by his side.

      “It’s okay,” Henry whispered. “I’ve got you.”

      “I couldn’t… I couldn’t stop it. You were all down, and Sawyer was left and… I couldn’t stop it.”

      “No, Ward, you couldn’t have stopped it. Let’s have Sawyer explain it all, okay? But I know you did everything you could.”

      Ward couldn’t shake that feeling of fear. It crawled over him, sending a shiver down his spine. Henry clung to him, holding him more tightly than ever.

      “My Nana’s going to be here soon. She’s bringing me something to eat. Dad went to call her. Be prepared. She’s gonna hug you and feed you.”

      Ward nodded, unwilling to lift his head. “The others?”

      “In rooms beside us. We’ll go check on them in a minute, okay? Let’s get your bearings back. Papa? Will you go check on them for us?”

      Ward lifted his head and glanced toward Henry’s father. “Thank you, Sam.”

      “You’re welcome. Don’t let Henry get up, okay?”

      “I’m not planning on letting him move.”

      Sam grinned and touched Henry’s head for a moment before walking out of the room.

      They sat quietly for several minutes, listening to each other breathe. When Henry’s great-grandmother walked into the room with a large tray in her arms, they finally separated.

      “Henry,” Nana Jerrick gasped. She put the tray on his abandoned bed and came up to them both with her arms outstretched.

      “Nana,” Henry laughed as she squished him in between them.

      Ward couldn’t help his small smile. He’d always wanted a family like this. His fears eased with the comfort he found holding his mate and being squeezed by an older werewolf who’d clearly forgotten her own strength. Not that he cared. He could stand it for as long as she’d continue showing how much she cared.

      “Nana,” Henry coughed. “Oxygen.”

      She grumbled but let them go. Henry turned around in Ward’s arms, managing to get himself across Ward’s lap with his back against Ward’s chest. Ward kept his arms around him, keeping him close.

      “You boys hungry?”

      “Starving,” Henry said. “Please tell me that is your potato soup I smell. Please, please tell me.”

      “What else would I have made for you?”

      Henry bounced a little and turned to look over his shoulder at Ward. “You’re gonna like this. It’s so good. Nana always cooks when she’s worried.”

      “I always cook, period. Don’t you sass me.”

      “I’m not. Honestly tell me that you didn’t peel a hundred potatoes to vent your worry about us.”

      She glared but even Ward could see she wasn’t really upset. “It really is soothing. You shush and eat. You, too, Ward. You aren’t too big and strong to listen to your Nana, you hear me?”

      “Yes, Nana.”

      “Good boys, both of you. I’ll sweet-talk Vaughn into letting you both go into the room with your mates once those bowls are empty.”

      Henry nodded. “Thanks, Nana.”

      She patted him once more before walking out, leaving them both with warm bowls of soup in their hands. Ward pulled in a breath, the savory aroma of potato and cheese filling his nose. The scents grounded him in warmth and home. They were going to be okay. He hadn’t lost them after all.
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      Eduard moved back to consciousness slowly. He heard sounds and movements around him, and for a brief moment, he thought he was at home with his mates. Andvari had probably gotten up early again, likely to do some fancy zen workout thing with the sunrise. He smiled and opened his eyes, finding himself in an unfamiliar room.

      “What—“

      “Eduard!”

      His father’s face appeared above him. He looked exhausted. “Dad?”

      Augustus leaned down and pressed his forehead to Eduard’s. “Thank the goddess you’re okay.”

      It all came back to him in a rush. Eduard grabbed his dad’s arm in a panic. “My mates.”

      “They’re fine. I promise. All of them are fine. Sawyer made a trip to the god realm, but he’s back now. I’ll let him tell you all about it.”

      The panic began to ease. “Where—“

      “Andvari is here with you.” Augustus glanced toward Eduard’s side before turning back to him. “The others are in different rooms. They didn’t have one big enough to accommodate all of you.”

      “Okay. Okay. They’re okay.”

      “I promise you, son. They’re okay.”

      “I need to get up. I need to see for myself.”

      Augustus nodded and patted his arm. “Hold on, then. Let me get Dr. Jerrick. I don’t want you moving until he gives you the all clear.”

      Luckily, it didn’t take long for the doctor to walk in. Henry’s dad met his gaze with a pleased smile. “Henry and Saeward are awake as well. They will be coming this way in a few minutes. Let’s check on you, first.”

      Eduard allowed the examination but only because it was his mate’s father. He wouldn’t insult him, no matter that he itched to throw a tantrum and find his mates immediately.

      His father began to fuss over him the moment Vaughn finished his exam. “Dad, I’m fine. You said so yourself.”

      “Doesn’t mean you boys didn’t take ten years off my life with this stunt.”

      “Tell me about it,” Vaughn added. “I’m just glad Sawyer managed to convince Draco to sleep. I thought I was going to have to get his cousins to pin him down so I could give him a shot and knock him out.”

      “That wouldn’t have gone well.”

      Vaughn grunted. “Rather that than the lecture I’d have received from my son because I’d let his mate run himself into the ground. I’d rather face a pissed off dragon.”

      Andvari gasped next to him, bolting upright and reaching for his sword. It wasn’t there.

      “You’re okay,” Vaughn said quickly. “Your mates are fine. Everyone is fine.”

      “Dad, help me up,” Eduard demanded.

      It took both Vaughn and Augustus to help him. His legs buckled at the first attempt but he forced himself forward to Andvari’s side. Andvari was pale and trembling.

      “Has he had blood?” Eduard asked quickly.

      “No,” Vaughn answered. “We didn’t want to give him anything until we knew more. I didn’t want to risk drawing from any of you, and I didn’t want to give him a stranger’s blood either.”

      It made sense.

      “I’m fine,” Andvari said weakly. “You need to—“

      “Dr. Vaughn, can you do a small transfusion from each of us? It doesn’t have to be a lot, but he won’t be able to regain his strength otherwise.”

      “Eduard—“

      “Son, I’d recommend you stop arguing with him,” Augustus said, cutting Vaughn off. “I’ve seen that look in his eyes before, and it’s not one to be messed with.”

      “Eduard,” Andvari said softly.

      “They’re okay. My father wouldn’t mislead us. Neither would Henry’s.”

      “I need to see them.”

      “You will. Henry and Ward will be here soon.”

      “Let me get some blood drawn, Eduard. We’ll see what we can do to get him feeling better.”

      “Thank you.”

      Vaughn left the room. Andvari weakly squeezed Eduard’s hand. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. Dad?”

      “They said it was some kind of magical explosion or something,” Augustus explained. “Palinourous pulled magic from all of you to use against Sawyer from what we can gather. His plan backfired.”

      “Literally,” Andvari said, rubbing his chest. “I feel terrible.”

      Eduard lifted his wrist to Andvari’s mouth.

      “I can wait, love. Doc will take care of me and keep me from taking too much.  You need your strength, too.”

      But Eduard needed Andvari to be strong more than he needed his own strength. He hated seeing his mate like this. It brought back too many memories of nearly losing him after the raven attack a while back.

      “The ravens,” Eduard said suddenly.

      “What about them?”

      “They’re gone. I hadn’t really thought about it. Where are they?”

      Andvari looked concerned. “I don’t know. But we need to find out.”

      “Andi,” Henry gasped from the doorway.

      Ward had his arm around Henry’s waist and held him secure. Their mage clearly felt as weak as Eduard and Andvari. Ward didn’t seem quite as affected, but then, he was also quite good at hiding his pain. Eduard vowed to keep a close eye on him to make sure he got the care he needed, along with the rest of them.
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      Something was wrong. Pip opened his eyes and looked around the unfamiliar room. He was in a hospital bed. Dakota and Loch were in beds beside him. Pip’s heart began to race. He felt like shit. Weak and tired. He’d never been so tired. He wasn’t even sure he had the strength to stand.

      A familiar bubble of panic reached his chest. He didn’t like feeling trapped, especially after not being able to leave the room he’d been held captive in for months. The room that Dakota had been able to get into. Pip forced his legs over the side of the bed and clung to the monitor beeping away beside him for support. He stumbled slowly over to Dakota’s side before climbing onto the bed next to him. He shivered, the ridiculous hospital gown he wore covering nothing and letting a draft in.

      “Dakota?” Pip needed him to open his eyes. “Please, Dakota. I’m scared.”

      With a gasp, Dakota pulled in a breath and opened his eyes.

      “Thank the goddess,” Pip said. He tucked his face into Dakota’s neck and breathed.

      “Where are we?” Dakota asked.

      “I don’t know. I just woke up and… I don’t know what happened. I feel terrible.”

      Dakota grunted. “You’re shivering.”

      “I’m cold.”

      “Come on. Get under the blanket.”

      “Are you sure?” Pip asked. “I know you don’t like—“

      “Get in.”

      Dakota tugged the blanket while Pip lifted up enough to get it free. He gasped the moment it covered him. Dakota was really warm. He sighed, snuggling closer. “Thank you.”

      “You’re okay now.”

      “I wasn’t scared once I saw you. I knew you could get us out,” Pip confessed. “And Loch will wake up soon. I’m sure of it. And then we’ll find the others and… everything will be okay again. Won’t it?”

      “Everything will be fine,” Dakota said. “This place smells… well, like a hospital, but familiar. Can you smell it?”

      Dakota pulled in a deep breath, his chest expanding under Pip’s head. He did the same, breathing in and out with Dakota. “It does.”

      Pip heard footsteps coming their way and froze.

      “Shh. I’ve got you.”

      An unfamiliar face appeared at the door.

      “Hi.”

      He was big. Really big, actually. But he looked kinda nice?

      “Hi,” Pip said. Dakota practically vibrated beneath him, coiled and ready to attack. It somehow made Pip breathe easier.

      “I’m Ben, Henry’s brother.”

      Pip let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the goddess.”

      Ben smiled. “You’re at our clinic. My dad and grandpa have been looking out for you while you recovered.”

      “Our mates?” Dakota asked.

      “Everyone is safe and starting to wake up. Dad sent me to check on you guys. We’re prepping for blood transfusions for Andvari.”

      “Is he—“ Pip didn’t know what to ask so he stopped.

      “He’s a little weak. Vampires often require blood to recover. We held off giving him a transfusion, though, because we weren’t sure how it would affect you guys. Eduard said to do it, though, so we’re trusting him to know.”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Anything he needs,” Pip said. “Is he here?”

      “Next door with Eduard. Henry and Saeward are here, too. Draco and Sawyer are down at one of the guest houses. Draco woke up first and needless to say, he needed to sleep. He didn’t sleep for days watching out for you guys.”

      Pip gulped. “Days?”

      Ben nodded, prepping a tray with some tubes and needles beside the bed. “Three days. Now technically, I’m not licensed to do this, but if you’ll trust me, I’ll get this done super quick.”

      Pip glanced at Dakota who nodded. He held out his arm and Ben wrapped the plastic band thing around him. His arm throbbed, but the vein popped up in the crease of his elbow. Pip closed his eyes and tucked his face back into Dakota’s neck while Ben finished doing the task. He only hissed a little when he the needle bit into his skin, but it was over before he knew it.

      “How about you?” Ben asked.

      Dakota must have nodded or something because Ben moved to the other side of the bed and repeated the action on Dakota’s arm.

      “I wouldn’t touch Loch,” Dakota advised. “Not yet, anyway. If we’re all awake, it shouldn’t be much longer. And trust me, you don’t want to be the first thing he sees when he opens his eyes.”

      Ben nodded. “He knows me at least, but I get it.”

      “We’ll take care of him,” Pip said.

      “I’ll let the others know you’re awake. Is there anything else I can do?”

      “No,” Dakota replied. “We need our mates.”

      “I’ll send them to you,” Ben said.

      Pip clung a little tighter once Ben left and Dakota rearranged them so he had an arm curled around Pip’s shoulders. “You need to rest.”

      “I wish Loch would wake up.”

      “What makes you think I’m not awake?”

      “Loch!”

      Pip jerked back into a sitting position and might have accidentally kneed Dakota in the balls. His mate grunted and paled. “I’m so sorry. I just got excited and oh my god, should I get you some ice or something?”

      “For my nuts? You want to freeze them off next?”

      Pip patted the bulge, then groped it a tiny bit when he realized it was bigger than he’d been expecting— he was mated to a horse, after all.

      “Are you seriously trying to figure out how big my dick is right now?”

      Pip looked up guiltily.

      “Not as big as Draco or Saeward. But close,” Loch replied.

      Pip bit his lip and glanced over at the pretty blue eyes he’d hoped to see. “You’re okay?”

      Loch didn’t reply. “Where are the rest of our mates?”

      “Draco and Sawyer are sleeping. The others will be here soon,” Pip explained.

      “You need to rest,” Dakota said again. He tugged Pip back down against his chest, being careful to guard his groin against another attack.

      Pip settled in, his eyes already fighting to remain open. “Don’t leave me,” Pip whispered.

      “One of us will stay with you,” Dakota promised. “You are not alone.”

      Pip tightened his hold on Dakota’s body, the sincerity in his mate’s voice the only thing allowing him to close his eyes and give into the call of sleep.
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      Dakota opened his eyes when someone cleared their throat at his door. One of Draco’s dragon cousins stood there. It took Dakota a second to remember his name.

      “Yes, Coal?”

      “We have intruders.”

      Dakota eased Pip off of his chest before sliding off the bed carefully. “Tell me,” he demanded. “Where are the others?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. I didn’t get the others because they claim they are your siblings and are demanding to be let inside the wards. We have them contained, but I thought it best to come get you.”

      Dakota closed his eyes and groaned. “I’m coming. Loch?” The fae climbed from his bed, ready to help. “I promised him one of us would stay.”

      “I will not leave him.” Loch touched Dakota’s arm fleetingly before climbing into bed beside Pip and holding him close.

      Dakota waited a moment for them to settle then followed the dragon down the hall, as much as he didn’t want to. Outside, as he suspected, his family stood just outside the wards, surrounded by dragons and vampires.

      It wasn’t a surprise when Nyx began yelling the moment she caught sight of him. “Where the fuck have you been? Why aren’t you answering our phone calls? Asshole move, Dakota. Total asshole.”

      Dakota winced at the shrillness of her tone. It would only make things worse when he told them he’d been unconscious for a few days.

      “How did you find me?”

      “GPS tracker on your phone, dickhead,” Iris added. And boy were his sisters pissed. “Do you really think Koios would let you go on one of your wandering, I had a vision, adventures and not know how to find you? We have a rule. Check in every forty-eight hours. How many hours has it been, Dakota? How many?”

      Koios stepped forward, his knowing eyes already putting pieces together. “How long were you unconscious?”

      Dakota grunted.

      “Three days,” Coal helpfully provided.

      “Three…” Jax gasped in horror. “Let me go, you neanderthal.”

      The dragon holding Jax steady looked to Dakota for approval.

      “Should we lower the ward?” Coal asked.

      “No,” Dakota replied immediately. But he winked at Coal when his sisters both shrieked and the dragon turned to him with wide eyes.

      Before they could let them inside, Ben came running from the clinic, obviously sure someone was dying based on the sounds his sisters were emitting.

      “What have we got?” Ben slid to a halt and glanced around the crowd, probably searching for whatever had made the horrible sounds.

      “We’ve got my family,” Dakota said. He tried not to sound unhappy at the announcement.

      “Oh, then let them in already.”

      Dakota groaned again when the wards dropped. Alastor stormed forward and punched him in the arm before hugging him. The others followed suit.

      “Can’t believe you put a tracker on me,” Dakota complained.

      “Yeah, well, believe it,” Nyx said. “Koios is a paranoid asshole, but we all love him for it. Next thing you know, he’s going to inject us with some tracker like they do in the movies.”

      “How do you know I haven’t already?” Koios asked.

      He stood to the back of the group, his cloak covering him from head to toe. Ben, Dakota noticed, hadn’t taken his eyes off of him. It was hard to ignore the large bulges at Koios’s back. They were the reason his brother rarely left their home. He couldn’t pass as human. They had truly been scared for him to take such a risk.

      “You didn’t?” Iris asked. “Did you?”

      Koios shrugged, coy as ever, but he hadn’t stopped searching Dakota’s expression for answers. There were too many to give, and he didn’t have enough energy to try.

      “Why don’t we take this inside?” Ben suggested. “Your mates are going to get worried.”

      “What’s that? Did he just say—“ Jax turned to his siblings, his mouth open and gaping like a fish.  “Please tell me I’m not hearing things.”

      “You aren’t,” the twins said in unison. “We heard it, too.”

      Dakota groaned. “Look, a lot has happened, okay?”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Nyx bitched. “Dish duty for a month.”

      “Seconded,” Alastor said.

      “Dammit, guys, I—“

      “All in favor?” Koios asked.

      A chorus of yeses echoed. “I don’t even know if I’ll be—“

      “Oh, you will be. And we’ll bring your mates. Even more dishes for you to wash. Asshole.”

      “Dakota?” Henry asked from behind him.

      He turned to look at his mate. Something in his eyes must have revealed his desperation because Henry hurried to his side.

      “What’s going on? Who are these people?” Henry asked.

      “His brothers and sisters,” Ben supplied helpfully.

      All these helpful people needed to go away and stop answering questions.

      “Your… oh,” Henry said. He smiled widely and hurried closer. “You must be Nyx. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Nyx smiled at Henry, but then turned to Dakota. The smile turned cold. Oh, he was going to pay in more than dishes for this.

      “And the twins, Castor and Pollux, right? Which must make you Alastor and you Jax. And then Iris and Koios. Did I get everyone right?”

      “And who are you?” Nyx asked sweetly, batting her eyes and glaring at Dakota.

      “Oh boy. You’re in trouble,” Henry said. He patted Dakota’s arm sympathetically. “I’m Henry. One of his mates. And I have a sister who looks at me just like that when I’m in big trouble.”

      “Exactly how many mates does he have?” Koios asked.

      Dakota whimpered. He was going to die, and not by the hands of a god set on destroying the universe. His siblings were going to kill him.

      “You’re in so much trouble,” Henry said. “And there are nine of us total.”

      Silence.

      None of his siblings knew what to say. Hell, Dakota didn’t know what to say about it either. He still hadn’t wrapped his head around it. Besides, they shouldn’t count as mates if he hadn’t even kissed them yet. Right? They were potential mates. Nothing set in stone yet. His heart lurched at the thought. Wrong. They were his. He just hadn’t figured it out yet.

      “Come on, big guy. Maybe if we feed them, they’ll forgive you.”

      Henry turned and led the way to his childhood home.

      “Not likely,” Dakota grumbled.

      “Did he say nine?” Alastor asked. “Is that including Dakota or not?”

      “Does it really matter?” Iris said. “Either way that’s a whole lot of mates for our loner brother. This I gotta see.  You think his eye will twitch?”

      “Probably,” Nyx snickered. “It’s probably twitching now.”

      Dakota’s eye twitched. “Dammit.”

      Henry simply squeezed his hand and led them into the house. “Nana, we have company. Dakota’s family is here.”

      “Oh my goodness,” Nana said. “Look at you all. And these two strapping fellas. My my.”

      “Nana,” Henry groaned. “Their names are Castor and Pollux.”

      Nana grinned and pulled the twins into a hug.

      “And who is this?”

      Alastor actually blushed and got bashful.

      Dakota’s eye twitched again.

      “Alastor, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Aww, you sweet boy. Now, none of this ma’am business. Just call me Nana. Everybody does. Besides, you’re family now. Well, once this big lug figures everything out. Is he always this slow?”

      Dakota groaned and his sisters cackled.

      “Always,” Iris said. “I’m Iris. This is Nyx. And what is that amazing smell?”

      “My potato soup. Are you kids hungry? I made enough for an army.”

      “Nana,” Henry grumbled. “They clearly aren’t kids. They’re at least my age.”

      “Kids. When you get to be my age, everyone’s a kid. And you shush. I’ve had enough sass out of you today. Unconscious for days. You’re lucky I’m even letting you have my soup. Go set the table.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Henry said. He hurried into the kitchen. Nana turned her glare to Dakota. “And you. I can’t believe you didn’t give us their numbers. What if something worse had happened? How could we let them know you needed them. Irresponsible, I say.”

      “I can give you our numbers,” Koios said softly.

      It drew her attention to him. She beamed. “And you. Take off that silly cloak. You don’t need to hide here. We’ve had so many fae in this house, I’ve learned how to work around wings. Henry! Get the backless chair for Koios and put it at the end where Loch usually sits.”

      “On it,” Henry said.

      Koios looked suddenly unsure, but before Dakota could intervene and explain that his brother didn’t let anyone see his wings other than them, his brother did the exact thing Dakota would have sworn he’d never do. He untied the cloak and slid it from his shoulders.

      “Good boy,” Nana Jerrick said as she took the cloak and dropped it over the back of a chair. “Now, what can I get you to drink, Koios? And my is that ever a lovely name. One I’ve not heard before. What does it mean?”

      “Koios was the god of intelligence,” Iris explained. “Our… mother said that Koios was the smartest person she’d ever met so he deserved that name.”

      “Someone had a fondness for Greek myth, I see. Delightful. I can’t wait to hear tales of how you each came to your names. I’m sure you all live up to them.”

      Dakota had never seen his siblings eat up attention the way they did from Henry’s great-grandmother. She had them sitting around the table within minutes, each of them with a big bowl of soup and crackers in front of them.

      He sank down in his seat beside Henry and tried to figure out exactly what was happening. Henry touched his thigh under the table. Dakota looked at him. Henry smiled.

      And Dakota couldn’t help himself. He smiled back.

      Nyx gasped. Iris dropped her spoon. Koios’s wings expanded. The twins’ mouths fell open. Alastor wiped away a tear.

      Jax grinned. “This is epic. I didn’t know he actually had teeth.”

      “Shut up,” Dakota gripped. He dropped his hand to cover Henry’s and used his other to pick up his spoon.

      “None of that talk at my table, boys,” Nana said. “And you have lovely teeth, dear. You should use them for something besides growling and eating once in a while.”

      “You don’t use teeth to growl, Nana,” Henry said, trying to help.

      Nana simply huffed. “Now, what do we need to do to get you all caught up? Let’s see. Once upon a time, there was a Mother goddess. She had five children.”

      Dakota groaned and tuned out the explanation. He didn’t need to hear it again. He was living it. From what they’d seen of Palinourous’s power, he had somehow managed to get a leg up on Sawyer. Their mate hadn’t begun to reclaim the powers of metal he’d once held.  Until he did, Dakota feared the odds weren’t in their favor.

      “Wait,” Iris said. “Dakota is mated to a god?”

      “Yes. I know it’s a lot to take in, sweetie, but your brother and my Henry here are very important. They are both guardians of the chosen one. It’s a big deal.”

      “A very big deal,” Koios mumbled. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Dakota wouldn’t have cared if only his siblings looked at him with such looks of disappointment. But when Henry and Nana both looked sad too, well, not even Dakota could stand the weight of those stares.

      “Things have been… difficult for me,” Dakota explained.

      He needed to find the words. He didn’t have them. Luckily distraction came in the form of the front door opening. Sawyer walked in with Draco close behind.

      “Hubba Hubba,” Iris said.

      Nyx actually whistled.

      Sawyer blushed. Draco ignored them all and marched around the table. He stopped between Dakota and Henry then placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “You’re both okay?”

      “I’m good,” Henry said. He leaned into Draco.

      Draco leaned down and kissed him sweetly. Dakota groaned when the majority of his siblings sighed.

      The dragon continued to ignore them. He turned his attention to Dakota next. “You’re well?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Draco searched his gaze for a long moment. He leaned in close, closer than he’d ever been. The look spoke volumes.

      “I know,” Dakota said softly. “Me, too.”

      He didn’t need the words. The longing in Draco’s eyes, the fear that they’d almost lost their only chance, laid heavily on his heart as well.

      Draco leaned in and kissed him, a soft fleeting brush of lips, before he backed away and stood up. Dakota’s siblings all had looks of… well, Dakota didn’t know how to describe them, but he dropped his head into his hands and tried to figure out how he was going to get out of this without being relegated to dish duty for the rest of his life.

      He should have known he didn’t need to worry. His best weapon against the revenge in his siblings’ hearts stood behind him. He heard gasps and knew what had happened without looking. Draco had smiled. It turned them all to putty in his hands.

      “You’re… Draco,” Koios said softly. His brother seemed awed. Nothing ever awed Koios.

      Dakota looked up.

      “Yes,” Draco said. “And you are my mate’s brother. Your name?”

      “K-k-k…”

      “I think it’s Koios, dear,” Nana supplied helpfully.

      So many helpful people around here. Dakota wouldn’t have minded listening to Koios stutter for another few minutes.

      “I’m a big fan,” Koios finally managed to say.

      Draco’s smile widened. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I have never in my entire life seen Koios like this,” Jax said. “Who are you and what is your secret power?”

      Of course, the killer smile turned to Jax next and his brother actually shuddered under the weight of it.

      “And what’s your name?”

      “Jax.” At least one sibling managed to say their name, even if it was in a throaty sexy whimper.

      “Well, Jax,” Draco said, “I’m guessing your brother Koios is a bit of a geek over electronics like I am. In fact, I seem to recall Koios being able to find an address for us not so long ago?” Jax didn’t know what to say. Draco often had that effect on people.

      “You’re mated to our brother,” Nyx finally managed to say. “That is epic.”

      Draco squeezed Dakota’s shoulder. “I think so.”

      Dakota pretended he couldn’t feel his cheeks warming. He’d finally come to terms with having mates, had finally broken through the anger and fear, and now his siblings got to witness the first sign of affection he received from Draco? This was the universe’s way of getting back at him. The universe had had enough fun on his behalf lately. He figured he should catch a break and not have to put up with teasing from his siblings for the rest of his life over this.

      Funnily enough, it was Alastor who put a stop to it all before the others started. “I think you’re really lucky, Dakota. And I’m happy you finally found peace.”

      “Well, I don’t know about peace,” Nana said. “They do have a god trying to kill them after all.”

      Dakota groaned. The hits just kept on coming.

      “Excuse me,” Nyx shrieked.

      “Uh-oh,” Nana said. “You really didn’t tell them anything at all?”

      Dakota pushed his bowl out of the way and thumped his head down on the table. Then he did it again. Maybe if he knocked himself unconscious, it would end.

      “Hi,” Sawyer said. “Sawyer. God of metal and mating. Also mated to your brother, although I get it. Nowhere near as impressive as the big lug over there.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Castor said.

      Pollux nodded his agreement. “I wouldn’t either. You can come sit over here by us.”

      “Guys,” Dakota groaned. “I called dibs.”

      “Did you though?” Iris asked. “Because between cutie pie over there snuggling you, hottie over there who shouldn’t be allowed to smile in public, and now dreamy boy next door who, not gonna lie, I kinda want to lick, I think that’s called being greedy.”

      “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Henry said.

      “Oh, speaking of which, the others are getting cleaned up. Everyone is hungry and I didn’t feel like carting food down there to the clinic.”

      “Really?” Henry asked.

      “Okay, fine. Eduard said it wasn’t my job to serve everyone and that they would come here. He’s a doll, that one. Did you see the bracelet he gave me? A gemstone for all of my kids, grandkids, and great-grands.”

      It only took a second for his sisters to notice that the stones weren’t little flecks. Nope, each one would be counted in carats. And there were a lot of them. Nyx’s head swiveled, and she narrowed her gaze on him once more.

      “I think it’s lovely,” Koios said. “They’re all very blessed to have you.”

      Nana flushed and waved her hands. “Now, you shush. I take care of my family, that’s all.”

      “So when can we expect the rest of his mates?” Jax asked.

      “Oh, any second, I suspect,” Nana said. “I don’t have enough room for all of you at the table, but I can have them sit—“

      “Oh no,” Alastor said. “We’ll clean up and help you get the table reset.”

      “You’re guests!”

      Nana’s protest didn’t carry any weight.

      “You said we were family.” Jax did the thing where he looked ridiculously pitiful and puppy-like. It worked. It usually did. It was his super-power. Jax, Pip, and Henry should team up and take notes. Then again, maybe not.

      “Well, I did say that,” Nana said gently.

      “Then if we’re family, let us help. Besides, then we can gossip about my brother. Tell me more about these mates of his that he’s kept quiet about.”

      “I shouldn’t—“ Nana said.

      “Please?” The twins were clearly going to get anything they wanted out of the woman. They were devilishly handsome and ridiculously charming, and they both knew it. The little shits.

      “Well, I can give you a little background. You do deserve to be caught up that much.”

      They high-fived each other and began gathering dirty bowls.

      Dakota raised his head and thumped it against the table again. Draco slid his hand up to Dakota’s neck and gave it a squeeze before running his thumb over his skin tenderly. Dakota let out a breath, relaxing into Draco’s touch.

      Something had definitely changed. They all felt it. It wasn’t simply Dakota’s imagination. Draco had never touched him this way. Henry, as much as he touched them all, had never had his hands on Dakota the way he’d done for what had to have been hours now. A glance at the clock told Dakota the torture had only been happening for half an hour, but it certainly felt like longer.

      And then there was Sawyer. He’d never thought about the connection he felt with Sawyer before. Guardian to chosen one. Mate and god. The connection between them had been there, of course, or Dakota wouldn’t have felt the pull to come to him in the first place. But he had. He’d fought it with all he had, resenting the war that had resulted in his siblings being tortured for so long. But Sawyer had managed to break down his walls.

      Koios had his attention at the end of the table, but Sawyer’s true focus was never far from his mates. Dakota glanced his way and was met with a smile from his mate. He breathed, relieved to see Sawyer alive and in one piece. He’d known it, of course. He’d been assured that he was fine but seeing Sawyer for himself took the last of his fear away.

      They’d not defeated Palinourous, but they’d not lost either. They still had each other.

      The front door opened, and the rest of his mates came in. Andvari hurried to Sawyer’s side and the others followed quickly behind.

      Eduard and his father brought up the rear of the group and when introductions were made, Dakota felt the eyes of his siblings on him once more.

      “No fucking way,” Iris yelled. “You married a millionaire!”

      “Billionaire,” Henry coughed.

      “Not helping,” Dakota groaned.

      He was never going to hear the end of it. Ever.
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      Eduard wanted to go home. Insisting they did so, however, would be rude to his mate’s siblings. Instead, Eduard pasted on a fake smile and tried to be charming. He had a sneaking suspicion he wasn’t succeeding.

      “Come with me.”

      Draco captured his hand and pulled him out of the main living room and into a small powder room. “Draco, what are you—“

      “Shh. Kiss me.”

      He didn’t need to be asked twice. Eduard poured all of his fear and anxiety into the kiss, letting Draco take it from him. Their lips tangled, and Eduard pushed closer, trying to bury himself in Draco’s arms.

      Draco pulled away, holding his cheek in one hand while the other pressed against Eduard’s lower back, keeping him close. “What can I do?”

      The answer wasn’t to get off in his mate’s parents’ house, that was for certain. So he told Draco the truth, what he really wanted most in the moment. “I want to go home.”

      “Then we’ll go.”

      “But—“

      Draco kissed him, cutting off the words. “We’ve been nice enough for one evening, especially considering the circumstances.”

      Eduard let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Draco kissed him again, a quick tangle of lips and tongue before pulling away with a low growl. “I’d love to see you on your knees right now, but I have a feeling Henry’s grandmother would put her ear to the door.”

      Eduard laughed. “She’s probably got a hidden camera set up in here just in case.”

      Draco grinned and let him go. “Let’s go face the horde.”

      Eduard accepted the hand Draco held out to him and followed him back into the living room. Several of their mates glanced their way, always checking in. The others were well aware of their return to the room. It soothed something inside Eduard knowing that this level of consciousness existed between them.

      He needed them, though. A fierce ache had formed deep inside him. That fear of loss, the idea that he’d seen them for the last time, had shaken something deep in his core. He needed to feel them against him again, to touch them, to love them.

      Draco cleared his throat loudly and the room instantly quieted. “Look, I don’t want to be rude, but I need to take my mates home and claim them. It’s a dragon thing. It was great meeting you all, and we’ll have you to the house very soon. Koios, you have my contact information.”

      Koios nodded. “I’ll make sure everyone’s phones are updated.”

      “Good. Nana Jerrick, thank you for the amazing meal and hospitality. You are a gift to our family, and we cherish you.”

      Henry’s grandmother actually blushed. “It was no trouble.”

      “But it was,” Draco reminded her gently. “And we appreciate all you do. The last few days were horrible for me, and you made them better. Please be sure to thank Ollie for me as well.”

      “I will.”

      “Ollie?” Henry asked.

      Draco gave him a look, and Henry quieted. “And now, my mates, let’s go home.”

      They didn’t need to be asked twice. All of them rose and quickly began saying goodbye. Dakota only lingered for a moment, giving each of his siblings a hug before following them to the door. Eduard waited with Draco, still clutching tightly to his hand, as they all made their way outside.

      Achim, one of the hellhounds, stood guard outside. He nodded to Draco, knowing without asking what they needed. He opened a portal and they walked through, finding themselves standing outside of their house.

      They faced a new round of greetings as their staff rushed to see them. Cecil and Viv were at the ready, bursting through the back door and hurrying to them. Viv showed no decorum, simply flung herself at Sawyer and clung tightly. Justine followed within minutes, squealing and flinging herself at whichever one of them happened to be closest when she came up for air.

      Cecil hung back, looking over each of them, obviously seeing if there was anything they needed. His gift was amazing, but he simply smiled. Eduard let out another sigh of relief.

      “Viv, I believe they need some time alone to reconnect,” Cecil advised. “I’m sure a few midnight snacks will be in order. They haven’t had your cooking for days.”

      Viv grumbled. “Can’t insult Henry’s grandmother, now can I? But I could have—“

      “Thank you, Viv. We know you would have taken care of us,” Eduard interjected. “It means a lot.”

      She huffed. “I’m going to go bake.”

      Eduard squeezed Draco’s hand again.

      “Upstairs,” Draco said.

      Eduard led the way. He stopped at the bedroom door. Draco stood beside him, his body a steady presence, soothing the still-ragged nerves   that pulsed through Eduard. It helped when they all entered their bedroom, whole and well.

      “Byakko, Pearl, out,” Draco ordered.

      The tiger normally ignored their commands, but this time, he seemed to know better. He huffed and lumbered off of the bed with Pearl following behind. She stopped and sniffed each of them, her black tail wagging happily as they paused to greet her.

      Then Draco closed the door behind them.

      “Eduard, go start the bath.”

      Draco absolutely knew the way to his heart. Eduard hurried to comply, turning on the water in the giant tub before adding his favorite combination of oils. He gathered a stack of his soft, fluffy towels, then lit several candles.

      The darkness soothed his nerves further. By the time Draco walked into the room to check on him, Eduard had begun to feel better. Draco smiled, not the sexy knock your socks off one, but a softer, gentler version of it. “Get in the bath,” Draco said. “We’ll join you.”

      Eduard didn’t need to be asked twice. He flipped on the jets and sank into the bubbling water, eager for his mates to join him.
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      His mates huddled around the room, all of them antsy and wired from the events of the past few days. Andvari couldn’t forget the feeling of the djinn on him, bleeding him dry in more ways than one. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw his failure to protect his mates front and center.

      He checked the windows, verifying that neither the locks nor wards had been tampered with in his absence. He verified the status of the alarms and checked in with the guards by text. Everything was normal. Except it wasn’t.

      Andvari rubbed his hand over the spot on his arm where he’d received the transfusion of blood from his mates. He could feel them all inside him, the gift they’d given. Yet he hadn’t been able to keep up his end of the deal and keep them safe.

      Draco stopped behind him and wrapped his arms around Andvari’s chest. He covered Andvari’s heart with his hand. “Enough.”

      He didn’t argue. It would be pointless.

      “We fight a god. This is a war, not a battle. We lost, but we learned. Think, process, and plan. That is what I need from you. But do that tomorrow, understood? Our mates need you tonight.”

      And he needed them, as well.

      Andvari turned in Draco’s arms. He centered himself, unwilling to let the dark thoughts invade his mind further. He would do as his dragon asked and find answers later.

      Draco tipped his head to the side to reveal a long stretch of his throat before he hooked his hand on the back of Andvari’s neck. “Drink, love.”

      “Draco—“

      “Do not fight me on this.”

      He didn’t want to fight. The urge boiled within him. The transfusion helped but sinking his teeth into his mate and feeding from the source settled him in a deeper, more powerful way. He desperately wanted the connection.

      Andvari struck hard and fast, knowing Draco understood his desperation and didn’t mind the sharp pinch of pain his fangs brought. They pierced Draco’s flesh and a burst of hot, sweet, and oh-so-powerful blood flooded his mouth. He drank greedily, the magic deep inside him growing stronger. He shuddered as his body responded, the ache inside him hungering for more than Draco’s blood. He needed his mates, needed release.

      He backed away slowly, licking over the marks and waiting for them to seal. “Thank you.”

      “For you, always. Now go see to our griffin.”

      Andvari nodded and hurried to the bathroom. He shuddered again at the burst of power Draco’s blood gave him, clinging to the aftereffects long enough to sink into the bath beside Eduard and tug him close. He devoured his sweet mate’s lips before guiding him astride Andvari’s lap.

      Eduard sank onto his cock in desperation, not even giving Andvari a moment to prepare him. He needn’t have worried. Eduard’s entrance was already slick. He’d prepared himself while he waited.

      “Fuck, you feel good,” Andvari groaned.

      “I couldn’t wait. I needed this.”

      Eduard vibrated with a heavy weight of desperation and fear. He needed to be grounded as much as Andvari had moments before. Draco had helped him, given him strength and the promise of what they had together. His duty— no, not his duty. It was his honor to provide this to his mate. Eduard needed him, desperately, and Andvari could think of no other gift to give to his mate who had it all but this. His body. His soul. His everything.

      Andvari grabbed Eduard’s hips and pushed up into him, wrenching control from his griffin and taking it for himself. Eduard gasped and held on, his eyes wild and unfocused.

      Eduard tried to take control back, but Andvari tightened his hold. This wouldn’t be hard and fast. Eduard wasn’t going to come until Andvari was good and ready to let him.

      With a groan of frustration, Eduard dropped his head onto Andvari’s shoulder. “Please.”

      Andvari lifted Eduard and spun him around. He settled him back to chest and reached for Eduard’s cock. He stroked it slowly, driving Eduard to the brink of release before slowing to a stop. Eduard growled and tried to pull away again.

      “Not this time, love. Wait. Wait for me.”

      Eduard settled against his chest again. Andvari kissed his neck before nibbling at one of his favorite spots.

      “You’re going to torture me, aren’t you?”

      Andvari grinned before biting down on Eduard’s neck, pinning him in place. Eduard’s body arched into the touch and his cock jerked.

      “Evil, evil vampire,” Eduard groaned.

      “You aint seen nothing yet.”
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        LOCH

      

      

      Something different was in the air tonight. Loch breathed deeply, wishing he could open one of the windows to let some fresh air inside the room. He felt stifled, trapped. Instead, he tended to his sword, sitting on one of the window seats and drawing a cloth down the long, thin blade. When he’d fallen, someone had attempted to clean his weapon for him. They hadn’t placed it back in its sheath, fortunately, or it would have been ruined. He needed to remember to ask who’d helped, though. Blades weren’t meant to be left unattended.

      He slowly drew the cloth down the metal, checking for any specks left on the blade. Movement caught his eye and he looked up from his task. Pip stood nervously at the entrance, chewing on his lip.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I… can I come sit by you?”

      “Of course.”

      Pip moved closer, his eyes roaming over the blade. He sank down beside Loch and leaned into him. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know. Everything. For snuggling with me earlier, for…” Pip paused and sucked in a breath. “For fighting so many of those djinn things. I watched you. I saw how good you really are. I mean, yeah, it’s a sexy weapon, you know? Duh, of course it is, but it’s more than that. It’s part of you. So it’s not just sexy, it’s deadly. I’m sorry. I’m just a little freaked out still. I’m not making any sense.”

      His young mate had never been to battle, had never seen anything like what they’d experienced what felt like yesterday. Even though days had passed, for them it was still fresh. Only moments before in their memories.

      “I am, as you say, freaked out as well.”

      Pip made a face.

      “You doubt me?” Loch asked.

      “You’re brave.”

      “As are you.”

      Pip scoffed. “I didn’t do anything but stand there and try not to crap my pants.”

      “But you stood there, unarmed, with no training. You held your position at our mate’s back where he needed you. Who is bravest between us? I, who have faced more foes than days you’ve been alive, or you, who faced all of that for the first time without running?”

      Pip shrugged.

      “No. There is no question. You showed your courage to us. Do not question it. I will not allow it.”

      Pip rolled his head to the side and looked up at Loch. “How can you stop me?”

      Loch scowled at him but the twinkle in Pip’s eye had him dropping the expression. “Is this innuendo?”

      “Yes, Loch. It is.”

      “Oh, good. Then yes, I can think of something to stop you. My cock is fierce.”

      Pip grinned. “You’re cute. I like you.”

      Loch smiled back. “Good. Now let me sheath my sword.”

      “Uh, I could use a little prep work first, not gonna lie.”

      “Pardon?” Loch asked. He grabbed his sheath and carefully replaced the sword in it.

      “Oh. You weren’t talking innuendo that time. This whole sword thing is confusing. How about this: fuck me, Loch. But lube me up first.”

      Loch grabbed Pip and lifted him up easily, grinning when Pip’s legs wrapped around his waist. “I will take care of you. I know how to wield the weapon in my sheath and the one between my legs with equal measure.”

      Pip trembled and his cock rose to press against Loch’s stomach. “That’s so hot. Why are you so hot?”

      “Come, let’s—“

      Pip shuddered, tightening in his hold. A wet patch formed between them. “Oops? In my defense you said come and I—“

      Loch tangled his hand in Pip’s hair and guided his mouth closer. “You’re the hot one. I’m going to devour you.”

      Pip trembled again as Loch carried him through to the bathroom. He sat Pip down only long enough to strip them both then he joined Andvari and Eduard in the tub.

      “Is that? Did he?” Eduard groaned as Andvari slowly teased his cock.

      “He did,” Loch said as he sank into the water. Pip blushed and lowered his gaze.

      “So damn hot,” Eduard murmured. “I want to taste.”

      Loch wanted to see that, too, so he lifted Pip once more and carried him closer. Pip groaned when Eduard nipped at his belly. Andvari looked up at Loch and grinned.

      It didn’t take long for Pip’s cock to start thickening once more. Loch took some of the oil Andvari offered and began teasing Pip’s hole while Eduard nipped and sucked all across his stomach.

      Andvari gestured to him as he lifted Eduard and positioned him over Andvari’s cock. Loch prodded his way between Pip’s legs and teased his hole. They drove forward at the same time. Loch couldn’t tear his eyes away from the beautiful sight in front of him. Eduard grabbed Pip’s hips and clung onto him, holding him steady for Loch’s powerful thrusts.

      They each made the most exquisite sounds, crying out as Andvari and Loch drove into them in turn. Loch hadn’t realized how much he’d needed this until he was surrounded by his mates, their pleasure-filled cries pushing him closer to the edge of release. Pip tightened around him, squeezing his cock as he chased his second orgasm of the night. Loch continued to plow into him, the frantic sounds of their coupling echoing through the bathroom. It heightened all of his senses, from the feel of the steamy water splashing against his legs, to the dim light from the candles, casting shadows over glistening skin.

      “Looks like someone started without us,” Henry gasped from behind him. Loch glanced over his shoulder and found both Saeward and Henry enjoying the view.

      Loch held out his hand, beckoning them both closer. His mates were only too happy to comply.
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        SAEWARD

      

      

      The bubbling water which held his mates called to him. Saeward stripped off his clothes before tugging Henry’s off as well. His mates’ groans echoed in his ears, creating a fury of need inside him.

      Sexual energy poured off of his mates. The water captured the emotion and fed it to him the moment he stepped into the tub. He clutched Henry to him, shuddering as his body responded to the call of his mates. They needed, a desperate longing, and Ward knew too well how they felt.

      “Ward?” Henry asked softly. “You okay?”

      He didn’t know how to answer. No, he wasn’t okay, and yet, being here with his mates, Ward knew he would be. “I will be.”

      Henry leaned back into him and pulled Ward’s arms around his chest. It always surprised him how much smaller Henry was in his arms. He had such a big personality that it was easy to forget that when they stood like this, Ward was easily a foot taller than Henry. He may be small, but his strength wasn’t. Henry’s power rolled through him, joining the others. His magic bubbled and danced in the water.

      Ward didn’t know if Henry even realized what he’d done, but his other mates surely did. Then again, they were so wrapped up in each other, they probably only sensed more passion, more pleasure.

      “I wanna touch,” Henry said softly. “But where to begin?”

      Ward could think of about twenty places. The water sparkled in the dim candlelight. Pip rolled his head back on Loch’s shoulder as their fae warrior continued thrusting lazily inside him. Pip’s cock stood out in front of him, hard and proud and eager.

      With a gentle push, Ward guided Henry to them, passing him into Pip’s greedy clutches. Seconds later, Pip and Henry had fallen into a passionate kiss.

      Ward turned his attention to Eduard and Andvari. Eduard reached out to him, and he slid closer. Eduard ran his hands over Ward’s chest and belly, then gripped his cock in his hands. “Fuck. I always forget how big you are.”

      Eduard sucked the tip into his mouth, laving his slit with his tongue.

      “Fuck,” Ward groaned. “Eduard.”

      He couldn’t look away from Eduard’s lips stretched tight around him. His pretty griffin went to town on his cock, sucking him deep, matching the rhythm set by Andvari as he pushed into Eduard’s ass.

      Ward tore his attention away from Eduard’s magical mouth to look at Andvari. Ward definitely wasn’t the only one affected by the magic in the air. No, Andvari’s dilated eyes and panting breath revealed his own response to the level of desire in the room.

      Seeing his mates so eager and wanting ratcheted Ward’s desire up to a fever pitch. He reached for Eduard’s head and guided him deeper onto his cock. Eduard’s throat gripped him tightly as he swallowed, stretching wide to accommodate his girth.

      With a shudder, Ward pulled away and let Eduard catch his breath. His eyes watered and he sucked in deep gulps of air. Ward ran his finger over one of his reddened lips, capturing a little of the saliva which has slipped from his mouth. He tasted it, the essence of both of them in the burst of flavor.

      Ward trembled again and it was Andvari’s time to respond. “Switch with me,” Andvari ordered.

      Ward sank down on the seat beside Andvari and had a lapful of Eduard seconds later. He positioned his cock and Eduard sank down onto it, throwing back his head and groaning as his hole stretched wide. Andvari supported Eduard’s body as he arched back, sinking all the way down to the base of Ward’s cock with a final throaty moan.

      “Think he can take us both?” Andvari rumbled.

      Eduard shivered. More desire bubbled into the water. Their griffin wanted, no needed, to be claimed.

      Other groans sounded from the trio beside them. Pip panted, clinging to Henry at his front as Loch continued to tease him mercilessly from behind.

      “I don’t know about Eduard, but I’m certainly willing to try,” Pip added.

      “Oh fuck yes,” Henry said.

      Andvari gestured to the empty seat where he’d been moments before, and Henry sank down onto it. Loch slid his cock from Pip’s body and guided him forward onto Henry’s lap.

      When both of their mates were arranged the way Andvari wanted, he and Loch took their positions behind them. “Easy,” Andvari warned.

      Loch nodded and crouched behind Pip. Saeward trembled when Andvari did the same behind Eduard.

      Time stopped as the water bubbled with eager desire. They hungered for each other, for a deep connection. Henry reached for Saeward’s hand and clung tightly as both Loch and Andvari pressed into their mates gently, stretching them wide and leaving both Pip and Eduard gasping.

      “This is what you’ve been missing,” Draco said softly from the door. “Are you ready to join us now?”

      Saeward and his mates turned to the door. Dakota stared at them, breathing heavy and shaking with suppressed need.

      “I’m ready,” Dakota panted. “Make me yours.”
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      His mates slowly disappeared into the bathroom. From the sounds coming from the other room, Dakota had no doubt what they were doing. His heart raced.

      This wasn’t how he’d pictured his life. He’d always considered himself a loner, not meant for any mate at all, much less eight. No, he’d always thought he would end up alone. His priority was keeping his siblings safe. That didn’t involve bringing any strangers into their midst.

      But now… everything had changed. Dakota’s skin itched with the need to be touched. Only Sawyer and Draco remained in the room. Waiting. Watching. The decision was his.

      All he had to do was say the words.

      “Sawyer,” Draco said, his voice deep and throaty. “Go to your mate.”

      That bossy, demanding tone should have turned him off. Dakota was beta to no one. He was an alpha, through and through. And yet…

      Sawyer moved closer, slowly and cautiously, treating Dakota like a skittish horse, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. He wasn’t wrong. As much as Dakota wanted this, he wasn’t sure he could handle what was about to happen.

      He didn’t understand where the fear came from, but he was so, so afraid. Sawyer slowly reached out and touched his hand. Dakota clung onto it.

      “Whatever you want,” Sawyer whispered. “Whatever you need.”

      “I need you,” Dakota confessed.

      Hunger built, deep in his soul. Dakota finally tore down the last of the wall protecting him and pulled Sawyer closer. He kissed him with all of the pent-up passion he’d carried inside for so long. Sawyer answered the call eagerly, clinging to him, opening to his questing tongue, and swallowing each of his needy groans.

      He explored Sawyer’s body, his hands seeking skin, tracing up Sawyer’s back before sliding down and over his ass. He squeezed, wanting desperately to feel all of Sawyer against him.

      That would require moving, though, and at the moment, Dakota didn’t want to. He clutched Sawyer closer, teasing and tasting, learning every nuance of what was now his.

      And there was no denying that Sawyer belonged to him. They all did. Dakota gasped at the thought, finally tearing his mouth away from Sawyer’s, trying to find air but wanting to dive in for more.

      “Holy crap,” Sawyer gasped. He clung onto Dakota’s shirt then dropped his forehead onto Dakota’s chest.

      Dakota loved feeling the reactions he had on his mate. He stroked his hand down Sawyer’s side. Sawyer trembled again. “The things I want to do to you.”

      Sawyer clutched him tighter before looking up. “What’s stopping you?”

      “Good question.”

      “I’d like to know the answer as well,” Draco said. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited, his eyes locked onto Dakota’s. Challenging, demanding, and almost daring. The alpha in him twitched. And Draco knew it. Like with the others, Draco knew what he desired. Dakota wondered if all dragons instinctively understood what their mates needed. He didn’t want to be under anyone. Not in a sexual way. No, if his mates desired him in that way, he would. But he liked being in control. In charge. Making decisions. And that role was currently filled by Draco.

      Was there room for both of them at the top? Could there be two alphas in their pack of mates? Draco continued to stare at him, an age-old, alpha-to-alpha method of communication. Neither of them would break. And neither of them had to.

      “Follow me,” Draco said. His voice deep and commanding but not ordering. Offering.

      Dakota nodded. “Anywhere.”

      And for the first time, Dakota understood what his place in the pack could be. Shoulder to shoulder with his mates, all of them equal. They all circled around Sawyer. He was their chosen; he’d brought them all together. Draco led; it was his nature and Dakota found that he didn’t mind. The final shackles around his heart broke free. He tugged Sawyer against his side and followed Draco into the bathroom.

      “This is what you’ve been missing,” Draco said, watching the rest of their mates with eager anticipation. “Are you ready to join us now?”

      Saeward and his mates turned to look at them. Dakota stared at them, breathing heavy and shaking with suppressed need.

      “I’m ready,” Dakota panted. “Make me yours.”

      Sawyer wasted no time. He began to strip, tossing his shirt off and reaching for Dakota’s with greedy hands. Dakota helped him remove it and let his mate touch him, explore his chest and stomach with teasing touches before stilling his hands. “Get in the tub,” Dakota growled.

      Sawyer shivered but nodded. He darted for the tub, sliding in beside their other mates, receiving kisses and touches as they continued their lovemaking. Their eyes drifted over to him, though, waiting and wanting.

      Draco stepped up beside him, so close their shoulders brushed together. “Let go of your fear, Dakota. It is time.”

      Without another word, Draco pushed down his pants and climbed into the tub with their mates. Seconds later, Dakota joined him. Draco’s wicked grin heightened his arousal. His cock already stood at attention. Draco moved Sawyer away from the others and pulled him into a kiss. Dakota stepped behind them, wrapping his arms around them both. Sawyer whimpered and pushed his ass back into Dakota’s cock.

      Draco broke away from the kiss and grinned again. “Get the oil.”

      “Oh fuck, yes, please. Get the oil, Dakota.” Sawyer’s demands were silenced by Draco’s lips. Dakota found the oil by the edge of the tub and grabbed it. The groans coming from his mates captured his attention. Both Pip and Eduard writhed in between their mates. Dakota swallowed hard as arousal flooded his body.

      “Dakota!” Sawyer turned around and waved his hand. “Focus!”

      Draco snickered and tugged Sawyer against him. Dakota turned and poured some of the oil into his hand. “Is he always this bossy?”

      “Depends on how desperate he is,” Draco replied. “Right now, he’s pretty desperate.”

      “And he’s right here,” Sawyer complained. “And he wants Dakota’s fingers in his ass quickly followed by Dakota’s cock. Is that too much to ask? Is it? Tell me. Is it really too much to ask?”

      Dakota shut him up by putting his finger in Sawyer’s ass. He wrapped his other hand around Sawyer’s throat and held him steady. “Are you rushing me?”

      Sawyer trembled. Dakota stroked his finger in, slicking Sawyer’s hole, then added another.

      “N-no. Y-yes.”

      “Which is it, Sawyer?”

      “Damn it, Dakota. I’m rushing, okay? I want you and I’ve wanted you for what feels like forever and… don’t make me wait anymore. Please.”

      Another time, Dakota would have made him wait. But the same pull of desperation filled him and he didn’t want to wait either. He added oil to his cock and bent Sawyer over so he rested his hands on Draco’s shoulders.

      Draco reached around and grabbed Sawyer’s ass, pulling it open and revealing his glistening hole. Sawyer whimpered. Dakota moved forward and pushed his cock into Sawyer.

      “Oh fuck. That’s so good. Fuck me.”

      He met Draco’s gaze above Sawyer’s head and began to move. The dragon nodded his approval. The fire in Draco’s eyes added to the inferno already inside Dakota. He thrust harder, Sawyer’s desperate pleas urging him to go faster and harder.

      They reached a fever pitch faster than Dakota wanted. He jerked Sawyer up and against him, pounding those last few times into his ass, spurting his seed deep into him. Sawyer continued to hold onto him, squeezing around him as the last of the pulses from his cock finished.

      His knees wobbled and he gently guided Sawyer forward into Draco’s waiting arms.

      “No fair,” Pip whined. “I wanted to be the filling in that sandwich, too.”

      Dakota grinned and reached for Pip’s face. He kissed him quickly, deeply, before pulling back. “Give me a minute. I’m just warming up.”

      Pip shuddered and Henry groaned. He didn’t need to glance down to know that both of them came from his words alone. Loch fucked into Pip a few final times before coming as well. Dakota held the fae up when he leaned into Dakota’s chest with a sigh.

      More groans sounded beside him. Draco had taken the opportunity to pull Sawyer into his lap and had buried his cock in Sawyer’s ass. Sawyer moved up and down on him, chasing the release Dakota had started building.

      On the other side, Eduard cried out as Andvari stroked his cock and drove him to completion. Saeward had his eyes closed and his head thrown back. Dakota had never seen such a blissed-out expression on his face.

      Energy surged around them, almost visible in the steamy air. Dakota ran his hands over Loch’s chest and muscled abs. He couldn’t wait to explore the rest of them.
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        DRACO

      

      

      Nothing made Draco happier than knowing all of his mates were sated. Sawyer was the last to find his pleasure and lay panting against Draco’s chest, with Draco’s hard cock still pressed inside him. His dragon purred with contentment.

      Dakota seemed stunned at the intensity of feelings between them. He held Loch against him but continued to look Draco’s way. Soon he would not doubt his place with them, but it would take time. Draco stood and carried Sawyer out of the tub, his mate grumbling unhappily as they left the warmth of the tub. Draco grabbed a towel and rubbed Sawyer dry before leading him into the bedroom.

      Sawyer flopped down on the bed with a sigh. “Stay,” Draco ordered.

      “Ugh,” Sawyer groaned. “Does that mean caveman!Draco is back?”

      Draco grunted instead of replying. Everything had finally come together for them. Dakota had joined them, and Draco couldn’t wait to see him with the rest of their mates. Soon.

      Back in the bathroom, Draco guided Saeward to his feet and dried him. Pip next, although his sweet young mate batted at his hands and tried to crawl into his arms. Draco growled at him. Pip pouted. Draco growled again and scooped him up.

      “Draco, I’m not done yet. I want to—“

      Draco kissed him to shut him up and carried him into the bedroom. Saeward followed behind and curled up behind Sawyer on the bed with a yawn. Draco put Pip on Sawyer’s other side, leaving him moaning and gasping for breath after their lips parted.

      “Meanie,” Pip said. He turned around and wiggled his butt at Draco temptingly.

      Draco could only resist so much. He pounced onto the bed and covered Pip’s body with his own. He pressed him into the mattress with a growl. “Be good.”

      “I’d really rather be bad.”

      Draco nipped a spot on Pip’s neck, drawing a groan from his mate. He tucked his awakening cock into the crease of Pip’s ass and pushed gently. “You’re going to be sore.”

      “Probably,” Pip moaned.

      “Need a hand?” Dakota offered from behind him.

      He had Eduard in his arms, their griffin grinning but half-asleep and clearly very well-fucked. “Yes,” Draco said.

      He rolled to the side, much to Pip’s displeasure from the sound of his whimper, and helped Dakota get Eduard settled on the bed. Andvari leaned in and kissed Draco quickly. “You need some help with that?”

      Andvari glanced down at Draco’s cock, and then back up to his face.

      “I’m good. Rest.”

      “But—“

      “I’ll take care of him,” Dakota said.

      It was Draco’s turn to tremble at the promise he read in Dakota’s steely gaze. Andvari winked at him before reaching over and turning off the light. Half their mates were already asleep. The other half dozed as they wiggled around and got comfortable.

      Dakota waited then climbed onto the bed beside him. Around them, their mates settled into sleep, exhaustion catching up with them all. Draco felt it as well, tugging at his bones. In his own bed, surrounded by his mates, he wanted nothing more than to curl up with them and keep them safe as they slept.

      Minutes passed. Golden yellow eyes locked onto his own. Not in a challenge. No, Dakota sought answers.

      “How are you so sure I belong?” Dakota finally whispered into the darkness.

      “Because you’re mine.”

      “That’s not… Draco.”

      “My dragon does not lie. He knows our mates. Just as your lynx knows. Listen to him. What does he say?”

      Dakota didn’t need to ask. He knew. His lynx had led him here, made him hover in the woods, watching over their mates until he’d had no choice but to intervene to save Sawyer. His lynx had stood by and waited for him to figure out his emotions, to understand why he fought so hard against what was meant to be theirs.

      He curled over Draco and settled on top of him. “You know the answer to that.”

      “Of course.”

      “Is it that simple for you?”

      Draco reached up and ran his hands over Dakota’s arms. “It wasn’t. I pushed Sawyer away for so long because I feared what I would have to do. All that wasted time when he could have been mine. Fate brought us together. We choose what to make of it. So I ask you, Dakota. Have you chosen?”

      “Yes.”

      Draco tugged Dakota’s arms and pulled him down. Dakota kissed him, finally, after waiting so long. Draco reached between them, grabbing both of their cocks in his hand, stroking them both hard and fast. Dakota pushed into him, desperate and so hungry for what they had to offer. They were both so wound up from earlier that it didn’t take long. Finally, Draco found his release in the arms of his newest mate and his dragon wanted to howl in victory.

      Dakota followed, spurting his release across Draco’s chest and then collapsing further onto him. “Fucking hell.”

      “We need to work on your stamina.”

      Dakota raised his head and growled, his eyes glowing yellow. Draco grinned and pulled him back down. “What do you say? I’m willing to practice if you are?”
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      It only took a moment for Sawyer to realize he was off on another dream quest. He’d learned the last time it happened not to trust them, though, so he was immediately on guard. He didn’t recognize his surroundings at all. He appeared to be at the base of a mountain. Suspiciously creepy stone steps led the way up as far as the eye could see.

      “Oh hell no,” Sawyer grumbled. “I am not going up there. Nope. Not happening. I’ve seen that movie. It doesn’t end well.”

      The ground beneath him rumbled ominously.

      “No. Not without my mates. And maybe a hellhound or two. And possibly a dozen vampires, and a few dragons. Yep. That ought to be enough. Oh, and my armor. Definitely need my dragon armor.”

      Thunder boomed in the distance, and then it started to rain. Big fat drops of icy cold water hammered against him.

      “Seriously?”

      The ground rumbled again.

      “Fine. But if I die, you’re dealing with my mates. And trust me, they are going to be pissed. We’ve been through enough shit lately that this is just one more heaping pile of crap on top of the pile.” He climbed the first dozen or so steps while he ranted. “No escalator? Come on. If you’re going to make me march to my death, you could at least make it a day when my muscles aren’t already protesting. Do you have any idea what it takes to keep eight mates satisfied? I am proud to say I do. Finally. Officially. Besides, who wants to actually do cardio when their life is on the line?”

      The rain lightened, the only concession to his demands.

      “This is ridiculous. I’ve clearly lost what was left of my mind. Not only am I dreaming totally horror movie worthy dreams, but I’m making myself climb to my doom for good measure while talking to myself and getting answers from the weather. Look up glutton for punishment in the dictionary and you know what you’ll find? My picture, that’s what. Then it’ll say ‘see also, idiot, moron, and probably mateless wonder’ because if my mates found out I willingly walked to my doom like this, they’d probably leave me.” Sawyer stopped climbing, horrified at the thought.

      The ground rumbled once more. Sawyer wasn’t sure how he could understand intent from rumbles, but he knew this one was a threat.

      “Fine. I’m coming. Dammit. Draco, if you could somehow wake up and magically transport yourself here, that’d be great. No? Henry? Maybe listen to the breeze or something? Come and find me? Dakota? Use that mysterious can’t be locked up power? No? Anyone?”

      Sawyer knew he was being ridiculous, even as he marched up the steps to what was probably-most-definitely his doom. By the time he reached the top, he was a sweaty, gasping mess. The rain from earlier made him damp and chilled as well.

      “Please just make this quick. Put me out of my misery.”

      The ground rumbled once more and an opening appeared against the side of the mountain. Lights flickered from the inside.

      “Perfect. Cave of doom on top of mountain of doom. Let’s just keep the cliches coming. That’s awesome.”

      Thunder rumbled again, threatening him once more. “Jerkface. I have powers, you know. I’m not entirely sure how to use them, but I’ve got them. So don’t mess with me.”

      Fluffy bunnies were scarier than Sawyer at the moment, and whatever controlled his dreamscape knew it. With another sigh, Sawyer marched toward the opening, hoping for maybe a nice fluffy blanket, or one of those air dryer things he’d seen at a theme park one time, so he could at least not have to worry about catching a cold. Draco would be really cranky if he got the sniffles.

      The thought brought a smile to his face even as the narrow opening of the cave slid wider to reveal a large chamber. Ten hooded figures stood in a semicircle in front of a large metal pedestal where a bowl of flames perched. “Well isn’t this just B-grade movie fodder. I’m getting really good at this stuff. First it was Greek temples, now this. What’ll it be next?”

      One of the figures moved and a large, gleaming, metal staff formed in his hand. He tapped it onto the ground, and the sound echoed through the cave. Sawyer winced and covered his ears, but the echoes didn’t stop. His head pounded, and he dropped to his knees as the pain began to pulse through his body.

      “Know your place, young one.”

      The pain receded as the echoes faded. His heart rate skyrocketed. “Wait. You mean, my place is on my knees? Dude, I have eight mates. I knew that already.”

      The staff thudded against the ground again, and Sawyer wished he’d learned how to keep his big, fat, mouth shut. These guys clearly didn’t think he was funny. He didn’t think he was all that funny either.

      “Sorry.”

      Creepy staff guy didn’t seem to accept his apology.

      “Eight mates,” one of the others sneered. “A new record.”

      Sawyer turned toward the new voice but couldn’t see anything beneath the creepy cloak thing. “Eight is enough.”

      Cloak guy scoffed. “You know nothing.”

      “I never claimed to know anything. Speaking of which, hi. I’m Sawyer. What’s your name? Or better yet, what the hell am I doing here?”

      Cloak guy turned to staff guy. “He knows nothing.”

      “Yep, we covered that already. Silly human has no knowledge and limited memories. It’s a thing. Surprise!”

      “Is it broken?” Another creepy cloak guy decided to chime in.

      “Definitely broken,” Sawyer said. “You can send me home now where I will receive the healing powers of my mates. It’ll be awesome. Then we can all come back together for this conversation, thanks.”

      Creepy cloak guy lowered his hood, and Sawyer blinked. The others followed, each revealing… well, his mates were all hot, but these guys? Whoa. A whole new level of hotness. But in a creepy way. Not a sexy way. No way did he think these guys were sexy. Exactly. Mostly. Possibly a little sexy in a really… creepy way? Sawyer realized that his brain was broken.

      “He is definitely one of us.”

      “Uh, I hate to argue, but I don’t think I am. Look—“ Sawyer gestured dramatically up and down his body— “no creepy cloak in sight, and, you know, not to state the obvious, but I definitely do not look like you. I mean, welcome to cave of doom, population hot creepy hooded robe guys, am I right?”

      “He uses humor as a defense.”

      “Yes, he does. And he’s super nervous because this is really freaky,” Sawyer yelled. “Can someone please stop being all…” Sawyer paused and waved his hand around… “whatever this is and tell me what’s going on here?”

      “You are being judged.” Creepy staff guy lowered his hood, too. He looked slightly older than the others, but just as hot. “We are the Dactyls, and our magic is in danger of being lost forever. We have decided to take it back.”

      It took Sawyer a second to process through his memory banks. All that research had actually paid off after all. “Holy crap. You’re… whoa.” The Dactyls were the old gods of metal, ten brothers formed out of the hands of fate herself. They were the OG of metal gods. “How…why….when…what?”

      “Broken.” Dactyl Two, formerly known as Creepy Cloak Guy, definitely had opinions on the matter.

      “I am broken,” Sawyer said. “But honestly, shit went down and I don’t remember because apparently, I thought this was going to be some big quest or something and I needed to be ‘pure’ to do it. Which is actual bullshit because I think I’m way too selfish for that to be honest and really just wanted my mates. But honestly, it’s either selfish or pure. Well, pure in mind, because as you so kindly pointed out, eight mates. I’m definitely not pure in body. Not any more.”

      Staff Wielding Dactyl cocked his head to the side and frowned. “You have given up. That is why we were called.”

      “Not true.”

      He raised the staff again, and Sawyer winced. But this time he didn’t bang it on the ground and make the terrible gonging noise that made Sawyer’s head try to explode. He held it out and pointed it at Sawyer’s head.

      “Then what is your truth.”

      Sawyer sighed. He didn’t want to speak his truth. It meant saying things out loud, putting thoughts into the air that he’d rather not even think about much less say.

      “Speak, young one.” The staff banged again and Sawyer’s ears throbbed with an ache so intense he doubled over. It continued until he finally gave up and spoke.

      “I don’t want to kill my brother, okay? I mean, look, I get it. He’s a piece of crap who keeps trying to kill the Mother and steal her powers. And he hurts kids, and he hurt my brother, and he’s tried to kill me and my mates multiple times, and just… he’s a bad guy. I get it. So totally get it. But I don’t want to kill him. But that’s what I have to do and… I don’t want to kill him.”

      The Dactyls closed in on him, surrounding him by their presence. He’d never felt so small in his life. “You must end this, young one. Our magic depends on it. We cannot allow this folly to continue. It is time.”

      “I know. And I’ll do it, okay? We’re making the big evil plan and I’ll… do what needs to be done. Just… do I have to kill him? Isn’t there another way? He won’t stop and… please. Help me find another way.”

      “You are not a death bringer,” Staff Wielding Dactyl said.

      “I know. My sisters pointed out the same thing, okay? I’ll do what I have to do. I just don’t want to do it, and I keep thinking that there has to be another way. I mean, if the answer was just killing him, why didn’t I figure out a way to do it that way forever ago? Why did I try to take his magic? Why did I hide mine? What was my endgame? And why the hell did I erase my memories of it? I mean, was old me like this, too? Afraid all the time? Did he feel weak and scared like this? Did he know what putting his mates, family, and friends at risk felt like? Was he hoping that taking away the memories would change that? Or was he just a selfish jackass who wanted his mates to himself for a while because he knew he’d never have a chance to live a life with them and he wanted these fleeting moments. There hasn’t been enough time. I need more time with them.”

      A large hand on his shoulder stopped Sawyer’s rant before he could continue.

      “No,” Dactyl guy three said.

      “No?”

      “What is the human expression? There is more than one way to kill a cat.”

      “Skin.”

      “Pardon?”

      “We say more than one way to skin a cat. But also gross. And also what other way is there? I tried taking his power, it didn’t work.”

      The Dactyls circled around him. Their power fluctuated, pulses forming throughout the cavern. The echoes built again, but this time, they weren’t bursting his eardrums. His heart began to beat at the same rhythm, fast thumps that built until he had to put his hand on his chest.

      “Balance must be restored,” Head Dactyl said. “You must do what needs to be done. Or we will do it for you.”

      Sawyer didn’t need to be told what would happen to him if they had to intervene. The pounding in his heart and ears made his future very clear on the matter. They would destroy him and take back their control over metal. Sawyer couldn’t say he’d blame them if they did.

      “Ow!”

      Staff guy had whacked him in the head.

      “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You created this mess, young one. You must resolve it.”

      Sawyer nodded. “I know. I have to give them up, don’t I?”

      “Gods do not reside in the human realm.”

      And that was confirmation enough. His mates weren’t gods, so they couldn’t reside in the god realm. And he couldn’t reside with them, either. Nights like he’d just had wouldn’t be possible again.

      “And what exactly am I supposed to do with the air magic that is now intermingled with mine? You know, since you guys seem to have all the answers.”

      Ever the smart ass, Sawyer braced for another thwack on the head. The Dactyls didn’t disappoint. But instead of a head, he got the echoing in his ears that dropped him to his knees. “Dammit.”

      “You have no respect for what you are, for the power you hold. You disrespect all that have come before you with this insolence.”

      And what would Mama Thea say about that? He remembered her voice, telling him to be respectful until a person had done something to not deserve it anymore. They were right, he’d been a snarly, sarcastic ass since he’d stomped his way up the creepy stone steps.

      These elders could actually have some answers. And he was acting like a jerk.

      “I’m sorry,” Sawyer said. “I’m afraid. And when I’m scared, I act like an asshole. I shouldn’t take this out on you.”

      “You fear losing your mates,” the Dactyl leader said. “I wouldn’t take kindly to that thought either. But young one, there is more at stake here than you.”

      “I know.”

      “Go now. Finish this, Sawyer, or we will finish it for you. The time is now.”

      He woke up back in bed with his mates, but from the light coming through the windows, he knew time had done that funny thing again where it passed too fast. He groaned and moved to the side of the mattress, realizing that most of his mates were actually out of bed. Pip lay sprawled across the mattress, a very happy smile on his face. Saeward lay beside him, touching Pip’s smooth back as he slept.

      “You okay?” Ward asked.

      “Yeah. Just weird dreams again.”

      “You need to talk about it?”

      “Nah. I need some breakfast. The others downstairs?”

      “Yeah. Draco and Cecil went to do something, but Draco said they wouldn’t be gone long.”

      The time is now.

      The Dactyl’s words echoed through his head. Sawyer went to the kitchen and found Viv bustling around, chopping vegetables and singing some 80s power ballad under her breath. He stepped outside, breathing in the crisp morning air.

      Multiple vampire guards paced the edges of the wards. Andvari had no doubt doubled, if not tripled, their security.

      The time is now.

      Sawyer looked to the sky. If he didn’t rip this bandaid off now, he’d never be able to do it. If he looked at his mates again, he’d want to stay with them forever. Maybe it would be best if he just— Movement in the trees caught his eye. A familiar form moved slowly toward him.

      “Cecil!”

      Sawyer screamed the moment he caught sight of his friend. Blood dripped from a gaping wound in his stomach. He had his hand pressed to it, but stuff oozed out that…

      Cecil stumbled, but Sawyer managed to reach his side and catch Cecil before he fell. He eased him to the ground, terrified at how pale Cecil had grown. He didn’t know what to do. “Call the hellhounds! Get someone here! Henry, call your dad! Have them get ready!”

      “Sawyer,” Cecil gasped. “I have a—“ A rasping cough broke him off, a deep rattle that caused more blood to pulse from the wound in his stomach. Sawyer tore off his shirt and tried to add enough pressure to stop the flow. “Sawyer, he has Draco.”

      Time stopped. Everything stilled. Then the ground began to rumble. “What?”

      “He has—“ Another rasping cough. Cecil wasn’t going to make it to the Jerrick’s clinic in time. He couldn’t lose Cecil. Not after all this time. He had to do something.

      “Cecil, what do you need?”

      Sawyer hoped Cecil’s magic would provide the answers they needed because Sawyer had no clue what to do.

      Cecil’s eyes glazed and started to drift closed. Sawyer pressed harder at the wound, and Cecil’s eyes opened on a gasp of pain.

      “Tell me what you need! Tell me!”

      Cecil glanced at Sawyer and the smile he gave him broke Sawyer’s heart. Tears pricked at his eyes.

      “Tell me, dammit. Tell me!”

      “I need my mate,” Cecil gasped. His eyes fluttered closed.

      Cecil had a mate? He didn’t know. How had he not known? Where was this mate? And how the hell could Sawyer find— “Byakko! NOW!”

      In a blur of magic, the white tiger appeared at his side. “Take us to Cecil’s mate. Hurry.”

      “Sawyer, wait!” Andvari rushed to his side, but Sawyer glared sharply at him.

      “My brother has Draco. Use whatever resources we have to find him. Do you understand me? Whatever it takes. This has to end.”

      Andvari nodded. “We will find him.”

      “Byakko, now. We’re out of time.”

      Bright white light surrounded them. They reappeared at the base of the steps he’d dreamed of not so long ago. “Oh fuck my life.” He glanced at Byakko. “Seriously?”

      Byakko glanced to the miles of steps.

      “Go on ahead. Maybe if they see a huge white ass glowing tiger they’ll come running. Fuck.”

      Sawyer lifted Cecil in his arms, terrified that they would be too late. The ground around him rumbled. He imagined his arms as strong as steel, giving them the strength they needed to carry his oldest friend up the steep slope. Byakko was a mere flash of white against the dark steps, using his supernatural speed to rush ahead.

      He began the lumbering task of carrying Cecil, all the while whispering comforting words to him. He would not lose Cecil. He couldn’t. That wasn’t how this was going to go down. He heard a roar from above and the ground rumbled once more. Sawyer’s power surged. It spoke to him in a way it never had before. He stopped walking.

      Metal.

      He called to it, forming a platform on the next step. He climbed on and closed his eyes, willing the metal to carry him safely to the top. Wind brushed his face as he concentrated, but he focused on Cecil’s pale form. They reached the top quickly and one of the Dactyls came rushing out. He threw off the hood of his cloak. “Sissylt.”

      “You are his mate?”

      He got a glare that spoke volumes.

      “He said he needed you.”

      “Give him to me.”

      Sawyer hesitated for only a second before passing his friend into his mate’s arms.

      “What happened?”

      “Palinourous.”

      “Enough, Sawyer. You refused to end this, so we will.”

      “He has one of my mates.”

      The Dactyl raised its silver eyes to him. “Finish it.”

      “I will.”

      “Leave Sissylt to me.”

      “He’ll be…okay?”

      “Blood contains metal, Sawyer. We can control its flow. Control the flow, for your sake, and the sake of your mates Sawyer.”

      “It ends now,” Sawyer vowed.

      He couldn’t afford to wait any longer.
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      Draco’s arms and legs were magically bound, his legs spread wide to prevent him from kicking and his arms held out to his sides and over his head. His head throbbed, a deep pounding sort of ache that couldn’t mean anything good. Draco tested the weight holding his wrist in place and found he couldn’t move at all.

      It panicked him for a moment. Not so much for his own safety, but because he wouldn’t be there for his mates. How could he have been so stupid? He’d have lost his mind if one of his mates had left the security of the wards for something so… silly. But his mates had all been together at last, the bonds between them bright and strong. Everything he’d ever wanted. He needed to provide for them. It was his way.

      Cecil had driven him to the farmer’s market. He remembered the drive and the feralness that sometimes overtook him after he’d claimed his mates hovering at the edge of his consciousness. He wanted to choose something special for each of them to eat, not have it provided. He was the provider, especially after such a special moment for all of them.

      Things got fuzzy after that. Honestly, things were still fuzzy. Draco blinked, trying to regain focus, but his dragon paced inside him, trapped and angry. Separated from his mates. Not good.

      “Ahh, he’s finally awake.”

      Draco opened his eyes reluctantly and wasn’t surprised at all to see Palinourous smiling at him. They were in a small wooded area with nothing but trees as far as the eye could see. Draco’s arms were bound to two of their thick trunks using a combination of elder wood and something… drippy. Draco didn’t really want to analyze it further. He could feel the magic oozing from his bindings. It told him what he needed to know. He was trapped, for the moment.

      “What do you want?” Draco tried to keep his dragon from snarling the words but couldn’t quite succeed.

      “I think you know what I want, Draco. I want my magic. And you’re going to make sure I get it.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “No?”

      Palinourous crouched next to a small leather bag and opened it up. He lifted out a velvet wrapped object. He smiled and Draco had to bite back a burst of fear. The item turned out to be a particularly nasty looking barb.

      “Manticore,” Palinourous explained, holding up the object with pride. “A shame I lost the specimen attached to it. It had potential.”

      “Yeah, some poor kid you tortured and mutilated,” Draco snarled. “Such a shame.”

      Palinourous moved closer, holding the barb next to Draco’s skin. “But don’t you see, Draco? A manticore’s barb is one of very few weapons that can damage a dragon. I’m sure you’re itching to shift. I encourage you to do so. I’d love to see this weapon in action. I’ve never had a chance to experiment on dragons.”

      “Thank the goddess for small miracles.”

      Palinourous grinned. “Thank the goddess, indeed. Do you think she’s sending secret messages to my brother even now, letting him know that I have you? Do you think she’s found some way to give them directions to where we are? I’m eager to discuss your freedom with my brother. I’ll happily give you back to him, in exchange for my magic.”

      Draco snorted. “You’re such an idiot. Sawyer’s kicking your ass and he doesn’t have his power or his memory.”

      A searing pain burst through his stomach. He hadn’t been jabbed with the manticore barb as he’d expected. He’d been stabbed with a gleaming black knife that now dripped with his blood.

      “One of the few weapons, Draco. A weapon forged by a troll with dragon’s blood is another I also happen to possess. That’s going to burn for a while. Try not to scream.”

      Draco wouldn’t give him the satisfaction even though ice cold flames grew from the wound and spread throughout his abdomen and up his chest. It hurt, the pain unlike anything he’d ever felt before. He needed to get out of this, now. His mates needed him. As much as he’d like to rip Palinourous’s head from his shoulders, Draco understood that he wasn’t a match for a god. No, it would take all of them to defeat Palinourous, and he planned on being right there when they did.

      He clenched his fist and poured his energy into his arm. Andvari’s training came in handy once again, helping him focus his attention on one spot, one group of muscles, giving it all the strength he could muster.

      The magical bindings began to break. His dragon helped, adding the strength of his shift to the mix. He’d never done that before, hadn’t even known it was possible, but desperate times and all that.

      He’d have to be fast. Palinourous turned to speak to some minion or other who floated into the clearing. Draco had never seen creatures like this before, but that made sense. Palinourous called to the weak and disenfranchised among them, creatures who had been put down centuries if not millennia before by the Mother.

      His chest burned, the fire from the troll’s knife making his throat clench with the need to scream. He poured that need into his desire to free himself. And it worked. The magical bond snapped from his wrist. Draco spun and shifted, using his claws to slam into the other branch with a force unlike any he’d gathered before.

      Draco wrenched his other wrist free and dove for the woods. He needed more free space to fly. He had to get clear of the low hanging tangle of branches that blocked his path, and fast. Palinourous’s roar of outrage still echoed through the woods and pounding footsteps behind him let him know the chase was on.

      At a disadvantage due to his larger, shifted size, Draco considered changing back into his human form. Manticore barb threat aside, his scales provided a much higher level of protection than his human skin. He decided not to risk it. Whatever the troll knife had done to him had inflicted enough damage.

      His heart pounded. The flames from his wound licked higher up his chest. Damn trolls and their dark magic. Branches cracked and leaves rustled all around him. They were gaining on him, and he didn’t see a way out. Still he ran. Until he hit what felt like a brick wall. Pain tore through him once more. Draco crumpled to the ground as he realized that Palinourous had set a ward. A rookie mistake on Draco’s part. Air elementals were masters at them. He’d helped Henry enough that he should have thought ahead to the next move from his enemy, and a ward would have been his first thought.

      “Nice try,” Palinourous said from behind him. Draco spun around, his entire body trembling. He held onto his shifted form, but barely. His dragon roared. He flung out a burst of flame. Palinourous easily deflected it and responded by flinging the manticore barb at him.

      Everything slowed, but even then, Draco realized he wouldn’t be able to stop it. It flew too fast, obviously pushed with magic. It hit him in the side and easily pierced his scales.

      Draco roared and was forced to shift back to his human form. Agony seared through the bleeding wounds he now had on both sides of his body. Palinourous strolled up to him with a beaming smile before kneeling next to him. He patted the barb, gently the first time, then harder, jamming it in deeper.

      He’d never felt so much pain. It seared into him. And yet…

      Palinourous leaned closer. “The poison should begin to affect your nervous system quickly. I’ve often wondered if it would be the same for dragons as it was on the others. It’s too bad I couldn’t take you to my lab, Draco. I have so many questions.”

      Something moved in the sky behind Palinourous’s head, a dark speck that moved closer. Draco made an exaggerated sound of pain and made to pull the barb free. Palinourous, as expected, slapped his hand away. The pain wasn’t as intense as he’d thought it would be, and it certainly wasn’t as bad as the troll blade. Draco tried not to look at the dark spot as it grew closer and landed among the branches of a nearby tree.

      One of Sawyer’s ravens.

      All he had to do was hold on, and his mates would come for him. Draco groaned again, adding a shiver to the mix for good measure. Why wasn’t it affecting him? He’d heard about manticore poison for years, even more so after his cousin… mated one. Mated one who’d had his barb removed. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Asher had told him about it once in a fit of anger. His mate, Quillon, had a difficult time trusting after he’d been taken. It frustrated Asher that he didn’t know who to go after. Now Draco knew, and he knew one other thing, too. The manticore poison wouldn’t be as bad as Palinourous thought it would be, because manticore poison wasn’t used against family. It was part of their magic, something Asher had also shared with him after Draco had tried to lighten the mood by teasing that at least Asher didn’t have to worry about being accidentally poisoned by his mate. It had earned him a really solid punch to the arm.

      Draco groaned again and sped up his breathing to make it sound more ragged. Quillon’s barb wouldn’t hurt him. Through his mating with Draco’s cousin, they were family now. And apparently, manticore magic protected its family. Dragon magic worked much the same. Draco’s flames couldn’t hurt his family or their mates. He couldn’t believe he’d never thought of it before.

      “Tell me, Draco. What does it feel like?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Palinourous kept smiling. Then he slapped Draco across the face. It hurt, but the distraction was what Draco really wanted. He only needed time.

      “That’s really more of my brother’s thing.”

      “Can’t get it up, huh?” Draco sneered. “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      Palinourous sneered and slapped the barb in deeper.

      “I hope it hurts. I’m wondering if my brother will even get here in time to save you. It’ll be a shame if he doesn’t. It’s no bother, though. I can take one of those other sweet mates of yours to replace you. How do you think young Pip will react to the manticore’s barb? I bet he’ll scream beautifully.”

      Draco roared and lunged forward. He managed to get a solid swipe of claw across Palinourous’s face.

      “You’ll regret that,” Palinourous sneered.

      “I doubt it,” Draco said. He collapsed back against the tree and resumed his act. The raven had flown off, no doubt to pass along his whereabouts. Soon. Not much longer. He just had to hold on.

      The wounds in his side both pulsed. The barb may not be poisoning him, but it had still cut deep. The troll blade, on the other hand, had seriously wounded him. He could feel the icy flames of its magic inching closer to his heart.

      “He certainly is taking forever to get here,” Palinourous complained. “Maybe I chose the wrong mate to take after all. Hmm. Perhaps I should have taken sweet Henry. I’d love another taste of his magic. So powerful, isn’t he?”

      Draco knew exactly what Palinourous wanted. He wanted Draco pissed off, his heart beating faster as the anger coursed through him, taking the magic and poison with it. He shouldn’t fall for it, but no one threatened his mates. He roared, this time his human voice all he had, and lunged for Palinourous. He didn’t care if he couldn’t do damage to the fucker. He’d die trying before he let anyone lay a hand on any of his mates.

      Unfortunately, Palinourous had definitely gained the upper hand. He was ready for Draco’s strike and countered with one of his own. Draco’s head spun and black dots appeared in front of his eyes.

      “Hmm, you’re managing much better than any of the others did after the manticore barb struck.”

      “You probably didn’t piss them off as much.”

      “Oh no, I made sure they had plenty to lose. It’s more fun that way. Just like soon you’ll promise me whatever I want to make the pain stop. You’ll convince Sawyer to give me my magic to save yourself. Oh, not so you can actually save yourself, but you’ll be perfectly willing to martyr yourself on your mates’ behalf, right?”

      He would. For any of them. He’d do whatever it took to keep his mates alive and whole. The problem was that he was running out of time to help them. The wound from the barb bled sluggishly, but the icy magic from the troll’s knife had hit his chest. It was becoming harder to breathe with each passing second.

      “Ahh, it’s working now, I see. Not much longer now.”

      “Dickface.”

      “Charming. This is the mate of a god? My brother doesn’t deserve the title, not that he ever did. Although it was clever of him to hide his magic in his mates. It took me a while to figure out what he’d done. He doesn’t see what we can do, though. What we can be. That’s why I’m going to take it back.”

      “Two for you, none for him. Got it. Brilliant plan.”

      “Thank you,” Palinourous said, ignoring Draco’s blatant sarcasm. “With both of our powers under my control, I’ll be able to take the Mother’s place and finally reestablish the rule of gods. No one here even knows we exist. They should worship us.”

      And that was why he’d lose. Palinourous could care less about the realms under his charge. He wanted power, to be worshipped and adored. It couldn’t happen. The Mother had their regard because she looked after them all. The sisters had the loyalty of their charges because they defended them.

      No one would stand with him. His thirst for power would destroy him. And Sawyer… well, his mate needed to get over his fear of power and take back what was his to begin with. Something definitely had Sawyer spooked. Whatever had happened at that last fight had scared him. Draco didn’t know what it was, but he intended to find out. They needed to stop this.

      “About time.”

      Draco managed to pull himself out of his thoughts long enough to focus his attention again. It was hard to think. His heart struggled to beat and breathing had become an issue. He struggled to warn them away, to tell them to run, but he couldn’t find the strength. He had to wait and gather his strength because if he had a chance to strike another blow to Palinourous, he planned on taking it. All he had to do was stay conscious and wait.

      His attention blurred once more and spots formed before his eyes. No, not spots. Ravens. They flew through the trees, battering themselves against the shield Palinourous had thrown up around himself.

      And then one more familiar sight. Golden wings which folded back and his gorgeous griffin mate diving toward him. Sawyer clung onto Eduard’s back with Andvari behind him. The ground rumbled and metal flew up around him, shielding Draco from whatever else might come his way.

      The last thing he saw before his eyes closed was his mate, his beloved Sawyer, with fire in his eyes. Palinourous had finally pushed him over the edge.

      “He’s going to kick your ass,” Draco slurred before his eyes closed and he saw nothing else.
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      Word spread more quickly than Sawyer could have imagined. By the time he returned to the house, dozens of people waited for him. Mostly familiar faces: hellhounds, fae, griffins, dragons and vampires. But others he’d only met a few times, or not at all.

      They knew his mate had been taken. They knew the time had come as well for him to end this fight. He wouldn’t stand for it. He couldn’t. Not anymore.

      “What do we know?”

      “Not much. Cecil took him to a farmer’s market to get breakfast. They didn’t come back,” Andvari explained.

      “What are we doing to find him?”

      “Dragons and griffins are flying now. They’re seeing if they can track where they went. It’s a long shot, but it could work. We’ve got wolves and a few others on the ground. They followed Cecil’s blood trail back to the attack site and are trying to pick up Draco’s scent from there. So far, nothing. Dakota has his brother trying to find some sort of security footage so we can try to track them.”

      Sawyer nodded and threw back his head. He raised his hands to the sky and pulled energy from the ground, through his arms, and into the air. The ground rumbled beneath him and within a few seconds, his ravens answered his call.

      “Find him,” Sawyer commanded.

      They flew, dark splashes against the bright blue sky.

      Time slowed to a crawl. Information poured in, but none of it telling Sawyer what he most needed to know: where was Draco?

      It seemed like hours before his ravens finally returned to him.

      “Eduard!”

      His mate ran to his side. “Fly with me and follow my ravens.”

      “Wait for me,” Andvari yelled.

      He’d already made Sawyer put his dragon armor on, which was smart, because no way was Sawyer waiting now. The others followed their lead, as Eduard shifted into his griffin form. Around them dozens more shifts happened, dragons and griffins alike taking to their winged forms.

      Then they were in the air, his mates around him, having caught rides on the backs of their friends and family members. He couldn’t think about any of that though. He only thought of his mate in his brother’s hands and of Cecil, gutted and left for dead, all for this damned power that meant nothing to Sawyer.

      And then as they drew closer, his ravens whispered to him about forces waiting in the woods, trying to trap them once more.

      “Someone call the hellhounds,” Sawyer yelled. “Get these assholes out of here.”

      The trees were too thick to really see where they hid but he trusted his ravens as they dove between the trees.

      “Lean forward,” Andvari shouted in his ear.

      Sawyer obeyed, clinging to Eduard’s back as Eduard tucked in his wings and dove between the branches, only stopping inches from crashing into the ground. Andvari leapt off of Eduard’s back with an impressive flip and sliced through a creature hovering near Draco. Sawyer had already protected him as best he could by forming a metal shield around him, and now he turned his attention to Palinourous.

      His brother looked smug, like he’d already won, but Sawyer wasn’t going to fall for it. He hadn’t won anything. Sawyer, on the other hand, had too much to lose to risk any more madness. His mates gathered around him once again, watching his back as always.

      Sawyer began manipulating energy the way he’d done before, but this time… this time he meant it. He poured energy Draco’s way, focused on his blood the way the Dactyl had advised. He moved the energy his mates had held for him for so long and pulled it back into himself.

      “You can’t have it, you dickface.”

      “You share such delightful language with your mate. It’s really too bad he won’t live long enough to tell you what I did to him.”

      Sawyer heard an anguished roar from above him and wished he could let Draco’s mother know he was on it, that Draco was getting help from him even though she couldn’t see. His mates moved closer, each of them feeling the pull as he took back the magic he’d entrusted to them so long ago. It was never meant to be theirs. He had to own it once more.

      “Give me back my magic,” Palinourous demanded. “And I’ll tell you how to cure him.”

      Sawyer kept his focus, simply smiling as the others fought around him, his mates safely protected from harm with shields from both Loch and Henry.

      “Cure him?” Sawyer asked as he slipped the metal barrier shielding Draco away. “From what?”

      Draco stood, only somewhat shakily and moved closer to him. He held something weird in his hand— Sawyer honestly had no idea what it was— but it didn’t matter. Whatever had dared touch the blood of his mate had been destroyed. Now that he knew how, it seemed so simple.

      All of it was simple really. The only thing that wouldn’t be easy would be leaving his mates behind.

      “No!”

      Draco smiled and took his place at Sawyer’s side. “Took you long enough, love.”

      “Sorry. Something shiny distracted me.”

      Draco smirked, knowing better, and dropped his arm around Sawyer’s shoulder. “So what are we going to do with this asshole now?”

      “Do with him? Nothing. Well, I mean, I’m taking all the magic he has away from him at the moment. He’s almost on empty and hasn’t even noticed. Shouldn’t steal other people’s magic, Palinourous. Your blood doesn’t like it, and blood is apparently, my thing.”

      It was no wonder, really, that there wasn’t a record of Sawyer and what he could do. All of the hints about blood magic were dark and deadly. Secret things done only by the worst sort of desperate creatures. It wasn’t really the case, though. Sure, it was bad in the wrong hands, but that’s why what he could do was truly rare. That’s why his element didn’t have a place in the awen. His magic wasn’t for balance. His job was different.

      He forged bonds. That’s what metal did. That’s what mating did. It made sense, when he thought about it. His bond with his mates would always be there, even if he couldn’t be. That’s the strength of what he did, what they’d made. They would find a way. They had to. And it wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be theirs.

      Their friends dispatched the rest of Palinourous’s attackers more quickly than Sawyer anticipated. But they stepped in, surrounding him, forming a wide circle that trapped Palinourous in the center.

      And still, Sawyer tugged at that power, reforming it inside him, feeling it settle beneath his skin and pump through his blood.

      Palinourous tried to stop the flow. The stolen magic within him responded to his call, but Sawyer’s magic continued syphoning it away. “No!”

      “You can’t keep doing this,” Sawyer said. “It’s done.”

      Palinourous charged him, but Sawyer simply moved his hand. Metal flew up from the ground and wrapped around his brother’s legs, pinning him in place.

      “Sawyer?” Draco asked.

      “I’m okay.”

      But he wasn’t. Not really. The amount of magic flowing into him couldn’t be contained. Not by one person. Even as his brother’s magic faded, Sawyer’s body refused to bolster twice the magic he’d been meant to hold.

      This must have been why he hid the magic away in the first place. Past him had tried taking it but couldn’t hold it either. Dividing it between his eight future mates, though, put a bandaid on the issue. Until now.

      He desperately tried to think of a clue, even as his mates and their family and friends protected him from any further attacks. Not that there were many attackers left. He could feel them out in the trees, magic fluctuating as his own grew. And then he remembered. The mother had given him a clue. “Focus on the beginning and the end.”

      “What about them?” Dakota asked, his voice rough with strain. The pull of magic wasn’t easy for his mates, either. It had hurt them before, when it ricocheted back into them. Sawyer wished he could make it easier for them now, but he could only hold it tight to him.

      “What?” Sawyer asked, suddenly realizing what Dakota had said.

      “You asked about Meshaq and Drew. What about them?”

      Sawyer gasped. “The alpha and the omega. The beginning and the end.”

      “Sawyer,” Dakota barked. “What are you thinking?”

      “Stay with me,” Sawyer yelled. He tightened his hold on the magic fighting to be free while continuing to block his brother’s attempts to pull it back away. The magic wanted to be back where it belonged. Half to him, and half to his brother. It was too tangled together, though. Mating and fertility magic, metal and air, not meant to be entwined, and yet a perfect pairing.

      “Meshaq!”

      The alpha fought in his hellhound form as he flipped a dark, slithering something or other over his back. It landed with a crunch of bones and didn’t move. Sawyer shivered at the sight of him. “Meshaq. Get Drew. Hurry.”

      Something in Sawyer’s eyes must have shown his urgency because Meshaq didn’t argue. A portal formed. He leapt through it, returning seconds later with Drew gasping at his side.

      “You wondered why you were special,” Sawyer said. “Now I know. The Mother had plans for you all along. Two powerful creatures, unlike anything we’ve seen for as long as we can remember. The perfect representation of mating and fertility. An Alpha and his Omega.”

      Meshaq snarled as he transformed back into his human form.

      “I brought my mate into a battlefield of god-magic, Sawyer. Tell us what you need.”

      “How do you feel about being gods?”

      Meshaq grabbed Drew and pushed him behind his broad back. “What?”

      “It’s time,” Sawyer said. “It’s time to end this. I can’t contain both my brother’s power and my own. It’s too intermingled. Metal and air shouldn’t go together. But they can if they’re already mated. The Mother knew it would work. She told me.”

      Drew stuck his head out from behind Meshaq’s back. “That’s why she sent us to all the realms on our own. She wanted them all to see us in person.”

      “Yes,” Sawyer said. “But I need to do this. I need somewhere for this power to go. I can’t… I can’t hold it. It’ll go back to him and then he’ll have some of mine as well.”

      “Drew is human,” Meshaq snarled. “He can’t—“

      “He can,” Sawyer said.

      “Do it,” Drew said.

      “What?” Meshaq turned to his mate and pulled him close.

      “I trust her,” Drew said softly. “I really do. She gave me you.”

      Meshaq looked into his mate’s eyes for a long minute. The strain began to be too much, but they needed to agree. Sawyer needed them to agree.

      “Do it,” Meshaq said.

      Sawyer pulled the rest of the power away from his mates and his brother in a rush, ripping it free before pouring the magic into its new vessels. Neither Meshaq nor Drew hesitated as the power built inside them.

      When it finally finished, Sawyer dropped to his knees. His mates hurried to surround him.

      “Holy crap,” Drew said softly.

      The clearing began to glow, and Meshaq and Drew were the center of the new light. They held onto each other as power swirled around them, sinking into them and finding acceptance. Their place. Alpha and omega. Mating and fertility. Together.

      Around them, the battle ended. Even Palinourous knew it was over. He didn’t have any power left. Sawyer had taken it all and given it to its new owners.

      “What did you do?” Dakota demanded.

      “I skinned the cat.” Sawyer laughed and fell back into his mate. “I found another way to skin the cat.”

      The creatures who fought for his brother soon realized that they’d chosen the losing side of the fight. They scattered, leaving Sawyer alone with his mates and their family and friends.

      Palinourous turned to him and the hate in his eyes struck a chord deep in Sawyer’s soul. He’d ended it the best way he knew how, making them both human once more. Both equals. But his brother still had hate in his heart. Still thirsted for power and revenge.

      A sudden roar broke through the clearing. Sawyer turned to see a blur of golden fur rushing across the grass.

      “No!”

      His mates began to react, but they were too slow. Nick, in his lion form, tore through the remaining creatures surrounding his brother before he grabbed Palinourous by the throat. One swift pull and it was over.

      Life left Palinourous’s eyes and he fell to the ground, his throat torn out.

      Nick roared, and the sound shook the clearing. He transformed back and stared down at the body of the person he’d just killed before turning to look at his Sawyer.

      “You’re not a murderer, baby brother, but there was no way I was letting him walk away again. He hurt me and mine, and he wasn’t going to get another chance.”

      “Nick...” Sawyer wanted to argue, but in his heart, he knew Nick was right. He stumbled forward until he was at Nick’s side.

      “I know you’re mad, but I couldn’t let him walk away, Sawyer. Please understand. Jedrek felt the call to come and… I had to do this. I hope you’ll forgive me one day.”

      Sawyer threw his arms around Nick’s waist and squeezed. He wouldn’t say it was okay. It wasn’t. But Nick wasn’t wrong, either. Palinourous wouldn’t have stopped. He’d have found a way.

      Ravens began to circle overheard, screeching out their praise at the victory. Sawyer glanced up at them, sad to lose their call, when one flew down toward him. He held out his arm, and it landed there before cawing at him.

      “You belong to Meshaq now,” Sawyer said.

      He’d never actually had a bird look at him like he was an idiot until that moment. “What?”

      The raven cawed again before flying away.

      “Hellhounds do not have an affinity for birds,” Solomon scoffed from behind him. “My pack will continue to be Meshaq’s to call.”

      “But… they’re your pack now, right? You’re the alpha.”

      Nick patted Sawyer’s arm, one of those you’re so sweet but so, so dumb kind of pats. “He’s the alpha of alphas, Sawyer.”

      “That doesn’t really explain—“

      “Just go with it,” Nick said. “I think the birds are yours to keep.”

      “They can’t be mine. I don’t have—“

      Another pat cut him off. Sawyer narrowed his eyes at Nick. “What?”

      “Don’t be stupid, little brother.”

      “What?”

      Sawyer really would have loved an explanation, but Drew’s sudden shriek had him throwing out his hands and… pulling shards of metal from the ground as a shield. “What?”

      He shouldn’t be able to do that still. He’d given his power away. He should be human, null again. Or something. Right?

      Meshaq, on the other hand, had reacted to Drew’s yell by swooping his mate up and run through a portal. The cheater.

      Seconds later, they were back and the lecture Drew was yelling at his mate had several of them turning away and hiding their smiles.

      “What happened?” Sawyer asked.

      “Snake,” Drew explained. “I hate… huh… weird.”

      “What?” Meshaq asked, still holding Drew safely in his arms.

      “I don’t hate snakes.”

      They looked down at the grass where a three-foot-long black snake lay at Meshaq’s feet. “Yes, you do,” Meshaq replied. “I do…too…. Huh…Weird.”

      “Right?” Drew asked.

      “Will someone please say something besides huh and weird?”

      “What was your brother’s animal to call, Sawyer? You have the ravens? What was his?”

      “Oh it was… huh, weird,” Sawyer replied.

      Drew reached over and thumped Sawyer on the head. “Stop that.”

      “What? You did it!”

      “Yeah, well, I’m me and you’re you. So stop.”

      “Fine. His animal was serpents. So, snakes.”

      “Weird.” Drew stared down at the snake and before looking up with a smile. “He’s nice. But he wondered if we could make sure the remaining aswangs cleared the woods because they eat snakes apparently.”

      Meshaq growled. “Fucking aswangs. We’ll take care of it.”

      The snake slithered away. Sawyer’s raven cawed at him from the branches of a nearby tree. “I’m not an idiot. Shut up.”

      The raven cawed again.

      Sawyer pretended not to hear him. “I’m going to go check on my mates. You guys are okay?”

      Drew flexed his fingers and little sparks began to form on the tips. “Yep. I think I’m going to need a little training.”

      “My sisters will help you both,” Sawyer promised. “My mother, too.”

      Another giant roar sounded, and this time, Sawyer found himself surrounded by all of his mates. “Um, guys?”

      “Vampires, guard!” Andvari yelled.

      “Dragons, in the air,” Draco yelled.

      “Guys!” Sawyer yelled.

      “What?” Draco and Andvari said at the same time, both equally annoyed at his interruption.

      “Don’t bark at me. It’s just Byakko. I think he’s… well, he’s come to take Meshaq and Drew to the god realm.”

      The tiger bounded through the trees and made his way to Sawyer’s side, nudging his mates out of the way. Sawyer touched his guide’s face, looking into his fathomless glowing eyes. “You belong to them now, don’t you?”

      He didn’t need an answer. He already knew it. His place was no longer in the god realm. His place was with his mates.

      Byakko bumped his head into Sawyer’s belly then turned and bounded over to Meshaq and Drew. They looked at the tiger then back to Sawyer.

      “I guess it’s time to go,” Drew said softly.

      “It is,” Sawyer replied. “Don’t worry. My mother and sisters will take care of you.”

      Meshaq wrapped his arm around his mate and held him close. “I still don’t understand what’s going on but… I’ll guard your power wisely, Chosen One. Balance has been restored. I can feel it.”

      Sawyer smiled. “I feel it, too. Go on.”

      They disappeared in a glow of light and the clearing grew silent.

      “What just happened?” Pip asked. “I’m so confused.”

      “Sawyer gave it away,” Henry explained. “He’s not a god anymore.”

      “I never was a god,” Sawyer said slowly. “I mean, old me was, sure. But this me, this me is human. And yours. That’s all I want.”

      His mates circled around him and held him close. His magic may be gone— mostly, and he’d need to think about that later— but his bond with his mates held true. He’d been afraid it wouldn’t, that losing his mating magic would mean losing his mates. He should have known better.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving,” Draco griped. “Blood loss will do that to a guy. Asher! Get your ass over here.”

      His cousin landed beside him and transformed with a scowl. “What?”

      Draco held out the thing in his hand. Asher paled and took it.

      “Quillon.”

      “Yep. I know it’s not going to heal his wounds, but at least he knows that it can’t be used for harm any more.”

      “Thank you, cousin.”

      “You’re welcome. Now get back to your mates. I’m sure they’re both losing their minds.”

      “You guys come to the house,” Sawyer said. “I think a party is in order.”

      The hellhounds opened portals and everyone began walking through. Only Sawyer and his mates remained behind.

      “I want… I need to bury him,” Sawyer said softly. “I know he’s… well, he deserves that much at least. He was bad but… he was still my brother.”

      “Yes, he was.”

      The mother goddess stepped from behind the trees. “You boys go on home,” she said. “I need a few minutes with my son.”

      His mates hesitated.

      “It’s okay,” Sawyer said. “I’ll be home soon.”

      The mother’s stag moved from the trees. His mates followed it and disappeared.

      “I didn’t want him to die,” Sawyer whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she replied. Moving closer to him, she took his hand in hers and squeezed it. “Your brother chose his path. We gave him too many chances to change his ways. Our decisions were… selfish at best.”

      Sawyer considered all of the people Palinourous had hurt over the years. “I wish I could have stopped him sooner.”

      “Oh, my boy, that wasn’t your job. It was mine. He was my son, though, and I was weak.”

      “Mother—“

      “Oh, Sawyer. I could have ended this ages ago and I chose not to. I left it to your hands and… I shouldn’t have. So many have suffered because I could not take the action that needed to be taken. But you, my brave, foolish boy, decided to save me from myself.”

      “You knew what I did had messed up our magic.”

      “Yes,” she confessed.

      “And you knew that if I did what I had to do and took it back, that it would destroy us both.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you found a way.”

      “When your magic started returning, I felt it. I knew I was out of time to act. But then I found Drew. And it all made sense. Don’t you see? The universe has a way of correcting things on its own. Power imbalances never last. The pendulum swings one way, then the other, but always settles back in the middle.”

      “D-does this mean I don’t get to see you anymore?” Sawyer asked.

      “Oh, sweet boy. I will never give you up. Although my meddling will need to cease. I’ve done enough damage. It’s time to let the new generation take over. Your sisters are ready, and they will make sure Meshaq and Drew are ready as well.”

      “Let’s… say goodbye to him.” Sawyer couldn’t look at the body lying on the ground beside them.

      “Yes. Let’s send him back and set him free.”

      Magic filled the air and a bright glow formed all around them. Palinourous’s body turned to dust and then the wind picked up the pieces and carried him away. A fitting end for the former god of air.

      “And now, I’m going to take my leave. Go to your mates, my boy. Enjoy them. You haven’t fulfilled your destiny just yet.”

      With a twinkle of her eyes, she disappeared. “Hey! How am I supposed to get back?”

      The ground rumbled beneath him and a familiar looking staff emerged from the ground. It looked a lot the one he’d been banged in the head with during his visit to the… Dactyls. “Wait. Am I… am I an old one now? Dude, seriously?”

      Sawyer cackled and plucked the staff out of the ground. It warmed in his hand. He did a little dance before tapping it on the ground. “Take me to Draco,” he commanded.

      Nothing happened. No sparkle. No flash. No bang. No nothing.

      “Oh come on! What’s the point in having a super powerful staff thing— oh my goddess, and a cape. Do I get a cape too?”

      The ground rumbled again.

      “Weird. Oh… Hmm. Maybe. Take me to Draco, please?”

      He tapped the ground once more and vanished.
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      Sawyer rolled over. Cool wind brushed over his back sending a shiver up his spine. Was that a draft? That never, ever happened. He always had a large, warm, Draco-sized lump at his back. Always. Nothing cool there. Ever.

      “Draco?”

      Silence.

      Maybe he’d gone for a snack. He’d been a bit off lately, but not in a bad way. Sawyer had put it down to him resuming his YouTube career. Once everything with them had settled back to something resembling normal, Draco had taken over his old house and started reviewing technology again. Sawyer couldn’t be happier to see that grumpy frown back on the internet once more.

      Climbing carefully from their bed to avoid waking up the rest of his mates, Sawyer snagged one of the robes from the back of the door and made his way to the kitchen. He fully expected to find Draco with a plate full of something spectacular. Viv often left them tasty treats for evening snacks. She assured them that sexy times required post game snacks. Or something. Sawyer preferred not to think about the way she leered at them when she said things like that.

      But Draco wasn’t in the kitchen. Sawyer stuck his head out the back door and waved down one of the vampire guards. “Have you seen Draco?”

      “Down at the studio,” the guard replied.

      Sawyer blinked and glanced at the clock in the kitchen. Draco needed to go to the studio at three in the morning? Something was definitely going on.

      “I’m going down there,” Sawyer said. “Please let my mates know where I am if they wake up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sawyer stumbled down the hill in his robe, shivering as the draft reached his unmentionables. One would think that being god-lite meant he could keep his bits from being cold. Apparently, his powers didn’t work that way. He still had some residual power inside him, enough to help him keep up with his mates yet not so much that he didn’t still require the dreaded smoothies. Basically, he didn’t have enough to be full-powered. Sawyer had a sneaking suspicion that his Mother had meddled one final time. He didn’t question it, though. It meant he didn’t have to worry about his human body giving out on him. He had a long time to look forward to the life he was building with his mates. Even if he did have to find a new butler. Cecil had recovered from his injuries, but Sawyer had fired him. Cecil wouldn’t go live the life he needed with his mate as long as Sawyer needed him. And Sawyer would always need Cecil. But Cecil needed to move on, so Sawyer made him go.

      Down at the house, shivering from the breeze, Sawyer opened the door quietly, fully expecting to find Draco in the studio, fighting with whatever new release had annoyed him so much he needed to rant about it at three in the morning. He wasn’t expecting to find the living room full of boxes.

      “What the hell?”

      “Sawyer?”

      He heard a sleepy sounding Draco’s voice from what used to be his storage room. Draco received so many boxes in PR that he had to find a place to stick it all until he got around to it. Those boxes were now in piles in the living room. Draco hated piles of boxes in his living room. Sawyer stomped down the hall to the spare room and found Draco curled up on a pile of blankets and pillows in the corner of the now-empty-of-boxes room.

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Draco said softly.

      “It looks like you’re sleeping down here instead of in bed beside me.”

      Draco looked away guiltily.

      “Draco?”

      “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      Draco sounded timid. Another item on the list of things that didn’t happen.

      Sawyer moved closer and sank to his knees, his heart in his throat. “Tell me.”

      “It… I never told you. I just…it happened so fast. I wanted to talk to you first. Explain. Make sure you were okay. But I’m so happy and you’re all so powerful and the combination… I’m sorry.”

      Sawyer reached for his hand and held it tight. “Tell me, love.”

      Instead of answering, Draco moved one of the blankets and revealed…

      Sawyer gulped. “Is that…” He swallowed again, unable to take his eyes from the— “Is that?”

      “Yes,” Draco said proudly.

      “Eggs?”

      Three of them, as black as Draco in his dragon form with iridescent scales Sawyer knew would shimmer in the light.

      “Yes,” Draco replied.

      “How? What? How? Who? What?”

      Draco chuckled and tugged Sawyer closer. “How do you think dragons procreate?”

      “The old-fashioned way.”

      Draco scoffed. “How do you think I have my dad’s coloring but my other dad’s temperament? My mom’s attitude?”

      “I don’t know. Nurture versus nature or whatever. They raised you so…”

      “No, love. A dragon is able to provide his mates with children that have pieces of all of them.”

      Sawyer blinked, staring at the bundles on the blanket. He touched one gently, feeling the gentle thrum of energy it contained. “All of us?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Whoa. That’s…even better. I thought… I don’t know, I thought maybe one day we’d get a surrogate or something, but then I didn’t want to do that because it would only be one of ours, even though it would be all of ours and… it wasn’t right, you know? So I put the idea aside and didn’t really think about it again. But it made me sad, because you’re all so amazing, and I wanted there to be more of you in the world and… really?”

      Draco grinned and pulled him closer. “Really. Although three of them at once is… not normal. Twins happen occasionally but three is rare.”

      “Are you really surprised, considering everything that’s happened?”

      Draco thought about it for a second, and then smiled, his real, true, eyes sparking and teeth shining smile. The one Sawyer cherished above all things. “No.”

      “I’ve got to go get the others. Stay here. Don’t move. Oh my goddess, we’re going to need a bigger house. And more guards. And more security. Three of them? Holy goddess in the sky this is so amazing.”

      Sawyer leapt to his feet then dropped immediately back to his knees. He grabbed Draco’s face and kissed him deeply. When he pulled back, Draco grinned at him dopily.

      “I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      “Be right back.”

      Draco nodded.

      Sawyer ran back up the hill like his ass was on fire. He tore upstairs and flung open the bedroom door. Andvari sat up, followed quickly by Loch. They both looked ready to attack.

      “Wake up.”

      “What’s wrong? Are we under attack?”

      “No. Good stuff. So good. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.”

      Pearl bounded up to him, excited by his tone. She’d taken to sleeping on the giant orthopedic pillow in the corner of the room. Probably something to do with all the legs in the bed and the amount of jostling which happened in some combination every night.

      He patted her head and beamed.

      All of his mates stumbled out of bed, bleary-eyed and confused. Sawyer tossed pajama pants and robes their way, still not willing to let anyone else see his mates’ nether regions. Retired god or not, he had human foibles. Sue him.

      Pip ended up hopping onto Dakota’s back for a ride. Henry gave Saeward a pouty look and ended up in a similar position on Saeward’s back. Sawyer bounced around happily and led them all down the hill to Draco’s old house.

      Draco hadn’t moved. He had covered up the eggs, though. Overprotective!Dad!Dragon mode, engaged! Sawyer cackled gleefully and bounced over to him. He kissed Draco again for good measure before spinning to face their mates.

      “Sawyer?” Eduard groaned, leaning against Andvari. “If this is some weird kinky sex thing, I’m going to… well, I’ll totally be into it, but I’ll be cranky and sleep-deprived later. Is that what you want?”

      “Loves of my life, you better prepare to be cranky and sleep-deprived for a really long time. Draco has a big surprise for us. Even though he’s nervous, I know you’re all going to be as excited as I am.”

      “Draco?” Henry climbed off Saeward’s back, finally awake enough to notice the anxiety rolling off of their dragon. “What’s wrong?”

      Draco sucked in a breath and moved the blankets aside once more.

      “We’re gonna be daddies.”

      His mates’ expressions all went from shocked to amazed to thrilled in a matter of seconds. There couldn’t be a truer expression of the miracle they’d performed healing the magic in their world. Supernatural beings around their realm were finding their true mates in record form. And now, with Drew at the helm of fertility magic, all creatures would be able to have children of their own if they chose.

      Sawyer would never forget the moment when Sam, Henry’s human father, woke up one day and completely felt the magic of the mating bond he’d had for so many years with Vaughn. Others had had similar experiences. And pregnancies were being reported by the droves. Dozens of them. The Jerrick’s clinic was booked solid, and Ben had increased his class load so he could graduate early and take his place as another doctor in the clinic.

      “We’re gonna be daddies,” Henry gasped, echoing Sawyer’s words. “How are… you made… where did they come from exactly? And, um, does it hurt? Do you need a doctor? I mean, they’re a little big and if there is—“

      “Henry, they are formed magically. I didn’t give birth. Please stop whatever your imagination is spinning right now before I’m scarred for life.” Draco groused, but one look at him showed he wasn’t really upset. He had all of his mates around him, thrilled for the gift he’d managed to give them.

      “Oh, thank the goddess. I mean, I know how chickens lay eggs and for a minute there—”

      “Stop. Please.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Henry said. He scooted closer and laid his hand across one of the shells. His eyes lit up, and he looked to them all in wonder. “They’re so strong. I can feel their magic. Draco, they’re part of all of us! I can feel us all, mingled together and… oh my goddess.”

      “All of us?” Saeward whispered, hope in his expression.

      “All of us,” Draco confirmed. “That is how dragon magic works.”

      “Even me?” Dakota asked.

      “It only works when the dragon is content with all of his mates, and when all of his mates are content with him.”

      The stare between them went on for a long moment, until finally Dakota fell to his knees and touched the eggs in awe. He raised his other hand to Draco’s cheek. “I truly am content.”

      Draco grinned. “I know.”

      The grin didn’t hide the extent of Draco’s emotions. Sawyer could see through them to the core of him and knew how important it was for Draco to know without a shadow of a doubt that all of his mates were happy.

      “That’s why dragons were still able to have kids when no one else could,” Henry murmured. “I always wondered why dragons were different.”

      “We need more security,” Andvari grumbled as he sank to his knees beside Draco. Then he grabbed him and kissed him. “You’re incredible. Thank you for this precious gift.”

      Draco actually blushed a little. Each of their mates took turns gushing over him, and then they surrounded the little black eggs. Sawyer wrapped his arms around as many of them as he could reach, and they all huddled together around the small miracles they’d created with the power of their love.

      “We’re going to need a bigger house,” Eduard said suddenly. “How much time do I have? And we can’t have them hidden away in the corner down here, Draco. It’s not acceptable. We need a nursery. And a bigger house. A much bigger house.”

      Draco grinned and looked at Sawyer. “We can take them to the house. We’ll keep them with us, for now.”

      “Yes,” Sawyer said, his smile so wide his cheeks hurt. “Let’s bring them home.”
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      When a goddess recommended heading to the mountains for “what you needed”, the best thing to do, in Augustus’s opinion, was to head to the mountains. Goddesses were well-known for their vaguery, but rarely did the ones in his circle lead him astray.

      “Sir, we’re approaching Rantoul Ridge.”

      “Thank you, Maxine,” Augustus said to his driver. “Will you handle checking me in?”

      “Of course, sir. I’ll message you once we have your accommodations set up.”

      When Gamayun suggested Augustus make this voyage, one place immediately came to mind. He hadn’t visited Rantoul Ridge since his wife passed many years ago. It had been one of their favorite places to escape for a weekend. Being run by a goblin family made it extremely luxurious, albeit rustic, and even though it was frequented by humans, their kind had always found safe passage at the lodge as well.

      The car pulled to a stop in front of the large wooden resort. The exterior hadn’t changed at all. Memories flooded in even as Nathan, Maxine’s son and apprentice, leapt from the car to open his door. Augustus met Maxine’s eyes in the rearview mirror and smiled. She returned it.

      “I hope you find what you seek, sir. We’ll be here if you need us.”

      “Thank you.”

      Augustus climbed from the car and briefly nodded his thanks to Nathan before heading away from the entrance and around the side of the building. He hoped their spot still existed. Even though it had been many years, moments of grief over his wife’s death still crept up on him sometimes.

      Tall evergreens surrounded the path on every side. Pine needles crunched beneath his feet. Augustus breathed in the once-familiar scent as he made his way along the trail until the trees opened up on the familiar vista. A large wooden gazebo sat perched on the edge of an overlook. The deep blue waters of the lake sparkled in the afternoon sunlight, providing the perfect backdrop. But instead of the quiet, contemplative spot Augustus had hoped to find, a young man stomped back and forth along the edge over the ridge and bedraggled luggage sat in the center of the gazebo.

      “You promised me, Brad. I’m here. What the fuck?”

      A moment passed, and Augustus should have taken it to discreetly make his way back down the path. But he couldn’t look away. He found himself captivated by the vision in front of him. Tight jeans and a tighter T-shirt covered his slim, toned body. His skin smooth and creamy, and golden blond curls atop his head that blew in the breeze.

      “You changed your mind? You CHANGED YOUR MIND?”

      The shriek drew a wince from Augustus. Poor guy was clearly having a really bad day, and the frown on his face was the only thing marring his perfection.

      “What am I supposed to do now, you son of a bitch? You cancelled the room. You know I don’t have mommy’s credit card like you do. What am I supposed to do? You said you’d take care of everything! All I had to do was get here.” Another pause, but apparently whatever Brad had to say only made things worse. “You are such an asshole! Fine, I’ll figure it out myself. Lose my number.”

      The blond vision in front of him ran his fingers through messy curls before letting out a scream of outrage. “BOYS SUCK!”

      Augustus couldn’t help it. He laughed.

      The delightful, if furious, vision in front of him spun around and flung his fists up in a defensive stance.

      Augustus’s smile widened. As if the adorable human could so much as put a scratch on him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude. I merely wanted to take in the view from the gazebo.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I’m… borrowing it for a bit. You can… sit. Or whatever. I’ll… go.”

      “No need to leave,” Augustus said, taking a few steps closer.

      “Well, that’s actually good. Because I have nowhere to go apparently. Because I’m an idiot.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like you trusted the wrong person.”

      “Story of my life.”

      Augustus moved closer, some magnetic force drawing him in, even when his head told him he had other business to attend to. “Perhaps I could be of assistance?”

      “What? Oh, no. It’s fine. I’ll figure it out. Thank you, though.”

      He should have taken the hint, but the small, sad smile had him moving closer still, close enough that he could reach out and touch the smooth peaches-and-cream complexion in front of him. What about this young man captivated him so?

      “My name is Augustus.”

      Adorable brown eyes flecked with amber looked up to meet his. “Augustus. That’s a great name. Powerful. Strong. I bet it means something good, too.”

      “Venerable,” Augustus replied.

      “What?”

      “That’s what my name means. My w-wife—“ Augustus paused as he tripped over the word. He cleared his throat and tried again. “My wife used to tease me about it.”

      “Venerable. I mean, it’s awfully close to venereal. No offense.”

      Augustus laughed, a booming sound that startled him. He reached out and laid his hand on the young man’s shoulder once he’d regained control. “Thank you. I needed a new memory to brighten my day and you have given me one. But won’t you also give me your name?”

      “Oh. Right. I’m rude. I mean, not my name. My name is Jamie, not rude. Clearly. Rude would be a horrible name. God. You’re kinda… well venerable is actually a really good word for you.”

      “I can promise you that I’m not venereal.”

      It was Jamie’s turn to laugh. “Someone save me.”

      Augustus would be more than happy to do just that. His heart skipped happily in his chest and his stomach fluttered. He’d not felt this way since— it had been a long time. A very long time.

      “I’d happily save you,” Augustus whispered. He lifted his hand up and touched Jamie’s cheek briefly before dropping it away. “Tell me what happened.” He didn’t offer an option. It was no longer negotiable. If Jamie needed help, Augustus had every intention of giving it to him.

      “It’s fine, really. I just got stood up. But not even really. I’m stupid. I believed… UGH. Let’s just go with I’m stupid. And I think with my dick apparently. I mean. UGH. Why do I keep saying stupid stuff to you?”

      Jamie had no idea how refreshing Augustus found the honesty. Everyone around him was so cautious, so concerned with offending him. It came with the amount of wealth and power he’d accumulated, and his position as a leader in the supernatural community.

      “You have no place to stay?”

      “Nope. And no way home until Monday. Like an idiot.”

      Augustus scowled. “Stop saying that. It sounds like you had a bad experience.”

      “Yeah. And I was looking forward to this weekend, you know? Romantic weekend at a lodge? Who wouldn’t want that, am I right?”

      “You are right. Come with me, Jamie. Let’s see if we can fix this.”

      Augustus went into the gazebo and grabbed one of the bags sitting on the wooden floor. Jamie followed behind and picked up the second, a bedraggled backpack that had seen much better days.

      “I can—“

      “Jamie, it’s been a long time since I laughed the way I just did. Let me pay you back for that moment. It’s the least I can do.”

      Jamie hesitated for a moment, his eyes softening and his lips turning down. “Oh wow. That’s just… you aren’t happy?”

      Augustus smiled, but it made Jamie’s frown deepen. The little imp saw right through the fake smile that fooled so many others in his life.

      “Why aren’t you happy, Augustus?”

      “I’m content. That’s all I can hope for.”

      Jamie scowled. “Well, that’s a big steaming pile of horseshit.”

      Augustus chuckled once more. “Oh really?”

      “Totally.”

      They began walking back toward the main building.

      “Since when is content enough?” Jamie snorted inelegantly and hitched the backpack higher on his shoulder. “Anyone as hot as you should be ridiculously happy.” His eyes widened and he tripped over a root.

      Augustus caught Jamie and steadied him as his cheeks turned pink.

      “I keep doing stupid shit in front of you.”

      “It’s… nice. And thank you for the lovely compliment. I find you hot as well.” Augustus winced. He’d not taken a moment to think before speaking. He never did that.

      Jamie snickered. “That was so awkward.”

      Augustus laughed again, once more charmed by the captivating smile of this unexpected diversion. “Maybe a little.”

      “Sir?” Maxine stood at the entrance of the lodge, waiting for him. “Everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine. Will you ask Dauzat if he has a moment to speak to me?”

      “Of course.” Maxine hurried inside and Augustus followed behind her, leading Jamie into the large entry of the lodge. The vaulted ceilings soared above them, with deep wooden beams supporting the massive structure. It was a feat of architecture, not that Augustus was surprised. The lodge hadn’t changed at all, and goblins were known for their construction abilities.

      “Man, this place is wild, huh? I bet it’s been in magazines and stuff.”

      “It has.”

      “Yeah. I mean, I kinda want to take pictures of it right now. But that would be weird.”

      “You’re a photographer?”

      “A wannabe. Wow, did you see this?” Jamie hurried over to the reception desk and knelt to inspect the gleaming wood. Augustus had never even noticed it before. Interwoven branches created the base of the desk, and even at a glance, Augustus could tell that some of the goblin’s magic had been employed to perfect the weave.

      “Stunning,” Augustus said, no longer looking at the beautiful wooden structure. Something much more captivating had his attention.

      Jamie glanced up and smiled and another little spark of happiness flooded into Augustus.

      “Augustus, is that you?”

      The spark dimmed as quickly as it formed. He should have been prepared to see someone he knew, but Augustus hadn’t planned on being social during this visit. He pasted on his smile and turned to see who’d spoken.

      “Franklin!”

      An old work colleague and the now-retired head of the jackalopes, Augustus hadn’t seen Franklin in many years. Time had been good to his old friend, though. He held out his hand and they shook politely before Franklin moved his other hand up and clutched Augustus’s tightly. “I’ve not seen you since… I was so sorry to hear about Francesca.”

      His smile hardened, and it took all of his control to keep it on his face. “It’s been a long time,” Augustus managed to choke out.

      “It never leaves you. I know.”

      Franklin had lost his mate many years before Augustus’s own loss. Augustus squeezed Franklin’s hand in understanding. “It doesn’t. Thank you.”

      Franklin released his hold on Augustus as he dropped his next bombshell. “You should know that there are a number of our old friends here this weekend. We met up to introduce our— well, hold on a moment.”

      Augustus frowned as a young man skipped his way over to Franklin’s side with a beaming smile on his face.

      “You should see the sweaters! They have a green one that’ll match your eyes and—“

      “Let me guess,” Franklin said to his companion. “They have a really soft one that you need.”

      The young man grinned sheepishly. “Well, I don’t need it.”

      “Hmm. Get them both and have them charged to my account. But first, I want you to meet someone. This is an old friend of mine, Augustus Eastaughffe. Augustus, this is my companion, Levi.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Levi said sweetly. It didn’t escape Augustus’s notice that the young man had threaded his fingers through Franklin’s and held on tightly.

      “And you,” Augustus added politely.

      “Go get the sweaters, sweetheart,” Franklin said. “And yes, you can get whatever else it is that caught your eye.”

      Levi beamed and popped up on his tiptoes to kiss Franklin on the lips before he hurried toward the small boutique at the back of the lodge.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Franklin said. “I’ve never been happier.”

      “I’m… surprised. My apologies.”

      Franklin laughed. “No need. Trust me, your reaction is one of the milder ones. Simply a raised brow at my boy’s antics. But I’ve never felt more alive, Augustus.”

      Honestly, Augustus had never seen Franklin look happier. He told him so.

      Franklin smiled and glanced toward the boutique. “Levi is an unexpected gift. I found myself longing for someone to care for, someone to adore, who would adore me right back. My boy is such a love, Augustus. I highly recommend you finding one for yourself.”

      Augustus laughed. “I’ve already had the love of my life, old friend. I doubt I’ll find another at this age.”

      Franklin simply smiled and raised a hand to get a passing staff member’s attention. “Never say never, Augustus. There’s something in the air here. Can you feel it?”

      Oddly enough, he could. Something sparked inside him, some awareness he couldn’t explain.

      “Would you join us for dinner?” Franklin asked.

      Augustus’s smile faltered once more. But then he felt a presence at his side. He looked over to see Jamie standing beside him, looking at him with— Augustus wasn’t sure what the look meant.

      “He already has dinner plans,” Jamie said softly. “Unless…”

      Augustus’s heart fluttered once more and the spark of interest returned in a rush. “No, thank you, Franklin. I have plans.”

      Jamie smiled, and Franklin laughed.

      “So I see you aren’t as shocked by my situation as you looked. I should have known you’d find someone to scratch those itches.”

      Augustus’s throat closed around a roar and his gaze sharpened. As a griffin, his eagle-eyes turned him to a dangerous predator in a moment. Franklin’s smile fell as he quickly realized his mistake.

      “Jamie does not scratch an itch for me, Franklin.”

      “I’m… please accept my apology, Augustus. I didn’t mean to insult—“

      “Apologize to him, Franklin.”

      Franklin froze before turning to Jamie. “I’m sorry for insulting you.”

      Jamie leaned slightly into Augustus as he shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

      The fire of Augustus’s anger burned brighter for a moment but Jamie looked up at him and frowned.

      “Would you please stop scowling? Your face is going to freeze like that.”

      Another shocked burst of laughter escaped Augustus before he could stop it. “Yes, sir.”

      Jamie grinned up at him and bumped their arms together.

      “As long as you remember who’s in charge here. That’d be me, by the way. In case I wasn’t being clear.”

      Augustus shook his head, unable to keep the wide smile off his face. Another sound from Franklin drew his attention away from the silly grin on Jamie’s full lips.

      “I—I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh before.”

      “Really?” Jamie said. “All he does is laugh with me.”

      Franklin nodded and turned to glance at the boutique where Levi stood at the register. “I understand the feeling completely. Perhaps we’ll be able to have a meal at some point over the weekend. I’d like to catch up, Augustus.”

      “We’ll see. I have a few things to attend to.”

      “Always business, Augustus. I thought your son had taken over the reins of the family business.”

      Augustus didn’t reply. His son had other things on his mind these days, mainly a mad god set on destroying him and his mates. Which meant that Augustus really couldn’t get pulled into a bunch of meetings with old friends who would want him to make promises of making them more bags of money. That was the old him. Eduard needed him to find out why Gamayun had sent Augustus to the mountains.

      Maxine appeared at the other end of the room with Dauzat, the goblin who owned the lodge, at her side. Augustus made a snap decision and quickly excused himself from Franklin. He did have a job to do, but nothing said he had to do it alone.

      As the other man walked away, Augustus turned to Jaime.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I—“ Jamie began.

      “Stay with me this weekend,” Augustus interrupted.

      Jamie blinked up at him. “What?”

      “Your plans were cancelled. I have a cabin to myself. Stay. With me.”

      Jamie bit his lip and looked up at him. “That’s crazy.”

      “Probably,” Augustus conceded. “You can leave whenever you want, of course. Including now. I can have my driver take you home. No strings.”

      Jamie looked at him again and shrugged. “Fuck it. Why not?”

      Augustus couldn’t help but smile again. “You don’t have to sound so excited.”

      Jamie grinned. “Hell, for all I know this is going to be one of those Cabin in the Woods weekends. It would serve me right, but damn, you’re just… you interest me. And yeah, you’re probably thinking other things right now and hell you may have other plans— because when you look at me, things happen in my pants, Augustus. But that’s not to say you’re going to get in my pants, because I have— okay, I don’t actually have a ton of values. I’m young and horny, and I mean, I don’t sleep around exactly, except I do a little. Young and horny. I guess I’m saying I’m not a total slut so don’t be expecting—“

      “Breathe,” Augustus said.

      Jamie sucked in a breath. “Man, I want to do bad, bad things with you.”

      Augustus’s cheeks were actually hurting from smiling. He rarely acted so impulsively, but if he’d learned anything at all over his many years on this planet, it was to trust his gut. And his gut said to keep Jamie with him. “The feeling is mutual.”
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      “So,” Jamie said as Augustus opened the door to the so-called cabin where they’d be spending the next few days, “when you said cabin, what you really meant was mansion in the woods that happens to be made of wood so it looks rustic but is still really a mansion.”

      Augustus looked over his shoulder and raised one perfectly-shaped, deep red brow. “This is not a mansion.”

      “No? You sure? Because I was expecting one of those one-room deals where oops we’d have to share a bed because there’s only one and there’d probably be a fireplace with a bear skin rug and the heat would conveniently go out and—“

      “You have a very vivid imagination.”

      “You’re not the first person to say that to me.”

      “And there are four bedrooms. You’re free to chose whichever one you want.”

      “Huh.”

      “Is that a huh as in a question? Or a huh as in you are confused? You’re frowning, so I can’t be sure.”

      Augustus looked like the confused one.

      “So you didn’t ask me here to get in my pants?”

      Apparently, it was a weird question. Augustus paused in the act of pouring some deep, dark boozy-looking thing from a crystal decanter into a really fancy glass.

      “I… don’t know why I asked you to stay to be honest. As you said, you interest me.”

      The thing was, Jamie believed him. Augustus didn’t seem like the kind of man who made rash decisions. Unlike Jamie. But still, something sparked inside him when he looked at Augustus. Tall and handsome with twinkling blue eyes and a curl to his lip that made Jamie want things. Forever kinds of things. Things Augustus wouldn’t have any interest in with the likes of him.

      “I’m… sorry about your wife.”

      Augustus hesitated for a moment before taking a small sip from the sparkling glass in his hand. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Still.”

      “Thank you.”

      A long awkward moment of silence stretched between them.

      “So, regretting asking me to stay already?”

      Augustus actually thought about it for a second. Jamie’s heart stopped beating until a small smile appeared. “Not even a little.”

      “Oh, good.” Jamie wandered around the large living room, running his hands along the back of the softest of soft leather sofas. “Hey, would it be weird to go for a walk? The afternoon light is great and I want to explore a little. Take some pictures maybe.”

      “We can do that.”

      “Cool. I need to change. And… so do you. I mean suave businessman is a look that you definitely rock, but I think we need to go for a more wealthy lumberjack vibe for you.”

      Augustus grinned again, exactly as Jamie had hoped. Man, seeing this guy smile was doing things to him. Confusing things. Achy things.

      “I don’t do lumberjack.”

      “Oh? That’s okay. I don’t either. I mean, flannel? Am I right?”

      Augustus chuckled. “Sometimes, I have no idea what you’re saying. It’s delightful.”

      Jamie grinned and rounded the sofa, stopping mere inches from Augustus. “I’m just saying that your fancy, white, button-down shirt, as gorgeous as it is, isn’t exactly what you should wear on a walk through the woods.”

      “I also have a pale gray, I believe. Perhaps a blue. Some kind of stripe, probably.”

      Jamie groaned. “Am I going to have to let you borrow a T-shirt?Sheesh. What a user.”

      Augustus took another sip of his drink, then offered the glass to Jamie. “Smell.”

      He did. “It smells expensive.”

      “It is. Smell again.”

      He did, glancing up to meet Augustus’s intense gaze as he breathed in the scent of sweet and warmth and wood. “It smells like… a happy night curled in front of the fire with the man of my dreams.”

      Augustus’s breath caught, and he moved the glass, lifting it to Jamie’s lips. He took a small sip, mimicking what he’d seen Augustus do earlier, and the taste exploded across his tongue. He swallowed and warmth burned a path all the way to his belly. It gave a little flutter, much like the one he got every time Augustus laughed or smiled or, hell, just looked at him.

      Maybe the little bit of booze gave him liquid courage. Or maybe it was the heat in Augustus’s gaze or the way his eyes followed Jamie’s tongue when he licked his lips, chasing another taste of the whiskey. But he let his courage be his guide and stepped closer, pushing up against Augustus. He ran his hands up the silky soft shirt hiding a nicely muscled chest to broad shoulders that looked able to carry the weight of the world.

      “Augustus,” Jamie whispered.

      He heard the clink of the glass being set down, and then Augustus’s hands were on him. One on the lowest part of his back, pulling him closer to the warmth of Augustus’s body. The other cupped the back of his head, fingers tangling in his mess of hair and guiding his head back.

      “Augustus.” This time, a gasp, needy and wanting. A sound unlike any he’d ever made.

      Augustus stared at him, long and hard. His blue eyes searching, thinking, processing. And then a decision. His fingers tightened in Jamie’s hair, tugging almost to the point of pain. “For the next few days, you are mine. Agreed?”

      His entire body trembled. His cock ached and thickened. He didn’t even have to worry about making the choice. He knew what he wanted. “Agreed.”

      And then Augustus kissed him, hard and fast. No more room to think, not that he had any blood left in his brain. No, it had all gone south, and his dick proved it knew exactly what to do with the additional resources. Augustus devoured him for another moment before tugging his hair again, guiding his head back.

      “I’m assuming you brought supplies for your weekend romp?”

      It took Jamie a second to process. “Yeah. Yeah, I have stuff.”

      “Get it.”

      The order sent a shiver of need down his spine. Jamie’s knees actually wobbled. He forgot how to think, much less walk. He stared up at Augustus, completely caught in his spell.

      Lucky for him, Augustus seemed to understand his plight. He pushed Jamie gently away before grabbing his hand and leading him over to the front door where Jamie’s bags sat neatly stacked. He didn’t even know how they’d gotten to the mansion-cabin. They just appeared. Magically. Like Augustus had some magical bag delivering power. Oh right. His bags. Where the supplies were.

      Jamie scurried over to his backpack and grabbed the strap before swinging around triumphantly. “Got it.”

      Augustus grinned, and this one made Jamie’s knees forget how to work again. Hell, his entire body short-circuited. That grin promised so much pleasure from a man who clearly had enough experience to make Jamie forget anyone else existed on the planet. No way could that idiot Brad, whose only real talent was taking really dirty selfies, could have given him this.

      “You’re going to ruin me.”

      “Oh no,” Augustus vowed. “I’m going to make you mine.”

      “Ruin me for anyone else ever again, I meant.”

      Augustus growled. And it was an actual growl. Weird. His eyes even kind of flashed a little, a golden light coming into them that sent yet another shiver down his spine. Augustus didn’t say anything, though. He simply scooped Jamie up in his arms, backpack and all, and turned to the other side of the cabin.

      He kicked open a door and entered a humongous bedroom with an even more gigantic bed. He dropped Jamie onto it.

      “You aren’t even out of breath. Damn. This is like every wet dream come to life. I mean, look at you. And I just, I mean. How are you even real?” Jamie reached out and grabbed the bulge in Augustus’s pants. “You feel real. Whoa. And big. Seriously? This hot and hung, too?” His fingers fumbled with the zipper before finally wiggling their way inside and finding really soft, silky….  ”Ohmygah are you wearing silk boxers? Is that actually a thing?”

      Augustus looked down at him with that spark of light in his eyes again. “Don’t tease me.”

      His voice had gotten a lot deeper. Sexier. Another impossibility but true. “Oh, I’m not teasing,” Jamie swore. “No tease. None. Fuck me. Like for real. Hot like burning, Augustus.”

      He fought with the contraption known as a belt that kept him from getting further into Augustus’s pants. Why were belts evil and set on world destruction? It was the only explanation for why he couldn’t seem to get the damn thing undone.

      Augustus laughed once more and pushed his fingers away. “You’re going to break something.”

      “You break it, you bought it,” Jamie murmured.

      Augustus laughed again. “Let’s not break anything.”

      Especially not my heart. The thought skipped into Jamie’s head as he glanced up once more. He was in so much trouble. In over his head. Drowning while on fire. Or something. It was bad. But so, so good. Augustus was everything he’d never known he’d always wanted. And that way lay danger.

      “Jamie?” Augustus asked.

      He sucked in a breath. “Sorry. Got overwhelmed for a second. You’re very intense.”

      “And interesting.”

      Wicked man with his wicked eyes and wicked smile and— Augustus opened his pants. “Dear sweet baby jumping jehoshaphat, you’re actually hung. Oh, I’m feeling this for days. Ruined, Augustus. Ruined.”

      Augustus slipped his belt out of the loops, and the swish of leather on fabric sent another shiver of need through Jamie. Augustus’s cock peeked out from the opening of his pants, and with the removal of the evil belt, Jamie was finally able to feast his eyes on all he was being offered. He whimpered and his mouth watered.

      “Next time, I’ll go slow,” Augustus said.

      “Noooooo. No slow.”

      “I can’t… goddess, what are you doing to me?”

      The next few moments passed in a blur. All Jamie knew was that he wanted to be naked, and he made a point of making it happen. Probably not very gracefully, if the smirk on Augustus’s face was anything to go by. But considering the man was standing there with his pants around his ankles and his shirt still buttoned primly, he had no room to talk.

      Then again, not being able to see was killing Jamie. Once he’d rid himself of his pesky clothes, he scrambled onto his knees and reached for those tiny, pearl-colored buttons and began slipping them through their holes. He quickly began to reveal an expanse of golden skin. He kissed each little bit as he uncovered it, drawing a shiver from Augustus that he wanted to repeat over and over again. He couldn’t be more thankful it wasn’t just him reacting so strongly to this weird, out-of-nowhere connection he felt. As he opened the last button and pushed the fabric off Augustus’s shoulders, Jamie met his heated gaze once more.

      “Next time,” Augustus said once more, more of a promise to himself than Jamie. Because they wouldn’t be going slow any time if Jamie had anything to say about it.

      Augustus flung his shirt aside and grabbed Jamie by the waist, moving him with a strength that shouldn’t have been possible. But he found himself flat on his back with his legs spread wide. Augustus stood between them, his cock thick and proud.

      “In the outer pocket,” Jamie managed to mumble even though at the moment he could care less about lube and condoms. He knew he had to care though, and it was the only thing that kept him from demanding Augustus simply use spit and get on with it. The desperation was very, very real.

      Augustus’s eyes flared again— and wasn’t it funny how Jamie read so much into those gorgeous eyes of his? He growled again, this one a deep rumble of annoyance, before he leaned over and snagged Jamie’s backpack from where it had landed on the floor beside the bed. He pulled out the plastic bag from the drugstore Jamie had stopped at on the way to the bus station. It had a variety of supplies, including multiple sizes of condoms and a couple different kinds of lube.

      It took a second for the implications of the supplies to kick in. Augustus stared at them for a moment before turning to meet Jamie’s gaze.

      “You didn’t know who you were meeting here?” Augustus asked, his voice low and a little intense.

      “Um. Define know? And also, can we discuss this later? Just a thought.” Jamie tugged lazily on his cock, his eyes drifting back down to Augustus’s frankly delicious looking erection. Which wasn’t moving any closer to him. With a scowl, Jamie looked up again.

      Augustus tossed aside all but the extra-large condoms and a bottle of lube. “We will discuss this.”

      “Sure, after. We can talk all you want.”

      Augustus huffed as he walked back between Jamie’s legs. Jamie lifted them, teasing his feet up that gorgeous expanse of chest. He wanted to make a joke of it, but Augustus looked truly upset.

      “Hey? You really mad? I mean… I don’t exactly know you either.”

      Augustus’s eyes snapped up to meet his. They flashed once again. “You’re comparing this to whatever you had planned?”

      “Well, when you put it that way—“

      Augustus pulled in a breath then forced it out slowly. Jamie watched, confused and unsure, but knowing he wanted to make things right. But he hadn’t done anything wrong. He lowered his legs and sat up, leaning his face against Augustus’s chest.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “I’m— sorry. I tend to be overly possessive. And the thought of someone else touching you, of you being here and not being with me, it makes me irrationally angry.”

      Jamie wrapped his arms around Augustus’s waist and looked up at him. “You don’t have to worry about that now, do you? I’m yours for the weekend. I promised. I don’t break promises.”

      “Mine,” Augustus repeated. His voice low and deep, and if Jamie didn’t know any better, slightly dangerous. A shiver went down his spine, but not of fear. God, he wanted someone like this, someone powerful and demanding who knew what they wanted and weren’t wishy-washy about everything.

      “Yours,” Jamie agreed.

      It soothed the anger pulsing through Augustus. Jamie felt him relax and his breathing began returning to normal. Jamie stroked along his back, still not quite understanding why he’d gotten such an intense reaction. Augustus cupped his chin and lifted his head.

      “I…” His voice drifted away and he shook his head. “I don’t act this way.”

      “It’s ‘cause I’m so hot,” Jamie quipped, eager to lighten the mood. “My milkshake brings all the boys to the yard.”

      Augustus scowled down at him. “What on earth does that mean?”

      Jamie laughed. “I have no clue.”

      Augustus brushed his thumb across Jamie’s parted lips. “Goddess, I love the sound of your laugh.”

      With a little push from Augustus, Jamie fell backward onto the mattress. He soon had an Augustus-shaped blanket covering him. Jamie wrapped his arms and legs around him as Augustus began a slow teasing exploration of his neck.

      His body heated quickly, still aching to be filled, but Augustus had taken the lead, and he wasn’t going to give in to Jamie’s demands. Jamie didn’t even know him that well, and he knew, somehow, that whatever happened next, Augustus would take the lead. And he wanted that so badly. He moaned and arched his head to the side as Augustus found the spot where his neck and shoulder met that always drove him crazy and claimed ownership of it, nibbling and sucking the skin into his mouth.

      He’d have a mark for days, if not longer. He shivered. No one would doubt that Augustus had left his mark, both literally and figuratively. He heard the snick of the cap on the bottle of lube and then Augustus pushed up to coat his cock. He moved next to Jamie’s hole, slicking lube over it before leaning over again.

      He stared into Jamie’s eyes for a long moment before  he spoke. “There’s been no one since my wife. It’s been… several years. May I… I want to come inside you, Jamie. Fill you up and make you mine. Will you let me?”

      Jamie’s breath hitched. He’d never let anyone fuck him unprotected. It just wasn’t done. He knew better than to trust nothing more than pretty words. But he did. Trust Augustus. Which was insanity and he knew it, even as he nodded. “Yeah. I’ll let you.”

      Augustus groaned and positioned his cock at Jamie’s entrance before slowly pushing inside. The stretch brought a gasp out of him, the burn and ache of it as Augustus filled him, slowly, carefully. But it still took his breath away. He didn’t rush, though, letting Jamie get accustomed to the stretch. He closed his eyes and rolled his head back, waiting for that first touch of skin to skin when Augustus bottomed out inside him. It took a long, hard minute to get there. Augustus really was hung and Jamie had never been filled like this.

      “You’re doing so good. Almost there,” Augustus rumbled, his voice thick and husky. He grabbed Jamie’s cock and began stroking it slowly as he continued to ease his way inside. “I knew you could take me, Jamie. Knew you were made for me to be inside you. Goddess, look at how perfect you look stretched around me.”

      Jamie trembled, his body aching with need. “Augustus, please.”

      Augustus leaned over him, hooking Jamie’s thigh over his shoulder and pushed deeper yet inside. Jamie cried out, his body pulsing with need.

      “Perfect,” Augustus groaned into his neck. “Just a little more. You can take it.”

      Jamie wasn’t sure he could, but then with one last push, Augustus was buried inside him. He lowered himself completely onto Jamie’s chest and ran his fingers through Jamie’s hair.

      “I knew you could do it. So perfect. Goddess, you really were meant for me, weren’t you?”

      Jamie couldn’t even answer. All he knew was the thick, hot length inside him, branding him as his. All he knew was perfect blue eyes staring into his soul and staking their claim on some deep part of him he didn’t know existed.

      “Mine,” Augustus rumbled once more against Jamie’s lips as he moved oh-so-slightly, thrusting slowly and easily into Jamie, the lube slicking the way.

      Jamie wished he had the ability to remember what happened next, but all thought was lost to simple feelings. His body responded to Augustus’s every touch, him a conductor and Jamie his orchestra. He simply did as he was told and he’d never felt anything like the pleasure Augustus pulled from him.

      When he finally came, it was to Augustus’s whispered command in his ear. Then he felt the thick, wet heat of Augustus’s release inside of him as he thrust hard and fast, chasing that final crest of pleasure for them both.

      Jamie would have sworn he’d had an out of body experience if he didn’t feel every aching throb, proving his body had been played better than the finest instrument. Every blood cell thrummed as his heart pounded, trying to slow down, but still wound so tight.

      Augustus seemed to know that, too. He knew everything. He touched Jamie’s face, kissed his forehead, then over his eyes. Down his cheeks and finally found his lips with a lazy tangle of lips and tongue.

      Jamie said the only thing he could think of as Augustus finally pulled away and his cock slipped out of Jamie’s hole. “Ruined.”
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      Augustus rarely slept for more than a few hours at a time. There were markets to attend to, and the market slept for no one. He kept a very close eye on his investments, and those of his clients. That said, he’d slept for quite a while beside Jamie. Jamie had woken him once in the night by sliding on top of him and begging to be filled once more. Augustus had woken himself up hours later, thrusting lazily into Jamie, unaware he’d even initiated another bout of sex. He’d frozen for a moment but Jamie simply reached back and grabbed his hip when he’d stalled, demanding he keep going.

      And now, Jamie lay passed out across his chest, and Augustus felt the call of his beast as he watched him sleep. There were many benefits to being born a griffin, not the least of which was the wealth and privilege that came with being one of his clan. Another was that combination of bird and beast inside him that demanded he take care of what was his. Provide. Protect. Mate.

      Augustus’s breath caught at the word. It couldn’t be. He’d… no. It wasn’t possible. And yet, the lion inside him roared and his eagle cried out. Augustus traced the vivid mark on Jamie’s neck, not a claiming bite— not yet— but as close as he could get. How had he not realized sooner?

      His breathing started up again, hitched once, then returned to normal. The goddess had blessed him, and he’d found exactly what he needed. Now his only problem was keeping him. Augustus was long out of practice with the art of romance, but he would do whatever it took to convince Jamie to stay.

      But first, he needed to feed him. And not give into the urge to ravage him once more. His mate was human, after all, and he needed food and sleep and care. Augustus grinned and reached for his phone. His mate.

      “Maxine, can you have breakfast brought to us please? I don’t know what Jamie prefers so… some of everything.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.”

      Augustus ended the call and returned his attention to Jamie. He stroked Jamie’s back, leaned over and kissed the sweat-dampened curls that were in total disarray across his forehead. Augustus found himself unable to keep his fingers out of them. They were too tempting, tangling around his fingers, begging to be tamed.

      Jamie grunted and swatted at his hand. “Tickles.”

      “Sorry.” Augustus kissed his head again.

      “Time is it?”

      “Just after eight.”

      Jamie grunted without opening his eyes. “My ass is sore.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t look smug.”

      Augustus grinned.

      “Stop smiling. You ruined me.”

      “And then, if I recall correctly, you ruined you. And then I ruined you once more.”

      “Yeah.” Jamie sighed and rubbed his nose against Augustus’s chest. “I need a shower.”

      “Hmm.”

      “And food.”

      “I’ll take care of you.”

      Jamie grinned and moved his head up. He didn’t even open his eyes, but he aimed for Augustus’s lips and mostly succeeded. He kissed his chin, then the side of his mouth, before dropping his head sleepily back onto Augustus’s shoulder.

      “I’m sticky.”

      “As am I.” Augustus moved to the side slowly, earning himself a grunt of displeasure.

      “Sleepy.”

      “We need to shower.”

      Jamie peeled open one eye. “We?”

      “I’ll go start the water. Be right back.”

      Jamie huffed and closed his eyes again as Augustus stood and stretched. He went into the adjoining bathroom and started several streams of water in the luxurious, oversized shower. After getting out a stack of towels and checking to be sure his toiletries were all where he liked them, he returned to the bedroom.

      Jamie hadn’t moved in his absence. His bare back gleamed in the dim light flowing through the cabin’s windows. Augustus traced his fingers over the exposed skin, slipping down and over Jamie’s ass, dipping into the crease and tracing his reddened, stretched hole. It twitched beneath his touch.

      “Ugh. Don’t stop. But totally stop. Ruined.”

      “Not ruined,” Augustus said. “Perfect.”

      “Sore.”

      “I’ll take care of you,” Augustus promised once more.

      “Not if you keep poking your fingers in my ass.” Jamie lifted his head and glared over his shoulder.

      Augustus tried not to smile. “I was… uh… checking to make sure I hadn’t hurt you?”

      “Uh-huh. How about now? Still checking?”

      Augustus slowly slid his finger in and out once more. “Yep. You need a thorough exam.”

      Jamie shivered and dropped his head back onto the mattress. “Fuck, that shouldn’t feel so good.”

      “Of course, it should. I’d never actually hurt you.”

      Jamie spread his legs a little further. “I’m really disgusting. Like, things dripped out of there and—“

      “You’re perfect. Goddess help me, I want you again.”

      Jamie’s hole clenched around his finger. “Ruined,” he grumbled, but a smile teased his lips.

      “I want you dripping with me for days. So full you’ll wonder what you did when you weren’t stuffed full of me.”

      Jamie whimpered and spread his legs even further, pushing his hips up to meet the gentle thrust of Augustus’s lone finger. “I already wonder that. Fuck.”

      Augustus smiled and removed his hand.

      “Why’d you stop?”

      “Shower.”

      Augustus guided Jamie onto his back before lifting him gently. The goddess had truly blessed him. His smile stretched wider than it ever had.

      “Don’t hurt your back.”

      Augustus chuckled. “I won’t.”

      “I can walk.”

      “Can you, though?”

      Jamie opened one eye. “Probably not well. Or easily. But I could shuffle. I’m pretty sure. Definitely hobble.”

      “No need.”

      Augustus stepped into the shower with Jamie still in his arms. He pushed the glass door closed with his elbow, trapping them in the steamy depths.

      Jamie sighed happily. “Oh this is nice.”

      “Can you stand?”

      “I mean, I’m sure I can. Will I? That’s another question.”

      Augustus grinned and kissed Jamie’s temple. “Stand up for me.”

      He lowered Jamie to his feet and made sure he was steady before releasing his hold. After pouring some of the cleansing oils his son’s butler had gifted to him into his hands, Augustus began massaging Jamie’s skin, wiping away all of the sweat and other fluids from him. Jamie inhaled deeply and hummed happily.

      “Smells good. You like smell-good things.”

      “I do.”

      “Like that whiskey. And this. What is this?”

      “Cleansing oil. Special blend.”

      “Of course it is. No off-the-shelf soap for you, huh?”

      “Never.” Augustus winked when Jamie glared up at him. “I don’t look my age though, do I? How do you think I look so good?”

      Jamie scoffed. “What are you, fifty, maybe?”

      “Try three hundred and fifty. But close.”

      Jamie laughed, having no clue that Augustus had spoken the truth. He’d learn more about their world later, especially now that Augustus realized exactly what Jamie was to him. Mate. He shivered, unable to keep his hands off of Jamie.

      “Yeah, right,” Jamie grumbled sleepily. “What’s his name said you had a son.”

      “I do. Eduard. He’s a bit older than you. Pretty sure that makes me… what do you call it? A cradle robber.”

      Jamie snorted again and leaned into Augustus’s chest. “Yeah, well, apparently I’m a grave robber, seeing as how you’re over three hundred and all.”

      Augustus laughed and tipped Jamie’s head back into the water, wetting his hair and turning the bright golden curls a deeper, caramel color. “Your hair is so beautiful. I can’t keep my hands out of it,” Augustus murmured. He added a different product to his fingers and ran it through Jamie’s hair before tipping his head back again and rinsing it clean.

      “I could get used to this.”

      “As could I. I plan on spoiling you.”

      “Hmm. Well, you still have a couple days. Do your worst.”

      Augustus frowned and dipped his face into the curve of Jamie’s neck before he could witness the reaction. Jamie moved his head to the side, revealing the spot Augustus soon planned on biting, claiming Jamie as his forever. He teased it with his tongue, his teeth aching to do it now, to claim what was his and never let Jamie go.

      His hands crept down, clenching the muscled globes of Jamie’s ass before spreading him wide and letting the water skim his hole. Jamie shivered in his arms, his breath catching in a gasp of pleasure.

      Augustus reached for the oil once again before slicking his fingers and massaging it over Jamie’s entrance. “I don’t want to do my worst,” Augustus rumbled. “I plan on giving you my best.”

      The words were a solemn vow that had Jamie trembling against him. Augustus spun him around and pressed him against the tiled wall. He slotted himself behind Jamie and lined his cock up once more with Jamie’s hole.

      “Tell me you want this.”

      “I want it. I want it, dammit. Fuck me.”

      Augustus pushed into Jamie, hard and fast, bottoming out more quickly than he’d been able to the night before. But now Jamie was his, stretched and open as Augustus planned on keeping him. “Mine,” Augustus said, clamping down once more on his spot on Jamie’s neck. He didn’t break skin, but it took all of his control to stop it.

      Jamie clenched around him, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Say it,” Augustus demanded, pulling out and thrusting again, making sure to hit the spot inside that drove Jamie wild. “Say it. Tell me.”

      “Yours,” Jamie gasped. “Augustus.”

      “Gonna fill you up and plug you, make you walk around with me swishing around inside you all day. Pull it out and fuck you again until you’re so full of me you don’t know what to do. You only think you can’t walk now.”

      “Fuck!” Jamie’s hole spasmed and clenched down hard on Augustus’s cock. His release spurted across the tile wall.

      It drove Augustus wild. He thrust harder, supporting Jamie as he drove his hips against him, pushing harder and faster until his own release exploded from him, shooting deep into Jamie’s still clenching hole.

      He slid one hand around, rested it low on Jamie’s belly, just above his still-hard cock. Jamie gasped for breath and leaned into him, giving Augustus his weight.

      “Perfect.” Augustus pressed a kiss to Jamie’s neck once more before sliding his cock free.

      Jamie winced and shivered but turned in Augustus’s arms and wrapped himself around him. “I’ve never… this is…” Jamie looked up, his eyes wide and pupils blown. “Ruined.”

      “For everyone but me.”

      And that had to be his plan now, didn’t it? How could he let Jamie go? He couldn’t. He had too much to tell him, and no good way to do it. Their world and all that Augustus currently faced in it, could come tumbling down around him at a moment’s notice. But Jamie was his, meant for him. Body, mind, heart, soul. All of it. Perfectly aligned for Augustus. As Augustus was for Jamie. True mates were rare gifts, and Augustus had long given up on finding his.

      And then Jamie stumbled into his life and his entire world changed in an instant. Not nearly as much as Jamie’s would, though. And that had Augustus holding him tighter.

      Jamie trembled and looked away, uncertainty and confusion in his gaze. Augustus would take those emotions away, but for now, he needed to feed his mate and get him back in bed before he collapsed. He pulled the adjustable shower head free from its base and ran the water over Jamie’s skin, rinsing him clean then replaced it. He shut off the water and wrapped Jamie in a big fluffy towel before lifting him once more.

      “I really can walk,” Jamie huffed.

      But he tucked his face into Augustus’s neck and kissed the spot he would soon claim as his. He just didn’t know it yet, but his instincts were guiding him. Augustus let out a pleased hum as he tucked Jamie back into bed. It was a subtle reassurance that Augustus hadn’t known he needed. Jamie also felt the pull, understood deep in his core that what they had was special.

      Maxine had seen to the sheets while they were showering and a tray of food sat on the table beside the bed. Augustus propped Jamie up on a couple pillows before checking out the offerings she’d left for them.

      “Are you allergic to anything?” Augustus asked, remembering that one of his son’s mates was human and had a dairy allergy.

      “No. Why?” Jamie opened his eyes, and then did a double take at the oversized trays of food. “How did… when did… wait, who did?”

      “I ordered breakfast while you were asleep. Maxine brought it while we were showering.”

      “I… what? Who exactly is she?”

      “A member of my staff.”

      “Staff?”

      Augustus grinned. “Yes, staff. Would you prefer eggs or pancakes? We also have fruit.”

      “I… yes.”

      “Yes to what, love?”

      Jamie shivered, and Augustus realized the word which had slipped out. His eyes met Jamie’s, and he smiled. Augustus held his gaze steady, waiting for Jamie to breathe again.

      “Ruined.” Jamie choked out before he pulled in a breath.

      “Some of everything it is.”

      Augustus prepared the plate, and then noticed the discreet envelope tucked beside the napkins. He scowled at it but lifted it anyway and carried it over to the bed. Jamie took the plate from his hands and eyed the offerings with a smile. “Yum.”

      “Eat. You need the energy.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll eat when you’re finished. Go on.”

      Jamie scooped up a forkful of scrambled eggs and noticed the envelope in Augustus’s hand. “What’s that?” he asked before shoveling the food into his mouth.

      Augustus scowled at it again. “An annoyance.”

      Jamie lifted his brows, curiosity all over his face.

      Augustus sighed and opened the note, finding an invitation to dinner, as he’d expected. “Looks like we’ve been invited to dine with my old friends tonight.”

      Jamie scoffed as he smeared some apricot preserves over his toast. “You got a mouse in your pocket?”

      Augustus frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “You know wee wee? Get it. You said we were invited. You were invited. Not us.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      Jamie shoved the toast in his mouth instead of replying. Augustus stood and poured a glass of the freshly squeezed orange juice into a glass. He carried it over and handed it to Jamie, holding the plate as his mate shifted focus to the newest offering.

      Augustus held out the note to Jamie could see it. Franklin wouldn’t have insulted him again by excluding Jamie. Jamie didn’t know that, though, so he also took a turn scowling at the invitation.

      “Well, that’s nice and everything, but you’ll have to go solo.”

      Augustus frowned. “And why is that?”

      Jamie shot him a grin that made Augustus’s stomach flutter. “I packed sexy underwear and lube for the weekend. I didn’t plan on having dinner out. So… yeah. Fancy dinner is all you.”

      “So you would go with me if you had packed the proper clothes.”

      Jamie shrugged and turned his attention to the small bowl of fruit on the edge of the plate. He snagged a piece of melon and took a bite. He groaned, and Augustus wanted nothing more than to lean in and taste that sweet bit of fruit on Jamie’s lips.

      “I mean, sure. But I didn’t and it’s not like we can pop into town and get me something. So you can go. I don’t mind. I know you’ll hurry back.”

      The mischievous grin was writing checks Jamie’s ass was currently unable to cash. Luckily, Augustus had another distraction in mind. He pulled out his phone and dialed once more.

      “Maxine, contact Douglas for me. I need to make a trip into the city for a few hours before returning to the lodge in time for dinner.”

      “Absolutely. When would you like him?”

      “Within the hour.”  Augustus ended the call and ignored Jamie’s confused expression. His next call would require slightly more finesse. “Bebe, darling!” Augustus listened to the over-the-top shrill voice of the shifter on the other end of the phone. “I’m afraid I have a new friend in desperate need of your services. I’ll be forever in your debt if you would clear your schedule for a few hours for me this afternoon.”

      Bebe gasped in horror. “Augustus! I cannot work my magic in these circumstances. How can I do my best work like this? I am an artist! You would never treat one of your painters or sculptors like this.”

      “I don’t count on them the way I do you, Bebe. Their jobs are frivolous. Yours, however, will make a difference in my companion’s reception tonight. Who else can I trust?”

      “Oh, you’re as smooth talking as that wicked son of yours. Fine. Bring your friend and I will do my best. But you owe me.”

      “And I will pay. Perhaps a weekend house party on my island? On me?” The squeal of happiness probably shattered a few windows. Augustus ended the call and found Jamie staring at him open-mouthed. “Chew, sweetheart.”

      “Did you just… what did you just do? Also, did you say your island?”

      “I fixed a problem. It’s what I do. Now, let’s get you fed and dressed.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      Augustus had no doubt. He had a lot to show Jamie. He was more than able to provide for his mate. And this was his first opportunity to prove it. Augustus couldn’t wait.
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      First, Jamie had never been in a helicopter before. He’d been terrified for the first few minutes of the ride. No one ever said how ridiculously loud they were, but it certainly explained the weird headphone things they always wore in the movies. He’d had to wear them, too. And so had Augustus. He’d even looked hot in them. It really wasn’t fair.

      Second. A helicopter.

      Third, no wait. Back to second. Augustus had a helicopter. The side of it had one of those fancy, old timey family crests on it with those creatures from mythology. Jamie couldn’t remember what they were called at the moment because— and he couldn’t quite stress this enough— Augustus had a helicopter.

      It had landed on a special helicopter landing pad thing near the lodge. Because apparently that’s what people did. Flew in. For the weekend. Or something. He really wanted to ask Brad exactly how much their reservations had cost, but then he realized that Brad really couldn’t afford the lodge, even if he did put it on the credit card his mom paid the bills for. Look, Jamie didn’t have great taste in men. Well, until now. Because Augustus… well, he was dreamy. And probably not real because this was some movie come to life and Jamie couldn’t even breathe.

      Augustus sat beside him with his laptop open. Numbers Jamie couldn’t begin to comprehend flew across the screen. Augustus tapped the arrow keys with one hand, but the other held Jamie’s with their fingers entwined like that’s just what they did now. Held hands. On their helicopter ride. Augustus ran his thumb over Jamie’s knuckles as he worked, glancing his way and smiling every few minutes.

      And the helicopter was big, right? But Augustus’s easy smile? The way he looked at Jamie? That was bigger. So much bigger. And even though he knew it was only for the weekend— that’s all Augustus had asked for, and Jamie knew it was all he would get— he wanted to cherish every single second. He wanted more of those smiles. More of Augustus’s touch. Just more of all of this dream so that when it ended, he had more to cherish.

      They flew over the city with startling speed and landed at an airport full of private planes. A fancy black car met them not far from where they landed, and a black-suited driver opened the door for them.

      Jamie followed Augustus’s lead, climbing into the depths of the back seat and settling in. Augustus sat beside him, tugging him closer actually as he’d moved all the way over to the other side. The laptop made another appearance, but Augustus didn’t look at it nearly as much as he had as Jamie wasn’t able to tear his eyes away from him. Augustus met his gaze with a small, smug grin that did something funny to Jamie’s insides.

      “What even is happening right now?”

      “We’re going shopping. I explained this already.”

      “Don’t laugh at me.”

      Augustus grinned. “I can’t help it. You’re delightful, and charming, and so damned beautiful I forget how to breathe when I look at you.”

      “Ugh. Don’t you even understand the meaning of the word ruined Augustus?”

      “I understand it.”

      Jamie grunted and leaned against him. “I don’t think you do.”

      Augustus simply kissed his forehead again. It wasn’t sweet. Or nice. Or really special. No. None of that.

      Jamie sighed and curled into Augustus’s side. When in Rome, or whatever. He’d sit back and let himself be adored, and then wake up on Monday and go back to real life where fairy tales didn’t happen and he actually had to go to an office and push papers around because he’d taken the safe route and gotten a degree in business because there wasn’t a future in photography. Or something.

      Lost in his thoughts, Jamie didn’t realize they’d stopped until Augustus moved and touched his cheek. “You okay?”

      He nodded, but Augustus didn’t buy it. “Too much? We can go back.”

      “No. Well yes. But I’m okay. I kinda want to see what you have up your sleeve.”

      Augustus smiled and cupped his hand around Jamie’s neck. He leaned in and brushed his lips over Jamie’s. “Tell me if you need a break.”

      “From getting a shirt and a pair of pants? Pretty sure I can handle the twenty minutes it’s going to take to pick out something to wear. I’m not picky.”

      Augustus grinned. “Oh boy.”

      Jamie scowled, not sure what the gleam in Augustus’s eyes meant for once.

      “Is this another helicopter ride?”

      “Yes?”

      Jamie groaned and closed his eyes. “Okay. Bring it on.”

      Augustus smiled and the door to the car opened. He slid out then turned around and held out his hand to Jamie. Jamie followed him, stepping out of the car and into Augustus’s arms.

      “This will be fun,” Augustus promised.

      They appeared to be outside a refurbished warehouse. Once inside, the space opened up and a young woman dressed in all black greeted them. She gave them coffee then led them to a large sofa on other side of the room.

      Jamie honestly had no clue what was happening. “I thought we were going shopping?” He whispered the question, because it sort of felt like a place where whispers happened.

      “No, I said we were getting you something to wear.”

      Jamie frowned. “Which means shopping.”

      “No. It means Bebe.”

      He heard the shriek and leapt about a foot into the air. Augustus grinned and coughed and, let’s face it, choked on a laugh, before he squeezed Jamie’s hand and tried to reassure him.

      The person who entered the room— who had made the really high-pitched noise— was one of the most stunning people Jamie had ever seen in his life. Their hair was a gorgeous emerald green streaked with purple and blue, but done in a way that probably cost more than Jamie had ever spent on his hair in his life. Their eyes sparkled almost as much as the shimmering kimono they wore over a long white tunic and pants. And they were barefoot but their toes were painted a shocking shade of pink.

      “Bebe!” Augustus stood and Bebe hurried over to him, swatting his arm playfully before air kissing each cheek.

      “You are a scoundrel!”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “And what is this shirt? Have I taught you nothing?”

      Jamie thought Augustus looked nice. He’d put on a pale gray shirt that made his eyes look even more blue somehow.

      “Apparently not. I’m lost without you,” Augustus said.

      Bebe scoffed. “Now stop being rude and introduce me to this vision standing beside you.”

      Augustus smiled and turned to him. “This is my Jamie,” Augustus said. “We have dinner plans tonight, and he didn’t pack anything appropriate to wear.”

      Bebe turned sharp eyes to him. “You should always pack for any occasion, darling.” Bebe sighed before looking him up and down. “And I thought your son’s mates needed help.”

      “Hey!” Jamie protested. “These are my favorite jeans. They make my ass look fantastic.” Jamie spun around and looked over his shoulder. “Look!”

      Bebe did, then grinned. “Oh you are delightful. I can see how you captivated Augustus so. And while I agree that your ass is perfection, we can do better. Come, darling. Let me teach you a thing or two about fit and fabric.”

      Augustus smiled at them both. “I’ll wait here.”

      Bebe huffed at him but took Jamie’s hand and led him toward a screened area in the corner. “Gretchen! Bring me the racks!”

      The woman from earlier appeared a moment later pushing a shopping rack full of clothes. Bebe huffed as he perused the choices, sliding each one to the side with barely a moment spent looking. “No, no, no. All wrong for your coloring. What was I thinking with this? No. Oh, maybe. Hmm.” Bebe turned and looked at him again. “Strip. Put this on. Don’t dawdle. Gretchen! I need a cocktail!”

      “I don’t look good in—“

      Bebe’s horrified gasp cut off his words. “I’ll forgive you once, because you don’t know me but… this is my life, my dream, my gift. Don’t doubt me!”

      Jamie shrugged before pulling off his T-shirt. His skinny jeans followed after he kicked off his Vans. “I mean, if you say so. Your hair is the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt here.”

      Bebe touched their hair and smiled. “You’re forgiven. Now darling, put the clothes on. I’m all aflutter.”

      Jamie bent over and winced. “Um. Hmm.”

      Bebe giggled. “Shall I send Augustus in to assist?”

      “He broke it. He buys it. That’s our deal”

      With another giggle, Bebe slipped outside of the screen. “Augustus! The poor boy can barely walk. You must help him! As Jamie so delightfully says, you broke it. You bought it.”

      Augustus laughed again, and Jamie couldn’t help but smile at the sound. He stood waiting in nothing but his skin-tight briefs for the man in question to come around the corner and help him. When he did, Augustus looked him over and the spark of desire flared between them once more.

      “No way. Also, do you have any idea how difficult it is to put on pants that tight when your ass aches?”

      “I can’t say that I do.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t recommend it.”

      “No?”

      Jamie tilted his head to the side. “Well, I mean, I recommend it. Five stars. Full review to follow. But I mean….help?”

      Augustus moved closer, moving his hands to Jamie’s waist and sliding their bodies together. “Whatever you need.”

      Jamie shivered. He should feel vulnerable standing in nothing but his underwear, but with Augustus right there, close and warm and so solid… Jamie had nothing to fear. Nothing could touch him.

      Some ridiculous old music started over the sound system, a big band number that brought a smile to Augustus’s lips. “Bebe’s playing matchmaker.”

      “Maybe they think you’re going to ravage me in here. And they don’t want to hear it. Ever think of that?”

      Augustus purred. And it made every single pore in Jamie’s skin shiver. “I think of little else but the sweet noises you make when I’m inside you. Of the feel of your soft skin rubbing against mine. The smell of us, intertwined together. The look in your eyes when I’m inside you. And the taste of you. Dear Goddess, Jamie, you’re better than the finest wine.”

      “This is crazy. You’ve known me for less than a day.”

      “Does that change things? Does it lessen the way you respond to me?  The way my breath catches when your eyes sparkle and I know you’re going to say something that will make me smile. Does it make me want you less because I’ve had such few chances to taste you?”

      “When you put it that way…”

      Augustus rubbed his nose against Jamie’s cheek. “Are you really too sore?”

      “I’m okay.” And he was. Weirdly. He didn’t even know his own thoughts at the moment.

      “Let me help.” Augustus dropped to one knee before taking the pants from Jamie’s hands. He arranged them so Jamie could step in, then guided them up his legs and over his hips. He leaned in and nuzzled Jamie’s cock before raising the zipper and fastening the button.

      Jamie forgot how to breathe.

      When Augustus stood, he had the button down shirt Bebe had left in his hands. He held it out for Jamie to slide on then proceeded to button each button for him.

      He licked his lips when he finished. “Perfect.”

      Jamie didn’t even care what he looked like. As long as Augustus kept looking at him like that.

      “Bebe!”

      Bebe hurried in and fussed over Jamie for a few minutes. He was tugged and poked and arranged, but he never took his eyes off of Augustus.

      “Perfect, bag it all up for us along with anything else you like for him. I’m going to take Jamie to lunch and then we’ll be back to pick everything up.”

      “Wait, what?” Jamie asked, suddenly realizing he’d lost more than a few minutes of time.

      Augustus smiled. “I think you dozed off for a moment, love. I kept you up too late last night.”

      Bebe giggled and walked out with a really large selection of clothes.

      “What is all that?”

      “Hmm,” Augustus non-answered. “Hungry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t pout.”

      “I don’t pout.”

      Augustus smiled. “Good. How do you feel about Greek food? There’s a delightful cafe not far from here.”

      “I…what did you just do?”

      Augustus ran his hand over Jamie’s neck until it rested on the spot he’d marked over and over again throughout the night. “Spoiled you a little. Is that okay?”

      Dammit. When his voice got all soft and his eyes shifted to that just-a-little-needy-and-hopeful thing— what the hell was Jamie supposed to say?

      “Define a little.”

      “Well, I didn’t want you to say I’d ruined you again, so I restrained myself.”

      “Says the man who called his helicopter to come give him a lift into town.”

      “It’s all relative. Now, I’m starving. Doesn’t some nice pita bread and tzatziki sound refreshing?”

      Jamie’s belly fluttered again, but this time a little nervously.

      “Did you, like, have me researched or something?”

      Augustus frowned. “No. Of course not.”

      “Oh. ‘Cause Greek is my favorite. I thought you had some cyber security team that worked with your helicopter people or whatever searching my bank records to find out what my favorite food is.”

      “Greek is your favorite.” Augustus’s beaming smile did really horrible ruiny things to his heart. “Mine, too. Now, there’s nothing quite like the villa in Greece where I sometimes vacation. It’s right on the Aegean and one of the villagers— a delightful Yaya whose name I still haven’t learned—makes the most incredible dishes. I’d love to take you there one day.”

      Ruined. Destroyed. Wrecked. “I’d love that.”

      Augustus grabbed his hand and led him over to the pile of clothes he’d changed out of. “Shoes.”

      Jamie shoved his feet into his Vans and then felt something slipped onto his nose.

      “Sunglasses. Bebe picked them out. It’s a sunny afternoon.”

      Jamie sighed. “Food. Then nap. I’m too tired to argue with either of you.” He leaned into Augustus and looked up at him. “Thank you.”

      He kept his voice low, barely over a whisper. He wanted the moment to be theirs and theirs alone. Because he was thanking Augustus for more than whatever it was he’d bought. The entire day had been a dream come true, something that he’d look back on for the rest of his life as the most perfect of his life.

      “You’re very welcome.” Augustus pressed a kiss to his forehead and they leaned together for another moment.

      “Now I need my phone. I’m feeling the need for a selfie. Does Bebe pose?”

      Augustus laughed. “I think Bebe will do whatever you want. As would I.”

      “Sweet talker. I have a few ideas for selfies with you. They’ll be taken later.” He tried to bust out his sexiest grin, but he had a feeling he looked ridiculous, if the wide smile he got from Augustus was any indication.

      “Oh really? Tell me more.”

      “No. You perv. Feed me. I’m fading away to nothing here. All I had for breakfast was eggs and toast and fruit and… you.”

      Augustus laughed. “And here I thought I was your midnight snack.”

      “Nope. You’re my breakfast of champions. You better eat your protein today. You’re going to need your strength tonight. Do we need more lube? I feel like we used both bottles last night.”

      The giggles from the other side of the screen were muffled but still easily heard.

      “I’ll have the driver stop and get more while we have lunch.”

      Jamie blinked. “You will not.”

      Augustus’s lip twitched. Jamie smacked him in the arm. “Don’t tease me. I thought you were serious.”

      “I would never ask my driver to do something like that. Maxine will take care of—“

      Jamie gasped in outrage. “We have plenty of lube.”

      Augustus laughed. “Yes, we do. And now the lovely people in the next building know it, too.”

      By this point, Bebe’s giggles weren’t capable of being muffled. Jamie poked his head around the screen and glared. “And you! Get over here and take a selfie with me because I have to have proof that you exist. And I want to know if I can find a stylist to do my hair like—“

      “Absolutely not,” Augustus said. “Not the curls.”

      “They’re mine.”

      Augustus scowled and made a frustrated grunt. Jamie tried not to grin. He could actually see the man trying to form an argument and failing. “You said you were mine. Your hair counts.”

      “Lame, Augustus. Feed me and maybe I’ll change my mind.”

      Augustus huffed as Jamie leaned in and captured a selfie with Bebe.

      They left in a flurry of cheek kisses. The car waited for them outside. Jamie raised his phone again and pushed up to kiss Augustus on the cheek. He snapped another selfie, then held out the phone to show Augustus.

      His heart fluttered once again. “Send it to me. I love it.”

      “I…um… don’t actually have your number.”

      “Hmm.” Augustus guided him into the car before taking out his phone. “Give me your number.”

      Jamie rattled off the number and moments later his phone dinged with a notification. He opened it to find a one-word text from Augustus. Ruiner.

      Jamie grinned and looked over at Augustus’s phone where he had created a new contact. The name box said Ruined. Jamie cackled. “Should that be Ruinee?”

      “I don’t think that’s a word,” Augustus said.

      “It is now.”

      Augustus settled back into the seat and draped his arm over Jamie’s shoulders. After receiving yet another kiss to his forehead, Jamie closed his eyes and smiled. He couldn’t wait to see what they got up to next.
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      Jamie had forgotten exactly how boring business dinners could be. Not that they were a frequent part of his life, but he’d been to one or two. He’d gotten dressed up in the gorgeous outfit Bebe had sent him home with— and he really didn’t even remember trying it on, but apparently he had? Maybe? He knew there was no way he tried on enough clothes to fill the quite frankly obnoxious amount of bags Bebe’s assistant had loaded into the back of the town car after lunch.

      By that point, though, Jamie had been stuffed full of tzatziki, and olives, and pita, and moussaka, and he really couldn’t care less. He’d dozed against Augustus’s thigh, his head cushioned as Augustus ran his fingers through Jamie’s hair over and over again.

      Now though, they’d had separate showers because Augustus had showered while Jamie napped in the cabin bedroom while Augustus supposedly dealt with some work stuff but actually he’d gotten naked without waking Jamie up and that just wasn’t acceptable. Jamie tugged on the open collar of the shirt and pulled the snug vest down another half inch. He looked great, even if he felt the need to fidget nervously, hoping Augustus approved. He’d even taken the time to style his hair a little and did his favorite trick of getting a couple wayward curls to hang over his forehead. He knew Augustus would love it.

      And Augustus had. His gaze had heated the moment Jamie stepped out of the bathroom and he’d found himself caught in Augustus’s grip within seconds. “Perfection,” Augustus had whispered against his lips.

      But then, instead of ravaging him, Augustus had pulled away. “Time to go.”

      The man was evil. Pure and simple.

      The lodge had a separate room off the restaurant for private parties, and that’s where the hostess led them. There weren’t a ton of tables in the room. Only six or so. And they only sat four each. So it wasn’t like they had to socialize with hundreds of people when Jamie wanted nothing more than to untangle the fancy knot of Augustus’s tie, rip open the shirt beneath, try to remember how belts worked, and get himself stuffed full again. Nope. That’s not what the issue was at all.

      It was that… there was a weird… buzz… in the air. Jamie couldn’t define what he felt anymore than that. He didn’t want to be in this room. At all. He tried to figure out why, but everyone looked normal. Mostly. The only thing that really stood out to him was that, well, all the partners were clearly separated in age just like he and Augustus were. Which, whatever, no big. But something had his skin vibrating and his head began to ache.

      He fidgeted one too many times and Augustus glanced at him with worried eyes. “What’s wrong, love?”

      “I’m going to the bathroom. Be back in a few.”

      Augustus frowned but nodded. Jamie hurried out into the lobby where he’d seen a restroom sign when they’d checked in… was that only a day ago? It felt like forever.

      Jamie escaped into a stall and closed the lid before sitting down. He felt better, like he didn’t have to be worried anymore. Which was weird because he had nothing to be worried about in the first place. He finally managed to get himself together enough to head back to Augustus when the bathroom door opened and several other people entered.

      Even though Jamie didn’t know them, he figured out pretty quickly that the newcomers were the partners to the older men in the dinner with Augustus. He knew this because they immediately started gossiping. And within a minute, they were talking about him.

      “Can you believe the arm candy Augustus found? I didn’t know he was into our scene, but now that I do, order fucking up, because that man is delicious.”

      Another voice added. “Do you think he’s Augustus’s first? I’ve never even heard of him having a boy before.”

      “He can’t be,” a third added. “Which is why I’m staying far away. We’ve never seen him at any of the clubs or parties and none of the stores talk about him. Which means if he does have boys they are his dirty little secret and that’s not the life for me.”

      “Good point. I’d die if I didn’t get to go out. What if we never went on vacation? Or on the yacht?”

      Jamie scowled.

      “Exactly. If his boys are disposable, I want nothing to do with him. I don’t care if the Eastaughffe’s have more money than god.”

      “Eww. He’s probably just using the poor guy. You think we should pull him aside and talk to him. Tell him what he could have?”

      “And make more competition? No thank you. I’m only this young and hot for a limited number of years. I’ve got to make bank while I can.”

      Flushing and hand washing followed soon after, and then the bathroom door opened and closed once more. Jamie rose, realizing he’d been gone for too long.

      “You can come out now.”

      Jamie blanched but opened the door. Luckily he saw a familiar face. They’d sort of met the first day. Jamie couldn’t remember his name though. He’d been with the guy who’d talked to Augustus.

      “Thanks. I, um, can’t remember your name.”

      “Levi. And you’re Jamie. Everyone’s talking about how you captured the king.” Levi grinned and Jamie couldn’t help but grin back.

      “I think he captured me?”

      “Sounds about right. Ignore them, anyway. They don’t get it. You do. I can tell.”

      “I don’t… I have questions.”

      “I bet.” Levi smiled again and rubbed his neck. He had a mark similar to the one Jamie had, but his looked… scarred? “You’ll get answers, too. We need to get back.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be back in a second. Will you…”

      “I’ll tell him you’re okay,” Levi said softly.

      Jamie washed his face and hands then fixed his hair and tugged at the vest again. He didn’t know why his skin crawled. Augustus hadn’t promised him anything more than a weekend. Hell, for all Jamie knew, he was nothing more than a nice diversion. He could very well be a dirty little secret. Maybe Augustus would forget all about him the second he left.

      And that… that wasn’t acceptable. He hadn’t been kidding when he said Augustus had ruined him. He had. For all other people. Forever. Just like Augustus had threatened. He broke Jamie and now he had to buy him. Or something. It didn’t matter. Jamie was his. And Augustus had better by god make it right or he’d….

      Jamie stormed out of the bathroom and into the dining room once more. Augustus smiled when he entered, but it quickly turned into a frown when he stomped up to the table.

      “I’m not your dirty little secret. And I don’t care if you haven’t made me promises, you ruined me. So now you have to deal with it. All these people who think you’re new to this game and up for grabs need to find out real quick that you are not in the market. You’re done. No buying stock in Augustus. No trading or whatever the hell it is you do. No. You’re off limits. You’re mine. Period. And I’m yours. And they can all go to hell because I don’t care what anyone thinks. You better make sure they all know that I’m not—“

      Augustus pushed to his feet and grabbed Jamie’s hair. He tugged his head back and pulled their bodies together. “You think they don’t all know that you’re mine?”

      Jamie scowled. “How would they? You haven’t—“

      “I haven’t what, love? Claimed you? Put my mark on you. I can. I will. Right here and now. In front of them all.”

      Jamie shivered, need coursing through him.

      “Is that what you need? One look and they would all leave this room. Who do you think is the most powerful man in this room, Jamie? Who?”

      There was no doubt. “You.”

      “That’s right. You have nothing to fear.”

      “Augustus,” Jamie whimpered, embarrassed but so needy. He didn’t know what had gotten into him. Well, he knew what hadn’t gotten into him and he needed. Literally actually needed Augustus inside him again. Which was kinda weird and embarrassing but fuck if Jamie cared at the moment.

      “My sweet boy,” Augustus whispered into his neck. “I’m sorry I didn’t take good enough care of you. I’m a bit out of practice, and I’m new at portions of this as well. Let me make it right.”

      Jamie nodded against him, clinging, expecting Augustus to lead him out of the room and back to the cabin. Augustus had other plans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Augustus

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus rarely made mistakes, and when he did, he fixed them quickly and efficiently. He’d made one with Jamie by not recognizing how strongly the mating pull would affect him. Their connection was all but made, lacking only the final steps to bond them forever as mates. Jamie didn’t know that, however. He didn’t know anything about their world. All he knew was that he’d been taken into a room with a dozen other shifters without his mate and alpha’s scent all over him. It wasn’t acceptable, and Jamie’s instincts were crying out, fearing rejection.

      He could fix it, though, and he planned on it, with the same quick efficiency he used to make business decisions. He held Jamie tight, fisting his curls and forcing Jamie’s head up. “Is that what you need, love? You need me to prove to you that you’re mine? That no one else would touch you? That everyone here will do whatever I want because I am the most powerful being in the room. Is that what you need? Do you need them to watch me claim you? To stuff you full once more while they all look on, desperately wanting you for themselves but knowing you belong to me and me alone?”

      Jamie pushed up against him, his pupils wide and desperate. His breathing shallow and wanting. Augustus had no doubt every eye in the room was on them. All of the shifters had heard Jamie’s words as clearly as Augustus had. They heard the challenge in them. And it must be answered, even if Jamie didn’t understand. He had options, of course.

      But no one could leave the room without knowing Augustus was in control, still an alpha and the leader of his clan. His power couldn’t be questioned. He had too much riding on his reputation at the moment to put it at risk.

      And then he had Jamie. His mate. The person who would make him happy for the rest of his days. He couldn’t ruin this moment, let Jamie doubt. He couldn’t deny his mate what he needed.

      “Augustus.”

      Jamie’s gasp set his course. His mate needed proof, and he would have it.

      “Anyone not in the know needs to leave immediately.”

      He didn’t even have to raise his voice. Several of the shifters guided their companions to the door and sent them away. The doors closed. Locked. His tablemate slid his chair aside and guided his companion onto the floor at his feet. The scent of arousal and anticipation filled the air.

      His lion roared, and Augustus barely contained himself from making the sound aloud.

      Instead he met Jamie’s gaze once more. “You worry you are my dirty little secret, sweetheart? I’ll prove you wrong, here and now.”

      Jamie trembled. “Fuck. I don’t… why do I want to bend over this table for you right now?”

      “Because you know its what you need. And you know I’ll give it to you. Always. Don’t worry. You’ll be stuffed full of me again in just a moment.”

      Jamie trembled again, his cock hard and pulsing between them.

      “Don’t come until I say you can.”

      Jamie nodded. Augustus kissed him, hard and fast, before spinning Jamie in his arms. He held him back to front, one hand against Jamie’s neck, pulling his head to the side and exposing the spot he would soon mark. The other slid low on Jamie’s belly, over his most vulnerable spaces.

      Many people, humans especially, waxed poetic about the heart. Augustus had something more raw in mind. He’d always trusted his gut. It spoke to him much more clearly than the thing that beat in his chest. No, the heart was protected by ribs, a hard shell surrounding it. But the gut was open and raw and vulnerable. Dangerous to anyone more powerful.

      And Jamie had one of the most dangerous creatures around with his hand over that most precious of spots. One swipe and he’d be done, but Jamie simply stood still for him, trembling in his hold, but not from fear. No. His boy wasn’t afraid at all. Jamie wanted, desperately. And everyone in the room knew it.

      “Mine,” Augustus snarled. He met each and every gaze, stared until eyes dropped away, giving him the upper ground.

      He tugged at Jamie’s pants, ripping them open and pushing them down. His shirttails hung down, keeping him from being totally exposed. Augustus dealt with Jamie’s underwear next, jerking them down to Jamie’s thighs. His cock stood out proudly, tenting the shirt.

      A throat cleared to the side ,and Augustus turned that way with a snarl. Franklin slid something across the table to him. It was a small packet.

      “Brace your hands on the table,” Augustus demanded.

      Jamie trembled but complied. Augustus reached for the packet and ripped it open, dribbling the lube over his cock. He stroked himself, slicking the way, before he lined up at Jamie’s entrance.

      “Mine,” he declared again, and drove inside.

      Jamie cried out, that sweet sound of pure bliss he made when Augustus was inside him. He’d already learned Jamie so well, the noises he made, each sound catalogued and treasured. Precious.

      Augustus leaned down, covering Jamie’s body with his own. He nipped at his spot then moved his mouth up to Jamie’s ear. “Do you see them all watching, Jamie? They want you as much as I do. But they can’t have you, can they?”

      “N-no,” Jamie gasped.

      Augustus thrust again, his hips driving Jamie forward.

      “No one would dare try to touch what is mine. They know. As do you. You belong to me now.”

      “Y-yes. Augustus, please.”

      Augustus continued to hammer inside him, driving Jamie quickly to the edge. As the both crested, Augustus growled into Jamie’s ear. “Come.”

      And his mate did, becoming a jerking, trembling mess in his arms. Augustus held him up, still buried deep in his hot, quivering channel until Jamie rolled his head to the side and blinked up at him.

      “Did we really just…”

      “Yes.” Augustus grinned, unable to hide how pleased his was. The others in the room twisted in their seats, squirming with arousal, eager to find their own release. They waited for him to give the word, though.

      “Don’t look so smug. You’ve totally ruined me.”

      “I absolutely have.”

      “Smug, Augustus. Not a good look.”

      Except it was, and they both knew it. Augustus moved his hips and his cock slipped from Jamie’s hole. He straightened his clothes before adjusting Jamie’s then scooped his mate into his arms. Jamie protested but Augustus shot him a glare. He sighed and dropped his head onto Augustus’s shoulder.

      “Have a good evening,” Augustus said.  He nodded his thanks to Franklin for providing the much-needed lube. He’d make sure to return the favor the next time an investment opportunity arose. One of the others opened the door for him, and he carried Jamie out into the main lobby of the lodge.

      “Ugh. I can walk.”

      “Can you, though?”

      Jamie snorted. “Shut it.”

      Augustus grinned and continued out of the lodge. Maxine held the door open for him, nodding as he passed. Her son no doubt hovered nearby, making sure the path to their cabin would be undisturbed. Jamie had no idea that Maxine served so many purposes for him. Assistant, chauffeur, bodyguard. Her son trained to be her replacement.

      Jamie didn’t understand, but he would be kept safe from the dangers of Augustus’s world. He would be cherished and loved and spoiled and…

      “Stop thinking so hard.”

      How could he though? Jamie had so much to learn. Augustus had heard of humans rejecting the knowledge. He stared down at Jamie, long and hard.

      “You won’t be one of them, will you?”

      Jamie rolled his head back and looked up. “Did I fall asleep again? ‘Cause I feel like I missed something.”

      “No,” Augustus said.

      “Why are you grumpy? You just fucked me in front of a room full of people. And it was the hottest thing in existence. Explain.”

      Augustus huffed. He needed to explain. He had to explain. Before he could complete the claiming.

      “Oh my god. It happened. The tables have turned.” Jamie cackled gleefully and kissed Augustus on the cheek.

      Augustus pushed open the door to their cabin and headed straight for the bedroom. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He settled Jamie on the bed. His mate immediately attempted to make a snow angel on the covers. His cheerfulness was contagious and Augustus found himself grinning at Jamie’s antics. “Did I break you?”

      “No! I broke you! Finally. Ha! You’re ruined! I did it! I finally ruined you. All it took was the hottest show of dominance this side of one of those really terrifying clubs we will never go to because no, okay? Hard limit. But fucking hell, who knew that you had an exhibitionist kink? And that I did? You, maybe? I don’t know what I’m saying. God, I feel good. Great. Fantastic. Amazing.”

      Augustus climbed onto the bed and covered Jamie’s body once more with his own. “Good.”

      Jamie sighed happily and wrapped his arms around Augustus’s neck. He arched his head to the side, giving Augustus access to his spot. “Ruined.”

      They both were. Augustus had no doubt. As long as ruined meant absolutely thrilled. They had a long, probably difficult road in front of them, but as Augustus stared down into Jamie’s smiling eyes, he had no doubt they would make it through whatever the goddess had in store for them.
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        Chapter One

        Victor

      

      

      Victor pulled his sleek, black Mercedes to a stop in front of a newly-installed wrought iron gate. It protected the entrance to the home of what they’d begun referring to as the Smith pack. He rolled down his window as a voice sounded from the small intercom at the edge of the drive.

      “May I help you?”

      “Victor Eastaughffe to see the alpha.”

      “One moment please.”

      The alpha, and his entire pack, were unconventional to say the least. In a world where shifter children were rare, Nick’s pack had at least four times more kids than adults. The circumstances that got Nick an entire pack of children were what warranted the upgrades to security and Victor’s presence. Nick Smith had a very powerful mate, very powerful friends, and an extremely powerful brother.

      While he waited, Victor inspected other areas of the recently upgraded security system, including the large masonry sign which stood just to the left of the driveway. It was only slightly imposing with the words Smith Academy carved into the central, white stone. No other details were listed. Victor had argued, and the alpha had agreed, that anyone curious about the sudden increase in visible security wouldn’t ask questions if a sign out front indicated children were present.

      Of course, anyone close enough to notice the sign would also be noticed by them. Two dragons circled overhead waiting for the guards to give Victor the all-clear. Their magic was cloaked, obviously, but Victor could see through it. Most of their kind could. Humans, on the other hand, were kept in the dark about their existence for a reason. The goddesses’ rules were very strict on the subject, and no one wanted to draw the attention of the hellhounds. Then again, as the alpha was mated to a  hellhound— another thing that made Nick unique—  the threat didn’t have quite the same weight to it as it did for others of their kind.

      “The alpha is expecting you.”

      The gate began to open as the intercom switched off again. Victor pulled his car through and waited until it closed behind him. Two more barriers sat between him and his scheduled meeting with Nick Smith, the first one a powerful ward. Two vampires surrounded the car and began an inspection as a familiar pop of magic sounded beside him.

      “Good morning, Puteri.”

      “Griffin,” she scowled.

      The second barrier, a brownie, only stood a couple of feet tall. Most of her charges were at least her size, if not bigger. But when it came to power, Puteri was one of the strongest of their kind on the property. She might be tiny, moody, and cranky, but the kids really liked her, which was the most important thing to their alpha. Nick could care less if none of the adults understood exactly why the kids were drawn to the temperamental creature.

      “How are you?” Victor asked.

      He didn’t want to open the floodgates, but he’d been assured that she would be disappointed if he didn’t. He also knew from experience that no matter how much she complained— and she would complain, long and loud— that he was never to suggest she needed help. He’d made that mistake once. He wouldn’t make it again.

      “There is so much work for Puteri,” she whined. “So many children. Puteri works and works and works.”

      “You make your queen proud with your service,” Victor said. “I will be sure to pass along our praise to her.”

      Puteri beamed, even as she performed her part of the security test. “You are free from dark magic. You may proceed.”

      Victor started the SUV moving and passed easily through the ward as Puteri settled into the seat and continued listing the many tasks she was responsible for within the compound. To hear her tell it, she was single-handedly managing all of the forty orphans under their charge, plus handling the care and feeding of the entire staff. Victor knew better. He paid the bills after all, on behalf of Nick’s brother, the Chosen One, and his mates. That included the many, many salaries it took to keep the children safe and happy.

      “You are a boon to your people, Puteri, and a gift to us. We could not manage without you.” His statement soothed her sensitive fae ego. She beamed for a brief moment before her face settled into its usual scowl once more.

      “I must return to work. The alpha is in the rec building with the children. They’re doing yoga.”

      Before Victor could ask her to repeat what she’d said—he could have sworn he’d heard her say yoga—she disappeared with another pop of magic. He drove the rest of the way up the long driveway and parked outside the rec building. Once inside, he found Nick exactly where Puteri said he would be. About a dozen kids surrounded him, each of them standing with their hands over their head in some sort of yoga pose. Well, all of them except Nick. The alpha had a sleeping bear cub cradled in one of his arms, but the other was in the air as he held his pose with an intensity rarely seen outside of threatening situations.

      One of the vampires who served as guards for the property lead the exercise, and the kids followed diligently along. Victor made a mental note to do some research later on kids and yoga. Someone had obviously convinced Nick it was a good idea. Either that, or he’d watched a random YouTube video. It could go either way with Nick. He wasn’t afraid to try new things if it meant helping the kids find happiness in their new normal.

      Victor honestly didn’t know how he managed it all, but Nick had been chosen by the goddess herself for this duty. He didn’t have to worry whether or not Nick was right for the job, no matter that his methods were sometimes unconventional.

      Before he could wonder further, he felt a tug against his pants leg. He glanced down and found a tiny red-headed boy standing beside him. He looked ready to cry. Victor tried not to panic. Kids weren’t his thing, especially teary-eyed ones.

      “Hi, little person. Are you looking for alpha? Don’t worry. He’s right there.”

      The boy’s lip began to wobble, and he held up his hands.

      Victor gulped but picked him up without hesitation. Nick would be pissed if he didn’t. Pretty much whatever the kids wanted, they got, especially when it came to comfort. They’d had terrible lives— kidnapped and drained of magic by a demented god until Nick’s goddess intervened on their behalf— but Nick was changing all of that. Only adults who passed Nick’s muster were allowed anywhere near the kids. The alpha might seem laid-back and casual, but Victor had seen him when he wasn’t. Nick Smith was not a lion to be messed with, especially not where his pack of orphaned shifter children were concerned.

      Nick glanced his way as the little boy settled against Victor’s chest. He scowled for a moment— not at Victor, though. In concern. Another thing he’d learned about Nick since he’d taken over managing the finances of this project: almost every thought the alpha had revolved around the cubs in his charge. The thoughts that weren’t on the cubs were on his hellhound mate, Jedrek.

      As if conjured, Jedrek emerged from a room down the hall and began walking his way. Victor tried not to panic even as he awkwardly patted the little boy on the back. Jedrek would know what to do.

      “Hey, Gus,” Jedrek said softly. “You okay?”

      The little boy nodded against his chest.

      “You want to come to me?”

      A small arm wrapped tightly around Victor’s neck. The alpha-mate’s brows rose in surprise.

      “No worries, Gus. You can stay with Victor. Alpha is almost done.” Jedrek patted the boy on the head gently before glancing at Victor. “They’ll be done in a minute.”

      Before Victor could protest, Jedrek went back down the hall and disappeared into one of the many rooms. Gus settled against Victor’s chest and popped his thumb into his mouth. Victor tried not to shiver in disgust. So many germs. It couldn’t be healthy for him to put his thumb in his mouth like that.

      Victor considered trying to remove it but yet another door opened. This time a giant of a man Victor had never seen before stepped into the hallway. His breath caught in his chest as the man practically squeezed through the doorway, his broad shoulders touching the frame on either side. He looked scruffy, too, from his ragged plaid shirt, opened to reveal a dirty, one-time-probably-white undershirt, to his faded, torn jeans. He was scruffy all over, and he needed a shave. And a haircut. And a good dry cleaner. But more importantly, he was a stranger.

      Victor couldn’t help it. He instinctively turned away, shielding Gus from the newcomer. Of course, his action caught Nick’s attention and before he could blink, the alpha was out of the room and glancing down the hall.

      “Riggs,” Nick growled. “You’re late.”

      But he placed a calming hand on Victor’s back and gave him an approving nod. Victor let out a shaky breath as the newcomer shrugged and continued down the hall.

      “Doesn’t look like you were waiting for me.”

      Nick huffed. “No. But Victor was.”

      “I’m not here to meet Victor,” Riggs said. “I’m supposed to talk to you.”

      Nick huffed again, and the bear cub in his arms let out a snuffling growl. Nick began to sway back and forth as he rolled his fingers through the cub’s thick, black fur. The cub settled, and Nick turned his attention to the little boy in Victor’s arms.

      “You okay, Gus-Gus?”

      A little nod against Victor’s chest.

      “You want Victor to be your friend today?”

      Another nod.

      “Cool. You hungry?”

      This time a shake.

      “Excellent. Puteri!”

      The brownie popped into existence between them.

      “Yes, alpha?”

      “Can you take Jett to his bed for me? I think he’s feeling a little better. Bring him back if he doesn’t settle.”

      “Yes, alpha.”

      Puteri accepted the cub— who was honestly as big as she was— and the two of them vanished moments later.

      “I will never get used to that,” Riggs rumbled.

      Victor wouldn’t either. Brownie magic was… well, magical and unlike anything that existed in their realm. They were lucky to have her. She’d been charged with providing service to Nick’s brother, Sawyer, and his mates after a particularly nasty incident in the fae realm. No one ever discussed the details, but apparently a grave offense had been done to the Chosen One himself. Instead of holding a grudge, Sawyer had brought Puteri back to their realm and asked her to do this service for him. Victor had the impression that Sawyer’s actions had saved her life.

      Nick didn’t seem bothered by the brownie’s show of power. He shrugged and began walking down the hall. Within moments, a young boy was at his side, his attention on a tablet clutched in his hands. He was older than Gus, the little guy in Victor’s arms. Victor guessed he was six or seven to Gus’s one or two. Nick didn’t say anything to the newcomer. He simply put his hand on the kid’s shoulder and continued walking. Victor and Riggs followed him.

      “Nick?” Riggs said softly.

      “Yeah, man? What’s up?”

      “What was… wrong? With the bear cub?”

      “Oh, yeah. Forgot Jett’s one of your kind. Growing pains, man. He was up all night. Poor little guy.”

      Riggs grimaced. “I remember that. My mother used to put a special ointment on my joints. I can ask her for some.”

      “That’d be great,” Nick said with a smile. “We appreciate any and all help.”

      Nick led them into the kitchen, where a really gruff-looking man stood at the stove. A woman bustled around him, ignoring the grumbling complaints he barked out every other breath. If Victor didn’t know them both, he’d be worried, but Walt was a familiar fixture around the compound. He and his wife, Shelly, were part of the hellhound pack, even though Shelly was human, and they showed up frequently to help cook for the horde of mouths they had to feed daily.

      “Walt, what’s cooking my friend?” Nick asked.

      The little boy at Nick’s side lowered his tablet and stared adoringly at the cranky cook. No one other than Shelly stared adoringly at Walt. He’d made grown men cry with his stare. Victor had literally seen a dragon turn away from Walt with teary eyes after one of Walt’s infamous tongue-lashings.

      “Was gonna make chicken tacos.”

      “Yum,” Nick said. “I wouldn’t mind a taco.”

      Walt huffed.

      Shelly grinned over at them, then stared longingly at the little boy beside Nick. “Hey, Ryan. How are you today?”

      Ryan shrugged.

      “You forget your words?” Walt growled.

      “No,” Ryan said softly.

      “Good. Cause I need help. You gonna help?”

      Ryan’s face lit up. “Yes.”

      “Get over here then. What are you waiting for?”

      Ryan shoved the tablet into Nick’s stomach and ran around the counter. Victor about passed out when the hellhound crouched down and pulled the boy into a gentle hug.

      “Rough day?” Walt whispered.

      Ryan nodded.

      “Yeah. Me, too. Better now that you’re here. Wanna learn how to shred chicken?”

      Ryan nodded again.

      “Good. Let’s get to work. We’ve got people to feed.”

      Walt lifted Ryan and carried him over to the sink where they began washing their hands. Nick nodded approvingly, put the tablet on the counter, and led the way out of the back door. He stretched and let out a yawn.

      “What just happened?” Victor asked once the door closed behind them.

      Nick grinned and began walking toward the construction area at the other side of the property. “Walt and Shelly figuring out that Ryan’s supposed to be theirs.”

      Victor blinked, and Riggs coughed. “What’d you say?”

      Nick scowled over at the big man. “What?”

      “Walt? As in hellhound Walt? Terrifying, I will cut out your tongue if you don’t shut up Walt? That Walt? With a kid?”

      Nick stopped moving, and his face took on the scary alpha expression he rarely used. “You doubt me?”

      Even his voice was frightening. Gus raised his head.

      “No,” Riggs said. “You say it’s okay, and I believe you. But Walt? Really? Man, he terrifies me. I went in the kitchen for a snack and he threatened to gut me. I about crapped my pants.”

      Nick’s expression returned to his normal smirk, and he shrugged. “He’s not that scary.”

      Victor couldn’t help it. He snorted out a laugh. Nick turned to glare at him, but it quickly faded.

      “Fine. He’s a little scary. But not to Ryan, and that’s what matters. Now will you two shut up so we can get to work? I’ve got shit to do today.”

      “Um, what about…” Victor glanced down at Gus before looking back to Nick.

      “He likes you. It’s fine.”

      “I need to work.”

      “You will. Just with him. He doesn’t like a lot of people so this is important. Just shut up and do your part already, Vic. Sheesh. What? He too heavy for you? Your wee griffin arms too weak to—”

      “Nick.” Victor glared out the rest of his protest and wasn’t at all surprised when he was ignored.

      Nick laughed and kept walking. “That’s what I thought. Damn, it’s a beautiful day. Hey, you two met before?”

      “No,” Riggs said.

      “Right. I was supposed to introduce you. Jedrek reminded me this morning, but then I got distracted because… well, you can imagine how my mate distracted me.” Nick waggled his eyebrows suggestively. Not that they needed any clue. The alpha couldn’t keep his eyes, or his hands, off of his mate. “Anyway, Orson Riggs, this is Victor Eastaughffe. Riggs is the new foreman. Victor is the money man.”

      Victor scowled. “Pardon me? I didn’t see a resume—”

      “Met Riggs in town,” Nick said. “We took some of the older kids to the big library, and then we stopped by Mikey’s coffee shop for treats.”

      “And you gave him a job?”

      “Standing right here,” Riggs said.

      “He passed the background check,” Nick said. “And the Puteri test. Plus, Robin likes him.”

      And that was the vote that mattered. The little girl had her alpha wrapped around her fingers.

      “Still right here,” Riggs complained.

      Victor glared at him, uncaring that he was incredibly handsome beneath all that scruff with big brown eyes that seemed very kind even if his shirt suggested it needed to be washed. Those details didn’t matter. “What experience do you have? This job is of critical importance and the timeline can’t be altered. We have kids counting on—”

      “Nick explained. I can handle it.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “Besides, I talked to Eduard. He says you can stay here for a while until the construction is done. I told him we needed you on-site to make sure everything got handled the right way. Like I know shit about invoices and packing lists and whatever the fuck else all this shit entails.”

      Nick was a lot smarter than he pretended to be. Victor knew it. Nick knew it. Nick knew Victor knew it. He glared at the alpha. Nick simply smirked. “I made my decision. You two are going to be working together for a while. So stop your bitching and get to it. I need an update.”

      Victor made a mental note to strangle his cousin. Eduard knew he wouldn’t want to live at the compound, surrounded by all of the kids all of the time. It was enough to turn his hair from red to gray. He’d agreed to handle this project, but he’d never agreed to be constantly with the kids. Kids weren’t his thing. They were dirty and germy and needy. He had responsibilities. All of this stuff didn’t magically pay for itself, as much as Nick liked to pretend it did. It took the majority of his time to manage all of the moving pieces that went along with the orphans and their needs in addition to his familial duties, which now included managing his cousin’s finances along with that of his powerful mates. Victor didn’t have time to—

      Gus raised his head and stared at him, bringing Victor’s mental tirade to a screeching halt. Blue eyes met his own, searching for something. Victor had no idea. He’d probably start crying again after realizing Victor wasn’t who he wanted after all.

      “Juice, peas,” Gus said softly.

      Victor sent a panicked glance toward Nick. The alpha huffed out a laugh and jogged back toward the door they’d just left. He returned a minute later with a small bag that he tossed to Riggs and a sippy cup that he handed to the little boy.

      “Shouldn’t I, um, put him down?” Victor asked.

      The hand with the dripping wet thumb grabbed his tie. Victor tried not to wince.

      “No,” Gus said.

      “Man, he really likes you,” Nick said. “Riggs, how many of these cottages are going to be ready by the end of the month? I want to start bringing in more potential parents, but no one’s leaving here with one of my kids until I know they’re gonna be able to handle it. I’ve gotta work out a process, but I need a place for ‘em to stay. And, you know, maybe live.”

      Riggs began updating them on the different stages of completion on the dozen cottages currently being built on the property next door.  He seemed competent, much to Victor’s surprise. The last foreman had done the first phase, which had basically involved prepping all of the plots for the infrastructure required for a building project of this magnitude. Water, electric, sewer, the roads. Before building could begin, all of the infrastructure had to be in place. Basically, they had to get it all laid out and ready for the houses to go up. As far as their permits were concerned, they were developing a subdivision, and that meant a lot of red tape on Victor’s end.

      They’d found a competent foreman at the beginning of the project and had used a family connection of the griffins for the project design. The foreman had been on loan from his pack, even though they were paying him a pretty penny to be there. But then his pack had some issues and he’d been needed at home. Which left them with a spot which had been filled by this guy whom Victor had never even heard of.

      How the hell could Nick trust a random stranger with this job? They had to get the cottages completed before they started finding parents for the cubs. It was Nick’s number one priority after taking care of the kids. He’d said from the beginning that he wanted to offer permanent places in his pack to any of the adoptive parents he found. He wanted to stay the alpha to the kids if he could, even though he knew some of them would go off into the world without him. Victor really didn’t want to be around the first time that happened, though.

      He tore his thoughts away from that idea, ignoring the way his heart clenched at the thought. He needed to focus on this Riggs person and why Nick had decided he should be trusted with the job. They needed someone with experience. They needed someone highly skilled and very organized. And sure, he sounded competent. And he looked the part in his beat up jeans and dirty tan boots. But looks could be deceiving.

      “Bear,” Gus said, pointing at Riggs.

      “That’s right,” Nick said. “He’s a black bear. You’re not a black bear, though, are you Gus-Gus?”

      Gus shook his head adorably. “Bed Banda.”

      “Close enough, buddy. Red panda. It’s almost like a bear, right?”

      Gus grinned and held out his juice cup to Nick.

      “Man, you’re cute. Okay, I’ve gotta go help the teenagers with their reading class. They get a little testy so it’s better that I’m there to keep them calm when they get frustrated. Vic, can you get Riggs up-to-date on everything? Jed and I told him what we could, but I know you’ll have a million other things we didn’t even think of.”

      “Sure. You going to take—?” Victor tried to peel Gus off of him but the little boy clung tighter.

      “Nah, he’ll let you know when he’s done. Just call Puteri and she’ll bring him back. You can take him outside the wards, but only to the construction site. And, you know, if anything—”

      “I’ll call Puteri. I promise.”

      Nick nodded and bounded away. A group of older kids had gathered at the opposite end of the rec building and their alpha greeted each of them by name.

      “Bird,” Gus said and pointed at Victor.

      “Griffin,” Victor said.

      “Fin,” Gus repeated. He held out his juice cup to Victor.

      He really didn’t like kids at all. But he might be willing to make an exception just this once.
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