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Thanks, Dad, for never ever reading these.
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Maya poured yet another shot of whiskey for yet another patron, and slid it across the bar with a sigh, the smooth liquor dark under the bar lights.  The blonde snatched it, tossed it back, and slammed the glass against the polished mahogany, her tears a brilliant gleam across her cheeks.  
“Hit me again!” she slurred. Valentine’s Day was officially the worst fucking day of the year. It was only Thursday, and she had already thrown out four belligerent men who were drunk off their asses, sobbing and wailing and making a mess in her bar, Feline Good.
Over a holiday about love. It shouldn’t even be considered a holiday.
Valentine’s Day existed only for suckers, people too blind to see that love was a fairytale and ‘happily ever after’ lasted about as long as the hairspray in the bride’s hair. Corporations cashed in on desperation, while people like Maya were left to mop up the mess of tears and bleeding hearts that infiltrated her bar every year. And no, Maya did not think she was projecting her own feelings about everything relationship related onto a stupid day about love.
All of this and she still had the damned weekend to get through. As well as a hundred needy customers tonight, she thought, as she moved onto another patron whom she dubbed Danny-boy.
Not that I had other plans…
Maya sighed as she swiped a rag across her bar, collecting a few drops of spilled alcohol before it could dry, and tried to scrounge up the last bit of her patience and pity that remained. Unfortunately, her stock of fucks to give was running low. She snatched up the fiver the newest customer had dropped on the bar top and slipped it into her apron pocket. With a sad smile, Danny-boy retreated back to his lonesome table with his drink in hand.
Resisting the urge to roll her eyes at his pathetic demeanor, Maya turned to the other employee sticking it out with her. A chuckle threatened to spill out as she watched Theo adjust the sparkly cat ears atop his head. He caught Maya’s amused expression and turned a glare her way before leaning over.
“I’ve told you a million times, these stupid headbands are nothing but a nuisance. Why do you insist I wear these again?”
“Because, Theo, I need some form of amusement in my life. Plus, they match the theme, and, well... I’m the boss, dammit.” 
He rolled his eyes at her. “Well, not everyone can look as adorable as you do in them, what with that perfect blonde hair and edgy little septum piercing.” After Maya rolled her eyes, he wiggled his eyebrows and continued, “I don’t suppose your cute self has some amusement planned for when you get off tonight?”
Maya methodically folded her dishtowel to avoid his knowing stare. “A date? No, thanks. You know that’s not my scene.” She waved a hand around the bar as if the patrons’ very existence proved her theory. “Dating reduces you to this. I want no part of it.”
“You’re how old, Maya? I know you’ve dated at some point in your life. It’s not all fuck boys and desperate losers. You just gotta put yourself out there.”
Maya gritted her teeth against the same logic Theo spouted at her once a week. Happily married, he had nothing to worry about anymore in the way of dating, and he was perpetually trying to set her up with someone. She couldn’t blame him entirely. After all, he didn’t know the full extent of how bad the clusterfuck of her last relationship had been. She absentmindedly touched the scar on her forearm, a permanent reminder from the bottle that had once sliced her open.
Maya cut off his tirade with a raised hand before he could continue his lecture, throwing out an excuse that she needed to collect more booze from the basement. As she made her way across the bar floor, she hoped the night would soon be over. The desperation, sadness, and loneliness permeating the air of her bar was stifling at best, and at worst, like tonight, created a greasy miasma to wade through. She welcomed the cool air from the basement with relief, grateful for short respite. 
Couldn’t more people think with their heads, not their hearts? 
Some of the patrons battled the solitude with attempted connections. The nauseating pickup lines and flirting was driving Maya to the brink of insanity. As if a one-night stand on the most overrated holiday of the year would solve their loneliness problems. With a deep breath, she leaned against the cold wall of the basement storage room and slid down to sit on one of the crates, her cat ears knocking loose in the process. Yanking them off, she brushed her fingers through her straight blonde hair before righting them with a huff.
Honestly, this day just brought back shitty, awful memories better left buried. Sometimes, I think I need something a bit more exciting in my life than the music, lights, and smell of booze in the bar.
Don’t get her wrong, Maya loved the bar. She also owned the bar, worked in the bar, lived above the bar. Her whole life revolved around this bar... but sometimes the bar wasn’t enough. However, when she compared her life now to what it had been like when she’d had a significant other—Alex, that fucking bastard—and she remembered bar life wasn’t so bad.
Shaking the ugly thoughts away, lest she start to sound like one of the pathetic fools upstairs, she decided she’d left Theo alone long enough. She stood and grabbed a new case of beer before heading back up to the noisiness of the bar.
Unfortunately, her reprieve in the basement hadn’t magically cured her of her bitterness as she made her way across the floor. The worst pickup line of the night drifted to her as she passed a table.
“You must be a campfire.”
A smile twitched her lips as she held in her laugh. The woman at the mercy of the joke smiled politely, waving a hand for him to continue. Maya slowed her steps to hear the punch line.
“Because you’re super hot, and I want s’more.” 
Shaking her head, Maya returned to the bar and stacked the case of beer to the side. Another customer rapped their knuckles on the bar before she could even finish stocking the beer she’d brought up. After serving them, she shared with Theo the cheesy line she’d heard. They’d kept a tally of how many bad pick up lines they heard throughout the night, and they were up to thirty-two. When their laughter died down, she packed the rest of the beer into the back of the fridge behind the bar, her bored expression firmly in place at the monotonous work, as Theo served customers. Maya was just glad not to have to look another sad John in the face as he drowned himself in liquid pity. 
Too soon, she emptied the crate and stepped around Theo to set it just under the bar, out of their way. When she stood, a deep breath helped calm her frayed nerves and a small cat statue caught her eye. Spotting her reflection in the mirror behind the bar, even she could see the bitterness in her hazel eyes. Maya plastered on her best smile and tapped the cat statue on its nose for good luck. She would need it to get through the rest of this terrible night, and then maybe after closing up, she could lose herself in a weaving session or that book she started the day before.
Theo snorted at the sight of her routine. “What is your obsession with that thing?” Voice full of amusement, he handed over a fresh bottle of beer to another waiting customer.
Maya spoke as they danced around each other in the small space, as only those who have worked together for a while can do. “He’s our mascot. Besides, he practically came with the bar.” She eyed the cat she’d fondly dubbed Pharaoh before stepping around Theo to take a new drink request. He laughed at her love for the ceramic kitty, but he had belonged to her parents, and was near and dear to her heart.
Before they knew it, the end of the night had come, and Maya ignored the groans of the needy customers as she rang the bell, signaling last call. Theo began their closing ritual, wiping down the empty tables, while Maya began gathering abandoned bottles from the rest. Between the two of them, it wasn’t long before they ushered the last customer out the door to his waiting rideshare. They might be drunk idiots, but they were her drunk idiots, and Maya would be damned before she let one of her customers drive home inebriated. 
“Theo, I think I’ve got it here if you’d like to go on home.” Her voice echoed around the empty bar, as the rest of the staff had already left for the evening.
At his doubtful look, Maya reassured him with a smile. “Come on, I know you want to spend time with Chris on Valentine’s Day. Why don’t you take a bottle of wine home to make up for the late hours?”
It took a little more cajoling, but Theo finally relented, a tired grin spreading across his pretty face as he sauntered into the pantry for the wine. With a grateful smile and a kiss on the cheek, he disappeared out the back door to head home. Maya sighed as she firmly shut the door, a sure twist of the deadbolt locking her in.
The beautiful silence of the empty bar was Maya’s favorite part of each evening. Jogging up the stairs to her apartment, she unlatched the chain blocking the door off, and unlocked the door to her safe space. Three black cats swarmed her, their precious, sweet meows music to her ears as she made her way through the tiny living room, maneuvered around the loom, down the short hallway, and landed in her bedroom. She needed to charge her phone while she cleaned the bar if she wanted to finish reading the new e-book she’d started. As she inserted tab A into slot B, the green lightning bolt and a chime announced that her phone was getting ready for action. Satisfied with her ingenious time management, she left to finish her nightly tasks.
Returning to the bar with the kitties’ tiny paws padding after her, she spent another thirty minutes tending to the tedious, but necessary task of cleaning every surface. A furry body got in her way several times in the process as her three cats tried to nudge her for attention. She only permitted her fur babies to roam through the building and into the deserted bar after hours. Maya hated keeping them cooped up all day, but with the constant flow of customers coming and going, she didn’t want to risk them escaping into the busy street outside. 
Fluffy, the longest haired black cat, rubbed up against her legs. When she glanced down and saw his cute little face peering up at her, she couldn’t take it anymore. Faster than he could escape, she reached down and grabbed him up in her arms, planting kisses all over his furry little head. Maya mumbled nonsense as she rocked back and forth while giving her fur baby some lovins. 
“Oh, I just love you so much! You’re so freaking adorable. Cutest little fluffy-butt ever. Yes, you are. I love you so much.”
He tensed in her arms a split second before an irritated growl warned her he wasn’t happy. 
She pulled away and glared down at him. “Don’t get grumpy with me. You asked for it! Now take it!” After planting one last kiss on the top of his furry head, she let him jump down. He landed on his four paws and trotted off, tail twitching in irritation. 
Her heart full, she headed to the kitchen.
Deciding to make good use of the leftovers, she dished them into to-go plates, bagged them up, and snuck out the back door while the cats were distracted. It took her less than a minute to walk to the end of the back alley, leave the packaged food for the homeless, and return. As soon as she turned her back and walked a few feet, the rustle of the plastic bags came like clockwork, and she smiled to herself as she returned to the bar. Maya knew firsthand what it was like to depend on someone else for her next meal, and she tried to leave food out for others in need as often as possible.
After locking the back door, she found Tubbi lounging on one of the tables, sprawled out in front of the TV as if he could actually understand what was playing. A Buffy the Vampire Slayer rerun was on, and Maya watched the blonde babe stab an undead, turning it into dust as she continued her chores. Fluffy glared at her from his vantage point on the last stair, probably waiting for her to crack open a can of tuna. Muffin, however, constantly followed her, meowing to get her attention, hoping for a belly scratch. Smiling at his furry body weaving in and out between her feet, she tried to avoid stepping on the little guy.
After the bar was swept, mopped, and ready for the next business day, she stood for a moment to take in the quiet, even going so far as to crack a beer open for herself, before double-checking the front door lock.
Suddenly, the sound of glass shattering echoed from the back of the bar. Hoping it was the conclusion to one of her cat’s curiosities, she slowly turned. Unfortunately, she spied all three of her cats on alert, ears perked to the sounds echoing down the hallway from the kitchen. Mumbled curses and the loud screech of the old back door opening filtered through to her from the out-of-sight kitchen and down the short hallway. Fear shot down her spine, and chills spread across her skin in dread.  Her cats reacted first, all three of them hissing as their fur bunched up, before they scattered.
See if I feed you extra treats again, you traitors!
Maya followed suit, sliding behind the bar and hiding, heart in her throat. Memories from long ago threatened to overwhelm her, memories of a rainy, dark evening. Remembering the mistakes made, she slid her hands frantically over her pockets before cursing to herself, searching for her phone. Of course, tonight of all nights I had to leave it charging upstairs. Perfect.
From the herd of footsteps sounding down the hallway, more than one intruder made their way toward her, and she soon heard a gruff voice dispersing muffled orders. Forcing herself to keep calm, Maya reached under the bar and grabbed the bat she kept for emergencies, wishing it was a gun instead. Keeping her footsteps light, she darted over to the walk-in pantry beside the cash register, quietly pushing the door open and tucking herself away between an inset of shelves. She just needed time to think.
Maya froze. She didn’t know if it was the bottle of Jack to her left, the extra pint glasses to her right, or the deja vu of hiding between the same shelves fifteen years later… but it dawned on her why her parents hadn’t called the cops all those years ago, the first time the bar had been broken into. 
This was now her fucking bar. Her entire family, for generations, had owned this place, pouring decades of blood, sweat, and tears into it. She’d be damned if some assholes were gonna get the best of her, especially not with the training Uncle Malak had drilled into her.
A voice broke her out of her reverie, and she gritted her teeth. One of the attackers spoke, his deep voice heavily accented, and a lot closer than she thought possible. They moved quickly. Efficiently, too, if the distinct orders to start searching were anything to go by.
“Come out, little mouse, we know you’re in here.” Voice full of snide derision, his steps grew closer to her hiding spot, the sounds muffled through the door. At his tone, her hands curled around the cool metal of the bat as she prepared to defend herself and her fucking bar. 
Maya wasn’t dumb, though, even with years of training from her uncle, she knew calling the cops was still the smartest thing… if only she hadn’t been too cheap to update the bar phone from an old landline with a stretch cord. As it was, they were moving too fast for her to risk stopping and dialing the police. 
A knocking sound filtered in through the pantry, but not on the door leading into her hiding place. No, the bastard was playing with her, baiting her, tapping his knuckles against the polished wood of her bar as if he had all the time in the world.
Maya swallowed her hesitation with a healthy dose of rage, and drew up her courage, steeling her spine on a deep inhale. Taking care to remain silent, she left her hiding space, stalking up to the crack between the frame and the swing door. Waiting... waiting… until, yes, the light creeping in was eclipsed by a man’s shadow. She shoved her shoulder into the door, the motion jarring her as the guy stumbled from the force of the old wood hitting him. A curse exploded from him as she followed through, kicking the back of his knee and sending him crashing to the floor. Without sparing the man another thought, she cranked the bat back beside her head and swung it to the side, hitting a home run as the bastard fell forward with a thud. She grimaced at the ugly sound of the aluminum bat colliding with his head before she saw his weapon. Thankfully, it wasn’t a gun, but a… a fucking short sword? And a strangely curved one at that, like a short C shape stuck on a hilt. Whatever. She grabbed it, figuring it would make a better weapon than her blunt, now dented, bat.
Stepping around the unconscious man, she started forward, planning to make a mad dash for the stairs. Instead, another man, this one even taller than the first, turned the corner of the hallway, backing her up behind the bar. 
“Don’t try to run. We have some questions for you. Now, be a good little girl, and come with us.” He ambled toward her with leisurely steps, barely sparing a glance for his partner she’d knocked out. Sheer stubbornness, pride, and willpower fueled her as she stood to face the intruder head on, refusing to go down without a fight. Maya was tiny compared to the giant, her measly five-foot-two-inch vantage point giving her a nice view of the underside of his chin. Knowing the size difference would be a challenge, even with her training, she calculated how to lull the intruder into a false sense of complacency.
Playing the submissive captive while yet another giant filed in behind him, she dropped her shoulders and with her head hanging forward, she let the weapon go limp in her hand. Just as he reached for her, she tightened her grip on the handle of the short sword and swung it up, gritting her teeth as, with a small cry, she sliced deep into his arm like a hot knife through butter. 
He yelled out, clamping his opposite hand to the injury, and she turned away from them, using the upturned crate as a launching pad to slide across the bar and land on the opposite side. The third man, tall, blond, and scary, wielded a matching short sword as he prowled forward, body tensed and ready to lunge at any second, looking every bit the predator stalking its prey. Fortunately, bar stools and low tables separated them.
Unfortunately, however, the stairs leading to her apartment, and by default her cell phone, were behind him. 
As he stalked forward, Maya considered her options. She didn’t know what the hell these guys wanted, but it obviously wasn’t the cash in the safe. Besides, what kind of robbers carried fucking swords? They came prepared though, equipped with weapons, no matter how weird said weapons seemed, and a small crew. Maya still didn’t know if there was a fourth, or hell, maybe even a fifth or sixth intruder that she didn’t know about. 
Fuck.
This whole situation was shit. Like she needed another reason to hate Valentine’s Day? Maya would be the one to end it on a bang. And not the good kind. 
Motion and a curse caught her attention, and she jerked her gaze to the man she’d cut. She found him in the process of ruining one of her dish towels by wrapping it around his wound. She narrowed her eyes at the disrespect. Really? They break into her bar, and then have the audacity to ruin her favorite, handmade towel? 
Assholes.
At least he was occupied, though, which meant she just had this burly bastard to get past.
The guy was huge, which she hoped meant he was slow. A big assumption, she knew, but she didn’t have a lot of choices. Even if she chose to run for the front door, she didn’t think there would be enough time to unlock all three deadbolts on the door. At that point, her back would be turned and Maya feared what would happen if the thick fucker got his arms around her. He’d probably squeeze until she passed out, and that was the last thing she wanted.
That left only one option. Eyeing the size of the big bastard, Maya knew it would be impossible to best him head on. With her tiny stature, only the element of surprise would work in her favor, and she could think of only one way to accomplish that. 
A curse slipped from her lips, and she allowed her shoulders to slump. Purposefully, Maya let her lips quiver, as if overtaken by an emotion— fear, maybe, or sadness, even helplessness. 
Big and Burly glared at her, but seemed to relax a bit as he motioned her forward with the crook of a finger, completely falling for her ruse. “Come now, I only have questions. But put the khopesh aside.” 
The what?
Maya dropped eye contact, focusing on his cheekbones and shoulders instead, showing weakness with her body language. Holding the hilt of the blade down with her right hand, she drew closer before laying it on a nearby table. Only about five feet separated them now.
He nodded in approval of her actions and stepped forward, intending to detain her. Instead, just when he got within arm’s reach, she acted on an old tip from Uncle Malak. Fight dirty. Maya did just that, grabbing the back of the nearest chair and swinging sideways. The legs and seat of the chair broke apart as it crashed against his body, basically disintegrating in her hands.
As he stumbled from the hit, she quickly grabbed the hilt of the blade she’d surrendered, and charged him with it held at the ready. Lashing out first with a kick to his gut, Maya then swiped across his chest with the blade. A slice of red split the front of his dark gray shirt, and she winced at the ease with which it opened his skin. He hissed, cursing under his breath as he gripped the wound and stumbled back. While he fell, she rushed for the stairs, knowing her phone was still her best bet for survival. Maya didn’t glance back as she took off, darting around the last few tables before her feet hit the first steps. Hope bloomed, her pounding footsteps echoing around the bar as she ran for her life.
It only took a split second for her hope to wither. Midway up the stairs, rough fingers curled around her ankle, and yanked her away from her chance at freedom. Wood rushed up into her line of vision as the sword tumbled from her grip, teetering on the edge of the stairs, before falling out of sight to land on the bar floor below. Maya didn’t catch herself in time, her hands scrambling for purchase on the old wood as her chin banged on the edge of a stair. Her teeth clenched painfully on her tongue, blood welling and dripping from her mouth when she yelled out. 
Suddenly desperate, as if the twisted situation was just now registering, a sick pit opened in her stomach, and she kicked and fought with everything she had. The heel of her black boot made contact with the grabby man’s nose, and she silently gloated at the sickening crunch. It was the guy whose arm she’d sliced open behind the bar.
“You stupid bitch!” When he spoke in his harsh tone, hissing at the pain, blood splattered the leg of her pants. She tried to scramble out of reach, gripping the stairs to haul herself up, but he simply jerked her ankle back. As he pulled her down the stairs, the other intruders joined him in taming her flailing legs and swinging fists. They each grabbed a limb, and Maya knew defeat when she saw it, felt it. She was outnumbered, outmuscled… and losing steam, fast.
Fuck!
Maya tried to beat back the panic, the hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm her, but dread covered her like a dense fog as they deposited and held her down on one of her own damned bar chairs. Her chest rose and fell with her frantic breaths, belying the calm exterior she tried to portray.
Frustration getting the best of her, she blurted out a furious, “What the fuck do you want?” Judging from her last glimpse of the guy’s furious face and bloody, broken nose… whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be pretty.
One of the goons produced rope, and she realized this entire thing was premeditated. They remained silent as they wrapped her up tight in the restraint, securing her arms to her sides. Refusing to answer her question, they studied her as she struggled in the taut confinement.
Sporting his new nose job, the main man met her gaze, and the fury she saw there sent a shiver down her spine. The next words he spoke chased away her fear in favor of confusion.
“Where is it?” The calm tone he used was at odds with the emotion sparking in his brown eyes. Big-n-Burly jerked his hand haphazardly around on her bar top while keeping a wary eye on her, producing a rag and handing it to the leader to clean his face with.
Maya glared, before a truly terrifying thought crossed her mind. She hoped, prayed, pleaded with anyone listening that these men wouldn’t stumble across her cats. Surely they weren’t sick enough bastards to hurt her animals, right? She spoke hurriedly, hoping to distract them from her apartment. “If you’re looking for the safe, it’s in my office. I did the bank run this morning, though, so there’s not a lot of cash.” Don’t go upstairs.
Big-n-Burly disappeared down the hallway. At the leader’s dry look, she rubbed her face against her shoulder to wipe away the drop of sweat inching its way down her cheek. Annoyance broke through in her tone. “I don’t fucking know what else you could want.”
He must have had the last of her attitude. Yes, Maya knew she could annoy the fuck out of someone, but this was her bar, by god. Hardly her fault she couldn’t hold her tongue when these fuckers were looting it, if the sounds of rummaging that trailed from her office were any indication. 
As the leader’s meaty fist reeled back, she still glared, refusing to show him the terror that sliced through her like a knife. One hit from this big motherfucker, and Maya feared she’d be lights out… if not fucking dead. Even through the panic, she could still recognize how cliché this whole situation was.
I cannot believe I’m such a fucking damsel-in-distress right now. All I need is a damned prince to swoop in and save me and it’d be a total fairy tale. Although, I wouldn’t complain if someone showed up to save my damselly ass right about now.
Before he even had a chance to bring his fist down, the scampering of tiny paws sounded to their right, and she jerked her head toward the stairs to see her cats jetting her way. Their appearance caught her assailant’s attention, and she couldn’t be more grateful for the respite from impending pain, no matter how brief it may be. Maya cringed at the thought of her beloved cats getting hurt, but it was too late, and Fluffy hurled his tiny, black furry body into the leader. Fluffy’s claws slashed at him, and the leader tumbled to the ground as he cried out. 
A blinding flash of light speared through the gaps between the intruder’s limbs as he went rolling across the floor. When he came to a stop, another man was crouched over him, a rumbling growl pouring from snarling lips. Her cat… was nowhere in sight.
Maya gaped, unable to form an intelligible thought.
Where did he…
This time, the new and very naked stranger reared back a fist, but before Maya could have the pleasure of seeing it connect with the leader’s nose, another flash of light distracted her. The thwack of his punch was just background noise to the new show. Maya could not believe her eyes and blinked a few times for good measure. But no, she was almost certain that Muffin, her sweet, fluffy little black cat of fifteen years… morphed, transformed, shifted, whatever, into a man—a real, flesh and blood, male.
Yup, definitely a dude. 
The very, uhm, large, swinging appendage between his legs confirmed it.
Making like a fish, her mouth popped open and closed, and a strangled whimper caught in her throat.
Searching for her last cat, her gaze bounced around the room, needing the sight of a third impossibility to stamp her ticket to the crazy house.
You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!
Even her own voice sounded shrill in her head as she watched her sweet, fat Tubbi burst into light, yet another naked male taking his place.
What the fuck happened to my cats?
“Oh my god! Did my cats just explode and die?” Tears welled as she imagined Tubbi’s fat little body never cuddling up to her at night again. Those cats had gotten her through everything—her parents’ death, Malak’s death, her fucked-up relationship… Pair that with the trauma and stress of her night, and Maya did the only thing she could in that moment—she cried like a little bitch.
Her incomprehensible sobs battled for dominance with the sounds of fighting that filled the room. Maya hated crying, but damn, what else was she supposed to do? Those cats were her babies. Tuning it all out, she tried to reason with herself as she pointedly stared at the floor, arms still bound to her sides, held to her chair with rope.
“It’s fine… this is all a dream. Theo probably slipped me some of his mushrooms and I’m having a bad trip. It’s fine. My cats did not just turn into super hot, naked men in the middle of my bar. It’s fine!” Unintelligible mumbles turned to hopeful assurances to herself, wishes that everything would return to normal again.
“Well, I can certainly see why she needs protecting.” A dry, accented voice trailed across her senses and rubbed her nerves raw. Jerking her head up, she found the smartass comment belonged to… one of the naked guys.
Three of them stood before her, one for each of her dead cats, and an honest to god growl slipped past her lips, now pulled back from her teeth.
“Aw, I love when she gets feisty. It’s cute.”
Maya gritted her teeth against his condescending tone, and turned her gaze to the new speaker, the tallest of the males before her. 
Ohhhh, shit. I’m in trouble.
And not only because she remained tied to a chair. As Maya’s gaze traced all the tanned, bared flesh in front of her, she swallowed, and most certainly not in fear.
The male who’d appeared in place of Tubbi rushed forward, his steps sleek and smooth like… well, like a fucking cat. With chin-length, dark, wavy hair, a scrumptious beard, and a tender look in his amber eyes, Maya felt her tensed muscles relax as he moved closer.
“Are you all right?” He kept his hushed tone gentle, trying to comfort Maya as he disappeared from her sight, untying the knots behind her. When the rope went limp around her, he walked back in front as he carefully plucked the rope from her arms. After she was free, his hands brushed over her, seeming to check for injuries as he mumbled to himself. “Are you sure you’re okay? I can’t believe you didn’t summon us sooner.” Maya brought herself out of her reverie and knocked his hands away then stood, backing away until all three of them came into view.
And damn, what a view.
No, remember the cats.
With a deep breath, she asked the most important questions of the night. 
“What the fuck is going on? And what the fuck happened to my cats?” 
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Before any of them could speak, the tallest male, the one previously known as Muffin, strode down the hallway leading to the kitchen and her office. Her eyes caught on the way the globes of his ass flexed with each step and—was she drooling?  
Focus. Need answers. 
Maya looked expectantly at the two remaining, one with a smile on his face and the other a solemn stare. 
She spoke to the one who seemed friendliest first. “Alright, Tubbi, what the hell is going on?” 
He winced, lifting his hands to brush them through his chin-length hair. His arms bunched and rolled with the movement, and she averted her eyes before any of them realized the sight captivated her
“First of all, that is a horrid name, and I despise you a tiny bit more every time I hear it. Obviously, you can see I am not, in fact, tubby.” His words were punctuated with a sweep of his left hand gesturing to his toned, lean, tanned body.
“And Muffin, really?” the other yelled from the back, a grunt following the sarcastic question.
“Seriously. Do I look really damned fluffy?” the last asked, the deadpan expression on his face at odds with the joking tone he used.
Her eyebrows rose high as she turned back to the first. “So you are Tubbi? You were my cat?”
A simple nod answered her, and she quickly continued, the incredulity pouring out of her in a rapid-fire interrogation. “How? Why did you change now? Were my cats always... men? Why were you cats in the first place?”
Her last question was yelled, her voice ringing around the older, wooden bar walls as her frustration manifested in her tone.
The man just smiled before sharing a conspiratorial glance with his companion, who used to be her grumpy cat, Fluffy.
The friendly one turned back to her. “I think before we get into all that, perhaps we should put on some clothes, secure these guys,” he waved a hand at the unconscious men on her bar floor, “and get a drink.”
“Drinks? I would kill for beer.” Muffin stumbled back into the main bar area, dragging a very unconscious intruder behind him, the same one who’d run off to raid her office. 
Averting her eyes, she slowly backed away to the stairs. “Okay, fine. I have some spare clothes that will probably fit, left over from an ex... if those don’t work, we have a lost and found.” Before they could argue, she sprinted upstairs to her haven and slammed the door shut, throwing the lock just for good measure. 
Not that Maya thought they would come after her, but she just needed a moment to think. Her mind was still trying to wrap itself around the idea that the cats she’d owned for well over a decade were most certainly not cats anymore. Maya paused by the loom, her racing heart calming as she thought of her own odd talent—foresight. 
Woulda been nice to see all this shit coming! Maya despised the block that kept her from seeing anything that affected her personally, until after the fact. Stroking the stretched, multi-colored threads, a frustrated huff escaped and she pulled her hand away before she could damage the pattern.
In comparison to seeing the future, was this honestly all that weird? Who was she to assume she was the only one in the world who possessed crazy abilities? 
Instead of her cute cuddle bugs, three sexy, lean and muscled Adonises were left in their place. Pushing away the odd situation, she stepped away from the loom and stalked to her bedroom to search for spare clothes in her chest of drawers. Luckily, she scrounged up three shirts at the bottom of her ‘donate eventually’ pile that were far too large, due to her exes size, and three pairs of sweatpants that would have to do for now. Maya even grabbed a fourth pair, something in case one of the rats from the dumpster out back decided to change into a hunk as well. After all, Uncle Malak had always warned that she should be prepared for anything.
Maya entertained the possibility that her musings were bordering on hysterical, but with a deep breath, she clutched the worn clothes to her chest and yanked open her apartment door. As she clomped down the stairs, three sets of eyes settled on her, the intensity of the men’s gazes warming her skin. Her adrenaline was wearing off, the shakes from her nerves settling in hard. To hide the tremors, and aid in keeping her facade of nonchalance up, she tossed the clothes on the nearest table and hurried to walk behind the bar, ignoring their chatter as she collected glasses from the dry rack. She also made a concentrated effort not to notice the stack of bad guys piled on the floor, their wrists bound with the very rope they’d used to restrain her.
The rustle of fabric resonated through the quiet bar as she set the glasses down, calling over her shoulder, “What to drink?” Determined to act as if it was just a normal evening, in her bar, on a boring night… instead of the current clusterfuck she shouldered.
“Three beers, please.” The smooth voice sounded far too close, and she whirled to find Muffin behind the bar with her. This close, she could make out the dark blue ring around his irises, fading to light, then very light teal striations, and finally to a circlet of gold surrounding his pupils. She thought the multitude of colors was stunning, much like the man before her. Trimmed close on the sides, the longer part of his hair fell forward to cover one side of his face in a wash of ebony waves. A light scruff shadowed his cheeks, highlighting his bone structure better than a damned Sharpie. 
“What’s your name?” The question tumbled from her lips in a strained whisper, since Maya was afraid inquiring about his identity would make the whole evening more real. But as the heat from his body warmed hers to the core, she wondered, could this night get any more real?
His voice washed over her, caressing her skin as he reached forward to remove the glass from her ironclad grip, the light touch of their flesh like a flame to the heat between them. The look in his eyes suggested he knew exactly how much the brief contact affected her. “Asher, at your service. My name sure as shit isn’t fucking Muffin. And you’re Maya, I know.” A snort punctuated his amusement as he winked and stepped away, the heat following him, leaving her cold and bereft in the wake of his absence.
Eyes wide, she turned back to grab another pint glass, battling to school her expression and calm her whirling emotions before she faced the three of them again. She was struck by their beauty and swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. The other two were just as handsome as Asher, just as breathtaking.
Ducking below the bar, she gathered her wits about her one more time, grabbing three bottles of beer from the fridge before straightening. With a clatter, she slammed the three bottles on the counter, leveling the males with her best don’t-give-me-any-shit stare. Maya turned to the top shelf behind her, settling for a whiskey that had been calling her name for some time.
Downing a shot for courage, she poured another and… yup, downed it too, before pouring a third and turning with the drink in hand. They eyed her warily as they popped the caps on their beers and poured them into the glasses, in sync, as if practiced many times before.
“What’s your name?” Maya lifted a single finger from her shot glass to indicate the sweet one, who had once been Tubbi.
He grinned after taking a long sip of his drink, a sigh of pleasure escaping his lips at the taste, and Maya suddenly wished to be the reason he made such a sound.
Down, girl.
“I’m August.” He turned to look at the men on either side of him. “This stuff is really good. I can’t believe you guys never let me try it before.”
A red flag went up somewhere in her mind as Asher rolled his eyes, swallowing a sip of his own drink without responding. She turned her gaze back to August, who definitely looked old enough to have tasted beer prior to now.
August had dark brown eyes, but with an amber tint, like a fire lit them from within, something she failed to notice earlier. Maya almost chuckled thinking of herself referring to them as brown. His gentle waves framed his face, parted to the side in a stylish manner, but he managed to avoid looking feminine. All three of them were the furthest from feminine she could imagine. His beard was more developed than Asher’s was, and her palms ached to cup his face, feel the pricks of the coarse hair bite into her skin as he—
Okay, stop that. Right now. 
Clearing her throat to hide her attraction, she threw back her third shot, the alcohol burning her throat and belly as she swallowed it down. When she set the glass on the bar, she leaned forward on her forearms, cocking her hip to the side as she settled in for a long discussion.
“And your name?” She met the gaze of the middle man, his dark hair also cut short on the sides with a long piece on top, but straight and much shorter than Asher’s. A warm, sunshine glow beamed out from his hazel eyes, so at odds with the scowl marring his face as he glared at her.
“Amir.”
All A-names? Odd.
“Are you brothers? What’s with the A-names?”
In her peripheral, she saw Asher and August nod their heads, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Amir’s.
As the final male spoke, she finally recognized the lilt to all of their voices—the accent. Maya had heard it all her life, though she herself never adopted the beautiful cadence. “You’re Egyptian?” Tilting her head to the side, she waited patiently as they all glanced at one another in surprise at her question.
“You mean you don’t already know?” August asked gently, as if she was slow.
Frowning, she shot back, “Do I look like a psychic?” Actually, she kind of was, but she never foresaw this coming.
They shared another look before August turned to her, concern evident on his face. “You hail from the Neith family, correct?” he inquired, despite seeming to already know the answer.
Her fingers tightened around the shot glass. “My name’s Maya Neith. Yes.”
“And your parents are no longer living.” The question came off as more of a statement that he knew to be truth. Well, he should know, since it had been his fur she’d cried into only days after her parents were killed. Maya gave a short nod.
“And you were eight when they passed, right?” There was a soft touch to his tone.
Asher spoke up this time, tapping his fingers on the bar impatiently. “And they never told you any stories about Sekhmet… Bastet… past, present, future…” He trailed off when she only gave him a blank stare.
“Can’t say I remember any fairy tales like that.”
The third man, Amir, sucked in a sharp breath at her comment, pulling her gaze to him. The fury in the depths was at odds with the soothing color of his beautiful eyes, and she straightened, wary of the fierce emotion there.
He sighed, before motioning to the top shelf she’d pulled the whiskey down from. “Well, you might want to pour another drink. This might take a while.” 
Suspicious, but with nothing else to lose, Maya grabbed the bottle and her glass before walking across the bar floor to sit in a booth. She ignored the unconscious intruders still tied up and wiggled her fingers for the guys to join her.
They obliged, and she settled in for a story that would change her life.
[image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean, you haven’t heard from them? They left hours ago.” Sekhmet pulled her dark hair to one shoulder as she leaned back in the opulent chair. 
Okay, yes, it was a throne. She liked it that way, even if it was rather cliché. Sekhmet liked pretty things, and speaking of, she locked gazes with her toy and fondest confidant. 
“Well? Did your men locate the Guardian? Kyril, you know we need that amulet. It worries me that you haven’t heard from them.” 
Her handsome counterpart frowned before moving closer, trailing his hand across her bare shoulder as he moved to stand beside her. “They’re professionals. Trust me, they know what they’re doing—”
A beeping trilled from his pocket, and Kyril hurried to retrieve his cell phone, silencing the noise with a scowl on his face. 
Sekhmet sat up, leaning forward to see what the alert was. Her brows dipped low in concern as she spoke. “Kyril, what is it? Tell me they found the Keepers of Time.” A slight growl distorted the last of her words when his face fell.
“You need to recall them. Now!” 
A curse burst from her lips at the failure, and with a flick of her wrist, she summoned Kyril’s henchmen to her feet. Sand exploded as they landed in a heap, sputtering and whining. Curling her lip at them, she leaned back and steepled her fingers, waiting with an arched brow for an explanation of their fuck-up.
They quieted, fear shadowing their eyes as they noticed her expression. Their gazes jumped to Kyril, the commander of their little army. What had he called them? An elite unit? 
Elite, my ass.
“Well? What the hell happened?” Kyril growled his words, and Sekhmet hid the shiver tingling up her spine when he spoke. He was magnificent when angry.
His men shared fearful looks before the one with a bloody nose cleared his throat. “She activated the amulet, and the Keepers interrupted us.” 
Sekhmet stood. “Is that where you got the bloody nose?”
He swallowed before bowing to her, as he should. “No, my goddess. The woman was a bit more… prepared than we anticipated. Then the Keepers took us by surprise and…”
Kyril filled in his sentence for him. “They kicked your ass. Is that what you’re saying? A girl and a few pussies kept you from retrieving the amulet?”
Slow nods from the men answered his heated question.
Sekhmet turned her eyes heavenward, seeking patience. “You’re kidding me.” She snapped her fingers, and the one with the bloody nose exploded into a cloud of sand. The remaining two took a long step backward before she halted them with her words.
“Don’t worry. Kyril will find a replacement for him.” She turned to Kyril and arched a brow, placing a hand on her hip expectantly. “Correct? Someone more capable.” 
He nodded obediently. “As long as you create me someone capable.” 
“Good. Find this amulet. Follow them if you must. They have to know where it is. And remember, I can dust you just as easily as I created you.” 
Her lover dismissed the men, ordering them to wait for further instruction before acting. Once they had gone, he moved close, planting his palms on the arms of her throne and leaning over her. As a goddess, not many men made her feel weak, but this male left her absolutely trembling.
But she would never let him see that. Sekhmet arched a perfectly plucked brow. “Yes, dear?” 
“You know I don’t like it when you dust my men.” His grumbling voice sent a heated flush through her whole body, and her stomach clenched with a lick of lust. 
Heat sparked, but she lifted a manicured hand to study her golden nails. “Why, I’m not sure I understand what you mean.” 
Playing this game with Kyril was Sekhmet’s greatest pleasure, one of the few she had, considering her banishment and all. She had to do her own nails, for goddess’ sake. Although they looked pretty damn excellent, if she did say so herself. All her spare time gave her plenty of practice hours, when she wasn’t busy spending it in other… positions.
“Sekhmet.” A warning growl was all she received as she lifted her dark eyes to his, daring him to take her. He did, jerking her from the throne and pulling her across the simple marble floor of the throne room to her opulent bedroom. His hand tightened around her arm, leaving marks she would fawn over later. 
As he tossed her across the mattress, holding her face down while he jerked at her clothes, Sekhmet smothered a satisfied smirk.
This was a game they had perfected. Here her powers were limited, but she could end him with a snap of her fingers, if she so chose. However, she loved their games, craved his ruthless and demanding needs. Kyril was the only one strong enough to take her like this, and therefore he was special to her. 
A keening cry tore from her throat as he jerked her skirts up, yanked her thong aside, and slid home in one brutal thrust.
His thick, rock-hard cock filled her almost to the point of pain. He knew exactly what she liked, which is why he didn’t wait for her to adjust. The slight pain was perfect and chills erupted over her body. Her diamond hard nipples pressed against the silk top she wore, the fabric teasing them as she moved to and fro on the bed from his hard thrusts.
Gathering her hair into a fist, he cranked her head back and to the side until he could ravage her mouth, their tongues tangling in a rhythm tandem with the way he was fucking her—hard, messy, and beautiful.
Kyril rammed his cock brutally between her slick folds, the wet sounds a harmony to the slap of flesh matching the frantic beat of her heart. Pausing, he pulled away, and Sekhmet whined in protest, at least until he shoved her face back into the mattress. No sound left his lips, but actions spoke louder than words when he pulled her hips up high off the mattress and spread her knees apart until he knelt between them. With a bruising grip on her thighs, he yanked her back to him, thrusting forward at the same time and spearing her again on his huge cock.
Sekhmet cried out, the orgasm hitting her like a strike of lightning as he continued to pound into her. He fucked her through the orgasm, his uneven breaths sweeter than any poetry he could recite. Men could lie with words, but Kyril couldn’t lie with his body. 
His thrusts stuttered, a curse escaping his throat as he reached under her to play with and pinch her clit until she teetered right on the edge again. Her moans and cries alike showed Kyril the effect he had on her, and she silently promised to be a bitch later to make up for it.
His pace faltered, and when he gave her clit a particularly rough flick, she shattered anew, and he broke apart with her. A hoarse yell exploded from his lips, and Sekhmet smiled at the knowledge he was just as addicted to her as she was him.
With one last brutal thrust, he held her hips to him in a deliciously painful grip as he emptied himself into her, the pulse of cum a hot burst inside her. Collapsing over her, he placed a single kiss between her shoulder blades before falling to the side. The bed bounced with his weight, and Sekhmet rolled into him. 
Sweaty and sated, she grinned as a new plan sketched itself across her mind. Peering up at Kyril, she met his pale, golden gaze. “I have a plan to get us out of here.” 
[image: image-placeholder]“So, let me make sure I’m hearing you right.” Maya downed another shot of whiskey, then continued, “My parents didn’t die in a freak bar robbery? You’re saying it’s because of this… amulet. And now I’m the guardian of it?” She kicked her thumb back at her torso, swaying in the booth with the movement as her words slurred. “And this necklace—” At Amir’s dry look she corrected herself. “Fine. This amulet controls you, my three cats, who are the Keepers of Time? But you’re not really cats. You’re shifters blessed by the goddess, Basket?” 
“Bastet,” August corrected her, with a grin from across the booth. His smile had become less shy than it was three hours ago, but still. Something about him made her want to cuddle him.
Dammit, Tubbi. He was my best cuddle bug.
Speaking of… “But why cats?” Her brain had begun to hurt, and Maya didn’t think it had anything to do with the copious amounts of alcohol she’d consumed.
Asher sat to her left in the booth, and he grabbed her shoulders, turning her to face the bar. Seconds away from questioning his motives, she snapped her mouth shut when he began to knead his thumbs into her shoulder blades. 
An obscene moan left her throat as her head fell forward. “Oh my god, that feels amazing!” 
It was quiet for a long moment before her head snapped up. “What were we talking about? Oh! Yes. Why cats?” A hiccup broke up her words as she patiently waited for an answer.
August left the booth to sit in a chair across from her. “Cats because they were Bastet’s symbol of power. It’s an Egyptian thing.” 
“Oh yeah. I’m Egyptian.” Her shoulders fell, but she arched back into the talented thumbs of Asher. “You already knew that, though, just like my parents were the previous guardians. Well, my dad was, from what you said.”  
“And now, you’re the chosen one,” August deadpanned, and Maya flashed back to the show she turned on the bar TV each night while she closed. 
“You’ve watched too much Buffy.” 
“Too much pop culture aside, he’s right, you know,” Asher commented from behind her. 
Maya grumbled something that sounded like she conceded to their reasoning. “I get it. I’m the Guardian of an amulet that controls you—therefore putting you in my control, sort of.” As if just remembering, she threw her hands up in exasperation. “I have no idea where this amulet is, by the way. And there’s a bond between the Keepers and the Guardian, which is why you showed up on my doorstep fifteen years ago, the same week my parents passed, because the other Keepers had died as well.” Maya arched her back into Asher’s thumbs, opening her eyes and meeting August’s intent stare. “Did I get all that right?”
August rubbed a hand through his hair, scratching his scalp as he shot a nervous glance to the others. “Uh… for the most part, yes.”
What a crock of shit.
If Maya had a different past, one that hadn’t completely fucked her up in the head, she may have rejoiced at inheriting such an important role in life. Instead, her instincts drove her to rebel at the thought of her destiny snatched from her own hands.
Still, she couldn’t deny something about their story struck a nerve in her. It was like each one of them had plucked a taut thread in her loom, leaving the string quivering with an annoying vibration that she couldn’t get out of her head. Speaking of… she turned her head to eye the tapestry hanging on the wall above their table. For some reason, the scene in the fabric had been catching her eye since they’d begun their tale. Maya finished it a few months ago, after spending almost an entire year weaving the giant depiction of dawn, midday, and dusk. The colors faded and flowed into each other smoothly—the pinks and oranges mixing into yellows and reds before transitioning into the muted purples and blues of the evening.
At the time, she’d simply thought the bar needed a splash of color. But now…
No. Do not read or buy into this shit.
The flashes of light and their transformations exploded through her memory, reminding her of the proof supporting their seemingly impossible story. 
This is insane.
“You know what? I need to sleep on this. Yep. A good sleep is what I need, to process everything.” She wiggled her way out of the booth, shoving August out of the way so she could stand. Motioning to the pile of baddies, she waved the sight away.” And would you care to get rid of them? I’d appreciate it.” 
As if someone had heard her thoughts, the flesh and blood bodies of the intruders suddenly disappeared, a cloud of sand exploding as they vanished into thin air.
Sand scattering on the wooden floor sounded deafening in the silence that followed, and all Maya could do was gape.
It was official, her brain had exceeded its capacity for impossible shit. She shook her head before backing toward the stairs. “Nuh uh, nope. I don’t know what the fuck that was, but I’m done for tonight. When you’re ready to sound less crazy, wake me with food.” 
Maya turned, intending to return to her bed, but heard their footsteps following behind her. Jerking back around, she pointed a finger at them. “No. I am sleeping alone. You guys stay down here and take care of… this!” She waved her hands around as if to encompass the mess her life had become in the few short hours she’d spent with them. Remembering one more thing, she called over her shoulder, “And will one of you troublemakers please patch up the back door? I doubt you’ll be chasing the mice away anytime soon.”
She snickered at her own joke, hiccupping as she steadied herself against the wall and took the stairs to her apartment. Dammit. My cats are gone. Not having a cute little furry body to keep me warm tonight is gonna suck.
Ignoring her own thoughts, she slammed the door shut and slid the deadbolts home. Although, if they could magically turn into animals, what else could they do? Probably things a simple deadbolt had no hope against. 
Maya shook her head as she fled to her room, lost in her thoughts as the crinkle of the aluminum breaking was the only sound in the room as she took her nightly birth control. Stripping and falling into bed, exhaustion overtook her, and her eyelids slammed shut. Right before she fell asleep, her mind turned to Malak, hearing his favorite lesson in a new light. 
She fell asleep in seconds, with thoughts of the past far from her mind. Or so she thought. Her subconscious had other ideas.
[image: image-placeholder]Grief called to her like a monster taunting her with its claws hitched deep into her heart. Maya grunted, knocking her black boot into the metal back door as the deadbolt stuck and got hung on the box in the doorframe.
Using both hands, she twisted and jerked at the key, back and forth, trying to get the lock to disengage.
“I’ve always hated this stupid, fucking lock!” The frustrated words burst from her lips in equal parts aggravation and sorrow. Maya kicked her boot into the door with a groan sticking in her throat, before resting her forehead against the cold metal.
She needed something to take her anger out on, because god forbid she actually face her problems and own up to her own guilt. 
Uncle Malak’s favorite phrase flashed through her head like a billboard sign, accompanied by a vision of his tanned, stern face, with a look of disapproval stamped on his features. Maya had earned that look quite often. 
Now was the only time she feared she deserved it.
“Never give up, girl.”
Most would assume that ‘girl’ was an unaffectionate name for someone’s niece. Maya, on the other hand, cherished the nickname that had stuck ever since she’d been little. She hadn’t been related by blood to Uncle Malak, but it was all the same. Maya loved him like a dad, and he’d been as good as any.
It hurt in a brutal way that she’d never hear that little nickname again. 
Channeling her grief into anger—at herself, the world, the god or gods who would dare take him from her—she tried one last time to unlatch the deadbolt. 
It unlocked with a soft snick, as if all the strength she’d used had been unnecessary and it was just waiting for her to hold her tongue just right. 
But now she actually had to push the door open, and that was another challenge she didn’t know if she had the strength for.
Calling up another memory of Uncle Malak during one of their many training sessions, she pushed forward.
“Never give up. You’ll only lose if you lay down and let them win.”
The door clanged shut behind her, taking the slice of morning sunlight with it, leaving her in the darkness. 
That was fine with Maya. She’d already been there a while. 
Ignoring the tremble in her hands, she hung her keys on the familiar hook immediately to her left in the small foyer. Ahead, she could see the wall of the kitchen and the beginning of a hallway that would lead to the main bar area to the right. On her left, the door to the office called to her. The silence in the building seemed loud, if such a thing was possible. 
The keys settled against the wall, listing back and forth on the key ring, almost mocking her.
You did this.
Her bottom lip trembled as she sucked in a sharp breath before stepping forward. Her steps on the hardwood floor echoed around the foyer, and all her resolve broke as she saw the office. 
It looked untouched, as if Uncle Malak was still there, in the bar somewhere, and would come around the corner at any second to wrap her in a bear hug and swing her around like the little girl he loved. Ready to forgive her, let the past rest, and welcome her with open arms.
Instead, her gasping, sorrowful breaths sounded thunderous in the room as she studied the messy papers, the pens, even a mug of coffee still sitting on the corner. 
It no longer steamed, though, long forgotten and left alone. 
Kind of like Maya.
The tiniest meow pulled her attention back around, and she turned to find three black cats sitting in the doorway, as if they’d been waiting for her to notice them. 
“Oh my god, you’re still here!” 
Her exclamation was met with happy mews as she dropped to the ground and sat crisscross, patting her thighs for them to join her, desperation leaking into her tone as she cooed at them.
There was no hesitation as they came to her, rubbing their furry little bodies along her arms as she reached out to pet all of them. Her tears flowed freely seeing the cats again. She’d grown up with them, ever since they appeared one day after her parents died. At the time, she’d clung to them, desperate for comfort as she mourned her parents. 
Maya did the exact same thing now, stroking their soft fur and cooing at them as they fought for space in her lap. Giggling when they smacked at each other or shoved one out of the way, she realized something. 
“I missed you guys.” Her voice broke as one of them, Tubbi, turned to stare at her. “I’m so sorry I left. I won’t do it again. I promise.” She hugged his chunky little body to her and cried, for her mistakes, her sorrows, her apologies… everything. 
A memory flashed through her mind, a day she had trained with Malak. At the time, she had been young, and so confused as to why she had to learn to fight, staring at the stick in her hands with disdain. Malak had stood across from her, showing her the proper way to hold the weapon and telling her how to stand. 
“Your parents told me to prepare you, so that’s what I’m doing. It won’t always be easy, but when we’re done, you’ll be ready for anything. That’s rule number one. Always be ready for anything.” Uncle Malak’s voice rang through her head like a warning as she stared around the vacant, silent bar, tears tracing her cheeks as she cuddled the cats.
“I don’t think I’m ready for this, Uncle Malak.” 
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Amir watched Maya’s ass sway as she charged upstairs. When the apartment door slammed, August winced from across the table.  
“Do you think we were too hard on her?” Asher asked, pausing the napkin doodle he was enthralled by. Though, from the looks of it, his scratch art looked like something to hang in a museum. He was sketching a likeness of Maya. 
Shaking his head before Asher could even finish the question, Amir answered, “No. We saved her ass, she brought us out of that damned cat form, finally, and she just had too much to drink. She’ll be fine in the morning.” 
I should know. I’ve taken care of your drunk ass more times than I can count.
Shaking the negative thoughts of his brother from his head, he focused on the problem at hand. Maya had to accept her bloodline, otherwise Amir didn’t know what he would do. They needed her for what was coming. No, he didn’t know exactly what the impending threat was, but he needed to be ready for all possibilities, and that included readying Maya as well.
Amir was a bit of a stickler for control, and he couldn’t exactly alter that part of his personality. Not after thirty-nine years. Staring at his two brothers across from him, he studied their faces that had once been as familiar as his own. It pained him to admit, but after fifteen years stuck in cat form, he’d almost begun to forget what they looked like.
August had grown up from the nerdy little high school kid he vaguely remembered to a handsome young man, with long brown hair that framed his face well. Asher still looked the part of a heartthrob, but Amir was glad to know his man whore days were behind them. In theory. 
It was nice to finally walk on two legs again. To hold a glass of beer in his hand. To be on the same level as Maya, 
Now, it seemed, they all had something to protect, cherish, and look forward to. 
Hopefully, they wouldn’t fuck it up.
“It’s nice to be back, guys,” Amir declared, taking a sip from his beer to hide the emotions he knew played across his face.
“I know, brother. Finally,” Asher added, and Amir recognized what he thought sounded like resentment in his tone, but he decided to ignore it for now. They’d spent fifteen years analyzing and talking shit out. Amir was ready for a break from it all. 
Fuck, he needed a vacation, but instead, Asher and August looked at him from across the table. 
“I’m not gonna be able to sleep tonight. Now what?” August inquired.
It was an innocent and warranted question. But even so, it raised the hackles on Amir’s neck. They always expected him to step up—to take care of things himself. With a sigh, he got up from the table, and threw back the last of his beer, before heading toward the back with a grumble.
“Where are you going?” August asked. 
“To fix the back door.” 
Like I fix everything else.
*** 
Lips trailed across her collarbone, pulling a sigh from her own mouth at the gentle teasing. Maya reached down, sliding her hands through dark strands of hair. His kisses moved lower, making room for… another man to lean in and take her mouth?
I can get behind this. Two? Alright, alright, alright…
His kisses came rougher than the first male’s, and he claimed her mouth with reckless abandon. Their tongues clashed, passion heating between them as she gasped into the kiss. 
The first man worked his way down to her breasts, placing teasing nips along her skin until he sucked a hard nipple into his mouth. Maya pulled back, needing to put names to the men apparently eager to pleasure her. 
A frown tilted her lips down as she discovered it was none other than Asher and August. Before she could protest, August moved lower, his amber eyes burning into hers as he worked sin into her flesh one kiss at a time, down her torso until he landed between her thighs. 
Tossing her head back when he finally licked a long swipe up her lips, she caught sight of Amir in the chair next to her bed. Asher trailed down to tease her nipples with his lips and practiced fingers. Suddenly, Maya didn’t care who was watching.
August was skilled, she would give him that. He soon worked her to the precipice of an orgasm, the wave building faster and faster as he teased a finger around her entrance before pressing inside. She clenched around him as a moan poured from her throat, her blonde hair slipping across the pillow as she tossed her head back.
Should she really be doing this? She’d just met them, after all, but at the moment, she couldn’t find the willpower to push them away.
“Oh, god…” Maya keened into the quiet of the bedroom, her plea announcing her pleasure to the men.
August suddenly wrapped his lips around her clit, sucking hard and bringing her closer to the edge, almost—
Maya startled awake, a pounding headache stamping her thoughts and the steamy dream to mush. Thighs still slick, and sweat dampening the valley between her breasts, she groaned. This time, the sound pulled from her throat stemmed from pain instead of pleasure as she rolled over to see the clock. How much did I drink last night? Muffin trilled a purr at her from where he perched on her nightstand, head cocked as if to ask why she was so grumbly. 
“My head hurts. Cut me some slack.”
A smell invaded her senses, and it was not a pleasant one.
I didn’t wash the bar stench off myself before falling into bed last night. Great. 
First on her to-do list today—shower. Flinging the covers off, she rolled, forcing herself into a seated position, before groaning as she placed all her weight on her feet. Maya was sore as hell, but she’d be damned if she could remember why in the hungover haze of foggy thoughts. Crossing to the bathroom, she kept her steps light and careful in an attempt to steady the pounding in her head. Muffin followed and hopped on the counter as she stood in front of the mirror and finally got a good look at herself. Bloodshot eyes, scarecrow hair, smeared makeup, and an angry mark on her chin greeted her.
“Ew. Shower. Yes.”
The water sprung to life with a twist of the knob, and she shucked her shirt and undies off before stepping under the hot spray. Soaping up with her favorite lily-scented shampoo, she sighed in contentment. As if the fogginess was slipping down the drain alongside the suds and hot water, her brain seemed to turnover to life when a soft, questioning meow reached her ears. 
The sound broke the dam in her mind holding back the precious night’s events, and they came flooding back all at once. The break-in, fighting, shape-shifting cats, everything. Maya grabbed the curtain and pulled a small section back to peek her head out at Muffin—Asher. 
“You little fucking asshole! Get out of my bathroom, right now!” Her voice came out low and dangerous at the thought of the pervy little fucker getting an eyeful. Her cheeks heated with the memory of just how many times she’d changed and showered in front of the little buggers.
And masturbated.
Oh, holy fuck.
With a trill, the black cat left the bathroom while she cursed his existence all the way out the door.
Maya took her time with the rest of the shower. Organizing her thoughts, she reflected on the information she had learned last night and resisted the smell of bacon trickling up from the bar.
Shape-shifting fucking cats. Maya faced the spray, shaking her head at the insane happenings of the night before. 
Pushing the thoughts from her mind, she tugged back the shower curtain after turning off the water. She hurried to cover herself with the nearest towel before the chill could set in, then wrapped it tightly around her before she returned to her room for clothes.
Normally, she’d walk around naked, but no more, all because of those damned cats again.
All the free shows those little bastards have been getting…
Gritting her teeth, she rushed to get dressed before returning the towel to the bathroom and squeezing her hair tight over the sink, wringing out the excess water. With another deep breath, she faced the mirror, slightly annoyed that she still looked the same. Golden eyes stared back at her, framed by a head of straight blonde hair, the shadowed roots showing her heritage, soaked and stringy from the shower. She’d have to use a conditioning treatment soon, her ends were looking rough, she thought to herself idly during her examination.
The smell of breakfast tickled her nose again, and with some reluctance, she rushed through the rest of her routine, hurrying out of her room to face the three men downstairs. Maya paused in the living room, though, in front of the machine that held her favorite hobby, weaving. It was an odd hobby for someone her age, at least according to the few people she’d shared her passion with, but she’d grown attached to the flowing thread pieces and felt closer to her mom when she sat before it all. From what Maya could remember, her mom had loved to weave. Maya recalled the many intricate patterns, images, and beautiful scenes she would create from strands of thread.
There was much more to Maya’s hobby than just simple weaving though. And she suspected it had something to do with this familial blessing the guys had talked about.
With questions burning, she turned to join the men downstairs, ready for answers.
[image: image-placeholder]Walking into her kitchen was an experience. Maya hadn’t woken up to breakfast made by another person since her uncle had died two years ago and left the bar in her possession. She took a seat at the bar stool in front of the island, where Asher was setting plates and cutlery out for them.
Maya arched a brow at his smooth actions. “You seem to know your way around.”
A sly grin beamed from his tanned face. “Yep. We retain knowledge in our cat forms, so these past several years, we’ve grown to know this place as well as you do.”
She bristled at the thought, but his hesitant smile told Maya he hadn’t meant anything by the comment. It had been Maya, after all, who had poured her blood, sweat, and tears into this little bar, but she still turned a haughty expression to him, and he immediately held up his hands in surrender. “So you do remember things from your cat form?” She remembered his fluffy ass following her into the shower.
“You were pretty intoxicated last night. I just wanted to make sure you were okay this morning, that’s all. Though... from the sounds you made while you were dreaming... well, I’d say you’re doing purrfectly fine, hmm?”
A blush colored her cheeks at the memory of her very vivid, very sexy dream. 
“Perhaps, but it wasn’t necessary to stick around while I stripped and showered. Since when can you shift at will, anyway? From what you told me last night, because I possess the amulet, I tell you when to shift, and I most certainly don’t recall asking you to turn last night.”
Amir grumbled a response as he joined them in the kitchen. “No, you only initiate the first shift. Once we turn back to human, we can control the shift from that point forward.” 
Maya nodded, holding off on any more questions until she had a cup of coffee in her system. As if she’d spoken the request aloud, Asher sat a steaming cup in front of her, along with two packets of sweetener. She rolled her eyes at the realization they most likely knew every intimate detail of her life, while she was in the dark when it came to them.
She doctored her coffee and decided to remedy that little issue. “So, tell me about yourselves. I’m sure your personalities differ from when you were cats.”
August had joined them in the kitchen by the time she finished her statement, and in sync, they turned to her, all with matching arched brows. August spoke first, despite the hesitance that colored his tone. “Are you okay? Last night you seemed ready to throw us out, and now you’re acting like Nancy Drew, all ready for more clues?”
Maya thought back to just how often she’d left the TV on upstairs for Tubbi to watch.
Shaking the thought loose, she purposefully waited until Amir took a sip of his coffee before answering, “Well, I’ve been seeing the future for twelve years, so I decided this really isn’t that far out of the realm of possibility as I first thought.” 
Amir spit his coffee out, ruining the shirt she’d loaned him, and she couldn’t contain her gleeful cackle at the reaction. He turned a glare in her direction, but she shrugged it off. 
“You’ve been doing what?” Asher barked the question at her from by the stove, until she arched a brow at him, and he apologized with a nod. After he repeated his query in a calmer tone, she decided to answer.
“Mom loved to weave, and it’s one of the fondest memories I have of her. She died when I was only eight, and it took me three years to work up the guts to attempt the loom. Several months later, once I had it down... I received my first vision. I only see things when I weave.” 
They exchanged glances again as Asher deposited breakfast sausages onto the plates spread out. Maya chuckled to herself at the way he moved around the kitchen, cooking sausage, bacon, biscuits, and gravy. Quite a lot of food... and she almost commented on the heaping piles adorning three of the dishes, but she refrained. They hadn’t tasted human food in quite some time, so she’d cut them some slack.
August sat beside her, facing her and resting his temple on a fist. “Asher always thought you just got stoned before you started weaving. You would just zone out for… sometimes hours. Was that when you would see visions?”
“Yeah, it wasn’t only the future though. I see the past sometimes too.” 
Another questioning look was passed. “You did? What did you see?” 
Maya cleared her throat as gory images flashed through her mind. “Ah…” How did one gently share what she was about to? “I saw my parents die.” She flitted her eyes around the room to avoid seeing their pity, but it was too late.
August’s eyes fluttered closed in sympathy as he grabbed one of her hands from around her coffee mug and held it tightly. His hand was warm around hers, distracting her from the pain of the memory with a flare of heat. The thoughts of her dream, warm skin and drugging kisses, flashed through her mind, and she quickly pulled her hand away.
“Hayaati, I am so sorry.” August’s soft voice trailed through the room, while Amir just growled. The sizzle of bacon in the background accompanied their pity while she searched her mind for something else to talk about. 
Amir’s shirt caught her eye again, and she latched on to the potential subject change. “We should go find you guys some clothes today.”
A hard stare from him was met with an equally stubborn gold gaze as Maya refused to back down from the challenge. He conceded with, “Fine. If you would care to take us to First Bank, we need to get a key, and then we will go from there. But afterwards, we need to help you find the amulet. Those guys were here for a reason, so we need to protect it—and you, as soon as possible.”
The rest of breakfast was served quietly, and they ate in much the same fashion, until Asher spoke up. “You know, as strange as all of this seems, it makes sense if you think about it.” 
Maya peeked up from where she’d been picking at her food. “What do you mean?” 
“Well, you know Neith was the patroness of weavers. She actually wove time on her loom.”
Eager to add to the theory, August chimed in, “Yes! It makes sense that the first female Guardian is a weaver, just like Neith, the Goddess of Time, who started it all, literally. She was the creator of the world.”
No pressure or anything…
A flutter of unease wormed its way through Maya. “I’m still not sure about all of this. The whole chosen destiny thing…” Her brain seemed to be working slower than usual, because his words registered with her just then. “Wait, there’s never been a female Guardian before?” 
With a shake of their heads, all three of them denied it as Asher voiced, “Nope. Not to our knowledge.” 
Maya took a deep breath to steady her racing heart at the new information, swallowed another sip of coffee, and hit them with another question. “So, what does that mean? For the amulet?” 
With a scowl furrowing his brows, Amir answered, “We have no idea. I’m guessing nothing? Although we can say, you’re the first Guardian to possess any sort of ability.”
Maya reflected on that information, with too many questions rising for her to sort out. Not knowing where to even start, she pushed it all away and enjoyed breakfast in silence. Her eyes widened in disbelief when August rose from his seat to get seconds… with half a serving still left on his plate. A smile twitched her lips as he returned, but she shook her head when he sent her a questioning glare.
So totally cats.
As they finished eating, Maya’s curiosity got the best of her again. “So, brothers, yes? Tell me more about yourselves.” It peeved her that they seemed to have all this insider knowledge of her life, yet she knew nothing about them.
They shared a nervous glance, and Maya noticed Asher seemed uncomfortable talking about himself. Instead, he directed the conversation toward August and Amir. “Well, I’m the oldest here. Amir is the middle brother, and August is the baby.” 
At the baby comment, August slung a fist into his bicep, but Asher shrugged it off with a grin. He was sinfully good looking, those glacier kissed eyes capturing her gaze every time. 
Another thing called Maya’s attention, so she pressed, “Your family came from Egypt, then?” 
When they nodded, mouths full, she continued her interrogation. “So, August, how come your name is so different? It’s so… American.” 
The guys shared a laugh before August turned to her. “I forget about that sometimes, but, and I mean this seriously, my parents ran out of favorite names when it came to me. I was born in August so… it’s kind of what they landed on.” He shrugged, pushing his empty plate away and curling his hands around a mug of coffee. “Our parents were more like The McAllisters than the Bradys.” At her droll look, he continued, “They weren’t the… best role models, per se.”
Starting to regret owning a TV, Maya frowned at his words, dipping a piece of bacon in the gravy. “What do you mean?” 
The brothers shared an empathetic look, and Maya could definitely see the resemblance between the three of them. Amir took over the story with a dark look in his eyes. “Our dad left when I was ten. Asher was fifteen, and August five. Let’s just say things took a wrong turn, and we were basically on our own, left in charge of ourselves. We banded…” He trailed off with a stern look in Asher’s direction. “Together, took care of one another, and survived. Then, fourteen years later, we were changed into cats because the previous Keepers died.” 
This was new information for Maya, and her heart rate picked up. “Wait, so this is a life bond type thing? If I die, will you die?” 
Am I now responsible for keeping you alive?
August’s solemn nod brought on a whole other round of questions from her. “How did you know all this stuff about Time Keepers and Guardians and all that? Did your dad leaving have anything to do with the Keeper thing?”
August smiled patiently at her, brushing a lock of chestnut hair away. “We’re Keepers of Time. Not timekeepers. When we shifted for the first time, Bastet herself visited us in a vision, explaining a little about why. From what we understand, our dad might have known about it, but if he did, he never said anything. When we did change, we each received a vision from Bastet explaining a little bit about our role and telling us of the safety deposit key, which will lead us to more information.”
Maya nodded in approval. “Then yes, let’s go get that key as soon as possible. I’m tired of being in the dark.”
While they cleaned up from breakfast, Maya stepped into her office to call Theo, her second in command, even if she’d never admit it to the cocky bastard. 
He answered with a laugh, and she heard Chris’ voice in the background. “Hey Maya, what’s up?” 
She gave him some bullshit story about a family emergency and how she wouldn’t be able to open the bar. Once he heard the nervous, frazzled tone in her voice—which was one hundred percent real—he jumped at the chance to step in for her.
“Theo, you’re the best, you know that?” Maya was being dead serious as thankfulness filled her heart. She could hug him if he were in front of her.
“Oh, I know. I’ll be sure to remind you of that when it comes time to give me a raise.” 
Maya rolled her eyes. Theo made the most of any employee in the bar, besides her, and she was the owner. They chatted for a few minutes before they decided the bar could open one hour later than normal.
Her odd family heirloom taken care of, she set off with the guys to find the nearest First Bank.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya sighed as Asher returned to the car. Like they had requested, she’d driven them to First Bank, where they apparently were opening a safety deposit box. The guys had explained to her that for each set of Keepers, a house was set up by servants that hailed from the bloodlines of ancient Egyptians, just like they did. Just like she did. Inside the box was none other than a house key to the residence. Asher told them so when he flashed the shiny metal at them. Once there, they could access the libraries kept there. On the way over, they’d informed her that some trios went their entire lives without shifting into human form and therefore never needed the house. Like the last set of cats—that her dad had apparently hidden from her. Maya couldn’t imagine being sentenced to that life. 
The library books were exactly what they were after. Maya was hell-bent on discovering more about her own role. A Guardian. The word filtered through her mind, and when paired with a glance at the three muscled men around her, she wondered why they would even need her.
They look pretty damned capable of guarding themselves.As Asher buckled his seat belt, she continued pondering all the information she’d learned so far. Her dad had been the Guardian before her. Maya was a little insulted by the fact he hadn’t left any letters, notes, or information about his role that would be passed down to her. Now, she had to lean on three strangers, trust three strangers, with her life, her bar, and her secrets. 
Maya had been ecstatic when she inherited the bar—it had given her the kick in the pants she needed to leave Alex, to finally see what a controlling asshole he was. This… duty she was now expected to accept and carry on with? All while bad guys pursued her and her life got turned upside down? Maya had no control, and control was the one thing she needed in life. It was silent in the car while she was lost in her thoughts. Cats were always so content to sit in peace.
Maya had never shared with anyone her ability to see the past and future. She had never wanted to risk being thrown in the loony bin, but in her darkest hours, she once questioned if she would one day end up in such a place. No. In her heart, she knew she wasn’t crazy. Instead, because of her ability, she believed every aspect of their story with her entire being. It all made too much sense. I mean, something has to explain their shift from cat to human, right?
She pretended the ease she felt with their story had nothing to do with the ease she felt with them. Maybe it was the fact that they had been her cats for fifteen years before, but she was more comfortable with them than Maya had ever been with anyone.
Asher brushed his hair back, distracting her for just a moment from her thoughts, but her musing picked back up. I feel strangely at ease with them. How much of that is because I’m their Guardian—whatever the hell that entails—and how much of it is real? Can I even trust this feeling?
This comfortableness was already more than anything she’d felt with Alex, and she’d been ready to marry the guy. Well… that was before he’d put her in the hospital a few times. Her gaze trailed to the scar on her forearm.
Refusing to think about that particular asshole, she followed the directions on her GPS to the address Asher had typed in. It seemed they didn’t know where the Keepers’ home was located. Something about secrecy within the bloodline. She’d scoffed at first, but the address had been attached to the key inside the safety deposit box, and it led them about forty minutes away. When they pulled in, one question sprung to mind.
“Are you guys fuckin’ rich or what?”House was too common a word to describe the... mansion they’d pulled up to. The driveway was a long, paved expanse of concrete lined by trees on either side that ended in a circular drive—of course—with a water fountain in the middle. Two frosted panes of glass framed the huge front door, accented with colored glass. The entire mansion was brick, with black shutters and gold light fixtures.
A slow whistle pulled her head to the right and she turned to see Asher’s mouth dropped open. She arched a brow at his expression and asked, “Is this not what you were expecting?”
August answered her from the back, next to Amir. “I don’t think any of us expected this.”
In unison, they shook their heads in disbelief as the pea gravel crunched under their feet. The three cat-men deftly avoided the sprinkling fountain, and she chuckled as they circled it with a wide berth.
Amir spoke again, his smooth, deep voice like silk brushing over her skin. “Not at all. We grew up in a... modest home with our family, and this residence is specifically reserved for the Keepers of Time. Since we’ve been cats from the moment we became the Keepers, this is the first time we’ve laid eyes on it.”
Her mind swirled, a range of emotions washing over her. Maya never even considered, too caught up in her own crisis, that they had suffered also. Spending fifteen years as a cat, with no control over their own life, destiny, or actions? She shuddered at the horror.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how difficult this was for you guys.” Her eyes trailed to the ground, staring at her feet. They stopped before the door as shame overwhelmed her.
A single finger brought her chin up, and she swallowed at the emotions she found in August’s golden eyes. “Never be sorry for the path our pasts led us to. After all, it brought us to you, no?”
At his words, her shame was swallowed up by a blush, and she avoided his gaze for a completely different reason. August smiled, his white teeth bright against his beautifully tanned skin, and he tugged at his shirt, billowing it out in front of him. It was unusually warm for a wintery February, the sixties creeping high into the seventies today as the sun beamed down on them. It was an odd combination with the scraggly fingers of the tree branches reaching to the sky.
A chill crept down her spine and unease slithered over her skin. “I think we should hurry, I don’t have a good feeling all of a sudden.”
“Well, I’m trying. But I’m not seeing a keyhole for this key.” Amir’s grumpy words reached her ears, and she frowned.
“Are you sure? Why would they leave you a key to a door with no lock?”Could nothing be easy?“You’re probably not doing it right, let me see it.” Asher reached for the key, and Amir grumbled again. “I’m not dense! I know how a key works!”“Well, obviously not if you can’t get it in the right hole.” Asher leaned around Amir and paired a wink with his double entendre. 
Maya simply rolled her eyes, content for the moment to sit back and watch them bicker. She could most certainly tell they were brothers.
A harsh curse sounded, and she sighed as their argument continued. While they searched for the hole, she’d backed up and stood below them on the gravel as opposed to the brick step. A breeze blew, sending blonde tendrils flying into her face, and she sighed at the sight of August’s hair flowing in the wind too.
Well... at least they’re pretty, right?Shaking herself from her appreciative thoughts, she stepped forward. “Here, let me see if I can find it. Sheesh!” She batted their hands away and stared at the door, to find that there was indeed no keyhole. “This is stupid. It can’t be a key if there’s no lock!” Holding the key up to study it, she noticed it seemed a little heavier than a usual house key. It was just a regular shaped key, like something you would find at a hardware store. It even had a little cat decal on it, and she chuckled before eyeing the opulent mansion again. “This key is way too ordinary for a house like this, don’t you think?”
August chuckled behind her, mumbling something that suspiciously sounded like, “alohomora,” but she ignored it. Instead, she waved the key around the area where a lock would normally reside and waited until the telltale tug of a magnet—ah, yes. Maya let go of the key, and the metallic snap of it sticking to the door brought a triumphant smile to her face that made Asher groan.
Just as she turned to sass off about how much of a genius she was, a scraping came from their left, and as one, they turned their gazes to see a brick that was... not really a brick. It slid away to reveal a glass screen lit with a blue light.
“Are you shitting me? Your mansion has biometric readers?”
“Well, the ancient Egyptians were the most advanced of any empire. It would make sense, for even now our bloodlines go the extra mile.”
“Yeah, they’re extra, all right.”
A blue glow emanated from the pad, a golden circle lit up to indicate where one should place their thumb. With a wave of her hand, she stepped back to allow one of the guys to move forward. Asher accepted the honor and placed his finger flat against the small pane of glass. The blue glow flashed three times, before a long beep sounded.
Then... nothing. They stood there, waiting for something to happen, for so long the group began to trade questioning glances, each wondering if it worked. Finally, a loud thunk sounded, and the main door cracked open of its own accord. Maya stepped forward, laying a palm against the door to push it the rest of the way open, and walked inside. A scrape sounded as one of them grabbed the key from the door as they passed by. Well, at least the house was secure, right?
As it should be. Maya couldn’t believe the opulence of the mansion before her. Pale marble with gold veins, elaborate embellishments, chandeliers, and more wealth than she’d ever imagined greeted her.
As she took it all in, she turned to find her three men equally—hold on, her men? Nuh uh, Maya, you stop that right now. No. 
The excessive lavishness of the place left the three of them with their mouths dropped open, while their eyes bounced around the foyer. A chuckle left her lips at their matching expressions. She could almost see their ears twitching in interest, and she outright laughed at how fast they dispersed to investigate. If they were cats, their tails would be curled into question marks as they scurried off. Throwing her hands up, Maya guessed she would find her own way around.
Remembering the list of questions she’d kept track of in her mind, she set off to find the library. Afraid to scratch the beautifully polished marble, she walked with soft, nimble steps as she explored.
This sure as hell ain’t old wood... no. Maya, you’re not in Kansas anymore. 
[image: image-placeholder]Asher sighed as he took in the opulent surroundings. “Damn, guys. This sure is a step up from that hovel we grew up in, isn’t it?” 
August agreed with a grin, but Amir remained silent, and Asher shot him a look. 
“What’s the matter, bro? Not a fan of the gold-fucking-veined marble?” Asher teased.
Amir shook his head and walked off, down the hallway with fifteen fucking bedrooms. Asher waved off his moody brother and turned to August, who took everything in with wide eyes.
“Well, come on, let’s put on something other than sweatpants.” 
“Oh, shit. Pants!” August’s eyes lit up with the prospect, and with an excited smile, he disappeared into one of the bedrooms. 
Asher did the same, with equal enthusiasm. After laying around as a cat for a fucking decade and a half, putting pants on was a big deal. Asher found a room decorated in gold tones that reminded him of Maya’s eyes. He acknowledged the sappy-ass thought, and Asher welcomed it with open arms. He’d spent years crushing on the same damned girl, which was such a monumental difference from how he’d spent his teenage youth. The prospect of settling with one girl had daunted him during that time, but now he hoped he would be lucky enough for Maya to even see him. 
Well, he knew she saw him, because he was handsome as hell, and he wasn’t afraid to admit it. Asher just needed her to see him as more than a pretty face. 
Hell, he knew his brothers were on the same page, since they were all half in love with her at this point. What he didn’t know—once all of this was settled—was if she would want to be with them. 
And yes, he meant all three of them. Fuck social constructs. They’d talked about it for years, his brothers and he, and when you spent fifteen years licking your own ass, you kind of lost your ability to give a shit about what other people found appropriate. 
When it came to Maya? An image of her in the shower this morning popped into his mind, and suddenly, he had another problem. 
Glancing down at the tent in his sweatpants, he cursed, “Well, fuck.” 
Finding the closet, Asher grabbed the first few things he saw, and noticing the jewelry stand, plucked a few rings from the fake fingers holding them hostage. As he stripped to change, he tried to think of anything to get rid of the erection. When the fucker still remained ready for action after thoughts of ancient grandmas, litter boxes, and rats, he cursed.
Eyeing the opening to the adjoining bathroom, he thought surely a shower wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. 
Mind made up, he made his way across the cold marble floor into a bathroom fit for a king. More veined marble surrounded him, wrapping around the room and even continued into the standing shower. Setting his clothes aside, he opened the glass door to the showers. The tile underneath him was heated when he stepped inside, and Asher grinned. Reaching for the shower knobs, he found the perfect temperature, just shy of too hot, and stepped under the spray. Showerheads surrounded him from three sides, one above, and two from each side. A small alcove housed shampoos and body washes, but he ignored those for now as he just stood in the relaxing spray. 
Water poured down, beading over his shoulders and sliding down his skin like a blissful caress. His mind immediately shifted to Maya, and his cock jumped in excitement. Cursing, he gripped the eager bastard and moaned. It’d been fifteen years, he wasn’t going to last long, even by his own hand. Stroking the hard length, he braced himself with one hand against the wall, dropping his head with his eyes closed. Images of Maya flitted through his mind from this morning, of her soapy hands slipping over her wet body. Those fucking little nipple rings were going to be the death of him one day. When his grip slid over his tip, he imagined himself in the shower with her.
The water rushing over his body served to heightened the fantasy, making it more real in Asher’s mind. Hand slipping down to the base, no guilt assaulted him as he pictured himself tracing beads of water down to her perfect breasts, teasing her nipples with his tongue and lips. He could practically hear her saying his name as he teased her. The little breathy sighs he knew she would make were he to taste her spurred him on.
A gasp sounded, and he whirled, water slinging across the glass doors. Spying none other than the object of his fantasy, he cursed, but did nothing to cover himself. 
She’d walked into his fucking bathroom, after all. Though, she didn’t seem put out by the sight before her. In contrast, her gaze slid over his body similar to the beads of water, pausing on the throbbing length between his legs. 
“Wh-what are you doing?” Her breathy little voice sent a pulse through his cock, and he took a deep breath to stop himself from opening that damned glass door and yanking her inside to help him finish what he’d been imagining.
“What does it look like I’m doing, Maya?” Asher challenged her unashamedly, meeting her golden gaze fearlessly as he slid a palm down his stomach to grip the hard length again. Her tongue slipped out to wet her lips, almost pulling a groan from him. 
Her gaze jerked up to his. “It looks like you still need to finish.”
Fuck. Me.
The words might have been an observation, but she issued them like a demand, and he was more than happy to fucking oblige. 
Stroking his cock, he quickened the pace, no longer needing a fantasy as she stood before him, eyes glued to his moving hand. Maya shifted her stance, and Asher cursed again, imagining she was rubbing her thighs together to ease the ache there. He could do it for her, but she was woman enough to make that move, and he refused to force it on her or pressure her into it. Content with a voyeur, he choked up on his dick harder as her greedy eyes took in the sight.
Her next question almost undid him. “What were you thinking about?”
No shame. He answered without even thinking. “You.” 
A short hum prefaced the words that threw him closer to the edge, his abdomen tightening. Her perfect pink lips parted with, “Do it for me. Tell me what’d you do to me with that cock in your hand.”
“Fuck, Maya.” Asher knew she was a fucking control freak, but he was happy to feed her need, studying her face as he answered, slowing his strokes to delay the impending orgasm. “I’d eat that perfect pussy of yours until you screamed, begging me to stop.”
Her chest rose with her caught breath, and he groaned as the orgasm approached faster than he was ready for. He saw himself between her thighs, tasting her sweetness. Purring the words, he voiced his fantasy through the shower doors. “I finally would, but only so long as it took me to move so I could really fuck you. Can you imagine it, Maya? This big, fat cock sliding into your greedy little pussy?” Her cheeks flamed red, and he could see the flush color her chest. 
“Because I can. Fuuuck.” The curse slipped out on an aching groan as the throbbing in his balls reached its peak, and he couldn’t hold back any longer. His hand stroked his hard cock once more, his abdomen tightening as he exploded. The tremors shot through him, ending in spurt after spurt as he painted the shower doors with his cum. Head tilted back, he breathed deep as the orgasm relented, shoulders slumping with the finality of the last ripple of pleasure.
The dumbest grin crossed his face as he relaxed, his lids sliding open in time to see Maya disappear out the door. He frowned. Did he scare her off? 
Surely not. Not with the way she’d been eating up the sight. Not with the way she’d urged him to continue, prompted his fantasy to life with her demands.
Cleaning up his mess, the thoughts swirled around his mind like water down the drain as his irritation grew. 
Maya couldn’t help give him the most powerful orgasm he’d had in decades and walk off like that. 
Drying off, he froze as a thought occurred to him. She hadn’t even fucking touched him. 
Fuck, he was lost for her. 
Dressing in the clothes he’d chosen earlier, he slid each ring on his finger with intent. Asher wanted nothing more than her arousal to drip off them as he teased her to release. 
But he paused. As much as he wanted her, as he craved her, did he truly deserve her? Shame creeped in, hard, dirty, and heavy as his shoulders sagged. He wanted to be good for her—good to her—and he knew he could be, but a question remained, niggling in the back of his brain.
Would she accept me if she knew the truth?
[image: image-placeholder]Maya rushed downstairs, eager to hide her face in a book after what she’d just witnessed. She’d been exploring, finding room after room filled with things no one could truly need. I mean really, who needed two dining rooms, three living rooms, a kitchen bigger than her entire bar, and fifteen bedrooms? Fifteen!
Finally, she’d come upon a room decorated in a decadent gold color that called to her. The sound of a shower running honestly hadn’t registered until she’d crossed the threshold into the bathroom. Something had pulled her forward until she froze to the floor with shock. Asher had stood in the marble shower, water sluicing down his smooth, bronzed skin, and his muscles working in a rhythm she didn’t recognize. When she finally did, a gasp had escaped before she could hold it back. He’d turned around, her gaze had settled on his huge cock, and she’d been unable to tear her eyes away. 
If she’d thought he was hot before, she now couldn’t stop seeing him with his hand wrapped around his dick. Just from the little show she’d seen, she was soaked, her pussy ready for so much more. Now she needed a shower, preferably one in the Arctic. 
But no one had time for that. When she discovered the library at last, she still couldn’t toss the images from her mind. Maya had no idea where those words had she said to him came from, where she’d found the courage to command him to pleasure himself. Even now, her cheeks flamed thinking about it. 
Maya shook herself from her thoughts, finally noticing the magnificence in front of her, and it thankfully pulled her from her naughty thoughts. “Holy shit!”
Like something out of a movie, the stacks of shelves reached the ceiling, outlining the room with walls and walls of books arranged by genre and then alphabetized. Maya wiped away a line of drool before clearing her throat and approaching a marble table, one among many. Chairs, tables, and desks were dispersed through the room, seeing to the needs of every type of studious learner. 
Maya was here, determined to learn, so she first tracked down the History section of the library. Trailing her fingers over the spines of hundreds of books, she noticed this was the largest section of the room. That didn’t narrow their search much, but maybe they would find some answers today. 
That, or she needed to spend a few days at her loom. Maybe she could see something helpful. Maya had never attempted weaving with the intent to see a vision—they had always just come to her in their own time. She suspected it was a… power with its own will.
A chill worked its way up her spine at the thought. Power. Maya had never worded it quite like that, had never seen her ability as a power. It had always just kind of... been. Not a blessing, not a curse, just a part of her. It gave her a sense of strength to think of it as a power. 
Maya hated to admit it, but she’d been powerless ever since the moment her parents died and she’d done nothing but hide in that damned pantry. Even with all the lessons Uncle Malak had drilled into her afterward, the temporary strength of body and mind had fled the day she’d met Alex. She’d only regained it, only truly understood the power she had, when she'd kicked Alex's ass after leaving him. And once more, when she’d schooled the intruders the other night… no. Last night. Maya rubbed her eyes. That felt like so long ago, but still, satisfaction flooded her when she thought of the way she’d defended herself... right before her entire world had been yanked out from under her. She rubbed her chin, the area still sore from her intimate introduction to the wooden steps. 
Pulling herself from her thoughts, she scanned the spines of the section before her. They might be marked as ‘History,’ but the information in the section ranged from mathematics, to scientific history, racecars, the Eiffel tower, and even the history of fast food. Maya chuckled at the random collection, but eventually came across several books about Egyptian history.
Bingo.
Maya had just opened the third from her stack of books when the men found her. Their voices carried, reaching her before they did, and she was privy to what should have been a private discussion. Asher’s voice was hushed as he spoke, but she heard the incredulity in his tone. “...hell does that mean?”
A long silence ensued, and she heard not even their footsteps, but when he spoke, Amir sounded closer. “Asher… I mean, I get it. Those days are behind you. I’m just saying… habits will always be habits. Make sure you don’t hurt her.”
Maya’s brows drew low in confusion. Were they talking about her?
A low growl sounded in response. “Habits? Low blow, man. I thought we talked about this. Yeah, it was shitty, but… I regret every moment of it. What if she won’t want me after she finds out?” Maya could hear what she thought was fear in his voice. Maybe anxiety? 
Amir sighed. “Honestly, Asher, just don’t be a dick. It’s been fifteen years. Yeah, we talked about it, but now that you have the opportunity to act... just, make sure you’re sure about this. Why would waiting a little longer be a big deal? Why are you asking me anyway? Do you need me to wipe your ass too?”
“Dude, really? And waiting? Have you seen her?”
A commotion sounded, a flurry of thuds and angrily spoken words, too low for Maya to recognize anything but the cadence of their voices.
Maya, still flushed at the secret compliment, tried to look busy as they came through the doors, burying herself in a book.
They walked into the library silent, apparently finished with their debate. Maya wouldn’t have known they’d arrived if she hadn’t been facing the doorway, they walked that stealthily. Her cheeks heated as she caught sight of them, as if they’d all know what she did with Asher.
They’d obviously found the wardrobe, because they were all sporting real clothes instead of sweatpants and t-shirts. It was as if Maya was finally getting a glimpse at their personalities through their style choices. 
August had donned a dark gray, thin sweater and black pants, boots, and rings. Maya’s mouth went dry at the ease with which just his appearance turned her on. He had six rings—his left hand decorated on his middle, first, and thumb finger. On his right hand, two more rings sat on his middle finger and one adorned his ring finger. It appeared he’d found the kitchen as well, because he carried a mug of coffee with him, the metal clinking against the side as he adjusted his grip on the handle. As they approached, she couldn’t find her voice until they were seated around her, picking through the books she’d discovered.
“Well, Hermione, did you find enough books?” August teased.
“Have you all finally assuaged your curiosity?” she quipped, referring to the time it’d taken them to explore while she studied.
“I don’t know, have you?” Asher’s teasing struck a chord, and she blushed furiously, a flash of his shower show echoing in her mind.
Turning her gaze to the words on the page in front of her, she swallowed down the embarrassment. The others were definitely a sight to behold, even Asher, who she now realized she preferred naked. He sported a black tank, showing off his muscled arms, and jeans with boots to match. He also wore rings, three on his right hand and one on his left middle finger. 
Amir dressed the most casual of them, sporting a white tee and jeans that made his ass look downright sinful. Maya noticed this when he sauntered over to the shelves, a slow whistle sounding as he looked all the way up to the ceiling.
“What’d you find here?” August interrupted her study of Amir’s ass and pulled her attention back to the history book. 
“It’s on ancient Egypt. Mostly factual stuff, though, things they teach you in school. There’s not a whole of lot of helpful information here. I’ll keep searching.” Maya closed the book with a sigh and leaned back. August and Asher both took the two remaining books from the pile and began browsing, so she decided to go on the hunt for more knowledge. 
God knows we need it right now. 
Maya stood, throwing her arms up and stretching, a groan tumbling from her throat when her back popped. A cold draft of air tickled the skin bared around her midriff, the kiss of air on her heated flesh raising goosebumps on the exposed skin. A strangled sound came from the men at the table, and she glanced their way to find heated gazes burning into her from where August and Asher had stopped reading and now looked ready to devour her on the spot. With a blush, Maya turned for the nearest section of books to browse more history titles.
Following the labels, she walked all the way to the right, until she was hidden behind shelves placed on the floor. With a deep breath, she was alone once more, safe from the greedy gazes of the hotties she’d somehow become responsible for. Trailing her finger along the spines of old books and novels, she lost herself in her thoughts, until she was drawn to the far corner of the library, hidden even deeper within the shadows between the shelves. Maya had just reached out, as if in a trance to pick up a book, when hands grabbed her from behind, spun her, and pushed her into the shelves. She gasped, fear striking through her for only an instant before she saw it was Amir who’d grabbed her. 
She reached forward and smacked him on the chest. “You dick! Scared the shit out of me!” Attempting to calm her racing heart, she placed the same hand she’d hit him with against her chest, the thump beating against her palm. The motion drew Amir’s hazel eyes to her throat, to the dip in her low cut shirt that she suddenly wished she could take off—uh, wished she hadn’t worn. Yes, that’s what she meant. She wished she hadn’t worn such a revealing top to draw attention to her... assets, right?
Totally.
His piercing gaze bore into her, the intensity stopping the breath in her throat and the heart in her chest.
“Yes? What do you need from me?” Maya’s voice came out breathier than she intended, and she cleared her throat to try again, but he interrupted her by leaning closer. 
“We have spent fifteen years with you. Fifteen years seeing the most intimate moments of your life.” The heat in his gaze drew her thoughts to all the times she’d pleasured herself under the sheets at night. In the morning. In the shower. She gulped. 
A smirk tilted his lips up. “Yes, I know what you’re thinking, and especially those moments. We weren’t able to do anything about it for all these years, but now, finally, we can. So, think about the effect you have on us from just a simple,” he leaned in to trail his lips across her neck, and she tilted her head involuntarily, “little,” a soft kiss was pressed to her skin, “stretch.” She gasped as he leaned back for only a moment, watching her reaction before he burst forward again, crushing his mouth to hers in an explosion of pent-up emotion. 
Groaning, she opened her mouth to the kiss, and his tongue surged inside to twine with hers. Maya slid her arms around his neck to pull him closer, trailing her fingers through the short hair at the back of his neck. The shelves behind her dug into her shoulder blades and lower back, but Amir distracted her from it all as he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. 
He shoved his hands into the back pockets of her jeans to squeeze her ass, hard, and she whimpered. Amir ate the sound, his teeth clacking against hers in their violent kiss. When he pushed closer, she felt the bulge in his jeans press against her stomach, and her mind went blank. Maya followed him when he pulled back, eyes glazed over with lust from their kiss. 
All it took was for her to recognize the smirk on his lips to snap her from the reverie, her heart still racing as her brows furrowed. “Why did you stop?”
“I just wanted you to know how easy it is for you to set us off. Be careful, umri. After fifteen years, I’m not capable of behaving as a gentleman should. I don’t know if any of us can. Make sure you understand that before we go down this road.”
Maya’s temper rose, her cheeks heating with anger as she realized this was all probably just a damn game to him. She was the only real woman he’d been around since they’d shifted to humans after spending fifteen fucking years as cats. Opening her mouth, she prepared a nasty response when a shimmer of light caught her eye, just over his shoulder. She shoved him out of the way, the subject forgotten as she moved toward the item on the shelf. It was a book, an old one, if she could guess.
It was authentic leather, the wrapping worn and stained with oils from many hands. Maya held it carefully, instinctively knowing how precious the item that she held was. “Amir, I think I found what we’re looking for.”
Without another look, she walked off, but not before she heard him mumble under his breath, “You bet we did.”
Refusing to read too much into the comment, and determined to ignore the way her nipples perked beneath her bra, Maya tossed a look over her shoulder to find his gaze glued to her ass, and she put a little more sway in her hips, just for him. A chuckle left her as he cursed and adjusted himself before following. 
Serves him right.
When she gently eased the book down onto the table the guys had commandeered, she smirked and explained with a simple, “Found it.”
They leaned over the table in unison, and August reached a reverent hand out to caress one of the stones embedded in the leather. 
Cocking her head, she studied the awe in his gaze. “I take it you’ve never seen this before?”
Shaking their heads, August answered for the group. “No, we were pretty much in the dark about everything until we changed. In the vision, Bastet only explained briefly what was happening and told us to collect a key from the safety deposit box set up in the name of the oldest.” He nodded toward Asher. 
“Do you know what the stones are?” Maya asked, captivated by the shiny purple stones and gold metallic embellishments decorating the cover.
“If I was to guess, I’d say amethyst. The stones of protection and balance,” August responded again, and in her mind she dubbed him the most knowledgeable, the nerdy one. 
It most certainly fits, what with his love of pop culture. 
Smiling at the observation, she tapped the cover gently.
“Well? Shall we open it and learn something?”
Asher reached forward and did the honors, his slim fingers so fucking sexy with those rings, grasping the corner of the cover with care before he pried it open. The book was stiff with age, and the crinkling of the parchment paper sewn inside made her cringe. Maya feared if she breathed too hard on the book, it would disintegrate into ashes. 
Please, don’t do that, book. We need you.
The elegant scrawl on the first page stole her attention, and she circled the table to read the inscription, placing a hand on August’s shoulder as she leaned forward. He stiffened slightly under her touch, and Amir’s words came back to her as she jerked her gaze in his direction. Amir aimed a pointed look at her hand, a reminder of the warning he’d given her. Make sure you understand before we go down this road. 
This road? These… emotions? The last time she’d felt this strongly for someone so quickly, it’d ended in heartbreak, pain, and misery. Maya couldn’t survive that again. In a split-second decision, her paranoia got the best of her, and she pulled her hand away, sticking it in her back pocket. 
Disappointment flared in Amir’s eyes, and she tried to swallow past the sudden lump in her throat, regret filling her instantly at what that simple denial may have cost her. 
All choices have consequences.
Shaking herself from her thoughts, she focused her attention back on the book before her, but Asher had already begun to read aloud. His voice, usually smooth like a morning cup of dark coffee, seemed sinister as it read the first lines. 
“I am the things that are, that will be, and that have been.” 
Maya couldn’t help the unease that slithered through her, nor the sarcastic quip that left her lips. “Well, that’s not ominous.”
Asher chuckled before flipping the page. “That’s actually the inscription on Neith’s temple. She created everything.” 
They must have read faster than her, because August spoke again after reading for a few minutes. “It looks like this book has been translated many, many times before. It started on papyrus with hieroglyphs, then transferred and translated to scroll, and then again to books, and many more before this one, apparently.”
Maya frowned. “Well, if it’s been translated so many times, how do we know the information is accurate? Mistakes happen.” 
Amir eyed her from across the table, where he leaned with his palms flat against the marble, arm muscles stretching the sleeves of his shirt to maximum capacity. Maya swallowed at the sight he made, all commanding and broody, and sexy as fuck. “We don’t really have anything else to go on, do we?” To most, it might have been asked as a question, but instead, it came out like a pronouncement, a challenge, and she narrowed her eyes.
“Fine. Let’s get to studying, shall we?”
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Sekhmet sighed happily as Kyril tended to her. She lay prone on the bed while he brushed her long, dark locks after their shared shower.  
The careful strokes of the bristles through her hair were so relaxing, the lull of sleep called to her.
As he should be. Helping her relax, that is. Kyril’s men had still not found the amulet, even with her new plan, but were keeping a close eye on the woman and her pussycats. 
All these years, and Sekhmet still couldn’t get past Bastet’s irony. Black cat shifters. 
The entire situation fucking infuriated her. Sekhmet’s only intention was to look out for her fellow gods and goddesses, per Ra’s own request. There was no need to banish her like some unwanted stepchild. But that was Ra. Always playing favorites. The whole thing had been his idea, and yet she was the one punished.
Grumbling another sigh, Sekhmet tilted her head back when Kyril stopped. He arched a brow at her, brush poised in his hand. “Is something wrong?” 
“No. I’m just thinking about the past.”
“Ah. I see. The red beer again, hmm?” 
Rolling back over, she huffed and motioned for him to continue the calming ministrations. “Yes, dammit. I was just trying to help.” 
“By… murdering thousands of people and drinking their blood?”
“They were being disrespectful!”
When he hesitated, Sekhmet knew she wasn’t going to like his response.
“You don’t think you went just a little overboard?”
No. He. Didn’t.
Sudden fury lit her veins, and Sekhmet gripped the dagger under her pillow. In a smooth, effortless movement, she whirled, rolling over and knocking Kyril to his back before straddling him. One moment she’d been on her stomach, and the next, Kyril lay at her mercy with a thin, red bead of blood welling where her dagger pressed against his throat.
“Are you asking me if I overreacted? Is that really what you want to know?” Teeth gritted, her voice came out through lips thinned in anger.
Dressed only in a sheer crimson chiffon gown, Sekhmet knew the second Kyril got hard. His thick length pressed against her through his sweatpants, hardly a barrier since she was seated across him. A tendril of heat flitted through her, converging in her core. Kyril’s disregard for the power she held was something Sekhmet would tolerate from him, and him alone. Hiding a smirk, she lifted an eyebrow at him, peering down with false disdain. “Well?”
A fearless grin covered his face. “You know it is. You totally overreacted.” He shifted underneath her, balancing her right against his cock so the rigid length pressed against her clit.
Heat swept over her skin, lighting up her senses, but she held strong, and pressed the knife deeper into his skin. “Is that so? The humans were being disrespectful. I truly was doing all the gods a favor.”
“By destroying the few followers they still had?” 
“Oh, shut it. You know if it wasn’t for Ra and that Bastet bitch, I would be at the top of the pantheon as we speak. That’s why we need the amulet, remember? So, tell me again, how close are your men to finding it?”
A scowl tightened his features and she smirked. He might have a smart mouth, but Sekhmet knew how to keep him quiet. She also knew how to get rid of that little pout on his face.
Easing her pressure on the dagger, she leaned over him to kiss his pouty lips and grin wickedly. The red bead called to her, so Sekhmet leaned down and licked the damage away. The salty metallic tang zinged through her, and she wanted more.
So, she took it.
Slowly, she trailed the dagger down his body, a thin white line appearing before it welled with red. Kyril groaned as she lapped up the first few drops, and a smirk curled her lips. When she reached his abs, her wrist moved up and down over the valleys and hills of his muscles, before she threw the dagger aside as she reached his waistband. 
Leaning back up, she began with the top of the cuts, sucking every precious crimson drop from his skin as she made her way down his body. With each droplet she swallowed, her arousal burned hotter, until she was sure he would find her soaked and dripping. By the time she reached his waistband, she had no patience, so she freed his erection, ridding him of the pesky modern material, and tugged the pants down his legs.
His hands reached down to grasp her hair into a ponytail, tugging sharply, just the way she liked it. Sekhmet gasped as he pushed her down on his cock, and she wrapped her palm around his hard length before sucking him inside.
Kyril’s groan reached the deepest part of her black soul, and if her mouth hadn’t been full of his big cock, she would have grinned in satisfaction. Squeezing the base of him, she moved her hand in time with her head, bobbing up and down. When she paused to swirl her tongue around the crown and then ran it up the underside of his cock, he pulled her hair hard in appreciation. So she did it again, before sucking him deep inside. He reached the back of her throat, and she swallowed around him before humming in the same breath. 
Without warning, he tugged her off him, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her up his body. Muscles clearly defined with his movements, he grasped the sides of her chiffon gown and tore it apart, jerking her body with the force and baring all of her to him. Their tanned skin looked beautiful together, but his even more so with the fresh blood decorating the thin line she’d cut into him. His motions had reopened his cut, and she purred at the sight.
Her purr soon turned into a cry when he gripped her hips, lined her up with his cock, and drove in deep and hard, with ruthless ferocity. He filled her so completely, she stilled for a moment, struck by the overwhelming sensations. Kyril wasn’t having it, as he lifted her off his dick until just the head remained, before yanking her hips back down and thrusting up at the same time.
The force tore a cry from her lips, and she moved with him, bouncing her hips as she leaned down to lap at the irresistible crimson beading from the shallow wound.
The taste, the delicious fullness, the pure ecstasy of it all was explosive in its intensity, and Sekhmet hurtled toward the precipice. A husky groan spilled from Kyril’s lips as her core rippled around him with the impending release. He pushed her back up, so he could lean forward and suck a taut, dusky nipple into his mouth. His tongue swirled around the bud before nipping at it, and she clenched down on him in response.
His hands gripped her hips, and she relished the bruises he was surely painting on her skin as he helped her grind them both to new heights.
When he reached down to finger her clit, she lost it, shattering into a million pieces, her core fluttering around his dick as he slammed into her twice more. Kyril followed her lead with a shout, spilling a flood of his cum inside her.
Sekhmet beamed, content with the control they held over each other. She might be addicted to him, but he couldn’t live without her.
Now, she just needed that fucking amulet so she could get her happily ever after. Gods be damned.
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Hours later, Maya chuckled to herself as Asher jerked awake across from her. He rubbed the red spot on his forehead from where he’d been sleeping facedown. Covering her mouth, she giggled even more when he leaned back in his chair all casual, acting as though he hadn’t slept through the majority of their research.  
“What? Didn’t get enough rest as a cat? Sleeping eighteen hours a day not enough for you?” 
He tossed a ball of paper at her, and Maya caught it in her hand with reflexes quicker than she found normal. She chuckled to brush off the weirdness, unraveling the ball to give her hands something to do. Concern crossed Asher’s face for a split second before he hid it behind a facade of nonchalance.
What she revealed took her breath away. It was a perfect sketch of her likeness, the black pen capturing the strands of her hair, the curve of her jaw, and the fullness of her lips. Even her nose ring was included, and she reached a hand up to touch the metal ring, awed at such an amazing talent. She gaped at Asher, whose cheeks flushed red, his embarrassment visible even against his tanned skin. Before the others could see, she carefully folded the paper, tucking it in her back pocket to keep for later. A soft smile graced her lips, and she winked at Asher to let him know his secret was safe with her.
Cracking his jaw in a yawn, he rubbed a hand through his long fringe, and she resisted the urge to sigh. Why she was blessed with the world’s finest eye candy, she might never know, but she wished she wasn’t too fucked up to do something about it. 
Actually, she did know why she’d been blessed this way. A thrill of excitement worked its way through her.
“So, what did we learn?” Asher grumbled, his voice rocky from sleep.
Maya shared a glance with August and Amir, who’d both been excellent study partners. They’d developed a comfortable routine. In turns between reading, they’d snuck away to the kitchen, only to come back with steaming cups of coffee to keep their bodies going, even if some of the information they read could make the Energizer Bunny snore.
“Well, we learned plenty during your little catnap.” Maya smirked at her punny joke when Asher groaned.
“Okay, fine, explain it to me.”
Maya passed him her own cup of coffee as she started. “Bastet’s Head Priest was the original keeper of the amulet. In the beginning, the amulet itself controlled time. They quickly discovered that it held too much power for one man, even for someone in as powerful a position as his.”
Maya grinned, swept away in the excitement of all they’d learned. “So, as the goddess of many things, including fertility and childbirth, Bastet blessed his family with two sons. One who would become the Keeper, and—” 
“One whose bloodline would become the Guardians... eventually,” August finished, and she turned a smile his way. 
Amir added, “Yeah, apparently, the Keepers of Time had originally been a Keeper of Time. Just one person was gifted with the power to protect it.” 
“But, like all power, someone else wanted a piece of it. Fast forward generations later, and Sekhmet, Bastet’s other half, got wind of the amulet and its power,” she explained further.
August continued, “To provide further protection, Bastet blessed each generation with three boys, each one to control the Past, Present, and Future, and gave them the amulet.”
“Unfortunately, one set of brothers fucked up. Enter Guardians. They needed someone to keep those assholes in line,” Maya inserted sarcastically. “The Guardians’ bloodline had mostly been watered down from the High Priest’s original family at this point, and the families had taken Neith as their patron goddess. Who, as you know, is the Goddess of—”
“Weaving,” Asher finished with a smile, before nodding his head for her to continue. 
“Yes! We think that’s why I have powers. Since she was the female goddess that started it all, and if I’m the first female Guardian… I mean, it’s just a theory. Anyways, the Guardians would keep the amulet—never impressing their will upon it, leaving the Keepers to their own destinies—and time on its own forward path. Then, to hide in plain sight, the Keepers asked Bastet for shape shifting abilities.”
Maya couldn’t put into words how relieved she felt to finally learn where her own ability came from. She’d never questioned why she could see snippets of the past and future, but now that she knew, she was enlightened all over again.
“So, once they could shift into animals—” August continued.
“Cats, of course, since that is her symbol.” Asher steepled his fingers, impressed with his knowledge.
“Bingo. Now, generations later, the amulet is used to control the Keepers, in a sense. Whoever holds the amulet, whatever their intentions, the Keepers’ actions are reflections of them, of their morals.”
Asher nodded, suddenly serious, and Maya noticed matching expressions on the others. “So, while it’s in your hands, since you ultimately are a good person, we hold our own destinies in our hands—we’re ourselves.”
Silence was heavy for a moment as they considered the other side of that jagged-edged sword. If someone with bad intentions had the amulet in their possession, the guys would change, their personalities would shift, and they’d be unrecognizable from who they were now.
Balance, Ma’at. There must always be a balance in order for the world to work.
“But we still don’t know why those guys were after us,” Maya mused out loud. “Although, if thousands of years ago, Bastet’s other half—Sekhmet—was after the amulet, while Bastet aimed to protect it, and still does, wouldn’t it be safe to say Sekhmet might still be after it?”
August nodded. “I think that makes the most sense, but we can’t assume anything. If we start assuming, we’ll miss things that could lead us to the big bad.”
Maya vowed never to leave the TV on again, as silence again reigned for a moment. 
Oblivious to her silent amusement, August stretched, the motion tugging his shirt up to bare a landscape of beautifully carved abs and muscles.
Maya frowned. “I’m supposed to be your protector, right? A Guardian?”
They nodded in sync, sending questioning looks her way. She gave them a pointed look, eyeing their defined muscles and remembered their lithe forms when they’d fought in the bar. 
“Why do you even need me? You guys look capable of taking care of yourselves just fine. Why don’t we just find the amulet, and I give it to you guys?”
As soon as she spoke them, Maya wished she could take the words back. Asher visibly flinched, while August’s shoulders tightened, and Amir scowled.
Almost defensively, Amir answered, “It’s just how it’s always been. I don’t think we should question how the gods intended it to be.”
Maya resisted the urge to sigh in relief and slumped back against the seat instead. A yawn cracking her jaw wide, she nudged August in the side at a job well done. She was seconds away from asking the guys if they could return to the bar, when she sat up quickly, an awful awareness shooting through her. Every tiny hair stood on edge, and goosebumps worked their way over her skin in waves. “Something’s wrong.”
In unison, they were on alert, the screech of chairs slicing through the peaceful library as they stood. Maya stood with them, her gaze bouncing to each corner of the room and the windows between shelves. Remembering the hair-raising sensation she’d felt by the front door, she swallowed past the lump in her throat, her blood running cold.
“I think someone followed us,” Maya whispered. 
“I think you’re right,” Amir growled, the sound closer to that of a jaguar than a human. 
A flash of black darted past a window, and she moved closer to August before she could stop herself. A protective instinct overwhelmed her, and she fought the urge to push him behind her. She leaned closer to draw his attention to that window, then stepped away to give him space.
Maya might not have the amulet with her, or even know where it was at this point, but she’d be damned if these assholes would get the drop on her. Uncle Malak hadn’t trained her to fight from the age of eight for nothing. Another shadow passed over the winder to her right, and Maya’s eyes went wide. “This house is huge. There’s no way they surrounded it, right?” 
“I don’t think so. Maybe they want the book, same as they do the amulet, and pinpointed this as the library?” August guessed.
“I thought you said this house was kept secret, that it was protected?” Maya argued. 
Amir shot her a glare. “I don’t think that applies if someone follows us here.”
Rolling her eyes at the obvious, she focused on yet another shadow running past the window. “We need to protect the book. Any ideas?” 
Asher grinned over at her. “Don’t let them get it.”
Even in such a tense situation, he brought a smile to her face, and she laughed—right before all hell broke loose. Three of the main windows in the room shattered, and men clad in all black with matching bandannas hiding their faces burst inside.  They were trained, that much was obvious, when in one, smooth motion they rolled over the tinkling glass to their feet and darted forward. 
A single-minded determination washed over Maya, razor sharp in its intensity. Acting on instinct, she bounded forward to tackle the first intruder. Maya got just a quick glimpse of his eyes widening before he went down, and with a speed that surprised even herself, she balled her fist and landed three punches in rapid succession to his face. When his head slumped, Maya frowned. She wasn’t that strong. At a mealy five-two, Maya couldn’t pack that hard of a punch. Not after being so rusty. Maybe these guys were just weak. Glancing over the man’s appearance, she noticed they’d brought batons instead of knives. Interesting.
Maya had never liked violence, fighting, or anything related, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t willing to protect herself and that which was important to her. With that in mind, she tapped the ink scrawled on her forearm, her uncle Malak’s name, in thanks. Grabbing the baton from the one she’d knocked out, she turned to take on the next. 
Fighting wasn’t like in the movies. It wasn’t fluid and pretty, with dramatic background music tuned to the movements of the actors. No, in real life, it was quiet except for the loud breaths and grunts from those engaged. It was rough, gritty, and harsh as bodies fell and bones broke. In life or death scenarios like this, Maya would rise to the occasion every time. 
Maya turned to help the others, but quickly realized she probably wouldn’t be needed. For just a second, she was captivated by August’s methodical movements, watching as he timed his defensive stances and counterattacks in perfect succession. His shifter strength enabled him to take them down with just one hit. The exemplification of sheer power left Maya gaping in shock. Just when she thought a hit would land against him, he’d block it with a perfectly placed arm or leg, countering with another attack, throwing the baddies back in time to deflect the next strike.
Risking a quick glance at the book, she was relieved to see it remained untouched, covered with papers August must have tossed on top to hide it. Maya moved in quietly, calling on years of practice to protect what was hers. 
She definitely meant the book. Sure.
When the taller of the two men going at August raised his baton in the air to bring it down across his head, she beat him to the punch, using all her strength to whack him across the back of the head. The baton shattered, splinters flying through the air as Maya gasped in shock. A dull thud sounded as the baddie crashed to the floor, revealing August standing with a smirk on the other side of her. 
His voice was like music to her ears, over the grunts and groans around them. “And you thought we wouldn’t need you?”
A slight smile curled her lips. It’s nice to feel needed.
Maya, too, shook trying to process her seemingly impossible strength, and let August take care of the last guy while she turned to grab the book. 
Suddenly, a pair of arms grabbed her from behind, and Maya cursed. Using his momentum, she squared her feet up and braced her back as she bent forward, throwing the black-clad male over her shoulder into the nearest table. Ignoring the odd strength it’d taken to throw him, she braced herself in a defensive stance as he rolled to all fours and faced off with her. Oddly, he was near her size, but she wouldn’t underestimate him, like they so often did her. 
Maya watched for the telltale sign of his first movement, so when he rushed forward to throw a punch, she ducked under his arm and socked a fist into his gut. When he doubled over, she grabbed his head and brought it down over her knee, a gush of blood exploding on her ripped jeans from where the force of her hit broke his nose. She grimaced at the stain on her favorite pair of jeans before the calm descended over her again. Asher and Amir were solid, holding their own against the attackers. The two brothers fought back to back in the midst of the chaos—they moved in perfect sync, as if reading each other’s minds. It was beautiful to watch. Their growls slashed through the air, pronouncements of their victories and frustrations alike. 
Maya gaped, shock freezing her in place as she witnessed Amir kick a man’s legs out from underneath him, grip his head, and twist until a sickening crunch broke through the air. The thump of the body hitting the floor sounded dull in comparison. She pushed down the nausea brewing in her gut and turned for the book, prepared to grab it and run while the rest of the baddies were distracted. 
At least, that was the plan before even more of the assailants burst through the windows, glass crunching under their feet as the next wave slid through the panes like smoke. A frustrated curse left Maya as she saw the direction this would head in. Even as shifters, and with her newfound strength, the guys were still adjusting to their human forms and weren’t operating at their best. She couldn’t risk losing them. 
With a deep breath, she turned away from the book and faced off against one of the new arrivals. She couldn’t tell the bastards apart, matching in their monochrome clothes like they were. Her muscles were already sore, her body aching with a fierce vengeance. It had been a while since she’d had to put her training to use, and her body rebelled against the activity, despite the new electricity that seemed to flush her veins. Tending bar didn’t quite require the same skillset. 
A deep, calming breath allowed her to collect herself, and she pulled her emotions in tight, tossing the chaos around her to the background so she could focus. The attacker lunged forward, reaching for her and trying to throw a fist past her defenses. To avoid the hit, she leaned her upper body back, threw her hips forward, and used the momentum of her body to carry her knee upwards. With a corkscrew twist, she was able to hit his midsection with the hardest part of her knee, knocking the wind out of the attacker and forcing him away from her. As she released him to stumble away, she grabbed his dropped baton and whacked it across the back of his head. This time, she held her strength back a bit and the baton remained intact, but the guy hit the floor hard with a brutal thump.
Wasting no time, she darted for the book and grabbed the precious item. Holding it as carefully as possible, she sprinted for the door, the smooth marble under her feet making her steps slip in her haste. She reached it in enough time to turn around and catch a glimpse of the guys. Teeth bared like the predators they were, their fury was evident in their faces. Muscles bunched and flexed in deadly accuracy as they landed hits and dodged others. She whistled, and at once, they jerked their heads toward her as she held the keys up for the car. Tilting her head for them to follow, they finished the last of the attackers off, settling for knockouts instead of death blows. 
Maya took off at another dead run, the agile steps of their feet sounding softly behind her, whereas she slapped and pounded down corridor after corridor in the mansion. Finally, she entered the foyer, the light beaming in through the frosted glass like a halo around their escape. Throwing open the door, the midday light almost blinded her, but she jumped off the brick step with a giant leap. The gravel crunched under her feet as she sprinted toward the car. With a smooth movement, she slid across the hood of her old car with the book held tight to her chest, safe in her possession. She grinned in triumph when she gripped the door, throwing it wide and hopping in. Her breath came heavy and labored as she fell into her seat. The car rocked as the others slid inside, slamming the doors as, with a turn of the key in the ignition, they sped off. 
It wasn’t until her breathing had calmed down that Maya realized she still clutched the book to her chest and had been driving with one hand the whole time. Holding the wheel tight, she eased her grip on the leather and handed it to August, who sat in the front seat with her. She sighed, leaning her head back as she drove them home.
Home would be fucking nice right about now.
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When they pulled into the back of the bar, her adrenaline had subsided, her muscles protested from overuse and her nerves had gotten the best of her. It took Maya three times to open the car door, and Asher had to take the key from her to open the backdoor of the bar. Her hands still shook from the fight and the crash she was now suffering. She ushered them down the hallway quickly, trying to avoid the cook and Theo as she led them upstairs. When she glanced down, she found Theo’s eyes wide, a questioning look on his face as he took in their ragged appearances. Shaking her head, she slammed the door and locked it before staggering over and slumping down on the couch. 
“So, what the fuck was that?” The question exploded from her once they were settled, Maya unable to keep her cool anymore. 
“What do you mean? We got attacked again. Did you miss that part?” Amir sank into the decorative chair, a heavy sigh broadcasting his own aches and pains.
Maya threw her hands up. “Uh, hello? I threw a guy into a table! You don’t think that’s worth discussing?” 
Asher joined her on the couch, but she stood and began to pace, one arm crossed and the other resting on top as she held her fist to her mouth. 
Asher, of course, had a response. “It means you’re packing some muscle in that tiny little frame of yours.” 
Sending him a glare at the word tiny, she dismissed his statement with a shake of her head. 
Finally, August showed some sense. “Guys, quit playing with her.” He came up behind her to rest his hands on her shoulders, kneading his thumbs in a soothing motion until she relaxed. Then he said, “We all saw it, you had shifter strength for whatever reason. I have to say, Maya, you’re raising a lot of questions, which is saying a lot considering we’re all in the dark here.” 
Maya tried not to let her unease show when she twisted her head back to smile at August. “It’s a good thing I have you then, right? The genius?” 
A half grin curled his lips as he tilted his head at her. “Genius?” 
“Yeah, you know, the super smarts you showed off at the library.” 
Maya referred to the speed with which he read, retained the information, and connected dots faster than Sherlock Holmes. 
Now, in her home, with his thumbs massaging the stress from her shoulders and his breath trailing over her neck, he leaned in and teased close to her ear, “I have a lot more I could show you, you know.” 
Her breath caught, and Maya didn’t know if it was the ache still brewing from the peep show in the bathroom, or the adrenaline leaving her body making her weak in the moment, but she was this close to grabbing him by the hand and pulling him into her bedroom. 
Instead, a throat cleared, jerking Maya from the moment, and she pulled away from August. Cheeks flaming, she went and leaned against wall of cabinets in her tiny kitchen, keeping her eyes on the others and trying to hide how much August affected her. Her nipples strained against the black bra she wore, and for once, Maya was thankful to be wearing it. Under their intense stares, she might as well have been naked. 
Suddenly, it felt as if all of the energy left her body, and she sagged, listing to the side before catching herself on the wall to her right. 
“Whoa, whoa!”
Warm arms gathered her close, and she blinked her eyes open to find Amir holding her. He peered down at her, concern obvious in his light, golden eyes. 
Maya nodded when he asked if she could hear him, but she slammed her eyes closed as all the light in the room decided to pierce her head with a skull-shattering ache. It was as if all of the electric energy she’d had during the fight dissipated.
Movement jostled her before she sat on a soft surface, leaning back against her comfy couch. Cracking open an eye, she noticed the fierce expression on Amir’s face as he regarded her. 
His rough voice barked at August, as if the man held all the answers. “What the fuck’s wrong with her?” 
Maya’s lips twitched into the smallest smile through the pain in her head at August’s answer. “I don’t know! This has never happened before, at least not from what the book said! It’s probably got something to do with the strength she had during the fight.” 
Blindly reaching out, she grabbed the hand nearest hers and squeezed tightly to get their attention. A rough hand squeezed back, and she found the smallest glimmer of energy to pry her eyes open.
It was Asher who held her hand, and she offered him a weak smile. “I think it’s safe to say that the bar should close tonight.” Maya hated to miss out on the business, especially the day after a sucker’s holiday, but she wasn’t in any shape to run a bar, and Theo needed to go home eventually.
The guys must have seen the disappointment on her face, because they shared a glance before Asher spoke, stroking a soft rhythm into her skin. “It doesn’t have to close. We could run it if you’d like.” 
Maya shook her head, already denying the offer. “No. You guys have done enough. It’s fine. We could all use a shower and a night to figure all this shit out.”
August scoffed, reminding her, “I’ve watched you do the books, Maya. You need the business.”
Shooting him a scathing look, she cursed the fact he was right. However, Maya hated the thought of losing the night’s patrons even more than turning control of her bar over to the guys. And Maya thrived on control.
Maya shook her head in protest. “No. I don’t have it in me tonight. We need to sit down, figure out where the amulet is, who those fuckers were, and—” 
“And keep the bar open. We know how it works.”
She couldn’t help it, she found the energy to laugh. “You guys want to tend my bar?” She eyed the bruised faces, bloody lips, and scraped knuckles, and a smile crossed her lips. Underneath the remnants of the fight that could be washed away with a shower, she studied their beautiful eyes, their strong jawlines, and flawless hair. An idea began to take root.
“Done. I’ll call it ladies’ night.”
Asher’s smile brightened, and he tightened the hold on her hand before bringing it to his lips for a soft kiss. “Wait, really? I didn’t think you’d go for that.”
Her dizzy spell subsiding, she sent them a sloppy wink. “You’re right, I need all the help I can get. Why not have three tall, dark, and handsome men tend bar for a night? You’ll be great. Now all we need to do is make you pretty again. Showers are in order.”
They smirked at her comment, but all agreed once they caught a glimpse of how rough they looked. With a nod of her head, Amir carried her to the bathroom. He made her promise she could stand on her own, and she shooed him out with a slam of the door.
The hot water was heaven on her aching muscles, but even with her emotions rampant because of everything that had happened, she couldn’t ignore the fact that only a few walls separated them. It was completely out of character, and uncalled for amongst everything going wrong, but she chalked it up to the connection they seemed to share. As the loofah slid over her skin, leaving a trail of lily-scented bubbles, her thoughts bounced back to her dream from that morning and her peep show of Asher’s own shower.
Maya had only ever been with one man—Alex. But just a few walls away stood three that, according to Amir, were desperate for her. She didn’t know quite how she felt about that—okay fine, that was a lie. The words he spoke between the bookshelves were going to keep her up all night. He’d all but dared her to sleep with him. With any of them.
Or all of them?
Maya could only imagine, with their defined muscles and beautiful tanned skin… she’d already seen them naked, and honestly, she wished that she’d been greedier with her gaze at the time, instead of shocked and in denial.
No! No man-candy for you.
Maya begrudgingly agreed with her inner self. After Alex, she refused to even go down that road, she wasn’t ready. Giving someone that much control over her again was not an option. What happened with Asher couldn’t go any further—with any of them.
Pushing the thoughts aside, she ended her shower quickly to conserve the hot water. After she changed, she opened the door to let one of the others have a turn, and she retreated downstairs. Her cheeks flushed, and she worried they would know what she’d considered for a split second.
By the time she debriefed Theo, Maya still hadn’t decided if she would regret hiring the cats for the night. They had already started helping customers and taking orders from the other waitress. Maya was pleased to find that one of them had patched up her back door like she’d requested, though she didn’t know whom to thank for the work. When did they even find the time, anyway?  Maya had been with them ever since they’d shifted, at least since that morning.
Oh, they’d probably done it while I was sleeping off that whiskey. 
Reminding herself to thank them later, she sent Asher a smile across the bar, where he stood stacking clean glasses. August worked alongside him, restocking the coolers with beer. She had tried to help, but between the two of them, they seemed capable of handling everything without her supervision. They had shoved her out of the way so many times, she’d given up trying to offer assistance. Amir had disappeared to who knew where, and Maya could almost say she was thankful. Every time their gazes met, his words would float through her mind like a warm breeze, and it wasn’t just her cheeks that would flush. His every look seemed calculated, challenging her to give him a sign saying, take me now. 
Maya would be damned if she said she hadn’t thought about it. Every single one of them was handsome, and August had proven he was sweet and caring, while Asher was more flirty and fun. However, beneath the casual exterior the two of them carried, she suspected they still struggled to adapt to the drastic change they’d gone through—there was more to them than what they showed her.
She was curious, but you know what they said about curiosity and cats… 
Still, she was dying to learn more about them. It was almost as if a black cloud followed over their shoulders, especially Asher. She was still curious about the conversation she’d overheard in the library. Maya understood their secret melancholy, she couldn’t imagine what it was like to have your whole life ripped from you, only to be thrown into servitude as a fucking cat for a over a decade, unable to control a damned thing. She shivered at the mere prospect. 
Guilt swam through her like a lazy current, and she approached the bar once more, leaning across it to grab August’s hand, and raised her voice. “Are you sure this is okay? You’ve already done so much for me.” Even against your will. Maya hid a grimace at the thought with a soft smile.
Brunette waves tickled his jawline as he shook his head. “No, no. I promise, this is perfect for us.” He waggled a finger between him and Asher. “We need the human contact. It’s been, what...” Turning to Asher, he redirected the question. “Fifteen years since we’ve spoken to anyone but each other?” 
Asher nodded. “Well... that and the bank teller who let me in the box.” 
Maya studied them for a long moment, reading the truth in their body language and eyes—they wanted to do this. Running a hand through her blonde hair, she couldn’t help but add, “Okay, if you’re sure. I don’t want you to think I’m—”
“Taking advantage of us?” Asher interrupted with a suggestive smirk and a wink. “Inine, if you wanted to take advantage of us, I can think of plenty of other ways we would happily oblige.” 
She flushed, waving off his comment before August clarified, “Besides, we have a job for you.”
An elegant brow rose high in response to his statement. “Is that so?” Cocking her hip to the side, she placed her hand there to accentuate her attitude. “Do tell.” 
August grinned at her sass. “You, little seer, are going to take a night off, go upstairs, and weave us some answers.” 
“Oh, that’s all?” Disappointment colored her tone before she could mask it. Secretly, she had looked forward to spending the evening with them behind the bar. Their banter was a source of constant amusement, and Maya didn’t necessarily hate the flirting either.
Asher’s lips tilted in a crooked, knowing smile. Setting the glass he’d been polishing down, he vaulted over the bar top with supernatural speed, and landed with an elegance only a cat could achieve. So struck by his fluid movements, Maya couldn’t even move as he placed a finger under her chin and lifted until he stared deep into her eyes. The stares of the patrons around them bored into her tiny frame, and she blushed, even as she was captivated once again by the Mediterranean teal in his almost crystal eyes. “I know you wanted to have fun with us, hayaati, but if you’re patient, maybe we can find a way to entertain you later.” 
Maya almost found herself nodding, but she caught and stopped the motion before she could give them the right idea. Wrong. Wrong idea. 
Cursing their good looks, velvet voices, and whatever connection they seemed to have, she cleared her throat and stepped away. When disappointment flashed across his face for just a second, she wished she could take it all back. But she forced out her next words anyway. “That’s okay. I do just fine on my own. I’ll update the bar’s website and Facebook page and then get to work upstairs. If you need anything…” Maya trailed off and waved a hand at the bar. “Just come get me.”
Retreating upstairs like a fucking coward, she gritted her teeth, battling the emotions in herself with a fierce determination. When she clipped the chain to block off the top of the stairs from bar access and slammed the door shut, Maya cursed.
“What the fuck is your problem, huh? Why do you have to be such a bitch?” she scolded herself, then mocked, “‘I do just fine on my own.’ Whatever.” 
Shaking her head at her own obstinacy, resolute in keeping her hard-won independence, she walked across the small expanse of her living room to the kitchen. Grabbing a bottle of water, she returned to her second favorite place, besides behind the bar. Her loom.
Maya's half finished project stretched taut across the beams of her loom, the beautiful colors a mirage of red, black, and gold. Her current project was one that showcased her cat lady status. Or it had... since she was no longer an owner of three cats but three very, very hot men. Wait—owner?
Maya didn't own them. Though she couldn't deny the way her heart skipped a beat when she thought about it. Not owning them like property... but holding a claim over them. For all three of them to be hers, and hers alone. The heady thought left her breathless.
Focus Maya, dammit!
With a deep sigh, she reined in her inappropriate thoughts, and as the bar music began downstairs, she unfolded the back beam, stretching it to its full length so she could begin working. As she looked down at her design, holding the wooden boat in her hand, she couldn't help but laugh. It's like something was pressing her to pay closer attention to her cats all along. 
Black intertwined with the gold threads to depict the tails of three cat statues—Egyptian style, in homage to her heritage. The week she had decided to start this particular pattern, she’d been feeling rather melancholy, and her parents had been on her mind. The idea had popped into her head when she’d tapped the cat statue that day. She'd ordered the required threads online during a slow hour and started almost immediately. That had been weeks ago.
Maya refamiliarized herself with the treadles, the pedals on the floor that pulled each shaft into position to lift the connected threads. From there, she would slide the boat through the shed, or the opening between layers, throwing the thread across. Then she would pull the reed forward, which compacted the thread into the pattern. And back and forth she went.
Older looms could be very noisy, the smack of the treadles loud against the stacco crank of the reed. However, Maya had dropped a pretty penny on the one she used. Only a few years old, it was much quieter, but the thumping music from below also helped mask the sounds of her work.
Hopefully, in the end, the three black cat statues she envisioned would be displayed on a golden cloth background, with red embellishments in each corner. Those, she had to hand sew herself while the tapestry was still on the loom. Those took the most time. Thankfully, she'd completed the top two a few weeks ago, so now it was just the monotonous work of throwing the boat, pulling the reed, and switching pedals.
Maya planned for this one to hang behind the bar. She did have a theme after all, and it matched Pharaoh perfectly.
Not too long after getting back to work on her project, she fell into a smooth pattern of repetitive effort. It was relaxing watching the piece come together one line of thread at a time. She’d gone through the motions often enough, she barely had to think about what she was doing. Seeing the black color morph thread by thread into a cute cat brought a smile to her face.
Maya had only been weaving for a half hour before she fell into a vision.
It was an odd sensation—almost like dreaming, but she was still aware of her surroundings. The warm wood of the carved boat still fit smooth against her palm as she threw it through the shed, the reed still made the slightest creaking sound when she cranked it forward to compact the threads together.
But in her head, she saw something totally different, like a movie playing just for her. And just like in a theater, she could do nothing to stop the characters from making a mistake, nor could they see her. She just was.
Believe her when she said she'd tried. When she watched her parents get killed all over again, she'd tried to tackle the bad guys in her older, more experienced form rather than hide in the pantry, but she just fell right through them, like a ghost. So, she learned her lesson. Instead, Maya now sat and watched a story unfold.
She was in ancient Egypt, but the opulent surroundings seemed to fade away as she stared at the woman before her. Long, dark hair framed a gorgeous face, eyes outlined in kohl. The woman paced as angry, snarled words fell from her lips. Even though the woman spoke in ancient Egyptian, Maya understood every word.
Her lilting accent was beautiful, the cadence similar to that of Amir, Asher, and August. She paced the room, all while raging, cursing, and plotting. Maya gulped as she realized why—she was pissed at the humans. They were disobeying the gods and goddesses, and refusing to take them seriously, indifferent to their existence.
“After all we've done for them. They go and ignore us like this? Ungrateful…” Cue more cursing, and Maya winced at her vicious tone. This lady was not playing around.
A man entered the room where the woman raged, and her tirade on worthless creatures paused as they greeted each other.
“Ra.”
“Sekhmet.”
The names were familiar to Maya, and not only because of the recent research she'd been exploring with the guys. Ra was the sun god, the most important of the ancient Egyptians, though it seemed Sekhmet was pretty full of herself too.
Observations.
She chuckled when Ra spouted off a rather sassy line. “Sekhmet, calm down! You're just mad because for some time now libations have been tapering off for you. Your followers grow lazy, those lushes.”
Of course, that sent her over the edge, and even Maya rolled her eyes. Every man should know, one never told a woman to calm down. It was like throwing a lit match on kerosene soaked kindling.
Ra crossed his arms and patiently waited until Sekhmet was done raging, and she ended her one sided discussion with a flip of her shiny black hair.
“Well, if you're so pissed off, why don't you do something about it?” He sarcastically bowed. “I give you my blessing.”
Sekhmet narrowed her eyes and seemed to think on his words. Maya saw his instant regret at the flippant words.
“You know what, Ra? That's a damned good idea. I might just do that.”
Ra held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Now, hold on a second, Sekhmet, we need to talk this out. You can't just go off half-cocked and start killing people. Let me get you a drink.”
Sekhmet brushed his hands away in a flurry of movement, her bloodred dress sleeves flapping with her motions. “Oh, I can't, hmm? Watch me.”
Storming from the room, she waved pettily over her shoulder. “Good talk, Ra.”
From there, the vision shifted, and like one of those View Master toys from her childhood, the scenery changed to one of an ancient city. Bodies lay strewn upon the ground, sand congealing in crimson rivers of a graphic nightmare.
This was Sekhmet’s handiwork, releasing her violence and rage upon the humans for dismissing the gods like they had been.
Another flash—an image of Ra, with pure regret stamped in every feature and line on his face. He devised a plan to trick Sekhmet, to punish her for her unacceptable actions. This had gotten out of hand, Ra never intended for it to go this far. The blame for all these deaths lay in his hands, but he intended to get even.
She was too powerful to stop head-on, so to appeal to Sekhmet's blood thirst, he colored beer the perfect shade of crimson to match the flowing blood. Pouring it out, he waited until Sekhmet drank her fill. When she was drunk off the heket, he swooped in.
The scene flashed, and Maya saw Ra standing with another woman as they spoke. Sekhmet was nowhere to be found.
“You did what?” the beautiful woman whisper yelled, as if their conversation was private.
“You heard me, Bast. I stuck her in a secret little pocket of time. No one will find her there, and she can’t cause any more harm.” Ra beamed at a job well done, his confidence radiating like the sunlight.
“Are you sure you want to do this, Ra? Leave her all alone?” Pity burned in the gaze of the benevolent woman, Bast, who Maya deduced to be Bastet, the goddess responsible for her men's powers.
Ra waved her concern away. “She'll be fine. Sekhmet will find some way to entertain herself, and besides, it’s not like I stuck her in a shack. She’s in what was supposed to be my safe haven, my place to get away from all the drama. Instead, I had to give it to her. She should be grateful, no one’s going to bother her there.” He sighed, as if mourning his private little getaway, and pulled Bastet close, laying a chaste kiss on her lips.
But she pulled away, asking one last question. “How long do you plan on leaving her there?”
Ra seemed to think for a moment, weighing all his options before he grinned. “As long as it takes her to cool off. I don't know, a few thousand years?”
Bastet rolled her eyes, and she started to protest yet again, but Ra distracted her, yanking her to him and taking her mouth with unbridled passion. A breathy moan left her, and he drank the sound from her lips.
“Now that the crisis is averted, I seem to have extra time on my hands. Shall we use it wisely?”
Poor Sekhmet obviously forgotten, Bast nodded before Ra grabbed her hips and lifted her until she could wrap her legs around his waist. Her gown was slit high on each side, so she had no problem entangling herself with him as he carried them to the bed.
Suddenly feeling awkward, Maya rolled her eyes to the ceiling, twiddling her thumbs and humming loudly to cover the sounds of their make out session.
She spoke aloud. “Okay, time for a new vision, I don't want to watch god and goddess porn! Please and thanks!”
It seemed there was more for her to learn from this vision however, as Ra pulled back, leaning up off Bastet to conjure something from thin air.
“Wait, Bast, I have something for you.”
The dark-haired beauty beamed, her cheeks flushed from where she lay on the bed. “You got me something?”
He simply nodded as he opened his hand and let a necklace dangle. On a thick, golden chain hung a giant amethyst gem, with gold curlicues framing and wrapping around the beautiful, glimmering stone. A gasp left Bastet's lips as she cradled the amulet in one hand, sitting up to get a better look at it.
“Ra... Oh my goodness. This is beautiful.” Her eyes gleamed with unshed tears as she beamed up at the god.
“I had to find something worthy of my love.” He delivered another sweet kiss, and Bastet's thumb caressed the face of the stone.
“You're so sweet to me. But I know you. It's not a simple amulet. Tell me, what does it do?”
Ra nodded sheepishly. “You know me well, merwet.” He tapped the face of the stone with his finger. “This I had created as a backup plan should Sekhmet ever escape. I know you're worried, so I made this for you to give you, Peace of Heart. Should she ever find a way to release herself before I do, just crush this up, slip it in a beer, and have her drink it.”
Bastet narrowed her eyes. “Why? I will not be responsible for killing her. If that's what this is for, I don't want it.” She shoved the beautiful gem back at him, but he curled her fingers around it and pushed it to her chest gently.
“No, this will simply turn her mortal temporarily, so we can properly detain her. That's all, I promise.”
Bastet still appeared suspicious, but she glanced down and the pretty stone seemed to sway her. Ra interrupted before she could ask another question. “There's something else too.”
A single, perfectly shaped eyebrow lifted in response, signaling Ra to continue. He grinned as he said, “It also controls time. That is its main purpose, however, I added the tweak for Sekhmet as a two for one deal.”
Ah. So that's how this came about. It all started with Sekhmet.
“Ra… I can’t keep something so important around my neck. That’s a blatant dare for someone to steal it. But thank you for the jewel. It’s beautiful.” 
Bastet tried to hand it back to Ra, but he once again closed her fingers over it. “No, this is for you. Give it to your High Priest if you must, but it is yours. I can’t think of someone more perfect to hold on to it.”
A soft smile curled her lips as she held the jewel to her breasts. 
Maya thought of her three, handsome, sweet, caring men, with the cloud hanging over them. She thought of Amir, so controlled, yet ready for some form of intimacy. Of August, ready to take care of her, yet afraid to cross boundaries. Asher, who, beneath the casual flirting, seemed to need something more.
Maya thought of all of them forced into a cat form, forced to miss out on decades of their own lives. A slow, bubbling fury brewed within her.
It's going to fucking end with Sekhmet too.
Maya’s eyes jerked wide with new understanding. Boat balanced in her hand, she paused her weaving. She was pleased to look down and see that the tapestry was closer to being finished, as half the cats’ bodies were completed. Gently, she placed the boat down, leaned back, and stretched. Her neck ached, and pinpricks trailed up and down her spine, telling her she’d sat leaning over for far too long, lost in the vision.
Pulling her phone from her pocket, she checked the time and saw that it was prime bar time, 10:30 on a Friday night. It would be busy downstairs, but Maya wanted to share the information she’d learned. 
Rushing to the apartment door, she swung it wide to tell the men about her vision. The noise of the bar hit her like a wave, and in her haste, she almost tripped over the chain blocking access to her door. Trampling down the steps, she was careful not to fall in her excitement. Once she got to the middle step she froze, momentarily stunned. She would almost have rather eaten sand than be welcomed with the sight she witnessed. 
It seemed her ‘girls’ night’ promotion went over well. College girls, everywhere, crowding the bar in droves as August and Asher worked the bar like pros, eating up the attention as if they were starving. Which, fine, like they had said, it’d been fifteen years since they’d spoken to another human. Fine. 
But the way Amir leaned over a table full of senior hotties, hands braced on the back of an empty chair as he balanced it on its back two legs, she did not expect. His arms flexed with the force that he used to balance the chair, and when one of the girls reached out to stroke his bare arm, Maya saw red. The flirty grin that stretched his wide lips tugged at her heartstrings and made her furious all at the same time.
Instead of giving into her baser instincts and charging the girl like a lioness claiming her mate, Maya forced herself to finish her trip down the stairs in a casual walk. She strode behind the bar and slammed her way into the cooled pantry to grab a bottle of wine. 
I’ll just celebrate my fucking discovery by damned myself. Fuckers.
As she passed Asher and August, she patted them each on the back for a job well done and wished them a good night with a too-bright smile. Then she spied the TV in the corner, facing the patrons at the bar. It was tuned to Jeopardy, an odd choice for the Friday night crowd. Arching a brow, she turned to August only to see an innocent look on his face. 
He leaned close to speak in her ear over the noise. “It makes for a great drinking game. If they don’t know the answer, they take a sip or a shot… and I’m really good at it.” 
Maya snorted, kissing him on the cheek in a moment of weakness. He could just be so damned cute! To respond, they turned their heads in sync so she could reach his ear. “It’s fine. Just make sure they all get rideshares. You’ll have to teach me your ways. I never know the answers.” 
With a sly grin, he winked at her, a very Asher-like move. “I have plenty more to show you too.” 
She blushed before leaving them to it, spying Amir again.
It took her a minute to recognize the emotion—jealousy. It didn’t sit right with her. Maya had never been the overly possessive, crazy jealous type. Granted, she’d only had one relationship to compare it to, but she didn’t think her reaction was normal and refused to show the other two just how much it bothered her. She’d jumped at the chance to have a night off from tending, and if that meant a sacrifice of watching her men flirt with other women, she’d just have to suck it up—her men? Not that shit again.
Shaking her head and trying to push aside the jealousy, she left the bar area gritting her teeth, ready to return to her quiet, peaceful, cat-man-free haven. If she happened to send the college babe a bitch glare from hell, it was purely by accident.
Right when she reached the stairs, Theo appeared from seemingly nowhere and yanked her to the back, through the kitchen, and into her office. His cat ears were crooked, what with all the dragging her by the arm. She chuckled at the irritated expression on his face, sparing a longing glance toward the stairs.
“They told me to leave you alone, but you’re open game since you finally came downstairs. Now, sister, tell me who the hell those male models are that you hired for tonight!” 
Her snickers turned to outright, gut-clenching laughter as she doubled over, placing the bottle of wine on the desk to avoid dropping it. 
When she came up for air, she had to wipe tear tracks from her cheeks. “Oh, Theo, they aren’t models. They’re… friends of mine.”
Theo stepped back, hand to his chest in shocked outrage. “Friends! You tell me about once a day that you don’t have any friends.” Throwing his hands up in exasperation, he flicked a lock of hair out of his eyes and pointed to the bar area. “I leave you here alone for the night on Valentine’s Day night, and I come back the very next day to find three sexy Adonises in your bar. Do you take me for an idiot?”
Maya kept her lips sealed. She knew he was far from done, especially as he started pacing. “I mean, Amir is grumpy, but Asher is the flirt of the night. I swear that man could give classes on how to earn tips. August is sweet, too, but quiet. He’s good at remembering the bar menu items though—I mean, he knows it better than me, and this is the first time I’ve seen him. And good god, don’t get me started on his geeky pop culture references. He brought up Star Wars three times in ten minutes. You!” He turned to her with another accusatory finger, and she grinned. “I’m so proud of you. Come here, baby girl.” 
Theo pulled her close, fake sobbing his pride as he patted her on the back. “Did you finally learn how to take a dick?” 
Maya gasped in outrage, pushing him away. “Theo! You’re awful.” She shook her head. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t slept with any of them.” 
His eyebrows could have peeled off and flown away, they rose so high. Maya chuckled at the sight.
“You’re telling me that you’ve had these guys to yourself all day and haven’t taken advantage?”
When she nodded, his voice boomed through the office. “What the fuck is wrong with you! I’m three seconds away from texting Chris and asking if we can have an open marriage. What are you waiting for?”
Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms and kicked a leg to the side, settling in for a long conversation as she lost her grin and grew serious. “Come on, Theo, you know I’m not like that. I don’t just jump into bed with people. Not after…” Maya trailed off, and a sympathetic look seeped into Theo’s ocean blue gaze. 
“Oh, honey, I know. But it’s been what, three years? You need to let go of that asshole, and stop letting him hold you back.” 
Maya clamped her lips shut, stubbornness welling up. Theo noticed the look on her face but still chose to continue, albeit with more caution. “Maya, I know he was a controlling dick and how important it is to you to maintain your own control. But look at it from a different angle. By holding yourself back from all the good things that come from a healthy relationship, he’s still got a hold on you. Even if he doesn’t know it.”
Her gaze snapped to him, the pity on his face too much for her to handle. 
“I’ll think about it,” she said to placate him. She leaned forward and pecked him on the cheek, wishing him good luck for the rest of the evening, and retreating to her haven. 
Passing another glance at Amir, she noticed he had moved onto a new table of college chicks and was flirting like there was no tomorrow. Her rage came flooding in again, and she stomped up the stairs.
As soon as she shut the door and threw the deadbolts to her apartment, the bitch fest was on. In her space, she could complain to herself in private, with no one to judge her. So, like any reasonable woman, she avoided the real issue and focused on something else as she trekked to her room.
“That motherfucker. How dare he! Practically tells me he’s ready to bend me over the library shelves, and then flirts with all those college bimbos!” 
Okay, technically, you’d be the bimbo, what with the dyed blonde hair and the bar job. 
“You shut up!” Maya knew she was arguing with herself, but she no longer had her cats here to talk through her craziness. Her blood boiled as she grabbed her birth control pack and popped her nightly pill. Still bitching when she made her way back to the kitchen, she poured herself a nice, generous glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.
What are you so jealous for? You didn’t claim them, did you?
“What? No, that’d be ridiculous.” She scoffed. “Why would I—” 
The door opened behind her, cutting off her tirade, and she whirled, a scowl firmly settled on her face. And not just at the precious red she’d just sloshed onto the floor. 
No, her scowl was aimed at the man currently standing inside her apartment. 
“Amir? What are you doing up here? I thought I locked that door!”
“What the hell are you so upset about?”
Maya was taken aback by his blunt words, and she sputtered.
Throwing up his hands, he advanced on her, stalking across the room like a predator, starting his own rant. “You seemed fine with us tending bar earlier, and you’re the one who came up with the idea for the girls’ night or some shit like that. So, imagine my surprise when August and Asher tell me you ran back up here with your tail between your legs because you saw we were letting off some steam. What the fuck, Maya?” He was so close now, his breath fanned across her cheeks as his nostrils flared with his anger. His fierce expression flamed something dark and sensual within her.
“I did not run up here with my tail between my legs,” were the first words out of her mouth, and she didn’t back away from him or clear the space between them. No, she would not back down from this.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. That’s what you got out of all that?” His palms slammed into the wall on either side of her head, paired with exasperation in his voice. His lips twitched. 
Oh, hell no. He is not about to laugh at me.
“I heard the rest of it, it just didn’t warrant comment. You can do whatever you want.”
His dark brows arched, his hazel eyes glowing with mirth and challenge. “Is that so? So you wouldn’t mind if I went downstairs and kept flirting with that college Barbie?”
Maya ignored the heart turning to dust in her chest. “Nope. I never laid a claim on you.”
A growl, dangerous, low, and sexy, rumbled out of his throat, the sound speaking to something deep within Maya. Her core clenched in response as he leaned even closer, and this time she did lean back. It was either that, or speak nose to nose. “Exactly. You can’t pout up here all evening.”
“I can do whatever the hell I want.” Maya realized how childish her statement sounded, but with anger flowing in her veins and Amir’s heat pressing into her, she couldn’t think clearly.
He leaned in close to her neck, his breath fanning across the pulse jumping against her skin.
“What is it exactly that you want, Maya?” He pulled back again, those molten sunshine eyes boring into her own.
Breath stuck in her throat, Maya reflected on Theo’s words. By holding herself back, by completely blocking herself off from any intimacy whatsoever—she only hurt herself, and gave that bastard more power over her.
Maya knew she would regret it if she let this fizzle out. With the heat between them rising, she did the only thing she knew to get her intentions across. Carefully, she sat her wineglass down behind her, then leaned in and crushed her lips to his.
As if Amir had been waiting for her to give in, he claimed her lips in a violent frenzy of pent-up passion. Pressing close, he reached up to frame her face with his hands, holding her still while he teased her lips apart with his tongue. Maya panted in the milliseconds their mouths parted and reached up to grip his forearms. Melting under the force of his kiss and the intensity of his enthusiasm, she dug her nails into his skin, branding him with half moons. 
Good.
Maya wanted others to know he was hers. The thought fucking terrified her, it froze the blood in her very veins, but as Amir’s hands slid down to grip her waist and pull her closer, that fear melted away until only need remained.
Maya tugged at his shirt until he reached up to do that irresistible guy-thing, fisting the neck of his shirt and pulling it off in one swift tug. Sighing at the expanse of bronzed flesh bared to her greedy fingers, she traced the hills and valleys of his abs with a smirk. The heat from his skin was like a drug, and she needed more.
All mine.
The words trailed through her mind, shocking her with their level of possessiveness, but she didn't argue as she slid a hand behind Amir’s neck and pulled him down to her. This time, she maintained control of the kiss— that is, until Amir grabbed her hands and pinned them to the wall above her. Maya had to admit it was hot as fuck, and the proof was in the way her core clenched in response to the strength in the man before her. In the way her breath caught when he reached for her shirt and stripped it over her head before she could protest. And most definitely in the way he wasted no time in unsnapping her bra and brandishing his own smirk. 
“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to play with these, umri.” With his words, he traced her sides, goosebumps pebbling across her skin in response. Amir stretched his thumbs over her breasts to graze the matching gold rings piercing her nipples. Her nerves lit up like fireworks beneath her skin as he teased the jewelry. His gaze jerked to her when she gasped.
“What? Haven’t ever had anyone play with these before?”
Amir was probably teasing, but Maya was dead serious as she shook her head slowly. She’d gotten them as a fuck you to the world—a secret rebellion that proved no one controlled her. The smug look that came into his eyes as he leaned down to wrap his lips around one taut nipple and the glimmering jewelry was her undoing. Maya didn’t even try to silence the moan that escaped when his tongue laved and flipped the ring around, wreaking havoc with her nervous system. When she tried to slide her fingers through his hair, he gripped her wrists and slammed them into the wall again. 
Her pussy flooded at the pure dominance he radiated, and she whined as he gave the same attention to her other nipple. With one last ditch effort, she tried to take control of the escalating situation, pushing against his hold, but at the moment she was no match for his strength. Amir’s burning, sunshine eyes glared up at her, and he put more pressure on her wrists.
Abandoning her aching nipples, he rose up until he could peer into her eyes. “Why do you keep fighting this?” 
Maya honestly did not have an answer for him and pressed her lips together. 
At her silence, his gaze hardened, and Maya gulped in part arousal, part titillated nerves. 
“I’ll just have to teach you to take what I give you.” 
With those promising words, Amir leaned forward to take her mouth again. Maya let him, because she was too distracted with his roaming hands to do anything else. Her lips parted easily, their tongues clashing together in a battle of wills. Who would break first? 
Maya refused, but with every inch of her skin he bared, her resolve weakened. He shoved her leggings off her hips, taking her panties with them until the cool air tickled her ass and thighs, and left her panting with the intensity of the moment. Amir didn’t pause or falter for a single beat as he slid them down the length of her legs. With a hand on his bare shoulder, she balanced herself to step out of her pants. 
Amir’s gaze traveled her exposed flesh like another caress, and Maya watched his eyes darken in lust as he ate up the sight she made. It was as if his iron grip on his control shattered when he finally saw her, because a low, deep, rumbling growl erupted from his lips when he stood to his full height. 
Maya suddenly felt like prey, and she didn’t necessarily hate it.
Holding on to the last dredges of her own control, she reached out to work the button on his jeans and free his erection. The slightest shiver of nervousness flitted at the edges of her mind, but she pushed it away in favor of the sight before her. When she’d seen him naked the first time, she’d tried to avert her eyes out of mind-boggling shock and respect. This time, she practically salivated at the sight of him. His cock was huge, and no, Maya didn’t have a ton of experience to compare, but she didn’t need any to know the man before her must have been specifically blessed by the gods. 
You know, in more ways than one.
“Like what you see?”
Maya nodded before she could stop herself, and a pure, shit-eating grin stretched his lips, before the hunger bled back into Amir’s heated gaze. Maya had a feeling she would burn if she got too close to the sun, but at the moment she didn’t give a fuck. 




[image: image-placeholder]

Amir smirked as he watched Maya’s eyes dilate. He had her, hook, line, and sinker. And he’d never been more fucking relieved. After wanting her for so long, Amir almost couldn’t believe he was about to  finally fucking have her. Yeah, he should probably be downstairs, doing his duty and making sure his brothers didn’t fuck up anything in the bar… but when Maya writhed against his hold, he was lost. It was his turn to be selfish anyway, they could be the responsible ones for once.
So as he leaned close, trapping her against the wall once more, her tiny frame barely coming to his pecs, he counted his fucking blessings one by one. He wanted to start with every freckle on her skin, but they didn’t have time for that right now. Instead, he gripped her hips and pulled her up into him, bracing her against the wall. When she ground her hips into him, wrapping her legs around his waist, the hot, wet heat of her pussy branded him, and he couldn’t stop the purr that rattled his chest. 
She gasped, and Amir peered into her pretty golden eyes to see the eagerness there. After all this, she was still trying to control this situation, and he didn’t understand why.
Studying her gaze, he made sure she was truly ready for this before he gripped her hips tighter, centered himself between her lips, and entered her with an aching slowness.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya cried out as Amir pushed into her. Her arousal helped ease him in, but still, he was bigger than she’d ever experienced, and it took some adjusting. Gripping his shoulders, she squeezed with the intensity of the sensations overwhelming her. Maya glanced down to see his big cock gradually filling her, and she moaned at the sight, rocking her hips for more. The stretch was intense, but she’d be damned if she didn’t want it all. 
Tired of his slow and easy motion, she gripped the back of his neck and pulled his gaze to hers. “Amir. I’m a greedy bitch, and I need you to hurry the hell up and fuck me.”
He froze, and she hid the triumphant glee within as she watched lust bleed into his gaze. His fingers gripped her so hard she would probably have bruises after, but she would cherish them. 
When he pulled out of her with deliberate slowness, she thought she was going to scream—until he paused with just the head still breaching her. Then, with no warning, he slammed back inside, her shoulder blades aching from the force with which he drove her into the wall.
“Oh my god, yes! Fuck!” 
No more slow and gentle. That Amir had left the fucking building. His new pace was brutal, hard and perfect. Reaching between them, he thumbed her clit, holding her against the wall with his thrusts and a hand under her ass. The muscles in his arms flexed with the strength he used, and Maya moaned as the pleasure rushed through her faster than she could resist. Digging her nails into his shoulders, she moved her hips as much as he allowed to meet him with each thrust. Suddenly, she shattered around his cock with a moan, forcing him to slow as he thrust past her clenching pussy.
[image: image-placeholder]Amir was going to fucking lose it. Maya tightened around him, her walls clenching down on his cock as he slowed his thrusts to fuck her through her orgasm. Her quiet whimpers were music to his ears as it abated, the wave retreating. With a soft smile on her face, her golden eyes fluttered opened, quickly darkening when she saw the hunger he refused to hide in his gaze.
“I hope you don’t think I’m finished with you.” To punctuate his words, he drove into her hard one more time before pulling out, cursing as she squeezed around him once more. Precum beaded on the head of his cock, painting the lips of her pussy, and he took a deep, steadying breath. With her legs still wrapped around his waist, he turned and walked them over to the couch on their right. Lowering her feet to the ground, he smirked at the tremor in her legs as she stood before him.
Without even pausing, he spun her around and bent her over the arm of the couch, pulling her ass high in the air as he pressed a hand between her shoulder blades to lower her upper body to the cushions. Palms trapped beneath her, she stiffened at first, but a whimper floated up to him as he gripped her hip with one hand, and teased her slit with the head of his cock using the other. Too eager to finally take her, he slid inside with one, firm thrust. Her walls seized him, and he purred, the sound reverberating from his throat as he realized she was even tighter like this. Little moans and breathy pants urged him on, and he was fucking happy to oblige.
Maya tried to rise up on her palms but he drove into her hard, throwing her off balance. Instead of letting her steady herself, he took her hands and held them at the small of her back, pressing her head down into the cushions. She grumbled something that turned into a gasp when he circled his hips. He leaned down, a filthy fucking smirk on his face at the high he was getting from dominating her. 
“What was that, Maya?”
When she didn’t answer, he gripped her wrists in one hand and leaned over her like a prowling predator. And as a male wanting to mark his territory, he purred, placing a kiss on her neck, then sank his blunt teeth into the skin. Maya screamed, her pussy clenching around him as she came. 
[image: image-placeholder]Amir had her at his mercy—teeth in the back of her neck, hands behind her back, pinned over the sofa, his dick pounding her through another orgasm. Maya finally conceded complete control to Amir, slumping against the couch and taking everything he would give her, uninhibited sounds pouring from her lips. From this angle, the way he filled her was even more intense. With each thrust, she rocked against the cushions, her piercings tugging and pulling at her nipples with each motion, sending flames roaring through her body. His hips smacked into her ass with every thrust and she cried out, her pussy spasming around him as she discovered how hot it was to willingly give up her control.
And that’s what she’d done—totally given Amir free reign to fuck her however he wanted. He wasn’t disappointing her, and she could do nothing but moan as he released the grip on her neck, soothing the wound with his tongue before pulling back up. Instantly, she missed the pressure of his weight on her back, but she didn’t question it, couldn’t even form fucking words at this point. When he threaded a hand in her hair to yank her head to the side and hold her to the couch, a pressure built behind her eyes, one similar to the intensity of the release building within her. Pulling her up with a tight grip on her hair, he licked and bit at her lips, mumbling filthy words into her mouth as he pounded into her.
“Maya, you’re taking my cock better than I ever could have imagined. You’re mine now, you know that, right? This clit is mine.” Amir reached around, and a pinch of his fingers on her sensitive flesh had her seeing stars. “This pussy is mine.” A guttural growl accompanied his words as he cupped a possessive hand to her swollen flesh, slick with her desire. “This orgasm is mine.” A nip to her earlobe sent her need spiraling, sharp and brilliant and bright. “You.” Another bite, teeth digging into her flesh. “Are.” A snap of his hips sent them both forward, her nipples roughly abraded on the fabric of the couch, sensation screaming through her. “Mine.” His roar joined her scream as the ferocity of his claiming took both of them in its grip, pleasure and pain blinding them both in a maelstrom of hedonistic power. 
Tears fell as the tremors shook her into oblivion, shattering her into pieces as stream after stream of his cum filled her, taking her, marking her. 
When she came down from the heights of pleasure, her breaths sounded harsh in the quiet room. The comforting weight of Amir pressed into her, his own breaths tickling the back of her neck. Gentle kisses trailed down her spine, spreading chills over her body in soothing waves. He pulled out and stood, swooping her into his arms effortlessly. At least one of them could still function, because Maya’s entire body wobbled like jello—she was wrecked in the aftermath of their collision.
I don’t think insurance covers well-fucked. 
Maya chuckled, completely at ease in Amir’s arms as he took them to the shower in her master bedroom. He sat her on the edge of the counter, leaning her back against the mirror. Hissing at the cold countertop underneath her, she studied Amir as he fiddled with the shower. When he turned on the water, steam curled through the room as he dialed it to her favorite temperature—burning in hell. Maya enjoyed a lovely view of his ass as he took care of everything. 
In one smooth motion, he picked her up, placed her under the spray, and settled in behind her. It wasn’t until he began massaging her scalp with shampoo that she cracked an eyelid open and teased, “I finally get fucked, and you’re going to wash my hair?” 
Amir’s chest shook with a deep chuckle, and she sent him a lazy smile over her shoulder as he worked the suds into her hair. “Well, I don’t think you could do it yourself at this point anyway. Can you even stand yet?” 
Maya pouted up at him, knowing he was right. “It just means you finally did something right.”
Growling in response, he leaned down to tilt her head back and place a chaste kiss on her mouth, almost bringing tears to her eyes again. The emotion in such a simple action left her shaken. He finished washing and conditioning her hair, then took great pains to be as gentle as possible when soaping up her body. Maya realized she'd never felt so taken care of or cherished. She felt raw from the swirling emotions. Amir, of all people, had cracked her tough outer shell, pawing his way in and settling there. 
Maya stood still while he toweled her off, sucking in a deep breath when he gently swiped between her legs. He carried her to the bed, depositing her between the sheets and sliding in next to her. The chilled bed sent goosebumps over her skin, and she shivered, tucking herself into Amir’s heat. Gathering her close, he placed another soft kiss on her head. 
Lying next to him, her head on his chest with his arm tucked around her, she couldn’t help the feelings that swelled, and she knew she was lost. The words she wanted to speak were too hard to say while staring into his sunlit eyes, so she kissed his pec and mumbled them into his chest. 
“Thank you.” 
But she should have known Amir wouldn’t settle for that. He tilted her chin up with a finger, pushing her boundaries yet again. 
“What was that?” But a knowing grin settled across his lips. 
Maya rolled her eyes, a flush coloring her cheeks. It was ironic that after everything they’d just done, now she was embarrassed. 
“I said ‘thank you.’ For taking care of me.”
He smirked. “And fucking you into oblivion?” 
A slow smile curled her lips and she grinned up at him. “Well, that wasn’t too bad either.”
Maya could tell a witty response was brewing, but a yawn wrenched her jaw wide, and he pulled the blankets tight around them. 
“It won’t be the last time. So you should get your rest while you can.”
“Shouldn’t you go help the guys close down the bar? You kind of abandoned them.” 
A simple shrug, then, “They can handle it. I have much better things to do.”
Eyes already closing in exhaustion, she teased, “What? Like watch me sleep? Real interesting stuff, that. I’m pretty sure I drool.”
“That’s exactly what I plan to do, umri.” 
But his words were wasted breath, because Maya had already fallen asleep, her hand limp on his stomach.
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Now, in the surrounding quiet of the bar, all he could hear was Maya’s screams of pleasure echoing in his head. 
Yes, he’d heard her, all right. Hell, he was surprised the entire bar hadn’t heard her, even though he knew their shifter hearing was superior. Her scent enveloped him, the air perfumed with her lust from her activities with Amir. He wanted to roll around in it and bat at it like the finest catnip. Maya was a treat he desperately needed to taste, to savor. The craving to feel her flesh against his rode him hard, and his instincts screamed that he find her now. But he could wait. He was nothing if not a patient predator.
Theo’s slim form rounded the corner of the hallway, and he narrowed his eyes at the both of them. August traded a glance with his brother.
“Here it comes,” August thought in his direction.
But no one spoke for a long moment. Theo’s sky blue gaze just studied them intensely until finally, he said, “I’m not going to ask. Maya is a big girl. But I have worked here for five years. I’ve seen Maya through her breakup, her uncle’s death, and now she’s thriving.” His eyes narrowed, and he took a threatening step closer.
Even though August could break the slim man in half, his respect grew for Maya’s friend. 
“If you fuck with her, I have connections, ways that I can make your life hell without ever leaving my living room.”
Ah yes. The black-hat boyfriend. August had heard Chris referred to many times before. Too bad they were basically nonexistent. They hadn’t left any paper or electronic fingerprints in fifteen years. 
Surprisingly, Asher was the one that spoke. “She’s more likely to hurt us than the other way around.” 
August fought the urge to reach over and shake his brother by the shoulders. He was so worried about his past, August feared he might miss out on what was right in front of him.
“I can hear you, you know.” Asher’s wry voice floated through his mind, and August winced. 
“Sorry. But it’s true.”
“Well if that’s true, you have nothing to worry about.” Theo glared at them for a few long seconds before bidding them goodnight and leaving out the back.
Then, they cleaned. Few words were spoken between him and Asher, but August knew their thoughts were of a similar tone—what it would be like to touch Maya. Hell, August was just envious that Amir was the first to pleasure her, and imagined Asher was much in the same state. Hard, aching, and slightly jealous of their middle brother. 
It was no secret they all wanted Maya. For the past several years they’d had nothing to do but pine after her, with no way to act on it. Instead, they had followed her around, battling an obsession that most likely would never yield any true results and only hurt them more in the end. Now that they’d finally regained their human form again, August could hardly contain his emotions. Honestly, he was quite surprised to find he hadn’t cornered her and confessed his feelings, begging for scraps of attention like leftover crumbs. 
Speaking of… the water pipe groaned as the hot water shut off, and both Asher and August's heads whipped toward the stairs as if they could see through the floor separating them. Working twice as fast, they finished cleaning the bar, the kitchen, packaging the leftovers, and leaving them outside just like Maya did every night.
The two brothers high-fived, swinging their palms back and down low until they shook hands with matching smirks.
Refusing to waste any more time, August tilted his chin up and made his way across the bar floor to double check the front door, before rushing upstairs. Asher was hot on his heels, after returning from checking the back as well. 
When they reached the door at the top, they noticed the peace and quiet, cursing at their damned luck. 
“Well, shit,” August grumbled as they opened the door. 
Maya and Amir’s clothes littered the floor by the kitchen, and August gritted his teeth at the sexy little scrap of lacy panties peeking out from her leggings. 
Beating back the disappointment, August quietly stalked down the hall, already recognizing the slow, even breaths of a sleeping Maya. 
Sure enough, when he opened the door, he was greeted with an equally precious and annoying sight. Precious, because Maya was sleeping peacefully. Annoying, because Amir’s smug face grinned at him from underneath her. 
So as not to wake the sleeping beauty, August spoke through their bond.
“You fucker. Just couldn’t wait for us, huh?” 
His grin widened. “Nope. I had a beautiful, sexually frustrated woman in front of me. Did you expect me to wait?” His tone suggested he wouldn’t have waited regardless, and August rolled his eyes.
“You could’ve gone a little easier on her.” August reached forward to brush her blonde hair out of the way, revealing the bite mark Amir had unashamedly left on her skin. Arching an expectant brow at him, August pulled away, wishing he could caress her skin more.
“Trust me, she didn’t want easy right then.” 
August startled when a hand clapped him on the back, and he tilted his head toward Asher, who said, “Ease up man. Amir took care of her. She enjoyed it. We’ll get our turns soon. Don’t fret.” 
Grumbling, August stripped his shirt over his head, ignoring Amir when he sputtered. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
“Getting ready for bed. You’re doing a piss poor job of keeping her warm.” Shedding his clothes down to his boxers, he climbed in on the other side of Maya, tracing the chill bumps that had pebbled her skin from the nip in the air.
“Oh, fuck off. She’s fine.” But Amir made space for him by sliding to the edge of the bed, with minimal grumbling. 
They had abnormally warm body temperatures, so Amir was probably right, but August wanted any excuse to get close to Maya. A desperate need rose for her skin to warm against his own. A yearning to feel her heartbeat in concert with his, her breath caress his skin, all visceral proof that she was alive. Safe. His—theirs. It was an ache that he needed to soothe. He didn’t think he would ever be able to remove the ink of her name where it was already branded his mind, heart, and soul. 
It was an all-consuming love, just begging to be reciprocated.
As August cuddled up to her, his hand shook as he brushed his fingertips over her shoulder, down her back, before he covered her with the sheet. 
Asher lay down behind him, and with his family surrounding him, and the love of his life tucked into his side—August slept.
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Waking up was an experience. Maya was warm, happy, and comfortable as fuck. A noticeable soreness pulsed between her thighs, but she’d be damned if the thought of what she and Amir had done didn’t bring a shit eating grin to her lips. Humming into her pillow, she remembered the way he’d bitten her, laying his claim into her very skin. Controlling her. Owning her. 
A flush swept over her body, and Maya shuffled. Maybe she was a little too warm. She cracked one eyelid, finding Amir still sleeping with his head turned away from her.
Amir.
Maya suddenly did not recognize the feelings brewing inside her own body, and a low panic began to bubble up. Never having just... jumped into bed with someone before, she was at a loss. Studying the shadows highlighting Amir’s sharp cheekbones, Maya sighed. It had been an eye-opening experience to have her control taken, bound, and put on hold while someone else saw to her needs… and actually met them.
The prospect was as refreshing as it was concerning. Maya had always, always taken care of herself. Having someone else hold her control, take it from her, while at the same time giving her the relief of not being in control? It had been a heady concoction, lighting her veins on fire, but in the same breath sending a trill of fear through her. Her heart raced as she stared at Amir’s sleeping form.
Grumbling, Maya tried to toss the sheet off, but she was surprised to find her tug stopped short, trapped underneath a body. And not a fluffy cat one, because the weight didn’t disappear with a tiny, irritated mew and a patter of small paws. Maya tilted on her side to look over her shoulder, only to find August wide-awake and staring at her with a half-smile gracing his lips.
“Good morning.” He kept his voice soft, quiet in the early light peeking through the window above their heads, casting a soft golden glow over them.
Maya rolled over until she could face him, tugging the sheet back up to cover her nakedness. Sleep lines creased one side of his face, showing how hard he’d slept. A beam of sunlight cut across his face, highlighting his eyes, the amber color glowing like freshly poured honey. He leaned back, sliding a hand through his unruly chestnut waves.
“Good morning.” A blush colored her cheeks. Was this a kitty cuddle pile?
August’s lips tilted up in a half grin. “Don’t cover up on my account. I quite enjoyed the morning view.”
Rolling her eyes, Maya tugged the sheet tighter against her chest, before settling down against the pillow, sliding her arm underneath for head support. When she met August’s gaze again, a sudden rush of vulnerability sliced through her. Something about the morning light casting down on them, the peace of the silence in the room so intimate, broken up only by the even breaths of Amir and... Asher, who lay on the other side of August. 
Everything seemed… enhanced. Real. Far, far too real.
Owned.
Claimed.
Controlled.
Suddenly, the beautiful morning didn’t seem so beautiful anymore, not as Maya’s panic settled in. Those words flew through her mind, bouncing against the inside of her brain like debris in a chaotic storm. Her heart pounded, and she was two seconds away from sitting up and fleeing the room—running away from the men she felt too strongly for. 
“I can practically see the gears turning in your head, hayaati.” August tugged her close, his arms sliding around her waist and eliminating the foot of space between them.
Maya brought her palms up between them, flattening them against the planes of his chest, readying herself to push him away at any second. Her hands shook, and her breath sounded harsh in the quiet of the room. His voice was too smooth, too intimate in the morning light. His hopeful amber eyes rustled up a whole other slew of emotions, ones she refused to acknowledge at this time.
No. Maya needed to leave, she—
August abruptly interrupted her thoughts, silencing her internal rambling when he dipped his head down to kiss her. His lips brushed across hers with the barest touch at first, pausing, giving her a chance to move away. When she didn’t, he sealed them to hers, and she opened instinctively, parting her own to deepen the kiss. Her hands flexed, shifting from a position to push him away—the traitors pulled him closer. A soft gasp left her as the sheet slipped, her breasts pressing against his warm skin as he clutched her to him.
Mind quieted, Maya’s panic faded away and stayed distant, almost forgotten even when August pulled back.
They didn’t speak for a long moment, their uneven breaths settling between them.
“Don’t panic. This isn’t the disco,” were the words spoken, his voice soft with a smile curling his lips.
His full, kissable lips. Very talented, those.
After all, he’d just silenced her chaotic worries with a simple kiss.
“I’m not panicking,” Maya announced, ignoring the smile that twitched her lips at his reference.
His slight smile shifted to a wide grin, before he chuckled quietly. “I could see the panic in your eyes, Maya.” He pulled her even closer, as if he couldn’t get enough of her. She let him, his warmth far too irresistible. Eyebrows dipping low, he studied her intently. “There’s no reason to. Surely you’ve thought about it.” He gave her a knowing look.
Maya sucked in a sharp breath, the thought playing in her mind for a moment. “But there’s… three of you.”
With a grin, he said, “I’m glad you learned to count.”
Maya relaxed, and she shoved his shoulder playfully. “You know what I mean. It’s all so weird. You’re all brothers. Wouldn’t sharing me… I mean, would you not get jealous?”
“No, Maya. I mean, yes, we all want to be your favorite. Just like when we were cats, but—”
“That’s easy for you to say.” Asher’s droll tone sounded from over August’s shoulder. “You were the favorite cat.”
August grinned at her. “Well, I was the cuddliest. Still am.” His arms tightened around her as if to prove his point, and she smiled, leaning forward to bury her head in his chest.
“You were also the fattest,” Asher countered, laughing at his own words, and a soft growl reverberated from the chest she cuddled against.
Their banter made her smile. They really were brothers with the way they teased each other. A finger slid under her chin to tilt her head up, and she found the two brothers staring down at her. Sucking in a sharp breath, emotion overtook her as she studied their faces.
God, they’re so handsome.
Faced with their beauty and the feelings they evoked, she couldn’t form words. August’s chin-length hair, paired with his warm eyes, were at odds with Asher’s perfect cut, morning shadow, and his glacial orbs. But what really took her breath away was their next words.
“We want you, Maya. We have for a long time. We understand if you need time to think about it—but we’ve had years. Our minds are made up,” August stated, and Asher nodded his agreement.
Maya could only stare, as they both met her gaze with serious expressions. Could she really do something like this? With three men?
The prospect alone was enough for a spark to light in her belly. It seemed dirty, but when Maya looked closer at her emotions—not a hint of wrong was discovered. The opposite, actually. It warmed her in more ways than one, and Maya rubbed her thighs together discreetly.
Not discreetly enough, apparently, because August groaned and pulled her closer. “Please, Maya. Say yes.”
Their legs brushed together, and the hard length of his erection branded her hip where she could feel it through the sheet.
How would this even work? Would they have a date night for each one? Would she be allowed to touch one and not the other? Would—
“Throw them a bone, Maya. You’re already a third of the way there. Stop thinking so hard.” Amir’s hand smacked her ass to punctuate his words, the heat searing into her as she jumped in response, throwing herself against August. She turned to toss a scowl in Amir’s direction, but he was already out of the bed and heading for the shower. “I’m going to shower and make breakfast. Hurry up with it, would you?”
With that sure announcement, he shut the bathroom door. Eyes wide, Maya turned back to find the other two battling the grins on their lips.
“What he said.” Asher chuckled before disappearing from sight, lying down on the other side of August.
Amir was right, she was thinking too much. It was simple.
Did she want this? Yes.
Was it in her control to take it? Yes.
With one more searching look into August’s eyes, Maya made a decision.
And acted on it, leaning up and crashing her lips into August’s. He groaned and pulled her close, his grip almost bending her in half as he curled around her. Gasping into the kiss, she plastered herself against him, a moan escaping as her breasts pressed into his chest. August rolled, and Asher billowed the sheet while Maya did the only thing she could to balance herself—straddled him.
The sheet failed to follow her, fluttering to a rest at the foot of the bed. Chill bumps rolled across her exposed flesh, all of it, as she was left bare to the hungry gazes of the men before her. She froze for just a moment as a flash of embarrassment rose over her. Then she studied the hunger, the pure lust and want in their gazes, and she relaxed. Here, bared before them, Maya realized there was nothing to be embarrassed of. Like August said, they had wanted her for a long time, and she reveled in that sense of power—feeling like a goddess.
Power, because they froze when she did. August’s hands framed her hips where he steadied her above him, but he made no movement to further his advances until she gave him the signal. Asher was much the same way. He stared from his spot on the mattress, and Maya could see his pulse throbbing chaotically beneath the skin of his throat. 
It gave Maya a sense of empowerment, and it endeared them to her all the more. It was in that moment she knew this was the right decision. 
Staring down into August’s eyes, she saw nothing but patience, lust, and excitement. So much that she almost chuckled.
His hips moved of their own accord, and she gasped as the hard length of him settled between her thighs. Maya flexed her hands where she steadied them against August’s stomach and slowly slid forward, feeling her way over the hills and valleys of his shaped torso, until he grew tired of her game. He moved a hand and slid it behind her neck, tugging her down so he could take her mouth. Moaning as her breasts hit his chest, she gasped when her piercings grazed his skin, sending shockwaves of sensation through her body. The kiss deepened, their tongues moving together as he held her head to him. Her hips rocked instinctively, and her pussy clenched at the thought of Asher watching not even two feet away. 
Suddenly, her world spun on its axis as August flipped them over. He ended their kiss in favor of trailing his lips down the side of her neck, and she tilted her head to give him better access. Leaning over her as he was, his erection brushed her hip, belly, and the outside of her thigh as he skimmed her flesh with his lips and tongue in a downward direction. When she turned her head, her gaze sought out Asher, who was moving closer. Like rote, the two brothers made room for each other. 
Asher leaned over her, and his cerulean eyes bore into hers, the emotion in them enough to freeze the breath in her throat. A realization shocked Maya to her core.
If they did this… whatever this was, it would not be just to let off some steam, or get their rocks off. No. This represented a proclamation of their pent-up emotions—ones they’d stemmed the tides of for years.
The thought comforted Maya and gave her the freedom to submit to anything and everything they wanted. 
Because she wanted this too.
As if he could sense the thoughts in her head, Asher leaned in to take her mouth. It was a kiss not only of passion, but a silent declaration of thoughts and feelings too raw to voice. His morning shadow scratched her cheeks and tickled her lips, but she cared not. Hands framing her face, he held her still while their tongues mingled and twisted in unrepentant passion. 
Maya reached up, sliding her hands over his shoulders to grip the wide expanse, and dug her nails in when he pulled away to trail south. He only left her to wonder about his destination for a split second before he took her taut nipple into his mouth. His tongue flicked the jewelry back and forth, matching August’s attention on her other breast, pulling a breathy moan from her throat as she arched her back for more.
Asher, however, trailed his kisses farther down, until two hot hands gripped her thighs and pulled them wide, and she glanced over August’s head to see Asher’s dip between her legs. The sensation of his tongue swiping up her soaking wet slit just about undid her.
As a moan tore from her throat, she was suddenly relieved she did not have neighbors to worry about. 
And thank god for that.
Her pussy clenched around nothing as Asher focused his attentions on her clit. August switched to her other breast, while his deft fingers came up to tease and pinch the one bereft of his lips.
These two might be the death of me.
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His cock throbbed where it was trapped behind the waistband of the dumbass boxers. He’d much rather have slept naked, but he hadn’t wanted to freak Maya out. No, Asher wanted to do the complete opposite, he wanted her relaxed and blissed out. 
Her head thrashed against the pillows at the head of the bed as they tended to her, with August at her breasts, and he between her legs.
Licking down her slit, he tongued her pussy, delving in to seek the reward of tasting her arousal. Methodically, he supped from her like the finest bowl of cream. Her moans and little cries urged him on, until he replaced his tongue with his fingers, thrusting in and out of her tight pussy while he focused on her clit.
Sealing his lips around the tight little bud, he flicked his tongue back and forth, knowing she was close by her fluttering walls. His dick pulsed almost in sync with her, and he ground his hips into the bed for some, for any, friction.
He peered up, watching as August flicked her piercings, and Asher curled his finger up inside her with a ‘come hither’ motion, persistent with his efforts until she shattered.
A cry burst from her lips, and Asher slowed the tempo of his fingers, working her through the orgasm until she heaved a sigh, her eyes half-mast. She pulled August up for another kiss, and Asher placed gentle kisses along her thighs before he sat up. 
When August pulled away, the brothers shared a knowing look, their telepathic communication not even necessary in the moment, and Asher knew he would have her first.
Asher knew Amir and August both were paranoid about his past with women, afraid he would love her and leave her. Apparently, after all these years, what they failed to understand was that Asher had been slowly falling for her a little bit more every minute of every single day. After fifteen years—Asher wasn’t going any-damned-where. While he kissed and caressed her beautiful skin, watching a stunner of a smile grace her lips, he knew with all his being that if the price to be right here, right now, was to spend a decade and a half as a cat, he’d gladly pay it all over again.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya was boneless, her entire body limp from the first orgasm.
First. She could almost laugh. Women searched their entire lives for a man capable of giving them one orgasm, and from the looks of the two men before her—she had plenty more to come. 
A radiant smile curled her lips as Asher pulled her up into a sitting position and claimed her mouth. A shiver went through her as she tasted herself on his tongue. It was beautifully filthy, and hot as hell. He pulled away, leaving her wanting, and settled himself against the headboard. August rolled out of his way, landing on his feet, naturally, and walked to the side of the bed, beckoning her forward with the crook of his finger.
She went.
Her confidence was unmatched. They might have been two extraordinary shifters—men blessed by the gods themselves—but they were here, and they wanted her. It was a heady concoction, her desire for them and their yearning for her, all blending together until she was in a haze of lust. 
Her arousal slicked her thighs, her orgasm having only added to the effect as she crawled across the mattress. Nowhere near as graceful as the movements of the two feline shifters with her, but she didn’t care about that at the moment. When she paused in front of August, she sat up on her knees with an innocent smile.
“Did you want something?” 
He actually purred, and his voice rumbled, matching the low tone. “I think I have something you want.” 
His fingers traced the waistband of his boxers, and she shot him a sly grin before reaching forward and slipping her own fingers inside. “Here, let me help you with that.” Wasting no time, she freed his erection, the length bobbing as she released it from the confines of the fabric. 
Have I mentioned just how blessed by the gods they are? Hot damn.
Abandoning his boxers on the floor, August stepped out of them and stared knowingly at her when she swallowed roughly. He gripped his hard cock and stroked it a few times, and Maya was transfixed by the picture the rings on his hand made against his rigid flesh.
Before she could even reach her hand out, heat engulfed her back, and a hand wrapped around her torso to pull her backward against a warm chest. 
“Don’t forget about me,” Asher teased, and he pulled her head to the side to kiss her, his tongue thrusting between her lips until she relaxed against him. 
“As if I could,” she whispered, when they parted. He’d stripped already, and his hot, hard length branded her backside where she rested against him. Almost without through, she ground into him. 
His purr vibrated against her back, the sensation drawing a gasp from her kiss-swollen lips. Asher lifted her effortlessly, shifting his hips and drawing her back into the cradle of his body. Maya relaxed into his warmth with a sigh and reached down, using her palm to press his cock between her thighs, the heat and pressure exquisite against her aching flesh. A moan spilled from her lips at the sight of him so near her entrance. A hand trailed down her spine, ending in a squeeze of her ass cheek, before Asher gripped his cock and teased between the drenched lips of her pussy. Circling her clit with the head of his cock, she groaned and pushed down onto him, coaxing him toward where she really craved him. 
August gripped her chin and pulled her face up, and he was suddenly right there, in front of her on the bed, taking her mouth with a ferocity fueled by hunger. Their teeth clacked together from the sloppiness of the kiss, and he ravaged her mouth while she gasped from his fingers teasing her nipples. 
A whining sound tore from her throat when Asher paused with the thick head of his cock cradled by her dripping core. She bucked backward, needing him inside her, needing him to fuck her. 
Maya would have begged, but August still held her head, with one rough palm on her cheek and one gripped tight in her hair, the fistful of her strands sending tingles across her scalp.
Steadying herself, she placed two palms on August’s stomach as a wicked idea took root. His abs clenched beneath her palm as she slipped a hand down the hard ridges of muscle, and she gripped his hard cock, not even surprised when her fingertips couldn’t touch around the girth of him. 
He groaned into her kiss and thrust into her grip. 
But he wasn’t the only one, as a cry exploded from her throat when Asher finally slid home in one delectably abrupt thrust.
Tearing her lips from August’s and losing a few strands of hair in the process, she could only focus on the instant fullness of Asher’s cock buried in her pussy. 
When August thrust into her grip, she realized she’d paused, but he backed away slightly before she could resume her movements. 
She frowned up at him, before Asher lifted her off him, his grip tight on her hips. The friction was so good. Her cries sounded through the room as he pulled her back down onto his thick cock. Maya’s eyes slammed shut, the intensity of the moment almost too much to handle. When she opened her eyes again, it was to August standing over her with his cock in hand, teasing the head against her lips. The rings on his right hand glittered in the morning light as he stroked his dick for her. His body was a study in lithe grace and limber muscles as he balanced on the bed, his scent surrounding her as he cupped her jaw, his velvet palm tilting her head just so.
This is so fucking filthy.
The thought ran through her head as she opened her mouth, golden eyes locked to August’s amber gaze, and sucked him inside.
A tic worked in his jaw as he gritted his teeth together when she swirled her tongue around the head. 
Asher paused to let her adjust to the position, but it wasn’t long before he drove into her pussy once again. 
Maya was putty in their hands, and they molded her to their advantage. Asher’s grip on her hips slid her forward and then back on his cock, filling her over and over again, while August’s length invaded her mouth, the tip leaking salty precum that she swallowed down like a treat.
And she wanted more.
[image: image-placeholder]August groaned as Maya swallowed his cock perfectly. The hot, wet heat of her mouth was nothing short of heaven. Asher might have been the one with her tight pussy engulfing his cock, but August had the privilege of looking into her eyes as she took them both.
Her golden eyes glazed over with lust, and her pupils dilated with want, something he’d never dared hope for the chance to see. God, she was beautiful. And she was theirs.
They were claiming her, and August didn’t think he’d ever be able to let her go. She was the only one for him. Had been ever since the first moment he’d seen her—and she always would be.
Cupping her cheek gently, her jaw brushed against his palm as she sucked and licked his cock in a perfect combination. 
“You’re fucking perfect, Maya.” A purr rattled his throat as her own convulsed around his length, her eyes widening at his words.
August worked her on his cock, her body rocking smoothly between the two of them as he steadied her with a gentle hand in her hair. When he gripped just a little tighter, her eyes slid to half-mast, and he pulled harder when he noticed her eyes dilate. “Look at me.” He needed to see her eyes. 
When she sucked even harder in response to his proclamation, he gritted his teeth and forced back the rising pressure at the base of his spine. He wanted this to last.
Although it wasn’t like this would be the last time he had her.
No, August planned to repeat this claiming over and over again. It might have been his first time, but by the gods it wouldn’t be his last. The thought of telling her how much this meant to him, this moment with her, trailed through his mind for a split second. Her being his fucking first. But then he imagined himself saying it aloud and felt like a straight-up pussy. 
He’d just have to make sure to show her.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya’s cries were muffled around the thick cock in her mouth. It was too much, not enough, and just perfect all at the same time. Her hand gripped the inches she couldn’t take deep enough, stroking in time with her mouth as she sucked him inside.
Asher’s grip on her hips pulled her back and forth on his big cock, his breaths trailing over her neck and shoulders like a whole other caress. Hard, wet kisses skimming over her shoulder blades, with nips in between using sharp teeth, at such odds with the gentle fist in her hair.
Her nails dug into the skin of August’s thighs where she held tight. Maya couldn’t believe this was happening. According to Asher, this was their claiming. For all intents and purposes, she belonged to them now.
Her pussy clenched at the thought, at the physical declaration, and Asher groaned behind her as his meeting thrusts stuttered. 
Oh god, oh god.
She’d cry out if she could, but instead, she settled for groaning around August’s length. Asher reached around her waist, his fingers sliding through the slippery arousal of her lips until he found her clit. The nub seemed to have its own heartbeat, the way it pulsed in time with their thrusts, and he circled his fingertip over it until her thighs shook and her stomach jerked.
On the next thrust, as his cock rocked against that perfect spot, she exploded with a scream. August pulled out of her mouth, a line of saliva connecting her to his dick as she let go.
“Fuck, Maya…” Asher thrust in only a few more times past her clenching pussy before he came with a roar. His hips jerked against her as he exploded, each spurt of hot cum inside her like another thrust of its own. 
“Oh my god…” Maya whimpered as he yanked her back against him, a palm wrapping around her torso and holding her close as he finished inside her.
Speechless and boneless, she fell forward when he released her, rolling over with a dopey grin beside Asher… 
Until her gaze landed on August at the foot of the bed. A fierce expression brought his eyebrows low, before he arched one in her direction. 
“I don’t think we’re quite done, do you?” 
A sly grin curled her lips as she beckoned him forward. He obliged, muscles gliding in ripples under his bronzed skin as he prowled toward her. The bed dipped where he hovered over her, and he leaned down to take her mouth, not caring that she’d just had his cock in her mouth.
His hard dick left a line of precum where it trailed over her thigh, until he shifted between her legs. She parted for him, hands gliding over his shoulders and down his back. Arching up into him, she moaned when the head grazed her entrance. 
On her next breath, he thrust, sliding in easily through the cum of the first one to take her.
So. Fucking. Filthy.
Staring into his amber gaze, she watched his eyes widen slightly as he thrust in that first time. Even with how soaked she was, she still took a moment to adjust to his size as he pulled back, leaving just the head speared in her pussy. He leaned down to suck a nipple into his mouth as he thrust in, hard. A cry exploded from her lips in pure, unadulterated ecstasy as his cock claimed her so powerfully that her back slid across the linen sheets. Her hands slipped over his sweat-sheened skin as she dug her nails in for a grip to steady herself against his forceful thrusts.
It was perfect. So fucking good. He filled her completely, taking her breath with every slam of his hips against hers. Throwing a hand out, she balanced herself against the headboard so she could take every inch of him without sliding across the sheets. Her cries echoed around the room, and she let them go—she let everything go.
[image: image-placeholder]August was in fucking heaven. If he died right now, right this second—okay, he’d be a little pissed that he hadn’t come yet, but Maya felt so fucking perfect wrapped around his cock. Her pussy clenched and sucked around him with every thrust, and with the building pressure in the base of his spine he knew he wouldn’t last long.
He licked and sucked at her nipples, enamored with the glittering jewelry adorning the pink peaks. Releasing them, he just stared down at her, her red lips parted on uninhibited moans, eyes wide as she stared up at him, breasts bouncing with each hard thrust of his hips. She threw a hand over her head to steady herself against the headboard, and he purred when she used her leverage to grind her hips up into his with each thrust.
Maya was beautiful. He felt connected to her in a way that had nothing to do with the way his cock parted her lips.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
He’d had years to study up on this, but nothing prepared him for the ecstasy of this moment. Tilting his hips on each plunge, he made sure to graze her clit, knowing he’d done it right only when she clenched around him, nails digging into his waist.
Asher had disappeared to shower a while ago, and August had never been more thankful than for this moment to be experienced alone with his mate.
His Mate.
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“Fuck, August…” Hands shaped into claws, she dug the nails of one hand into his hip as her whole body heated and began to shudder. Where she braced herself against the headboard, she had to readjust her position, her hand sweaty from the heat in the room. 
This was real. And she didn’t know why it seemed different than with Amir or even Asher. But fuck was it good. 
Maybe it was the way August stared down at her, his longer hair bobbing with each thrust, and the intensity of his gaze. It suddenly all came together, like electricity gathering in the air during a storm.
Her cries rose like thunder, his purr the relentless winds, and like at the peak of the storm—they exploded.
As if lightning had struck her, she froze, her thighs quaking where they framed August’s hips, her stomach clenching, and her pussy fluttering around his cock. A scream tore from her throat as she came, convulsing around him in a wave of ecstasy. He thrust a few more times, the rhythm sporadic, chaotic, before he, too, came with a shout. As she tightened her grip on him, she was almost afraid she left marks.
If she did, that was just fine, because he marked her too, with each pump of his hips spilling cum deeper inside her.
When they came to a stop, both their chests heaved, panting from exertion. August carefully, pulled out of her before rolling over to his side. His hand gripped hers, and Maya knew she had the dumbest grin on her face.
“Holy. Fuck.” It was all she could say moments later. 
“So. How was that for my first time, hmm?” 
His words barely registering, Maya gaped at him, and he chuckled in response before placing a sweet, chaste kiss on the corner of her mouth. She stopped him from pulling back.
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
His face fell for a split second before he leaned away and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Uh… well, I turned into a cat when I was nineteen, remember?” 
Maya could have face-palmed herself. She was such a fucking idiot. 
That was his first fucking time? 
I took his virginity!
Staring at him wide-eyed, she was privy to his expression changing with his emotions—nervousness at his announcement, worry at her silence, before a false grin spread across his lips, scrambling to hide the feelings she’d seen. 
Maya finally settled on a response. “Well, hell. If that was your first time, I almost don’t think I can handle you when you actually gain more experience.” 
His eyes lit up like the Fourth of July, a genuine smile stretching across his face, and her heart fluttered, a matching kaleidoscope of butterflies taking root in her stomach. Maya pulled him back down to her, kissing him and putting all of her unspoken emotions into the meeting of their lips. 
When they pulled apart, she eyed the open door to the bathroom.
“Did we miss both Amir and Asher showering and leaving?” 
August turned to follow her gaze and chuckled. “I guess so. We were a little distracted.” 
“Distracted, huh?” Maya still couldn’t believe he’d been a virgin. A thought occurred, and she grinned at him. “Wait, if you turned into a cat at nineteen...” 
“Yes?”  he answered without thinking, before a frown twisted his lips as he narrowed his eyes at her. “Don’t say it, hayaati.”
But she had to and did the math in her head. “You were a thirty-four year old virgin.” 
He growled at her before grabbing her around the waist and tossing her over his shoulder.
“Hey, no! Stop that!” She tried to smack his hands away from where they played and pinched her ass, but he just waved her off as he toted her into the bathroom. August turned the water on and tested the temperature, all while she grumbled down at his ass.
A shapely one at that.
Maya gave it a pinch of her own and giggled—giggled—when he sat her down in the spray.
“We need to clean you up, dirty girl.” 
He was right, she could feel the slickness between her thighs that had nothing to do with the water raining down on them. But from the look in his eyes, Maya wasn’t sure quite how clean she would get.
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It was early afternoon when Maya coughed, covered in dust and cobwebs, a curse falling from her lips in complaint. After showering, they scarfed down a quick breakfast before squeezing in time to look for the amulet. Theo had been scheduled to work today, but she delayed opening in order to give them time to search the attic and take down the Valentine’s Day decorations. She’d promised to make the extra hours up to him by removing the cat ears from the uniform. It hurt to make the change, but Maya knew she had more entertainment than she could handle as it was.  
“I don’t think it’s here,” she announced.
“We should keep looking. I mean, you said it has to be in the building, right?” August clarified.
Maya thought for a moment before nodding solemnly. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s here somewhere. This was all we had.” She gestured to the dark, damp storage area of her attic, but she meant the bar in general.
“That settles it.” August nodded. “We keep looking. We need the amulet beyond anything else, if only for peace of mind.” 
Knowing he was right, Maya only grumbled slightly before she moved another box out of the way. At first, she’d assumed they would have to help her, but she felt that strange energy flowing through her again, like a wave of electricity coursing through her veins and lighting her up from the inside out. It was with their borrowed shifter strength that she effortlessly picked up heavy boxes and sorted through things she’d never seen before. 
“Maya, come here for a second.” A hesitant tone colored Asher’s voice, and Maya made her way to him, crossing around and over boxes and piles of her parents’ former life.
Mostly they’d found old clothes, stored from when Uncle Malak moved in after her parents died. Some baby furniture was in one corner, broken down and stuffed up there to collect dust. Maybe they had hoped Maya would use the same items for her own children some day. 
A pang splintered her heart, and she rubbed her chest as she approached Asher. 
“Whatcha got, kitty cat?”
“Seriously? Kitty cat?”
Maya grinned down at him where he sat on the floor. “Dead serious.”
With an eye roll, he patted the spot beside him, and she sat, waiting for him to reveal whatever it was he discovered.
Slowly, he pulled a box closer and motioned for her to look inside. Her breath caught as she spied the stacks of photo albums and loose pictures. 
“Oh my god,” Maya breathed, reaching inside and grabbing a handful of the old pictures.
Some of them were old—the written dates on the back tracking all the way to her parents’ birth years. Others were newer, random snapshots of her life, starting from the day she was born until just after her graduation. They stopped after that, and Maya tried to push away the reason why.
Flipping through the photos carefully, she nudged Asher in the side to witness her as a baby in a fluffy white dress.
“You were so cute,” Asher teased.
“Were? She still is cute.” August patted her head as he approached them from behind. Gesturing to the spot beside her, she motioned for him to sit and join. 
He obliged and pulled the photo out of her hands to look at her tiny, grumpy face as she cried in her pretty white dress. “Not too happy here, hmm?” 
“I guess not.” Maya winced at the thought of pitching a fit for her parents. Sifting through the other photos, her thumb traced the face of a beautiful, slim brunette smiling as the sun beamed down on her, joy etched in the very essence of the photo itself. “I don’t remember much about them.” The sadness in her tone was as palpable as the happiness in the image.
August’s warm hand traced a comforting pattern on her back as she slid the photo to the back of the stack to reveal the next one. “You were so young. I’m sorry, Maya.”
Her emotions swelled to a breaking point as she flipped and saw the vaguely familiar faces of her family. Her only family. 
Her blonde strands fell from behind her ears to cover her face, but she didn’t tuck them back, not as the tears welled and threatened to spill over. Biting her bottom lip as it began to quiver, she breathed deeply through her nose as her sinuses burned with the pressure of holding back her tears. She remembered so little of them, only having flashes of memories. 
A single chilly afternoon, eating ice cream with her dad, even though her nose turned red and her fingers hurt. Shopping with her mom and hurrying home to put the new clothes away, hiding the receipt from Dad. She even remembered a Valentine’s Day. Her parents and Uncle Malak had sent her a valentine to school—a stuffed animal with a pink balloon attached. A cat, of course, because their love was as old as the Egyptian bloodline they’d hailed from. That’s what the card had said, she recalled. 
Maya could have smacked herself in that moment. There had been little hints, key words, but she wondered why they had never just told her directly, or even left her a clue. At least a more solid clue that she could grasp in her hands rather than bat around like an idea in her head.
Flipping through more photos, she found one of Uncle Malak, his handsome, tanned face staring back at her proudly, with his arm draped over her shoulder. Clad in a black and gold graduation gown, she beamed up at him, holding a bouquet of flowers he had given her as a congratulations. She shuffled to the next picture and what she found broke her heart. It was the same picture as before, but slightly shifted. Uncle Malak still had his arm around her, but a fierce expression of disdain shaded his features as they both stared at a figure that had shouldered his way into the photo—Alex. Maya’s innocent face, framed by tacky, layered bangs, gazed at him as if he held the world in his hands.
Bile rose at her so obvious young love for the one person that deserved it least.
Suddenly, she wanted to hold the stuffed cat her parents and Uncle Malak had gotten her. Jerking her head up, she glanced from box to box, all the ones they had gone through and deemed unhelpful.
“When you guys went through the boxes, did you find a stuffed cat, maybe a handwritten card?” Eyes darting around the room, Maya stood and tried to decide which box to start with. She didn’t know what had come over her so suddenly, but she wanted to hold that cat in her arms, she wanted to see their handwriting. It didn’t matter that she had their names tattooed in their own scrawl on her arm, she wanted to see the real thing.
Instead, August pulled her to him, hugging her tight and palming the back of her head. “Maya, just breathe, it’s okay.” 
It wasn’t until that moment she realized tears streamed down her face, her sorrow tugging at her chest in gasping breaths. It had been a long time since she had cried for them, for their loss, for her loss. Her mistakes—the last of her family and how she’d betrayed him. A sob ripped from her throat, and she tried to rein in the emotions spinning wildly out of her control, but it was no use.
“Where did you go, Maya?” August asked, hesitancy in his voice, the question pouring from him in a gentle plea, as if it had been weighing on his mind for a while. In that moment, August very well could have been inquiring about her mental state, but with her mind so shocked by that image, Alex was the one that came to mind and how she’d moved out to live with him on a whim. Something she regretted even in that instant.
“I left with him.” She squeezed her arms tighter around August, and Asher came up behind her to tuck his head into her shoulder, their warmth cocooning her. “Uncle Malak dropped everything to take care of me. For all intents and purposes, he became my dad too. And I just left, as if everything he’d done for me didn’t matter. I even left you guys behind. I’m so sorry.” 
She might have spoken the words into August’s chest, but she prayed they carried to Uncle Malak, wherever he was. Unintelligible words fell from her lips, but she at least knew what needed to be said.
“He taught me everything. Once my parents died, he picked up the bar, adjusted his life to make the changes to mine as seamless as possible, almost as if nothing had happened. He trained me to fight, to take care of myself, because at the time it had just been a simple robbery, and he never wanted me to feel helpless again.” She laughed at the irony. If only she had known.
Arms tightening around her, they both let her cry and apologize, offering sweet notions and comforting words as she let her regret manifest into an emotional outburst.
Many tears later, she opened her eyes and sniffed the last of the episode back, finding herself on the floor surrounded by not only two, but all three of her men. At some point, they’d laid out a blanket, and now she lay prone on August’s chest as Amir and Asher caressed her arms and back from each side. 
Breathing a heavy sigh, she basked in the silence for a moment, before opening her mouth—
“Don’t you say it.” 
Her mouth snapped shut, and she turned her head to Amir with a questioning glance in his direction.
“Don’t apologize for that. You not only needed it, but you need to forgive yourself.”
A simple nod was all she could offer them, her strength fading quickly as if it was sucked from her bones. The silence pressed in on her, becoming too much, and so she shared the vision she’d had the night before, changing the subject and taking her mind off the painful memories. They soaked up the fresh information, tucking it away for future use. 
But they didn’t let the distraction last long, as she should have known. Maya had been the one to open that particular can of worms, so she wasn’t all too surprised when they asked her about her past. 
“What exactly happened to you during those years you were gone?” Asher questioned cautiously. 
Innocent question or not, Maya still flinched when she remembered those years. The Alex years. “I don’t know if we should go into that.” Avoiding their gazes, she looked around the room.
“It’s in the past, I know, but I feel like wherever you went—whatever you did, it made you who you are now, and that’s significant to me. To us.” August spoke the sweet words quietly beneath her, his chest rumbling with the words. Asher and Amir were on either side, stroking her skin and playing with her hair.
A heavy sigh left her. “It’s not pretty.” 
Amir’s eyebrows drew low. “It never is.” 
Maya gave in, spilling the whole, ugly, terrible truth.
“When I was eighteen, I met this guy.” She grimaced. “That’s how it always goes, right? Anyways... I was obsessed with him. Alex. I thought he was the best thing to ever happen to me. We had so much in common that we clicked right away, and the connection was so... intense, I thought that surely it was love. That he was the one, and I was so lucky to have found him.” Maya waved her hand in the air as if clearing a chalkboard to make room for more history, and she noticed the guys were intent on her story, thankfully, and hints of judgment appeared to be far from their mind. “He was exciting. I feel stupid now, after everything we did together, everything I did to impress him. Hindsight, you know?” Maya laughed at the irony. “Before you ask, no, I never saw him coming, or going. He was a surprise, which is maybe why I thought it was so real. Because I couldn’t see a damned thing about him when I wove.” More hand waving, and she took a deep breath before continuing. “To please him, I did pretty much anything he wanted because I wanted to be with him constantly. Couldn’t get enough. If it was midnight and he wanted to see me? Done. I would sneak out, he’d come get me, and we’d abscond to some lame local haunt. I thought I was so cool, I had the coolest guy on my arm, at least in my eyes. The rose-colored glasses I adopted hid everything else from me. So much so, that after I graduated and turned nineteen, I moved out. Against Malak’s wishes and despite his desperate pleas, I still left him.” Barely able to meet their gazes, Maya eyes trailed elsewhere, bouncing between boxes and shadows in the attic. She only caught glimpses of the pain on their faces, and she remembered that they’d been the ones to see him through the end.
That was the part that killed Maya the most, and barbed wire seemed to constrict her throat as she continued her tale, drawing circles on August’s chest for comfort. “What I didn’t know was that Malak had cancer. He’d been diagnosed and he knew I was making a mistake. But I just moved out and left him there alone. For a guy. A fucking guy. Malak begged me not to leave, but at the time, I thought it was just because he didn’t agree with my choice. Instead, he just didn’t want to—” Maya cleared her throat as a wave of sorrow welled up. “He just didn’t want to die alone.”
A tear escaped, and soon, her entire story flowed out alongside the sobs. How almost immediately, she regretted the decision, but was too stubborn to go crawling back. When Alex went too hard on the drinking, she was there for him to knock around if she mouthed off. Maya skipped over the parts where he’d withheld money until she worked for it, in order to buy them groceries because he hadn’t allowed her to have a job.
His ‘rock star’ career had ended fast, because he wasn’t nearly as suave as she first thought.
When Malak passed, out of the blue, after she turned twenty-one, Alex had even tried to keep her from attending the funeral. That was the day she’d said enough was enough. She’d made use of his newest addiction, sleeping pills, and crushed up a few in his morning beer. He’d been out like a light, and she had packed amid his sloppy snores and disappeared.
Of course, he knew where to find her and had done just that. Weeks later, he’d hunted her down in her newly owned bar and made a scene. Maya had stood up for herself, bringing that bastard’s head down on her knee, ruining his once flawless face. By that point, she’d seen everything she hadn’t before. His nose was huge, his hair was kept long to hide the receding hairline, and his saggy skinny jeans were worn to hide the fact that he had no ass.
Maya had kicked him out of the bar with a parting curse and filed for a restraining order against him. Since she lived above the bar, he was ordered not to come within a thousand feet of her residence or place of work. With all the images of bruises, hospital bills, and paperwork, the courts had easily agreed that she needed some form of protection.
Oh, Maya could protect herself, but now she didn’t have to, because as much as Alex valued his control over her body, her emotions, and even her state of mind, he valued his freedom to piss off more.
“Thank fuck for that. Now, here I am. Still living above the bar.” Still shut off from anything even hinting at intimacy, at least until these guys.
“And kicking ass,” Asher said.
August was solemn, with a hand stroking her arm. “We wondered why you were gone for so long. We attempted to follow you, but we couldn’t quite sneak into your new apartment complex. No pets.” With a teasing smile, he pinched her arm.
Amir tried to comfort her. “Malak wasn’t totally alone. We stayed with him after you left,” Amir stated. “He was understandably upset, but like any man, he bottled it up.”
The confirmed information brought fresh tears to Maya’s eyes, and she gripped their hands in thanks.
The burden of letting Uncle Malak down still weighed heavy on her heart, and she wished with all her might that she could turn back time and not make the same mistakes.
Maya thought of the amulet. Technically, assuming they could find it, she could. But every movie, novel, comic book, and basically any plot that included turning back time never ended well for the main characters. She was definitely the type to accidentally fuck up the future. They’d end up with a game show host for a president or something like that.
Chuckling at herself, she took another deep breath and glanced at the guys surrounding her. In their eyes, she could see the empathy and understanding. Knowing they didn’t pity her went a long way to proving that maybe everything would turn out okay.
“That might have been my only relationship, but I learned enough from it to make me a better person.”
“Maya, you’ve always been a good person. You just got a little twisted up. The wrong people will do that to you,” Amir soothed, his tone truthful.
His words warmed her heart, and she sent him a watery smile before chuckling. Wiping the tears away, she motioned to them. “Enough about my sob story. Tell me who you were before you were cats.”
A silence that suddenly rang as awkward filled the room, and Maya paused, waiting for one of them to fill it. Instead, it stretched on, until she turned to the left and focused on Asher. A shameful expression came over the man, the one she truly knew the least about. Their conversation from the library played through her head—and Maya decided she really didn’t need to know. Not now.
“You don’t have to tell me. It’s okay. I know you guys all grew up together. And I know you now. That’s enough for me, if it’s too hard.”
Asher grimaced. “After how you just opened up to us... But I have to warn you, you won’t like who I was. Hell, I don’t like who I was. But like you said…”
“Hindsight,” Maya finished the sentence for him with a soft smile. Leaning in, she kissed him chastely on the cheek, before rolling over and laying her head on his shoulder. “We all make mistakes, Asher.” August curled up to her back, and she sighed happily.
He nodded, before seeming to gather his courage and letting out a slow breath. “After Dad left, Mom went down a... dark road. We downsized, obviously, to a tiny apartment, and to keep making the payments she...” Clearing his throat, he continued hoarsely, “She... sought other avenues of work. I was only fifteen at the time, and I was so angry at everything, everyone…” A glance was sent to his brothers, who both lay behind Maya. She held off any judgment, it wasn’t her place anyway. “It was an impressionable age. I had known all along what was going on, and I don’t know, I guess it just kind of... messed with me. Instead of looking at that as an example of what not to do, I followed it. To deal with everything going on, I slept around. Partied a lot. I almost never came home—” His voice broke, and Maya rubbed a slow pattern into his chest with her fingertip. “Amir stepped up and made sure August was taken care of.” Asher looked down at her, and she peered up to see his ice-blue eyes covered in a sheen of tears as he stared at the ceiling. “It’s why he’s so smart, you know? Amir made sure he went to school, ate, and did his homework. I just beat up his bullies when they gave him hell.”
August snickered behind her, and she rolled halfway over to see a genuine smile on his face. “Asher, I thought you were so the shit.” He looked at Maya, his amber eyes glowing. “He really did kick their asses. Everyone was terrified of him so, eventually, I could walk from class to class unaccosted.”
Maya would never say out loud what she was thinking, she was just grateful the guys were close enough to each other to be able to talk about these things lightheartedly. It seemed Asher was the hardest on himself and the others had already forgiven him.
Maya turned back to him. “We all cope in weird ways. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”
Amir spoke up from the other side of August, clearing his throat before speaking. “Yeah, man. I agree. I know I give you a hard time… but let it go. That was years ago. Forgiven, forgotten.”
“Speaking of... how old are you three now?”
Asher blushed. Blushed, as Maya patiently waited for the answer. “Well... when I turned into a cat, I was twenty-nine. That makes me... forty-four now.”
Maya gaped and rose up on her palms. “Oh my god, you’re twice my age!”
Asher winked. “But I still look damned good.”
Well... she couldn’t argue with that.
“And Amir is thirty-nine.”
“Holy shit!” Maya rolled over onto her back, moaning dramatically, teasing them. “I’m dating a bunch of old men!” Suddenly, she rose up again, her palms flattened behind her. “Wait. Does this mean I have sugar daddies now?”
Asher groaned and rolled over on top of her. “I don’t know about this daddy business, but I have some sugar.” With a grin, he leaned down to kiss her, his lips sliding softly against hers. Even after everything they had been through so far, kissing him—hell, any of them—still sent a shock through her system. Opening to him, she tilted her head, their tongues twining together slowly.
Before it could get too heated, her alarm sounded, interrupting the moment with its piercing reminder.
Asher froze, his lips against hers before pulling away with a laugh. “Do we have to open the bar tonight?”
“Oh, hush!” Maya smacked his arm. “Someone distracted me this morning, so we have extra things to do.” She threw a pointed look in Amir’s direction.
He just laughed and rolled over off the blanket. “Like what? Reface the beer labels?”
Maya growled at his sarcasm and his little nip at her compulsive straightening. “Take down the Valentine's Day decorations.”
They groaned, and with a laugh, she traipsed downstairs to find pair of leggings and a shirt. Cute clothes could come later. For now, it was time to clean.
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Maya wore the biggest, sappiest grin on her face. She probably resembled a puppy dog as she walked down to the bar. The guys had come down ahead of her, pulling out the storage boxes so they could begin de-hearting the bar area. The thought had crossed her mind to join them, but fuck, she was sore. They  should carry all the boxes for her, since they’d fucked her so hard. It was nice though, a lovely, constant reminder that she had been had. And damned well too.
Just the thought of the things they’d done together sent a shiver down her spine. The memory of the filthy, yet delicious things she’d experienced at the hands of those three was enough for her stomach to clench. Maya didn’t know what it was about them, but the security she had with them seemed special. Maybe finally, after so long, laying everything out on the table gave her a new sense of comfort, of control.
Is that why I’m such a crazy control freak? Have I been trying to wrest back a control that I’d given up to Alex all along?
Maya grimaced and leaned down to move some boxes out of the way so she could place the step stool and reach the decorations… and promptly shoved all the boxes too hard to the left, knocking a whole stack of empty crates over. Amongst the noise, she rose up and called out, “It’s all good,” to warn the guys away. 
Wide-eyed, she stared at the mess of crates littering the bar floor. Glancing down, she flipped her hands over to stare at her palms, then back again. 
Maybe the crates were lighter than she remembered? No. That wasn’t right. She scooted a step stool out of her way with her foot, and accidently kicked it into the wall across the aisle from her, the colliding wood was louder than she wanted it to be. Gaping, she tiptoed across the room, as if afraid to make any more noise than she already had. Sure enough, when she picked up the stool, the thing seemed light as a feather. Frowning, Maya carefully sat it down before tiptoeing to the back door, past the kitchen. As she stepped into the alley, the cool afternoon breeze brushed tendrils of her hair around, and she smiled at the peacefulness, even as she looked for her next experiment. 
She spied the cinder block next to the brick wall on her left, and Maya cracked the door just a smidge before stalking over to it. Grimacing, she leaned down and deftly picked up the cinder block. With one hand. Barely straining her muscles. 
“Huh. How about that.” Maya stared, shocked at the ease with which she held the damned thing. Normally, the cinder block would have required both hands underneath, propping the block against her stomach as she penguin-walked to the back door to hold it open on hot nights. 
It’s fine, it’s fine, it’s fine. 
She would bring it up with the guys later.
As she returned to the bar area, she eyed the basement door, wondering what was taking them so long. Maybe they’d decided to search for the amulet amongst the cobwebs in the basement. 
To calm her mind down from the mess it usually was, she pushed her strange strength out of her mind. Of course, her thoughts turned to the guys—could she truly handle what they were proposing?
For three years, she had been scrambling. It might not have seemed that way on her exterior, but Maya knew deep down, she’d been struggling. Living with the guilt of losing your last semblance of family while on rocky terms was not an easy thing.
Maya hadn’t been living, she had been surviving.
Not that she couldn’t make it alone, as she had proven these past few years. But Maya had always wanted someone to share her life with. She feared that was why she latched on to Alex so fiercely and ignored the signs.
Doubt crept in. Was she repeating past mistakes?
At this moment, with giddiness bubbling up in her veins like freshly poured champagne, Maya thought about it all. Living. Could she actually enjoy life now that she had someone to share it with? Three someones?
Was it crazy? Yes. But not unheard of. This was the twenty-first century, after all.
Maya paused—analyzing her thoughts like she was so used to doing. It was something she had learned from being with Alex. Was what she felt true, or was it something she fabricated to cope?
This whole situation, should she ever say it out loud, would pair nicely with a straitjacket. But as she studied the feelings inside like a cell under a microscope, she recognized them as genuine.
“Call me crazy but…” This feels right, she finished the thought in her head.
For now, Maya was content to ride the wave of euphoria still carrying her. She didn’t believe she was making a mistake. Amir, August, and Asher weren’t anything like Alex. She felt stupid for even entertaining the thought.
Better stupid than dead though. And Maya knew that’s where she would be if she hadn’t finally recognized Alex for what he was—a controlling, abusive, asshole.
Now, she could finally sit back, relax, and for once, enjoy her evening. And she had plenty of reasons to do so.
“Now, if we could just find the amulet, defeat Sekhmet and her goons, and—”
Asher interrupted her, a smile in his voice. “Are you talking to yourself again, crazy girl?”
With a simple nod, she leaned into him when he came up behind her and turned her head to kiss him. She giggled as his damp hair touched her face and brushed it aside before kissing him again. Before he could deepen it, she turned back to the streamers she was carefully rolling back up.
Maya and Asher settled into a comfortable routine. She would roll, he would de-stick all the shiny hearts from the wood, and they would both place the items into a box he’d brought up from the basement. She had no idea where the other two had gone.
Maybe chasing mice?
Giggling at her own thought, she smacked Asher’s hand away when he pushed a glass to the edge of the bar.
“What are you doing?” 
He stared at her wide-eyed, innocent. “I dunno.” And then he promptly smacked the glass off onto the floor. It shattered, and Maya shook her head, battling the smile on her face as he stared at her in bewilderment. “I honestly have no idea why I just did that.” 
“Mhmm. Sure.” Once she finished with the streamers by the bar, the other two finally joined them, and Asher swept up the glass. A comfortable silence settled over them as they all went to separate corners of the room and continued undecorating. August became enthralled with a flying piece of streamer, and Maya smiled when he caught it in his hand reflexively. Maya grinned, then outright laughed. They looked at her like she was crazy, but she just shook her head.
Cats.
Peace reigned in the bar for the time being. The doors would open in a bit, but Maya had talked the guys into a little pre-gaming before the work night. It was the mix of alcohol and the comfortable atmosphere that led Maya to make bets with them. 
“Can too,” she sneered at Asher.
“Cannot!” he dared her, an amused grin on his face, before turning to Amir. “You do it.”
A simple shake of the head was all Amir needed to shut Asher down, and Maya pouted at him, fighting the smile on her face.
Maya stood ready to the side of the bar, hands on her hips as she waited for someone to experiment on. “What, are you scared little Maya is gonna hurt you?”
Glaring at her from his spot on the bar stool, Amir stood with stubbornness etched in his features and in the way his shoulders were tensed.
“If you knock me out, you’ll have to carry me upstairs. Who taught you this, anyway?” 
Maya shrugged as she grabbed an empty beer bottle from August, who stood with Asher behind the bar, watching intently. “Uncle Malak trained me, and this was one of the attacks he pushed me the hardest to master.”
“So, this is kind of like an archer and an apple?” he clarified.
“Exactly like that. Except with my foot and this bottle here.” She shook the bottle between her fingers and handed it to Amir to place on his head, carefully.
“Now, don’t move.” Maya grinned, backing away and ignored the worry on Amir’s face. 
Standing about a foot and a half away, she took a deep breath, and steadied herself.
“Are you sure you want to—” He wasn’t even able to finish his question in time as Maya chambered her leg, pivoted, and extended her leg high, the top of her foot colliding with the bottle and knocking it right off his head. It bounced to the floor with a clatter, and she grinned at the shock on Amir’s face.
“You doubted me?” Pouting at him in a teasing manner, she crossed her arms and stuck her chin up. “Rude.”
Their voices collided as they all spoke at once. “That was fucking amazing!”
“What the hell, Maya?” 
“Great Scott!” 
Maya rolled her eyes at August, but giggled when Amir bopped her on the head before returning to his seat. “Okay, fine, I admit it. That was impressive.” 
“That’s not the only thing I could show you, you know,” she teased.
Maya winked at the darkness that bled into his gaze, looking forward to it after the night was over.
[image: image-placeholder]All throughout the afternoon, amongst their banter as they waited on customers, a niggling something wouldn’t let her completely relax. The amulet.
Where the fuck could it be?
Her parents had passed the bar to Malak, who was instructed to pass it to Maya when she came of age. There had been no letters, no instructions, no random treasure chests it could be stored in. Maya just had the bar. Unless it was hidden under the floorboards, she had no clue where it could be.
It was this frustration that led her to decide to weave. Confident in the guys’ ability, she passed by the bar and tapped Pharaoh on the head before retreating upstairs, ready to lose herself in another vision that would hopefully lead her to the amulet.
When she sat down at the loom, she was struck by the intricate pattern she’d begun weaving weeks ago. The tails of three cat figures wove in and out of the red and gold background.
That’s it.
In a daze, she made her way downstairs, taking one step at a time until she stood behind the bar, staring at the cat figurine for a moment. Then, she grabbed Pharaoh and made her way to her office. Her parents hadn’t exactly lived a life of luxury, but love wasn’t measured in how many dollars you had in your pocket, or how many heirlooms sat on the shelves. 
Maya knew this, but still, tears traced her cheeks as she thought about breaking the little guy.
Egyptians had to be all about the fucking balance.
With a sigh, she kissed the little figurine on the head and let go. He crashed into the ground, shattering into a hundred pieces across the dark, hardwood floor.
The guys came rushing in at the sound, and Maya heard them scramble to stop behind her as they saw the mess.
A maniacal laugh left her throat as she spied what they’d been looking for the whole time—a beautiful, amethyst jewel, framed by priceless golden curlicues, just like in her vision.
Maya laughed at the irony. “I’ve had it the whole time.”
“It’s so obvious, it’s not obvious.” August laughed with her before the other two joined in. 
“He reminded me of my parents. It’s where I got the whole... tapping him for luck thing. My mom and dad used to do it too.” Wiping a tear away, she sniffed back the ones remaining as a pair of arms wrapped around her from behind.
Asher moved closer to lay his head on her shoulder, until they both peered down at the little pieces of clay littering the floor.  “Maybe... we can find you a new one.”
“It’s okay. At least we have the amulet... but now what?”
August came into her line of sight, pulling her from Asher’s arms. As he framed her face with his hands, the chill of metal from his rings sent shivers over her body when he leaned in to kiss her. Their lips touched softly, the kiss lingering, as she smiled into it. When she pulled away, their foreheads touched, and she wrapped her arms around him in a simple hug.
Three words were dangerously close to the tip of her tongue, and Maya was on the cusp of admitting her swelling emotions, when the waitress yelled for their help.
Maya sighed, wishing she could afford to take the evening off and close the bar. Instead, she tucked the jewel into her pocket and went back to work.
The evening passed uneventfully. It was a Saturday, so they were busier than normal, and it kept Maya on her toes. 
The guys were a hit. It seemed word had spread about the three, sexy new bartenders at Feline Good, and women flocked in droves to see for themselves. Maya’s jaw ticked the whole night, and her head hurt from the continued grinding of her teeth. Surprisingly, when a woman got a little too excited over the new bartenders, the guys would lean over and kiss Maya on the cheek. The head. The lips, neck, and forehead. A blush would color her cheeks every time, but it made her heart flutter all the same. They were telling everyone just whom they belonged to, and for once, the thought didn’t strike Maya as odd. 
Eventually, her shyness disappeared, and as the night wore on, so did her patience. Multiple times, she’d growled as a woman reached across the bar to cop a feel of a thick, veiny forearm, and yeah, she might have charged an extra dollar for the ogling, handsy bitches.
Fuck girls’ night.
By the time the bar closed and the last patron went home, Maya was itching to take each one of them upstairs and re-stake her claim. One right after the other.
Instead, as they all headed upstairs after the nightly chores, the sound of glass shattering broke through the silence. Asher had his hand in her back pocket as they walked, playing with her ass, but they all froze at the sound. Their heads jerked apart as Maya instinctively leaned down to check for the amulet, relieved to find it in her pocket still.
She hadn’t even straightened up when August suddenly turned from where he’d been leading them, and with wide eyes, mouthed, run. Something smacked him in the chest, and he fell to the floor with a grunt. Maya gaped at how quickly it all happened. He started seizing, and she noticed the lines connecting him to a Taser gun in the hands of a man in black. Their faces were once again half covered with bandanas, and Maya cursed.
She only hesitated a split second after Asher and Amir burst into action, their shifter abilities lending them extra speed and strength to rip their way through the first two guys in sync.
Refusing to waste any more time, she turned to run out the back. She barely made it into the kitchen when a man stepped in her way. He had come from the very door she had been trying to escape out of. Narrowing her eyes in a glare, she noticed the pots and pans still drying in the sink. Taking advantage of her weird shifter strength and speed, she grabbed one and threw it across the room with all her might. A loud clang sounded as she hit her mark, beaming the black clad bastard right in the head. He crashed to the floor with a thud, and Maya rushed to grab his Taser gun. He carried the same type that had downed August, and she made her way to the main floor. From the grunts in the other room, the fight was still on.
August was out cold by the stairs, and Maya stared hard, her heart frozen in her chest as she studied him. Relief almost floored her when she saw his chest rise and fall, but she stood strong. Crouching low, she quietly tiptoed around the bar to get a look at what was happening. Amir and Asher both fought a handful of guys, and she could hardly keep up with who was where, they moved so quickly. Still, she was in awe of their strength. Amir would kick out, sending a guy flying into the table behind him, while Asher would get one in a chokehold before brutally snapping his neck. They fought in sync, lithe movements, always aware of where the other was so they didn’t get tangled up. 
Maya almost didn’t even bother intervening, but the remaining guys decided to gang up on her men. She lifted the gun, aimed, and fired off the electrodes into one of the guys from the back, and he went down hard, a flurry of wild arms and flailing legs as volts of electricity circuited his body. Maya didn’t even wince in sympathy. 
Another one, seeing her crouched, turned from the group to head toward her. She dropped the gun and rose to her full height—which, fine, wasn’t really that tall—but she had skill and now extra strength to back her up. It was with that she sprinted forward to meet him, using her own momentum to jump up and tackle him to the ground. His breath whooshed out when they landed, and she wasted no time in cranking a fist back and smashing it into his face, the smack of flesh loud and brutal amongst the other fighting. His head jerked to the left with the force of her hit, and he went limp. Another approached her and reached a hand out, probably to fist it in her hair, but he never made it that far. Still crouched over the first attacker, she grabbed the second’s wrist and pulled with all her might, throwing him off balance and to the floor beside her. She jumped up and lifted her leg, bringing her Doc Marten down on his face. 
She would’ve taken the reprieve to check on her men, but this one didn’t knock out so easily, as he grabbed her ankle and rolled, jerking her to the floor. He landed over her, caging her in as he pulled back a fist. Maya pushed against his chest, and with her new strength she created enough space between them for her to gain leverage to kick her foot into his groin. He grunted and rolled out of her way to cup his package. When she hopped to her feet, she threw more force into her leg when she kicked her foot into his face, successful in knocking him out that time.
Suddenly, arms wrapped around her from behind and lifted her off her feet. She grunted at the strength they used to constrict her lungs and kicked her feet in the air. 
“Fucker!” With a cry, she headbutted them, cursing at the throbbing in her own head, but she heard their nose crunch over the sounds of battle.
The hold on her slackened enough for her to slip down a little, and she planted her boots on the floor with a thud, gaining her balance before throwing an elbow into their gut. 
As she finished him off with a few punches, she glanced to see how Amir and Asher fared. Even more assailants had appeared from gods knew where, and Maya winced when Asher took a hit to his face. He staggered back, and Maya rushed forward to help him when something jolted into her back, and she cursed only a split second before the electricity zapped through her body. She went down, hard, and discovered just how much being tased sucked. It was like her entire body had one of those infamous charley horse cramps. As she flopped around on the bar floor like a fucking fish, a guy moved closer until she felt hands feeling up her ass, searching her pockets. He rolled her over while dodging her flailing limbs and grabbed the amulet from her front left pocket.
“Got it!” he announced to the room. A flurry of motion told her they were probably all retreating.
Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! Frantic mumbling filled her mind before the guy reared back a fist, and knocked her the fuck out.
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Sekhmet was unashamedly lounging on Kyril’s lap when her creations returned… well, some of them. Her heart lurched when she saw a gold chain dangling from one’s fist, and she slowly sat up. 
“That better be what I think it is.” 
When the man stretched his arm out flat and opened his hand, there lay the precious amethyst jewel, the object of her extensive search. She stood, a thrill of excitement taking root. Now, in her grasp, was the fruits of all her plotting and hard work, successful at long last. Grabbing the stone from his palm, she caressed its smooth surface, traced the golden curls that framed its face, and sighed in… disappointment. Sekhmet frowned.
“You’re dismissed, for now.” With a wave of her hand, she dusted the men she’d created for this sole purpose in an explosion of sand, expanding her power to those that remained in the Earth realm. The granules pebbled the floor as she watched. With her power, they no longer existed. A sharp intake of breath pulled her eyes to Kyril, who stared at the spot where his men once stood. His hands gripped the edges of her throne, tightening further when she approached. 
“Kyril. We have the amulet.” Surprisingly, she needed to feign the excitement in her voice, as if faking it would conjure the emotion itself.
Although she had no idea why she had to fake it. Sekhmet could finally set her plan in motion! Turning back time, fixing her mistake... The particular mistake that ruined her life and would never have occurred, had that bastard Ra not baited her. It all seemed… empty, now that it was finally within her grasp. Maybe she would find a way to pay him back… eventually.
She shook the thoughts from her head. For now, she just wanted out of this gods-forsaken solitude. Vengeance could wait.
Her gaze trailed over the man seated on her throne, the only one she would ever allow there. His nostrils flared, and his eyes dilated when they traveled to the stone in her hand. The intensity bothered her, and she clasped it around her neck with a frown. 
His voice sounded rough when he spoke. “Now what, my goddess? I thought you needed the men to alter time.” 
He was correct. The Keepers controlled time, but now, she controlled them. Sekhmet owned them, for all intents and purposes. 
Maybe that’s why he was upset. She suddenly wondered, could her lover be jealous? 
Her bare feet were soundless against the marble floor as she stepped forward until she straddled Kyril in her throne.
“Yes. They will come to me, but I only need them for one purpose. You, however, my love…” Sekhmet trailed a polished fingernail down the side of his face, his blue eyes boring into her. “You and I will be together forever. When I change time, when I stop myself from falling into Ra’s trap, we can rule together. Would you like that?” Caught up in the moment, she ground into his lap, felt him harden beneath her. Her emotions got the best of her, and she admitted, “You mean something to me. I want you beside me.”
A frown curved his pretty lips, and he arched a brow at her. “Like they meant something to you?” His words were paired with a gesture to the piles of sand behind them.
Sekhmet could have laughed. “No, silly. They were just servants. You, though…” Sliding her palms down his chest and his ripped abs, she landed on the now rock-hard cock, cupping him through his pants. “You are all mine.” A teasing growl erupted from her as she leaned forward to kiss him. 
He responded, his palms lifting from the arms of the chair to grip her around the waist. “So you’ve said before.” His hands pulled and yanked at the swaths of her crimson dress, baring her flesh at the same time she freed his erection. A cry poured from her throat when he lined her up and slid home in one thrust. “But really, who...” He punctuated his words with a slamming thrust. “Belongs...” A hand wrapped in her hair, jerking her head to the side as she moaned. “To whom?” He stood and stalked them to the nearest wall, wanting his own leverage. Her back ached where he slammed her into the unforgiving marble, his thrusts wild and hard as he took her without restraint.
Sekhmet’s screams rang out as he conjured her orgasm, pulling it from her very heart, mind, and soul as he sank deep, over and over again. 
Twisting her head to the side with a cruel fist in her hair, Kyril sank his teeth deep into her neck, pulling another moan from Sekhmet. His brutal actions sent her spiraling into another orgasm, following the one that hadn’t yet subsided. Thighs trembling around his waist, pussy fluttering around his big cock, she let go and held on with claws in his shoulders as he came with a roar, spilling inside one burst at a time.
Hours later they finally relaxed in her bed. Kyril lay on his back, his chest a pillow for Sekhmet’s head as she sighed. The amulet lay beside her, and she traced the curlicues with a fingertip. Sekhmet thought about the years she’d spent there, locked away in one of Ra’s pockets of time... with no one. How Kyril had been her saving grace, rescuing her from a lonesome, pathetic existence. Never in her life could she imagine making someone as perfect twice. 
No, Kyril was her most perfect creation. Just for her. 
Mine.
Her brows furrowed as she thought about her plan. Once the Keepers arrived, she would make them take her and Kyril to the past, to undo her mistake, and they would rule together. 
But as she lay there, the silence comforting around them, the body beneath her warm and perfect… she questioned herself.
“Kyril…” She paused, suddenly wishing for something else. In that moment, her shoulders slumped, and she realized she was… exhausted. Which was funny, considering they’d spent lifetimes doing nothing. 
His arm shifted beneath her as he caressed her bare shoulder blades. “Yes?” 
“What if...”  Sekhmet hated the vulnerability in her voice. “What if we didn’t go back in time?” 
He stiffened beneath her so abruptly she brought her head up to study his expression. His brows furrowed, mouth slightly agape as he stared at her. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Frowning at his tone, she tried to put her thoughts into words. “We’ve been here for how long?” 
“I don’t even know. It’s been millennia.” 
“Exactly. Why waste that? We could just use the amulet and escape. Get out of here and make our life together elsewhere… somewhere of our own choice.” 
He seemed dumbfounded, completely at a loss of words as he stared at her. “But you-you’ve waited so long for this chance. You’ve planned and worked so hard. Why waste that?”
Sekhmet sighed and lay down on his chest again, stroking his skin instead of the amulet. “Exactly. I’m tired of planning, of plotting and wasting my days obsessing over something that happened so long ago. Yes, it infuriates me that Ra fucked me over, but he hasn’t bothered me in the least since then. I haven’t had to deal with the drama of the other gods and goddesses. What if I don’t want to stir them up? What if…” She trailed off and stared up at him again, peering into his sky blue eyes. “What if I just want you?” 
She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed before his features relaxed. “Sekhmet… I think we should sleep on this. Let’s not make a rash decision, okay? We can talk about this tomorrow.”
Sekhmet wasn’t dumb, he was trying to placate her. Feigning her relaxation, she burrowed into his warmth.
“If only you knew how easily this could all end.” She traced the jewel that had landed on his torso when she laid on him.
“What was that?” he questioned her, but she ignored it, still staring at the amulet.
She wanted him. And peace. Peace sounded lovely. Nothing and no one to answer to, no expectations… It sounded wonderful. She would wait and see how she felt, if she would call for the Keepers in the morning. However, she didn’t foresee changing her mind at all.
Then again… she also hadn’t foreseen Ra’s betrayal so long ago.
[image: image-placeholder]Kyril waited long, long after Sekhmet fell asleep before grasping the amulet in his own palm. The amethyst seemed to twinkle in the low candlelight of their room. The silence of the opulent place she called a hovel pressed in on him, until he gripped the amulet so hard, the golden curls bit into his flesh. 
“Come to me,” he commanded in his mind. “Keepers, come to me, now!”
The amulet seemed to send a shockwave through his body, and he sucked in a sharp breath as he stared at the swirling mass inside the jewel. Yes.
He’d done it. His call was sent, and hopefully when Sekhmet awoke, they would be here. She might have spent millennia plotting, but so had Kyril. 
Quietly, he scoffed at her proposal. She wanted to what… retire to an island somewhere? Kyril hadn’t even done anything to warrant retirement in the first place! And he doubted she would let him retire as her fuck toy.
That’s what he’d been created for in the first place, after all. To curb poor little Sekhmet’s loneliness inside her private dimension. 
Kyril wanted to feel the sun on his face, the rain on his skin, the chill from a winter night. He couldn’t do any of that trapped here, at her disposal. She dusted his men easily enough, but she had never even considered dissolving him. Instead, he was forced to befriend, train, and ultimately watch his friends die, again and again with no chance of escaping from this hell. More than anything, Kyril wanted, craved, his freedom—from Sekhmet, from this fucking prison.
With every granule of sand that had slid through his fingers over the years, he’d plotted. He would never have existed without Sekhmet’s boredom, but he sure as hell could live without her now. Not that she would ever give him that choice, he’d have to take it for himself.
No, she was too selfish to let him go easily. Too selfish to even let him leave with his own men for a single mission. Kyril was expected to train them, teach them what they needed to know—all for them to earn the right to leave this fucking pocket of time, to experience the real world.
He envied them almost as much as he hated her for keeping him here.
Sekhmet trusted him though, with everything. Even her darkest, most dangerous secrets. In the quietest of evenings, when she was well-fucked and delirious with drink, she would vent about the unfairness of what had happened to her. He would agree, nod, and rage with her—anything to keep her talking. Thanks to all of that, his carefully placed words and perfectly timed questions, he knew.
By the gods, he wanted his freedom. And with his knowledge, he’d ensure he gained it.
[image: image-placeholder]When Maya awoke, it was to a painful, pounding throb inside her head. Her face hurt, and her whole body ached. Hell, at this point, even breathing hurt. 
Fuck. Me. 
With a groan, she opened her eyes and shifted, getting her palms underneath her and pushing herself up. That fucker had hit her hard, if the nausea now swirling in her stomach was anything to go by. Cradling her head in a hand, she stood and glanced around the bar. Amir and Asher both were knocked out, surrounded by a few sand piles dotting the floor.
She trudged over, her steps heavy against the wood floor as she stumbled. It seemed every second, her head cleared a little more, but it still wasn’t quick enough, if you asked her. Sucking in a deep breath, she studied Asher’s features as she crouched beside him. His face was bloody and bruised, one eye already swelling and coloring, while a cut above his eyebrow slowly seeped blood.
Amir was in much the same shape. Even from here, she could see the bruises blooming on his forearms, his knuckles cut and bloody from the way he’d defended himself with vicious intensity.
Leaving them for now, she stood and moved across the way to August, whose breathing was deep and easy. With a soft touch, she shook him and called his name.
He awoke with a start, bursting up from the floor in a fluid movement of muscle and grace. It brought a smile to her lips. 
“Sorry, you missed the fight,” she teased.
He looked disappointed for a split second before he saw the way she cradled her head. He crouched down beside her and lifted her into his arms before stalking to the kitchen and depositing her onto the island countertop.
“You’re okay though? Besides an obvious hurting head?” He leaned down to peer into her eyes, and she melted at the concern in his gaze and the affection in his tone.
She nodded before realizing the motion was a big no-no. “Yeah, I’m good, I think. Asher and Amir are still out cold, but they looked okay for the most part.”
“I’m sure they’ll be fine, hayaati.”
It was silent for a moment as he gathered ice in a clean dish towel, the clack of the cubes smacking each other a comforting sound. He was taking care of her, and Maya’s heart swelled when he held it to her head. 
Still… it couldn’t be avoided. Doubt filled her, and her voice was quiet as she spoke. “But will they? Will you? They have the amulet now.” 
He looked doubtful for a moment. “Remember what we read in the library? About the guys who fucked up the first time, which made your job even necessary?” 
Smiling at the thought, she nodded for him to continue.
“Well, based on that story, we’re going to change. Not back to cats, but… into different people, I think. Our morals will change to fit the needs of the person holding the amulet… and assuming that person is…”
“Evil?”
He waved his hand back and forth in a so-so motion. “Basically. If their morals stem from vengeance, or hatred, then so will ours.”
They were quiet for a moment, the possibilities of their situation endless. Would Maya even recognize them when the time came?
“I can’t imagine you being cruel.” Her words were paired with a kiss to his clothed chest as she pulled him closer, setting the ice pack to the side.
“To be honest… I can’t either. I don’t want to be. I need you to know that, Maya, before anything happens. I’m so sorry, hayaati.” He pulled back to cup her face and stare down at her, the emotions in his eyes laid bare for her to see.
Shaking her head, she brushed his apologies aside, her throat closing up with emotion. “Don’t apologize. It’s fine. It’ll be fine. I’ll figure it out.” She tried to lighten the mood. “I’m the Chosen One, remember?” A half smile curled her lips, but even she could tell her heart wasn’t in it.
August chuckled, bopping her on the nose with his finger. “Yeah, and the power of three will set you free.” Rolling her eyes, she laughed off his reference and pulled him closer. Her hand slid over his chest and shoulder, cupping the back of his neck and bringing him down to her. 
He obliged, his lips sliding against hers gently at first before the intensity grew, mimicking their desperation and the fear that battled inside of them. Desperate to hold on to this, as it was now, she clutched at him, trying to pull him closer. Spreading her legs wide so he could fit between them, she sat at the perfect height for him to grind against as his arms circled her and pulled her close, her ass balancing on the edge of the countertop.
August was already rock-hard as he ground into her, his hands dropping down to cup her ass and knead her flesh through the material of her jeans. His hands slipped up to tease the skin underneath her shirt, sending waves of goosebumps across her body, hardening her nipples and making her breath catch.
When he made a move to lift her shirt, she raised her arms and tugged it off with his help, breaking the kiss for a moment. They crashed back together as Maya unsnapped her bra, too caught up in the passion, in taking advantage of the time she had with him, to slow down. 
“Not here, take me to the office,” she gasped between kisses.
Frowning, he stared down at her and lifted a brow. “Why?”
Rolling her eyes, she grabbed on to his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist. “Health code violations.”
He let out a short laugh before nodding and picking her up, his hands comfortably gripping her ass as he walked them from the kitchen to the office by the back door. Maya kissed at his neck and collarbone, sucking and tasting his skin as he sat her on the desktop. With a sweep of his arm, he cleared the surface, sending the few, very organized papers fluttering around the room. In the moment, she didn’t even care that he’d just messed up her filing system. 
Loosening her hold on him, she continued leaving her marks on his neck before lifting his shirt, tracing the hills and valleys of his abs as she did so. Maya wasn’t afraid to admit it—she was lucky as fuck. Her men were hot as hell, and they were all hers. He rid himself of his shirt by gripping it behind his head and pulling it over, in that simple, sexy movement women just couldn’t emulate.
Sensation zinged through her as her pierced nipples brushed across his chest. He leaned down to kiss her once, before a single palm placed between her breasts pushed her back. The desk was clean after August’s attempts, just a few spare papers rustling as she laid back. Her meticulous filing system kept her desk nice and tidy, most of the time. Turns out it was good for more than just keeping her sanity.
Although that was questionable, as August leaned down to tease and lick at her nipples. That in itself drove her wild, and she told him so with a low moan. Inspired by her sounds, he took the ring piercing her nipple between his teeth and tugged just the slightest, enough for her to whimper at the intensity of the sensation.
It dawned on her the amount of trust she held for August that she didn’t freeze up in that moment. Instead, she reveled in the sexy triumph of his auburn gaze as his tongue flicked out to tease the pink peaks. He was watching for her reaction, making sure not to tug too hard, and she loved him all the more for—
What?
Maya, much to her own surprise, kept the shock off her face at the realization. Taking the emotion, she balled it up and stuffed it to the back of her mind like a paper ball for her to pick up and smooth out later. For now, she let the butterflies flutter and her breath catch at the look in August’s eyes, almost as if he knew the thought had run through her head.
August released her nipple with a smirk, the soft pop sexy in its own right. His mouth moved across her flesh, his palm flattening her back to the desk as he trailed kisses down her stomach. When he reached her stomach, she giggled and jerked when he teased a sensitive spot on her left side. Arching a brow at her, he silently asked for clarification. 
“It tickles,” she stated with a shrug. 
His eye roll was equal parts cute and sexy as he continued his leisurely teasing. Her pussy clenched when he slipped a finger from each hand into the side of her jeans, teasing the skin that he met. Sliding them around to the front, he unsnapped the button and slowly, like a show of its own, he unzipped the zipper, the snick of each metal tooth audible over their quiet breaths. 
Maya practically kicked the jeans off, frustrated with his slow and easy game. He chuckled at her impatience, but she just reached for him, planning to kiss him stupid and seduce him faster. 
Shaking his head, he pushed her back down to the desk before sending her a wicked smirk, placing his mouth right above her covered pussy and blowing a stream of hot air across the flesh of her thighs. Her heart pounded, eyes wide as his lips grazed and traced the line of her black panties, stopping once he reached the waistband. An actual purr rippled across her skin as he used his teeth to catch the fabric and slip them down her thighs. Once he caught sight of her wet pussy, Maya could see all the teasing was over from the dark look in his eyes. 
His knees slammed against the wood floor, and she winced as he knelt down, tearing her panties off in one smooth motion with his hands to get to what he really wanted. He kissed the insides of her thighs, and her sympathy quickly turned to something darker and more sensual. As his lips drifted closer to where she wanted them most, his hands reached under her thighs to tug her forward on the desk, until his hot breath skimmed across her lips as she draped her legs over his shoulders.
August licked one long swipe up her center, the sensation enough for her back to arch off the desk. When he instantly stopped, she lifted her head up to ask why, but his hoarse words stopped her. 
“You’re so addictive, Maya.”
If she hadn’t already been wet, she surely would have melted into a puddle at that moment. Before she could respond, he nuzzled back into her core and lapped at her like a man starved.
Parting her slick folds, he laved her with his tongue, centering on her clit and teasing until she thought she would lose all control, her hips rocking of their own accord. It wasn’t long until she approached the edge, when he suddenly pulled away. Maya groaned in protest, opening her eyes to glare at him, only to find a cocky smile beaming back at her. His amber eyes twinkled with mischief as he planted his palm between her breasts, the slightest pressure keeping her back flat to the surface beneath her.
So that’s how he’s playing.
[image: image-placeholder]Playing with her is too much fun.
August smirked to himself when he saw the frustration in her gaze before he placed a kiss on the very inside of her thigh, his nose barely grazing her labia. Just for the hell of it, he nipped at her flesh, pulling a cute yelp from her. 
He knew she’d had enough when her hand twisted in his hair and pulled him back to her core. With a dark chuckle, he obeyed, more than happy he was able to affect her so. Her breathy sigh pulled up a deep contentment within himself, so he decided to stop teasing her.
His cock was rock-hard anyway, leaking precum and begging him to find release. It seemed to throb in time to Maya’s moans and gasping breaths, both music to his ears.
But Maya was his fucking girl, whether she knew it or not, and she came first, literally. Yeah, August might have been a virgin up until recently, but he’d taken notes. He wasn’t into denying himself, so it wasn’t like he left the room every time she’d decided to work out a little frustration. He’d learned what she liked.
It wasn’t only just having watched though—although that was part of it now. He studied her reactions to what he did. Like when he sealed his lips around her clit and flicked his tongue back and forth, he knew she loved it because her thighs would shake and her legs would tighten around his shoulders. Her breath would hitch, as if she were trying to pull the sensation closer—will herself over the peak. But it was when she pulled in a deep breath, her chest rising with the slow inhale, and one hand clenching the edge of the desk, the other tightening in his hair, that he knew she was almost there.
Gliding his attention down, he tongued her core, her sweet cream decadent on his tongue. He replaced his tongue with his finger, her walls contracting around the digit, while he focused his attention back on her clit.
Her other hand released its grip on his hair, slamming down onto the desk to give her leverage to move her hips against his face. He would have grinned if he wasn’t busy doing other things. 
“August—fuck, I—”
With a cry, she came as he curled his finger against her front wall, her voice echoing around the office. As her hips undulated against him, he worked her through it, waiting until she tapped his shoulder to signal she was too sensitive. 
Sitting back, he couldn’t keep the smug grin off his face as he studied the flush on her chest, the glazed look in her beautiful eyes, and the way her breasts rose and fell with every ragged breath.
“Gods, you’re beautiful.” He couldn’t help but say it.
The blush moved to her cheeks, and she looked away for a split second before pulling him up to her, meeting him halfway as she sat up. Her hands dropped to his waistband, and his cock jerked in his pants as if yelling ‘my turn.’
Smiling up at him, her golden eyes gleamed in the low light of her office, and he didn’t resist the urge to kiss her. She opened to him immediately, not caring that the taste of herself still coated his tongue.
This woman is so perfect.
Of course he’d known she was—even as a cat and unable to touch her, he’d recognized her perfection. But now that the chemistry between them morphed into this explosive, demanding desire, it served as even more proof that they were meant to be together. All of them. 
But he wanted this time with her to himself.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya’s body still hummed from the orgasm August had given her, but she wanted more, wanted all of him. She wanted every breath, every laugh, every day with him, and while the revelation shocked her, she wasn’t exactly surprised. The chemistry, the ease with which they connected, the innate feeling of belonging, it all made sense as if the fog had finally cleared and she was able to see everything with new eyes. 
For now, she reveled in the emotions coursing through her body. Like separate threads becoming one, they interlocked to create a whole. One picture, in harmony, just like the four of them.
With all these thoughts flying through her head, she kissed August like it was the last time she might see him. Hell, with the amulet out of their hands, it very well could be, and her heart stuttered at the thought. 
Her motions were hurried as she freed his erection, his hard cock bobbing as they worked together to rid August of his pants. Maya took in the sight of him, his cheeks outlined with a short beard, his long hair tangled and messy from her hands, his chest flushed with arousal and his body bare for her to appreciate. Maya was a damned lucky woman. With her thighs framing his hips, she tugged him forward, taking his thick cock in her hand and guiding him to her core. He slid through her folds easily, soaked as she was from her first orgasm, and she gasped when he pulled her hand away so he could watch as he entered her. 
When just the tip of his thick length slid in, her mouth dropped open, her head tilting up as she lay on her back, the papers rustling with her movement. Slowly, he kept moving, pushing inside one wondrous inch at a time. 
A voice distracted him before he could pull out, and both their heads turned to find his brothers in the doorway.
“What, we take a nap for two seconds and you go from fighting to fucking?”
“Bite me!” August and Maya both called out the words at Asher’s sarcastic tone. They shared a teasing look when they realized they’d spoken at the same time. 
“Too much damned television,” Maya mumbled, but the words were lost as August, obviously not shy, pulled out, and in one smooth motion, drove back in. 
“Slow your roll, bro, we have other plans,” Asher called to him.
August paused and looked back over his shoulder. “You guys just woke up, so what the fuck? Don’t you need to go fuck off or something?” 
They all stared at each other, seeming to have a conversation without even using words. Wait…
Narrowing her eyes, she almost dared them to answer her with her tone. “Hey! You guys can’t talk telepathically, can you?” 
All three heads turned to her, but Asher asked, “What, you didn’t know?” 
“How the hell would I know? You never told me! That’s no fair.” Maya glared at them, ignoring the fact she was still impaled on August’s cock. 
Amir stalked across the room and gripped her chin in one hand, leaning down to take her mouth. Opening to him instantly, she gasped into the kiss as August thrust into her again.
Pulling away, Amir smirked at the glazed look on her face. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to make it up to you. Do you think you can handle all of us?”
Maya grinned. “Do you even have to ask?” 
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Wrapping her legs tight around August’s waist, she gripped his shoulders as he pulled her up and walked past the guys. His fierce grip on her ass kept her speared on his dick, and she did nothing to hide the groan that built in her throat. 
“Nice ass, August,” Amir called out with amusement in his tone. Maya eyed him over August’s shoulder as they took the stairs, and August laughed, his chest brushing against hers. 
“I know. Got a nice girl who appreciates it too.” To mirror his words, he curled his fingers around her ass, clawing into her cheeks and kneading them after he shouldered the door open.
“Yeah, yeah, we’ll see who she appreciates when we’re through with her.” Amir’s cocky tone held a challenge in his voice, and Maya narrowed her eyes at him. 
“August, do you remember where that scarf is?” Amir asked as they tracked through the living room and down the hallway.
“Which scarf?” August replied as he laid her out on the bed, a teasing twinkle in his molten gaze as he thrust into her once again.
“Why do you need a scarf?” Maya breathed, only a hint of unease filtering through in her voice. August leaned down to take her lips, effectively distracting her. When he leaned away, one of the others had already moved in, covering her eyes with fabric so she saw nothing.
“Hey, what’s going on?” Maya voiced a protest, curiosity battling the titillation within her. Remembering the way Amir had dominated her last time, she could only imagine what else he had in store for her.
“Be patient, Maya. You’ll see, and you’ll love it.” Amir’s voice flowed over her senses like silk, a red wash of desire following in its wake.
Carefully, August retreated, sliding out of her and moving away. His warmth disappeared, and Asher continued searching through her closet, the sound of hangers sliding along the rod bouncing around the room. “You know, the red one she wore that day with the black dress—”
“Oh, that one! Yeah, it’s right—here!” August answered simply.
“What, did you guys watch me dress that day?” That would explain why they remembered it so well. 
A light touched feathered across her shoulder, down her arm, drifting over her skin in the barest tease, and in response, goosebumps erupted across the expanse of her skin. 
“Well, we had to get something out of being a cat, you know?” Asher’s voice was a lot closer than Maya expected, his breath brushing against her ear, sending more shivers across the rest of her exposed body. Is he the one touching me? Where did Amir go?
“And why not watch you change every day? Not all of us found as much amusement in TV as August did.” 
“If I didn’t know you so well, that would sound creepy.”
“It’s good that you find us far from creepy, because you’re about to be all ours.”
Amir chimed in, nearer than before. “To do with as we please.” Someone’s hand grabbed her ankle, pulling her body closer to the edge of the bed. Before she could even speak, someone pushed her leg up, another grabbing her wrist and placing it just below her knee with her arm framing her leg. Fabric twisted around her thigh, securing her wrist just above her knee. She tried wiggling her wrist back and forth, and found it really wasn’t that uncomfortable when she gripped her shin. When they did the same to her other leg, she was bound, her legs bent until she was spread wide open for them. Chills erupted over her skin at such a vulnerable and exposed position. She only retained a tiny bit of control—how wide she could spread her legs. With her wrists tied to her thighs, Maya couldn’t straighten them at all. 
Paired with the blindfold over her eyes, she couldn’t tell who was who, where they were, or what would happen next.
The total lack of control was… heady. A flush infused her body, excitement and arousal burning through her. Amir had been right, she did love it, and they hadn’t even touched her yet.
“She looks perfect.” She recognized Amir’s voice and beamed at the praise.
The two agreeing hums that followed were so similar she couldn’t tell who was who. Nor could she tell whose tongue suddenly danced over her nipple, playing with her jewelry. The tips hardened almost painfully, chills seeming to spread out from the points and skimming across her flesh. Hands, so many hands, roved her skin, the heat from their palms that much more intense with her senses limited. 
One explored between her legs, pulling a moan from her throat as the fingers massaged her clit, circling the bud in a frustrating tease. Another played with her other breast, cupping and tugging at the piercing until she gasped. A hand tightened in her hair, gripping the strands and pulling her head to the side for one of them to take her mouth. From the softness of the lips and the facial hair that scraped her cheeks, she knew it was Asher, and she smiled. His name fell from her lips when he pulled away, and without warning, all the hands and tongues caressing her flesh lifted away. 
“Wait—what did I do?” Maya cried out, missing the contact instantly. 
“She can’t know who’s who, so no kissing.” 
Amir. Bossy little fucker.
Maya wasn’t sure how she felt about being the topic of conversation as if she wasn’t in the room. But when their hands touched her skin again, she decided she didn’t care. 
Moans, gasps, and pleas fell from her lips as they worked her to the peak, only to back away and remove their touch when she came too close. She could scream, she was so frustrated. Tied as she was, she couldn’t gain any leverage to thrust or grind her hips into their fingers, hands, or mouths. One of them was between her legs, licking and sucking at her clit until she moaned and trembled, the others kissing and leaving marks across her breasts, chest, and neck. But whenever she felt the first beginning quivers of an orgasm, they left her hanging. Over. And over. And over again.
Her skin felt too tight, her breaths were shallow, and her thighs shook with the impending pleasure. 
Their dark chuckles were her last straw, and she begged again, giving in.
“August, please fuck me! Please. I know you want to feel my soaked, tight pussy squeeze around your cock.” Hoarse, her voice rasped through the room in hopes the sweetest of her men would give in.
“Let us.”
“What do you mean? I want you to fuck me! I’m spread right the fuck open for you. What else can I say?” Maya was on the verge of tears, her frustration evident in her tone. She wanted them so desperately she could hardly function.
“Let. Go.” Amir’s dark voice melted over her like honey. 
“What the fuck do you—” And then she got it. 
Like a light bulb finally cooperating, she realized that she’d been tensed up ever since they’d blindfolded her. Maya knew they would never hurt her, so why was she so rigid? 
Maya relaxed into the bed, her shoulders falling, the itch between her shoulder blades fading away, the tension in her neck dissipating like mist in the air. She accepted that there was nothing she could do in this moment, she only could lie back and take what they would give her.
“There it is. Finally.” Amir again, announcing her acceptance.
A bulbous shape slid through her folds, the head of a cock finally pressing against her to rest at her core. Instead of attempting to grind up into it, she whimpered, knowing there was nothing she could do to speed up the process.
Two hands palmed her knees, pushing them tighter to her chest, and when his cock slid home—whomever it belonged to—she shattered. The stretch of the position, the way he filled her was just too much after all they’d put her through.
Maya cried out, the orgasm stark proof of a dark possession as much as the men claiming her. When she came down, she was boneless and realized the man inside her had frozen with just his head breaching her.
“More. Give me more, please.” Her voice begged of its own accord, Maya not recalling even opening her mouth. When he finally thrust forward, piercing her on his dick in a hard surge, Maya knew it was an act of a true marking. 
Mouths returned to her, other sucking, teasing, and laving her breasts. Those nipple rings would be the death of her, the sensitivity ramping up her pleasure to new heights.
The hands framing her knees moved, sliding around her thighs and gripping her hips to yank her toward him. His hips smacked against her, the sound of their motions echoing around the room to compete with her cries.
God, this is almost too much.
[image: image-placeholder]Asher cursed as he slammed his hips against Maya, her perfect pussy taking every inch of his cock flawlessly. When he yanked her hips into his at the same time, her breasts swayed with the movement, her damned piercings winking in the light. Amir and August teased her, moving in perfect sync with their own silent communication.
Maya was so fucking sexy it was unreal. Purple and red splotches dotted her skin from where he’d wanted to mark her as his own, as he’d been sucking at her delectable flesh. Mouth agape, her pretty pink lips parted on almost constant cries, whimpers, and moans. Her hands flexed where she gripped her shins, keeping herself spread open.
Not that she really had a choice, with the way they’d tied her the fuck up. Asher had never gotten quite this kinky with a woman before, but fuck, did he love it. Amir was on to something here.
Having Maya completely at their mercy, open and waiting for whatever they chose to do next, was an intoxicating brew. 
But what was even more invigorating than the way she clenched around him on every thrust, or her stuttering breaths telling him she was coming close? The trust she had in them to let them love her like this.
Yeah, I’ll fucking say it.
He loved the damned girl, and this night was just a physical representation of that. They each wanted establish their brand, even if she didn’t exactly know which one was doing it at the time.
She was all theirs, and she’d fucking take them. 
When Asher reached around with his fingers to flirt with her clit, she exploded, a shout falling from her lips as she cursed and pleaded with him. The edge grew too close when her pussy clenched and sucked at his cock. The tingling sensation in his spine grew too much, became too intense, until he couldn’t hold back against the fluttering of her walls. He tried to keep his moan quiet, while his orgasm was anything but. It was an obliterating force, stopping all thoughts as he painted her walls with his cum and she tightened around his dick.
When they both came down, they were quiet and dazed. He cursed Amir for the no-kissing rule, instead placing a gentle peck on her knee before pulling away and lying down beside her to catch his breath.
Tilting his head to the left, he stared at her profile, her mouth still agape with her heavy breaths. 
Still so fucking beautiful.
And all ours.
[image: image-placeholder]Maya’s mind still struggled to piece itself together after that explosive orgasm. She hadn’t even recovered when the bed shifted, and another cock poised at her entrance. Groaning, she arched her back when he thrust in hard, her body sliding backward on the bed with the force. 
“Fuck! Fuck…” 
Her voice stuttered when he rocked into her again and again, grabbing her hips to keep her from shifting backward. His balls smacked into her ass with every thrust, mouths and hands teasing her skin and rocketing her higher, faster than even her previous orgasm.
She wished she knew whose name to call out, who to praise for fucking her into oblivion each time.
That was the appeal though, she would never know who made her feel the best—she would never have a favorite from this moment forward. They were all equal in her eyes in this instant. There wasn’t a cocky one, a sweet one, and a mysterious one—they were all just hers. 
And they were proving she was theirs, one fucking thrust at a time. Maya could do nothing but take it, nonsensical words and sounds pouring from her lips. Pleas, encouragements, cries, all urging them on. 
Her thighs already shook with the effort of holding them up, and she tried to even out the strain with her arms. She loved it. Every aspect. The blindfold only intensified the sensations lighting up her nerve endings, and she reveled in the control she didn’t have.
Mouths returned to her breasts, their hands caressing her sweat slicked skin, and one of them leaned into her ear. 
“Isn’t this so fucking hot, Maya? Us fucking you, one after the other, taking you as our own. That tight, wet pussy of yours dripping for us as we fuck you?”
She couldn’t recognize the voice with the way he whispered, but the words shot straight to her core, making her grip the cock inside her harder. 
As a hand slid down her stomach to work at her oversensitive clit, she keened, her breath hitching at the impending orgasm. It swelled up, the lips wrapped around her nipple teasing and flicking her ring around, the cock parting her folds and stretching her over and over again—it was all too much. 
She tore apart at the seams, a scream spilling from her lips as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her until she almost drowned. 
When she came up for air, hands were untying the bonds around her wrists, and she whimpered as her limbs flopped uselessly onto the mattress.
“Wait, there’s still one more of you, right?” Maya sounded drunk, her words slurring together as a blissful smile curled her lips. 
In answer, instead of speaking to give himself away, he flipped her over. She caught her balance, but instead of leaving her on her hands and knees, a firm hand pushed her chest against the mattress. Her hands were tugged behind her back and tied there, leaving her no option but to just sigh as her ass was left in the air. The mattress dipped as someone joined her on the bed.
Arousal still sizzled through her, flaring anew when a smack sounded, the heat firing an echo on her ass cheek.
Maya fucking giggled at the ridiculousness of it all. “You totally just smacked my ass.” 
The mouth trailing kisses along her spine curled up in a grin, and Maya wished to hear their voices.
Before she could even ask, the blindfold was removed, and she winced at the little bit of light in the room. When she glanced back, she found Amir at her ass, his cock centered at her core and ready to thrust forward. He smirked at her. 
“Like you wouldn’t know this was me.” With his confident words, he slid inside achingly slow, the different position making him feel larger—stretching her differently even with how slick she was—their combined cum leaking down her thighs. When he filled her completely, his hips pressing against hers, she moaned into the sheets, her hands twisting together behind her back.
When his palms landed on her cheeks, spreading her open, she jerked her eyes open and back to him. 
“Gods, you’re fucking perfect, umri. Look at how effortlessly you take this big cock.” His words were dirty, but the way he slid in and out through the wetness of the others’ cum was hot as fuck. She clenched around him, pulling a groan from his lips. When he glanced back down at her, mischief lit his sunshine eyes, and she felt his thumb caress downward. The movements of his hips slacked, until he barely moved within her as he collected a bit of the wetness and brought his thumb back to circle her ass. 
Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to protest when he interrupted. 
“Don’t worry, we aren’t taking your ass tonight. But it’s never too early to practice, no?” 
She guessed he was right, and the thrill that cut through her at the filthiness of it made her breath catch. Maya had never done anything like that—but she’d be damned if the thought didn’t make her heart beat faster. She was bound and tied, at their mercy, and it was delicious.
Turning her head to the other side, she found August relaxed beside her, on his side and watching her expression. She tried to remember the differences in the two that had taken her first, but couldn’t pinpoint who had been whom. 
He leaned in to kiss her, and she grinned against his lips, the kiss breaking not only from the curl of her lips, but from the gasp that escaped when Amir railed into her again, sending her forward on the mattress. August’s light touch trailed up her back, watching her expression.
When she met his gaze, she realized what an intimate moment this was. He could see every expression that crossed her face, and she resisted the urge to close her eyes and break the connection.
Instead, she held his stare as Amir fucked her, and circled his thumb around her ring of nerves, pressing and playing until her breath caught. 
“Relax, Maya.” Amir breathed the words against her spine, his breath sending chills across her body even though it was hot, she was sweating, and she’d been fucked two times already.
Maya almost mouthed off, almost asked him how it would ever be possible to relax enough for that, when August leaned in to kiss her again, taking her breath away as his tongue traced the seam of her lips. The gentle way he brushed her hair from her eyes slowed her heart rate down and enabled her to do just that—she relaxed.
Amir took full advantage, pressing into her until the first knuckle of his thumb was inside of her. She cried out at the sensation, the slight sting mixed with the pleasure almost too much to handle, burying her head into the sheets as she gasped. Even though he only entered her with that first knuckle, she felt so full. And when he rocked his hips, sliding out of her pussy until just the head remained and slamming into her again, she cried out again at the intensity. 
It was fucking amazing! 
His thumb still pressed in circles inside her, and with the way he began pounding her into the mattress, another wave crested even though she didn’t think it was possible.
“Fuck, Amir. Fuck!”
“Take all of me, Maya.” His thrusts punctuated his words, her piercings brushing against the bed, the motion tugging and sending shockwaves over her nerve endings. “And when you’re ready, we’ll take this ass too. We’ll claim you in every. Fucking. Way.” 
His thumb slid a little bit deeper before pulling back slightly, shallowly fucking her ass as his huge dick continued to slam into her. Taking her breath away at the pressure she felt between the dual sensations, she was a mess of nerve endings. She could have laughed but was too focused on the rush that flooded her system. She hadn’t thought it was possible, but another orgasm was building, a flush of heat lighting her up as her legs shook.
Her hands curled in on each other, until she knew she’d leave marks in her own skin, trying to stave off the impending climax, but when Amir reached around her, punctuating his final few thrusts with a flick on her clit, she erupted with a scream that tore through the room. His thrusts stuttered, until he too exploded, his hips smacking against her ass one last time as his cock seemed to swell within her before he came with a shout. Spurt after spurt surged inside her, branding her as his. Her pleasure detonated in response, like a burst of light—fireworks—behind her eyes, and she was left to float back to the ground like debris on the Fourth of July. 
Maya must have actually blacked out, because when she came to, her hands were unbound, and she was laid out on the bed with three very attentive men caressing her skin. 
Slowly, she cracked her eyes open and found Amir staring down at her where he was propped up on an arm, brushing a stray strand of hair away from her face.
“You okay?” His words were simple but Maya read everything else between the lines. It was in the way he curled over her to look deep into her eyes, assessing if she was truly fine. In the way he oh so carefully brushed his fingers across her skin. 
Maya realized in that moment, that sometimes it was okay to let other people take care of her. In this case—her men. Her men. 
Asher butted Amir out of the way, a gentle smile curling his lips as she stared up at him. With the butterflies fluttering in her stomach, and the floaty headspace she seemed to be in, she was surprised not to see glittering lights floating around his head.
“I think we spent enough time dirtying you up, yeah? Let’s get clean.” 
She grinned at him as he picked her up off the bed, her heart fluttering as his arms wrapped around her to hold her close. “You gonna take care of me, Asher?”
“Always. If you’ll let me, inine.”
Yeah, they’d claimed her tonight, but she had claimed them, too, even if they didn’t fucking know it yet. 
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It was late in the night, or early in the morning depending on how you looked at it, when Maya stepped out of the shower. Hair dripping, body squeaky clean, and a grin on her face. The bright sink lights were harsh on her complexion, but they did nothing to bleach the flush from her cheeks.  
Asher had helped her escape from the kitty pile to get clean in the shower, thankfully. She was unable to stand the sticky wetness between her thighs for another second—no matter how sexy it had been in the moment. Musing over the revelation she’d had, giddiness coursed through her veins. A new happiness, something she’d never felt before, not even with Alex. 
I actually fell in love with my cats… Maya, you crazy girl.
She tried to talk some sense into herself, but the bubbly feeling persisted. Shrugging, she pushed it aside for now, still grinning, and towel dried her hair before following her nightly routine and opening the door again.
When she did, it revealed something she never thought she’d find. 
Her men had been conversing quietly, their heads tucked together in a conspiratorial whisper. When they turned, the empty, cruel look in their eyes brought a lump to her throat. Whoever had the amulet, their influence had now taken ahold of her men. That was the only explanation that would put such a look in their eyes. She backed up, knowing she couldn’t take three of them at one time, but before she could get the door slammed to the bathroom, August was there, jamming the door open with his foot and knee in the way. Maya’s heart pounded as she glanced up, the hatred in his amber eyes something she would never forget. 
“What, is this Doppelgangland?”
August frowned at her. “References are my thing.”
“No. References were August’s thing. You’re not August.” 
And he wasn't. August would never look at her with such perverted glee in his gaze. He would also never grab the door, jerk it from her grasp, and pull her by the arm into the bedroom, shoving her toward the bed. Catching herself against the mattress, she glared at the three of them when they peered over at her.
“We should take her with us,” Asher announced, only for the other two to agree. 
“Absolutely. We can have a lot of fun while we fuck off with whatever the bastard wants,” Amir agreed, the harshness in his tone even more stark than usual, any hint of his previous self gone.
It seemed the only thing they had in common with their old selves was… her. 
Lucky me.
Maya’s thoughts ran a million miles an hour—trying to work out how she could get the amulet back and revert them to normal. The only way to do that would be to actually hold the amulet again, and the only way to do that would be—
“Yes. Take me with you,” she called over to them. 
Asher turned with an arched brow. “Why so eager? Can’t get enough of us?”
Maya resisted the urge to roll her eyes and shrugged instead, curling her shoulders in and crossing her arms defensively. “I’ll take what I can fucking get, okay?”
“You wanna go with us to see…What was his name?” August snapped his fingers in the air, as if trying to recall. “You know what, I don’t think he mentioned a name. That’s fine. If we’re going to die for your carelessness, you can come with us. You’re not leaving us like you did Malak.”
Her heart stuttered, the instant pain flaring up, and the hole in her heart that Malak left when he died burning bright red like the end of a cigarette. Fuck, that hurt. But Maya just gritted her teeth, not giving him the satisfaction of seeing how his words affected her. She knew the truth behind them, despite never hearing them aloud. 
“Oh, she doesn’t like that. Not at all,” Amir taunted her. Maya refused to meet his twisted gaze as he spoke. “Bet she also wouldn’t like what I’d left out about poor Malak. How he’d spent his last months drinking himself to sleep, wondering where he had gone wrong and failed her parents…” 
He continued on, the truth in his words slashing at her like knives. Pushing it away, shoving it from her mind, she blocked it out to the best of her ability. The familiarity of bottling up her emotions, locking them away to protect herself, dredged up memories better left forgotten. Even with cruelness etched into their features, even in sweet August’s, she knew it wasn’t really them. They weren’t themselves and wouldn’t be until she could get that damned amulet back. She could suffer through these fake ass doppelgangers until then—she had to.
Although, as Asher opened his big mouth, she wondered if she might have to kill them first.
“Perfect. I mean, what does she have left here anyway?” He stalked over, trailing a fingertip down the side of her face and over her lips, pulling her bottom lip away before releasing it with a soft pop. “This little bar? The one that’s gone to shit since Malak died?” 
Gritting her teeth, Maya ignored everything they said from that point forward. She crawled inside the little place in her head she used to visit often when Alex would get violent. Refusing to respond or give them the satisfaction of a reaction would only make them grow bored, or so she hoped. And then, they would take her to god knew where—to Sekhmet, she supposed, to do their bidding. 
Maya would find a way to get her hands on that amulet, and she would make Sekhmet pay for taking her fucking men away.
[image: image-placeholder]Sekhmet woke with a start as she heard male voices… multiple ones. Jolting up into a seated position, she traced the room with her gaze, eyes locking on to four figures in the entertainment room through the open doorway. 
She recognized the tall, broad frame of Kyril, but the others were strangers. Quickly, she stood and conjured a long, golden evening gown, a bloodred sheath peeking out through swathes of glimmering gold.
Running a finger along the golden curlicues of her accessory, she mused that the amulet must have known what she wanted all along, conjuring the Keepers out of her own subconscious desire. However, it was disappointment that welled in her just then, not excitement at the promise of ruling the world anew. She knew somehow that the three men waiting for her in the other room were the Keepers. Else Kyril would not appear so relaxed with them. He would always protect her, if not because of the love between them, then strictly because he knew she could end him if she so chose. 
Sekhmet did not foresee that though. Her heart stuttered every time she gazed at him. 
Lovesick fool.
She agreed with her harsh inner self, but alas, there was little to be done about it now. It was far too late to turn back. And to be honest, she did not want to. 
Sekhmet remained barefoot, the dress the perfect length for her to glide around in. Even as a goddess, she cared not for the toe pinching, evil contraptions that humans had invented. It was for this reason she kept silent as she padded across the marble floor to the group gathered in the entertainment room. 
They all turned to her, and Sekhmet discovered that not only four males waited for her, but also a tiny female.
“You brought the Guardian?” she questioned.
Kyril turned to her and grabbed her hand, tapping the amulet she wore around her neck with fingers that had worked sin into her flesh countless times before. “Their arrival woke me. Did you call for them in your sleep?” His expression turned hopeful, and an urge to please him ran through Sekhmet.
Yes. She, the goddess known for slaughtering those who refused to pay their respects. She could have laughed at the prospect of wanting to please a man, but nonetheless, the urge pressed on her. So, she adopted a personality that had served her well before. Sekhmet was a goddess, and it was about time she started acting like one again. She had become far too comfortable as a lover. It seemed this plan would be moving forward, after all, and she tilted her chin up at Kyril.
“It appears so.” A secret happiness coursed through her when she saw his excitement. As she studied the trio and their little Guardian, she noticed the fiery heat of fury burning in the blonde’s eyes. It brought a smile to Sekhmet’s lips, and she glanced down to where they held her, one with an arm around her waist and one with a tight grip on her wrist.
“Who is whom?” She arched a brow in expectation. 
The one with blue eyes answered her from where he stood behind the woman. “I’m Asher, Keeper of the Future.” 
With a tight grip on his Guardian’s wrist, the next one claimed himself to be the Keeper of the Present. The one holding her to his side was the Keeper of the Past. 
A long, manicured finger rose, pointing to the last. “You are the one I will be requiring services from. Don’t stray too far.” She laughed at the irony, dreaming of ways and places she could travel, once she got herself out of this pocket of time.
“This evening we will go back in time. But first, I want to enjoy my temporary retirement just a little longer.” She pulled Kyril closer, claiming her stake on him in the same way the three Keepers were doing with their woman. Not that she was of much use, but with they way they clung to her, Sekhmet feared they might riot if she killed her now.
“You’re Maya, correct?”
When the woman gave a curt nod, Sekhmet grinned. “Yes. The first female Guardian. I must say you did a terrible job of guarding them. Way to give us gals a bad name, hmm?” Pausing for a moment, she chuckled as an idea came to her. “However, I do have one job you should do quite well.”
Sekhmet didn’t even give her a chance to respond when she snapped her fingers. The blonde woman disappeared and reappeared a split second later behind the bar against the far wall. Her cry of frustration was just the beginning to what Sekhmet hoped would be a very entertaining evening.
The Keepers glared at the spot she had stood, before narrowing their eyes in Sekhmet’s direction. Bringing both hands up, she pushed them toward the floor in a calm down motion. “Now, now, don’t pout. She’s just right over there, and that is where she will remain the whole night. There’s no rush on this plan.”
No, Sekhmet decided she would enjoy this last night with no responsibilities. 
[image: image-placeholder]Fury was a thick, potent sludge inside her body. It filled her up until she saw red. Her men had not once come over to her since they had sat at a giant marble table with Sekhmet and that burly bastard she used as a guard, lover, fuck boy—whatever.
They shot casual glances her way, the dark, intent look in their eyes sending shivers up her spine, but not in a good way. Not in the way that she knew meant they would cherish and worship her. Instead, the lust in their eyes promised something darker, hungrier. Something primal and vicious and dangerous. Something that began with pain and ended in screams.
The man named Kyril eclipsed their stares, and Maya glared as he approached the bar. Bastard. 
She hadn’t had time to get her hands around Sekhmet’s throat and steal the amulet. That bitch had somehow corralled her behind this bar, some invisible, magic barrier keeping her back here. 
Planting her palms on the bar top, facing the big asshole approaching, she strangely found herself more confident, more comfortable behind the tall surface. Maya was raised in the bar, lived above the bar, worked the bar almost her whole life. She guessed it was luck that she would fight for her men behind one. As soon as she figured out how.
Kyril ordered a drink, and she complied with quick efficiency, gritting her teeth the whole time. She may have been a bartender, but she was no one’s servant, so when she slammed his glass on the counter and pushed it forward with the tip of her finger, it was with a fierce scowl that she did so. 
“Your drink, sir,” she growled, pouring all her venom and bitterness into the word. 
In response, he offered her a tight smile before grabbing his drink, leaving something in its place as he did so. 
Maya blinked, her mind refusing to comprehend the item lying in front of her. Jerking her gaze to his, she studied his face. The emotions in his eyes were all she needed to see—bitterness, hatred, and sorrow. It broke her heart a little bit to see such sadness in the eyes of someone who was so clearly a warrior. 
“I think the Goddess requires another drink, yes?” 
Maya searched his gaze for any hint of a trick, and continued to stare as she filled a pint glass from the tap. Maya nodded to him as she reached across the bar and carefully took the amulet into her palm. The stone, bare of its usual golden curlicues, glimmered in the low light.
Her stare finally broke, trailed across the room to Sekhmet and the pendant hanging from her neck. A fake. 
It was then she remembered that when the guys had mentioned being called here—they had said he. Not she. 
Jerking her eyes back to Kyril, she saw the determination reflected his gaze and studied him intently. Sekhmet hadn’t even summoned them here. 
He didn’t back down as she clenched her fingers around the jewel. The stone was hard, cold, and unyielding, until she gripped it with all her might. The slightest give cracked before the stone crumbled in her palm. The sight reminded her of soap curls crunching, how it turned to a dusty powder in her hand. Cupping the powder in her palm, she tilted her hand over the fresh beer and poured the crystal in Sekhmet’s drink.
Maya remembered exactly what this would do to Sekhmet, so once she stirred the powder until it dissolved, she passed the beer to Kyril happily. With a brief nod of his head, he wrapped his hands around the glass and left the bar. 
Shock still pulsed through her veins, and hope flared bright like the sun as he crossed the room and handed Sekhmet the drink. A sweet smile curled her lips, filled with enough love to make Maya’s heart stutter.
Sekhmet’s own lover betrayed her in that instant.
Maya stared, looking for any sign of weakness as she drank the beer. It wasn’t her body language she first noticed that changed though. It was when Asher slightly turned his head in her direction, winking before he schooled his features. Hope bloomed in Maya, realizing that when she crushed the stone, it broke any hold that affected them. Her heart soared, but she kept the grin off her face.
In that moment, Maya decided payback was a bitch. And so was she. 
[image: image-placeholder]An hour passed, then two, and Maya’s anxiety grew higher and higher as Sekhmet became more intoxicated and flirtier with her men. She considered the fact that Kyril had played her, giving her a false hope only to watch her be crushed in the end.
When Sekhmet gripped Amir’s arm, she was two seconds from leaping across the bar and fighting the bitch, goddess or no goddess, barrier or no barrier, when Sekhmet staggered. 
Hope bloomed anew as, from across the room, Maya watched her hands grip the top of a marble table before she sank hard into a chair. 
“Something’s… not right.” Manicured fingers massaged her temple as her breaths became erratic. A glow emanated from Sekhmet’s body, gradually growing brighter. A tortured moan escaped from her lips as she leaned forward, her head against the table.
Then suddenly, like a light bulb bursting, the glow faded from sight, and Sekhmet sagged against the table. 
Everyone in the room froze, and Maya crept out from behind the bar. Long moments passed as Sekhmet’s breath eased. 
Fine, Maya will admit it. When Sekhmet suddenly jerked up, Maya jumped, the movement so unexpected it startled her. 
Wrath of the goddess and all that. 
Though Maya knew the goddess was no more. 
“What. Did. You. Do?” she screeched, the sound shrill, her tone fiery. 
Maya just smirked, her question proof enough. 
“Made sure you can’t ever fuck up the timeline, or anyone else’s destiny. You’re mortal now.” 
Sekhmet stood suddenly, a loud, frustrated cry bursting from her lips. “You bitch!”
And then she charged, ripping the bottom of her dress away for freer movement.
Maya immediately sank into a defensive stance, her hands raised in fists, one foot tucked back for support.
But it did little good, because instead of facing her head on, Sekhmet went low and tackled Maya to the ground. Her breath exploded out of her in a rush as her back met the hard marble beneath her. Sekhmet reared back a fist and before Maya could bring up an arm to block, a fist met the side of her face and Maya grunted as her head jerked to the right. Hands wrapped around Maya’s neck, Sekhmet’s stupidly sharp nails digging in and cutting deep. Struggling, Maya bent her left leg outside of Sekhmet’s and used that leverage to roll them over, putting Maya on top. She returned the favor and gave Sekhmet a hit of her own, hopefully giving the goddess a black eye. Ex goddess. She smirked at the thought, a flicker of light in the darkness she’d been wallowing in since August had first looked at her so wrong. 
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Amir stop August and Asher from rushing forward. 
“No, our girl’s got this.” His low, deep voice spoke the words with such confidence, and his belief in her kindled the fire of determination that blazed within.
Sekhmet’s cry of fierce outrage was nothing compared to the emotions brewing under the surface in Maya. After all the broken bones and ugly words spewed like spittle, tearing her down day after day, Maya had come out on top. A successful, strong as fuck woman, when she could have easily lain down and let her life end with a sad excuse for true love. Such bullshit. Now that Maya knew what it was like to connect with another person in a way that went soul deep, she refused to let go. Her newfound vigor for life and love, for her men, fueled her. 
Damn right, I’m their girl.
And not even a damned goddess was going to take her men from her. Especially not to alter some ancient past and fuck over everything she knew. With a new determination, Maya tried to capture Sekhmet’s flailing fists in her hands, planning to pin them over her head to get control of her. Instead, by opening herself up when she reached for Sekhmet’s left hand, Maya’s breath got knocked from her lungs when Sekhmet somehow got her foot between them and kicked her off. Maya grunted with the pain of the impact on her stomach, but caught herself on hands and knees, skidding across the marble floor.
Jerking her head up, she kept Sekhmet in her line of sight, slowly standing and balancing herself in an offensive position. 
Maya knew that with her training she could easily take down the goddess, despite Sekhmet seeming to hold her own so far. From her amateur stance and perfect manicure, she probably didn’t know how to fight without her powers to back her up. Maya didn’t want to kill her, but she knew that she needed to at least subdue her in order for them to escape. Sekhmet was a mortal now, and it wouldn’t be too hard to bring her down. That in itself would be a challenge, though, because sometimes pulling your punches required more control, which meant Maya needed to get her emotions under wraps.
“You made me mortal!” Sekhmet glared from across the small space they’d made their battlefield.
“Nice of you to notice,” she drawled sarcastically. Way to rein in that emotion, Maya.
Sekhmet seemed to take a deep breath as well. “I just wanted to right what was done to me.”
We are in serious danger of monologuing here, Maya thought with a grimace. But… she was curious to understand the goddess’ way of thinking. How had they come to this? 
Was it really just a few days ago that Maya was moaning and groaning over a boring night in the bar? 
“What was done to you?” Maya turned her gaze to her guys in disbelief, sarcasm heavy in her voice as she spoke to Sekhmet. “Didn’t you… oh, I don’t know, murder hundreds of people for disrespecting you?”
“It was Ra’s idea! If he hadn’t asked me to, I would never have done it, but instead of taking responsibility for his own words, he left me here.” She paused and threw her hands up in exasperation. “Here, alone, to learn my lesson.” Now, it was Sekhmet who scoffed. “Well, I’ve learned all right.”
Her eyes flitted to Kyril, her features softening for a split second before she masked her expression. “Learned that if you want something done right, you have to make it happen for yourself. And I. Want. My. Fucking. Happily. Ever. After.” 
With her final words, she charged, but Maya almost felt sorry for her. Kyril had already betrayed her. The happily ever after she sought didn’t exist. When she came within range, Maya waited until she was right in her reach, then stretched forward and cupped the back of her neck, using her own momentum to side step and push her in the same direction she’d been traveling.
“Does your happily ever after have to include going back in time and fucking up the world as we know it?”
Sekhmet seemed to hesitate for the smallest second as she spun to face Maya with a huff.
“To be honest, I’m perfectly fine with finding my own damned island and disappearing for another few thousand years. Things didn’t turn out that way.” 
Maya would have questioned why, but Sekhmet rushed forward again, and Maya almost rolled her eyes. She had to give the goddess props, though, she was persistent. 
Sekhmet surprised her with an immediate attack, and Maya reacted out of instinct. When she was within the perfect range, Maya stepped, pivoted, and kicked, at the last second, pulling her hit so she impacted with the ball of her foot instead of her heel. Still, the attack had the desired effect… until suddenly it didn’t. Sekhmet gasped as the breath was forced from her lungs, and she stumbled back. When Maya blinked, she almost couldn’t comprehend the sight. A blade protruded from Sekhmet’s stomach where she had fallen against Kyril.
Her own lover had stabbed her. 
Maya gaped at the raw agony on Sekhmet’s face, not only from the pain in her body, but it was as if Maya watched her heart break before her very eyes. Her eyes widened, and she gripped the arm that wrapped around her chest and held her to him, as if she didn’t know whether to hold him closer or push him away from her. 
Maya rushed forward at the same time her men did, in time for Kyril to jerk the blade from her body, a sickening sound echoing around the marble. The guys caught Sekhmet before she hit the ground, but Maya turned on Kyril faster than he could blink. Before he could even recognize she was moving, she’d chambered her leg and kicked high, slamming her heel into his chin. Just like that, he was out. He hit the floor like a dead weight at the same time a bright light flashed behind her. 
Whirling, she came face to face with the god she’d seen in her vision.
“Who the hell is killing my goddess?”
It was none other than Ra.
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Maya froze. The raw power that tingled across her skin when Ra appeared raised goosebumps on her arms. Hell, across her whole body. 
His entire being was raw, unmitigated power. It was in the way he stood, well over six foot, with dark eyes that said he could make or break someone with the snap of his fingers. Maya didn’t want to be that someone.
However, she had to do a double take, since he had changed over the centuries. If Maya had not felt the power tickling across her skin in a dangerous warning, she would have thought he was just another surfer guy. Not that she had seen many in her life, but he looked like what she imagined to be the epitome of a wave rider. 
His long, dark hair twisted into dreads, his dark, tanned skin, beautifully kissed by the sun—naturally. His chest was bare, his lower half covered by a half-zipped wetsuit. It was almost as if he’d been plucked right off a beach and planted here. Actually, as he shook his head and sand granules pattered the floor in a soft sound, Maya mused that was probably exactly what happened. His ears were decorated with inch-wide gauges, and his chest was tattooed with an Egyptian style collar, calling to the modern culture as well as paying respects to his own. 
It was only after she stared for far too long that she realized it was silent in the room, aside from Sekhmet’s wet whimpers. Her gaze jerked to the goddess, and Maya’s heart lurched at the sight of her blood pooling. Before she could rush to check on her, Ra stole her attention with thunderous words.
“I asked, who is killing my goddess?” His voice was so deep it practically entered her system through vibrations, the power in his tone sucking the breath from her body.
Instantly, Maya pointed a finger to the unconscious Kyril splayed out on the floor. 
Ra simply arched a brow before approaching where her men gathered around Sekhmet, trying to staunch the bleeding. Maya reached out as if she could pull them out of the way of the storm stalking across the room, but they had enough sense of their own to get out of way. Smoother than Maya would ever be able to dream of moving, they crawled to the other side of her body, letting Ra have a clear vision of the goddess. 
Sekhmet’s eyes met his, and Maya’s heart broke all over again as a tear trailed out of the corner of her eye to track over her temple and into her dark hair. 
“Sekhmet, what did you do?” Tone gentle, he chastised her with only a hint of concern, his humor heavy in the words. 
Rolling her eyes, a soft smile crossed her lips as she looked up at him. “Shut up and heal me, you sunlit bastard.”
“Fine, but you know this doesn’t mean I’m bending knee for you.” But that’s exactly what he did, as he bent down and laid a hand over her stomach. Ra seemed like he would be busy for a while, so Maya crept around the sun god until she stood behind her men and reached out to touch Amir on the shoulder. He tensed up for a split second before he exploded up from the floor and pulled her into his arms. Squealing slightly, Maya gasped, her breath escaping her in a noise that in no universe whatsoever would ever be considered tough. 
As his arms wrapped around her, her throat constricted as she fully accepted her men were back. Tilting her head up with a gentle finger under her chin, he kissed her lightly on the lips, something she didn’t think was in Amir’s repertoire. Gentle wasn’t exactly his strong suit.
Amir pulled away as she was tugged into another pair of arms, and she grinned up at Asher when he leaned down to kiss her on the forehead. The simple, affectionate gesture left butterflies in her stomach, and she breathed a sigh of relief at the happiness that swelled in her.
Finally, she turned to August. The look on his face was one of guilt so strong she could feel it wafting off him in waves. His mouth opened once, twice, before he shook his head and just stared at her. His vile words filtered through her mind, but she pushed them away. That hadn’t been him. He hadn’t been himself. Maya knew this, yet her heart pulled in two different directions when she thought about the moment she had recognized him as something… else.
It reminded her of—no. Maya wasn’t going there. 
And Maya hated that. Slowly, she stepped forward until she was close enough to pull August into her arms. Right now, she was just relieved he was himself again. 
“I know that wasn’t you. It’s okay.” But even she heard the hesitation in her own words.
Pulling away, his hands framed her shoulders as he held her at arm’s length. “No. It’s not okay. But I’m going to do whatever it takes to make you see the difference. I’m not him.”
Maya teared up all over again. He knew exactly where her mind had gone in that moment, and he brought her back that easily. Nodding, she tugged on his arm until he let her go and pulled her into a hug. Breathing in his comforting scent of home, she sighed.
Their reunion was interrupted by a cough. “Well, this is cozy and all, but who wants to explain what the hell is going on here?” Ra turned to Sekhmet, brushing a stray lock that had fallen in his face. “Seriously, Sekhmet, I leave you here for a few thousand years, and you manage to find yourself a live-in, and get yourself almost killed?”
Maya turned with her men to face the two gods.
Sekhmet huffed as she stood, brushing off her ruined skirt. “You expected me to stay here by myself? No. That was boring. I needed someone to keep me company.” Sheepishly, she eyed Kyril’s prone form where he lay sprawled on the ground.
“So you made that?” He gestured a hand to the lax form, who groaned as if awakening. 
Hold up. Sekhmet made him? This was news to Maya. As she shared a glance with her guys, it was clear this was news to them as well.
Crossing her arms over her chest, Sekhmet answered, “Well… yes. Clearly not my best decision.” Her words might have been spoken with bravado, but Maya could see the longing in her gaze as her eyes trailed to Kyril. Once again, Maya’s heart hurt for her. 
Maya still couldn’t believe what her men had been through—being trapped as a cat for fifteen years—but being stuck in this… pocket of time, no matter how pretty, for thousands of years? 
How is she still even sane?
Well… that’s debatable, a familiar voice answered her, pulling a gasp from her throat and turning her gaze to Asher. He winked before pinching two fingers together and crossing them over his lips in a zipping motion. 
Shh, it’s our little secret.
“Nothing’s a secret from me, Keeper,” Ra called out to them. Her gaze jerked to the god, and she swore her blood pressure rose in that instant with such a powerful being focused on her.  
A deep chuckle slid over her skin like warm honey, and she smiled. Amir pulled her closer with a growl, bringing a smirk to her lips. 
Ra saw his action, and a knowing smile answered hers. “The first female Guardian. It is a pleasure.” He reached out a hand, and without thinking, Maya gripped his in a firm handshake. 
Instead of a comforting warmth, a zing of heat lit through her veins in a flash of agony so strong, it sucked the breath from her lungs, but just as quickly it faded like a wave in the ocean, washing away grains of sand. Amir pulled her back, and she went lax in his grip, a mix between drunkenness and energetic vitality flowing through her.
“You’re welcome.” 
Maya giggled at the warm floaty feeling that drifted through her body. 
“What did you do to her?” Ever her Amir, butting in to take care of her. She could kiss him if he was close enough. He… wasn’t. 
Actually, he handed her off to Asher and stalked toward Ra. Maya rose up from where Asher held her up, calling out to him, “Amir! Don’t pester the sun god!” 
Chuckling, Ra made a calm down motion with both hands parallel to the floor and brushed another few locks away that had fallen into his face. 
“Listen to your woman. Don’t pester me.” But the look on his face was one far from annoyance. He was amused. “As the Keepers of Time, time itself obviously does not affect you. Congratulations, you're immortal.” The last was pronounced with a tone as dry as the Sahara.
Maya was starting to suspect she would have whiplash at the end of the conversation. 
It only dawned on her the downside to his announcement, and she tried to keep the disappointment from overtaking her. Her men would stay the same forever, whereas she would grow old and die.
A snap of fingers in front of her face brought her out of her reverie. “Yes?” She looked up to find Ra smiling down at with kindness in his gaze. 
One would think such a powerful god would be scary and intimidating—and he was, there was no denying that. But there was also a touch of gentleness to the giant that made her want to hug him.
Or maybe that was whatever drug he’d buzzed into her veins with that handshake.
“Don’t look so sad, Maya. You’re the Guardian. You have powers all of your own.” 
Her eyebrows drew low as she considered his words. “I see the past and the future. And sometimes I adopt their strength but—” 
“Eh, eh, stop there. That’s the key.” 
Frowning, she studied him a little closer, as if there was a screw loose.
Ra rolled his eyes before motioning to them as a group. “When you adopted their strength and agility… did you happen to participate in any… ah, extracurricular activities beforehand?” 
The light bulb didn’t just light up inside Maya’s head—it burst apart and shards of shrapnel struck her like lightning. “Holy shit!”
“Bingo,” Ra said with a grin.
“Wait, I’m missing it, what does he mean?” Asher’s voice came from beside her, and she turned to wink at him.
“It seems when we have sex, I borrow a bit of that stamina you guys seem to have.” 
Ra snapped and pointed, aiming a finger gun in their direction. “Exactly. As long as you guys are doing the hanky-panky, you’ll keep Maya here young and healthy for as long as you want.” 
Maya grinned giddily. “I don’t think we’ll have a problem with that.” Her heart soared to the highest of highs. Her men would be hers for as long as she wanted. She could spend lifetimes with them. 
The thought was absolutely thrilling—she could only imagine the ways—
Another cough interrupted her giddy happiness.
“And what about me? Can I get out of this gods-forsaken time pocket?” Sekhmet nudged him in the side when she came close. “Please get me out of here.”
A look akin to pity crossed his face and Maya knew what he was about to tell her wasn’t going to be something she liked.
[image: image-placeholder]“Ra, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Sekhmet laughed, the sound far from anything humorous, more of a nervous tick than something belying joy. 
Kyril stood not too far away, a furious look on his face as Sekhmet pleaded with Ra.
He was having none of it and gestured to the man in question. “Why would you want to take him with you anyway? He tried to kill you.” 
The sun god made a good point, but Sekhmet couldn’t even think straight with all the emotions surging through her body. 
“But how is that fair? I spent hundreds, thousands of years here! Is that not enough?” Sekhmet's voice came out shrill with emotion. Her throat constricted, her fears pronouncing themselves in the tenor of her fingers. Her heart ached like a fist squeezed around it within her very body. When Ra looked at her with a dreaded emotion in his face, pity of all things, Sekhmet knew his words were true. 
She closed her eyes against the wave of emotion that swelled so high and strong she feared she would drown in its furious depths. 
Slowly, she turned to the one person she loved most in the world. The only person she loved in this world. His strong, handsome features were stricken as he met her gaze, his bravado fading as he stared at her. The tears that had welled spilled as he spoke as if trying to convince both of them. “You don’t love me, Sekhmet. Don’t do this.” A touch of anger still colored his tone, and she couldn’t blame him.
Her heart was breaking, and it was the worst feeling she could ever imagine. She’d rather be embalmed alive than for this hole to grow and fester as it was. 
Ra’s words speared her just as efficiently as Kyril’s blade had.
You must give up what you love most.
“It’s what Ma’at requires of you to start over. A blank slate,” Ra spoke softly. 
Suddenly, an inferno of anger, pain, and fury rose within her, her eyes sparking as she turned to the sun god. In the next instant, a calm overcame that, eclipsing the wave of violent emotions in her like a cold breeze. 
This could be a blank slate. This could be her blank slate. Ra was right. Kyril had tried to kill her. But Kyril was wrong, she did love him. However, she also now understood that he didn’t love her. With that, her decision was made. “Fine. I can pay your balance. It will get me out of here?”
He simply nodded, and hope bloomed within her.
“I can go wherever I want? And you’ll leave me alone?”
Studying her for a moment longer, he arched a brow. “Alone? I thought this whole,” his hand motioned to the chaos around them, “ordeal was because you didn’t want to be alone.” 
Sekhmet stared hard at Kyril, not even blinking as he sputtered at the dead look in her gaze. “Sometimes alone is better than being with those who don’t want you.”
Empathy might have been something she struggled with, but in this moment it was sympathy that she couldn’t conjure into her heart.
Not even when Kyril made a move to step forward, maybe to take her into his arms and whisper sweet apologies. She would have none of it and focused only on her freedom. With wide eyes, he brought his hand up to his line of vision, watching as first his fingers, then his palm dissolved into a dusty sand to disperse on the mysterious breeze blowing in the room.
“No, Sekhmet, I’m sorry! Please, don’t do this.”
Sekhmet could feel, even if she couldn’t empathize with what others were feeling. Maybe if she had this quality, this trait, she would have seen his betrayal coming. Maybe he wouldn’t have betrayed me in the first place?
His pleas broke her heart even as it hardened her too. “No, Kyril. You showed me exactly how you felt about me today. You tried to kill me.” The last was spoken through gritted teeth, and she willed the dusting faster, his other hand and arm matching the first, his feet following in the same fashion. “My love kept you alive, and you killed that too.” 
Staring at his beautiful blue eyes, she shed exactly one tear for him and locked the rest away. He would get no more of a reaction from her, he would feel no satisfaction from succeeding in hurting her. None. 
His legs were now faded, until he existed just as a torso. Her throat tightened as if a vise squeezed, or perhaps from the remembered feel of Kyril’s perfectly placed palm. Shaking herself of the thoughts, she spoke to him one last time, whispering between just the two of them.
“May you receive the justice you deserve.” 
And with that, he was gone.




[image: image-placeholder]

One year later 
Giddiness flowed through Maya’s veins like molten gold as she shut the door behind the last patron. Finally, her night was almost over. 
Or rather just beginning…
The sly thought passed through her mind as she turned back around, her boots thudding over the brand new, shiny hardwood floor of the bar as she walked right past Theo. Pausing at the hallway entrance, she turned to study her family’s bar. The golden threads in the tapestry featuring her three felines glimmered in the low, exposed lighting of the bar. The new lights also highlighted her favorite pieces of Asher’s art. He was in the process of opening his own gallery, but for now she was proud to showcase whatever he would give her. 
They’d refurbished the entire bar with the Keepers’ funds. Apparently, if your family’s funds amassed interest over hundreds of years, you could live quite the nice life.
Maya still owned the bar, but she’d promoted Theo to manager while she’d taken time off to get used to her new… abilities. 
Let’s go with that.
Yeah, she’d played hooky for a few weeks to get used to the new strength that never seemed to fade. Just like Ra promised them, her strength and agility stayed as strong as their bond. Her men literally couldn’t keep their paws off her.
Not that she was complaining. As a matter of fact…
She clacked her new piercing against her teeth, the metal ball resting comfortably on the top of her tongue.
Maya had a surprise for the guys, and it wasn’t the average candy and flowers.
Turning away from the beautiful bar that she would never grow tired of looking at, she turned and jogged to her office to finish up some last minute paperwork. The guys had been out all day, doing only the gods knew what.
She didn’t blame them. Maya had been gone from the bar for half the day, getting her new piercing and a little something extra.
Let’s just say her advanced healing, which came alongside the shifter strength and speed, would come in handy tonight.
While she was crunching numbers and entering payroll, her thoughts turned to the events of last year, surprised to realize it had already been so long. It seemed like yesterday.
After Sekhmet destroyed the only thing she loved to satisfy Ma’at and leave her prison, she’d disappeared. They didn’t know where she was to this day, and Maya was glad. She never wanted to see the woman again, knowing how close Maya had come to losing her men because of her. 
After Sekhmet left, Ra had poofed them back to the bar, then up and disappeared in a beam of sunlight. 
Naturally. 
A lot of talks had followed their return to normalcy, as she and the guys figured out how to live a boring life. They’d all apologized profusely, for months on end, until she’d finally told them to shut up or get out. 
It was night and day, the way they fawned over her and catered to her every need, compared to the cruel coldness they’d showed her for all of a few hours.
It was in the past. And there it would stay.
Only a short while later, she shut her laptop with a sinful grin decorating her lips. The guys would be home soon, and she had just enough time to arrive before they did.
Calling goodnight to Theo, she winked when he leaned around the hallway wall to respond. Then, she was gone. 
They didn’t live above the bar anymore. It had been cozy with just one person, but when you permanently added three other men to her one bedroom studio?
Hell no.
They had their moments. Messy, men moments. Like throwing their laundry right beside the hamper or leaving their dishes beside the sink. Or even worse—in the sink with water to “let it soak.” 
They also had what she liked to call their cat moments. When she cooked, they’d go back for seconds when they still had food on their plate, and then not even finish it all. If she got annoyed with them, all she had to do was break out the laser pointer. Never had she seen someone’s focus shift so quickly.
It ended a lot of arguments. 
They would, of course, resolve and talk it out eventually… in bed. 
But she loved them. Every bad habit, every quirk, every piece of them.
Yeah, Maya was getting more used to the word, and she no longer cringed every time it came out of her mouth. 
The drive home was peaceful, if cold. February was a brutal month no matter where you lived, but thankfully she had three bedmates to keep her warm. 
Excitement thrummed through her as she turned down their driveway, still empty of other cars. She grinned. Maya probably still had enough time to shower and get everything ready by the time they got home.
Rushing inside, she grabbed her bag of new goodies and unlocked the door with her thumbprint. 
No, they didn’t live in the same mansion they first visited to learn information about their pasts. They did however, live in a cottage two streets over… an oversized one with six bedrooms. The mansion was just too big for them, and with their backgrounds consisting of unconventional beginnings, they’d agreed that the home was too lavish.
Six bedrooms and three bathrooms was still humongous to all of them, and it took some adjusting, especially when any of them were home alone, but it would suit them if they ever decided to have kids.
Rushing through a shower, changing, and putting the final touches on her outfit, or lack thereof, she waltzed downstairs bubbling with happiness like a glass of damned champagne. 
Speaking of… she opened a bottle, the pop of the cork and fizz in the glass the perfect ending to a busy day.
Balancing the bottle and three extra glasses on her way to the living room, she rushed to get everything ready. Maya lit a starter stick and placed it under the logs in the fireplace, blowing at the small flame to make it grow. She sighed at the toasty heat. All her bare skin in the cold air sent chills over her flesh, so she grabbed a glass of champagne and stood in front of the fire.
The garage door sounded, signaling their return. When the guys finally walked in, they were silent, their feet shuffling, and the sound of the door slamming echoed through the room. 
Had she forgot to mention part of her gift was new lingerie? Black, barely-there lace covered her body. A lace thong split her ass cheeks in half, which was the first thing the guys saw, since she was facing the fireplace, the flames dancing against her skin and reflecting in the bubbles of the champagne. 
Slowly, she turned to find their eyes glued to her, eating up the sight of her gift. Her bra was basically two pieces of fabric tied together between her breasts, wound around her back and clipped together. From there, two more straps crossed over her sides and back around her stomach, framing her belly button and connecting to the panties. The lace that dripped from the cups of her bra made a… yes, that was a heart.
Cliché as fuck. But she could tell they loved it, if the way they adjusted the bulges in their pants served as anything to go by. 
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” she teased, taking a slow sip of champagne with her left hand, showing off the decoration now inked into her skin.
Amir’s eyes darkened at the mark that stained her flesh forever, and she smirked as he crossed the room in long-legged strides. Grasping her glass, he set it on the coffee table before holding her arm up for inspection. Three small paw prints now decorated the underside of her forearm, physical, permanent proof that she was forever theirs. 
He leaned down to kiss her cheek, lingering to growl in her ear, “I can’t wait to tie your hands above your head and fuck you while your tattoos glimmer in the candlelight.” 
Her breath caught in her throat as she leaned back to see the wicked grin on his face. 
Gods, she loved him and his kinky ass fetishes.
“Yes, please.” Maya breathed the words.
Asher suddenly appeared beside Amir, and he pulled her into his arms. His warm skin heated hers instantly, even through his full layer of clothes, and she sighed as he tugged her closer, tilting her backward. Without hesitation, he swooped in to take her mouth, pulling back only seconds after she opened to him. 
“Another present?” His words came out half curious, half begging for it to be true. 
In answer, she only stuck her tongue out, showing off the little metal ball that decorated the center of her tongue. 
“You’re fucking kidding me,” Amir stated over Asher’s shoulder. She caught his fire lit gaze and winked in answer, pulling an actual groan from his throat at just the idea.
“Quit hogging her!” August called from behind both of them, and she grinned as she stepped away from Asher. 
As she approached him, she noticed his hands were tucked behind his back. “Whatcha got there?” she asked with an arched brow.
His grin was more excitement than anything, but she didn’t think it was because of the sexy outfit she was wearing, only adding to her curiosity.
“Okay, stop teasing me! What is it?” Maya tried to hide the giddiness in her voice, but she didn’t do a very good job. She loved surprises, and as she had learned on her birthday, her men were very good at them. 
“We got you two things. One, is this little guy right here…” His arms shifted against the tight button-up shirt he was wearing, a short sleeve one in February, and she promised to give him shit… later.
Tears sprang to her eyes when she saw what he held in his hands. It was an exact replica of Pharaoh, the lucky cat from her bar, though maybe a smidge larger.
Her hands lifted to cover her mouth as she stared at the cute little figurine. “How—I mean, where did you find one just like it?” 
Asher piped up from behind her, leaning his head against her shoulder and wrapping his arms around her waist as she took the clay cat in her hands. “Well, you know I can draw?” 
She nodded in answer.
“I drew an example of the cat, as closely as I could remember, then we collected the clay from the broken model, pieced it together as tightly as we could, and used more clay to fill in the holes. Then we coated the outside of him in new clay and had him painted and fired. No biggie.”
Maya remember the hundreds of pieces that her clay cat had shattered into and knew damned well it was a biggie. 
No words came to mind to voice the emotions that swelled within her. “I don’t even know what to say.” The tears tracked soundlessly, and she recognized how lucky she was in this moment. Her family might be gone, but she was making her own.
“We made her cry!” August stepped forward, concerned, but just like the cat he was, he cuddled up close, kneeling and laying his head against her stomach and wrapping his arms around her waist. She laughed as Amir kissed her cheek, and she was surrounded by the loves of her life. 
“That’s not all. We have more.” 
“More?” Wiping her tears away, she stared incredulously at the little cat in her hands. “This is more than enough. And I have you. That’s all I need.” 
“Oh, you won’t be saying that when you see who we brought you,” Asher teased.
If she had cat’s ears, they would be perked in interest. “You brought me a who?” 
Asher disappeared for a moment, going back out to the garage and returning with something else held behind his back. Narrowing her eyes, she readied herself for another bout of tears, because if whatever else they had was anywhere near close to what the first gift was, she was going to—
“Oh my gods, you got me a fucking cat!” Her squeal was shrill to her own ears, and she tried to rein in the excitement as her tone hit new octaves. She bounced on her feet, lightly shoving August out of the way so she could get to the little critter. Taking him gently into her arms, she stole him from Asher and pulled him close, cooing to him instantly.
“Oh my gods, he’s so cute! Look at him!” Maya did just that, seeing the cute little golden bow around his neck, and three— “Look at him!” 
Her voice squeaked dangerously high as she saw three pieces of matching jewelry strung around the little black kitten’s neck. “What is that?” 
Untying the bow with one hand, she cradled the sleepy kitty close, his pretty green eyes fluttering shut as he purred himself to sleep. By the time the bow was undone, she held three perfect rings in her palm, each a different shade of gold, with oddly shaped diamonds on top. 
“What are these?” When she turned around, rings in one hand, sleepy kitten in the other, she found all three of her cats down on one knee.
Amir, Asher, and August each took one ring, and without them even uttering a word, she nodded and held out her hand. They slid their rings on one by one, until all three clicked together with a resounding snick, the three shapes forming a perfect triangle to claim her as theirs. 
Tears sprang to her eyes again, and she almost rolled her eyes at what her life had become.
Am I seriously getting engaged on Valentine’s Day?
In my living room?
In my underwear?
As she looked down at the three loving, attentive, perfect men that had crashed into her life on four paws, she decided that yes, she was.










Hello there! 
Thank you for reading! 
I hope you loved it! If so, come hang out with us on Facebook, in The Koled Cave, or sign up for my newsletter to stay up to date on upcoming releases.
If you'd like access to NSFW artwork, plus bonus content from other works, check out my Patreon.
 www.patreon.com/lanakoleauthor
Visit my website to get your paws on any of my books personalized and signed.
www.lanakoleauthor.com  
Until next time, Lana
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