

  
    

  



  
    
      Aurora’s Coven

      The Lost Coven | Book 1

    

    
      
        K. A Knight

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Covey Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  



  
    
      AURORA’S COVEN

      COVEY PUBLISHING, LLC

      

      Published by Covey Publishing, LLC

      PO Box 550219, Gastonia, NC 28055-0219

      

      Copyright © 2018 by K.A Knight

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the writer, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      Cover Design Copyright © 2018 Covey Publishing, LLC

      Book Design by Covey Publishing, www.coveypublishing.com

      Copy Editing by Covey Publishing, LLC

      Printed in the United States of America.

      

      ISBN: 978-1-948185-61-5

      First Printing, 2018

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by K. A Knight

          

        

      

    

    
      THE LOST COVEN

      Aurora’s Coven

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      THEIR CHAMPION

      The Wasteland

      The Summit

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Circus Save Me

    

  



  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Translations

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Note from Publisher

        

        
          Tellulah Falls

        

        
          Sanguin

        

        
          Hidden Embers

        

      

    

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Into the two open suitcases in front of me, I shove as many clothes as possible. Spinning rapidly to grab more from the open, wooden drawers behind me, I dump the last armful into the already bulging cases, not even caring what I grab in my haste. With a little extra effort, I manage to zip them closed and wheel them to the door.

      I turn back to the room I lived in all my life, my sanctuary. Memories of me and my mum laughing and joking rear up, and I quickly squash them down before I lose myself in the past. An empty room now meets my eyes, one devoid of any happiness, but still the one place I can be me, my refuge from the rest of the world. The once bright yellow walls my mum proudly declared were just as bright and happy as me now peel and fade, lifeless. The single bed stands crooked, the carpet aged. Like me, my room is tired and empty. With one last desperate scan, I turn and head down the old, creaky, wooden stairs and out the open front door.

      Worry tinges my thoughts, but I quickly push it away. My dad isn’t here to wake up from the noise. He’s hardly ever home, and the times he is, I spend wishing he wasn’t. Quietly, I climb into the single thing I still care about, my car, the one my mum bought me for my birthday, claiming I would need it as soon as I was old enough to learn to drive. The seats have a few tears in them, and the carpet has seen better days. A few scratches mar the purple paintwork, but to me, it’s the best present she could have ever bought me. A means to escape, the little, purple VW, my chance at freedom.

      With my suitcases safely stashed in the back, I turn on the ignition and the headlights fill the night’s sky in front of me and light up the front of our house. I take a deep breath and remind myself it’s not safe here anymore. I put my car in reverse and head down the drive, then towards the motorway. My hands ache from the tight grip on the wheel, and my breath comes faster than normal until I see the landscape change. I relax my death grip now that I know I haven’t been spotted. A stab of regret hits me for leaving everything and everyone behind, but it’s for the best. With no destination in mind, just the heart-racing hope of getting as far away from here as possible, I settle down for a long ride.
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          Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      I swear if one more old, greasy man stares at my tits and leers again I’m going to pour cheap beer over his head. One of the men in question—clearly in his sixties with grey, receding hair and a belly to rival Buddha spilling from his too tight shirt—leans forward into me as I put his pint down in front of him. His cheap aftershave makes me crinkle my nose in disgust. I paste a fake smile on my face and stand up straight.

      “Anything else, sir?” His dull brown eyes roam across my body. At five foot three, it shouldn’t take him as long as it does. He licks his lips and leers at me, revealing cracked yellow and black teeth.

      “Are you on the menu, darling?” he sneers as he turns and laughs with his buddy to his left.

      I grit my teeth so hard through my smile you can almost hear my molars crack as they grind together. “’fraid not. Shout if you need anything,” I manage to squeeze out as I turn on my heel and stomp away.

      I make my way through the mismatched wooden tables, which lay empty at this time in the afternoon, and head past the cracked bar which runs all the way along the back of the room. Tom, the bartender for the day and owner of the pub, glances up from chopping lemons and flashes a toothy grin at me. I return it with half the enthusiasm and rush through the swinging kitchen doors before he can corner me and demand to know what’s wrong. I mean, I should be used to the flirty comments and men trying to undress me with their eyes by now, but for some reason, it’s getting to me today.

      When the door swings shut behind me, I fill my lungs to capacity, then release it slowly, slumping into the chair next to where I’m stood. Some pop song plays over the speaker in the background as Eddie spins like a hurricane around the kitchen. He stops in front of the counter facing away from me, gyrating his hips as he sings along off-key. I snort out a laugh before I can help myself, and he spins around so quickly he almost falls over. Grabbing onto the counter now behind him, he glares and points at me dramatically. I put on my most innocent face and smile sweetly at him.

      “Girl, you almost gave me a heart attack. You can’t scare an old man, ya know.” With his hand, he grasps his chest with a flourish.

      I barely contain my eye roll. “As if a heart attack would stop you!” At sixty, he still works five days a week, and I’m pretty sure he would work more if his wife would let him.

      “Sorry, cutie, I couldn’t resist your singing! It’s like a Siren’s song,” I whisper in awe.

      He gives me a fake glare and turns around to finish whatever he was making before I stomped in. I sigh and flop farther into my seat, pushing my black, biker boots across the linoleum floor.

      “What’s up your ass?” Eddie is, if nothing else, always straight to the point.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, staring sullenly down at the cracked flooring.

      I cross my jean-enclosed legs at the ankles and tip my head back to move the cascade of curly, black hair from my face in time to receive a searching glare from Eddie, who makes a non-committal noise and carries on plating a burger. I quickly paste my happy expression in place—it’s my go-to look. It tells people I’m fine, though sometimes I wonder if I’m fooling myself more than anyone else.

      “Where’s the pot boy, anyway? Dan what’s-his-name?” I ask happily, trying to change the subject before he grabs Tom and they both corner me until I spill.

      Eddie gives me a stern stare but lets me move the conversation along. “Little bugger didn’t show up again.” He puts the plate down in front of me.

      I jump up with more energy than I had before and grab it. “You’re surprised?” I turn to head out the door.

      The door is barely open as he replies, “No, he’s probably still asleep or something... Oh and, Aurora, you better tell me what’s wrong when you come back.”

      I make a noise and rush out the door before he can expect a response. I find the right table, deliver the meal with a tired quirking of my lips, and mention to shout for me if needed.

      Returning to the empty section of the room, I wipe down the tables to keep myself busy. If I’m honest with myself, it’s to stop from having to deal with answering Eddie or Tom, who currently keeps throwing me concerned glances as he serves. I concentrate more than necessary on washing the constantly dirty tables. I know why I’m irritable today, but it doesn’t mean I will share it with anyone. It’s bad enough they know I’ve not slept. The black bags under my eyes darken every day, making it harder to hide.

      Sighing audibly, I shake my head. I can’t believe it’s almost here, the date I dread more than anything and the reason behind the increasing number of nightmares and sleepless nights. My breathing picks up as I remember last night’s extremely vivid dream.

      Blood slithers across the floor, closer and closer to me as I curl tighter into a ball in hope it will stop it from touching me. It reaches the hem of my dress and almost instantly soaks it. I shove my hand in front of my mouth to hold in my scream.

      “Don’t make a sound, don’t move, and don’t scream,” I repeat to myself in a broken whisper as I slowly rock back and forth.

      The front door of the pub slamming open jars me back to reality, and I squeeze my eyes shut as all the sound rushes back into the room. I concentrate on slowing my breathing. When it’s almost back to normal, I steel my spine and turn to greet the next customer, but when I lock eyes with the man at the door, I know I’m screwed.

      “Shit,” I exclaim.
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      Eyes as blue as the ocean, surrounded by long thick dark lashes, and swirling with power lock with mine. I notice high, sharp cheekbones and a handsome face before gazing back at his eyes. The power in them make him stand out as something more. I find myself falling into their intensity and blink, glancing back down quickly. Leaning over the table to avoid his gaze, I try to breathe normally.

      The stranger’s eyes burn a hole in my back, which doesn’t help me try to keep my panic on the inside. I lean farther forward, and my dark hair makes a curtain in front of my face. It can’t be, not here. How is it possible? I checked the area when I moved here. I wonder if he is passing through.

      I wait for as long as I dare then move around the other side of the table. Continuing to use my hair as a shield, I sneak a peek through it, towards where he last stood. The stranger’s eyes no longer linger on me, instead, he leans casually on the bar talking to Tom in hushed whispers.

      My eyes wander over his body before I can stop myself. He’s tall, way over six foot. His blond hair shines with light brown streaks running through it, and it hangs to his shoulders. I can’t seem to stop staring at him. With his broad shoulders and well-built physique, he’s any woman’s wet dream, but instead, my stomach churns. I almost vomit when his aura flashes at me, whirling with his magic. My breathing picks up as I panic—I need to get out of here. Trying to walk as slowly and as casually as possible towards the hallway next to the kitchen seems to take forever.

      Reaching the corner, I take one last quick glance back. Tom’s face contorts in anger, and he gestures wildly while trying to stay quiet. The stranger stands, as casual as if he simply came in for a beer. His face is a calm mask, but his shoulders are tight under his black, long-sleeved shirt. I spin around as quickly as possible and almost fall over. Righting myself, I rush down the deserted corridor towards the staff toilet, trying to contain my breathing and counting the steps until I reach the wood door into my safe zone. I run through the door and slam it shut, locking the door as quickly as possible.

      Backing away until my shoulders hits the tiled wall, my breath pants out of me. I let myself slide down until I sit with my back resting against it. Realising I didn’t check my shielding, I curse myself—I became complacent. Closing my eyes, I search within myself where my magic rests. My shield, which I imagine like a never-ending steel wall surrounding my magic, welcomes me, and my violet magic spins inside it, desperately trying to escape. The darkness which hides in the deepest part of me rushes forward to greet me. Dragging myself back before I fall too deep, I let my eyes pop open. Stupid, really stupid. None seems to have escaped, but I hadn’t checked recently. I let my head hit the wall with a bang in the silent room. My head aches from the impact, but I let the pain surround me as it means I’m still alive.

      Memories flit through my head too fast to catch. Maybe, I should leave. I’ve done it before; I can do it again. But I’m happy here, more than I’ve been for a long time. I’ve got friends, a house, and a life. What if he was just passing through, and Tom was warning him not to cause trouble? It would be something he’d do. I nod to myself, deciding I’ll wait a bit until he leaves then go talk to Tom.

      My magic flares in response to my panic, searching for a way out. I concentrate and allow a little to leak through my shielding. My magic emerges from my fingers, entangling my hand almost in a caress. Twisting my hand to watch as it flickers and moves like a flame, I try to calm down. The power glowing in my eyes reflects off the toilet opposite me and confirms just how much seeing him affects me. Not wanting to face that part of myself, I quickly snap them shut and allow my magic to slither back inside me, coiling behind my wall like a waiting snake.

      Once I’ve calmed down a bit, I realise he couldn’t have seen anything, or he would have come to find out which coven I’m from, not go to the bar. It was just me overreacting, right? If I only knew how wrong I was...

      
        
        - BENJAMIN -

      

      

      I find myself unable to drag my eyes away from the most beautiful woman I have ever seen as she walks through the bar and disappears down a corridor. As soon as I walked in, my eyes were drawn to her, and I couldn’t pull myself away as if her eyes pulled me to her. Hair as dark as night with curls all over. Skin so perfect it almost appeared luminescent. Her curves made my mouth water, but it’s her eyes I couldn’t look away from. So open, like I could fall into them, I wouldn’t even fight it. I frown as I remember the expression on her face—frozen in fear, her panic almost palatable. Why would she fear her own kind? I don’t know if she realised her magic reached out towards me once she locked her eyes with mine, but she cut it off so fast I almost stumbled. Rubbing the stubble on my chin, I glance towards the hallway where I watched her delicious ass sway down.

      I turn back to Tom, my face frozen in a confused grin. He glares back at me. Trying not to laugh at the old, cranky bear, I lean on the bar in front of him. He must like her; he’s ready to defend her. I’m curious, so I play dumb.

      “How’s business, old man?” I ask casually.

      He frowns at me but answers anyway. “Good.” His eyes tighten at my lack of reaction to the anger in his voice.

      Wow, he must really like her. He never was talkative, but this is crazy even for him.

      “When did you get back?” he asks with forced casualness. I stare at him, my smirk fixed in place. “Are you all back? Are you all staying?” The glass in his hand cracks under the pressure of his squeezing paws, but I pretend not to notice.

      “Why?” Yeah, I’m an asshole, but damn, I can’t stop my curiosity rising about her, and with how Tom is acting, I bet he can tell.

      “No reason. You leaving soon?” he grunts at me. I can’t help but laugh.

      “Trying to get rid of us so soon, old man?”

      “Stop calling me old man and no, just curious.” The glass he holds bangs down on the bar. I keep smiling until he gets even more annoyed.

      “Fine, don’t tell me. But leave her alone, will ya!” His upper lip curls in a snarl. My eyebrow arches in surprise, his attitude further ramping up my interest. Tom knows exactly what I’m like and never cared before, especially not to warn me. Not even when his waitress flirts with me. Or maybe he’s worried about what I am...

      “Sure,” I lie. His square face gets redder by the second, turning his tanned skin tomato-coloured. I watch, wondering what will happen when he explodes. A rumble starts in his chest, and I let my magic come forward just in case. It’s not the wisest idea to poke a bear, but this is too much fun. We are both staring at each other, waiting for the other person to make a move when I feel her come back.

      I mean, actually feel her, like the air came back into the room. My smile turns genuine, and I can’t help but stare at her as she walks around a table. My breath catches the more I gaze at her. It’s like nothing else exists but her. Shit, I’m right. She’s one of us.

      Then why she is pretending to be human, I wonder. Guess I’ll have some news for the others when I get back. Speaking of the others, I glance at the clock, Ezra is unbearable when he’s hungry.

      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      Fixing my hair in the mirror, I stare at my reflection, not recognising myself.  My usual vibrant and full of life hazel eyes seem hollow, my pale—almost translucent—skin highlights the bags under my eyes, and even my usually long, silky hair seems dull and lifeless. I look away before I have another breakdown.

      “Come on, girl, he didn’t notice, you know he didn’t. It’s nothing. You can do it, he might not even be out there anymore. If he is, just smile and don’t act like such a weirdo.” With a stern talk to myself, I march to the door, flip the lock, and open it. The dull grey corridor greets me, and I allow myself a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness after the almost clinical lights in the bathroom.

      I stride down the corridor, determination in every step. At the corner, I hesitate. With a deep breath, I steel my spine and walk back into the pub.

      Two sets of eyes swivel my way as soon as I enter. I ignore them and head to the table where some dirty pots are stacked precariously. As I clear them up, I try to ignore the looks being thrown at me. With my head held high, I spin and walk towards the kitchen. I allow my eyes to lock with Tom’s, his concern stretched across his wrinkling face. I offer him a nod and keep walking. Beaming at me, the stranger with the ocean eyes studies my every move. My footsteps almost falter, but I smile back and go through the swinging doors. I put the pots on the counter and watch silently as Eddie works. He turns with a wink after only a moment.

      “Order to go, darling, some chap stood at the bar.” I gulp and nod, reaching hesitantly towards the two brown bags he holds out. With an arched bushy eyebrow, he shoves them at me and rushes to stop the incessant beeping of the microwave.

      Turning, I head out the doors towards the bar, keeping my eyes fixed ahead. I reach the stranger, who wears an amused expression, which pisses me off. My back hardens as my anger rises, along with my magic. My lips tug down at the corners as I shove the bags at him.

      “Take out is ready,” I mutter, getting ready to spin and walk away.

      A small laugh, which sends chills down my spine, interrupts my fleeing. Oh, hell no. I will not look up, I will not look up, I chant inside my head.

      “Thanks, don’t think I’ve seen you before, and trust me, I would notice.” His voice is deep and smooth like honey. If it came out of anyone else, I would put on my flirtiest look, but I remind myself what he is with a quick peek at his aura. Tom coughs, and I turn to stare at him quizzically. I arch my eyebrow, which by the way, is harder than it sounds—it took me a while to perfect the look.

      “I was telling Benjamin here that you moved to town a couple of months ago,” he says with a pointed glare at Benjamin. Huh, cute name. No, not cute. Not cute at all, Aurora, jeez. I finally meet his eyes again. No power swirls in them now, but his unnaturally deep eyes pull me in like nothing before. I blink and take a deep breath before replying. The smell of the ocean curls towards me, settling in my nostrils and heating me. My toes sink into the warm sand while the sun heats my skin.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I say with a bit of sass in my voice. Damn, I can never control myself. It doesn’t matter if I’m shit scared; I always have to be a sarcastic bitch. His face breaks into a smile, and it makes me catch my breath. He’s gorgeous. I tried not to notice earlier, but it’s undeniable now. He’s the type that graces magazine covers and in films. His shirt stretches tightly across his abs in a delicious way, and I almost drool. His big arms flex as he puts the takeout bags on the counter, and my mouth goes dry. I’m such a sucker for a nice pair of arms. He stretches his long arm out towards me with a cheeky grin, one that most girls would drop their panties for. I’m sure that’s the response he’s used to, which makes me even more determined to ignore him. His eyes twinkle with mischief and amusement—the blue in his eyes changes depending on the light.

      “I’m Benjamin, but everyone calls me Ben. And you are, beautiful? Old Tom here wouldn’t tell me your name. Seems right I should know who’s been glaring at me for the last ten minutes.” His smooth voice rolls across me. What a dick. I purse my lips from saying it out loud.

      “Maybe I was glaring at the massive ego that followed you in,” I reply before I can hesitate. A startled laugh bursts from him, not the reaction I was expecting. I pop my hand on my hip as Ben turns to Tom.

      “I like her,” he declares, his face covered in genuine happiness.

      “So glad, I will sleep easier tonight.” Shit, one day my mouth is going to get me into trouble. He doesn’t say anything, but his smile grows bigger as he takes a second to stare at me. I’m surprised when he doesn’t give me the once over. I figured a guy like him would at least check out my boobs. I don’t know whether to be offended or angry.

      “Looks like you could need it, so glad to be of service.” Concern flashes across his face, appearing quickly before he hides it with a small grin that doesn’t reach his eyes.

      I stare at him with my resting bitch face clearly in place. Lane says it’s enough to make grown men nearly cry. I mean it was only one time, but still. His smile kicks up a notch, interrupting my mental blabber.

      “Well, you’re a ray of sunshine. Hey, if you won’t tell me your name, I guess I’ll just call you that, maybe Sunny for short.” In disbelief, I watch as he grabs his food and, with a quick wink at Tom, turns to walk towards the front door.

      My eyes dip to his bum as he walks. Damn, even I can admit he’s hot as hell. Catching myself, I quickly avert my eyes in time for him turn and smirk at me.

      “See you around, Sunshine,” he calls and, with a wink, saunters out the front door.

      With a strangled snarl, I turn back to the bar and Tom. My emotions are all over the place but settling on anger is easier.

      “Friend?” He grabs some glasses from the bar and avoids my gaze.

      “Erm, yeah sort of. He and his friends used to live around here,” he replies hesitantly.

      I tense up. Shit, there’s more of them here?

      He glances up and must notice something in my expression.  “Way out of town. They’ve been gone for almost six months, and I don’t expect them to stick around this time,” he says slowly.

      I breathe in deeply. I can’t keep getting worked up, and if I show how panicked I really am, it will lead to questions. Ones I can’t—no, won’t—answer.

      “How many of them are there?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      Tom stares at me for a minute, and I can’t decipher his expression. He sighs like he’s come to some sort of decision; I only wish I knew what.

      “Five,” he states and turns to put the glasses away.

      I nod as if he can see me.

      “I wouldn’t worry. Like I said, they don’t stay long.” His voice rumbles out.

      I nod to myself. That’s good. The sooner they leave, the better. As if he can read my train of thoughts, Tom turns and gives me a hard look.

      “Any problems you come to me, okay?” Taken back by his intensity, I find myself nodding.

      “Good, looks like you’ve got another table.” He nods at the front door.

      I quickly follow his stare toward an exhausted mum and two kids. Without saying anything, I walk her way, sliding a fake smile in place as I try to ignore my fight-or-flight instincts which scream at me.

      As I serve and clean, my mind wanders. The first time I met Tom, I knew what he was, but I can never tell if he knows what I am. Sometimes, I think he does, like today, but surely, he would ask me questions. Either way, we have this unwritten policy—we both don’t ask and don’t tell.

      The rest of the night rushes by as the pub fills up, and before I realise, finishing time arrives. Luckily, no more strange encounters the rest of the evening lets my emotions untangle and fills me with hope. I say a tired goodbye to everyone as I grab my stuff and leave for the night.
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      “Honey, I’m home!” I shout at the top of my lungs.

      Mumbling drifts to me in the direction of the kitchen, so I head that way with a skip in my step.

      “Thank fuck.” Ah, Ezra must be extra hungry today. I let what he calls my evil grin stretch across my face.

      “Well, hello to you, too. How was my day, you ask? Yes, well, it was good, yours?” My chipper voice stops the grumbling as I walk into the large, modern kitchen where three hungry witches wait.

      “Shut up and give us the food,” Ezra groans.

      I pass over the two bags I brought in and watch as they devour their food. I smirk and hop up onto the counter under the window, swinging my legs in glee. Waiting until they each take a bite of food, I announce, “There’s a new witch in town.”

      Food gets spat everywhere, and three shocked faces round on me as I wipe burger off my face, laughing hysterically.

      That went better than I imagined.

      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      When I get home, I don’t even bother to flick on any lights. I strip on my way upstairs and sigh in happiness at the sight of my king-sized bed. I collapse on top of my velvet duvet and with a groan, get comfy. Before I know it, sleep claims me.

      My bedroom door creaking open wakes me up, and I squint at the bright light streaming in behind the silhouette. Nothing moves for a moment, then my mum rushes towards me, surprising me.

      “Mum? What’s wrong?” I cry in panic.

      She leans into me and puts her fingers in front of her lips. I nod in understanding but question her with my eyes. Tears stream down her face, and her skin is pale in fear. It’s clear she just woke up as her hair is in disarray and she wears her pyjamas. My chest rises and falls faster and faster, fuelled by the panic etched on her beautiful face. The same features and fear reflect back at me in her eyes.

      She grabs my hand and pulls me across the room, whispering as she goes. She stops next to my wardrobe and waves her hand, her white-coloured magic rushing out to do her bidding. A door appears, revealing the little hidey-hole she created for me when I was younger. Opening it, she gestures for me to go in. I cling tighter to her hand and shake my head, tears escaping my eyes. We both turn as the stairs creak under someone’s weight. Frantically, she pushes me into the cupboard and leans down to give me a kiss.

      “Don’t make a sound, don’t scream, baby girl, okay? I love you,” she whispers brokenly against my cheek as footsteps sound down the hallway. With a shuddering breath, she stands and shuts the door. Her footsteps retreat from the door, then it goes silent. My breath puffs out of me in panic, and my face dampens by the second.

      Boom.

      I bolt upright with a scream, my heart beating out of my chest and sweat pouring down my face. I scramble until my back hits the headboard and count until my breath evens out and my heart rate slows. I scrub my face with a tired sigh.

      A wet nose nudges my hand, and I drop it to find my baby—a husky mix, with piercing blue eyes and a beautiful black and white coat—staring back at me. I can just make out the sun-shaped white patch on his chest. Intelligence shines in his eyes I can’t explain, and it baffles me still, reminding me more of a human than a dog. He tilts his head at me in question after I just sit, staring at him.

      “Yeah, I’m okay, just a dream,” I say tiredly. If someone caught me talking to him like a human, they would think I’m crazy, but ever since I rescued him as a pup, we have had this unusual connection. I’m sure he can understand what I’m saying. Maybe, I’m crazy. Too tired to debate my mental stability, I watch his ears flick forward. He licks my hand, then lays down next to me. I allow my hands to bury in his fur, grounding me further.

      “What would I do without you, huh?” I snuggle down next to him and stare at the ceiling as my mind wanders. Tiredness slips through my body, but I try to resist, in fear of what will come to me in my sleep this time. Struggling, my eyes flicker shut, and as they do, eyes flash across my vision, first blue, then green, then brown. The colours blend, one after the other, like some creepy montage. Staring into their ever-changing depths, I fall. Words foreign to me whisper across my mind, lulling me to sleep with their softness.

      “ύπνος, απόγονος μου.”
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      A wet tongue swipes across my face, and I groan and flip over until my face buries in my pillow. My room is silent, so I start to fall back to sleep only to jerk awake moments later by a screech that would impress most banshees. Running paws make me laugh into my pillow and flip over onto my back again, plumping my pillows as I sit up and wait. It’s not long before Neville—don’t even ask—comes barrelling into the room and jumps on the bed. His tail wags as he lies down, a shiny, pink heel dangling from his mouth. I snort and shake my head at him.

      “One day she’s going to kill you.” His tongue lolls out of his mouth as he pants at me. A bright blond blob comes skidding into my room after him. Lane dramatically points at Neville and bends over, grasping her knees as she tries to catch her breath. Her breathing saws in and out dramatically. Honestly, if the girl exercised as much as she shopped, then she would have no problem.

      I raise my eyebrow at her as her eyes narrow at me. They flick between me and Nev.

      “He’s a menace! Why, oh why, does he hate me? My shoes, my poor shoes,” she cries when he drops it on the bed, saliva and all. Before I can help myself, I laugh. Her eyes narrow even further if that’s possible, and she swings her hand dramatically from me to Neville and back again, her bright pink nail polish glittering in the light that streams in through the floor to ceiling windows. I will never get the obsession with the colour. Why would you want to look like Barbie or bubble gum?

      “No pancakes for either of you, ever!” she shouts dramatically as she spins around and storms back downstairs.

      My wide-eyed stare meets Nev’s, and we both scramble up and out of the room as I holler at her retreating back, “Pancakes? Wait!” My bare feet slip on the floor, almost sending me ass over tit as I sprint to keep up.

      I reach the small, cosy kitchen in time to watch her slam open drawers and cupboards, muttering to herself about stupid dogs. I prop myself against the door frame and wait for her to cool down.

      “You know, your key is for emergencies,” I mention casually. She screams, dropping a plate in the process, and I frown as it bounces on the floor before it shatters. Her eyes narrow at me again—it’s quite impressive how she does that.

      “You shouldn’t scare people!” she declares, then glances down at the mess she made. We both stare at it, hoping it will magically clean itself up. Well, I mean it could, but then I’d have to explain how the hell that happened. Not ideal before I’ve been fed.

      I stand up straight and head towards the broken plate. I tiptoe around it until I’m crouched on the other side and start to clear up the mess she made. I finish picking it up as the smell of pancakes reaches me, almost making me moan in happiness.

      “So why breakfast? And did you make it?” I empty the broken plate into the bin and lean against the counter to study her.

      “Har har, no, I didn’t make it, and when will you get over that? I thought we could chill and watch films today as we aren’t at work.” I smile as she divides the pancakes between the two plates, being extra careful as she handles them.

      “Sounds good.” My grin is genuine and only grows when she turns to pass me one of the plates. She takes in my happy face and with a huff, she marches away, calling over her shoulder, “Don’t be a weirdo. I just didn’t want to watch all the Harry Potters alone.”
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      We stretch out across my comfy, corner sofa as the first Harry Potter plays on the telly. I groan in delight at the food baby I have after eating the delicious pancakes, and Lane echoes me. She speaks along with the characters, and I glance at her, the happiness clearly visible on her heart-shaped face. My eyes wander over her. She’s cute; there’s no other way to describe my shoe-oholic best friend. Her cheeks are plump, and her nose is small. Her full, pink lips always give the impression she’s just been kissed, and her skin is tanned—enough that she doesn’t need makeup to look like the living. Unlike some. Her natural, platinum-blond hair lays in a wave over her shoulder, unlike my unruly locks. She’s my total opposite in every way.

      I still find it weird how I can know someone for a small amount of time and become inseparable, but other people I can know for years and never feel that way. It was pure luck meeting her. The day after I moved here, I drove through hunting for food and decided to stay in the small town. I accidentally hit her with my trolley as I stared lovingly at the sweet aisle of the shop. She insulted me, and I insulted her back with a quote from Hermione, at which point she declared me an awesome person. My smile was small; I never did that before she came along. Smile, that is, there was no reason to.

      People say love can change you, but they never tell you it has to be the relationship kind. Her friendship fixed something in me. She stormed into my life with a flick of her hair and a twinkle in her eye and forced me to open up. To laugh, to smile, to be happy. I might not ever be able to tell her how much that means to me, but sitting here, watching our favourite movie, I realise she probably already knows.

      I turn back as Hagrid lands on Privet Drive, not wanting to be caught staring at her like the weirdo she accused me of being.

      “Turn up the volume,” her moan cuts through my internal monologue.

      “You do it.” I shuffle farther down the sofa like a slug.

      “No, you.” She flicks her long blond hair at me. I stare at her, and she stares back.

      “Challenge?” I issue.

      She nods.

      “Wand, shoe, cookie!” we shout at the same time.

      I thrust out my hand proudly displaying the wand symbol as she shows me her hand with two fingers on it like someone walking.

      “I win!” My fist pumps in response. Lane glares at me until she heaves herself off the sofa and across the room in search of the remote.

      “Bitch,” she mutters as she goes.

      I lean back, smug. “Whore.”

      Her tiny feet shuffle across the floor. “Dick.”

      My hair falls over my shoulder as I laugh. “Asshole,” I counter.

      “Twat.” She grabs the remote and turns back to me, proud of her insult.

      “Cock Bandit,” I shout back.

      She stops her walk back and nods her head at me. “Good one,” she concedes as she throws herself back down next to me.

      Good job. We are as crazy as the other, I muse. I fall into the movie, allowing myself to forget about magic, mysterious strangers, and the what if’s. I let myself be a human for once and hang out with my best friend.
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      Twelve hours later, my eyes drift across to find out why Lane isn’t laughing at my awesome joke. I roll my eyes when I notice her curled up, deeply asleep. I snort and lean forward to turn off the telly.

      “Well, I guess you’re staying here, then,” I mutter to myself.

      It’s a good thing I’m used to her crashing here all the time. I cover her up and head back to my room. I decide to shower, and as I’m waiting for the water to heat up, I force myself to meet my eyes in the mirror.

      My hair is all over the place, but what else is new? I lean forward to get a good look and find the black bags under my eyes have diminished since today, thank God. I allow a little power to escape. Bright violet eyes sparkle back at me in the mirror, making it obvious how not human I am. I like the way my eyes sparkle with my power, even if I hate what it represents. I grin and turn to get in the shower, letting my power die as I do.

      I end up staying in there for over half an hour, letting the warm water soothe my aching muscles. I towel dry my hair as I head back to my room, but I stop in shock as I find Lane and Neville asleep in my bed. Those sneaky little shits. Laughter bubbles out of me as I take in their positions, lying as far away from each other as they possibly can. I’m pretty sure they love each other, but it’s too funny watching him wind her up. I flick off the lights and crawl in next to her, sinking into oblivion as Lane’s snore echoes around the room.

      Walking through a field, the long grass tickles my legs, and with a start, I realise they are bare. My eyes follow the flowing white dress that swirls around me with every step I take. Huh, not my usual style. The sun warms my skin as I slowly make my way across the field.

      The ground welcomes me, soft underneath my bare feet. My fingers trail through the grass and plants, and they sigh with happiness. My feet falter when I come to a hunched over figure. My feet keep walking against my orders, and I stop before the creature.

      His head tilts up at me, and I gasp. His face is too perfect to look at, like staring at the sun for too long, and echoes with familiarity. I focus on one feature at a time, trying to get my poor mind to understand. His red lips remind me of when you stuck on a strawberry. I follow his skin up to a straight nose and golden, flawless skin which glows with untold magic. His eyes are what I find myself staring at. Surrounded by long black lashes, they change colour. As I watch in fascination, they change from emerald green to lighting silver, the colour blending seamlessly into the next. It makes me nauseous, and my eyes quickly flicker away. His bare chest shows off the expanse of his glowing skin, and the black symbols marring his flesh mark him as other. Leather encased his long, thick legs, and bare feet peek out of the bottom.

      “με βοηθήστε, απόγονος μου.” The voice flows out of him and surrounds me. As he speaks, it echoes with swords clashing together and men chanting. My mind can’t handle it and blackens from the obvious power coming from the man—no, not a man, a god.

      I awaken in my bed, the dream like a whisper in the air floating away before I can catch it.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      “Dude, you need to go food shopping,” comes a muffled moan from inside my fridge.

      I finish making the cups of tea as I reply, “I know. I planned to go yesterday when someone rudely decided to show up.”

      “You love me, and you know it.” Lane’s blond head pops back from the fridge as she wiggles her eyebrows at me.

      “Nah, I tolerate you because you don’t judge me for watching Harry Potter again and again.” Sarcasm coats my words as I push her tea to her. Taking the hot mug, she stares at me, her bottom lip poking out. She looks like a dejected puppy, not that I’d ever tell her that.

      “Fine, I guess you’re okay.” I turn to go get dressed as I throw over my shoulder, “But you’re still coming food shopping with me since you eat the most of it, you fatty.” Something hits the door as I close it behind me, laughing, and I head upstairs to get ready for the day.
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      “Stop for food, I’m starving.” The whine floats from the passenger seat. I contemplate another sarcastic reply, but my stomach grumbles, causing Lane to sit up in her seat and point at me.

      “A-ha! So are you. Stop and feed me.” Groaning in response, I turn into the McDonald’s we nearly passed. I convince Lane to eat inside the restaurant, as she tends to get sauce everywhere. As we walk towards the entrance, with Lane droning on and on about how I should order a salad, a car behind us honks. Ignoring it, I continue to tune Lane out, imagining the nuggets I’m going to eat. The honk comes again, and Lane stops her lecture to turn and watch what’s happening. When she does, she grabs my arm and yanks me back as I’m opening the door.

      “What?” I’m the one whining now, but hey, you can’t let me get this close to chicken nuggets and not let me have them.

      I follow to where she gestures behind us, and a giant of a man chases Ben from the bar and around a car as the driver honks. Ben laughs crazily, shouting nonsense at the giant as he runs. I stare at the other guy in fascination... His arms are the size of tree trunks, his body is built like a tank, and he’s got to be the tallest man I’ve ever seen. His short black hair doesn’t move as he runs after Ben. I shake my head and walk inside.

      “Did you see the hotties? I wonder who they are,” Lane chatters excitedly next to me.

      I groan internally, pretending I didn’t notice how attractive Ben’s friend was. Lane throws out random questions until I turn and put my hand in front of her mouth.

      “I’m hungry and tired, since some blond weirdo snored like Godzilla all night long. All I want is to get some nuggets and eat them in peace, so shush, will ya!” I exclaim. Raising her eyebrows at me, she peels my hand away from her mouth.

      “You know them?” she whispers excitedly, clapping her hands together.

      I ignore her and move to order.

      When I’m done, I turn to find her staring at me with questions in her eyes. Suddenly, a mixture of loud voices comes through the door, and I clearly make out Ben’s unmistakable laugh. Of course, it’s just my luck that they weren’t going somewhere else.

      I grab our food and make a beeline for a table in the back corner, ignoring Lane’s questioning stare the whole way.

      She flops down opposite me in the booth as I shove the first nugget into my mouth.

      “So, who are they?” she whispers, throwing quick curious glances at them as they stand by the counter.

      I keep eating, going to my nugget happy place.

      Eventually, she realises I won’t answer and starts eating, too.

      “Nuggets, I love you, Nuggets, I do...”

      A snort and a laugh come from another table. Engrossed in my food I don’t realise they plunked down at the table next to us until it’s too late. I look up in horror, realising I sang my nugget song out loud. I gulp and discover four extremely attractive men observing me, including Ben and the giant from outside. Well, shit. Ben smiles massively at me whilst all the others flick between me and him in confusion.

      Well, fuckity fuck. Why am I such a weirdo? I can’t just sing in my head like a normal person, can I? No, of course not. I sigh heavily and ignore them as the silence stretches. Shockingly, not even Lane talks, and I continue to panic as everyone stares.

      “Are you stalking me?” I blurt out. Why, oh why, is that the first thing that bursts out of my lips?

      I guess I’m rusty at this communication thing. The giant lets out a rough chuckle, and I can’t help but stare at him. Up close, it’s obvious why he cuts his hair short; it curls at the end. I bite my lip to hide my grin. I bet it must ruin his bad boy image. My eyes wander over his impressive body. His white shirt tucks into tight black jeans and end in a pair of black leather boots, and his brown leather jacket is flung over the chair behind him. Tattoos peek out of the top of his shirt, and I instantly want to know what they are. The guy next to him reminds me of a businessman, with his pressed grey shirt and black trousers. They give him an air of confidence and sophistication, but seriously, who dresses like that out of work? His short brown hair is styled back. As he moves to grab his drink, his shirt stretches tight, and I’m shocked to realise how well-built he is.

      “No, but you wish I was.” I’m too busy staring to pay attention to Ben’s reply until Lane kicks me under the table. I lean back casually as if I wasn’t imagining all his friends naked.

      “Sure thing, Benny.” I smirk as I wait for his reaction to my nickname. His eyes widen in surprise for a second before a laugh bursts from the final guy at the table. My eyes flick to him, realising how distracted I was by the other two.

      With red hair growing just past his ears and brilliant green eyes, he appears to be younger than the rest. His muscles move beneath his shirt. Okay, so four attractive, well-built guys. Damn, I wonder if they are single. I shake my head and turn back to Ben in time for his response.

      “Wow, Sunshine, we already at the nickname stage in our relationship?” he questions, his face serious. He leans forward, propping his head on his hand and smiles sweetly at me.

      Lane spits out her drink, and her eyes move between us rapidly then mouths Sunshine at me questioningly.

      “Only if yours begins with dick and ends with head.” All three of the new guys chuckle and stare at me like I’m an anomaly. Okay, awkward, time to go. I shovel the remaining nuggets into my mouth as fast as possible and ignore the whispers from them.

      “Attractive, babe,” Lane mutters.

      Glaring at her as I pack up, I gesture for Lane to do the same. Standing, I realise their table is on the way to the door. As I walk by, I put an extra sway in my step to prove I’m not bothered, even though I clearly am.

      “Aww, Sunny, you leaving already?” Ben sticks his bottom lip out at me.

      “Bye, Benny,” I quip as I strut past. I don’t allow myself to make eye contact with the others as I head towards the door, and Lane walks faster to catch up.
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      After shopping, we reach my house as Lane fires question after question at me about the men from McDonald’s. I ignore her and stare at the cookies I just unpacked, wondering if I can sneak one before she realises.

      “Stop staring at the cookies like its porn and tell me who they are!” she shouts next to me.

      Yum, cookie porn... I wonder what it would look like? Slow-mo of them baking, then breaking when they are all gooey. I wipe my mouth, drool dripping down my lip, and finally turn to face Lane, who stares at me in disgust.

      “You know, I really wish I could say the drool was about those extremely hot guys, but I bet you were daydreaming about food again, right?” I put my back to the cookies and stare at her, daring her to try to take them from me.

      “Fine.” She throws her hands in the air in exasperation. “Will you at least tell me who they are?”

      I put my thinking face on as I lean back closer to the cookies. “I met Ben the other night as he was picking up food from the bar,” I reply as I inch my hands behind my back.

      Lane stares back at me. “And?” she shouts.

      “And what?” Now with my hand behind my back, I inch closer to the packet waiting there.

      “Did he move here? Who is he? Who are his friends? And, most importantly, are they single?” Her questions stop my movement towards the cookies as an irrational spike of jealously throbs in me. Shit, why do I care if they’re single? I shake my head and continue my journey to the cookies again.

      “No, they aren‘t single?” Lane questions.

      Being close to the prize, I grin wickedly.

      She narrows her eyes at me and, with a knowing grin, rushes towards me. Fuck, I spin quickly and try to grab them before she reaches me, but I’m not fast enough. She pushes me and grabs them. For someone so thin, there’s power behind her, and I end up on the floor in a heap.

      “Nooo!” I cry dramatically as she holds them up triumphantly.

      “Tell me or I will eat every single one of them,” she threatens. I narrow my eyes at her, debating whether or not I can reach them before she takes a bite. With an evil twinkle in her eyes, she rips open the packet and grabs one.

      “You wouldn’t,” I gasp as she bites into the chocolatey gooey goodness. I can’t help but shake my head in defeat.

      “Nooo, not my cookies, you evil wench. Satan’s offspring!” My shout only makes her smile as she polishes off the first one and goes to grab the next.

      “You don’t even like the chocolate ones,” I moan.

      “I know. Now, tell me what you know, or the cookies get it.” I slump even more in defeat and keep my eye on the circle of happiness moving slowly towards her lips.

      “Fine, stop.” The cookie stops moving, and I breathe deeply. “I don’t know much, we didn’t really talk a lot. He came to pick up food, and I met the others today,” I rush out quickly, my eyes locked on the cookie. I wonder if I can concentrate enough to get it to float to me.

      She purses her lips, making them move closer to my cookie. “That’s all you got?” she asks suspiciously.

      “Ugh!” I throw my hands up, then let them drop to the floor with a bang. “Fine, Tom said they’re from around here and come back every now and again. They don’t tend to stay long though,” I say hesitantly and an evil twinkle lights up her eyes. Not wanting to waste the effort to figure her out, I gesture at the cookie. “Cookie me, bitch.”

      Lane throws the bag down next to me and the cookie in her hand at my face.

      I grab it with glee. “My precious cookies, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have let her eat you all, I swear. Oh, how I missed you,” I coo as I cradle the bag closer to me and glare at her.

      She laughs quietly as she stares at me whispering to my cookies. “And people say I’m weird.” She crosses her arms as I sit up cross-legged and shove the whole cookie into my mouth.

      With a satisfied moan, I wink at her as I chew. When the chocolate hits my taste buds, I can’t help but close my eyes.

      “If I wasn’t used to it, I would be weirded out that you make sex noises over cookies,” she says laughingly. I swallow and open my eyes.

      “Which would you prefer?” Her head tilts in curiosity, making her hair slide over her shoulder, as I grab another. I stop and consider it, tilting my head to the side to match her.

      “Cookies on a man or a cookie man?” I ask seriously as Neville comes into the room, his eyes locked on me. Noticing I’m holding a cookie, he makes his way towards me. I narrow my eyes at him and growl.

      “Don’t even think about it, Nev, or I will let Lane dress you up.” I point at him while holding the cookies out of reach.

      His eyes stay on me as he sits down, carefully scrutinising me. I quickly shove the cookie into my mouth and grab the last one from the bag. As I nibble on it a bit more ladylike than the others, a growl makes me glance at him. His eyes twitch from me to my cookie. I stare at the chocolatey heaven and debate my options. I could try to eat it really fast. He would probably reach me before I did, or I could give him a little. But then again, it’s my cookie. I sigh dejectedly and break a piece off.

      “Here you go, greedy shit.” The chunk is snatched mid-air as he chomps happily.

      “Yeah, he’s the greedy one.” I watch Lane as I eat the remaining cookie.

      She laughs at me and shakes her head. “You have chocolate all around your mouth.” She grins, and I wiggle my eyebrows at her.

      “Hot right?” I respond, mouth full of cookie, still wiggling my eyebrows as she laughs harder.
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      I groan and rub my stomach as Lane packs her bag near me. She shakes her head without even bothering to look at me.

      “I’ll leave you to your cookie coma.”

      I pop my head up. “You got work? Or a hot date?” I ask excitedly.

      She finally turns and stares at me, seeming disturbed by the date question. That girl needs to get laid, badly. “Work. Who has time to date? Plus, I’ve already got a co-dependent, shitty relationship with you.” Her hand props on her hip as she sasses me.

      I simply nod. “True, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to get laid at least.” Her cheeks tint, and I smirk to myself evilly. For someone so confident and beautiful, she sure is a prude. “You know, the horizontal mambo. Knocking boots. Sexy time,” singing gleefully, I watch as she goes redder.

      “Stop, bloody woman,” she groans, grabbing her hot cheeks.

      “Well, when was the last time?”

      She glares at me as her eyes spit fire. I shout numbers until she shouts at me, “What about you?”

      I stop and stare at her questioningly. Noticing she’s got my attention, she goes all prudish again. Adorable.

      “You know, when was the last time you...”

      I raise my eyebrow and lean back. “Fucked?” I finish her sentence with a straight face. Her cheeks light up like a traffic light again. It’s so easy.

      “Thursday,” I answer honestly.

      Her eyes widen in shock before she narrows them in annoyance.

      “Who? You didn’t tell me you were dating.” Her arms cross beneath her boobs as she glares angrily at me.

      I snort. “Hun, I’m not dating. It was just fucking,” I say delicately. Her face, which was cooling down from her anger, flares red again in embarrassment.

      “Oh okay, but who?” She fiddles with her top and I decide to stop teasing for a bit—if her face gets any redder she might combust.

      “Brad, the mechanic.”

      She groans, uncrossing her arms, “Really? That boy is an asshole.”

      I nod. She’s right.

      “Yup, but he sure knows how to use his tools,” I reply seriously.

      “Fine, but don’t moan at me when you get hurt.” She throws her hands in the air and grabs her bag to leave. I hesitate at the concern in her voice and swallow my sarcastic reply. I realise she’s worried and trying to watch out for me, and I suddenly feel like a dick.

      “Lane, I won’t get hurt. It’s just sex. He knows. I made sure of it. I promise,” I say to ease her concerns.

      She nods slowly and relaxes. “Okay, I’m heading out. Love ya.”

      She waves over her shoulder as she walks to the front door. I swallow the emotions bubbling up when she says it.

      “Go get laid, Lane. Hot, dirty, sweaty sex,” I toss out at her.

      Her footsteps speed up as I jump up and chase after her, making sex noises. She slams my front door, and I lean against it, laughing to myself.  She’s easy to tease, but I love her right back, even if I never say it. I never said I was perfect.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      Later in the evening, I throw the crime book I’m reading down next to me in frustration. Neville opens his eyes and watches me curiously as I drop my head back on the sofa. I hoped reading a book would take my mind off of things, but my mind keeps wandering back to the four guys I met today. Will they realise what I am? If they do, what will they do? Somewhere over the weekend, I convinced myself I’m not going to run again. I’m happy here, and if they don’t like it, then they can leave. I nod stubbornly. More questions run circles in my head, and I stand up and pace in annoyance. Nev barks and comes towards me. In desperation, I glance out the window at the moon then back at him.

      “Walk?” I ask.

      He barks in response and runs to the back door. At least, I can lose myself on a quiet walk around the woods that surround my house. I grab my keys and shoes and lock the door as we leave. Nev runs in front, heading towards the trees at the back of the house. The sun set a while ago, and darkness surrounds me like a comforting friend, wrapping around me like a blanket. I lean back and stare happily at the moon. Nev barks again excitedly, and I giggle as I head off after him.

      When Tom found out about the shitty hotel I was staying at, he mentioned a property he planned to rent out, but it needed some work. I reluctantly went to check it with him, and as soon as we pulled up to it, I knew I was home. Picking up on my obvious happiness, Tom told me I could live in it, and he would take the rent out of my paycheck. In a happy daze, I simply nodded and went to explore my new home.

      The forest protects the back and sides of the house, and the long private driveway winds its way to the front door, making it the perfect—and private—escape. It’s not large, but big enough for me and Nev. The back garden stretches until it meets the woods, and I love the fact I can walk out the back door and lose myself in nature.

      My hands brush the plants as I walk through after Neville. They reach towards me and sigh happily as a little power slips out of me. It’s like breathing deeply again, like when you come up for air after swimming under water.

      I walk for a long time, not even caring what time it is. Neville keeps pace beside me, occasionally stopping to explore. We reach the lake nestled deep within the woods. I stop, and my eyes wander out over the water. The moon glints on the water, and the world seems like a dream. I sit as Nev dances and plays in the shallow water at the edge.

      I smile at him and realise I’m happy, yet inside, there’s a darkness I can’t shake, a hole I don’t know how to fill. I rub my chest absentmindedly. Neville barks as he runs towards me, rubbing his wet head against my hand when he reaches my side. I ruffle his fur and sigh heavily.

      “I’m okay, boy.” I continue to rub him absentmindedly as I watch the water break gently on the edge.

      Suddenly, he turns with a snarl, all his fur standing straight up as he puffs himself up to twice his size. I stand cautiously and scan to find what spooked him. My power unconsciously uncurls from its resting spot and readies itself to protect me. I bounce on the balls of my feet, ready to run if need be.

      A shadow steps away from the trees, arms reached outwards in a signal of peace. I narrow my eyes, trying to break through the shadows, as the darkness slowly recedes, revealing the giant from earlier. I almost take a step back as he approaches but stop myself.

      “Hush, alert,” I command Neville. He stops growling but stands in front of me like a guard.

      The giant stops a couple of steps in front of me. He just stares, and I do the same. His large arms hang casually at his sides, and his clothes blend into the darkness of the night. Tattoos peek out of the collar of his shirt, but I can’t make them out from here. His hair moves a bit in the wind, the black locks blending with the surrounding darkness. He studies me, taking me all in, as I do to him.

      I wear shorts with a tank top and cardigan. I cross my arms defensively over my chest and put on my bitchiest face. His lips quirk, and I can’t help but be enamoured with them. They’re full and soft, unlike the rest of him. Even his face is large, with sharp lines defining his cheeks and strong jaw. Some would be intimated by his stature and incredible good looks, but I’ve met scarier. I actually like that he doesn’t try to be something he isn’t. He seems comfortable with his size.

      “What are you doing out here?” I ask casually, like you would ask what’s for tea.

      He swallows, and his Adam’s apple bobs. I drag my gaze up in time to watch as he parts those lush lips in reply. His scent finally hits me, and I want to wallow in it—vanilla and chocolate, my favourite cookie flavours.

      “Walking.” His voice is deep and gravelly, like he doesn’t talk often. I want him to keep speaking to discover if it evens out, because if it doesn’t, well... holy shit.

      “Walking? At night? In the woods?” I question.

      His lips quirk into a smile, and I swear, to the moon above that my heart stops right in my chest. His whole face softens, and it makes him so fucking sexy. I swallow nervously as I try to remember what we were talking about.

      “Like you, then?” he retorts, and just like that, I snap back to the conversation.

      Right, I asked him why he was out here at night. Shit, he’s right, way to go, Aurora.

      “I live nearby.” Fuck, why did it come out sounding like an offer? He keeps staring at me, and I fight not to fidget. He makes me feel like a blushing virgin again.

      “So do I,” he responds. His voice still just as gravelly, and I clench my knees together, imagining that voice whispering dirty comments in my ear.

      My eyes meet his, realising what he said, and I start to panic inside. Why the hell did Tom not tell me they lived near me? Sensing my obvious panic, he steps forward reflexively, a deep frown etched on his stunning face.

      “Well, in truth, I’m about a couple of miles that way.” He hooks his thumb in the direction he came from, his voice a bit quieter now, yet no less rough.

      I frown. Okay, so they don’t live right next door, but it’s still too close for comfort. He steps closer; he’s so tall I have to crane my neck way back to keep eye contact with him. The moon highlights half of his face, leaving the other half in shadows. I watch him closely and consider why it is I’m not scared. Most sane people would run the other way after meeting him, with his scary appearance and fuck-off vibe, but nope, not me. I can’t help but be strangely drawn to the giant man and, most confusing of all, the sense of safety that surrounds him.

      I’m so very screwed.

      
        
        - EZRA -

      

      

      I can’t seem to look away from the beautiful creature in front of me. While tiny compared to me, her attitude fills up the air. Her face is a calm mask, mirroring mine, but her eyes shoot daggers at me. I can’t help but smile at the fierceness I sense from her. Her stunning, black hair sways in the breeze and curls around her as if she is a part of nature. So, this is the witch Ben told us about. I didn’t believe him at first since female witches are usually tall, willowy, shy, and taught to speak only when spoken to. This feisty being in front of me is the polar opposite—small, curvy, and quite brash—and I love it.

      I spotted her walking past me through the forest, and I watched as she sat while her dog began to play. Even though something pulled me towards her, I turned to walk away and leave her in peace, but then I caught one last glimpse at her face. The desolation written there almost overwhelmed me. Something inside snapped, and before I knew it, I stepped away from the safety of the trees towards her. To do what, I didn’t know, but it felt like she needed me.

      She keeps her glare trained challengingly on me as she props her hands on her curvy hips, and my eyes can’t help but travel up and down her lush body. I rub my chin to try to cover my grin. Fierce indeed, and she refuses to back down. Not even the guys will stand up to me when I have this face on, let alone tiny pint-sized witches.

      I wrack my brain for things to ask her, so I can listen to her speak again. Her melodious voice is soft and soothes my soul, like a lover smoothing away all the rough edges.

      “What is he?” I nod towards the dog at her feet, who also glares at me.

      As I take a closer inspection, my face pulls down into a frown. That’s no ordinary dog, and I can’t help but wonder if he is other. The witch tilts her head to follow my eyes down at her companion, almost like she forgot he was there. When she notices his curled lips and glare, she bends slightly and whispers something to him. I try to listen, but the wind captures her voice and pulls it away from me. He continues to sit and stare at me, but no longer looks like he wants to kill me.

      “He’s a husky mix. I rescued him when he was a pup, I’m not sure what else he is mixed with.” Her soft voice floats through me, and I instinctively inhale. The happiness on her face as she stares at her four-legged friend entrances me, and all I can do is wish she would gaze at me like that.

      Wait... where did that come from? I scrub the back of my neck and drag my eyes from her to out across the water, hoping the sudden blush on my face isn’t visible in the dimming light. Eventually, like a moth to a flame, my eyes are drawn back to the mysterious woman in front of me.

      “What’s his name?” My booming voice shatters the quiet night.

      To her credit, she doesn’t even jump, just stares at me like I’m the one to figure out. Suddenly, a little embarrassed smile lights up her face, and she reaches down to stroke the dog’s head as she mutters a response under her breath.

      Unable to hear her, I lean in closer and can’t help but breathe in her intoxicating scent. Fuck, she smells like heaven, magic, and sin all rolled up in one small perfect package.

      Her eyes flick back up to me, startled at how close I am, but repeats her response loud enough for me to catch. “Neville.”

      As the single word reaches my ears, I can’t help the laugh that bursts out, and this time, she does jump. I lean back as I laugh harder. Neville.

      Her dog’s name is Neville.

      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      His laughter echoes through the night, and all I want is to hear it again. Once I realise he’s laughing at Neville’s name, I get annoyed.  My lips and shoulders tighten in irritation.

      His dark eyes shine with mirth. “Like Neville Longbottom?”

      At first, I’m too shocked to reply. He knows Harry Potter? No one ever gets the reference. Even Lane said it was weird. “Um, yeah,” I mutter, watching him. “You like Harry Potter?”

      The question bursts out before I can stop myself. It’s like someone else has taken over my body. Cursing to myself, I almost miss his response.

      “Who doesn’t?” he replies cheekily.

      Well, shit. I shake my head to clear it, and it’s gotten cold since we’ve been standing here. Despite the drop in temperature, we continue to study each other in silence, neither of us wanting to be the one to break it.

      After a few minutes pass, I softly say, “I should go.” Tapping my leg to get Neville’s attention, I quietly turn to walk back home. When my back is fully turned to him, I take a deep, steadying breath. What was that all about? I’ve never been drawn to someone before like he’s my secret guilty pleasure. Ha, he’s like my chocolate cookies; I almost giggle at the thought.

      “Wait,” he calls out to me. I stop but don’t turn back around. His footsteps seem loud in the quiet of the night as he comes around to stand in front of me again.

      “I’m Ezra.” He holds his giant hand out.

      It’s hard not to notice it’s bigger than my whole face, and I swallow, wondering if it will look weird if I ignore it. He continues to stand there with his paw outstretched so I grab it, shake it quickly, then try to release it. But he continues to hold my hand in his warm one, his rough palm scratching against my soft skin.

      An electric spark shocks me, and I reply on a gasp, “Aurora.”

      He beams at me and pulls his arm back. Did he feel that, I wonder as I rest my hand on Neville’s head. “I’ll walk you back. It’s dark, and you shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      Before I can snap at him that I’m perfectly fine, he strides off towards the trees, and my eyes are drawn to his tight jeans where they sculpt his perfect ass. An appreciative sigh escapes my lips. At the tree line, he turns back to me with a questioning expression on his handsome face. Realising he’s serious, I walk slowly to catch up, Neville keeping pace at my side.

      As we walk through the trees, the silence is comfortable, and I sneak a quick glance at him to find him rubbing his hand on his leg, as if to scratch an itch... or shake off an electric shock. Shit, he felt it, too—that can’t be good.

      After a good ten-minute walk, we reach the trees that lead to my back garden.

      “This is me,” I mutter with a glance at my house. I can just make out the lights sparkling through the trees guiding me home like a beacon in the night. He appears to be deep in thought and almost jumps at the sound of my voice. He glances towards the light and nods, but before he can say anything in response, I rush out a hasty goodbye and half jog towards the back door.

      It’s not until I’m behind the closed door, and the breath I had been inadvertently holding in rushes out in a big gush, that I realise how affected by him I am. I carefully nudge the curtains covering the window next to the door to check if he is gone. His shadow stands out at the tree line, just standing there, waiting. Slowly, his arm raises, but before I can wave back, he’s gone, the trees absorbing him like he’s one of their own.

      “Well, shit,” I blurt out to the empty room. I’ve been saying that a lot recently.

      Neville’s bark echoes my profanity.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      Since memories kept me awake most of the night, I find myself with more time before work than normal to get ready. I decide to make an effort for once, telling myself it isn’t in case I run into the awesome foursome... Okay, my tired brain came up with the name early this morning. I manage to tame my hair from its usually curly craze, where it now hangs down my back in loose, sleek curls. I apply minimal makeup, and for once, I covered the bags underneath my eyes...well, as best as I could.

      Grabbing my black, skinny jeans, I pair them with a white tank top and a flannel shirt. I slip on my black, biker boots with silver clasps up the side and a big enough heel to make me a normal size. I gaze at myself in the full-length mirror and grin as I twist and turn, admitting to myself I actually look good for once. Still not doing it for the hot witches, nope not at all.

      Grabbing my keys, I kiss my fur-baby on the way out. Driving to work, I sing along with the radio, tapping the steering wheel to the beat. I skip into work, not questioning my good mood. I wave at Tom as I head to the changing room, humming to myself. Tom offers me a quizzical stare. I smile at some of the usual customers along the way. Passing by the corner table on the way to the back room, I make eye contact with a little girl. Frizzy red hair is the first thing I notice, then her freckle-covered pale skin and tiny features. She can’t be much older than ten or eleven. As if she senses my stare, she glances up from picking at her food. Her eyes stop me in my track as the rest of the world falls away.

      So much pain and fear are held in those green pools that it echoes down to my soul. The worst, though, is the acceptance. I recognise those eyes, and exactly what puts emotions like that in a child. It chills me to the bone. No happiness, no plea for help, just acceptance darkens them. I allow my eyes to be drawn to the man beside her, shrouded in darkness that at first resembles bad lighting. I gasp. Jesus Christ.

      That’s his aura. I sense the evil, the sins, and the pure hatred pouring out of him in waves as he grabs the girl’s chin and pushes it down into her food. Anger builds inside me. The woman, I’m guessing her mom, barely lifts her head from where she intently stares at her uneaten food. He whispers something harshly, but the little girl doesn’t move her eyes from me. My anger rouses my powers, and I’m unable to stop it as I step closer to the table. My feet move as if pulled by a greater force. I stop before the little girl. She doesn’t say a word but continues to hold my gaze. I kneel as if compelled by her eyes. I grasp her little hand gently under the table, which shakes in mine as I tumble into some of the worst of her memories.

      They cut through my mind like a knife, branding my mind. The darkness in their wake is a place of evil where no light blossoms and fear rules. I watch in horror as her little body gets broken again and again by the man at her side. Yet she doesn’t cry; she accepts this as her life. My fear rises. What if I’m too late to save her? I watch as her father attacks her mother. He knocks her to the floor and rips at her clothes like a wild animal.

      My eyes flicker over everything wide and afraid; I glance down and realise I’m in her body. My anger rises with hers as does our desperation. I run as fast as my little feet will carry me to the pan left carelessly on the counter. I grab it and turn, chest heaving, legs shaking with adrenaline.

      “Leave her alone,” we scream, begging the man who calls himself my father. He ignores us as he manages to get the woman’s panties off. I rush forward and hit him over the head with the pan, again and again, my arms shaking from the effort until he lies unconscious on the floor. My body—her body—screams in pain and exhaustion, and I drop the pan to the floor with a clank. I’m not scared of what he will do to me. What can he do that he hasn’t already done? My fear is for the woman who cries hysterically on the floor as she gathers the scraps of her clothing.

      “Baby, no, what did you do? Oh God, he’s going to kill us,” she sobs, curling in on herself like a child. I kneel next to her prone body. I place my small hand softly on her arm.

      It should be the other way around, but I’m unable to stop the promise I feel down in my bruised and battered bones. “I will protect us, I promise.”

      I pull back into my body as more and more memories fill my head like a bulging suitcase ready to explode. Horror after horror streams past, allowing me to catch glimpses of things no child should ever see, never mind live. I scramble back as my chest heaves and tears track down my face.

      She stares at me, her eyes filled to the brim and a spark of hope in their watery depths. In that moment, she recognises what I am. The child who doesn’t trust adults, the child who protected her mother instead of herself, the one with light fighting the darkness in her soul.

      Help me.

      The tiny broken whisper floats through my mind. I know then and there I will do anything in this world to protect her. Something in me begs to be released to cleanse her of the horrors she has endured. To promise to protect her. I swallow them down.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” the harsh remark comes from the man whose vile acts scar my mind as bad as a brand.

      I don’t respond but instead, memorise him. I would guess he’s handsome, with classical features. He sits in a smart shirt and trousers, but I see inside him to the evil he’s capable of, and no remorse resides there. The darkness inside me rises as his aura reveals exactly what a monster he is. I know first-hand monsters can be the most beautiful people, and it seems unfair that the darkness doesn’t taint their beauty as it does their soul.

      “I said, what the fuck are you doing?” His shout catches Tom’s attention, and he rushes over to me. I don’t know what expression I wear, but he stares at me before an anger I have never witnessed before washes over his features.

      He turns to the man and grits out a response, “Sorry, she’s obviously not feeling very well. You can have a free drink on the house.” I turn to him, about to scream at Tom for placating the vile human. He gives me a shut the fuck up look, grabs my elbow, and steers me to the back hallway.

      Once there, I yank my arm free and pace back and forth.

      “So, it’s true?” I breathe deep, trying to contain my rage.

      “How could you?” It comes out guttural as the memories burn a path through my brain. I lean against the wall with my forehead pressed against the cool tile.

      “How could you? You must have felt something, seen something,” I whisper to the bear who stands behind me. Although not as good at sensing auras as me, shifters sense strong emotions, and the signs were all there.

      “I wasn’t sure. I was waiting until you got here.” His voice washes over me, cooling some of my temper. I nod, not moving away from the wall.

      “I can’t.” I swallow, turn, and finally stare at him with tears filling my eyes. “I can’t not do something, you didn’t.” Swallowing again, I glance away from his searching eyes. “You didn’t see what I saw,” I finish brokenly.

      He steps closer, big arms surrounding me, and his unique smell hits my nostrils. I bury my head against his chest, which rumbles as he speaks. “I can’t imagine what you saw, darlin’. I know you, though, you’re a tough bastard, yet I’ve never seen you so shaken.” He inhales deeply as he finishes, “Do what you have to, I will always have your back.”

      With that cryptic remark, he releases me, turns, and stalks away.

      He stops just as he reaches the corner. “I will keep them there for as long as I can, but they will leave, and we both know what will happen,” he says quietly.

      I lean against the wall, debating my options. I can call the police, but I don’t have proof. I can threaten him, but I won’t scare him as my human self. Or I can do nothing. However, that will end with him killing them both, and that is something I would never be able to live with when I can do something. The only thing that matters here is that I can save them; what sort of person would I be if I didn’t? With a deep breath, peace settles in my soul. This is the right decision. Yet, there will be consequences.

      Footsteps heading this way interrupt my internal monologue. I hesitate before I head into the changing rooms next to me. I leave the door open a fraction to watch out, and I see him. My darkness and power rush up, and I know what I’m going to do, consequences be dammed.
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      He passes my hiding spot as he struts to the men’s toilets. As the door shuts, he checks himself out in the mirror, and my stomach clenches. With a deep breath, I push through the partially open door I hid behind and hesitate outside the toilets, steeling myself to take action and change everything in my life.

      I open the door slowly.

      Allowing the light to filter around my silhouette dramatically, I wait until he glances my way through the mirror.

      With a frown in my direction, he turns with a sneer. “The fuck do you want?”

      I step forward and allow the door to shut behind me.

      “Hell-oo, you deaf as well as fucking dumb?” He waves sarcastically at me.

      I breathe deeply and turn to lock the door.

      “Oi, cunt, I’m talking to you.”

      I turn and lean against the door.

      He flicks his eyes up and down my body, and a leer forms, one that makes me sick to my stomach. All I see is the hatred in his eyes as he beat his little girl and her mother. Other women might not see the evil in his eyes, but I can.

      “Well, since you’re here, make yourself useful. Get on your knees,” he says cockily.

      My stomach turns at his suggestion. Not saying a word, I step forward, again and again, until I almost touch him. His overpowering cologne smashes into my nose, and I cringe.

      His smile turns up a notch, and he gives me a heated look which I guess is supposed to be seductive. My anger breaks free and rises like a flame through me, burning the darkness the memories of him left behind. My power follows it.

      “Well, go on then, if you’re a good girl I might give you a tip.” He reaches down to unzip his trousers.

      My power makes me bold, and I smirk at him. “I wouldn’t bother, I wouldn’t be able to find it.”

      He grows red in anger and raises his hand to slap me as he replies, “You fucking bitch.”

      I catch his hand in mine. He tries to add more pressure to it, but I use my power to hold it still in mid-air. “Tut-tut, I wouldn’t do that. You see, I know exactly what you are, what you do.”

      Confusion replaces his anger, and he stills for a minute before pulling his hand back to step around me. “Crazy bitch.”

      I step into his path with my back still to the door. My anger grows hotter and hotter, burning right alongside my power. The darkness in me starts to rise, and I hesitate. “You called your daughter that before.”

      He eyes widen with surprise at my calm words. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, bitch. Now move.”

      A humourless laugh escapes as he tries to step around me like I’m nothing.

      My power shoots out to freeze him on the spot. My eyes seem to spit fire as I get angrier as he ignores me, the violet and black swirling together. The darkness curls through me faster and faster. It won’t allow me to push it down this time. I have a split second to decide whether to stop it all completely or carry on and stop this monster from ever touching that little girl again.

      I close my eyes, and with a resigned sigh, I drop my shields.

      A smirk stretches across my glowing skin. My hair goes darker. Red and blue highlights spin through it, and my skin smooths out even more as my eyes darken to their full black. I straighten up to my full height, which seems so much more with this power running through me. A contented purr escapes. It’s addictive; I feel I can take on the world when I’m like this. Fear, guilt, and sadness don’t exist in my darkness. Only acceptance, revenge, and anger. I let them fuel me, my power burning hotter and hotter.

      “Wh-what was that?” he asks cautiously.

      I snap open my eyes and zero in on his face. The light above me flickers. That must be what he’s talking about. His eyes swing back to me, and he gasps. His eyes reveal a reflection of myself. The monster I hide deep inside, and for once, I accept it. If this is what it takes...

      I allow my eyes to fill with the power which resides inside me. His eyes fill with fear as he reads his future in the darkness. I lean closer as his body starts to tremble.

      “Tell me, John, have you been bad?” The whisper seems overly loud in the silent room.

      He shakes his head rapidly.

      “I think you’re lying, I think you like to break the rules. Like to see how much you can push. How much you can get away with.”

      Only his shallow breathing breaks the silence in the room.

      “You will never touch them again,” I whisper in my softest voice.

      The tremble in his body increases as he stammers out a terrified response, “W-whh-whhaat are you?”

      I grin evilly at him, baring my teeth. My magic rises and blocks out the light in the room; I’m almost in complete darkness. I circle around him as he spins his head trying to keep me in his eyesight.

      “Your worst nightmare, I’m the thing you fear in the dark. I’ll be there throughout your life, watching your sins. When you die, I’ll be there again. Waiting.” My soft whisper trails off as I lean closer to his ear.

      He hyperventilates now, and my smile grows along with his fear, like it feeds off it. His aura swims with it and the evil within him. He recognises I’m the bigger monster in the room, a predator with him as my prey. He still automatically thinks it will stop me; I taste his indecision as his body screams at him to run.

      “Why?” he cries.

      “Because I know what you did, how you touch your wife. How you make your little girl cry and beg to the sky for help. Your darkest secrets are laid bare to me, and I will judge you for them.” I end my declaration as I step in front of him again.

      His whimpers reach higher decibel as I laugh softly, it echoing in the small tiled room. The darkness behind me expands and throbs in time with my heartbeat. The light flicks back on slowly as it recedes back into me, the inky blackness going home.

      He lets out a cry as he pisses himself, and I don’t need to look in the mirror to know what hovers behind me like a guardian angel. The darkness creates a pair of smoky wings extending from just below my shoulders. My eyes blaze with power, and my skin lights up the darkness like a beacon of hope and redemption, or dread and condemnation. His aura cracks with his mind as he attempts to reject what he sees. His mind tries to protect himself from the truth that there’s something in the dark to be afraid of.

      “Do you understand me, John?” I lean towards him again, angling my mouth like I will kiss him. Tears continue to cut a path down his mottled cheeks as he nods. I tut and wag my finger.

      “Let me hear you say it.” The power echoes in my voice, growing with each second of use. I need to finish this now, but I have to make sure he gets the picture.

      “I understand... I w-won’t touch them again. I-I promise,” he brokenly sobs.

      My smile returns full force, enhancing his fear. Even as he makes the vow, it’s not enough. He needs to pay for his deeds, and the little girl and woman out there need to know that they’re safe.

      My mind swirls with possibilities as the silence stretches. A voice from deep inside of me whispers for me to make him pay, make him disappear, that no one would miss him. I slam down on those thoughts. He shakes more, realising I’m not done with him. I take a deep breath as a plan forms, and circle the weak little vermin in front of me again.

      I have no proof of his abuse and the police won’t do anything.

      Still stalking, his emotions float to me. I stop in front of him again. Closing my eyes, I try something I’ve never done before. I push into his mind. He fights against it, instinctively pulling away from my probing darkness. Unrelenting, I follow until, with a pop, I’m in his memories, his thoughts, everything. Instantly my stomach rebels. Trying not to see too much of anything, I flick through, searching for something to use against him. Like flicking through a picture book, images stick out until I come to one with a pulsing darkness around it. Bracing myself for what I might uncover, I delve deeper.

      Like watching a hazy, old movie, he rains down punch after punch on the unconscious man curled on the floor in front of him. He spits in disgust on an older gentleman. A figure rushes up behind him. I squint to make out his face, but it’s no use. He turns to the other guy, and I’m unable to hear what they say. I glance around at where we are instead.

      It’s night, and the room is dark with only the hint of the moon shining through the window. Glancing towards the back door, I realise we stand in a kitchen. Broken glass sprinkles all over the floor, sparkling like diamonds in the moonlight. I quickly turn back to the man still unconscious on the floor, then finally to John.

      A mask covers his face, but I would remember those eyes anywhere. He still talks to the other man, gesturing towards the old man who lies in a puddle of his own blood.

      John and the guy are obviously fighting, but what about?

      The other guy shakes his head, then backs out of the room. John looks from the man on the floor to the door and swears. He grabs a bag at his feet I didn’t notice before. Overflowing with jewellery, keys, and other items, he hikes it over his shoulder before leaving the room.

      About to follow him, a strangled rattle sounds from the remaining man. I kneel at his side, not caring about the blood that grows and seeps across the floor. It almost throws me back into my own memories until I centre myself here. His skin pales, and his breath becomes laboured. A death rattle sounds in his chest. He’s going to die. Tears make their way down my face as I helplessly watch him breathe his last breath. As he rises from his now deceased body, his soul waits, hanging in a frozen moment. I lean forward, drawn to it, my arm stretch out, about to touch the awaiting soul, when a shadow breaks away from the wall.

      Quickly, I scramble backwards.

      I freeze as a man bracketed by shadows stands above the soul. Squinting, I can make out more of him and go still when I realise what he is.

      Wings flare behind him, almost blending into the shadows. A mask of sadness covers his face, but acceptance waits in his eyes. He leans towards the soul, and before I know it, I make a noise.

      His head snaps up, and I swear he can see me, as impossible as that sounds. His eyes, like the night’s sky, stare into mine with a look that will haunt me. I fling myself out of John’s memories as fast as possible.

      Coming back to the room, my body shakes, and I breathe as hard as he does. He falls to his knees, rocking back and forth. My stomach heaves, but I manage hold it in. At least, I got something I can use even if I did add another horror to my memories.

      I stand before him and whisper his name. His head lifts slowly.

      “You’re my vengeance,” he whispers brokenly.

      I don’t say anything.

      “You’re my death.” His head drops to his chest as he sobs quietly.

      “Yes and no. I will not kill you, John. But you must pay, a life for a life.” Unsure where the words come from, they pull from somewhere deep inside of me and fill the room with power. “You are evil, and evil never wins. Yet I’m not the decider, not yet. One day you will descend to the depths where you belong, but it will not be by my hand.”

      I swallow as the power dies from my words, and I come back to myself.

      Knowing now how he can pay, I steady myself. “You will admit your guilt. Go to the police, tell them how you killed the man. Confess your crimes.”

      He lifts his head in defeat.

      “You will do this, and if I ever see you again, John, not even God Himself could save you.” My words don’t hold any power this time, just a promise.

      He nods again, like a broken puppet.

      “Good boy, now run along.” I step back into the darkest corner of the room.

      He runs as fast as he can towards the door, not even glancing back.

      I swallow when it’s just me and the darkness. Shit. I did the right thing, but this will have consequences. Every nearby reaper will feel my power. I just drew a target on my back.

      And who was that in his memory? I still feel his eyes on me, like he knows exactly who and what I am.

      I close my eyes and picture the orbs of the little girl out there that will haunt me forever. So much despair. The eyes of someone who witnessed too much for her young age. I did the right thing—no matter the cost.

      I smile to myself. For once, my strange birthright allowed me to help someone.
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      Drawing my power back in was harder than I thought it would be. Each time the darkness seeps out, it grows and fights back. It refuses to be locked away. I shiver as pulling my power back from each area of my body is like pulling on tar. It starts with my toes and works its way up my legs until it reaches my centre. I take a breather, then start on my arms. Once I manage to pull it back, the darkness swirling in my centre is all that remains, and I close my eyes.

      Taking a deep breath, I cajole it back. When it continues to swirl, I wrestle it back. Pain tears through me as it fights to stay. My knees drop to the unforgiving floor, the cold, dirty tiles jarring my bones, but I continue dragging it back in, afraid if I let go it will never go back. The pain worsens until my whole body is sensitised and screaming at me in agony. Fire licks over my whole body, and I grit my teeth to stop the scream from bursting out.

      After what seems like hours but could be minutes, I slowly come back to my body. Gasping for air, my body curls into the fetal position on the floor. I rub my head against the cool tile and concentrate on breathing. The sweat on my forehead cools, and my heart rate slows down, my body weak like after a beating.

      After a while, I work to push into a sitting position, but my arm collapses beneath me, sending me sprawling. A bone-weary tiredness sets in. I knew I would be tired, but this is a whole other level of tiredness.

      After several more attempts, I manage to sit and then stand. I wobble on my tired legs but manage to stay up by grabbing the sink. I feel like a deer on ice or like I just took a good pounding. I know which I would prefer. I spray water on my face and stay there for a moment, my hair dangling around my eyes, obscuring the light. A wiggling at the door handle makes me stand up straighter, gripping the sink until my knuckles turn white. I stare at the door in confusion in my tired state. My head whirls again. Shit, am I power-drunk? A hysterical laugh worms out of me, and my teeth snap together to try to stop it.

      Banging sounds on the door, and I drag my feet to unlock it. When did I lock it? Tom stands in the doorway, fists clenched at his side and his face beet red. He opens his mouth to say something but stops and takes a good look at me. He swears and grabs my arms to steady me. A giggle bursts out of me, followed by a sob.

      “Language,” I say in a high-pitched voice that makes him hesitate.

      “I don’t know what you did, kid, but you are out of it. I’ll close up and take you home.” I shake my head rapidly and get dizzy, falling forward until Tom catches me.

      “C’mon, kid, stay here for a second while I grab my stuff.” He leans me against the wall outside the bathroom, and when he’s sure I won’t fall again, he walks away, peeking over his shoulder every now and again. He stops when voices sound from around the corner, and I gulp a laugh down at the panic on his face. I should be scared for some reason, but everything’s hilarious in my power-drunk state.

      He swears and rushes down the hall to stand in front of me. “They must have felt it or seen the guy run out of here. What do you want me to do?” I don’t like the frown on his face. I lean forward and try to wipe it away with my fingers. It makes him swear again. Giggling to myself, I almost slip down the wall.

      “Thomas, what’s going on,” says a smooth silky voice from behind him. It’s direct and strong like someone used to giving orders. Tom turns, blocking me with his large body.

      “Huh, nothing just wanted a piss,” he mutters. I lean forward putting my cheek on his back and laugh.

      “You’re a bad liar, Tommy.” Giggles make my words sound weird, which makes me laugh harder.

      Silence rains until someone whispers, “Tommy!? Sunny, that you?” comes a hesitant voice.

      “That’s me,” I sing-song.

      Tom swears again and turns to glare at me, revealing three of the awesome foursome. Ezra’s deep stare probes into me even as Ben runs his eyes over me in concern. The last guy stares at Tom in question.

      “She drunk?” Ezra mutters.

      I laugh again and fall forward. Before Tom can react, Ben catches me around the waist. I laugh hysterically, imagining him dressed in silver shining armour.

      “My hero.”

      Ben snorts out a laugh and stares down at me. “Sunshine, if I knew all I had to do to get you in my arms was get you drunk, I would have been here sooner.” His laugh is contagious, so I join in.

      Tom and the other guy talk in hushed whispers as Ezra tries to block my view of them. His eyes bore down into me as intense as ever. Ben wraps his arms more securely around my waist and leans his head against my hair, trying to talk to me. Their scents mix together creating a delicious mix that has me a little flustered.

      “Hush, Benny, adults are talking,” I try to say seriously. A startled laugh bursts out of him, and his body shudders behind me with the force of it.

      “Sunny, damn.” I peer up at Ezra and snicker.

      “Hi, Giant” He raises his eyebrow at me. I move my head, trying to peer around him to Tom. He steps closer, using his width to block more of my view.

      “You’re so wide, I bet you would make a good wind blocker or blanket.” I laugh again, imagining him curled around Ben. Ben laughs with me, and even Ezra cracks a small smile.

      “Shh, Sunny, don’t poke the beast,” Ben mutters to me still laughing.

      I try to turn and glare at him in indignation, but I can’t manage it. “Beast, that’s mean, Benny. Apologise right now.” I struggle to cross my arms because his arms around me make it impossible. Ezra’s grin turns full-blown as he widens his stance and stares at Ben.

      “Yeah, Benny, apologise,” he mocks.

      Ben huffs in my hair.

      “Fine. Sorry, Aurora, for calling the green giant over here a beast.” I turn and try to slap his chest but miss and fall. Ezra and Ben grab me at the same time, and I laugh hysterically.

      I wonder if he’s big everywhere

      It goes silent, and Ezra peers at me in astonishment. Wait... did I say that out loud?

      “Yes,” Ben chokes out.

      Well, okay then, I guess my filter is broken.

      “Would you like to see?” Ezra leans into me and winks.

      I blink trying to remember what we were talking about, and when I do, I giggle at him.

      “Sure, get it out, then.”

      Ben sucks in a breath, and Ezra’s smile widens until he shows teeth.

      The muttering from behind Ezra stops, and Tom and the other guy come around and eyeball us.

      “Okay, we have to get Aurora home. One of you pick her up.” The leader guy directs them like soldiers.

      “I can walk. I’m not a kid!” I shout. He turns to me, and the heat in his eyes sears through me. He ogles me up and down slowly, leaving a trail of heat that even in my tired, crazy state sends my hormones spinning.

      “I’m aware of that, more than you know. Now, let one of them pick you up.” He quirks an eyebrow. Seriously, why can everyone do that? It’s impressive.

      I swallow, but before I can answer, Ezra picks me up bridal style. He grips my thighs and back and smirks down at me.

      “Hi, green giant,” I say tiredly.

      He groans, “Don’t start calling me that.”

      Ben laughs next to me, and the other guy’s lips curl at the side.

      “I can call you what I want. I have nicknames for everyone,” I declare with a pointed finger in the air. Ben laughs quietly, propped up against the wall. Tom sighs and rubs his forehead.

      “Really, can I ask what they are?” The stranger steps closer. I realise his eyes are amber, and I can’t seem to stop myself from replying.

      “Well, he’s Benny,” I point at the laughing guy, then I swing my arm to Tom, “and he’s Tommy.”

      “Hmm, I’m noticing a pattern.” His strange eyes sparkle with laughter. I waggle my finger at him.

      “Hush, I’m not done.” I wait until he nods for me to continue, and with a serious expression, I pat Ezra’s chest. “This here is green giant or, urm, maybe stalker.” My face lights up as I shout, “O.M.G., no, I know! Cupcake!”  I dissolve in laughter. Ezra’s chest rumbles behind me, and I rub my cheek against it. The silence stretches before everyone bursts out laughing.

      “Cupcake?” Benny wipes tears away from his eyes.

      I nod vigorously. “Yup, ’cause his hair is curly and soft like frosting on the top.” This makes perfect sense to me, but everyone else just laughs. I frown at them all.

      Amber-eyes controls his chuckling enough to question me. “And me?”

      “Hmm.” I eye him seriously as I try to decide. I look at everything from his tanned skin to his controlled, wavy brown hair. I tap my chin in thought.

      “Tiger!” I declare proudly.

      A small smile graces his face as he leans until his head is close to mine. He smells of the forest, earthy, and it has me imagining the trees that I find solace in.

      “Guess that makes you my kitten right now,” he whispers to me. He leans back, and a serious expression crosses his face. Eww—wait, what?

      “Okay, let’s get her home, shall we?” He claps to grab everyone’s attention.

      Grumbling rumbles from Ben and Ezra, but we start walking. My hyper buzz wears off, and my head droops in exhaustion. Before we hit the back door, Tom stops us. He stares down at me fondly.

      “Get some rest, kid. Let them look after you.” He kisses my forehead, and I swear he whispers, “Trust them,” but I can’t be sure.

      I snuggle farther into my giant—no, not my giant, the giant, right, just the giant’s chest—and close my eyes.

      Next time I open them, I’m curled up on his lap in the backseat of a car. I lift my head to gaze around blearily. I try to reach up to rub my eyes when I realise my hand is in someone else’s, Ben’s. My eyes raise to his, but he stares out of the window with a faraway expression on his face. He rubs between my thumb and finger gently, almost like he doesn’t realise he’s doing it. Gently, a hand pushes my head back to the chest I leaned on.

      “Sleep,” rumbles out from beneath me. With a sigh, my eyes shutter again.

      “Kitten, we need your keys,” comes a quiet command.

      Blinking back the sleep in my eyes, I crack them open. We aren’t moving anymore, yet I’m still curled up on Ezra’s lap. My heavy head rises up toward the open door to find Amber-eyes peering back.

      “Pocket,” I croak out. Fighting to wake myself, my hand moves to help just to fall back to my side because my limbs are deadweight, and I slip under again. Hands gently pull my keys out of my pocket, but I don’t bother lifting my head again.

      I tiredly slide into the waiting darkness as someone carries me inside.

      Barking and growling wakes me momentarily as Nev tries to get to me. Huh, guess we’re inside.

      “Nev, heel,” I whisper as loudly as I can.

      The barking stops, and a low whining breaks my heart.

      “Shh, boy, she’s going to be okay. She’s just really tired and a bit out of it,” Ben comforts Nev, and my heart melts a little.

      “C’mon, Half-pint, let’s get you to bed.” As he speaks, Ezra moves my hair with his hand.

      I let me head drop back to his chest. We move again, but I make no effort to open my eyes. Softness meets my legs and back as I’m set gently down on a bed. I snuggle into the covers as my head pounds, and a groan slips out.

      “No.” I grab onto the closest thing to me. Muscle clenches under my arm, and the bed dips next to me. I sigh happily and let myself fall asleep.

      
        
        - DARKNESS -

      

      

      I stand in the shadows of the trees as the large witch carries the girl towards her house. Excitement fills me. I’ve found who I was searching for. I watch closely as he and the other two witches head inside, and I lean back on the tree behind me.

      The forest’s noise dies as they realise a bigger predator stands in their midst. Finally, after all this time, the one is within my sights. Surprised that who I’ve been hunting is strong, my mind drifts to earlier.

      The pull grabbed me from miles away, like a black hole opening up and sucking in everything in its path, and I was helpless to stop it. The power—so much power—called to me, whispered of my evil deeds. It was in my head, exploring and learning. Once I realised, I shut my mind down and followed it to a bar in the middle of the little town I’m in. Lucky, I got lucky. A couple of months ago I sensed a similar pull, but I only reached the general area before it cut off.

      I hunted through the towns and villages searching for it, searching for her. After a while, I grew frustrated and bored. Then, I discovered a witch, a strong male one. Also pulled to this area. I grabbed him impulsively to see if it would draw the one I was hunting. Instead they came. Tilting my head in consideration, I realise she must know them, at least enough to trust them. Interesting. Maybe the one I have might be useful after all. Lights flicker on in the house as I contemplate my next steps. I need to get her away from them. One witch I can handle, but three or four together would be hard even for me—especially if they’re bonded.

      I’ll wait until the time is right. I settle deeper into the trees, the darkness accepting me. I might even pay a visit to the one I have locked away to keep me entertained.

      
        
        - ALEXANDER -

      

      

      I hesitate at the door of Aurora’s room as she grabs Ezra’s arm. He sits down next to her and strokes her hair away from her face. His face softens. He continues to stare at her, and I can’t help but do the same.

      Striding into the room, I don’t stop until I’m next to her on the bed. Deeply asleep, she curls around Ezra’s arm. Her beautiful features have softened, and her body’s relaxed. She shifts closer to Ezra while his thumb strokes over her cheekbone. He doesn’t even bother glancing up, even though he knows I’m here. I stare at the woman that I can’t seem to get out of my head for as long as I dare. Damn, if I wasn’t happy she gave me a nickname earlier. I was right with mine, too—she’s a kitten all right. All claws and hissing until you get to know her, then she’s soft and cute. I snort to myself, not cute—beautiful, sexy, but definitely not cute.

      “What are we going to do?” Ezra whispers without breaking eye contact with her.

      I rub my eyes tiredly. Questions run rampart in my head, but none we will get answers to tonight.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper back.

      Ezra’s head snaps up with surprise. Okay, even I’ll admit this is a new one for me, I’m usually in charge and unwavering. I make it my focus to find out as much as possible so we never have to face our mistakes again. But this little girl has turned me upside down, and my unwavering focus slips.

      “We need to know what we’re dealing with. Why is she hiding? What happened earlier, what her powers are...” I trail off in thought.

      Ezra nods.

      “I’ll ring Jason to find out if his search for a missing witch has turned anything up.” I stop as she shifts. My fingers press to my lips and point to the door. Ezra nods and leans down to kiss her forehead before heading out the door and downstairs to where Ben’s trying to comfort her dog. I lean forward and move a stray curl out of her face. I turn around, intending to join them as I flick off the lights. As I reach the door to leave, she whimpers, making me hesitate. She does it again, and before I realise it, I stride over to her.

      I sit next to her and grab her hand as she lets out a low moan.

      “Shh, Kitten, I’m here. Nothing is going to happen to you. Whatever you are running from, whoever...” I hesitate and stroke her cheek. “I will help you, if you let me.”

      Her plump red mouth parts, and she whispers something I can’t hear. I lean closer until my ear meets her lips, she breathes out the words which shoot straight to my heart, “Please, they can’t know, can’t find me.”

      I pull back a little and wait to see if she’ll say anything else. I can’t help but stare; up close it’s obvious how stunning she is—a soft heart-shaped face, high cheekbones, red lips, and dark eyebrows.

      “I won’t let them,” I whisper, unsure where it comes from but knowing I would throw myself in front of a spell for this mysterious woman. My heart skips a beat when a small smile curls her luscious lips.
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        - AURORA -

      

      

      Cold seeps into my bones. My body aches, and my mouth is dry like I’ve run miles. My tired head swivels, and my eyes squint around the room. Chilled, unrelenting stone surrounds me. Chains rattle, and my eyes drift down in shock. Hands, way bigger than mine, lay bound by silver manacles connected to the floor. They barely move, and the skin is red raw from chaffing.

      Okay, what the hell? Where am I? My heart races, more confused than ever. Without realising, I step forward, peering closer at the walls. Scratches mark the stone as does dried blood. I blink and do a three-sixty turn. When my eyes fall on the centre of the room, I gasp in horror and fall back a step.

      A man sits on a wooden chair, his hands bound like mine were moments ago. His head hangs down, silver hair obscuring his face. Carvings mark the hardwood seat, and I find myself stepping closer to get a better look. When the man moves, my legs freeze.

      His head slowly rises, and time stands still. My body locks in place as his heart-breaking face lifts into the light. A cut still seeping blood runs from his eyebrow to his cheek, yet all I can think is he is the most perfect man I’ve ever laid eyes on. Eyes swirling like a tornado, high sharp cheekbones, lush cupid-bowed mouth. He reminds me of one of the fey my mother used to tell me about. His eyes focus, and I barely move, wondering if he can see me.

      He winces and eyes the room. Confused, I step closer, and when he doesn’t react, I realise he can’t. Crushing disappointment fills me, and I can’t figure out why. All I know is I want to feel those stormy eyes lock with mine, to fill me. I step closer again, my feet scraping against the stone flooring, and his eyes snap to me.

      I see everything, all that he tries to hide from the world—his anger, his hate, his loneliness, and most importantly, his determination.

      “Who’s there?” His voice cracks from disuse. I wave my hand in question, but he makes no move. Just to be sure, I do a little dance. Nope, nothing.

      “Just my mind...” he whispers, and something inside of me breaks.

      “I’m here,” I say quietly.

      His eyes roll around, seemingly in disbelief.

      “Great, now, I’m hearing things, too,” he mutters.

      Unable to say why, I want him to know I’m here, to know that he’s not alone. I step closer again until my jeans almost brush against his bound legs. For the first time, I realise he’s bare-chested. Muscle after corded muscle greets me, and I greedily look my fill. To my shock, a bar pierces through each nipple. I lean forward, curiosity fills me, and my breath moves over his pale skin. He jumps, and I lean back.

      Anger and confusion swirl in his eyes. He felt that. I grin naughtily. Instead of doing the dirty things I imagine—because I have some self-control... I think—I allow my fingers to graze his cheek.

      “I’m here,” I whisper. “Can you feel me?”

      I cup his cheek, allowing my warmth to pass to his freezing face. The smells of old blood and after a lightning storm make my nose twitch.

      “Yes.” His eyes sharpen now, trying to find me. I stroke next to the cut. “Who are you? What are you?”

      My hands still at his questions. I hesitate, and it’s like he knows.

      “Are you real?” He stops. “Are you really here?”

      I shake my head before realising he can’t see me.

      “I don’t know. I woke up here. I don’t know if this is real.” My hand rests on his cheek, but I drop it.

      “Don’t.” He closes his eyes in pain. “Please, don’t leave.” It comes out softly, so quiet I almost miss it. The words pierce my heart and echoes inside me, resonating with my own fears. I place my hand on his chest, above his heart, and it speeds up.

      “I don’t know who you are, or where you are, or if you’re even real. But if you are, I promise I will find and free you,” I vow, and it’s like the world holds its breath.

      The man shakes his head in sadness. “Don’t, I know I will die here. It’s not worth risking your life.” He eyes meet mine, and even though it’s impossible, I swear he sees me.

      “Find my family, please. Tell them to stop searching.” Before I can ask who and how, a clanking sounds, and footsteps follow. His breathing picks up as a partially healed cut on his chest slowly opens. A slow trail of bright red trickles down his chest, but he doesn’t even flinch.

      “Go,” he whispers. When my hand remains on his heart, he tries again. “Go!” he shouts.

      I step back, letting my hand fall away. Resignation and defeat enter those beautiful eyes, and I promise myself I will save him. The room fades around the edges as the steel door unlocks and swings open behind the man.

      “Ugh,” I moan as I wake up.

      The room is pitch black, and I’m in a bed. I flop onto my back and stretch. I swallow against the dryness in my mouth. I’m extremely thirsty, which must have been what woke me up. I stop stretching as a shiver wracks over me. My room is always warm. I frown, sit up, and stare at my feet on my clean bed in shock. The surrounding bedding is soiled with dirt, and my feet are filthy.

      Holy shit. Was the dream real? If so, who was that? How could it be real? More questions pile up until I almost explode. I try to think through it logically, but I draw a blank. I could ask Tom if something like this is possible, but that would only open up additional questions.

      I remember I packed some old family books as I was leaving home. I wonder if they might have something useful in them. With determination, I stride out of my bedroom, only to stop when voices drift from downstairs.

      “What the monkey fuck...” I whisper to myself. I hesitate, then lean over the railing to view the floor below. Ben is on my sofa with Nev curled up on him. Traitor. Trying to ignore the fact I’m jealous of my dog, I look around further. Ezra leans against my fireplace. Amber-eyes paces in front of him. The other guy, who I’ve seen once, reclines on my sofa and reads a book. I rub my eyes, hoping I’m imagining things.

      “I can’t believe how out of it she was.” Ben rubs Nev’s head.

      Huh, is he talking about me?

      “It must have been a crazy powerful spell,” Ezra replies, not budging an inch.

      “That’s what I’m worried about, that kind of power is uncommon. Not to mention it will attract others.” Amber-eyes stops and drops to the free chair with a sigh. They all eye each other.

      “Was anyone else drawn to her?” Comes a soft voice from the red-headed man. He sets the book he’s reading aside to glance around. They all share guarded glances and nod.

      “I’ve never felt anything like that, it’s like she called to my magic,” Ben says cautiously.

      They can’t be on about me. I scrub my hands through my hair as memories tumble through my head of what happened tonight. My cheeks heat when I realise how I acted. Oh God, I’m never going to face them. I was like a toddler on crack.

      “Anyone else thinks it’s a coincidence she’s here?” They all watch the red-head until he crosses his legs and folds his arms across his chest. “Come on, we came here, searching for Mikael, and we find her? It’s suspicious.”

      He stops when all the others stare at him.

      “You don’t think she has anything to do with Mikael disappearing?” he asks.

      As they all consider it, confusion and a little anger fill me. Shit, they really think I could do that? And who is Mikael?

      “We have no idea. But he’s still missing, and she’s here. I don’t know what she’s capable of, but I sensed a darkness tonight. It wasn’t from her,” Amber-eyes declares, making eye contact with every single one of them.

      The red-headed man glances away. “Yes, but she’s obviously powerful,” the man argues.

      “But to overthrow Mikael? And then keep him prisoner for all this time, c’mon man,” Ben scoffs.

      The red-headed man hesitates. “Maybe he’s dead...”

      A sharp inhale echoes but I can’t tell who it came from.

      “We would know,” Ben says quietly.

      “It’s not her.” Ezra’s been silent all this time until his voice cuts through the argument.

      “She’s hiding from something, maybe it’s the same thing we are hunting. I’m not sure, but I felt her. It’s not her.” Ezra’s voice sends my heart pounding.

      What does he mean he felt me? They all consider his words, but more questions pop into my head.

      “Either way, we need to keep searching. Don’t let your guard down. Something is going on here.” Amber-eyes gives out the order, and they all nod, even Ezra.

      Knowing I won’t get any answers and feeling weird for spying and not wanting to get caught, I tiptoe back into my room and throw myself on my bed.

      “What the hell is going on,” I mutter into my pillow. Intending to hide in here until they leave, I get comfy.
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        - AURORA -

      

      

      Hiding in my room for most of the morning seems like a good idea until my stomach starts to roar, reminding me I’ve usually eaten the whole sweet aisle by now. It’s the downside of being a fatty, my own stomach betrays me. Nev made his way in some time this morning and stares at me.

      “Yes, fine, damn, I’m finished hiding.”

      He barks, and I groan. Bracing myself, I head downstairs. No one is in the living room. I cock my head listening. The house is silent, and I do a little happy dance. They must have left some time during my pity party. At least, I don’t have to have any awkward morning after talks; really, this is more embarrassing than a one-night stand.

      In a better mood, I dance through the kitchen door with cookies on my mind. I don’t notice him until it’s too late. I crash into his hard body, and we both go down with me sprawled on top of him. I just lay there taking in my life. He shifts beneath me awkwardly. Being this close means I can smell him, and he smells of man and cedar. I really need to stop sniffing everyone, but honestly, why do they all smell so good?

      “Erm, you okay?” comes a hesitant voice.

      I snort. “Sure.”

      It goes silent again, and he squirms.  My mind goes dirty. Oops.

      “Okay, not that this isn’t fun just lying here on the floor, but can I ask when you plan to get up?” The teasing in his voice makes me smile a little.

      It also makes me bite my tongue to keep the dirty remarks the getting up part inspires. Hmm, maybe Lane’s right, I do always have sex on the brain.

      “Never, I might just stay here.” I wiggle, getting comfortable, and he groans beneath me. A satisfied smirk graces my lips when I realise he’s just as affected as I am, maybe more if I go by the rock-hard thing poking my thigh. He holds himself still beneath me, and I’m tempted to wiggle again.

      “Did you sleep okay?”

      I lift my head enough to meet his eyes. They aren’t fully green. Emerald with yellow running through, almost hypnotising me. His ruby red hair sticks out all over like he just woke up, and a slight tint brightens his cheeks which is adorable. His face is pained, and heat flares in his eyes when I shift again.

      “Yes, after making a fool of myself then passing out, I slept amazing,” I reply dryly.

      His smile grows, and it turns him from a cutie to a total hottie. Okay, time to move. I jump to my feet, and he struggles to sit up before he flops back down again.

      This time it’s my turn to ask, wondering if I hurt him when we fell. I was a little too distracted to ask before. “You okay?” I eye his body, searching for any injuries, totally not just checking him out.

      He nods, banging his head on the floor with the movement. I wince as he groans, his cheeks turning redder, and I hold back a giggle. The kitchen door swings open behind me. Whoever it is hesitates in the doorway, so I turn to look. Ezra, Ben, and the guy whose name I still don’t know stand in the doorway with confusion on their faces. They glance from me to him and back again. Okay, awkward.

      I make my way to the counter, grabbing the last bag of cookies on my way. Hopping up and letting my legs swing back and forth, I watch them, decide to be me, and go with the flow. I munch on a cookie, waiting for them to break the silence.

      “Okay, so I guess I’ll ask. Why is Jason on the floor?” Ben’s confused gaze runs over Jason and then shifts to me.

      Shopping bags fill their hands, and I clap mine. “Did you bring food? Are there cookies? Or doughnuts?” I squeal like a kid and cough, shoving the last cookie from the bag in my mouth.

      All four of them stare at me like I’ve grown a second head. I wonder what having two heads would be like. Would they have different voices? What if one was getting laid, would the other have to cover their eyes?

      Ezra interrupts my internal blabbering by walking through the guys and setting his bags on the counter opposite where I sit and leans against it.

      “Cookies, huh? That’s the way to your heart?” He studies me with a serious expression on his face, but his lips twitch.

      Ha, fool thinks I won’t notice.

      “Yes, obviously. Don’t you know anything?” I eye the bags, wondering if they bought any.

      “Again, I ask why Jason is on the floor?” Ben interrupts from the doorway. We both ignore him.

      “What kind?” His lips lose the fight and quirk up in a tiny smile, and I can’t seem to stop staring at them. Bad Aurora.

      “Double chocolate,” I say matter-of-factly.

      Jason jumps up, and out of the corner of my eye, I see him unpack the bags Ezra put down. I watch intently, waiting to discover if they bought cookies. When none come out of the bags, I slump. Someone chuckles, and I turn to find Amber-eyes unpacked his bags, too, and now watches me.

      Realising I’m probably being rude, even if this is a weird situation, I try to be nice.  “So, you went to buy me food?”

      He nods and comes to stand next to me. Heat pours off him, and unable to resist, I lean into him. He smells delicious. Seriously, when did I start sniffing everyone? If I carry on like this, I might as well be a shifter.

      “Well, all you had was a bag of cookies and a very questionable orange.” He smirks at me.

      I shrug not the least be bothered. It’s not like I cook a lot.

      “Hello? Why was Jason on the floor?” Ben’s voice grows, and it sounds grumpy to me.

      “Tell me someone bought me cookies.” I push my lip out, glancing around the room in hopes that they will appear.

      I catch Jason’s eye, and he shrugs. Turning to Ezra next, my lip pushes out even more, dramatically trying to appear as sad as possible. I probably look like a bee stung me, but whatever.

      “Fucking hell, someone give her the cookies,” he pleads.

      I clap. “Yay! So there are cookies?”

      I peer around like they will just appear; how good would that be? You just say cookies, and they appear. I wonder if it would work for men to...

      Amber-eyes pulls them from behind his back and gives me a bag of double chocolate happiness. I moan and tear into the packet as he talks. “Figured you would need some sugar. I noticed the empty packets of them.” He watches me devour two with an incredulous expression.

      “Why. Is. Jason. On. The. Floor!” Ben shouts.

      We all turn to stare at him. I wipe my mouth to get rid of the chocolate.

      “He’s not.” I point at where Jason puts stuff into the fridge. Wow, who knew what a full fridge looked like? I bet they don’t know I burn toast, or they wouldn’t have bought all that.

      Amber-eyes leans forward, blocking my view. He gently swipes the chocolate from the edge of my lips. Slowly, making sure he holds my attention, he licks it off his finger. I clench my thighs together with a muttered, “Jesus,” and he smirks. My dirty mind imagines me pouring chocolate on other places in hopes he will lick it up, too.

      “I give up.” Ben bangs his bags down.

      I peer around the stick of sex in front of me, banishing thoughts of licking to my mental spank bank to see Ben sulking, banging cupboards open. I bite my lip to stop it quirking when I realise he’s annoyed.

      “Mean, Kitten, real mean.” The whisper sends heat right to my centre, and I’m instantly wondering what he would sound like whispering naughty things in my ear. He leans back next to me, and we all watch as Ben dramatically puts the food away. I sigh, feeling harsh for ignoring him now.

      “I didn’t realise he was here and crashed into him, we both fell,” I say with an apologetic smile aimed at him. He stops, and his shoulders slump.

      “Oh.” It’s silent until he turns around with a mischievous grin on his lips. Damn, that man is going to be trouble.

      “So, you tackled him to the floor, then left him down there? That’s not nice, Sunshine.” Happiness bursts through me at the nickname. Shit, why does this feel so normal?

      “Yeah, well, he looked like he liked the floor,” I mutter still trying to figure out why I’m not running as far and fast away as possible.

      Jason laughs, and Ezra stares at me like he knows I’m considering running. With a quirked eyebrow, he tells me he will stop me. Ugh, fine. Leaning back, I wait while they pack the food away, then start to cook something.

      “So, Jason, Ezra, Ben, and...?” I glance at the only one left whose name I don’t know.

      He leans forward again offering me his hand. “Sorry, Kitten, I’m Alexander.”

      When I go to shake his hand, he lifts it and kisses the back of it. His warm lips meet my skin, and a shiver runs up my spine. He doesn’t lose eye contact as he does it.

      Bloody hell, I’m so screwed... well, I wish I was. Clearing my throat, I try to think of a response. Words. Right, come on words. Wait, what did he say again? Luckily, I’m saved by the front door banging open.

      “Aurora, you fucking bitch!” The familiar scream echoes through the apartment.

      I smile while all the boys look really confused. Ezra straightens and moves in front of me, and Alexander—yum—moves next to him, blocking my view. I can’t even stare at their asses they are that close. Their scents drift to me, and I have the urge to lick them. They would think I’m really weird, then. I bite my lip to contain a giggle. Ben moves closer, too. Aww, cute. I wonder what they’ll do when they realise they’re trying to protect me from a little blond human.

      “Where are you! You’re dead, you hear me!”

      The men tense. Shit, okay, they believe she’s serious. I put my palms on each of their backs, and the muscle through their shirts flex. Come to mama. No, okay, pay attention. Down girl.

      “It’s okay, it’s my friend,” I say. They all turn to stare at me.

      “Your friend?” Alexander’s confusion makes him so cute. Probably shouldn’t tell him that.

      “Yep,” I say proudly.

      The kitchen door bangs open, and I turn in time to see Lane realise I’m not alone. She stands still, taking it all in, me holding onto to two extremely hot men as one carries on cooking, and the other looks ready to pounce on her, and not in a good way.

      “Er...“ Her words die off.

      I wave with a small smile. “Hi, Lane, lovely to see you. Nice weather today, isn’t it?”

      Ben laughs as the tension in the room dissipates.

      “Aurora, what’s going on?” She still hasn’t moved from the door.

      Ben goes to Jason and tries to see what he’s cooking as Ezra and Alexander move to either side of me. Wow, I wonder if I’m the cheese to their meat sandwich. Wait, no, the cream to their Oreo.

      “Oh, you know, this and that. What about you?” I shove another cookie into my mouth as Ezra eyes them. I pull them closer and bare my teeth.

      “Mine,” I mutter to him.

      He stares right back at me, and I gesture from my eyes to him.

      “Yeah, okay. Who are these people?” Lane asks.

      With one more, narrow-eyed glare at Ezra, I turn back to her. “Who?” I ask innocently.

      A hand makes its way to my cookies, and I slap it away. The room stops as everyone turns to me in surprise, and to be honest, I surprised myself. Jason’s and Ben’s worried stare fix Ezra like they’re ready to pounce on him. I glance at Ezra, whose face reveals shock before he starts to laugh. I mean full-belly laughing. If I thought the boys looked surprised at my slap, Ezra’s reaction downright shocks them.

      “Is he laughing? I didn’t realise he knew how?” Ben turns to ask Jason.

      I ignore them and decide to answer Lane. “This is Alexander and Ezra. Ben is the one trying to steal bacon, and Jason is cooking.” I gesture as I speak, and they all bob a greeting.

      Lane nods to them, then glances back at me, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “So, did you need something?” I ask before she starts questioning their intentions or something.

      My question seems to spark something, and she’s angry again. Feisty little human. I’m really tempted to shout ‘Feisty one you are.’ Okay, I think I’ve had too much sugar.

      “Yes! Will you stop signing me up on dating sites? I do not need to open my emails or texts to any more dick pictures! One messaged me asking if I wanted to be his baby girl, and he’d be my daddy.” I lean back casually as she realises what she admitted. She slaps her hand over her mouth in embarrassment.

      “Huh, interesting. I wonder if that would involve dress up? Any good pictures?”

      Her embarrassment grows. “Aurora,” she scolds, “just, stop it, okay?” Her voice sounds desperate.

      “Sure,” I lie.

      She shakes her head, points at me, then at the men. “I want to hear about this later, but for now, I’m late for work.” With one last look that offers a thousand questions, she flounces out of the kitchen, muttering about dirty-minded wenches. I guess that would be me.

      “Dick pics?” Ben walks over to me, offering a bit of his stolen bacon. I grab it and inhale it. Mmmm, smoky.

      “It’s good to keep her on her toes,” I say around the bite. All three men are extremely close, and I start to heat up from their stares. I jump down, heading towards Jason.

      “Need a hand?” I hope he says no.

      He keeps flipping the bacon and shakes his head.

      “Okay, well...  I’m, erm, going to take a shower.” Needing a minute, I leave the kitchen and head upstairs. Holy guacamole.

      In my room, I collapse on my bed. Frickity fuck. What is happening? Well done, Aurora. Good job at staying away from them. With a groan and a self-pitying thought, I head to the shower. Maybe a cold one will be good.
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      After giving myself a little pep talk in the shower, I head back downstairs. They laugh and joke in the kitchen, and I stop for a second, remembering how quiet it was here before. Shaking off those sad memories, I push through the door. Sitting around my little dining table, they all turn and smile as I walk in.

      “C’mon, Sunny, we’re starving here,” Ben moans, rubbing his rock-hard stomach.

      I sit in the only empty seat between him and Ezra. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”

      They all ignore me, and Ezra dishes me up a massive, full English breakfast before dishing himself one. I bite my lip at the thoughtfulness and decide what the hell. Taking a bite, I moan at how good the food is. Without caring what I look like, I inhale the whole plate and lean back in happiness. The guys follow suit.

      Ezra is the only one finished and pours me some orange juice. He then leans into me. “Hungry, Half-pint?” He points at my plate.

      I grab the juice and gulp it down. Half-pint? “Looks like you were, too, Giant.” I share a small smile with him.

      He groans and leans back. “Well, there was this girl last night that wouldn’t let me go while she passed out, so I didn’t eat.” A shit-eating grin covers his face, making him appear younger and less like a predator.

      I shrug. “Shouldn’t be such a good teddy bear then.” I turn back to check out everyone else, and Alexander watches our banter with a secret grin. I glance away.

      “Thanks, Jason, this was really nice,” I say, remembering my manners.

      He smiles at me. Huh, he’s really quiet.

      After everyone finishes eating, Alexander clears his throat. “Okay, Ben, you’re on clean up. Once you’re done, join us in the living room, we need to talk.” With a pointed look at me, he stands and walks out.

      I sigh, wishing they would not ask questions, but it’s unavoidable. Ben stands without complaint and starts clearing away the table as Jason slips from the room.

      Ezra heaves his body up and reaches down to grab my hand. “Come on, Half-pint, you don’t want to keep him waiting.”

      I nod and stand, relishing the feel of his large, warm hand in mine. It’s strange to be so comfortable around someone I’ve just met. He leads me to my living room and pulls me down next to him on the sofa. Jason walks in with a laptop bag and sets up a slim silver computer on my coffee table. In front of my fireplace, Alexander stands with his arms crossed. I glance down at my hand which is still clasped in Ezra’s, like he’s my security blanket. He plays with my fingers as he watches Jason.

      Eventually, the kitchen door opens, and Ben flings himself down next to me on the sofa, squishing me between Ezra and him. I grunt and try to get comfy while he leans his head on my shoulder.

      “I’m tired, Sunny, sing me to sleep,” he whines.

      As I shake my head, Alexander gives him a tight-eyed look. Ben squishes closer to me. I hide my smile as both of my sides are touching them from shoulder to knee. Alexander sighs but waits, and I glance around, not willing to be the first to break the silence. My knee bounces in agitation until Ben grips it.

      Jason leans back and nods to him.

      Alexander stands up straighter. “Okay, so now that we’re all introduced”—with a pointed look at both of the men’s hands on me, he carries on—“let’s start.”

      My chest tightens, and I swallow in apprehension. Ben grips my knee harder, and Ezra squeezes my hand.

      “I’m guessing you know what we are?” At my hesitant nod, he adds, “We know you’re the same, a witch.”

      I don’t correct him; after all, he’s partially right.

      “What we don’t know is why you’re here or why you’re alone?” He keeps eye contact as he asks me.

      “Why are you here?” I ask defensively. They all share a look. My annoyance with their questions makes my head pound, so I release Ezra’s hand and move my knee to avoid touching Ben to give me some space.

      “Aurora, where’s your family? Your coven?” Alexander tries again with a gentle voice.

      My anger amps up as I force back the memories. I jump up to extend the distance with the others. “I’m grateful for the save last night—”

      “Yes, let’s talk about that,” Alexander interrupts with a growl.

      “I wasn’t finished.” I hold my hand up. “I’m grateful for the save, and the cookies. But that doesn’t mean you get to come in here demanding answers. I barely know you, and you’ve pushed your way into my life. I get you think you have a right to know, but you don’t. Especially when you won’t tell me why you’re here. Huh, four strong witches away from a coven is unheard of. So why don’t you tell me?” After my defensive declaration the room quiets.

      “Aurora, you’re right. We have no right to ask. Your life is your own,” Alexander replies.

      Jason starts to say something, and Alexander gives him a pointed look.

      “We will leave you to it, we have things we need to do today. I input our numbers into your phone while you showered. Ring us if you need anything.” He gestures for the guys to go.

      Ben protests, and Ezra catches Alexander’s gaze. They do the whole silent communication thing with Alexander’s eyes darting to me. Without complaint, they get up to leave, which I’ll admit, hurts a little.

      Ben stops at the door and runs back. With a small sad smile, his kisses my cheek and leaves. Ezra squeezes my hand on the way past, and Jason gives me a sad puppy dog look.

      As Alexander goes to leave, he stops in front of me. “I mean it, Aurora, anything. I hope you will trust us enough to ask us for help. I will keep my promise, then we can talk about why we are here.”

      I remember my plea last night, and it almost cracks my shell. I nod, then they are gone. The house becomes eerily quiet without them, and a loneliness I didn’t experience before them sets in.
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      Feeling sorry for myself, I collapse on the sofa and stare at the ceiling, debating my options. Telling them everything would force me to leave when they turned me over. I could keep them at arm’s length; snorting to myself, I shake my head. Yes, because that’s worked well so far. Groaning, I go to roll over and accidently push myself off the sofa. Lying on the floor, I laugh hysterically at myself. Nev comes trotting in and stares at me upside down; his muzzle lowers as he licks my cheek until I’m laughing harder.

      “Okay, boy.” Sitting up, I nudge his muzzle away. Standing to go tidy up, I notice a book on my coffee table. Huh. I glance around like someone might just pop out. When it remains quiet, my eyes drift back to the book. It’s not mine, but who other than the awesome foursome could have put it here? With a frown, I tread carefully over to it like it might bite me. Which hey, it might; anything is possible. I mean, have you watched Harry Potter? I’m having visions of jumping on the sofa as the book comes to life. I wonder if stroking its spine would help. I snort to myself and lean over it.

      Legacy and history of the great witch covens.

      This book definitely isn’t mine, and I glance around again. When I find myself alone, my confusion grows. Hesitantly, I grab the book, and when it doesn’t explode, I perch on the end of the sofa with it.

      Flipping the cover, I shudder at what the binding is made out of. Us witches and our rituals. I flip through the pages, name after name flicks by until I read the name Hekate, and something nags at me. I nibble on my lip, trying to remember why it seems familiar. I flick through my memories. I think it might have been the house that was massacred, but I can’t be sure. Curiosity gets the better of me, so I skim some of the text.

      One of the oldest and most powerful witch covens, Hekate was named after the goddess they are thought to be descendants of. One member of the coven always held one of the ten council seats. Their bloodline entrusted with our deepest and darkest secrets; they’re known as the protectors of the Μαγεία. It is said they can speak to the dead among other unique traits. For that reason, they were considered one of the strongest and purest bloodlines. The last known remaining coven member died in 1985 in childbirth, which also killed her child. The coven’s legacy, secrets, and relics have never been found. The seat of Hekate to this day remains empty.

      Still frowning, I rub my eyes. Huh, I never realised there were ten seats, although it’s not like my knowledge is extensive. After all, I taught myself nearly everything. I lean back up to read some more when Nev jumps up from where he’s curled around my feet, growling and barking uncontrollably. Trusting his instincts, I spring into action. Grabbing the knife I hid under the table, I brace my back against the wall. When I don’t hear anything, I look at Nev again. He snarls, his fur standing up.

      He paces from me to the living room door and back again. Swallowing my instant panic that they’ve found me, I drop shields on my power a little and spread my senses out like a spider’s web, feeling for any disturbance. I crinkle my eyes when darkness at the edge of my property brushes up against my net. Trying to pinpoint what it is, I concentrate harder. My consciousness rushes through the trees until it come to a clearing shrouded in darkness, shielding whoever or whatever I sensed. Hesitantly, I press forward, expanding my search area deeper into the woods. My mind brushes the darkness to my left, and the cold chasm of death passes through me. The unforgiving and unfeeling pull has me gasping as I pull back and slam my shields down. Returning to my body, Nev sits in front of me, guarding my physical body, but I’m not sure it will be enough. The disturbance moves farther away until I can’t sense it anymore, and I slump.

      “Whatever it is, it’s miles away now.” Grasping his fur, I stroke it down again, and he stops growling.

      My arm with the knife drops. Shivers wrack my body as I force myself to remember the exact feeling. I remember the darkness, the emptiness, of death, where no light blossoms, and no begging or pleading will stop it. It’s a feeling—no, an unavoidable truth. Nothing will break it, and it will never waver. The good, the bad, none of it matters at the end. Whether you live the highlife or the slums, death still comes for you. I grip Nev’s fur tighter. Yes, I remember it all too well. After all, I’ve experienced it before, the night my mother died.
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      When I go to bed, I lay fresh wards around my bedroom just in case. Wards are tricky business. The books told me most witches need a coven to lay them, and they remain the strongest in their nest. Yes, they call their home or place of power a nest. Weirdos. Me? I decided to try it because hey, what do I have to lose? Turns out I didn’t need a coven, yay me. Just another thing that marks me as different. Raising my hand, the power happily curls to my will, eager like a puppy. I tell it what I need from it, and it rushes to do my bidding. I always found it works better just asking. The spells and inactions never really worked, and after my tenth failed attempt at reading the stupid Latin words, I was willing to try anything.

      After what happened, I don’t think I’ll sleep, so I’m surprised when I open my eyes to four stone walls again and my dream hunk.

      “You know, a splash of colour or even a nice rug might brighten this place up,” I say causally. Whenever I get really nervous, my sarcastic side comes out.

      With a rough laugh he lifts his head. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      The left half of his face swells from being hit with something, and died blood crusts his nose and lips. Before I can stop myself, I rush forward and grasp his face, turning it from side to side to inspect the damage. When I realise the worst is already healed, I sit back on my heels.

      “You know, you looked awfully concerned then.” He drops his head back down to his chest, like talking took the last of his energy.

      I stop when I comprehend what he said. “You...” I whisper.

      His head snaps up with shock. “I can see you,” he whispers back in awe.

      Self-conscious, I move farther back. He eyes rove over my face and return to mine.

      “Well shit.” My hackles rise, the hell does that mean?

      “Hello to you too,” I snarl defensively

      He tries to laugh but ends up coughing.

      “I just mean, I thought you weren’t real, and your voice was just so perfect. What any man would imagine, love velvety...” He swallows as his full intensity is directed at me. “Like sex on a stick.”

      I laugh before I can help myself. “And what, the packaging doesn’t match?” I tilt my head in curiosity watching him.

      His eyes blaze brighter, and making me squirm, he takes his time answering. “The very opposite. You are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen. You remind me of a goddess, too beautiful to look at.”

      The honesty in his voice makes my shields around my heart drop a fraction, and for the first time in my life, I blush. It’s my turn to cough, my eyes flickering around his cell as an excuse.

      “So, ready to tell me where you are yet?” I ask sharply.

      “No,” he grunts.

      Urgh! I throw my hands in the air. I could help him or find someone to, and he’s not even trying to free himself. My anger rises, and I lash out.

      “You said you wanted me to tell your family!” When he doesn’t answer, I stand abruptly and turn away. “Fine, guess I’ll just leave then.”

      “No, wait!”

      “If you don’t want me to save you, or tell someone, then what?”

      “Stay, please. Keep me company.” It’s his turn to be shy. The openness and vulnerability in his eyes are my undoing, and I find myself sitting in front of his chair so he doesn’t have to crane his neck.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      He smiles. “Okay.”
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      My days off are lonely with Lane busy, and I don’t hear a peep from the guys. Trying not to dwell on it, I keep myself busy reading through the mysterious book, learning as much as I can about the ten seats and the gods or goddesses they descend from. Every night, I find myself on cold stone, talking with my mysterious dream man. He tries to hide his pain and exhaustion. Unwilling to break this peace, as last time he closed up faster than a book, I play along with his charade.

      “I don’t even know your name.” I lean farther back, my head titling so I’m staring at the ceiling.

      “Mikael. Yours?” His voice fills with pain, and I try to ignore it.

      “Aurora.”

      “Beautiful like you. What’s your favourite colour?”

      I answer without hesitation. I don’t have to hide anything here with him. “Blue, the pale blue of the sky in the morning.”

      He quirks his eyebrow in question. This time I do hesitate.

      “Why?” His soft voice is all the reassurance I need.

      “Because it means I survived another day, it means I get to watch the sun rise in the sky and feel the warmth on my face.” My whisper seems loud in the dark room, and I brace myself, for what I don’t know.

      “Purple.” His voice is the softest I’ve ever heard it, yet I sense no pity or judgement. Forcing my eyes to him, he sees the confusion. Either he chooses not to answer my unspoken question or misinterprets it, he answers, “Purple, that’s my favourite colour. Your turn.”

      I wrack my brain trying to come up with questions for this stranger, but my mind goes blank. With a sigh and a small smile, he readjusts in his chair. The rattling chains bring me back to reality. I must frown because he leans down to catch my eye again, and with a wink, he carries on the game.

      “Favourite holiday?” I glance around for inspiration not willing to admit my ignorance on the subject. Taking my silence as refusal to answer, he carries on, “Mines Christmas. I love it, don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I say honestly, this time meeting his eyes.

      It’s his turn to frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I never celebrated it, not that I can remember anyway.” The confession slips out of me; there’s something about him that makes me want to spill all my secrets. Snapping my mouth shut, I refuse to show any ounce of shame.

      “Well bugger. We’ll have to change that. I’ll show you all the best bits, the tree, the presents, everything. Well... if I get out.” He ends his promise on a laugh. Like promising to share something so precious with someone is nothing to him, and maybe it’s not, but to me it’s everything.

      “Why do you love it?” Leaning back again, I rest my hands behind me, trying to get comfy on the cold, hard floor.

      “The presents, of course.”

      I gaze at him. He’s not being wholly truthful, and I refuse to allow it when he knows more about me than even Lane.

      He swallows hard. “My family, well, they aren’t family by blood. But in every way that counts they are.”

      “How did you meet them?” I’m more curious than ever.

      “When we were little, we were all orphans in one way or another. We’ve been together ever since. The bond we share, it’s hard to describe. No matter what, they will always be there supporting me. No matter where we are in the world, what we are doing, we would drop it in a heartbeat for each other. I guess that’s why I love Christmas. We are together with no worries for once. Just talking, drinking, and eating. It’s like when we were kids.” His confession warms something in me, making me long for what he describes. A family.

      “Must be nice.”

      He nods and winces when it pulls on his arms. Fresh blood runs from his wrists, and anger flares through me.

      “Why won’t you let me save you or let me get them to save you?” I snap.

      He stares at me for a long time, so long I don’t think he will answer. I stand up, suddenly ready to leave.

      “Because I don’t want you to get hurt. Or them. I got myself into this mess for a reason. I will get myself out, but I refuse to bring you or them into this world of pain.” Fierce determination sets in his gaze; he means it.

      “So, what if I come one night and you’re dead! Huh? What do you expect me to do then!” I throw my hands in the air as I pace.

      How can I find him? He could be anywhere in the world, for fucks sake.

      “Then, you move on. Look, I don’t understand why or how you’re here, but I’m not complaining. Can’t we just carry on like before?” His words only infuriate me.

      “I’m not sure I can sit here night after night watching you grow weaker and knowing that, when I leave, you’re facing a nightmare. I just can’t.” With the last word escaping my choked throat, I manage to drag myself back into my body and wake up.

      Drained and helpless, I allow myself to cry for a man I’ve never met in person. The darkness in me takes advantage of my weakness and surges up. Closing my eyes and concentrating, I push it down as far as I can. When I reopen them, I’m exhausted from the power struggle and my nightly dream transporting.
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      The next morning, I decide to stop moping around feeling sorry for myself. I get dressed and ready for work even though I’m not due in for the next two days. As I head out the front door, a black Range Rover pulls up behind my car, and the engine switches off. I hesitate; no one gets lost down here. I squint against the sun to try to see who it is. Placing my back against the front door, I wait.

      Jason’s red hair bobs as he steps out of the front driver’s seat. He smiles awkwardly at me as he heads up the drive. A plastic bag is clutched tightly in his hand, making me more confused, although a voice inside is happy to see him. Traitor. His blue jeans are tucked into black boots, and he wears a black T-shirt. The tight shirt stretches across his muscles as he walks. Yum.

      “Hey, erm, I realise I didn’t call. I guess I should have. I thought you could do with some dinner. But I see you’re going somewhere, although Tom said you weren’t at work. Okay, this was a bad idea.” His awkward ramblings are adorable, and I grin properly for the first time in days.

      “You brought me food, huh?” I lean back against the door, and he fidgets under my scrutiny.

      “Yes, well, actually Tom was going to, but I called in to grab dinner. He mentioned it, so I offered to...” He manages to stop his rambling, but his cheeks heat up.

      I take pity on him. Moving away from the door, I wave at him to follow and head inside.

      “Thanks, I was heading out. I’m bored out of my mind,” I say over my shoulder as I head into the living room. He trails behind me, his shoes thumping as he walks. I slouch into the corner seat of the sofa as he peers around.

      “Where’s Neville?” He looks everywhere but at me.

      I watch him with a frown. “Out, bloody dog likes to wander in the woods.”

      He nods but makes no move to sit.

      “So, dinner?” I hope to break his shyness. His eyes meet mine, and he blushes harder.

      “Oh, erm... yes, sorry, here!” He thrusts the bag at me. I grab it, brushing his fingers as I go. Peering inside, I discover Tom sent enough food for two people. Bloody manipulative bear.

      “So, you were bored?” His voice breaks my plot to get back at Tom, which involves a dildo and squirty cheese.

      “Out of my mind,” I say with a groan.

      He smiles at me, and my breath catches. Damn, even with his red cheeks, there’s no denying he’s attractive.

      “Me too.” His eyes sparkle at his confession.

      I can’t help but smile back; his happiness is infectious. Knowing I’m going to regret it, I open my mouth.

      “There’s plenty of food here, want to join me?” His lips part for a second in shock before the biggest grin I’ve ever seen crosses his face. Dude looks like I just offered him my first born.

      “Sure.” He fidgets awkwardly for a second before deciding to sit down a seat away from me. Not commenting on the distance, I share out the food onto the cushion between us.
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      An hour and a half later, I laugh hysterically at a story Jason tells me about Ezra and Ben. He gestures wildly as he tells me how Ben chased Ezra around with a paintball gun. After the first couple of conversations, he became more at ease with me and stopped being shy. Watching him now, I don’t know how I ever thought him awkward. We demolished the food in record time, and I find myself having more fun than I have had in a long time. A knock at the back door stops Jason mid-sentence, and before I can move, he’s on his feet in front of me, trying to protect me. Cute.

      I stand up and walk around him. He grabs my arm and halts me.

      “Let me.” He doesn’t bother glancing at me, so with a small smile, I pat his hand on my arm.

      “Look, cutie, I’ve been on my own for a while. I can protect myself. Plus, I don’t think anyone who wants to hurt me would knock first.” At his sheepish nod, I head towards the door. He keeps pace and stands at my back. His heat seeps into me, and I nearly lean back against him. I straighten up before I make this awkward and open the door.

      Ezra stands on the other side with a blank face as a happy Nev with his tongue lolling out to one side stands next to him.

      “So, there you are,” I say. Bloody dog is hard to keep track of. Nev pounces happily towards me and licks my hand. With a shake of my head, I tilt my head back to Ezra who basically fills the whole doorway.

      “I found him wandering around our garden. I thought I better bring him back.” His voice rumbles out, and I realise I missed him. Idiot. Ezra glances behind me at Jason and stares. I decide to check him out while he’s distracted. Tight, black jeans encase his thick thighs. His grey T-shirt stretches at the arms from his muscles, and he sports some awesome, kick-ass leather boots. I wonder if they come in my size.

      “Hey, man,” Jason greets him cheerfully. Ezra’s lips quirk, and I’m glad to see it’s not only me affected by Jason’s happy attitude.

      “What are you doing here?” Ezra leans against the door frame, watching us. Anyone else would probably falter at his sharp question, but I can tell Jason is used to it.

      “Tom asked me to bring Aurora some food, and we got to talking.”

      Ezra’s eyebrow goes up. “Sure.” He steps into me until I’m a sandwich between them both. He stares down at me with a small smirk.

      “You going to let me in, Half-pint?” Realising I’m in his way, I move to the side to let him come in and shut the door behind him. Nev runs out to do god knows what and leaves me alone with two men. Some guard dog he is.

      Ezra heads to the sofa and flops down where I sat. He cranes his neck back to Jason.

      “Any food left? I’m starving,” he grouches.

      “Nope, I can see what Aurora has, though.” Before I can even protest, he heads into my kitchen to search.

      Ezra switches his gaze to me. Giving me that private smile again, he pats the cushion next to him. With the other alternative to stand awkwardly like Jason was earlier, I head his way and drop down next to him. His big body takes up half of my cushion, but I don’t move away, loving the warmth next to me. Jason hums to himself in the kitchen, and a sense of belonging hits me from nowhere. Deep in thought, I don’t notice Ezra’s stare until he grasps my cheek gently and turns my head towards him. With him slouched and leaning back on the cushion, my head and his lay centimetres away from each other. I feel strangely vulnerable.

      “You okay, Half-pint?” His voice is quiet, still it’s usually gravelly timbre, but it creates this private bubble around us. The antsy, useless feeling I’ve had since my dream dissipates, and I find myself nodding.

      “Jason keeping you company?”

      I grin at him in happiness. “Yup, he told me all your sacred secrets,” I lie, and he grins back at me.

      “Sure he was, sweetheart, he wouldn’t dare.” I stare at his face, trying to ignore the sweetheart comment. “Mind if I stay and keep you company, too?” He hesitates when asking, and I’m shocked he’s nervous.

      Without even second guessing myself, I nod. That private smile I’ve come to love lights up his face again. His big hand reaches across his body and stokes a curl which falls in my face. He pushes the strand behind my ear but keeps his hand on my face. I close my eyes from the warmth.

      “Is pasta okay?” Jason’s shout breaks the moment, and my eyes snap open.

      He doesn’t look away or move his hand as he responds, “Sure.” He raises his voice. “Bring some cookies in for Aurora as well.” With a wink, he drops his hand.

      Two hours later we lay, sprawled on the same sofa. Ezra on my left and Jason on my right. Both of their legs prop on the coffee table, and I touch them from shoulder to hip. A horror film Jason picked, who knew it, plays on the big TV. I snuggle down into the sofa, accidently leaning into Ezra. Without looking, he grabs my hand and holds it, stroking his thumb across my fingers.

      Trying not to let him affect me, I stare at the telly as a blond bimbo gets chased by zombies. More relaxed than I care to admit my eyes droop.
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      I wake up groggily, my head cushioned on something soft and my feet toasty. I start to drift off again, snuggling into my pillow. It moves beneath me, and I freeze in confusion. I pop one eye open and find a chest covered in a tight shirt. I lift my head up slowly until I spot Ezra. He’s asleep with his mouth slightly open. I blink and peer at my feet. Snoring softly with his head leaned back against the sofa is Jason, his hands wrapped around my feet where they rest in his lap. Shit, I’m lying across them both on the sofa.

      Trying to move without disturbing them, I inch off Ezra’s chest only to stop when his hand stills me by pushing my head back down. With a grumble, he leaves it there. Their warmth cocoons me, and even as I try to fight it, I fall back to sleep between two witches. Sounds like the start of a bad porno or the end of one at least.

      A throat clearing jars me awake some time later. I can’t move as Ezra’s hand rests on my head and Jason’s hands wrap around my feet.

      I glance up at Alexander, standing above us with his arms crossed, his hair in its usual perfect style. I drop my eyes and see he wears jeans today. Huh? Must be casual day. I guiltily smile at him, but I panic inside. How the hell did he sneak up on me? I’m a light sleeper and usually wake from the littlest noise.

      “Don’t wake her,” Ezra whispers to him.

      Alexander doesn’t look away from me. “Okay, how come I’m looking for you two, and I find you curled up here?” he asks Ezra, his voice soft to not wake Jason.

      “She was tired, so we decided to keep her company.” Ezra’s chest moves as he speaks.

      “You didn’t even hear me come in.” Alexander frowns at me in disapproval.

      Ezra snorts, then waits to see if he woke me up.

      “I did, I heard your bloody car. I would have moved if I didn’t know it was you.” He strokes my hair as he speaks, and warmth spreads through my stomach.

      With a nod at Ezra, Alexander kneels down to me. “These two annoying you?”

      I’m shocked by his question and try to defend them, but only a squeak comes out. I clear my throat to try again when he laughs.

      He reaches forward and pushes some hair off my face. “Kitten indeed.”

      “Shut up,” comes the groan from the bottom of the couch. Jason moves, grabbing onto my feet harder, and I can’t help but laugh.

      Alexander shakes his head and stands again. “C’mon, Ben is moaning that he’s hungry, and I volunteered to go get food and try to find you two.”

      Alex’s command cuts through the room, and they both groan again.

      Sadness rolls in that they’re leaving. It’s strange how I was so worried about being near them, and now, I don’t want to be away from them.

      Ezra shifts, lifting me as he goes. I flop back down, not willing to look at them in case they recognise the loneliness in my eyes. Jason lifts my feet and stands. He reaches his arms above him in a stretch, and his shirt rides up, revealing taut muscle. I manage to pull my eyes away and stare at the ceiling in defiance.

      With a very attractive squeal, Ezra hoists me up and over his shoulder with my face and upper body dangling down his back. I smack his back in shock. That noise has never come out of my mouth before; I sounded like a stuck pig.

      “Ezra, put me down!” I shout.

      He ignores me and walks towards the door. I crane my head up and look at Jason and Alex for help only to find them both smiling at me. Ugh.

      I smack Ezra’s ass and try to wiggle down. I stop when he smacks mine back.

      “Stop wiggling, will ya?” he grumbles.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” My voice is a very unattractive high-pitched whine.

      “Walking.”

      A snort comes from one of the guys. Leaning forward, I use my weight and gravity to tumble off his shoulder before he can grab me. Rolling to avoid the impact of the hard floor, I jump up and glare at him.

      Ezra stares back at me, the shock evident on his face. My hands prop on my hips.

      “I’m not a child or a sack of potatoes you can just throw over your shoulder!” I say, not really angry but needing to make my point.

      He steps closer to me until his chest touches mine and continues to stare at me.

      Unwilling to lose whatever this is, I stare right back. I also have the strangest urge to tickle him.

      “I think what Ezra was trying to say is, will you come for tea?” Alexander’s voice breaks our stare off, and I turn to face him.

      “Oh really, is that why I was getting kidnapped?” I grumble.

      Ezra’s front meets my back, and his giant arms wrap around my middle.

      “My way was easier, and we would be home to the angry hungry toddler by now.” Ezra’s voice rumbles.

      “True, but she’s right. You needed to ask her.” Alexander‘s calm voice dissipates some of my irritation, so I lean back against Ezra. His arms tighten around me even more.

      “Fine, are you coming with us, short stuff?” He bends until his mouth meets my ear, and holy shit, I was right. His voice whispering in my ear is hot as hell. I swallow and meet Alexander’s eyes expecting a reaction. He just waits for my answer, not even bothered that he found both Jason and Ezra all over me, and now, Ezra is wrapped around me again. Huh?

      “Fine,” I grumble, trying not to let anyone know how much Ezra’s voice affected me. He could be a phone sex worker... now, I imagine him saying dirty things. Okay, try to think of something else, like ponies. Wait...  I wonder if he’s hung like a stallion. O.M.G.

      “Good,” he whispers back, and it takes my dirty mind a minute to catch up. He steps away, and his arms fall. I still stare at Alex as Jason trots past, shouting for Nev as he goes. I turn to follow them.

      “You can’t hide it from me, Kitten.”

      The whisper comes from behind me, and I choose to ignore it, following the other two guys, who flipped my world upside down in a matter of days, out of my house.
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      “Oh, my God, I would have your babies,” I mutter to the double bacon cheeseburger I devour, and I moan again. Noticing the silence, I glance up, and every eye is on me.

      Ben wiggles his eyebrows at me. “Burger babies, huh?”

      Keeping eye contact, I take a huge mouthful and close my eyes in bliss around a moan. In my cheese happy place, I ignore the resulting shuffles and a cough.

      “So, does all food turn you on?” Ben sounds amused, and I flip him off without looking. He laughs, so I open my eyes and glare at him. His shoulder-length hair is pulled back into a sexy as hell man bun, and he wears a flannel shirt unbuttoned showing a white T-shirt underneath. He looks like a dirty version of a woodcutter, or maybe that’s just my imagination.

      Ezra sits next to me, silently devouring three burgers, Jason is next to him and opposite me, and Ben and Alexander watch me rip into my second burger.

      “I’m more curious about where all this food goes.” Jason’s soft voice floats to me, but I can’t see him around Ezra.

      “She’s a black hole,” Ezra declares as he tears into his food.

      “Hey, I have limits.” I poke his side, and I’m rewarded with a dirty glare before he goes back to eating.

      Turning back to my burger, I’m just in time to catch Ben lean forward and take a bite of it. I grab it as fast as possible, but it’s too late.

      I sit in shock with my mouth flapping open and shut as he chews.

      “She’s right, it is good.” Taking a bite of his own burger, he carries on like nothing happened.

      I feel eyes on me as I narrow mine at Ben.

      “I think you broke her.” Alexander’s voice stops Ben from eating as he laughs at me.

      “You okay, Sunshine?”

      “You-you bit my burger!” My voice comes out high and whiny, but damn, it was my burger.

      “Yes?” he drags out the word in question.

      “I don’t share food,” I mutter.

      He carries on smirking at me, and I decide then and there to get my revenge. With one eye on him for the rest of the meal, I plan my payback.

      When Ezra finishes eating, he stretches back in his chair and places his large warm, hand on my thigh. I falter for a second before I carry on eating like nothing happened. He rubs circles on my jeans as I swallow my last bite.

      “C’mon, Half-pint, we are gonna watch a movie.” He grabs my hand to leave, but I tug on it.

      “I’ll help clean up first.”

      He raises his eyebrow at me.

      “It’s only fair, I insist. Pick a movie, and I’ll join you when I’m done.” He narrows his eyes at me as I smile sweetly at him, revenge still on my mind.

      “What do you want to watch?” His careful voice says I’m not fooling him completely.

      I pretend to consider it.

      “Hmm, an old one maybe? Like Jurassic Park... oh, I know! Braveheart!” I wiggle in my seat excitedly. His face softens as he watches me and Ben snorts.

      “Sure you’re a girl, Sunny?”

      I ignore him and grin at Ezra. He leans towards me and kisses my cheek. Breathing into my ear, I shiver when he kisses my lobe.

      “Oh, you’re definitely a girl alright.” He leans back and, with a wink, leaves the room with Jason on his heel. Well, fuckity and shit, I need to stop swearing all the time.

      I look at Alexander and Ben as they stack plates.

      “Ben, will you help me clean up?” Making my voice cutesy and smiling at him.

      He blinks and stutters. “Uh... sure, yeah.”

      Alexander covers his mouth, and I wink at him. Ben turns to the sink and starts running the water, muttering as he goes. He strips off his flannel shirt, leaving him in nothing but his T-shirt.

      Alexander walks around the table and leans into me as he passes. “Evil little kitten.”

      I don’t acknowledge his comment but jump up and rush over to Ben.

      Lulling him into a false sense of security, I hum as I wash the dishes, and he dries. He chatters away to me, and I smile and nod when needed.

      When the last pot is washed, I turn and watch as he puts a plate away. As he turns back to me, I grab the nozzle on the sink and squirt him straight in the face with freezing water. He stands there shocked as I laugh hysterically.

      His arms flap at his sides as his white shirt turns see-through. His long eyelashes blink to get rid of the water, and his blond hair is soaked. He grins at me, and I smile back.

      “Oh, it’s on, darling.” With that, he sprints at me. I squeal and run to the other side of the table. He stands there, then moves when I move until we chase each other around the table.

      He stops and a slow sexy smile forms on his plump lips making me gulp.

      “If you wanted me to strip, Sunny, all you had to do was ask.” He grabs the hem of his transparent shirt and pulls it up slowly. My eyes drop automatically as he reveals his lean, muscly body.

      My mouth goes dry when I see his chiselled abs and pecs. He coughs, and I dart my eyes back to his. He’s the one grinning now, and it annoys me. I walk slowly towards him, putting a sway in my step. He watches me, and his eyes darken. When I’m close enough that we are chest to chest, I step on my tiptoes and put my hand on his chest to steady myself.

      His heart races, making my smile stretch. I lean up until my lips graze his. He inhales. I keep my eyes on his as I dart my tongue out to moisten my lips. His breathing speeds up, and I try to hold in my smirk for what I’m about to do.

      Closing the gap between us so it looks like I’m about to kiss him, I stop and whisper against his lips, “I’ve seen better.”

      I step away and turn to go to the other guys. He groans behind me, and I snigger to myself. If he thought getting his abs out was going to drop my panties and turn me into a red-faced, meek little girl, then he doesn’t know me at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I walk into the huge living room, I take a second to take in the house. It looks modern from the outside, with sleek white walls and black windows and matching door, but the inside is the total opposite.

      The living room showcases exposed wooden beams and old, large, pin-cushioned sofas set out in a semi-circle. A huge fireplace sits back against the wall, and a dark wooden coffee table sits in the middle of the three sofas.

      My feet sink into the thick white carpet, and I’m in love instantly. Ezra sprawls on the left sofa with his arms behind his head, his black shirt bunched up, uncovering tanned, hard muscle. Turning away before I jump him or something crazy, I find Jason and Alexander on the sofa with their backs to me, though a seat waits empty between them. I grin as I head their way. Jumping over the back of the sofa, I land in the middle seat. Jason turns in surprise, and Alexander smiles at me. Leaning back, I pull my legs underneath me and get comfy.

      Alexander moves closer and leans his arm over the back of my cushion. I glance away and notice they waited for me before they started the movie.

      “What did you do to him?” I startle at how close Alex is and turn to find him staring at me intently.

      I smile sweetly at him. “Me? Do something to Ben?” I grab my chest in fake shock, and he shakes as he laughs.

      Ezra leans his head back and watches me. Poor Jason’s brows pinch with confusion, and Alexander must notice it.

      “Our kitten here had a vengeful expression in her eyes about Ben, so I thought I would leave them to it.”

      Jason’s confusion deepens until Ben stomps in and jumps on the remaining sofa, wet hair and still shirtless.

      “Your kitten has a mean streak,” Ben grumbles. He gives me puppy dog eyes and actually pouts, and it’s fucking adorable. I giggle at him and then stick my tongue out. Shaking his head, he looks away, but not before I catch his grin.

      “I don’t get it, why and what did you do?” Poor Jason looks between us all in confusion.

      Leaning back into Alexander’s warm side, I face Jason.

      “He ate my food without asking so I sprayed him with water without asking.”

      Ezra snorts, and Alex laughs at my side. Jason smiles at me, and my breath catches.

      “Not so sweet, is she? I’m sure she just wanted me to take my shirt off. Our little Sunny is a pervert,” Ben moans as I turn and get comfy again.

      Ezra leans over and presses the remote, and Braveheart starts on the TV.

      About half way through, a shiver rocks me as night presses in, the cold getting to me. Ezra jumps up, but I dismiss him quickly, my attention firmly on the TV and Mel Gibson.

      I jump when a blanket lands in my lap. Ezra doesn’t say anything but sprawls back out again. I grab it with a small smile and cuddle into it.

      I get comfier, and soon enough, I have my head on Alex’s shoulder and my legs over Jason’s legs. Neither complains or moves, so I stay that way. Jason grabs my knees and massages them.

      Alex plays with the ends of my hair, and for the first time in a long time, I’m content—no, I’m happy. I look around at the men that made it happen. Not just men, the very type of men I’m running from.
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      The boys argue about what to watch next when I excuse myself to go to the toilet. Heading upstairs in the direction Jason kindly pointed out, a closed, black wooden door is located to the left. Two other doors stand on this side of the hallway with four others down the right side. Curious but not willing to be caught snooping, I quickly do my business. On the way back down the stairs, I glance at the pictures hanging in wooden frames along the wall. One in particular draws my eye.

      Five little boys stand with their arms around each other, smiling in joy at the camera. A large house and trees show behind them. I take my time running through them. On the far left is a younger, more innocent version of Ben, I can tell by his hair and eyes. Next to him is a small, brown-skinned boy with the largest smile out of any of them. In the middle stands a smiling younger version of Alex. Next to him is a cute, red-haired Jason and then a smiling Ezra. Wow, even as a kid he was huge. Next to Ezra stands another kid.

      His eyes are familiar, and his hair is a weird silver colour that sends a shiver down my spine. The smile stops me cold. The one that waits for me every night in my dreams. Admittedly it usually holds more pain in it, but I can’t stop the feeling that it’s the same boy. But that’s crazy, right?

      Engrossed in the picture, I don’t realise anyone is there until strong arms wrap around my middle and a hard chest pushes against my back. Their breath moves the hair on my neck and sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Who is that?” My voice comes out small and quiet.

      He moves my hair to one side of my neck as he whispers against it, “That’s us.”

      I try to ignore the heat he’s causing inside me and focus on our conversation.

      “I mean the one on the right.” He stiffens behind me before gradually relaxing. He kisses my neck which causes a groan to slip out before I can stop it.

      “That’s Mike.” I wait for him to continue, and he doesn’t disappoint. “We were all friends...” He hesitates before blowing out a breath on my neck. I try to ignore the clenching in my body and concentrate on his words relieved I was wrong about it being my dream hunk. “Are all friends.”

      His quiet voice holds a sadness which calls to me. I manage to turn, and he drops his arms from my waist and steps closer, caging me in against the wall.

      “Where is he?” I meet his amber eyes. His face blanks into an emotionless mask, making me realise how much emotion his expression showed me before now.

      “I don’t know.” Alexander’s whisper has a broken quality to it, and I tremble from his nearness. He drops his head until his forehead rests on mine, and we stay like that for a while both lost in our thoughts. With a quick kiss on my head, he steps back.

      “Come on, the others are waiting for you.” He turns and walks back to the living room. My heart pounds as I turn to glance at the boy I’m sure I know, but Alexander called him Mike so it can’t be.

      Can it?

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - AURORA -

      

      

      Instead of concentrating on the movie they put on, questions run through my head about the boy and the picture I just saw. It can’t be a coincidence I meet them then see that guy in my dream. What did Alex mean he doesn’t know where he is? Maybe that’s why they are here?

      A piece of popcorn flying at my head interrupts my questions, and my head snaps up. They all stare at me, and Ben has popcorn in his hand ready to throw another one.

      “What the hell, Benny” I snatch the piece where it fell in my lap and pop it into my mouth.

      “We were talking to you, but you were miles away.” He arches his eyebrow in question, and I hold his gaze.

      Ezra’s, Alexander’s, and Jason’s questioning looks burn into me as well.

      “Sorry, guess I’m a little tired,” I lie faking a yawn. “What did you say?”

      Ben repeats his question, and I answer him as the others go back to the movie. Alexander’s eyes continue to burn a hole in the side of my head, and I hold in my squirm from the attention.

      I spend the rest of the evening chatting away and watching movie after movie with them. Jason yawns next to me and stretches. I offer myself a mental high-five for not checking him out while he does it.

      “I’m off to bed. Night, guys.” He turns and grins at me. “Night, Aurora.” The way he says my name makes my mouth dry. Bad Aurora, I’m taking the high-five back.

      “Me too.” Ben groans and jumps up, rubbing his eyes. He walks over to me with a mischievous smile. He leans really close like I did to him but then swerves at the last minute and blows a raspberry on my cheek.

      “Dude, gross.” I laugh, wiping my cheek.

      His smirk stretches across his face as he stands.

      “You’re mine now,” he declares and goes to fist-bump Jason, who rolls his eyes. Ben smirks at him then springs forward and blows a raspberry on his cheek.

      Jason jumps back and glares at him. I laugh at his antics. Ben gets an evil glint in his eye and turns to Ezra.

      “Don’t even think about it.” The guttural warning stops Ben in his tracks who appears like he’s considering it.

      “I wouldn’t, remember what happened when you licked his cheek.” Alexander’s voice rumbles from next to me, and my eyebrows raise when I realise what he said.

      Ben shrugs and then follows Jason from the room, waving and shouting goodnight. I smile and shake my head.

      Not wanting to leave, I hesitate, then remember I didn’t drive here. I turn to Ezra who looks like he’s napping, his chin resting on his chest and his eyes closed. He looks peaceful so I turn to Alexander. He faces the TV with his head propped on his hand, resting on the couch arm. I poke his side. His lips twitch, but I get no response. I poke him again.

      “Kitten, what are you doing?” Whether it’s Ben’s antics or how comfortable I am around them–I don’t know–but I feel bold, so I do it again. He turns to me, and I blink innocently at him. Waiting until he turns back around again, I try to tickle him. Before I can blink, he moves, and I’m laid out on the sofa on my back with him pinning my wrists to the cushion above me. He hovers over me with a wicked gleam in his eye.

      “Shall we see if you’re ticklish?” he asks.

      My eyes widen, and I wiggle to try to get away. “No, please.” I wiggle harder, and he drops more of his weight on me. He laughs, and I stop.

      “What?” I say grumpily.

      “Keep wiggling, it pushes your amazing curves tighter against me.” Trying to ignore that, I attempt to plan my next move, which is difficult with a hot guy on top of me. All his hard muscles are pressed against me, and I almost drool. When I wiggle again, he groans, and it’s the sexist sound I’ve ever heard.

      He leans his hips into me, and I feel just how much he likes it when I wiggle.

      “Told you,” he whispers.

      Hands take hold of mine and pin them harder to the cushion. My shocked gaze lifts to a smirking Ezra who stands above me, having completely forgotten he was in the room I stare at him stupidly. His eyes darken, and they run over me like he wants to eat me. Holy shit, I wish he would. Alexander leans back on his heels now. He’s not holding my wrists, and I instantly miss the weight of his body pressed against mine.

      Their attention makes my breathing speed up, and my nipples pebble beneath my shirt. I glance between them.

      “What shall we do with the little witch now that we’ve caught her?” Alexander rubs his chin, and Ezra rumbles his response, “Keep her.”

      I swallow hard and look back to Alexander as his eyes turn predatory, and I get even more turned on.

      “Think we should punish her?” The question comes out innocent from his mouth, but his eyes don’t stray as he leans forward and uses just his fingertips to brush the strip of skin exposed from my T-shirt riding up. That small brush nearly makes me moan, so I bite my lip.

      “I think she likes that idea.” Ezra’s voice comes from closer, and I glance up in time for his head to descend to mine. He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “Don’t you?”

      I shiver automatically and wiggle to get closer or to get away; I can’t decide anymore.

      Footsteps on the stairs interrupt us, but before anyone moves, Alexander leans forward and catches my eyes, his fingers still brushing against my stomach. “Don’t worry, Kitten, we’ll continue this.” He leans away and slowly gets up, not even bothering to hide his tented trousers. I nearly drool at the size and decide that Ezra might be a safer option, but when I gaze up at my giant, he still stares at me hungrily.

      “You don’t get away that easy, Half-pint.” He lets go of my wrists and steps back. I take a second to get my breathing under control, then sit up to face them both. They look pleased as hell, and I narrow my eyes.

      “I should get going.” My voice is even, and I happy dance inside from that small victory.

      Ezra quirks an eyebrow at Alexander. “You can stay here tonight, if you want.”

      Imagining sharing a bed between these two hotties almost makes me say yes.

      “It’s fine. I should get back and get Nev to bed.” Yes, I’ve resorted to using my dog as an excuse. I search around for him. Where the fuck is he?

      Alexander laughs. “He went to bed with Jason, Kitten.”

      Bloody traitor. I wish I had. Whoa, what? Okay, someone needs to sleep, have sex, or have sex then sleep. No... sleep, just sleep.

      “Okay, I guess I could sleep on the sofa.”

      “We have an empty room you can use.” Without waiting for a response, Alexander heads out of the room.

      Ezra stretches his arm out to me and waits for me to decide. With a sigh, I grab his hand and let him lead me upstairs.

      When he gets to the top, he turns left and enters the other closed door. I peer around, not even hiding my curiosity. One of the walls is black, and a huge bed is pushed up against it. Chrome bedside tables with modern lamps are on each side. The other three walls are exposed brick. There’s a small fireplace opposite the bed with a fur rug in front of it. The rest of the floor is dark wood. I love it instantly.

      “Here?” I turn in confusion to Ezra, who I forgot was here during my inspection. He holds out a large shirt, and when I pay attention, I realise it’s the one he wore. For some reason it turns me on, but I hide it by grabbing the shirt and holding it to my chest like a shield. I keep my eyes on his not wanting to get caught checking out his chest for my own sanity.

      “Thanks.” I nod at him.

      He moves closer.

      “Anything else wouldn’t fit you. Bathroom is down the hall, just shout if you need me.”

      I look everywhere but at him until he lifts my chin. I meet his eyes and find them filled with caring concern.

      “You going to be okay in here?” he asks with a quiet voice.

      “Yes.” And for once, I tell the truth.

      He gives me that smile. Leaning forward, he kisses my forehead. “Goodnight, Half-pint.”

      “Goodnight, cupcake.”

      He shakes his head and with a grin, turns to leave, closing the door softly as he does.

      I sit on the end of the bed with Ezra’s shirt in my hands, and before I know what I’m doing, I lift it and sniff. Groaning, I lie back on the comfy bed. So, my plan worked well to stay away from them. With a snort, I stand up and get ready to turn in.

      Just as I’m about to jump into the bed that’s calling my name, something scratches at my door. With a smirk I walk in Ezra’s shirt to open it. Nev comes trotting in happily.

      “Traitor,” I hiss.

      “Oh, erm, sorry. I thought I’d bring him to you... Ezra mentioned you were staying, and I thought it might make you feel better or safer...” Jason rubs the back of his neck looking everywhere but at me.

      “Thanks, I wondered where he had gone to.” My voice is soft, and he drags his gaze to mine. He gulps, and his eyes lower to my exposed legs. He glances back up, and appreciation fills his gaze.

      “Night, Aurora. Thanks for today, I had fun.” Before I can say anything, he spins and heads down the hallway.

      I close the door and turn back to the bed. Nev is spread out on one side snoring. I snort and head over to my cuddle buddy.
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      Re-energised and happy, I wake up slowly and stretch. I search for Nev, but he is no longer on the bed. Bloody dog. Falling back, I stare at the ceiling, realising I didn’t dream last night. Holy monkey balls! My nightmares stopped the same time I started dreaming about Mikael, but last night? Nothing. Frowning, I can’t tell if I’m happy or sad about that. I mean, I have crazy amounts of energy, but I didn’t get to see him and worry slithers through my body for my dream man.

      The bed bouncing next to me interrupts my morbid thoughts, and I sit up quickly. Ben lies on his side facing me with the most innocent expression on his face. I grin at him before I can stop myself.

      “Morning, Sunshine.” His voice is soft and matches his sweet smile. I lie back down and turn on my side to face him because hey, if I’m going to keep breaking my own rule about these guys then I might as well have fun doing it.

      I stare into his eyes and find nothing but happiness there—Ben is an open book, and I’m weirdly glad for it. His blond hair is pulled back again, and he looks younger, still as handsome but in a different way.

      “Hi.” Not my greatest conversation starter but I haven’t had caffeine yet. My eyes flick down, and my mouth drops open at the tanned skin that greets me. He. Is. Shirtless. Jesus does exist.

      I’m staring, but I can’t seem to stop myself. He stretches, and his lean swimmers body moves in the most delicious way.

      “See, you are a pervert.” His humour only partially contained.

      I slowly raise my gaze to his, and lust darkens his eyes. He doesn’t even try to hide the fact that he was checking me out. With a start, I notice my shirt rode up while I slept, and it bunches around my waist underneath my boobs to display my white, lacy panties.

      “Wouldn’t have thought you were a lacy girl,” he mummers.

      I watch in fascination as his hand slowly makes its way to me, giving me plenty of time to stop him. Yep, I’m going to hell.

      He strokes my thigh, and I can’t help but get hot at the image of his hand gripping it. My pale skin contrasts against his tanned one, and his hand can nearly reach all the way around it, which is hard as my thighs are quite curvy.

      “So beautiful,” he mummers, gaze holding mine, and I can’t seem to look away from him.

      His eyes dilate, and I wet my lips with my tongue. His eyes—burning with lust—follow the movement.

      “Such a tease, Sunny.”

      “Who said I was teasing?” My voice comes out low and velvety, lust colouring my words.

      He groans. “I only came to wake you up and to tell you that breakfast was done, but I’m seriously contemplating having you for breakfast.” His voice sounds pained, and I can’t help but laugh.

      His eyes narrow at me. “Think it’s funny I’m going to be a walking hard-on, imaging you in nothing but these panties all day?” His voice goes low again, but his teasing makes me smirk. Loving that he never holds anything back from me, I smile evilly at him.

      It’s strange how comfortable I am with him. I usually don’t want to talk with guys—nothing good comes of it. And this teasing? Forget about it, I only stick around long enough to get what I want. Something about these four, sexy witches is different, and I’m so out of my depth here. Unwilling to let them know that, I play with the sexy half-naked man in my bed.

      “What about in nothing at all?” I wink at him and slowly trace my finger along his arm, back to his shoulder, and then down his chest. He shivers, and goosebumps appear, which makes my smile grow at how much he wants me.

      “Maybe Alexander was right, you are a little evil.” His groan makes me laugh, and I slowly sit up, allowing his hand to slide in to my lap. He stops breathing and freezes.

      An idea comes to mind, and I do feel a little evil like Alexander accuses me of. I turn to him slowly to find his eyes locked on my every movement.

      I lean forward before I can talk myself out of it. As quick as I can, I straddle his waist, forcing him on to his back. His hands go to my hips, holding me in place, and longing fills his eyes. I look my fill of him, and my panties grow wet with need at the sight of this hot man stretched out beneath me. I lick my lips and allow my gaze to drop to his perfect stomach. Shuffling back, his hands drop and I lean forward towards him and lick a trail over his upper abs and between his pecs.

      His breathing picks up, and he moans my name. I kiss my way up his neck and to his ear. Forcing myself to be pressed tight against him, it almost has me grinding my hips, but I force myself to carry on. Allowing my warm breath to hit his ear, I wait a moment, delaying his torture and mine. His hands tighten on my hips, and the proof of his need presses tightly against my ass.

      I lick his lobe and whisper to him before I get distracted, “I’ll race you to breakfast.” I scramble off his lap and run out of the open door, sliding on my bare feet. I turn at the doorway to see him still lying in the bed, breathing heavily, and bewildered. I laugh all the way down the stairs.

      I just reach the landing when he swears. His footsteps pound down the hall after me. I slowly walk into the kitchen with forced casualness. The others sit around the breakfast nook gazing at me in question as the witch comes in swearing behind me. I smile sweetly at them and plop down in the chair next to Ezra.

      “What’s for breakfast?”
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      All the way through breakfast, hunger emanates from Ben’s eyes, and he shifts a lot which makes me smirk. It wasn’t until I stood up to get some juice from the fridge and the room went silent that I remembered I was still in Ezra’s shirt. In my haste to get away from Ben—before I actually jumped him—I forgot to put on pants. Turning around, they run their eyes over my half-clad form.

      Deciding to own it rather than be embarrassed by it, I sashay back to the table and take my seat.

      I carry on eating like nothing’s wrong and a few seconds later, they do too. I grab my juice about to take a drink when Ezra leans in to me.

      “You look fucking hot in my shirt.” His whisper almost makes me choke on my juice, and I glare at him as he laughs, knowing he did it on purpose.

      It goes back to normal after that—well, as normal as breakfast full of supernaturals can be. Ezra and Alexander look hot in sleep shirts and pants. Jason surprises me the most, wearing only mesh shorts, and Ben is still just in his trackies. Honestly, it’s a miracle I’m not a puddle of need on the floor right now.

      I laugh along with their banter and stories as happiness bursts to life in my chest.

      “Where’s Nev, by the way? He was gone when I woke up.” Not asking anyone in particular, I wait to find out where my wayward sidekick is now.

      “Oh, he was scratching at your door when I walked past, so I let him out. He disappeared into Ezra’s room,” Alexander says casually.

      “When was that?” My eyebrow quirks.

      “Middle of the night.” I turn to Ezra in question, and he grunts at me.

      “Bloody dog hogged half my bed.” He doesn’t even glance at me when he says it.

      “Sorry, he has a mind of his own,” I say sweetly, not at all blaming Nev for wanting to sleep next to the giant.

      “Yeah, well, he’s still asleep.” He shoves more pancakes into his mouth.

      Jason leans across the table. “He snuck over the other day and followed Ezra around then, as well.”

      “Is that right? Got a little friend, have you?” I bump my shoulder into his.

      “I’d much rather have his owner following me around and sneaking into my bed.”

      I gulp at his calm statement.

      “Who wouldn’t,” Jason mumbles, and I raise my eyes to his in shock. He looks so serious, and holy shit, did he just mean what I think he meant? Okay, enough time staring at the hotties, Aurora. Time to move to a safe subject. Erm, okay safe subject... Why is my mind blank?

      “Can one of you drop me at home in a bit? I have work later,” I blurt, leaning back finished with the amazing breakfast Alexander cooked. I know the man can cook. Not even going to pretend that doesn’t make him ten times hotter.

      “Sure,” four voices ring out in unison, and I grin at them all. Cute.

      “I will,” four voices say again. They glance around at each other with narrowed eyes.

      “You can’t all take me.”

      They stare each other down, before Jason suggests, “Rock, paper, scissors?”

      Ben leans back and with a wink at me, suggests a new way. “Dick measuring? Aurora can be the judge.”

      Before I can even react—which, of course, I would of be outraged... right?—Alexander smacks him across the back of the head. Ben laughs, and I shake my head wondering if they are always like this.

      I sit in amusement and watch the rock, paper, scissors contest until it’s only Alexander and Ben left. The intense expression on both of their faces is hilarious.

      “You cheated!” Ben stands up and points at Alex dramatically, who just sits back and stares at him with a smug smile on his face.

      “I’ll go get dressed then.” I stand up, hoping to end the tension in the room.

      Ben instantly turns towards me. “Need a hand?” He wiggles his eyebrows at me, and Jason smacks the back of his head as he walks past him. I ignore them and head upstairs to the room I claimed as mine.

      When I reach the room, Nev sprawls on his back on the bed. Bloody dog. Laughter floats from downstairs as they joke between them, causing me to laugh and shake my head. Fuck my plan, I need a new one. Trying to figure out a way to be friends with the crazy witches whilst hiding my secrets keeps me busy until I’m dressed and headed downstairs. I say a quick goodbye to everyone, distractedly lost in my own head.

      Alexander puts his hand on my back and guides me out the front door and to his car.
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      I stare out of the window still lost in my thoughts as Alexander drives me home. His hand lands on my leg, which bounces up and down, stilling the movement and jarring me back to the present.

      I turn to him in question, and he takes his eyes off the road for a second to throw me a concerned look.

      “You okay?” His quiet voice fills the car, so unlike his usual tone.

      “Yeah, sorry, I was miles away.” I stare at his profile as he drives, running my eyes over his model-like appearance. Seriously, he’s way too pretty for his own good. Ezra has this intense, scary sexiness to him, Jason takes on the boy-next-door cuteness, and Ben... well, Ben is a lady’s wet dream. But Alex is perfect. I imagine he resembles a god. Sharp, high cheekbones, straight noble nose, perfectly shaped eyebrows, and long lashes that every girl wishes for.

      “I noticed, sweetheart. Look, if it’s about last night with me and Ezra, you can tell me. We overstepped a little, but well, you drive us a bit crazy.”

      Wait... what? I drive them crazy?

      “No, it wasn’t, but what do you mean?” I cross my arms sullenly.

      “Your eyes are always filled with such deep emotion. You can be laughing with us, and we know it’s real. Do you realise how rare that is? To have someone actually listen and care? It doesn’t help that you’ve got this whole fallen angel look going on.” He eyes flick to me as he says it and something low in my body tightens at his honest lust-filled words. “A body that has everyone begging for a taste and the best bit? You don’t even know, but most of all, Aurora, it’s you. Whenever we’re with you, we feel the same way we do around each other. How we felt when we first saw each other as kids.”

      “What’s that?” My voice lowers as I try not to let his words affect me, but hot damn, they do.

      “Home, Kitten, you feel like home. We’re drawn to you. Have been since we first laid eyes on you.”

      I swallow hard, unsure what to say. Out the window, the trees pass. Alexander squeezes my leg and lets go, obviously not expecting a reply, and I instantly miss the heat of his hand. I consider what he said and how comfortable I’ve become in the short amount of time I’ve known them. Why I keep letting them break my plans and my resistance to letting anyone in.

      “I know what you mean,” I whisper.

      From the corner of my eye, I see him glancing at me but refuse to turn to him, scared of what I might admit next. There’s something about him that draws out my deepest fears and secrets. I would happily hand them on a plate to this man if only to see that soft caring expression in his eyes. Ben makes me want to have fun, Ezra grounds me, makes me safe in his arms, and Jason brings out my soft and geeky side.

      Their sexy strong leader? He challenges me in a way that has me split in two. I want to run towards him but run away from the searching look in his eyes at the same time. No half-truths for him, he takes what he wants and doesn’t stop. He expects one hundred percent, and I can’t help but want that too. Just to let go, to let him in. To let him see everything, even if it means he walks away.

      We both get lost in our heads for the rest of the journey, but I can’t help but steal glances at him. He smiles at me whenever he catches my gaze. When we reach my drive, I practically sprint from the car and its intensity. He doesn’t say anything but gets out after me letting Nev out of the backseat. Nev runs up to the door and stops at the steps.

      I sense it the same time he does. His fur sticks up, and he growls as he runs back to me and stands in front of me.

      I take a deep breath getting ready to search the area for any threats when I remember Alexander. I argue myself in circles, but as Nev starts barking, I throw my hesitation to the wind and spread out my senses to get a feel of whatever it is.

      “Aurora.” Alexander’s voice is deep and low with barely controlled menace lacing his words.

      “One minute.” My voice sounds distracted even to me, but he doesn’t question me. He steps towards my back, not quite touching but close.

      When I stretch my magic out, I gasp as it touches his. Behind my eyes, his green magic twists and spins with my multi-coloured one—no time to analyse why they don’t attack each other like they would normally for witches from different covens. I pull back and spread my magic farther out.

      A darkness surrounds my property. Frowning even harder, I test my boundaries searching for gaps, and the darkness stops mere centimetres from the boundaries of my property where my wards are. Relieved nothing got through, I add a push of magic to reinforce my wards.

      I hesitate once again, wondering if it will stop my guys now. Then, I remembered they got through before. Huh, I guess I didn’t consider that. When I designed my wards and walked the circle with my blood, I added my will that no one who meant any harm may pass.

      As I go to pull my magic back, I spot a thread, almost invisible but there, connecting me to Alexander. I turn to face him as my magic recedes, wondering if he can see that, too. His face darkens as his power lights up his eyes. He looks so otherworldly, surrounded by power, like a predator hunting its prey. I involuntary take a step back, and when I realise what I’ve done, I stop myself.

      “What was that?” His voice is gravely with his power, and I panic.

      Did he feel me pushing out my senses and touching his magic?

      Before I come up with an excuse, the front door slams open behind me, and I spin to find a furious Lane standing there. Giving my back to an angry witch is probably not a good idea, but hey, a girl has got to prioritise, and when my best friend is involved, I drop everything else.
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      Lane paces back and forth, ranting about how worried she was when she couldn’t get hold of me. Her bubble gum pink dress swishes around her, mirroring her anger. Her anger and accusations of me being selfish get my hackles up, but before I explode, I take a closer look at her. Her eyes are wild, and I take a moment to see through the anger to her panic and worry for me. My anger recedes to be replaced with guilt—I’m a shitty friend.

      Alexander doesn’t speak a word, and for that, I’m grateful. He sits, staring at me with the same intensity as before, his power slightly visible through his amber eyes. Okay, one problem at a time, Aurora. Ignore the witch and focus on the human. I take a deep breath, I’m more scared than facing a horde of angry witches. Huh, who knew one little human could scare me so much.

      “Lane.”

      She carries on ranting. It takes three more times before she hears me.

      “Lane.” Spinning to face me, she blows out her red cheeks from yelling. She sweats and breaths hard, like she went for a run. I step up and hug her, whispering in her ear as I do, “I’m sorry.”

      This deflates her, and she shakes in my arms. Shit, I really scared her.

      I pull back and stare in her eyes. “I really am. I forgot my phone. I didn’t mean to worry you.” My voice is as soft as I can make it, my guilt obvious.

      “Fine, but I’m still mad at you,” she mutters.

      “Noted.” She’s the first person to ever truly care about me, and the first time she showed it, I freaked out and tried to run the other way. Luckily, she wouldn’t let me, and I’m now comfortable enough with her to ease her mind when I fuck up. She taught me what friendship is all about.

      She steps back, folds her arms, and stares at Alexander. He stares right back at her. She’s got balls, I’ll give her that, with the look and vibe he’s throwing off right now even I wouldn’t try it.

      “You ever let my girl disappear on me again, I don’t care how pretty you are, I will kill you. I’ve watched CSI, I can hide a body.” The venom in her voice makes me laugh—for someone so small and sweet, she sure can be crazy.

      “Understood.” He nods his respect and smirks at her, and she looks happy that he agreed. Ugh, Lane, you can’t be in his fan club too.

      Finished with her tantrum, she flops on the sofa, and Nev jumps up next to her. Alexander’s eyes stare a hole in the side of my head, and I know I will have to face him eventually. With a sigh, I turn to him.

      “Want to help me get some drinks made?” He simply nods and heads to the kitchen. Before I can leave the room, Lane wiggles her finger at me in a come here gesture. I walk over to her cautiously.

      “So, is sexy the reason you weren’t here?”

      With a laugh, I follow after him.
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      Leaning against one of the kitchen counters, Alexander waits for me with an unreadable expression on his face. My mind races with ideas and ways to get away from his questions.

      “I really should start getting ready for work,” I say quietly, still standing in front of the door.

      He focuses on me for a while, not saying anything. I don’t know what he sees on my face, hopefully not my panic, but he sighs and walks slowly towards me.

      The awareness of being prey and being hunted hits me, and I sidestep him. I grab a bag of cookies and hop up on the worktop, swinging my legs back and forth. He stalks after me and stands at my knees. I close my legs unwilling to let him get closer.

      “Aurora, I know something happened. Why won’t you tell me?” He gets quiet as I look anywhere but at him. “Why won’t you trust us even a little?”

      His normal blank mask doesn’t tell me much, but his eyes hurt my heart—sad and lost, he gazes at me like I’m his shelter in the middle of a storm. His declaration in the car hits me, and before I overthink it, my knees open. He moves before I can hesitate and stands between my parted thighs.

      “I need time.” Not willing to be honest with him but unwilling to lie to the man who keeps cracking more and more of my shields, I try for a partial truth. “I don’t really know you guys. You came barging into my life, and I’m used to being alone, fighting everything by myself. Not even Lane knows that much about me, and she’s my best friend.” My voice cracks towards the end, and his face softens, his blank mask disappearing.

      He moves his hands, one to each side of my legs, caging me in. “You’re not alone anymore. I understand it’s hard to understand and to trust us. We have to earn that. But you’ll have to start by letting us in a little. We’ll wait, but until then, Kitten, we’re there for you, no matter what, no matter when.” His voice softens as he talks, and his head descends until his forehead touches mine, creating a bubble around us.

      I breathe in the smell of him and let it settle me. For the first time since my mom died, the walls around my heart crack, and my confidence in my decisions wavers. “Why?”

      My question could mean many things, but he understands what I mean. “Everyone needs someone, Aurora. I want to be that someone you rely on, that someone you trust.”

      “Why?” I sound like a broken record, but I need to know. What he says next could make or break whatever this thing is that’s growing between us all.

      “Truthfully, Kitten, I don’t know. I don’t know why I’m drawn to you, why we’re all drawn to you. All I know is I’ve never seen Ezra laugh so much, Jason so comfortable, and Ben have someone to challenge him.”

      “And you?”

      “My family is broken, it’s my job to try to keep the pieces together. But everyday gets harder as those pieces turn to glass and cut me the harder I hold on. We’ve been broken for a while, but then you come breezing in with your sarcasm, strength, and beauty, and it starts to feel right again... like that hole is closing. I feel like I can breathe again, like I have a new purpose.”

      His truth hits me in the gut, and the need to share something, anything, with this man who will bare his soul for me just to make me understand.

      “I don’t trust easily. I haven’t had a family for as long as I can remember. And the one I had before screwed me up so bad. It’s always been just me. I never could rely on anyone, and the idea of leaning on and letting someone in was abhorrent. So, I need time. Thank you for telling me the truth, though.”

      He smiles at me, a sweet caring one that changes his face from handsome to downright stunning. It’s like gazing at the sun, stare too much and it hurts, but it’s beautiful.

      “I will always tell you the truth, Kitten, whether you like it or not. So, it might not be today you tell me why you flinch when we move too fast, why you have these walls around your heart, or the distrust in your eyes any time we do something nice for you, but it will be one day. And I can wait for that day, Aurora.” With that heart-wrenching and soul-destroying statement, he leans closer and kisses my cheek.

      Before I can utter a word, he’s out of the kitchen and saying goodbye to Lane. I sit there in a stupor. They’ve seen more than I realised, more than they should.

      I thought I hid it all so well, but with one statement and a quick smile I realise Alexander knows more about me than anyone in this world, that he has the power to destroy me, and I just might let him.

      
        
        - ALEXANDER -

      

      

      As soon as I get in the car, I pull my phone from my pocket. Dialling Ezra, I stare at the house.

      “What.” His usual greeting growl makes me roll my eyes and wonder if he answers the phone to Aurora that way.

      “We have a problem, get the guys together now.” Not bothering to answer me, he hangs up. I start the car, head down the drive, then wait at the end where the trees hide my car. Impatient, I strum my lean fingers on the leather steering wheel, thinking about the little witch who has us all tied up in knots. I only have to hang out a couple of minutes for them to ring back. As soon as I answer, the questions from all of them fire through. With a snort, I realise they are all about Aurora.

      “She’s fine. Ben, I need you to check around her house for me. I sensed something earlier, and so did she, so much so that she used her powers in front of me.” A muttered curse interrupts me, but I carry on.

      “Ezra, I want you tailing her. We do not leave her alone. I will swap with you tonight. Jason, do some research. I want to know what that was—”

      “She used her powers?” Ezra interrupts before I had the chance to explain. I draw in a deep breath trying to figure out how to explain what I felt.

      “Yes, and it was more than I could imagine.” More curses come through the phone, and I think back to the touch I sensed on my magic. I’ve been in the presence of many witches when doing magic, even some of the strongest of our kind, but none felt like she did. The Earth itself rushed to do her bidding, the animals stopped their calling to listen to her.

      “In what way?” Jason asks, ever the practical thinker.

      “Her power is immense, even more than the council. But it didn’t feel like theirs or ours, it felt different. Darker...” I trail off, unsure how to explain it to them.

      “Darker?” Ben asks.

      I rub my forehead in frustration at not being able to describe it to my brothers. “It felt like the world held its breath waiting to see what she would do. It felt old and much bigger than a witch.”

      “The council would love to get their hands on her,” Ezra’s growl comes across, and one bubbles up in my chest at the idea of them getting their hands on our girl.

      “Maybe that’s who she’s running from.” Jason’s distracted voice echoes through the speaker. I bet he’s already flicking through books.

      “No, if they knew she existed, they wouldn’t stop to get her. They would send their best after her. They would send us.”

      The silence that greets me says they grasped the situation we’ve found ourselves in. We have a duty to report her to the council; however, we are on leave as we search for our brother. But by not reporting her, we break the rules of our society, the rules of the council—rules that will get us killed.

      If we report her, they will lock her away until they can figure out what she is, how powerful she is, and who she is. A headache blooms at the choice we are going to have to make—a choice between the girl who is like our lost limb or the people we follow.

      “They’re not evil, Alexander. They would listen to us and wouldn’t hurt her.” The innocence in Jason’s voice makes me remember all we have shielded him from.

      “They are not all good, Jase, and that sort of power will bring out the vipers like nothing else.” Ben’s voice harshens the total opposite to his usual easygoing nature. If any one of us would know about the council, it would be him. After all, his brother is one of them.

      “Right now, all we need to do is concentrate on protecting Aurora. There was something at her house, it clearly tested her boundaries.”

      “Agreed.” Their solemn voices echo each other.

      “It’s decided. Tomorrow we will discuss what to do about the council.”

      I end the call and lean back, rubbing my head. This might be the one mission in which we are in over our head. If our girl is running from the council, what will she do when she realises who we are?

      The thought of her running from us has me clenching my wheel with a white-knuckled grip. I breathe deeply, trying to calm the storm inside me.
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      Lane declares that we haven’t had enough quality time lately, and I’m guessing she wants to grill me on the awesome foursome. Either way, she gave me puppy dog eyes until I let her tag along to work with me. So now, she sits at a corner table, typing away on her laptop.

      I watch her, not willing to admit I missed her as much as she missed me. Tom throws me looks all evening that I pretend not to notice. I bend over, clearing a table with my back to the front door, when it opens with a bang.

      “Holy shit.” A scuffle noise comes from behind me, and I spin to find the awesome foursome at the front door, as sexy as ever.

      Alexander draws my eyes straight away, but my thoughts and insecurities halt when I take in what he wears. Tight grey trousers and a white shirt with suspenders over his shoulders, holy mother of cookies. Yum, he looks like he just stepped out of Peaky Blinders. Not that I mind at all.

      Jason and Ben could be twins with black jeans and plain T-shirts. Grey and loose for Jason, and blue and tight for Ben. Ezra wears his usual black outfit. Why do they all have to be so sexy? It’s like being at an all-you-can-eat buffet. At Ben’s overly happy expression, my eyes narrow in suspicion.

      “What are you doing here?” It comes out harsher than expected, but I roll with it.

      “We’re hungry,” Ben whines.

      “You’re always hungry.” My response is instantaneous, and Ezra smiles at me.

      Ben swaggers up and stops in front of me, leaning in close and winks. “Maybe we missed you.”

      “It’s been two hours.” I fold my arms, not willing to back down.

      “You look hot in them jeans, was a nice view when I walked in with you all bent over.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me, and I narrow mine again. The other guys glance around and head past me. Oh fuck, tell me they’re not doing what I think. Before I can say anything, Ben’s head snaps up and grins.

      “Lane, it’s Lane, right?” he shouts across the restaurant and waves madly at my best friend. Every head snaps up. I mutter a curse, but Ben kisses my cheek and heads over to where the other guys now join my best friend. The surprise on her face would be comical if I wasn’t so worried.

      “Fuckity fuck.” I drag my feet heading over to their table.

      Ben leans over in his chair with his head propped on his steepled hands and stares at Lane. It’s adorable, and I’m mad as hell. Bloody nosey witches.

      “So, Lane, tell us everything about Sunny.”

      Oh hell no. I stomp up and put my hand in front of his lips. I glare at Lane in warning.

      “You will not—”

      Ben licks my hand, and I snatch it back in disbelief.

      “Go on, Lane, ignore mardy bum,” he says sweetly.

      Lane sits back, and a calculating look comes into her eyes. Nope, not happening.

      “If you tell them anything, I will go tell you-know-who about you-know-what,” I say deadly serious.

      Her hand snaps to me, and she bares her teeth. “You wouldn’t dare, bitch.”

      I smile smugly at her. “Try me, cookie.”

      She stares at me, and I stare back.

      “Was that a Harry Potter reference?” Jason whispers, but I ignore him.

      My name gets called from somewhere behind me, but I don’t back down until she sighs and mutters.

      “What was that, Laney?” I cup my ear with a smug look.

      “I said fine.”

      I turn and walk away.

      “Twat.”

      “Fuck nugget,” I call over my shoulder, heading to a man who’s calling for me at another table.

      Their laughter trails after me. That’s right buddy, laugh it up.

      I keep my eyes on them for the next hour, but as it gets busy, I have no time to spy and find out what they are talking about. I’m just taking an order when Brad walks through the front door. He’s an attractive guy at six foot one with arms that I thought were huge before I met Ezra. A little older than me and a bit vain—hey, a girl’s gotta do what she’s gotta do—he squints around, then smiles when he spots me. It’s a slow smile, obviously meant to be seductive, but after seeing Ben’s, it comes up lacking. Why all of a sudden am I comparing men?

      He walks up to me, trying to add swag into his step. His usual cocky self drew me to him in the first place, but now, it does nothing for me. I got bored when I discovered he’s all talk and no bite.

      “Hey, sweetie.” His deep voice crawls to me.

      I once loved hearing my name come from his lips, but now? I want to roll me eyes. What is wrong with me? He’s good looking; yes, a bit of an asshole but it made it fun. It’s not like we ever had a conversation anyway; I made sure his mouth was way too busy for that. I nod at him and move past as I go to the kitchen with an order.

      Obviously unhappy at being ignored, he grabs my arm on the way past. Leaning down so close I can smell the grease and oil from the garage, I wrinkle my nose but don’t move away.

      “I’m gonna sit down. Come over, will you?” Not even expecting a reply, he walks off.

      Ass. And not the good kind.

      On my way to the kitchen, Lane and the guys stare at me. Ezra’s face darkens, and his fists clench on the table. I rush into the kitchen. Great. It’s going to be a long shift.

      When I head over to take Brad’s order, he wears his self-satisfied smile. He leans back with his feet kicked out and his arm over the spare chair next to him.

      “Sit down, won’t you?” He kicks out the closest chair to me, and this time, I do roll my eyes.

      “I’m at work, what’s up?”

      He frowns for a second before smiling at me again. Not at all hesitant about my bitchy tone and clear brush off.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

      No shit, Sherlock. “Yep, what do you want to eat?” I make my tone as cold as possible, trying really hard to get him to comprehend I’m no longer interested.

      “C’mon, Aurora. I missed you.” He leans forward and gives me his bad boy pose, all dark eyes and pouting lips.

      “No, you missed my body. What do you want to eat?” My sarcasm falls flat, and I try not to groan out loud.

      “Is it a bad thing? We were having fun.” He purposely looks me up and down.

      “We were. I told you I was bored, and that’s all it was.” I grab my notepad and pen.  “Now, what do you want to eat?”

      He scowls at me. “Burger with chips.” I turn to leave, relieved he left it alone.

      “You get bored tonight, you know where to come.” His voice calls after me, and I hurry to the kitchen.

      I glance at the guys’ table before I can help it and see all their heads bent over whispering.

      As I leave the kitchen again, Lane signals me over to their table. Ezra glowers at Brad across the room, Alexander stares at me with that same blank mask in place, and with a misstep, I notice how much I like the softer side of him. Ben smiles, but strain at the corners turns it into more of a grimace. Jason rubs the back of his neck, avoiding looking my way. This should be fun. Lane quirks her eyebrow at me when I get there, obviously enjoying my discomfort.

      Before I can say anything, Ezra growls at me, “Who the fuck is that?”

      I stare at him. Dude actually growled. I don’t know whether to be turned on or pissed.

      “I think what Ezra means, Kitten, is who is that?” Alexander leans back, eyes cold, and I don’t even want to know what he’s thinking.

      My back hardens. They have no right to be mad about what or who I do. It’s not like I’m in a relationship, and I barely know these guys. My bitchy side comes out to play.

      “Friend, did you need something?”

      Lane coughs, obviously covering a laugh, and mutters, “Oh shit.”

      “Friend, huh? A friend who you see when you’re bored?” Ben’s voice misses his usual tease. He looks easygoing again, but his fists clench on the table.

      Well, they definitely overheard that, then.

      “Are you fucking him?” Ezra snaps.

      I slam my hands down on the table, and they all jump. “Listen up, buddy. I won’t let you or anyone else make me feel bad about what or who I do in my spare time. I only just met you four, and yes, I like you. I’m having fun spending time with you, but that does not mean you can barge into my life and get mad about my decisions.”

      Alexander goes to interrupt, and I put my hand in the air to signal for him to stop.

      “No. I’m an adult. I don’t sit here asking who you fucked before you met me. We aren’t in a relationship, and you can’t sit there with a double standard, mad about my sexual exploits when I’m betting you all have had one-night stands.” I stand up straight and make eye contact with every single one of them. They range from shocked to proud... Not going to touch that one.

      “If you want to carry on this,” I hesitate, “friendship, you’ll need to understand that I can speak and act for myself, and you have no right to judge me for things we both know you do yourself.” With my rant finished, I lean back and wait.

      Lane claps, and I ignore her for a second.

      Alexander stares at me with a little grin flirting his lips. Ezra clenches his teeth but nods his head. Ben looks crestfallen, like I just kicked his puppy, and Jason looks happy. What the space balls. I need a drink.

      “Your right, Aurora. You don’t need to justify your life to us. While they didn’t mean it to come out the way it did, I’m sorry. I guess the guys, and I speak for myself as well, just feel like there’s a connection between us, and we let that cloud our judgement.” Jason’s voice leaves no room for argument, and I want to hug him for supporting me.

      “Jason’s right. You had a life before we met and so did we, and we cannot expect to judge or question you on that. I’m sorry.” Alexander’s strong voice rings out, and he drops his mask just enough for the happiness and lust in his eyes to shine through. Again, not going to ask, there’s only so much a girl can handle.

      “Sorry, Aurora. Guess I was a little jealous.” Ben runs his fingers through his hair, and I almost falter in my anger and self-justification.

      Jealous? I look at Ezra, not willing to respond to Ben’s comment.

      He stares at me and then at the table.

      I huff. “Fine, now that that’s sorted, what do you want to eat?”
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      I’ve just nipped to the toilet when the door behind me slams closed. I whirl ready to shout at which ever stupid idiot wandered into the employee toilet, and the breath leaves me without an angry word uttered. Ezra stands in the doorway staring at me. My face scrunches in confusion.

      “Ezra?”

      He doesn’t respond but prowls towards me. I don’t back away from him because I know he won’t hurt me. In one stride, he grabs the back of my thighs and hoists me up, walking until my butt meets the sink. He perches me on it and stands between my parted legs.

      I blink my eyes, staring at him dumbfounded. His hands tighten on my thighs. His eyes are dark, the darkest I’ve ever seen them, and his mouth forms a harsh slant. In this moment, he resembles a demon more than a witch.

      “Ezra?” I ask again, my voice faltering and betraying my nerves.

      “I’m a jealous idiot.” His voice rumbles out of him, and my heart almost stops when it registers what he said.

      I go to say something—what, I don’t know—but he squeezes my legs and steps even closer so no space exists between our bodies.

      “I’m a jealous idiot, Aurora, and I hate it. I’ve never wanted to punch a smug expression off a dickhead’s face so much in my life.” He takes a deep breath, his chest moving against mine.

      “You drive me crazy. Jason was right. I have no right to feel this way, but I can’t help it. I don’t know what you did to me, Half-pint, but I’m wrapped around your little finger.” He lowers his head, and his soft lips brush mine.

      I try to work through his words when he does it again but harder. With a grunt, he bites my bottom lip softly then licks away the sting. I moan and push my body against his, responding now. He smirks against my lips. Smug bastard.

      I tilt my head up and bite his lip, hard. He groans and grinds against me. I kiss him slowly, and he follows my lead. When I go to pull away, he grabs my hair and wraps it around his hand, yanking my head back so my back arches, pushing my chest against his. His lips devour mine, seeking entrance, and I part them gladly. My legs wrap around his waist, and I bend back allowing him better access.

      As he fucks my mouth, I grab his shirt. Pushing it up, I stroke the hard muscle I meet. I swallow his growl as he rubs himself against me. The seam of my jeans grinds into my pussy, and I moan wanting more. He pulls back from my lips, and we’re both breathless. I don’t know what he sees, but he jerks against me then slams his lips back to mine. We duel for control, the kiss getting harder until we are almost clashing teeth. The door to the bathroom opens and closes, but he doesn’t pull back for another couple of seconds. He stares at me, wonder on his face, then lays a gentle kiss on my lips. That makes my heart pound—that this giant, powerful man takes the time to be gentle with me.

      Turing his head, his face looks smug, and I can’t figure out why until I hear Brad’s voice.

      “Fucking slut.” The door slams after him again, and Ezra’s growls make it seem like he’s going to run after him.

      I wrap my legs around him tighter, clinging to him like a monkey. “It doesn’t matter,” I whisper, my voice breathless.

      He still stares at the door, jaw clenching and unclenching, obviously trying to decide what to do. I pull my hands from his shirt and grab his face, turning it to me.

      My eyes lock with his. What I say is true. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t care what anyone thinks,” I hesitate, “except you, the rest of the guys, Lane, and Tom.”

      His face softens, and he kisses my hand on his cheek. I smile at him and lean up, giving him another peck. I drop my legs, and he stays there for a few seconds.

      “Ezra?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says stepping back.

      I can’t help but stare at his lips, and it isn’t until he clears his throat that I glance back up.

      “Bathroom. Work, right? Okay. Erm, I’ll see you out there in a minute.” Obviously taking pity on my muddled brain, he smiles that soft smile again at me.

      “Okay, Half-pint.” He looks happier than I’ve ever seen him, his swollen lips sexy as hell, not to mention his dishevelled shirt. He walks out and leaves me with my imagination and damp panties.

      What the frickity just happened? I got the shit kissed out of me, that’s what. I don’t remember ever being this turned on by just a kiss. Stupid sexy witch. I jump down from the sink on unsteady legs and turn to see myself.

      My hair, which was in a ponytail, is wild from his hands, and my lips are swollen. My cheeks are as pink as a baboon’s ass.

      “Aren’t I attractive.” I run the tap and throw some water on my face. I can’t linger on that amazing kiss. If I let myself even think about it a little, I’ll never get any work done. I’d just go out there, find that witch and drag him back here to finish what we started.

      An image of a naked Ezra, thrusting into me as my head throws back, pops into my brain. I groan in frustration.

      It takes me five minutes to calm down enough to go back out. When I do, I try to act like nothing happened, but when I take their order, Ezra stares at me with stark hunger on his face. I keep myself busy taking orders, wiping tables, and talking to customers, purely to ignore him. Alexander stares at me knowingly, and I ignore that, too.

      Lane leaves an hour later with a promise to call me tomorrow. The guys stay all night, their eyes watching me as they joke around with each other. Something changed tonight, and I feel like a mouse being hunted. The big, sexy witches have decided I’m theirs, and they won’t stop until they claim me.
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      By the time the end of my shift rolls around, I’m exhausted. I clear the last table and go to speak to Tom, who stands behind the bar cashing out.

      “Hey, kid.” He doesn’t look up while he counts. I lean on the bar and wait for him to finish. When he does, he grins at me, then does a double-take.

      “What’s wrong?” he growls.

      Okay, seriously, what is with the growling recently?

      “Nothing why?” I tilt my head in confusion.

      “You look like shit.” His blunt tone makes me laugh. Most people would be offended, but hey, it’s true.

      “I haven’t been sleeping well,” I admit as I scratch my chipped nails against the wooden bar to avoid his gaze.

      He sighs and leans down until I’m forced to look at him. “I know you won’t tell me why. Why don’t you head out and take tomorrow off?” His voice is low and serious. Before I can deny him, he grabs my hand, stilling my nervous movement. “I mean it, Aurora, take tomorrow off. You can make the time up next week.”

      I swallow hard at the compassion in his eyes. He’s serious when he calls me by my full name. I nod, and he smiles flashing his sharp teeth.

      “Good, head off will ya, and take them nosey witches with you. They’re way too pretty to be in here.”

      I laugh. They would hate him calling them pretty.

      “Sure, see you later.” Impulsively, I jump up and kiss his cheek. Before he can say anything, I walk over to the awesome foursome who sit at the table they claimed earlier.

      Stubborn witches never left. They all glance up when I stop by the table. Ben grabs my waist, yanking me onto his lap. With an oomph, I sprawl across his knees. I try to wiggle away, but he slaps my thigh and grabs me harder. Righting myself so I’m sat sideways on his knee, I shake my head, too tired to resist the touchy-feely nature that is Ben.

      “I’m heading off, you guys better too.” I meet Ezra’s eyes, and I quickly look away. He probably thinks I’m being shy, but really, if I stare at him for too long, I’ll climb him like a tree.

      “Sure thing, Kitten. We will follow you.” Alexander downs the rest of his beer and moves to stand.

      “Huh?” Not my most intelligent answer, but fuck, they threw me.

      “We will follow you,” he says it slower and gestures this time.

      “Yeah, I heard that, but what I didn’t hear is why?” He smiles at my confused face but doesn’t answer. Douche canoe.

      “We thought we could stop at yours tonight,” Jason says helpfully, smiling at me.

      “Again, why?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alexander nod at Jason. Jason’s smile falters and dips. He’s sad, and I hate it.

      “Erm, well... we don’t have to, we just thought it might be nice. Have a movie night again, but if you don’t want us to...” Jason resembles a kicked puppy.

      Rat bastards using sweet Jason against me. Manipulative, bossy, no good—

      “Fine,” I grump, and he grins like I told him he could move in or something.

      “Great!” He jumps up, and everyone follows him.

      I stand and approach Alexander. “You, sir, are a turd burglar. Using Jason against me, low move.” I turn and stomp off to get my stuff as he laughs.

      “Did she just say turd burglar?” Ezra sounds amused.

      “Yup.” Ben pops the P as he laughs.

      They’re all turd burglars. No, wait... bum bandits. Bloody pushy witches. I mutter a string of creative insults on the way to get my bag.
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      Ben ends up in my car with me while the others follow in Ezra’s. It’s not as late as I thought, which means I have the whole night with my tagalongs. He plays with my CDs and the nobs in my car. Multiple times, I smack his hand away from the volume button, but it doesn’t stop him from bouncing in the passenger seat like the Energiser bunny.

      Ben moves to turn the music up again, and I strike his hand. He slaps mine back, and we get in to a slapping match while I’m trying to drive. I end up swerving, and I grab the wheel to right us. Ben and I share a look and burst out laughing. Two seconds later, his phone rings. He grimaces, and I sneak glances out of the corner of my eye.

      He picks up the phone and instantly holds it away from his ear with a pained frown. I raise my eyebrows but don’t question it.

      “Fine. Okay. Yes. Okay. I said yes!” he mutters into the phone before putting it on speaker.

      “Go ahead,” he says sulkily.

      “Is he annoying you, Half-pint?” Ezra’s deep voice makes me grip the wheel tighter, igniting my lust again. Not fair.

      “No, why?”

      Ben grins at me.

      “You just swerved, sweetheart. Concentrate on the road, yeah? I would hate to have to punish your pretty ass ‘cause you crashed.” Ezra sounds serious, and I nod.

      Ben says bye, then ends the call. He slumps in his seat and frowns out the window. I hate the dejected expression on his face, so I grab his hand and squeeze it quickly before returning it to the wheel.

      I watch from the corner of my eye as he stares from his hand to me, a serious expression on his face.

      “I’m really not annoying you, am I?” His voice is small.

      What I say next will hit him deep. For someone so loud and fun, he has deep-rooted vulnerability.

      “Never.” I make my voice as hard as possible and flash him a quick smile to make sure he knows I mean it. He lets out a sigh, and his usual grin returns with a new sense of confidence to it.

      I reach and turn the music up louder as a rock song blasts out. I throw him a mischievous look and started singing along off-key. He joins in until we are both screaming the lyrics to each other and dancing in our seats.

      By the time we pull up to my house with the music still blaring, I’m dying for a drink. I stay in the car and finish our duet to the latest song. We are laughing when a knock at my window makes me jump. I spin to find Jason laughing. Asshat. See, I’m making an effort to stop swearing!

      I turn off the car and get out. Alexander, Ezra, and Jason stand with little smiles on their faces.

      “Nice singing,” Jason comments.

      Ben rounds the car and slings his arm over my shoulder.

      “Don’t listen to them, they are just jealous of our amazing singing voices.” His declaration is met with snorts and laughs. He drags me along to my front door, and I happily stay under his arm.

      I unlock the door, and Nev bounds to me. I kneel down and give him love, murmuring sweet nothings to him. When I glance up, they’re all laughing again.

      “I think that’s the sweetest voice we’ve ever heard you use,” Alexander comments.

      Ezra shakes his head. “Nah, should have heard her talking to her cookies.”

      Ignoring them, I head upstairs to change. Their voices follow me up, talking back and forth as I get into my comfies. Nev follows and sits wagging his tail in front of me.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know you like ‘em.” I pull the white T-shirt that says Resting Witch Face over my head. I have a weird obsession with funny slogan shirts, especially about witches, but no one usually sees them. With a shrug, I grab a cardigan and head downstairs to where my guys—butterpoop—guys... just guys argue about films in the living room.

      I flop on the sofa as they try to decide what to watch. I tilt my head when they get louder. Nev bounces over to them and barks along. Weirdo.

      “We could play a game, then watch a film later? Have like a movie marathon?” My suggestion is met with stunned silence, and I fidget as they all stare at me.

      “What?” My voice is grumpy as I get defensive.

      “Why didn’t we think of that?” Jason mutters rubbing the back of his head.

      “Twister,” Ben shouts.

      Alexander and Ezra smack the back of his head.

      “Monopoly?” I suggest.

      “Sounds good. Ezra, you set it up. Jason, you get drinks and snacks. I’ll let Nev out,” Alexander orders them, and I quirk my eyebrow.

      “What about me?” I ask.

      He glances over at me with a wink.

      “You sit there and look pretty.” He pats his leg at Nev and walks to the back door. Ezra heads to the cupboard in the hallway in search of games, and Jason heads to the kitchen.

      Ben flops on top of me, making me squeak.

      “Dude, you’re heavy.” He wiggles around, causing me to grunt again. He eventually ends up with his head in my lap, gazing up at me.

      “Hi.” His smile is sweet, and I instantly return it.

      “Hi.” Without thinking, I run my fingers through his hair, and he closes his eyes with a moan.

      We sit in peace, me stroking his hair as the others get everything ready. Jason walks back in, carrying a tray full of stuff which he puts on the floor next to the coffee table. Ezra walks in carrying Monopoly and starts setting it up on the table.

      “Benny,” I whisper.

      His lips quirk again. I poke his cheek.

      “What, Sunny?” he mutters.

      “C’mon, it’s ass kicking time.” I push his head up.

      He mutters something but slowly gets up. When he does, he turns to give me his hand. I grab it, and he yanks me up and leans in.

      “Love the shirt, Sunshine.” He turns to the others. “I’m the dog,” he shouts happily.

      “You are a dog,” Ezra grunts.

      Two hours later, only Jason and I remain in the game. Ezra went out first, then Ben, then Alexander. Alexander halfway through stripped his suspenders down and undid the buttons on his shirt, and I was so distracted I flung the dice at Ben’s head. Oops.

      Ezra sits behind me, leaning against the sofa with his long legs on either side of where I sit cross-legged in front of the coffee table. Alexander is next to Jason, watching our every move. Ben sprawls on the floor with Nev curled up next to him.

      I lean forward and grab the dice. I cup them in my hand and bring them to my mouth.

      “Come on, you little bastards, I need an eight,” I whisper, ignoring the others as they laugh at my weirdness. I throw them, then do a happy dance, bouncing up and down, throwing my hands in the air. Jason shakes his head and rolls his turn.

      “Pay a bitch.” I point at Jason as he lands on my street with a hotel.

      He frowns but grabs his remaining money. I’ve been slowly bleeding him dry all night, and he won’t last much longer. I guess I should have told them how competitive I am. He counts his money and hands over his last lot.

      “You win,” he mutters.

      I cup my ear with my hand. “Say it again,” I say loudly.

      Ben sits up and watches us. Ezra leans forward, wrapping his arms around my waist.

      Jason grits his teeth at me, working his jaw as he does.

      “Say it!” I shout.

      “You. Win.”

      I dance in my seat and grab the fake money making it rain. “Yeah, I do.”

      Ezra laughs behind me and pulls me onto his lap.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jason lose,” Ben says incredulously.

      “Yeah, well...” the sore loser mutters, cleaning up the board and money where it landed.

      “Movie time What do you want to watch?” Alexander helps Jason.

      I tap my lip in consideration.

      Ezra leans in closer and whispers in my ear, “Harry Potter.”

      Jesus, I think I’m in love. “Harry Potter,” I declare proudly.

      Ben groans and flops back down. “Not you, too.” He throws his arm over his face, and Nev jumps up and licks him.

      “Don’t let him fool you, he loves it. I once caught him trying to unlock the front door by saying Alohomora.”

      I laugh imagining Ben doing that.

      Jason and Alexander stand up and head to the kitchen with everything. Alexander’s shirt billows out behind him, showing me his chiselled chest. I lick my lips when Ezra stands with me in his arms, then falls back onto the sofa with his legs sprawled out, me still in his lap. Ben jumps up to stop Nev licking him and sits next to us. Jason comes in and puts in the first movie, then sits next to Ben. Alexander comes back in, without a word, drops some cookies in my lap, then lays on the other sofa.

      Oh, I thought I’d run out. I stare at the chocolatey goodness drooling.

      “Can I have one?” Ezra rumbles.

      I clutch them to my chest protectively. “My precious,” I hiss at him.

      Jason falls off the sofa laughing, and Alexander has tears in his eyes as he chuckles.

      “Did-did you just quote Gollum?” Ben asks.

      “Duh.” I grab my first cookie and shove it into my mouth.

      “Marry me,” Jason asks while staring me.

      I swallow the cookie and go to grab another.

      “Only if you make me cookies.” He nods and rights himself on the sofa.

      I go to shove another cookie into my mouth when Ezra leans up and grabs a bite. I freeze and turn to face him, so I straddle his thighs. Pleased, he leans back, and everyone looks at us again.

      Ben leans in towards him. “I wouldn’t do that, man. You saw what she was like with the burger.”

      I glare at Ben and waggle my finger at Ezra. “Bad witch, no cookies for you.” I lean so I tumble onto Ben’s lap. He scoops me up and turns me around to watch the film.

      Ezra leans back in his seat getting comfy again. Ben wraps his arms around me until I’m cocooned. I shove the cookie into my mouth, watching the film intently. I moan without realising. Ben wiggles beneath me when I do it again.

      “Sunny, you gotta stop making those noises on top of me.” His pained voice makes me realise he really likes cookies too. Or, at least, that’s what I’m going with anyway.

      We spend most of the night watching Harry Potter, and I fall asleep some time during Prisoner of Azkaban.

      I wake up later in my bed with Nev on my feet, Alexander pressed up against my front, and Ezra pressed up against my back. Their heat soothes me, and I smile softly and go back to sleep.

      I spin in shock when I realise where I am. It’s been a few nights since I’ve been here, and I’ll admit I missed our nightly conversations.

      “You were right, Z Nation is amazing,” I gush and then drop to the floor in front of my dream dude.

      He doesn’t reply, and I lean in closer. His head hangs down, his greasy hair obscuring his face. I kneel-walk closer, grab his hair, and gently pull his face up by it, heart in my throat the entire time. When I see his face, I want to cry.

      He’s clearly passed out, and his face is covered in blood. His chest is also coated, and splashes mar his arms, vibrant against his pale skin. It looks like that scene from Carrie. I swallow past the lump.

      “Mikael?” I whisper, but he doesn’t move. I stroke his face, ignoring the dried blood. When he still doesn’t wake, I glance helplessly around the room. It’s the same it always is. Four stone walls. Dirty stone floor. As I wait for him to come around, I continue to caress his face. When he doesn’t, I get worried.

      “Okay, Aurora, think.” I nibble on my lips and stare at the unconscious man. With a deep breath, I allow a smidgen of power to escape its cage and rush to my fingers, eager to do my bidding. I lean forward again and grasp his limp hand. Closing my eyes, I run my power through his hand, seeking what, I don’t know.

      “Rora?” The whisper is quiet and wispy. My eyes snap open, and I quickly pull my power back and slam the cage.

      “Mikael?” My voice echoes around the room. He tries to lift his head, but it drops back down. I tilt it up gently. One of his eyes is bruised and swollen shut, but the other slowly blinks open. The usual tornado isn’t there. That, more than anything, worries me.

      “It’s you—” his whisper cuts off halfway into a deep hacking cough, which makes him wince.

      Watching him suffer is a knife to my heart. Sitting here night after night, talking, it was easy to ignore what was happening to him. But seeing that happy man reduced to this broken creature makes tears well in my eyes.

      “What did they do to you?” My voice is thick with unshed tears.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.” The pain on his face betrays his words.

      “Let me help you,” I beg.

      He shakes his head, then stops with a pained moan.

      “Please.” My voice sounds as desperate as I feel.

      He glances at me again. “You should go.” Determination laces his every word.

      Keys rattle as another door unlocks, and footsteps head this way.

      “Now, Aurora. I don’t know if he can see you, but I won’t risk it.” The urgency in his voice makes my heart speed up but determination hits me.

      “No.” My voice is strong and sure. Panic and hopelessness fills his eye.

      “Now, Aurora.” His voice is louder this time. His breathing picks up and so does mine as the footsteps get louder. They stop outside the door, and clicking echoes through the room as the bolt unlocks.

      “Now!” he roars, and I’m flung back into my body.

      “Aurora.” My name gets shouted again and again, and my body gets shaken.

      It feels like I’ve been holding my breath, and when I breathe, it hurts. I blink open my eyes slowly and meet Alexander’s worried gaze. He leans over my prone form to my left with Ezra to my right. They both look worried. We are still in my bed. I try to lift my head, and Ezra shoots forward and grabs the back of it helping me. I smile gratefully at him and manage to get myself into a sitting position, leaning against the headboard.

      Nev sits on the bottom of my bed, his fur puffed up with Jason stroking his head. He and Ben stand there in nothing but tracksuit bottoms, their worry clear.

      “Aurora?” Alexander says again.

      “I’m okay.” My voice sounds weak, so I try again. “I’m okay.” It comes out a bit louder this time, but they all relax.

      “I think it’s time we talked,” Alexander declares. The look he throws me dares me to argue.
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      As we all sit around my dining room table, I clasp a cup of tea in my cold hands. The warmth never reaches me, which makes me frown.

      “Sweetheart?” The soft voice brings my gaze up.

      They all watch me with varying degrees of concern.

      “I’m okay,” I repeat.

      “Yeah, you said that, Sunshine.” Ben’s usual teasing voice is nowhere to be heard.

      “Aurora, we couldn’t wake you. You were shaking and muttering—” Alexander stops and flashes a look at Ezra.

      Ezra nods. “We couldn’t feel you.”

      His voice sounds confused and, well, right back at you, buddy.

      “What do you mean?” I raise my mug and take a sip of the tea.

      “You were right there between us one minute, and the next, it was like you weren’t,” Ezra rumbles.

      Still confused, I focus on Alexander.

      “What he means is we could feel your body, but it was like there was nobody home. Like your soul had left your body.”

      I drop my eyes to the table and clench the mug between my warming hands as I think. Is that true? Did I actually go to him? I always figured it was like a dream. That my conscious wandered there somehow, but how they are describing it sounds like walking. Dream-walking hasn’t been accomplished in centuries. I read about it once. Strong witches used to be able to channel their power through those they were connected to. It’s said they could reach across countries if needed. More questions than answers, again. I don’t have a connection to Mikael, at least not at first, so how would I? Surely, dream-walking would take time to master and wouldn’t just pop up like this.

      A finger lifts my chin until I lock gazes with Alexander. Whatever he sees in my eyes pulls out a sigh, and his face softens. He gives a small grin and drops his finger.

      “Okay, well whatever it was, it’s over. Let’s get back to the reason we are here.” Alexander’s voice rings out strong, and they all nod.

      Wait... what? What reason? I glance around in confusion. “Reason?”

      Ben winces and gawks at the table, Ezra stares at me defiantly, and Alexander locks his gaze with me again.

      “Kitten, there was a reason we wanted to stay tonight.” He uses his soft voice again.

      When his words sink in, my defences go up. So, they are just using me for something?

      Softening Alexander’s words, Ben winks at me. “Other than the obvious reason that we want to be around you.”

      “Yes. Aurora, when I was here the other day I felt something. Something dark, something powerful. I know you felt it, too.” Alexander fidgets for a second, breaking his typical cool exterior.

      My mind wanders back to the other day when my power touched his. I reluctantly nod.

      “Do you know what it was?” Jason asks this time.

      “No, but I’ve felt it before.”

      At this, they all sit up straighter.

      “When?” Ezra demands.

      “The other day, when you guys left. Nev started acting up, so I took a look.” I hesitate at telling them about my powers. It’s an unspoken knowledge between us what I am. “I felt the darkness.” Going with the truth, but a simple answer, I stare at them. I hold my breath for their reactions. It’s my first time acknowledging to them that I’m like them, too.

      “So, it’s a safe bet that whatever it is, it’s hunting you.” Alexander’s statement doesn’t require an answer, and I let my breath out slowly. He drags his hands through his hair making it stand on end, his usual collected composure nowhere to be seen. “There’s too many questions. We need some answers. I understand you don’t want to, Aurora, but we need to know.”

      I sit up straight in my chair at this. If they try to force me to tell them, they won’t like the answer.

      “Is it what you’re running from?” Jason asks gently.

      “No.” I clench my teeth, unwilling to say any more.

      “Okay. So, this is a new occurrence?” Alexander questions.

      I nod.

      “It’s all too big of a coincidence that this is happening when we came to town.” This time, Ben looks stressed as he rubs his face hard, leaving red marks in his wake.

      “I agree, but if it was hunting us, it had plenty of opportunity to follow me. It didn’t. It stayed with her, so it’s a safe bet that it’s Aurora it wants.” Alexander adds.

      I nod again, feeling like a mute.

      “Maybe it felt her the other night?” Jason glances around and carries on, “We all did the night at the pub. Your power drew us in. Maybe it felt her then?”

      His logic makes sense. Fuck, he’s right. Ignoring my use of swearing because the situation warrants it. I try to recall that night in case I sensed anything out of the ordinary.

      “Okay, so we have an unknown power, who we don’t know, hunting Aurora, who is probably running because she did some unknown thing that she won’t tell us about.” If his voice wasn’t gentle I would be angry, but Alexander just states the facts.

      Either way, I get defensive and cross my arms under my breasts.

      “I think so.” Jason nods.

      “Fuck,” Ezra mutters.

      “Pretty much,” Ben adds.

      They all turn to me in unison. “Is there anything you are willing to tell us? Because right now, sweetheart, the secrets are piling up, and we can’t protect you if we don’t know what from and why.” Alexander tries to grab my hand, but I sit back, drawing away from him. He winces, but I ignore it. One problem at a time and for this conversation. I need my head clear and not clouded by his nearness.

      “If I knew what it was, I would tell you. I keep my secrets to protect me. I still barely know you. It’s not like you’ve spilt all your secrets to me.” I harden my voice because my statement is true.

      “She’s right.” Ezra’s voice is carefully neutral, and I want to kiss him for it.

      “Okay, so why don’t we change that? You ask us a question, and we’ll answer if we can. You can do the same?” Alexander’s suggestion lands in silence as I think.

      It’s a good idea, I could get to know the boys more and find out if I can trust them. Plus get some answers, but on the other hand, they could ask something I’m not willing to answer. Then, we are back to square one. My instincts tell me to trust them, so for once, I go against my nature and nod.

      They all smile like I’ve just told them they can rub me in chocolate. Weird witches.

      “Okay, why don’t you start? If we don’t want to answer or you don’t, we will just skip to the next question, agreed?” Alexander makes eye contact with everyone as they nod in understanding.

      I immediately want to blurt out a question about the picture I found the other day, but that would be weird. I wrack my brain for a safe question.

      “What do you mean you are drawn to me?” I glance between them.

      They all take time to consider my question before Ben leans forward. “When I first saw you, my power drew me to you. I was driving past the restaurant, heading for food, when I knew I had to go into the pub. I saw you. You practically glowed. I don’t know about the others, but my power pulls me to you. When I’m with you, it’s like being home. It feels right.”

      Ben’s answer makes me tremble. Okay, so maybe that wasn’t such an innocent question. Alexander lets me process it for a minute. I sigh and shake my head clear, filing the information away for later when I’m by myself.

      “You didn’t seem surprised when we woke you up. That’s not the first time you have done whatever it was, was it?” Alexander’s question is a hard one, but I guess I should give them some answers.

      His patient and caring expression makes me open up. “No. Pretty much every night, apart from when I stayed at yours, I have had the same experience.”

      There, see? I can share.

      He nods but looks more confused than ever. He gestures for me to go.

      “When I saw that picture on the stairs, you told me about Mike. You said he was missing?” I stare at Alexander, knowing he remembers our conversation.

      “Yes, he’s the reason we are here.” I go to ask another question, but he holds his hand up.

      “Our turn.”

      I start to protest, but one look in Ezra’s eyes makes me swallow it.

      “Where’s your family?” Jason’s sweet voice rings out before anyone else’s can.

      “Dead.” While it is technically true, I don’t classify that bag of dicks as my father anymore. My father died the night my mother did. I don’t want their sympathy, so I stare determinately at the table again.

      “Your turn.” Ezra’s voice is his usual grumble, and I’m thankful he’s acting normal and not treating me like damaged goods.

      “What did you mean he’s the reason you’re here?” I tilt my head back up and watch their reactions closely. They all seem either confused or blank, apart from Jason, who looks sad. Poor guy can’t hide his feelings.

      “We tracked him to near here. It’s the last area we know he was. We came here to search for him.” The seriousness in Ben’s voice reminds me that behind his playful personality is a strong, male witch.

      “What did you do the other night at the pub?” Ezra asks. An innocent enough question really if it was from one witch to another.

      I debate what to tell them. “There was a man. He hurt his wife and kid. I saw it, and I couldn’t do nothing. So, I stopped him.” My answer is truthful albeit a bit thin.

      “How?” Alex asks.

      I shake my head. “My turn.”

      He nods for me to continue.

      “The other boy in the photo. Who is he? You never mentioned him.” Not what I wanted to ask, but I blurt it out anyway.

      “A friend, like I said. He died a couple of years ago.” The utter heartbreak and devastation in Alexander’s tone smacks me like a ton of bricks.

      “I used my powers on him to turn himself into the police for a previous crime.” My voice sounds desperate, anything to take that look away from his eyes.

      He smiles, and it’s like the sunshine breaking through the clouds.

      “Have you got any leads, or are you guys close to finding Mike?” They glance at each other.

      “Honestly, no. We thought you were a clue at first, but it’s obvious you have nothing to do with it. I guess Mikael was here for another reason.” Strain weighs on Alexander’s voice.

      Hold the fuck up. Mikael? I thought it might be, but surely that’s impossible. The possibility freaks me out. “Mikael?” My voice sounds strange, but it’s nothing compared to the panic inside me.

      “Yeah, Mike’s full name is Mikael,” Ben says like that’s obvious, and of fucking course, it is.

      How the monkey fuck am I seeing their missing friend? My life just got a whole lot more complicated, and I have no idea what to do about it. Not wanting to give anything away until I can sort through my thoughts, I fake a yawn.

      “Let’s finish this later, you need to rest.” Ezra’s eyes dart to the clock on the wall, making me realise it’s almost four in the morning.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m in bed between Ben and Jason, apparently they won’t let me sleep alone. They’re both deep asleep, but my mind is wide awake. I’m trying to fix the puzzle pieces together, but there’s too many missing gaps.

      How am I seeing Mikael and where is he?

      How does the darkness fit in? Maybe that’s what he was hunting? I replay every conversation we’ve had in hopes of discovering something different or remembering something that didn’t make sense. What if I tell the others and it pushes them away or worse, they blame me for his disappearance?

      Theories spin around in my head as the sun rises and the boys wake up. I’m no closer than I was to figuring out how I fit in to all of this. Ben turns towards me and buries his head in my shoulder. Jason throws his arm over my waist, making one thought clear.

      I need to save Mikael, or I might lose the only people I care about.
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      Over breakfast, Alexander and Ezra corner me and tell me they think it’s best that I stop at theirs tonight until we can figure out where it is I go when I’m in my bed. Grudgingly, I agree, but I blame it on the lack of caffeine.

      It puts me in a bad mood all day. I need to go back to save Mikael or figure out a way to save him. I’m not going to be able to do that tonight, and the worry and guilt only piss me off more. I stomp around work all afternoon, and everyone avoids me like the plague. I ignored Tom’s advice and went in any way.

      As I walk past where Ben and Jason sit, one of them grabs me and yanks my hand. I tumble on to his knee with an annoyed sound.

      I glance over at Jason, guessing it would be Ben who pulled me down, and roll my eyes. He leans back making his T-shirt stretch over his body. Down girl.

      “Yes?” I say to Ben, trying to ignore the clenching in my lower body.

      “What’s up, Sunshine, who’s not sunshine today because she looks like she wants to kill someone.” Ben’s chipper voice almost makes me smile. Almost.

      Jason peers over my head with an exasperated look. “It’s not a nickname if you make it longer than her name.” He smiles at me “You okay, Aurora?” His sweet voice melts some of my irritation.

      I lean my head back on Ben’s shoulder and stare at the ceiling. He wears a button-down shirt, and when I asked, he told me he noticed the way I stared at Alexander in his.

      “Yeah.” I still sound grumpy.

      “I may or may not have bought you cookies,” Jason says, and I snap my head up to stare hopefully back to him.

      I narrow my eyes in warning. “Don’t tease a girl like that.”

      “I’ll tease you, Sunny.” I ignore Ben and concentrate on Jason.

      “Okay, I bought you cookies.” I look around for them, and he laughs. “They are at the house.”

      “Can’t bring up them delicious circles of joy without having them. Now, my mouth’s watering.” I’m whining, but shit, it’s cookies. My whole no swearing thing is really going down the fucking drain.

      “Hmm, I can think of something—” Before he can finish, I smack the back of Ben’s head.

      “Dammit, don’t you start doing that too,” he grumbles.

      I laugh like he wanted and get up. “I’ve got to get back to work. You two staying?”

      They both nod like I knew they would. I head into the kitchen and order them some food.

      My shift is busy, and when I’m done, Ben and Jason wait for me as promised. I head over to their table with my bag and coat over my arm.

      “You guys ready?” They both gaze up at me with affectionate smiles, and I falter. It really shouldn’t be okay to look that good. Before I jump them or lick their faces, I spin on my heel and head for the door.

      I wave at Tom on my way out. They catch up to me with their long legs. Ben slings his arm around my shoulders and leads me to Alexander’s car.

      “Erm, why are you driving Alexander’s car?” I stare at the beautiful, expensive beast. I know, because I Googled it.

      Ben sniggers and puts his finger to his lips.

      Jason smiles back, an answering twinkle in his eye. Looks like Jason isn’t as sweet as he makes himself out to be, and why does that make me happy? Wrong, I’m so wrong. “Ben borrowed it.”

      Alexander is going to kill them, and me too.

      “Can I drive it?” I can’t hide the excitement in my voice.

      Jason’s smile grows, and Ben laughs. “We have converted her to the dark side.” He fist bumps Jason, then tosses me the keys.

      I walk backwards and stare at them. “Babe, I’m the dark side. It’s more like I’ve converted you. You know what they say, right? Come to the dark side, we have cookies.” With a wink, I leave them there, stunned, and slide into the car. I rev the engine, and they jump in. I smirk over at Ben as I screech out of the car park.

      I speed down the country roads and laugh, feeling alive and happier than I did this morning. In fact, I’m in a good mood by the time I get to their house. I slide out of the car, and not even a grumpy Alex standing at the front door can bring me down. I walk casually to him, swinging the keys to his baby as I do.

      When I reach him, where he halfway blocks the door, I toss him the keys and go to walk past.

      “Nice ride,” I say silkily as I walk past.

      Walking into the kitchen where Ezra sits, I jump up on the bar stool next to him. I nudge him with my elbow while arguing comes from the front of the house.

      “Wanna bet that Alexander won’t care about the car?” I ask.

      He turns to me with a smirk and leans towards me. “Deal, he loves that thing. What do I win?”

      “What do you want?” I tilt my head, making my hair slide over my shoulder. His eyes heat up and drop to my lips. I slowly lick them.

      “You have to stop in my bed tonight.” Lust coats his words.

      “And if I win?” My voice drops too.

      “What do you want?” He throws my words back at me, and I hear footsteps coming towards us.

      I could ask for a million things, answers to questions, secrets, anything but that’s not what I really want. An evil grin makes its way to my parted lips.

      “I get to do anything I want to you,” I whisper seductively. Just like I thought, his pupils dilate. The others enter the kitchen, but I don’t break eye contact until he nods.

      Alexander comes to stand next to the sink opposite us, and a scared Ben and Jason stand next to me.

      Ezra leans in to me and whispers for only me to hear. “Now, I don’t know whether I want to win or lose.”

      I smirk in response.

      “You borrowed my car?” Alexander raises his eyebrows.

      Ben starts in on a long-winded explanation.

      “Yup, problem?” I interrupt.

      Jason and Ben spin their heads to me with incredulous expressions.

      Alexander leans over into my personal space. “If you wanted a ride, Kitten, all you had to do was ask.” With a wink, he saunters away, and the room goes silent.

      I turn to Ezra. “I win.”

      His eyes blaze like an inferno. “I can’t wait.”
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      Ezra lies beneath me, moaning. Probably not in the way he was hoping. I really do have an evil streak.

      When I dragged him from the room and to the living room, I think he was expecting something sexy. Instead, he sits on the sofa, complaining as I paint his lips red. It makes me glad I packed my makeup bag for work today.

      “Such a pretty princess,” I coo as I add glitter to his lids. Honestly, I didn’t expect him to let me when I told him my plan, but I can’t ever say Ezra isn’t a man of his word.

      Ben lounges on the floor, laughing so hard tears run down his face. Jason, red-cheeked, relaxes on the sofa, trying to control himself, and Alexander? Well, Alexander records it.

      “I hate you all,” he mumbles around my brush. I concentrate on adding highlighter to his face.

      “Hush, your ruining my master piece.” He complies, and two minutes later, I lean back to appreciate my work. A camera goes off, and I can’t help but laugh at Ezra’s horrified reaction.

      I squish my face next to his as Alexander takes another picture. Ezra grumbles but goes along with it, even pulling a few faces as Alexander takes more pictures.

      “So pretty, Ezra. Why don’t you put a dress on as well?” My eyes light up at the idea, and he points at Ben.

      “You’re dead.” He goes to stand, and I jump on his lap confining him to the sofa.

      “Hi.” I smile sweetly at him.

      He grabs my waist to lift me off, but I cling to him like a monkey. He stands anyway, but I stay wrapped around him. He looks down at me and raises his perfectly drawn on eyebrows. As Lane would say, they are on point. I’m not sure what that means but, hey.

      “Half-pint,” he warns.

      I wrap my arms around his neck hanging on.

      He shakes his head. “Fine, but you’re still dead,” he warns Ben, who peeks out from behind Alexander. Ezra grips my thighs and walks out of the room. When he starts up the stairs, I realise just how strong he is to carry me all this way. Damn, it has possibilities.

      He leads me to the bathroom and puts me down on the counter next to the sink. Trying not to remember the last time we were in a bathroom together, I watch as he searches around the room for something.

      “Whatcha doing?” I ask sweetly.

      “Looking for a washcloth,” he mutters as he bangs through cupboards. He must find one because he heads back over and gawks at himself in the mirror behind me. He snorts, and his lips twitch.

      “You really are pretty.” I laugh.

      He glances down at me. “I’ll give you pretty.” He grabs my thighs and pulls until they rest on either side of his waist. He leans down and starts kissing all my face, wiping the lipstick everywhere. I wiggle and laugh to get him to stop. His lips caress mine, and I stop moving. He does it again slowly like asking permission. I chase him and kiss him back.

      Something in him snaps, and he smashes his lips to mine. I grab his shirt and hold on as his tongue sweeps into my mouth and tangles with mine. I clench my thighs around him as my pussy starts to ache. Without conscious thought, I rub myself on him like a cat.

      I yank on his shirt, needing his skin under my hands. Breathing hard, he breaks away, and before I can protest, he yanks his shirt over his head and goes back to kissing me. I explore his wide chest as he explores my mouth. A bang on the door breaks us apart. He puts his forehead to mine as we try to catch our breath.

      He kisses my lips one more time, drops my thighs, then steps away. Grabbing the washcloth, he wets it and washes the makeup off his face. I watch in fascination as I try to calm down. Once he’s back to his handsome self, he turns to me and rewets the cloth.

      “Look in the mirror, baby,” he whispers.

      I twist and see red lipstick smeared all over my lips and face. I giggle and turn back to him as he takes a picture. I frown, but he just steps towards me and starts wiping it away. I sit there as my giant gently washes away the lipstick, and the walls around my heart start to crack even farther apart at the softness he shows me. For someone who has never been shown much compassion, these guys are lavishing it on me. His swipes the wet cloth so gently as if he fears I will break. The concentration on his face is hot as hell, and when he steps back to check if he got it all, I take a deep breath.

      “All done.” He gives me a quick chaste kiss, then tosses the dirty washcloth into the washing basket. He grips my waist and lifts me from the sink. He deposits me back on my feet but takes hold of one of my hands. He gently pulls me from the room and down the stairs to the others.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I finish eating before all the others and lean back in my chair, taking in their laughter and conversations. They go out of their way to include me, whether it’s Ezra squeezing my hand or Alexander winking at me.

      Jason regales me with stories as Ben plays with my hair. I sit in the middle of this whirlwind and decide I want this. I want family, but not any family—I want them. The decision settles in my heart, and I know it’s the right one when warmth spreads through me. Now, how do I keep them?

      “οΟι μάγισσες είναι ήδη δικές σου, ο απόγονος μου.” The words whisper across my mind with a gentle kiss, and I feel their rightness even if I don’t know what they mean.
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      I end up taking what I call my room—though, if I had to guess, I would bet it’s Mikael’s. All the guys say goodnight with Ezra and Ben kissing my cheek. Alexander gives me one of his shirts to sleep in, and holy sweet momma, it smells like him. I’m so going to steal it. I nod straight off when my head hits the pillow.

      “Where is she?” There’s a loud bang like something falling to the floor. I hold in my whimper by covering my mouth with my hands.

      “I said, where is she?” The bang comes again, and I tremble.

      “I will never tell you.” My mum’s voice comes out weak but full of determination.

      “Oh, I think you will.” The harsh voice lashes me like a whip, and I have to bite my lip to hold in a whimper.

      More bangs and pained moans come from my room as the seconds feel like hours. Every scream of pain from my mother echoes around in my head. Every hit of flesh makes me jerk like I’m the one who has been struck. Her scream gets louder with each bang, and I cover my ears, trying to muffle the noise. Rocking my body back and forth, I try to hold in my gasps. When I don’t hear a scream, I lower my hands from my ears.

      “Tell me where the fuck she is or else!” The pleasure in the man’s voice at hurting her nearly stops my heart. I can almost hear him encouraging her not to answer so he can carry on.

      “Never.” My mum’s whisper makes my tears fall like a waterfall down my cheeks.

      Something in me begs for me to cover my ears again, to not listen, but I can’t. She’s in pain because of me; they’re hurting her to get to me. I might not be able to help her, but the least I can do is sit through this with her. Memorise her screams and his laughs so that I can never forget what my mistake cost. A sickening gurgle cuts off her next shrill scream. I freeze. My whole body goes cold, and my limbs lock up as I’m caught in this nightmare. I close my eyes, but I can’t even feel my power.

      “Shit, you killed her, you moron,” a second voice says, sending a chill down my spine at the lack of emotions in it. One of the men sighs, then their footsteps retreat.

      “We have already searched the house, what if she’s not here?” the first voice asks, the voice getting softer as they walk away. I crack open my door when I can barely hear them.

      My mum lies in a broken heap on the floor, and a sob bursts out of me as I run to her side, falling to my knees in the blood around her prone form.

      Her chest doesn’t rise and fall, and she’s pale. Her once blond hair is stained red, and her lovely, white pyjamas are soaked in her blood. I can’t see what they did to her because there’s too much blood, and I hesitate to touch her. My hands flutter uselessly above her. The pain in my chest is indescribable as I struggle to breathe. My eyes blur from my tears. I stare at her, hoping it’s a nightmare, hoping her chest will move. That she will wake.

      “Mum?” I whisper brokenly.

      When she doesn’t respond, I grab her hand, clutching it to my chest. Her skin is cold to the touch as I desperately try to give her some of my warmth. My ears ring, and I realise the high-pitched whine is coming from me.

      “No, no, no, no. I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.”

      The room is silent apart from my sobs. She’s gone. I can’t drag my eyes away from her even when they burn, just in case she moves when I look away. The men could come back at any time and she would want me to hide, but none of that matters anymore. A darkness in me whispers to let them find me.

      I don’t know how long I sit there, staring at her, but when a ball of light rises from her chest, I scramble backwards, slipping on the drying blood. I stare at it as it hovers over her dead body. Something pulls me to it and before I realise what I’m doing, I kneel in the blood next to it.

      I raise my arm towards it. My fingertips graze it, and the smell of lavender, the smell of my mum, hits me. Her laughter echoes around the room as does her cry of pain. I yank my arm back realising what the floating orb must be.

      “No!”

      Her soul hovers over the only person who ever loved me. Footsteps creak on the stairs, but I don’t move. I’m too horrified to.

      “No!” The roar shakes the house, and I turn slowly in shock to face my father. His wings are spread out behind him, and I stare at them in a daze, wondering if I will get wings like him.

      I sit bolt upright in bed, catching the scream before it escapes. My chest heaves, and my shirt and bedding are soaked from my sweat.

      Knowing I won’t sleep again tonight, I slip from the bed and pad to the door. Pushing my ear up against it, I wait to check if I woke anyone. When nothing but silence greets me, I head to the bathroom and splash water on my face. I don’t bother glancing in the mirror; I don’t need to see the horror still fresh in my mind reflected in my eyes.

      I head downstairs as quietly as possible and slump on the sofa, staring at nothing.

      “Aurora?” The tired sounding voice startles me enough that I turn to look.

      Jason stands in nothing but some shorts. Not even his attractive body can distract me tonight. I make a noise, and he frowns. He steps in front of me and crouches. When I meet his concern filled, a sob bursts out of me.

      I clasp my hand to my mouth to stop my strangled sob, but it’s too late. The tears stream down my face as if I opened a dam. He doesn’t say a word but scoops me up and sits down with me on his lap. He cradles me like I’m breakable, and maybe, I am.

      I burrow into his neck and breathe in his scent as silent tears wet his skin. He doesn’t say anything just sits there offering me comfort which I gladly take.

      Sometime later when my tears dry, I pull away from his neck.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, embarrassed for him to witness my break down.

      “I cried every night for two months when I lost my brother.” His voice is soft and honest.

      “What?” Apparently, my tear-clouded brain isn’t the smartest.

      “I tried to block it out, and it worked for a while.” He strokes my thigh as he talks. “I still miss him like crazy, and I have my moments of weakness. But I have my other brothers here, someone to lean on when I need to.” He goes quiet. “All I’m saying, Aurora, it’s okay to feel, to let someone in. To be upset and to hurt. To miss them. And if you let me, I will be the person you can lean on. I want to be.”

      I don’t even fight myself as I nod, then cuddle back into him. We sit like that for hours, him content just to hold me, and I’m content to be held for once. Light filters in through the window as I’m cocooned in his embrace.

      “I’m going to get dressed.” My voice breaks the silence.

      “Okay.” He stands and pulls me up, keeping hold of my hand.

      I follow him up the stairs and to my door, where he hesitates. When he turns to me, I fling myself into his arms and hug him. “Thank you, Jason,” I whisper.

      He kisses the top of my head.

      “Would you take me home when I’m dressed. I need a minute and to see Nev.” He nods against my head, and without looking at him, I step into my room.

      By the time I dress, I open the door to find him leaning against the opposite wall, dressed as well. I run my eyes over him in appreciation, then back to his smiling face.

      “C’mon,” he says sweetly and takes my hand.

      When we walk outside the sun is just rising over the trees, the wind brushes against me in a greeting and wipes all my troubles away with it. For the first time since my nightmare, I take a deep breath and let it push the hurt that the memories caused away.

      I stop for a second and tilt my head back appreciating nature. When I glance back down, Jason stares at me like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. His eyes are soft with something I don’t want to name. He walks towards me and pushes some hair behind my ear.

      “I don’t know why we found you, Aurora, but I’m glad we did.”
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      After Jason drops me off, I sit and cuddle with Nev for an hour, needing his strength and reassurance. There’s nothing like cuddling a dog—you could package it for how much it de-stresses you. Sometime while in Jason’s arms, a plan formed, and today is the day I’ll do it. With a sigh at leaving my cuddle buddy, I plop myself on the floor cross-legged.

      Here’s hoping it works.

      I close my eyes and allow my mind to clear, which is easier said than done. When my mind is blank, I bring up a memory of Mikael. He smiles at me from his chair. I don’t remember what we were talking about, but he looks happy. I concentrate on his face, then allow a small bit of my power to work through my body.

      My intentions ring clear—find him. I repeat this like a mantra in my mind, then push my power out like I do when checking the surrounding area. I push farther and harder than ever, feeding it more and more power. Sweat builds on my brow. My arms shake, but I continue.

      The map of the town appears in my eyes, with some buildings lit up and some dark. The guy’s house lights up like a Christmas tree from their power and mine, too. At the edge, I notice a small flicker of power. I hone in and follow it.

      It’s like trying to spot something at the end of my nose. Look one way; it’s there. Look another; it disappears. I search with my eyes, but when it doesn’t work, I push my power out until I hit a wall. Darkness swirls in the wall; the same darkness I keep sensing.

      I try to push through it, the strain like lifting a mental car. I come out the other side with a pop and see the flicker again, brighter and stronger this time. The darkness covered it but not now.

      When I touch it with my power, it responds by sucking me in.

      I come to a familiar room. Mikael still sits tied to the chair, but this time, I feel his almost non-existent power. I swallow my gasp; for a witch to lose his power, he loses his life. I step closer when a grating laugh rings out behind me.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to come again.” Something pushes on my power, seeking entry.

      I spin to see who it is, and in the corner of the room, a shadowed figure stands. The darkness curls around him like a lover, and I squint, trying to make it out. But it’s no use. It’s like staring into a pitch-black room. The same push at my magic comes again, and I harden my mental walls against it, feeding my powers into blocking whatever this creature is.

      “But you are strong... untrained, but strong.”

      I ignore the voice and peer around, memorising the room and the feel of it, trying to pinpoint the exact location. It’s like the veil lifted from it, allowing me to grasp at the location.

      “Oh, I don’t think so.” A shove pushes me back into my mind until I’m once again outside of the darkness covering Mikael. I scream in frustration and hammer against it with all my power, trying to break back through.

      Like a rubber band snapping, I’m hurled back into my body which is now on the floor a sweaty mess.

      What in the ever-loving fuck was that?

      Monkey’s piss flaps, that hurt. I grumble enough swear words to make a sailor blush before sitting up. Okay, so now, I just think about sailors. Shit, I mean shoot, concentrate, Aurora.

      I rub my head and consider my next action, but I come up blank. Okay, so Mikael is here in town, somewhere to the north in the woods. I nibble on my bottom lip as I think. I see no alternative.

      Great, this should be fun.

      I grab my keys and head towards the guys.
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      Staring at the floor and twisting my hands in my lap, I sit nervously between Ezra and Jason.

      Jason cups them, making me look at him. “What’s wrong?”

      I sigh and slump back. Where in the cat’s nipples do I start? Wait, is nipples considered a swear word? I lick my lips and launch into it before I chicken out.

      “You have to understand I didn’t realise what was happening or who it was until it was too late. I considered telling you, but I didn’t really know you, and I have trust issues, and—”

      “Kitten,” Alexander interrupts my rambling.

      “Right, sorry.” Taking a deep breath, I meet his eyes. “I know who Mikael is.”

      Insert metaphorical mic drop. Jason freezes next to me, and Ezra jumps up. Ben swears, but Alexander continues to hold my eyes.

      “Explain.” The word is a sharp command.

      “The other night when you told me I wasn’t in my body, well, it wasn’t the first time. I didn’t understand what was happening, and I thought it was a dream for a while. But every night I went back”

      “Went back where?” His voice thaws a fraction, and it encourages me to carry on.

      “To a stone room. There’s a guy tied to a chair. Mikael. I didn’t realise who he was at first. I thought it was a dream. But like I said, I went back every night. I begged him to let me save him, but he wouldn’t let me. So, I sat with him night after night. When I saw that photograph on the wall, I knew it was him, but I had to be sure.” My breath and all my tension whooshes out at my confession.

      The room is so silent I could hear a pin drop.

      “Let me get this straight, you’ve been seeing Mikael in your dreams for weeks?” Alexander’s words sound hostile, but his voice is like honey.

      I nod at Alex.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      I shake my head. He rubs his eyes in frustration.

      “I tried a tracking spell. I thought I could find him, but something blocked me. As soon as it failed, I came here to tell you.”

      Ezra leans down, and with a finger, he lifts my chin. His face is expressionless, and I’m not sure which scares me more—not knowing what they’re thinking or what is happening with my dream-walking.

      “Did he tell you about us? About him?” His whisper sounds seductive, but I hear the barely controlled menace.

      “Only little bits. He told me he had a family but nothing specific about any of you guys.”

      Ezra drops his finger and looks at Alex.

      “Do you think you could try the spell again?” Alexander asks; his voice is straight, to the point.

      “Haven’t you tried?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      “Yes, but we don’t even sense him. It’s like he’s... dead.”

      “I can feel him, but it’s like there’s a covering over him,” I mutter.

      “Will you try again?” Jason asks softly.

      “Of course, I want to find him too,” I say confidently.

      I look to Ben, who has been silent through this conversation to see him staring at the ground. I want to go to him and hug him, but I’m scared he will push me away. Instead, I sit frozen on the sofa.

      “Will you try now?” Alexander asks.

      I drag my gaze back to him and nod. I lean back on the sofa, and Jason moves away. I drop my head back and close my eyes. Ignoring my guilt and desperation, I push out my senses. It fizzles. I try again and again, getting angrier each time, only for the same thing to happen each time. Something wet runs down from my nose.

      “Shit.”

      My eyes slowly open as my head spins like I’m on a rollercoaster. Jason kneels in front of me concern etched on his face. He wipes my face, and the tissue comes away with blood.

      “She’s too drained to try,” he says softly as he wipes my face again.

      Ezra and Alexander intensely discuss the situation, and Ben is nowhere to be seen. Tears burn at my eyes. I failed them. Not only did I not trust them enough to tell them about their friend who was suffering, but I can’t even find him for them.

      Jason leans forward and, with a soft smile, kisses my forehead. “It’s okay.”

      A phone ringing interrupts the discussion, and the room falls silent once again. With an embarrassed noise, I realise it’s mine. I pull it from my pocket and answer it.

      “Hey—” My words cut off at the sobs down the phone. I bolt upright and grab my forehead instantly when the world tilts.

      “Lane?” I ask groggily.

      The room finally stops spinning and little by little, energy comes back to me. More sobs greet me, and I tighten my hold on the phone.

      “Lane, hun, is that you?” I ask softly.

      “Y-yes...” Crying muffles her answer.

      “What’s wrong?” It’s not like Lane to cry.

      “Can you pick me up?” She sniffles.

      I’m standing before I realise, and I almost fall back, only with sheer determination do I stay on my feet. I grab my keys from my back pocket.

      “Where are you, sweetie?”

      “Macroks’ toilets.” I nod and regret it straight away.

      “I’ll be right there, okay?” I hang up and look at the guys. “I have to go.”

      Alexander frowns, and Ezra crosses his arms.

      “I know I said I would try, but I can’t do anything while I’m drained, and my friend needs me,” I plead.

      They still don’t say anything, so I throw my arms in the air getting pissed at their cold shoulder. “Fine, be like that. I’m going to get Lane. She’s the closest thing to family I have, and if anything has happened to her, I’ll burn this world down. Then, I’ll come back here and kill myself all night searching for yours okay?” Not waiting for a reply, I rush out. No one stops me, and I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing.

      I don’t even bother putting on music as I head to Macroks. Worry for my usually cheery best friend and guilt for the guys cloud my thoughts, and I almost don’t realise when I get there. Or that could be the grogginess I still feel. I scrub my face, then climb out of the car.

      Macroks is a dive bar on the other side of town. Not Lane’s usual hang out, for sure. The local biker club owns it. I had a few good nights here with some prospects once—Brad helped fix their bikes, and they invited him over. It was hilarious how out of his depth he was. I head inside and ignore the catcalls and whistles. I stomp down the corridor and slam open the toilet door. I turn and lock it.

      “Lane?” I ask, searching around. There’s only three stalls and two sinks in the tiny room.

      “Aurora?” The whisper is quiet, but I follow it to the final stall.

      I knock on the door. “Hun, it’s me.”

      The door slowly unlocks, and I get a good look at my best friend. A red hand imprint on her left cheek has me wanting to burn this shit hole down. A murderous rage fills me. I have to take a deep breath, so I don’t storm out of here hell bent on killing some small-dicked asshole. Her eyes stream, and her makeup is ruined. Her leather miniskirt is crooked, and her halter top has stretch marks in it from where it has been obviously pulled.

      “What happened?” I don’t bother hiding the fury in my words.

      “I was on a date—”

      “Here? You went out on a date to this shit hole?” My face must look as incredulous as I feel.

      “Yeah, he seemed nice, ya know? Different from my usual type.”

      “Not boring?” I raise my eyebrow.

      She snorts out a laugh which calms me a little. I’m still going to fry some twats, though.

      “No, the bad boy type. I know, I know, but I just couldn’t help it.” She sounds embarrassed.

      “Babe, I don’t care if you fuck half of the city. In fact, I’ll help you do it. I’ll get a cheerleader outfit and everything. My point is, all I care about is you being happy.”

      When she smiles at me, I know she’s going to be okay.

      “Now, who the fuck did that to your face,” I growl, already plotting their death, which involves a frozen turkey leg and some rope.

      “Can you just take me home?” She doesn’t look at me but rubs the toilet stall door.

      I step closer to her. “Yes. But first you are going to tell me who did that to you, so I can kill them.”

      She shakes her head. “You can’t kill him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’ll just maim him. It’s not a choice, Lane. I might not be the greatest friend, I’m crude, moody, and shit at all the girly stuff you love, but I would die before I let someone get away with hurting you.”

      She peers at me through her wet lashes. “The guy I was on a date with, he followed me to the toilets and tried to have sex with me. He wouldn’t listen, just kept pulling at my clothes and pushing his tongue into my mouth. When I pushed him off, he called me a cock-tease, so I called him a pushy prick. Then, he slapped me.”

      So many emotions war inside me—pride for her standing up for herself, deep burning anger at the prick that tried to force her, then abused her because she said no, and worry that she still looks sad. I wonder if I gave her his balls in a box she would be okay?

      “You have the right to say no. You owe him nothing. Just because you agreed to a date and put on some revealing clothes, even drank with him doesn’t make you a cock-tease. And what he did to you? Grabbing you, ignoring your lack of consent? It makes him lower than scum. I don’t give a fuck if he was drunk, high, or stupid. No one, and I mean no one, should get away with that.” I hold myself back from asking for the guy’s name again. I really want to play smack a bitch.

      “I know. I do. I just. I want go home, okay?”

      I nod. Grabbing her hand, I twine my fingers with hers. I pull her to me in a hug and hold her while she cries it out all the while my anger burns hotter than ever. She eventually pulls back and wipes her eyes before nodding at me.

      I unlock the door and hesitate, taking her through the bar like this wouldn’t be good, and she would be embarrassed. I turn left and spot an emergency exit at the bottom of the hall. I pull her along as she protests. I open the door, and when no alarm goes off, I gently pull her through after me.

      It leads to an alley behind the bar, and I follow it around to the parking lot out front. I lead her to my car, her heels clicking on the stone pavement. I open the car and urge her to sit in the passenger seat. When she’s comfy, I lean down. “I meant what I said, Lane. I will kill anyone who hurts you.” I go to stand up, and she grabs my arm.

      “I know, and Aurora, you’re not a shitty friend, you’re the best. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      I wink at her and ignore the feelings her words create—now isn’t the time for warm fuzzies. Now is the time to kick some ass and take some names.

      “Stay in the car. I’ll be back in five.” I shut the door on her shocked face. Did she really think I wouldn’t do anything to the giant dick turd who hurt her?

      With determined steps, I head back to the bar. I open the door and scan the half-full crowd of older men, bikers, and low lives. I scan for him. My eyes catch a man laughing with a bunch of bikers. His hair is messy, and his clothes make him look like a typical bad boy. He leans back, putting his arm over the back of an empty chair where a cocktail sits.

      Bingo! Only Lane would come to this sort of bar and order a cocktail.

      A plan forms in my head, pulling an evil smirk from me.

      I sashay over to him and his pals. They all stop talking when I stand next to them. A big, burly guy leans back and stares at me. With his grey hair cropped close to his head, he looks to be about forty. He’s big in the sense he would never have a six pack but has muscle. From the patch he wears, he’s the leader. When I was here last time, I saw them hassle some guy for trying to spike a drunk girl. I’m really hoping I’m not wrong about them or this could get ugly.

      “You lost, girly?” His deep voice carries over the shouts of the crowd.

      “Maybe she wants to play?” one of the others says.

      I smile. Grabbing the full pint of beer in front of me, I down it as I watch them. They cheer and nudge each other which makes me roll my eyes. Men.

      I slam the glass down and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “Will you play with me?” I ask, making my voice velvety.

      “Hell yes.”

      Smirking, I lean down so my top gapes, and all their eyes drop to my cleavage. This time I manage to control my eye roll, but barely.

      “Who here likes to hit women?” I ask conversationally.

      “Huh?”

      “What you on about, girly?” The anger in the guy’s voice makes me think this plan might actually work.

      I stare straight at the bag of dicks who now squirms in his seat. I point casually at him. “Do you, baby?”

      He swallows but throws his shoulders back with false bravado. “What’s it to you?”

      I walk around the other men until I stop behind his chair. In a swift move, I land on his lap, leaning back against the table. I grab his junk hard and twist. “If you ever lay a finger on my friend or another woman again, I will chop off your little dick, stuff it down your throat, and sew it shut. We clear?” My voice is a purr at this point, and I let my eyes glow. I walk a fine line. If I push much harder, the darkness in me will want to come out and play.

      He stutters out a response.

      I yank to make my point. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “O-ok-kay,” he groans.

      I give one last twist for good measure, then stand.

      I turn to the other men. “Now, boys, I don’t know if you knew our friend here likes to force girls and hit them, but now you do.” I look around at the anger on their faces. Just like I thought, they might be assholes, but they don’t support that shit.

      The one from before stands. His belly stretches his shirt, and the oil stains on his jeans catch the light. He has a patch on his jacket that states, Pres.

      “Don’t you worry, girly. I’ll make sure our friend here has a good time. Isn’t that right, boys?”

      The others sound their agreement, and my smile widens.

      I nod and then turn to leave.

      “Any woman who can handle herself like that is welcome to come here any time, girly.”

      Waving over my shoulder, I head out to my best friend.

      As the door swings shut, the sound of fists hitting flesh reaches me. I grin evilly to myself.

      Back in the car, I offer Lane a smile. I nip to mine to pick up Nev, then hop back in the car, driving to her place.

      Once there, I help her inside and gesture for Nev to follow. I let her get in her pyjamas. Once she curls up in bed, I sit down next to her, stroking her hair away from her head.

      She grabs my hand, and I squeeze it.  “Nev’s gonna stay here tonight.”

      When she goes to interrupt, I give her a stern glare.

      “You need him, and it would be doing me a favour, actually.” I sigh and glance down at her pink bedding. It looks like Malibu Ken spunked on it. “Lane, I’m going to be busy the next couple of days. If it wasn’t important, I would stay here with you and watch all the Harry Potters. I promise you when it’s done, I’ll come back, and we can have a chill day. I’ll even do all that girly shit with you.”

      She sits up and let’s go of my hand. “I don’t know what’s been going on or what you need to do, but I’m always here for you, okay? You hide things from me, and that’s okay because one day you’ll realise I’m not leaving. You can trust me.”

      When the hell did she get so smart?

      “I want to tell you...” For once, I’m telling the truth. I thought keeping her from this side of my life would protect her, but she’s already in my life so deep that it won’t make a difference. The lies and secrets chafe on me. “One day, Lane.”

      She nods. “That’s good enough. Now, go will ya, and leave me with the demon.”

      I laugh as Nev jumps up next to her. I rub his head.

      “Protect her for me, will you?”

      He barks. I leave before I crawl in bed next to her and pour out all my problems.

      I head back over to the guys with renewed determination to find Mikael and end this.
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      I let myself inside the house and, ignoring the darkness, make my way down the hallway. I hesitate when I spot Ben on the sofa. He bends over with his head in his hands, and his back shakes. I slowly pad over to him and sit in front of him on the coffee table.

      I gently take his hands away from his face. “Benny?” I whisper.

      He sniffles and lifts his eyes to me. They’re red, swollen, and filled with unshed tears. He wipes his hand across his face and sits back on the sofa. I stand and gaze at him. I hate that he looks so alone.

      I sit down on his knee, and he stares at me in shock. Using all my courage, I grab his face in my hands and lightly press my lips to his. When he doesn’t stop me, I do it again until his lips slowly move against mine.

      Leaning back, I glance at him again. His eyes are cleared of tears, and lust battles against the sadness in the blue pools of his eyes. I stroke my fingers across his cheek, and he closes his eyes.

      “What’s wrong, Benny?” I ask quietly.

      “I can’t lose him, Sunny. I already lost one, and it killed me. I don’t think I could survive losing him, too.” His voice sounds broken and heavy with tears.

      I decide right then and there I will try a hundred spells, use all my powers, do whatever it takes to find Mikael and make this family whole again.

      “I haven’t given up and neither should you. I will find him,” I promise.

      His eyes fill with relief and trust.

      “You mean it?” The vulnerability in his voice is my undoing.

      I ghost my lips over his again.

      “Whatever it takes.” I seal my promise with another kiss.

      A breeze smelling of flowers and magic brushes against my neck, and a voice almost too quiet murmurs against me, “Έτσι θα είναι, ο απόγονος μου.”

      I end up sleeping cuddled up next to Ben on the sofa.

      It’s early when the rest come downstairs, not bothering with breakfast. Bags sit under all their eyes—I’m guessing no one got much sleep. They cluster around me in the living room.

      “Ready?” Alexander asks.

      I nod and lower myself to sit cross-legged on the floor. Blocking out any sounds and my thoughts, I clear my mind. Pushing out my awareness, I see all four of them positioned around the room. Their power calls to me, and I almost drop my awareness when I spot the small threads connecting us in this moment like coloured twine binding us to one another.

      Following a green thread, it leads me to Jason’s power, and a sense of happiness and safety invades me. Shaking my head, I remember what I was trying to do. I let go of the thread and centre myself again.

      I bring up the blueprints of the town in my head again. Making sure each and every house, restaurant, and road is on there takes time. My body weakens as I do it. Pushing more energy, I focus on my intention. When nothing happens, I stop.

      I try again only for the same result.

      I think of Mikael—his eyes, his lips, his smile—and suddenly a thread, worn and barely there, appears from where I stand. I follow it across the blueprint. It seems to take hours, but in reality, it’s probably only a few minutes.

      I touch it as I go, and the calm and openness I feel when I’m with Mikael invades me. With no time for questions, I carry on.

      I can sense I’m close when darkness blocks all my senses. A laugh sounds in my head, and the sharp pain that follows, like a vice closing in, makes me stop. Before I can scream, I’m thrown back into my body. With a gasping breath, I try to re-orientate myself. I’m sprawled on the boys’ living room floor, and four worried heads stare down at me.

      “Something’s blocking me again.” My voice wobbles as I try to speak.

      “What do you mean?”

      My eyes blur, so I’m unsure who asks.

      “I don’t know, but it feels like the same darkness I keep sensing. Last time, it spoke to me, this time, it attacked me somehow.” My voice grows stronger the longer I talk.

      Jason offers me his hand and pulls me to stand. I sway on unsteady legs, and he rights me. I offer him a small smile in return. Alexander paces back and forth.

      “You need to try again,” Alexander says with no emotion in his voice.

      “I’m being blocked. I don’t think it will change anything—”

      He spins to me, and I step back from the emotions on his face.

      “You will try again, I’m not coming this close to my brother only to lose him to an inexperienced witch.” His voice is low and menacing. His beautiful eyes freeze over like the polar ice caps; no hint of my usual, charming, sweet Alexander remains. It’s like a slap, but I manage not to step back.

      “I am trying. I’m still drained. I tried my hardest. Something is blocking me!”

      “Try. Again.” He enunciates every word with a step closer to me until we are nose to nose.

      “I don’t know—” I start.

      “Try,” he growls.

      “I’m helping you here, and you are talking to me like I’m the enemy,” I say quietly.

      “Maybe you are,” he whispers.

      I do fall back this time. Tears well in my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall.

      “Fuck you, and fuck your family!” I shout and turn to storm out.

      Ezra tries to block my way, but I dart around him.

      “Wait, Aurora!” Not giving them a chance, I rush out the front door, not bothering to close it. They can close their own fucking door.

      “He didn’t mean it. We’re just worried!” The shout comes, but I ignore it again.

      “Leave me alone!” I scream.

      I blindly throw myself into my car and spin out of their driveway. Gazing back in the mirror, I see all four of them looking lost on the front steps. Alexander looks like a broken man. I face the front window again and allow the tears to finally fall.

      That night, I don’t sleep; instead, I replay Alexander’s words. Each time it’s like a knife to my withered heart. Worry and desperation leaked out of him as he spoke to me. His eyes might have been cold, but his aura swam with emotion. I was just too busy to notice. I can’t imagine losing your family and knowing they’re alive. If there was a chance to get my mother back, I would do anything. I rub my eyes. I can’t let this be how we end; even if after this is all said and done, we go our separate ways. I need to help them find Mikael. I owe it to him and to them. Decision made, I get up and shower.
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      When the phone goes to voicemail again, I throw it across the room. My stomach rolls, and a bad feeling works its way into me. Nibbling on my lip, I make a decision. Snatching my keys from the side, I jog to my car.

      The drive to the guys’ house seems to take forever, and my stomach twists in panic. When I pull up, I dash out of my car, leaving it running and the door open. I run up the stairs and pound on the front door.

      Shifting from foot to foot, I wait for them to answer. When no one does, I pound on the door again. Still no answer. Starting to get really worried, I try the handle only for it to push open. Oh, that’s not creepy at all.

      I face the hallway, but it’s still and silent. I step lightly into the hallway and call out for them. When no one answers again, I walk towards the living room.

      The room is trashed. Couches lay over turned; the TV is smashed. Blood is sprayed around, and a few knives are tossed carelessly on the floor. The broken glass crunches under my boots as I lean and grab one. Putting my back to the wall, I close my eyes and reach out, searching for them. I don’t sense them in the house or the surrounding area, and I try again.

      There!

      A small amount of darkness lingers in the living room, but like a fog, it drifts away. I snap my eyes open. Fuckity McFuck. Pacing, I mutter to myself, trying to come up with a plan.

      It’s clear whatever got Mikael is the thing hunting me, and now, it has the guys. I could try the tracking spell again. It’s worth a shot. Ignoring the blood and glass, I kneel on the floor.

      Clearing my mind is hard and takes me a couple of minutes, but when it finally clears, I push out my senses. It’s like the blood in the room reacts to my power, and suddenly, I see them. I shoot up and race down the hallway, slipping as I go. Righting myself, I run to my car and jump in it.

      I stop every now and again and close my eyes, picturing the town’s blueprints and where I saw them.

      It takes me thirty minutes to reach a dirt lane which ends in the forest. I sit idle in my car, wondering if this is a bad idea. Probably. With a sigh, I hop out and head into the forest. Of course, the creepy bad guy has to be in the forest with no one else around. Ugh, I feel like I’m in a shitty horror film; all I need now is to fall over.

      The sunlight streams through, heating my skin and reflecting through the trees. The birds chirp, and animals make their way through the bushes.

      The sunlight dries up the farther I walk into the forest, blocked by the canopy. Stopping to catch my breath, I close my eyes once again and focus on my internal map. A new spurt of energy invades me as I realise how close I am, and I set off once again.

      Fog now rolls through the trees casting everything into mist. The forest sounds stop until all I hear is silence and the crunch of my boots on the floor. No birds sing, and no wildlife is here. Why couldn’t he have taken them to an ice-cream shop or something nice? Instead, I trudge through the forest where something will probably jump out on me. Still, I carry on.

      I reach a rockface and frown. Looking left and right, I spot something down the way, to my left. I make my way there and find a cave opening. Brilliant, I better get a bloody award for best actress at this rate. I mean, have you ever seen the film The Descent? It’s pretty much a step-by-step guide as to why the fuck you don’t go into caves.

      I stand outside, frowning to myself. I glance around. The trees and underbrush are broken, trodden on like a walkway. Vines and plants that once grew around the opening are withering and dying. The whole forest floor before it is black. Where once nature grew, only death remains. I lean down and run my fingers through it. Power, but evil, pulses from the ground. I strain, feeling the earth’s pain. I straighten, knowing I’m in the right place.

      The cave is pitch-black with the fog covering some of the entrance. I straighten my back and walk the few steps until I’m half in the darkness and half out. I guess I should go save them; I’m not likely to find anyone as pretty as they are. With one last glance back at the forest, my salvation and my home, I step into the awaiting darkness.
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      I stumble over the rocks as I run my hands along the walls, pulling myself along the sides of the cave. I could magic a light, but I have a feeling I’ll need to save all my strength. I could try to use my reaper powers, but I don’t have complete control of it. I pull myself along, scraping my legs and hands as I go. I so need a spa day or cookies after this.

      I go flying over a massive rock and land hard on my knees. With no time to waste, I push myself up as blood seeps from my cuts.

      I squint as I spot light up a head. Only a couple of steps later, I stumble into an opening. I peer up at a hole in the cavern ceiling letting sunlight stream through. Facing the opening, two more tunnels greet me.

      Fuck. I promise that if I get out of this, I will stop swearing as much. I wonder if eenie-meenie-miney-mo will work?

      I glance from one to the other. I don’t have time to hesitate. I close my eyes and centre myself. Pushing out my awareness, I try to find anything to lead me in the right direction. Like I mean anything, smoke signals, notes in blood. I’m pretty desperate here.

      Six weak threads all in different colours—green, gold, white, yellow, blue, and black—stretch into the left-hand side opening. I detected something similar before when trying the tracking spell, but the colours were barely distinguishable, and the lines looked ready to snap. They are thicker now, and the colours shine brighter. With a frown, I run my hand over them and gasp when I realise they trace back to me. Is this the pull they described? The feeling I used to track them? If so, who’s the sixth?

      I file away my questions for later and open my eyes. Using the threads to guide me down the tunnel, which is shorter than the last one, it doesn’t take me long until I’m at another opening. The light in this one is fake and comes from two massive lights on either side, casting shadows around the room.

      I look around when a booming laugh and clapping makes me jump.

      “Well, well, little witch, I’m almost impressed at how quick you found us.” The cold voice seems familiar. I follow it to the far right side of the space. What I see makes my heart speed up and sweat bead on my brow.

      My men sit tied to chairs, and in the middle of them, stands a lone figure. A man whose face is hard to make out. Darkness clings to him like a lover, and I can feel the evil from here. So, this is who hunts me.

      I step farther into the opening, not glancing at my men for fear that they are dead. I keep walking until I stand a couple of metres away. Only then do I let my gaze land on them, one-by-one. They are alive. My breath whooshes out of me.

      Alexander has a cut on his head and a few bruises dot his face. The left side of Ezra’s face is black and blue and covered in blood. Ben’s blood drips down from his hair line, Jason’s nose is broken and swollen, and Mikael? His whole body looks like a wound. Not allowing myself the weakness of running to them, I glare at the man.

      “Who are you?” I demand.

      He reminds me of a shark as he grins as me, flashing his pearly white teeth. Somehow that seems wrong, shouldn’t the evil I sense from him distort his appearance but no, here he stands. In another life I might have found him quite attractive, plain but attractive.

      “That, my little witch, is not important. But you are.” He steps closer, and I step back.

      “What do you mean?”

      His head tilts, and he studies me.

      “Could it be?” He throws his head back and lets out another laugh.

      I simply stare at him.

      He leans back, looking at me while a few more chuckles escape him. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “If I did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” My voice sounds mad even to me, and I clench my hands into fists so hard my nails cut my palms. All this talking and not being able to help them drives me crazy.

      “How wonderful! Shall I enlighten you, little witch?” Not waiting for my response, he walks around my men, trailing his hand across them as he goes.

      “There was once a little witch born to a very powerful family, but alas, she was never happy. Every day she would walk into the woods behind her house and disappear for hours. No one knew why, not even her powerful parents.”

      His sing song voice grates on my nerves, making me clench my teeth.

      “One day, her mother, worried for her little girl, followed her. There, she found her daughter curled up with a being, a being so powerful that it almost blinded the woman to see. Terrified, the woman screamed for her daughter and dragged her away from the being. Her parents decided her magic was too strong, so they locked her away in the house. The girl, no longer a child, now had enough and escaped from her gilded cage. She ran right into the clutches of some bad men, and as she faced death, she saw what she thought was an angel. The angel saved her, only to find out the little witch was homeless. Against all the rules, he took her in and cared for her. They grew to love one another and eventually had a child.”

      My heart speeds up with each word. The story feels familiar, and I can’t help but question him, “The parents, what happened to them? And the being?”

      I snap my mouth shut, but he smiles at me like I’ve just won a prize. “Good question, little witch. Her parents died in a mysterious accident. The child they birthed was stronger than her powerful parents. But the child wasn’t a full witch. She was a hybrid, the first of her kind. Fearing for her child’s safety, the mother ran, taking her child with her. They lived in relative harmony—the witch, the reaper, and the hybrid. One day, the child’s powers started to show. Too strong to hide, they tried to repress them until the child wandered into the woods. There she found a being, hurt and alone. Too beautiful to be human, body carved from stone, symbols marring his chest…”

      An image from my childhood resurfaces of a man—no, not a man, something else. I frown as I try to grasp the memory, but it moves away like the fog that surrounds this creature.

      “The being was hurt, so the child saved it without hesitation. Unknown to them, the child’s powers had been witnessed. A year later, the child’s mother was killed whilst the watcher hunted her. Her father, now filled with rage and pain, allowed his darkness to consume him until only darkness remained. He took it out on his daughter, still hiding her from the world...” he trails off, looking at me.

      “What happened then, sweet Aurora?” His voice is condensing.

      “I ran.” The words are forced past my lips. “Why you, why now?” I ask, stealing myself.

      “I was there that day. I was on my way to take a soul when I saw what you did, who you saved. I reported you to above as I knew only a reaper could do what you did. Do you know what they did to me for it? They cast me aside in disbelief. Years I spent serving them. Oh, but they believed me when I brought your father before them.” My head snaps up in shock. He’s like me, like my father? A reaper… Wait!

      “Yes, little one. I killed your mother that night. I planned to grab you and show you to them to make them believe. But she wouldn’t give you up. They sent for your father after, and he was stripped of his charge as well.”

      Anger like I have never known before builds inside me, burning through my veins like lava. “Why? Why couldn’t you just leave us be!” I scream.

      “You are an abomination,” he roars, spittle flying from his mouth. “You will be our downfall, our death. That sort of power would destroy our rules, our laws, and then where would we be?”

      One of the guys makes a noise, and I breathe deeply, trying to calm myself.

      I stare at him and realise my power in me is not evil, not like his. It’s the person who uses it. He allowed what resides inside to consume him like my father, turning his ability to comfort and save into pain and destruction. His soulless eyes connect to mine, and I know I could be like him if I don’t fight it every step of the way.

      “Give up, little witch. I have your men, and soon, I will have you. When I took the pretty one to play with I wasn’t expecting it to lead me to you...” He stalks around the men as he talks. Their eyes are screaming at me to leave, something I just can’t do. “Submit to me, and I will let them live.”

      I edge closer to them as he speaks, trying to think of any way to get them out of this.

      “Take their place, Aurora.”

      Confused, I stare at him. “And you will let them go?” My voice is even if not a little weak, but I’m proud of myself for not letting what’s building inside to show.

      “Yes, they can go. I only want you.”

      I glance back at the men I’ve grown to care for. Ezra shakes his head, growling through his gag. Alexander stares at me, his decision clear in his eyes. Ben wiggles, trying to get free. Jason, my sweet Jason, looks resigned, but he still shakes his head at me.

      “What do you say, little witch? I grow bored with this game.”

      I look at them once more, then back at the reaper in front of me, the words of defeat on the tip of my tongue.

      “Fine, if you won’t decide, I will.” Time slows down as he yanks Mikael, dropping his head back, stretching his neck in a long line. I can’t even scream or move as he drags his knife across his throat.

      Blood spurts out. The noise of my guys and the reaper fade away as does the world. All I can do is stand and watch as the life runs out of him. His eyes meet mine, and they aren’t scared or angry. They’re resolute. With a cry, I rush towards him. No one stops me. I push my hands at his throat to try to stop the bleeding, but it’s useless. Tears run down my check as I try to control my sobs. Not again. I can’t watch someone I love die.

      A laugh comes from behind me so close it ruffles my hair, and something inside of me snaps. I spin, throwing my hand out, blood and power staining my palms. I throw the reaper across the room without a thought. He flies and hits the wall hard. His body crumbles. He pushes himself up, darkness swirling at his back and hands. I have to stop him before he kills us all. I think of only one word, pushing all my intention into it.

      Die.

      His body arches on the stone floor, and a horrible noise emits from his mouth. Not wasting another moment, I turn back to Mikael. Blood pumps from his neck wound, and his skin palls, his heat leeching from his weakening body. His power is nowhere to be seen—the torture he endured sucked that supply away.

      “No!” With my declaration, my power, my darkness, the thing I hide from everyone, rushes up in me. I kneel before him and place my forehead to his. His soul starts to rise through his body, looking for an escape.

      No!

      I close my eyes and see his soul. It hangs on, fighting but just barely. I grab it with everything in me and tie it to his body. My power rushes towards him, scanning through his body, dragging his soul as it goes, and healing what it can. The damage is extensive from the torture. I weaken as I reach his torn neck. My power falters, but I grit my teeth.

      Pushing everything I have into fixing his neck, I imagine it knitting together again, the skin smooth and unblemished once again. I have no idea if this is what I need to do, but something in me nudges me to carry on. I pour more power into him until behind my eyes he lights up, swirling black and violet from my power.

      His soul still tries to escape, so I grab it with my darkness, not even hesitating. I filter more power in, unwilling to lose him. My power starts to dry up like a stream, and my body feels like lead. Darkness closes in on my vision, but I don’t stop pushing my power into him.

      I slump over his unmoving form, and my eyes flutter open. No more blood pours from his neck wound; it is completely closed. I smile as I fall into the awaiting darkness no longer scared of it.

      “Ήρθε η ώρα, έλα σε μένα”
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        - ALEXANDER -

      

      

      I lock down my emotions as I sit between the two beds in the large, empty room. One holds my brother, the other the little witch grasping my heart. I rub my eyes in exhaustion. It’s been twelve hours since Mikael nearly died, and none of us have slept.

      The minute Aurora killed the reaper, the spells holding us to the chairs broke, but it was too late. Blood pooled from the kill wound to Mikael’s neck, and Aurora was there to try to stop it, blood soaking through her hands. We stood like statues, watching another one of us die, unable to save him again.

      “Alex.” The soft whisper brings me back to the present. I meet Ben’s worried, tired eyes. He goes to speak but, with a sound, looks at the unconscious witches and then back to me.

      I nod and stand.

      Staring at Aurora, my emotions nearly falter, but I breathe through it—I can’t afford to break down now. My brothers need me. Leaning forward, I brush her hair away from her pale, gaunt face. Her eyes are sunken, with not even the ghost of her usual smile present. She looks so small in this bed, her feisty nature gone. I lean forward and kiss her cool forehead. Regret at not apologising for my callous remarks shoot me in my heart.

      “Stay with me, Kitten.” With that, I spin to my brother and squeeze his hand. Blood still crusts his neck, and a massive scar sits along it.

      Ben waits at the door, and I join him with one last look back.

      I follow him to the sitting room of the healer’s house we’re in.

      Jason sits nervously on the old, tattered sofa; Ben leans against the wall, using it to support his fatigued body. I glance to Ezra, whose taking this the hardest. With a sigh, I stride up to him. I’ve never seen the big guy so lost and out of control. His hair sticks up at all ends, his face as pale as our witch, but his eyes hit me the hardest. They’re pitch black and filled with fury, like at any minute he might break and tear the world apart—and I wouldn’t put it past him.

      I pat his shoulder and lean against the wall near him, offering him my support in the only way I can. The healer sits back on the sofa, looking like we’re here for a social visit.

      “Let me make this clear. You betray us, and you will not live long enough to regret it.” He doesn’t react to my threat apart from a wave of his hand.

      “Yes, yes, whatever. I don’t care about the council or what you witches are up to. Now, do you want to know about your friends or not?” His voice sounds ancient and gruff, the total opposite of his physique. He can’t be much older than me, his young body fit and supple. His eyes show his wisdom, and thanks to us, his tiredness.

      I nod for him to proceed.

      “The male—”

      “Mikael,” Jason interrupts, his voice small.

      The healer looks at him before his face takes on a thoughtful edge. “Mikael is well...” He starts to fidget.

      “Spit it out,” Ezra growls, grabbing his hair and yanking in frustration.

      “He’s not dead, but he’s not alive.”

      We all freeze and turn to him.

      “What?” Ben steps away from the wall, his fists clenched by his side.

      “Whatever your witch did to him, it closed his wounds and healed him somehow. But the wounds and trauma to his body were extensive; not even I could have saved him.” When we don’t interrupt, he carries on, “His soul, his essence, whatever it is you witches call it, had already started to leave his body when she tried to save him.”

      “And her?” Ezra asks, and the healer peers around at all of us.

      “I don’t know what she is, but that kind of power should kill you. She healed his body and a mortal wound, which is impossible. She drained herself and used her essence to stop his soul from leaving his body whilst she healed him, essentially trapping him in that dying form. She left her body unprotected and couldn’t fully bring herself back to it before she passed out. Do you understand what that means?”

      “No, just tell us,” I growl.

      “She is drained dry, her soul stuck somewhere between her body and his. Neither of your friends might ever wake up.”

      The room explodes at this, but I ignore them all as an arrow of desperation and pain lances my heart.

      I can’t lose them both.

      I won’t.
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      ύπνος, απόγονος μου - sleep, my descendant.

      

      με βοηθήστε, απόγονος μου - help me, my descendant.

      

      οΟι μάγισσες είναι ήδη δικές σου, ο απόγονος μου - The witches are already yours, my descendant

      

      Έτσι θα είναι, ο απόγονος μου - So it will be, my descendant

      

      Ήρθε η ώρα, έλα σε μένα - The time has come, come to me
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      Tallulah thought she had friends and a place to belong until she was sent away to live on the outskirts of her pack. When fate reunites her with her childhood friends, will she finally find happiness?

      Half-mutt Tallulah straddles the line between the human world and the world of werewolves with no place she fits in. Even her childhood friends, Theo, Kenji, and Quimby have avoided her for years. Sequestered away from the pack she should belong to, Tally has given up on finding love, let alone a true mate.

      Now she helps her father run an inn for members from outside packs and otherwise keeps to herself. When visiting pack members come to Tallulah’s house, she’s charmed by the puppies that she takes into her care. But when dangerous werewolves attack her home, Tallulah is injured in her efforts to protect the pups.

      Sent to recover at the Alpha’s House, Tallulah is once more reunited with her childhood friends. While Theo still frustrates her, why does she feel weird tingles whenever they’re together? And what about the twins, Kenji and Quimby? Forced to be near them, new feelings develop and a secret from their shared past will be revealed.

      Can Tallulah forgive the guys for their choices? Will this finally be her chance to find happiness? Or will dark forces tear them apart once more? Because while Tallulah is half werewolf, her human side makes her vulnerable to those who would like to see her dead.
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      Vampires 'came out' nearly a century ago, and have convinced the world that they are model citizens. There are official donor centers where you can give your blood freely in exchange for the high that vampire venom can give you, and everything seems on the up and up.  But that's not necessarily the case. There's a black market trade for blood slaves, and there, they try to strip you of everything that makes you human. Even your name.

      As with every society, there are rogues, and the rogue vampires see humans as their chattel and treat them as such. The Hunters, a secret organization of elite-trained men and women, track down the rogues in the shadows and protect humanity as best they can.

      It’s rare for someone to escape enslavement, but every so often, someone manages to break free, and if they’re lucky, they land, quite literally, in the arms of seven handsome Hunters.
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      After her mother’s death, Riley is sent to live with a father she’s never met. Her only goal is to play it safe until she turns eighteen and can finally live on her own. But she’s unprepared for a family, who actually wants her there, or the strangers she’s asked to share the home with. Not only does Riley gain a new brother with this family, but she also shares the house with his girlfriend and her brother.

      Caleb, her step-brother’s best friend, confuses Riley with his overprotectiveness and sweet remarks. Always wary of strangers, why does she feel safe with him when they don’t know each other? What is with the weird connection they seem to share, and why can Riley relax around him more easily than around her own family?

      When the nightmares that plague Riley every time she falls asleep come into her waking world, Riley will discover that not everything in her new home is as it seems. Magic exists, and Riley might just have abilities she never dreamed possible.

      With a dark force stalking her, can she learn to trust her new family, or will she run away?
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