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      Keep my head down, get good grades, and become a shifting demi-lion while fiercely protecting my pack of gorgeous monster girls from the vicious diurnal faction. What was the first thing again?

      Something primal is lurking under the belly of Green Valley University, but there’s no way for Evan to know that.

      All he’s worried about is trying to study while sitting next to a redheaded beauty. Her skintight jeans and ungodly low-cut crop-top are making it impossible to focus.

      But the feeling is mutual. She won't stop watching him, and he’ll soon find out that she needs more than just to be bedded. After class, Ali reveals her animalistic nature, and Evan’s picture-perfect college world is about to come undone.

      And it’s not just her. She’s got roommates. There’s the tall, fluffy-eared brunette with glowing amber eyes and impossibly long legs. There’s also the petite, skittish blonde with a perfect bubble behind and an equally-perfect tail—and this one might act like she's scared of Evan, but the wagging suggests otherwise.

      Evan quit firefighting to get a master’s degree, but now he has to fight the fire inside of him—as the lion inside awakens with a roar. He’d do unspeakable things to protect the girls from the other demi-humans—the ones that hunt at night for his pack and their sacred hidden artifact.

      But the diurnal faction never accounted for Evan.

      Something’s happened to him. It’s not just his heightened senses. He can feel it in his body. Turning. Changing. Gnawing to get out.

      There’s a beast inside of him, and it doesn't care about grades.
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      Sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating my classmate’s curly red hair. Her eyes reflected the clouds outside, the large window wrapped around the lab enough to let the sunshine warm the lab.

      She was probably warm, I thought, especially as I looked up at the beret she was wearing. I knew little about fashion, but it looked good on her, especially with the tight waist high jeans that left little to the imagination and the yellow crop top that showed just enough of her skin to see how soft and pale it was, the curve of her breasts just visible enough to suggest that she was both well-endowed and modest.

      “Do you mind if I sit here?” she asked, gesturing to the chair next to me. I had intended to sit by myself, but when her eyes grew wider as I hesitated, I shook my head.

      “Go for it. It’s not taken.”

      She smiled at me, brushing her hair behind her shoulder before she grabbed the chair and slid it away from the lab table. She sat down, a little clumsily, and I pried my eyes away from her as I noticed that she was the only student not wearing a lab coat.

      The professor, a stout man in his late fifties, cleared his throat. I forced myself to look away from her and stare at him, though he wasn’t nearly as good to look at.

      “Good morning, everyone,” he said, looking around the room. Behind him, a large projection screen read Fundamentals of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology. He introduced himself to the class and talked through the syllabus as the girl sitting next to me grabbed a notebook out of her tote bag, and flipped it open in front of her.

      She was already taking notes, but I had my recorder going in front of me. I found that I could remember things much better when I listened to lectures on a run later or the next day. It helped with my recollection, a skill I’d been honing since I was a teenager.

      Words were easy to memorize. Faces were harder, but I could still recall them well enough.

      Smoke billowed around me.

      The bitter metallic taste got in my mouth. I exhaled it before I’d processed what was going on, then shot my gaze up so I could look at the tile ceiling. I heard something being pulled, the flicker of an electrical impulse, and my heart jumped in my throat.

      The student sitting next to me heard it too, because she tilted her head up, her eyes growing large with concern. In my periphery, I could see a muscle along her jaw clench, her furrowed brow hidden by her red fringe.

      Then there was the smell, which happened before I heard the sound. Instinctively, I extended my arm so I could push the girl back, so I could protect her—I could see the tile in the ceiling about to come loose, and I worried that what would follow was an electrical fire of some sort. If it fell on us, I’d have enough time to push her out of the way.

      The tile stopped, hanging down, and she laughed with relief. The other students were looking at the tile, and the professor had stopped talking.

      “Wow,” she said, turning to look at me. “Thank you, I really thought that was going to…”

      “It’s okay,” I said, and before I could say anything else, there was a quiet popping sound as the tile tumbled down toward us. Without thinking about it, I jumped out of my chair and pushed her away with an outstretched arm, but there was no need.

      The tile bounced on the table. I didn’t expect it to go flying, but it did, bouncing right on our professor, who’d taken a few steps back but had nowhere else to go. A spark from whatever had loosened the suspended ceiling jumped, and before I knew it, it had set some of the posters next to the professor on fire.

      Within seconds, smoke billowed around us. The lab was going up in flames.

      My lab partner stared, her eyes reflecting the roaring fire. The professor looked like he was trapped between the ceiling tile that had just fallen and his wooden desk, which had yet to catch fire. The tile was right in front of him, and the fire was consuming it so quickly I thought it was going to get to him before I could.

      I knew that it was a dangerous move, since the fire had started in front of us and was spreading wildly. If I didn’t get this under control in time, everyone was probably going to get hurt, especially the professor.

      Knowing how to fight fires helped at times like this, but mostly, what helped was being able to run. And I could run, before the fire got worse, before it found its way to more synthetic materials.

      I made sure to edge the desk out of the way and gestured toward him.

      “Get out,” I exclaimed. “Pull the alarm.”

      He nodded, mouthing something at me as he walked past. He was walking briskly out of the room, obviously trying not to break into a run. All the students followed him, and I was immediately relieved. I heard them file out, and I caught the girl who had been sitting next to me from the corner of my eye, craning her neck so she could look back at me. There was no time to stare at her; I needed to fix the fire so we could get back to class.

      I drove my elbow into the emergency glass case housing the fire extinguisher and pointed it toward the fire as I felt the stares of my classmates through the window, boring into my skin. I pulled the pin and pointed the nozzle at the base of the fire, squeezing the handle to release it. The fire flickered and died as I swept the fire extinguisher over it, the sound of popping embers slowly replaced by the sharp sound of the fire alarm.

      I took a deep breath, appraising the lab, which was mostly unscathed, except for the ceiling tile and the poster next to the screen. The fire alarm was piercing, but I looked up, curious as to why no sprinklers had been activated with the smoke.

      I picked up my head to look out the window, catching a glimpse of my lab partner. She smiled gratefully at me, waving shyly, and I sighed as I smiled back at her.

      Even through the glass pane, I could see her curves as she continued flashing me a timid smile, twirling a strand of fire red hair between her fingers.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed at me.

      I shook my head back at her. “Yeah,” I mouthed back at her. “Sure.”
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      After the fire, class was cancelled. I heard my classmates talking as I walked back into the lab so I could grab my things. I stuffed my recorder into my bag, looking around at the wreckage. Things could’ve been a lot worse, but I still hadn’t figured out what had caused the fire or why nothing had seemed to stop it.

      When I left the lab again, everyone had dispersed. Except for my lab partner.

      She leaned against the wall outside the lab, wiggling her foot nervously. I hadn’t noticed how long her hair was until she brushed it behind her shoulder again. It tumbled down her shoulders, her fingers long and slim when she did. She stood up slowly when she saw me, setting her blue eyes on me.

      “How did you know that was going to happen?” she asked, her eyes sparkling.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have been standing right below it.”

      A smile parted her generous pink lips, her smooth pale skin glowing as she stepped into the sunlight. “I’m Ali,” she said. She straightened up, and for a second, I wondered if she was going to give me her hand to shake.

      She didn’t. She looked up at me instead, her bright blue eyes narrowing.

      “Evan,” I said, smiling at her.

      She looked me up and down, her cheeks reddening when she did, the smattering of freckles over her nose suddenly becoming more visible. And she was a delight to look at, especially when she it was obvious she felt shy, her slender white neck hidden by her red hair as she twirled a strand of hair nervously around her finger.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her when she said nothing else. “That made for an interesting first class.”

      Ali shrugged. “I’ll live. It was a little scary, but…”  she twisted her lips before she spoke again. “Anyway. It’s fine. I’m sure it was nothing.”

      It didn’t sound like nothing, but I didn’t want to scare her. “Yeah. I’ll see you next class, Ali,” I said. I made a move to turn around, but before I could, her hand was on my shoulder.

      I turned around to face her, surprised at how wide her eyes were and how innocent she looked.

      “Wait,” she asked, dropping her hand instantly. “Do you mind walking me home? I live just outside of campus. It’s not far. I normally wouldn’t ask, but I’m pretty shaken up.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I mean, it looks forty-five minutes just opened up for me.”

      She bit her lower lip, the pink in her cheeks darkening.
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      Ali walked slowly, wind kicking at her red curls. I had to slow down to match my pace with hers as we made idle conversation about the weather. When we finally left campus, she looked up at me and something flickered in her eyes, but she said nothing.

      I didn’t want to push it. Whatever was going on with her, I assumed she would tell me when she was ready.

      “I could’ve sworn I heard something snap,” she said. “But I just… I wasn’t quick enough. You knew something was wrong straight away.”

      “No; if I had, I would’ve gotten you out of there before there was a fire. I’m sure we could all learn molecular biology online anyway,” I said.

      She clutched her phone in her hands, cocking her head as she did. I noticed the beret didn’t move when she moved her neck, which surprised me. She must have kept it there with bobby pins or something. I didn’t know anything about hair, and I wasn’t going to ask.

      “I’m glad we’re not,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to this for a while.”

      I waited for her to continue, her blue eyes shining as she set her gaze on me, but she said nothing.

      “Yeah, this is a hard program to get into,” I offered.

      She looked up at me and nodded, her lips a straight line. We were standing in front of a small brick building, an office on the bottom floor, with large concrete steps leading up to an ornate black door.

      “Do you want to come in?” she asked, cocking her head.

      I stopped myself from looking her up and down. She was so pretty, with her thick rich auburn hair cascading in waves down to her back, the corners of her rosy pink lips turned slightly upward. I must’ve taken too long to answer, because soon, she was shaking her head, a blush spreading over her face.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean… I just wanted to get you like, a cup of coffee or something. It’s the least I can do after you literally saved my life.”

      I smiled at her. “All I did was stick my arm out in front of you.”

      She furrowed her brow, her eyes narrowing as she crossed her arms over her chest. There was a glint in her eyes, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

      “What?” I asked her.

      “I don’t believe it for a second,” she said. “This modesty act you’re putting on.”

      I shook my head, smiling back at her despite myself. She hadn’t said much about herself and I’d confused it for shyness. That seemed like a pretty brazen assessment about someone she didn’t really know, and suddenly, it immediately clicked. She wasn’t shy.

      She was quiet, but I didn’t think it was because she was timid. It seemed like a calculated move, a strategic quietness that was unsettling and attractive all at once.

      “So?” she asked, her gaze flitting away from my face when I continued staring at her.

      “I’m not particularly modest, no,” I replied. “I usually just wait until I have something good to brag about.”

      “And this isn’t even in the top ten?” she laughed when she said it, her eyes still glued to the ground as she chewed on her bottom lip. She looked ethereal even in the crisp light of the morning, her red-gold hair surrounding her dainty face like a halo.

      “Do you want to hear the top ten?”

      “Maybe over coffee,” she said. “If you’re coming in.”

      She picked up her head to look at me again, her sapphire eyes burning into my skin.

      I had nowhere to go. I needed to study, but there was nothing to study, yet. Ali was beautiful, too, and even though it was a weird time of the day, I didn’t want to turn her down. It was only one day, it wouldn’t be that much of a distraction.

      Plus, there was a chance that she really did just mean coffee. She had been pretty shaken up.

      “Alright. Coffee sounds great, actually.”

      It looked like she was going to grab my hand to pull me toward the door as she inched closer to me, but she thought better of it and dropped it inches away from mine. She was so close I could practically feel the heat rolling off her skin.

      My gaze darted up to her face, taken aback at the expression on her face. She looked like she was fighting the urge to touch me, but it still didn’t seem like she wanted to back away.

      So I crossed the space between us, hooking one of her slender, perfectly manicured fingers in mine. Her skin was soft and surprisingly cool to the touch, and her breath hitched a little when I touched her.

      I felt it too, though I didn’t know what it was. It felt like electricity coursing through my fingertips, as if touching her had set a part of me alight that I didn’t even know existed. I’d been with plenty of girls, and sometimes, if they were particularly cute or smart, or really into me, I felt something. A spark. A connection.

      This was more than that. It felt primal. Animalistic.

      “Right,” she said, disentangling herself from me, her eyes wide. “Coffee.”

      Immediately I wanted to touch her again, but I stopped myself. She walked away from me, and for the first time since I met her, I got a good look at her slim waist and the way it flared into her rounded hips, into the swell of her impressive ass. Even if I hadn’t just touched her, I would’ve felt myself stir at the way she looked when she climbed up those steps and away from me. From where I was, I could see the thin lines of her panties right above her ass.

      She stopped right before she got to the door. I forced myself to look away from her generous ass, trying to get a hold of myself, ignoring how much I wanted to keep staring at her.

      I thought she would reach into her purse to get her keys, but from where I was standing, I could tell she took them off a chain around her neck instead.

      “Come on, Evan,” she said as the lock clicked open.

      I sprinted up the steps, joining her at the top as she pushed it open with the palm of her hand.

      “Hey, before we go in,” she said. “There’s something you should know.”

      I looked down at her, concerned at the doubt written all over her face. “What is it?”

      “My roommates,” she said after a few seconds and she went back chewing on her lower lip. “They can be a little… I don’t know. If they get weird, just ignore them, okay?”

      I blinked. “What’s wrong with your roommates?”

      She laughed under her breath. “That’s going to take way longer than one cup of coffee to explain,” she said, opening the door and disappearing into her living room.

      I stepped in behind her, all while I wondered what the fuck she was talking about.
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      I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. Ali’s apartment was pretty bare, an L-shaped couch in front of a large TV on an old wooden stand. Nothing was hanging on the walls out in the living room. The living room smelled like lemon-scented cleaner.

      Ali walked to the kitchen on the other side of the room. I watched her walk away, her hips swaying a little as she craned her neck to look over her shoulder. She threw her hair back when she did, her black bra strap sliding down her arm. She fumbled to get it to snap back into place, the pink in her cheeks deepening as she met my gaze.

      “How do you take your coffee?” she asked as I approached her. I could hear the low hum of the refrigerator as soon as I sat at the counter island and put my bag on the counter in front of me. In the distance, it sounded like a laundry machine was running.

      “Black.”

      “Great. The right way,” she said. She moved around the kitchen lightly, clearly aware of where everything was, turning back now and then to smile at me.

      She didn’t have to. I would’ve been happy to stare at her slim waist, my gaze traveling south amongst her curves every time she needed to stand on the tips of her toes to get something from a higher shelf. I could’ve offered to help, but I didn’t think she wanted me to. It felt like she was enjoying showing off for me, and I planned to enjoy every second of it.

      Ali finished putting the water in the machine, turning around to face me. She leaned down so that her elbows were on the countertop in front of her, pushing her breasts together when she did. “So,” she said, brushing a strand of red hair away from her face. “How are you liking school so far?”

      I smiled at her. I knew she just wanted to make conversation, considering that classes hadn’t really started. “Honestly, it’s a transition. I didn’t think I’d be back here at all after I graduated a few years ago, but you know, doing this master’s, it seemed important.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “What did you do after you graduated?”

      “I was a firefighter,” I said.

      She furrowed her brow, her pupils dilating when she set her gaze on mine. “You have to go to school for that?”

      I shook my head, smiling at her. “No,” I said. “That’s not what I went to college for. My degree was in biochemistry, and as soon as I graduated, I got an offer to go work at this production facility where they make silicon parts.”

      “That sounds…” she trailed off, biting on her lower lip as she did, looking me up and down as if she couldn’t believe it. When I looked back at her, she turned her head a little bit as her gaze darted away from me.

      I could see the soft shadows her hair cast on her flawless pale skin.

      “Dumb?”

      “No, it just doesn’t seem like it would suit you.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I just wanted to make more of a difference, so I decided to train to become a firefighter. I felt like it was the right time. I figured if I burned out I could always go back to working at a lab.”

      She giggled quietly. “You’re funny.”

      I cocked my head, smiling back at her as she beamed at me. “Thanks,” I said.

      “So why stop?”

      “I didn’t stop,” I said. “Not exactly. I still want to help. I just want to do it on a larger scale, you know? Working for emergency services, you can only help some people at once. But actually researching diseases, you can change the world for good.”

      She stared at me, her eyes narrow, a question in her eyes.

      I cleared my throat. “Anyway, what about you?” I asked her. “What are you trying to get out of this?”

      “It’s a long story,” she replied, straightening up and brushing herself off. “But there’s this whole genetic thing in my family and I thought…”

      She trailed off when the coffee machine beeped. “Hold that thought, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She turned back to look at me, a half-smile playing on her lips. She walked slowly, leaning down so I could see her curves when she poured the coffee. I heard the liquid pouring, but I wasn’t watching it—I was still watching her, and she clearly knew it.

      “Here you go,” she said, turning around with a steaming cup of coffee in her hands.

      She placed it in front of me, splashing a little of the hot liquid on her hand, but she didn’t appear to notice. I grabbed it and had to stop myself from wincing at how hot it was, and how little she seemed to care about it. She walked back to the counter to grab her own coffee, and this time, she swept her hair in front of her shoulder. Her hair was so long, the moment she brushed it away from her face my gaze darted to her waist.

      “Thank you,” I said, sipping the far-too-hot coffee. “This is nice.”

      “I hope it’s not too strong.”

      I shook my head, letting the hot liquid cover my tongue. “No,” I said. “Not at all. So you were saying?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said, her hands wrapped around her mug. She took a sip of her coffee, tilting her head back so she could swallow, and I watched her throat work when she did.

      She finished the coffee all at once, which seemed like an entirely impossible task, but she’d done it anyway, as if it were nothing. She put the mug down on the countertop right in front of me. “Thanks again for saving my life, Evan…”

      “Wakefield,” I said. “And you’re very welcome.”

      Her gaze darted between my lips and my eyes, and then she had closed the space between us by balancing her body on her forearms, her breasts being pushed together as she pressed her lips against mine. This must’ve taken her considerable effort, because she was small and delicate, and she had to lift herself up off the ground so she could kiss me. I kissed her back, her lips perfectly soft against mine, her breath tickling my skin.

      I could tell she wanted me from the way her breath hitched in her throat when she moved back. She threw her hair behind her shoulder—something she seemed to do when she was nervous—and through the fabric of her clothes, I could see how hard her nipples already were.

      “Sorry,” she said, chewing on her lower lip. “I shouldn’t have done that, I just…”

      I brushed a strand of hair away from her face, touching her silky-smooth skin with the tip of my fingers. “It’s okay. I liked it. Do you want to do it again?”

      She stopped holding herself up and sunk down, no longer on her toes. She looked so small then, I wanted to take her in my arms and press her body against mine. I wanted to do more than just that, but I didn’t want to overwhelm her, either, and she seemed so timid all of a sudden.

      “I do,” she said, walking around the island so she was close to me. I looked up at her face, though her breasts were completely level with me. I tried not to focus on the way her chest heaved with every breath she took, her nipples hard and her cleavage spilling eagerly over the top of her bra.

      I quieted her with a kiss, pressing my lips against hers. As soon as we touched again, I felt a shiver down my spine, immediately feeling pleasure spreading over my skin, warm and heady.

      She opened her mouth to allow me in and our tongues warred for a second as I put my hands on her midriff, her skin soft under my fingertips. I knew she was slim, but she felt surprisingly tiny as my hands enveloped her. She was small and soft, hot and pliant, and when she opened her mouth a little more, I let myself get carried away and kissed her harder.

      She panted as she moved away from me, brushing her hair behind her shoulder again, and I had to hold back a smile.

      “Ali…”

      “Wait,” she said. “I want this. I want you. But…”

      “It’s okay. We don’t have to do anything you aren’t ready for,” I said, moving away from her and taking her hands in mine. There was barely any weight to her fingers, warmth rolling off her skin.

      She shook her head, tilting her face away from me. “I am. There’s something about me that you need to know, though, Evan. I’m actually a…”

      She stopped talking when a door opened in the distance.

      “Ali, stop,” a feminine voice said from the living room.

      Ali took a step away from me, blanching as she did, digging the corner of the island into her skin.

      I turned, curious to see who had stopped us.

      “Hi,” the raven-haired girl said. “I’m Maya. Ali’s roommate.”
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      Ali’s roommate was the complete opposite of her, her raven black hair glowing in the lights. Maya wore her hair up in a bun, the only accessory on her head a thick golden headband. Loose tendrils softened her oval-shaped face, her lips full and rounded over what looked like perfect teeth.

      She was taller than Ali, entirely made of flowing flesh and hungry curves, perfectly round in all the right places. She wore a nightdress that barely went halfway down her thighs, and I could see the soft shadows on her golden olive skin even from where I was standing.

      “Maya,” Ali said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      Maya crossed her arms over her chest, pushing her ample breasts together, and I let my gaze wander down just for a second so I could catch her curves as they tapered down to her neckline.

      “I didn’t know you were here either,” Maya said, her breasts bouncing when she spoke. I forced myself to look up at her face. “Or that you had brought a friend.”

      “This is Evan,” Ali said. “He saved my life this morning.”

      “From what? Did you not look both ways before crossing the street or something?” Maya said.

      I thought Ali would be upset, but she laughed instead. “Oh, stop it,” she said, turning to me. “Don’t take her too seriously. Her bark is way worse than her bite.”

      “You’ve never felt my bite,” Maya said. That time, I could hear a smile in her voice. “Did you just make coffee?”

      Ali rolled her eyes, backing away from me. I wondered if she was going to say anything to get rid of her roommate, but she didn’t. Maya walked up to the counter, poured herself a cup of coffee, and watched us. She was clearly enjoying the way the uncomfortable silence stretched between us, how quiet Ali had gotten as soon as Maya walked past her.

      “Thank you,” Maya said once she’d poured herself the mug of coffee, leaning against the fridge, her gaze darting between us. “So, Evan. What did you save her from?”

      “There was some sort of incident,” Ali answered. “A fire. Something snapped and one of the ceiling tiles came loose right in front of me.”

      Maya’s expression darkened. “Where?”

      “The lab,” I said. “Dr. Davidson’s class.”

      Maya’s gaze darted between Ali and me, her mouth half open. It was clear she wanted to say something, but she didn’t know me, and there was no reason for her to trust me. After Ali mentioned how strange her roommates were, I should’ve been prepared.

      I didn’t find Maya strange, though. I found her fascinating. There was something magnetic about her, too, about the slight defiance in the way she set her jaw and the glint in her deep brown eyes.

      I tried to hold back a smile. I had never backed away from a challenge.

      They obviously needed to have a conversation, though, so I cleared my throat. “Can I use your bathroom?”

      “Sure,” Ali said. “First door on the right.”

      I walked away from them, looking around the apartment as I did. It was surprisingly big, all things considered, and the moment I walked away from the living room, I could see little bits of personality. It looked less like a showroom and more like an actual living space. An accent table lined with greeting cards led into the dark hallway, and it took me a little while to find the light switch inside the bathroom.

      It smelled like lavender and soap, but also a little like Ali. I checked my reflection in the mirror as I turned on the tap. I needed a haircut and there were shadows under my eyes, probably because I hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep with the move to school, but I looked fine other than that. I washed my face, letting the water splash over my face as I heard distant voices talking quietly. Once it sounded like they were done, I turned the tap off, and walked outside the bathroom.

      I almost had to take a step back when I craned my neck up, surprised when I felt someone in my vicinity. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit hallway, to set my gaze on the silhouette standing in front of me.

      The golden mist of her hair surrounded her pale, pretty face, her eyes bright and green as she set her gaze on me. I only had a second to let my gaze slide down her body. She was petite and flowerlike, with apricot colored skin and long curled eyelashes that reached her perfectly manicured brows. The only thing she wore was a white t-shirt that went right below her ass, and she didn’t appear to be wearing a bra under it, her hard pink nipples clearly visible under the soft white fabric. Even through her clothes, I could see how perfectly round and full her breasts were, surprisingly big for her slight frame.

      She didn’t seem to mind that I was looking at her, but I didn’t want to stare, so I tilted my head up so I could look back at her face.

      “Excuse me,” she said, walking past me, her voice so soft and feminine I had to strain to hear her. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      She rushed at me, and I watched as she closed the door behind her. Perhaps it was my imagination, but it seemed to me like she was wearing one of those diadems with ears on it, which surprised me, considering how little else she wore.

      She shut the door loudly after herself, so hard that the door shook when she did. I looked at it for a minute before I walked away from it and back to the kitchen, where Ali and Maya both quieted down the moment they saw me.

      I realized Maya wasn’t going to leave us alone. She stood leaning next to the kitchen counter, taking a sip from what appeared to be an entirely empty mug, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “I should probably go,” I said, grabbing my bag. “Thanks again for the coffee.”

      “Sure thing,” Ali replied, flashing me a smile. “Let me walk you out.”

      She didn’t have to do much; the front door was only a few steps away from the kitchen, and we were still in full view of Maya, who was watching us with what seemed like suspicion.

      “Sorry about her,” Ali said, dropping her voice to a whisper when she spoke. “I know she can be kind of intense.”

      “I can hear you,” Maya called out from the kitchen.

      Ali rolled her eyes, biting her lower lip as her gaze darted back up to my face.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in class.”

      “Actually, we’re throwing a party on Friday. It’s kind of a low-key thing, but it would be really nice to see you there.”

      It was just one party, and I wanted to see Ali again. She was as pretty as she was nice, and I wanted to know more about her secret. Plus, there was that thing that happened whenever she touched me, the soft hum of electricity feeding off her fingertips.

      She stood on the tips of her toes, pressed a soft kiss against my cheek, and smiled at me. “See you then, hopefully?”

      I resisted the urge to rub my cheek, surprised at how that had felt, at how much I had to fight my body so I wouldn’t sling my arm around her waist and hold her close to me even in front of her roommate.

      “Yeah,” I said before I walked out the door. “I might pop in for a bit.”
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      I woke up at five o’clock in the morning to go for my daily three-mile jog. I usually pushed it a little during the weekends, but it was only Wednesday, and I was still getting used to the campus layout. I transferred all my notes and recordings over to my phone the night before, so I wouldn’t have to worry about it in the morning.

      It was warm outside, but it didn’t matter. I barely paid attention to my notes as I jogged past a few other runners on campus, zoning out as I got my heart rate going, but there was a gap of silence I didn’t want to skip past. Then I heard familiar voices speaking quietly and slowed down a bit so I could hear them over the sound of my footsteps. I had clearly left my recorder on after I’d walked Ali back to her apartment, and I hadn’t realized it at all.

      I told myself that it was probably best if I didn’t listen to the conversation, but right before I could stop it, I heard Maya say my name, and my curiosity was piqued.

      “So it’s Evan Wakefield,” she said. “It’s him.”

      “Maybe it’s not him,” Ali replied, a little too quickly. It sounded like she was out of breath.

      “Please. I could smell it on him the moment he walked in the door. I could smell it on you,” Maya replied. I heard shuffling as she got closer to my bag. “Could you tell as soon as he touched you?”

      Ali said something in a whisper. I couldn’t discern it at all, but then she cleared her throat and spoke, her voice crisp and clear. “I could tell there was something about him, but I don’t know if that’s it. I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions, Maya.”

      “You wouldn’t, but maybe you should,” Maya replied. “This is the kind of thing where you need to go by instinct.”

      Ali seemed to consider this. I sped up my pace, trying to control my breathing. I had no idea what they were talking about, but it was definitely about me, and I was curious to know where they were going with this. I would ask Ali the next time I saw her, at the party, which I was definitely going to attend. At least so I could figure out what the conversation meant.

      “I just don’t want to jump to conclusions. I mean, I would like it if he was the one,” Ali replied after a few seconds. “I like him, honestly. He’s cute. I wouldn’t mind having him around, if it did turn out to be him. I just don’t want to spring this on anyone. It doesn’t seem fair.”

      “It’s not. It’s not fair,” Maya replied, scraping a chair as she pulled it away from the island. “It’s also not fair for us, Ali. How long have we been running? How long have we been hiding?”

      “It’s not all bad,” Ali said. “We get to travel a lot.”

      They both laughed at the same time, a bitter undertone in their voices.

      “It’s time. We’ve been waiting long enough,” Maya’s quiet, more confident voice said. “We need to get him to come back here, and we all need to make sure he’s the one.”

      A pause. Perhaps it was nothing, but it seemed tense.

      “Make sure how?”

      “You know how,” Maya said. “I’ll speak to Faye about this, too, and we can approach him when he comes to the party.”

      “If he comes to the party. He might not. He might know it’s better to stay away from all of this.”

      Maya laughed, and that time, it sounded like she really was amused. “Please. If he can feel it too, I don’t see how he could stay away,” she said. “If he is who I think he is, we’re going to have to convince him to stay somehow. We’ve been waiting for him so long…”

      “Let’s wait until we can talk to Faye, huh? That’ll help us make a plan.”

      “We don’t need a plan, Ali, and you’re far too nice.”

      “We can’t just tell him,” Ali said. “How do you think he’s going to react? He’s not going to believe us. I wouldn’t believe it if I were him.”

      “Exactly,” Maya said. “That’s why we can’t tell him, babe. We’re going to have to show him instead.”
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t gotten Ali’s phone number, which had been a silly oversight all things considered. I wanted to ask her what they were talking about, but I busied myself by studying instead, going to the rest of my classes and trying to focus on what the lecturers were saying. It was only two days until the party, and I was finding it difficult not to go over to Ali’s apartment and demand she tell me what they were talking about.

      It turned out I didn’t have to wait that long. I was sitting outside the library, enjoying the sun as I went over the reading list for the semester, when Ali walked past. I spotted her before she spotted me, but just barely. The day was unseasonably hall for autumn, so the beret she wore that day—a flat black thing that looked like it was very hot on her head—didn’t seem to fit at all. Still, I didn’t stare at her hat too long, focusing instead on the jumpsuit she was wearing. It was a light blue that perfectly complimented her eyes, cinched tightly at the waist to show off her temptingly curved hips. It was low-cut enough that I could see the smooth curve of her jutting breasts along with a faint line of the lacy blue material of her bra.

      “Evan,” she said, walking up to me. She was holding a book in her hands, pressing her breasts together as she walked up to me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was doing it on purpose.

      Still, as great as her tits were, I wasn’t going to be a creep. I made myself look into her eyes, and I had to hold back a smile when I saw the blush spreading over her face.

      “Hey, Ali,” I said.

      “Hey. Are you busy?”

      “Not really. This can wait,” I said, moving my books aside so she could sit next to me on the bench. “What about you? Where are you going?”

      “I was thinking about going to get some food after class, but I think I might just head home. Virology always kind of gives me a headache.”

      “Yeah, that’s a hard elective,” I said, looking her up and down.

      She slumped her shoulders a little, sighing heavily before she answered me, blowing a strand of strawberry hair away from her face. “I don’t know why I chose it. I’m usually pretty good at this kind of stuff, I just didn’t think I’d have such a hard time struggling with the material.”

      “I’m not taking virology but I might be able to help?” I offered. If I could get her one-on-one in private, maybe I could ask her what the hell she’d been talking to her roommate about. “I’m good at studying and I find that I tend to be more productive when I don’t do it alone.”

      She looked up at me, then cast her gaze down, her long lashes casting a shadow over her high cheeks. “So you’re saying we could help each other.”

      Yes. In many ways. “Absolutely,” I said. “If you’re interested.”

      “I’m interested,” she replied, licking her lips, her pupils dilated as she looked up at my face. I felt a smile tug at the corner of my lips. She definitely had more than just studying in mind. “When can you do this?”

      “Hm,” I said, making it a point to glance at my watch as I saw her smile turn into a grin from the corner of my eye. “Well, I’m not doing anything right now.”
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      “Where do you want to do this?” she said, looking up at the library. “We’re probably not going to be able to talk in there.”

      “We could do it at my place. We’d have to drive there, but I only live ten minutes away,” I said, wondering how interested she was.

      She cocked her head and then nodded, her red-gold hair glistening in the sunlight. “Sure. That sounds good.”

      I stood up and offered her my hand. The second her slender fingers intertwined with mine, I felt it again. Whatever it was, it was hot and magnetic, and it bound us together. She stood up then quickly pulled away from me, her eyes wide as she did so. She chewed hard on her lower lip, her blush deepening, and I wanted to ask her if she knew what that was about, because she could feel it too.

      We could both feel it.

      I was completely certain of it.

      We walked back to my car as I let her lead the conversation. She talked about the weather, and about how challenging her classes were. I wanted to ask about her roommates, about the conversation I’d overheard, but I could bide my time.

      There was also how beautiful she was. I wanted to spend time with her, but a large part of it was because I wanted to drink in her beauty. Her tiny waist, her ass round and big on her small frame, the jumpsuit hugging her figure and leaving little to the imagination.

      I liked it when she was next to me and I could drink in her scent, which was as raw and intoxicating as it was delicate. Ever since I was a teenager, I had been able to control myself around beautiful women, and I’d been with my fair share.

      But there was something about her.

      Something about the way she smelled, about the way she looked at me. It didn’t make me feel like myself.

      Instead, I felt like a savage version of myself, brutal and predatory, ready to press her against the side of my car and explore how soft and yielding she was inside.

      I knew I’d do nothing of the sort.

      I wanted her to give herself to me entirely, and she could do it as slowly as she wanted. I had time. I could wait for her.

      I opened the passenger door for her and she smiled at me gratefully. She looked into my eyes before she got in the car, brushing a strand of red hair behind her ear.

      “You’re such a gentleman,” she said. Her gaze darted between my hand and my face, and I could see that she was trying to decide whether to touch me.

      Her gaze darted between my hands and my face, and she dropped her hands to her sides as she sat down on the passenger seat of the car, pushing her long red hair back.

      “Thanks. I try.”

      She smiled at me, and I returned it, a little tersely. I wanted to get back to my place so I could help her with her studies, and so I could find out what she had been talking to Maya about.

      I started the car and backed it out of the parking spot, listening to her soft breathing quicken a little as she stared at me. Her hair was so big, little strands of it touched my elbow enough to tickle me.

      “So why did you choose virology?” I asked once we were on the road.

      “Honestly, I thought it would be easier than it is, and I thought it would be more interesting than microbial genomics,” Ali replied, holding onto the handlebar even though I was barely going above the speed limit. Her nerves were surprising, but I didn’t complain. It did give me a good peek at her profile, at the way her long neck looked when she tilted her head back. From the corner of my eyes, I could see the way her clothes hugged her fine, narrow hips, her generous shapely thighs stretching the fabric of the jumpsuit.

      She rolled her eyes. “I was wrong. Sometimes, I think I should’ve just gone for something easier,” she said, chewing on her lower lip. “I don’t want to bore you, but I’m kind of sick of student life, you know? It feels like it’s been the same forever and I just want something to change.”

      “I get that. Did you start your master’s right after your undergrad?”

      She considered the question. I didn’t think it was a particularly challenging one, but from how long she was taking to answer, I could tell it wasn’t entirely straightforward. “Something like that,” she said.

      “So have you been living with your roommates since then?” I asked, trying to see if I could find an opening to ask.

      “Yes. Well, since freshman year, really. We’re all alums of Rho Chi Rho.”

      “Is that a sorority?”

      She laughed softly. “Sort of,” she replied. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but basically, it’s a cross between an honor society and a legacy one.”

      I waited for her to elaborate.

      She sighed, sinking into her seat. “I don’t want to speak for either one of them, but for me, my life changed when I met them,” she said. “The moment I saw them, I knew they were going to be my family. I know it’s a cheesy thing to say, but I don’t know what I’d do without the two of them. I definitely think I wouldn’t have graduated without their support.”

      It was the time to push it, but I needed to tread carefully. She was obviously skittish and I didn’t want to spook her. “So you all just decided to do your master’s at the same place?”

      She twisted her lips before she answered me. “Something like that,” she said. She waved me off after that, and I knew that there was nothing else I could ask her about it right then.

      I parked in front of the small apartment building I’d just moved into, a concrete building with large loft windows on every façade. I didn’t have to help Ali out of the car. She opened the door, walked out, and I watched the way her ass moved as she took a few steps toward the door.

      I wanted to watch her disappear into my building, because the anticipation building up inside of me was almost too much, and I needed to control myself.

      I knew exactly what was going to happen the moment we walked inside.

      I wanted her to take a beat. I needed her to be sure too.

      When she craned her neck to look back at me, a smile on her pretty face, I got out of the car and walked slowly toward her, my heart beating hard in my chest.
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      Even before I had pushed the door completely open, Ali’s hands were on my biceps. She was small, so she had to stand on her tiptoes, but I slung my arm around her waist and pressed my mouth against hers.

      She returned the kiss, and the moment her lips were on mine, I felt a warm hazy feeling spreading all over me. She pulled away from me for a second, and I looked down at her wide green eyes, at her dainty upturned little nose, at the one dimple on her right cheek. I didn’t want to stare at her too long, and I didn’t have to, because she was pressing her lips up against mine after only a quick break.

      Ali was soft and warm under me. She opened her mouth to allow my tongue inside of hers, and her kiss set off a sharp, wild need in me. I slid my hands down her sides, until my hands smoothed over her generous ass. She jumped up, wrapping her legs around me, her arms wrapped around my neck. She was flush against me, and I knew she could feel how hard I was. I carried her to the elevator, pressing the button to call it as she raked her teeth down my pulse, her hand threading in my hair.

      The elevator took ages to get there, so I took the chance to kiss her on the lips again. She whimpered when I did, throwing her head back so she could look at me. “Evan, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      I swallowed, my gaze darting between her pretty parted lips and her emerald green eyes. “Okay. I can put you down,” I said.

      She locked her legs around me, tightening her grip, and locking her gaze on mine. “Don’t,” she said.

      I smiled, diving down for a kiss as the elevator arrived. I raked my teeth down along her pulse as Ali trembled in my arms, heat rolling off her skin, her body setting me alight. And when she trembled under me, my cock throbbed, already anticipating what she would feel like inside.

      As soon as I walked into the elevator, I pressed her against the wall. I could feel her chest heaving against me as her breath hitched in her throat, and then her hand was on my chest, and she was pushing me softly away.

      “Evan,” her voice was demanding, but there was a glint of playfulness in them, so I couldn’t help but smile again.

      “What?”

      “There is something I have to tell you. Before we do anything.”

      “Tell me,” I said, my gaze darting between her eyes and her lips. I could see the ridges of her lips, feel her hot breath on my skin.

      “We can’t go too far,” she said, her face coloring fiercely. “There’s something about me you don’t know, and I don’t want you to find out like this.”

      I stared at her, trying to find any clues about what she was talking about written over her pretty face. There was nothing, but it was as if she could sense that I was trying to guess, because she pressed her lips against mine again as the elevator took us to my floor. I had to move away from her so I could catch my breath, because her kisses were so insistent, her lips branding my skin.

      She unwrapped herself from around my legs, and I helped set her down gently on the concrete floor under her.

      “We only have to go as far as you want, Ali,” I said, smiling at her. “We can even just study, if you want.”

      She bit down on her lower lip. She was so cute when she did that. “I don’t want to just study,” she said. “I want to be with you, I’m just…”

      I opened the door and let her walk through, waiting for her to finish as she turned around to look at me.

      “We can’t take it too far, because there’s something different about me. About my body,” she said.

      I furrowed my brow, looking her up and down. She hugged herself with one arm, her head bowed as she waited for me to answer.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about, Ali,” I said. “You’re beautiful.”

      She looked up at me, a smile drawing itself upon her lips. “Thanks, Evan,” she replied, cocking her head. “Though that wasn’t exactly what I meant.”

      “Oh.”

      “Something happens to me,” she said, walking away so she could sit on my couch. “When I get really, uh, excited.”

      I cocked my head, my curiosity almost too much to bear. I didn’t want to push her, but I was dying to know.

      “So I have to be careful,” she said, looking up at me again, her eyes wide. “And it’s hard to be careful around you.”

      I wanted to tell her that I wouldn’t judge her, but I didn’t know if it would sound like a lie. Plus, I had a feeling I would judge her, even if the verdict turned out to be in her favor.

      “Okay,” I said. “So what do you want to do?”

      She got to her knees in one fluid motion, looking up at me. She didn’t have to say anything that time, I knew exactly what she wanted, and she clearly wanted it too, because her gaze kept darting to my erection.

      She slid along the living room rug on her knees, obviously eager to take me in her mouth, and my breath hitched a little as reached up so she could fumble to undo my zipper. Then her fingertips were around the belt loops of my jeans and she was pulling them down. She raked her nails along my skin as she breathed hard against my erection. She looked up at me, licking her lips before she slid her hand up and down my length. I let her set the pace, enjoying the view as she breathed hard on the head of my erection, then her lips moved toward me.

      She slid her tongue over my dick, then slid me into her mouth. I could hear her trying to stop her gag reflex, and she held my gaze as her eyes filled with tears. She opened her throat wider for me as her slender fingers played with my balls, her hand wrapped around my shaft. It was the only thing stopping her nose from hitting my pelvis as she continued to deep throat me, tears misting her eyes.

      Her mouth was perfectly hot and tight, and she was good at this, so I knew I was going to finish after a minute or so.

      “Wait, Ali,” I said, knotting my hand in her hair so I could pull her away from me. I wanted to enjoy this for a little longer. “I’m going to…”

      She tried to dive back onto my dick, but I stopped her, smiling at her. “I want you to,” she said. “I want to taste you.”

      She didn’t have to ask me twice. I loosened my grip around her hair, letting her slide her tongue over the head of my cock, and then she had wrapped her mouth around me again. She stared at me hungrily as she made these obscene noises that sent my senses spinning, each thrust of my cock into her mouth just about enough to send me over the edge.

      I moved my hand up her hair, to the crown of her head, and my hand caught her beret as I threw my head back and I melted in the heat of her mouth, my body tensing as I released myself into her body, all my muscles clenching as a roar of satisfaction escaped my lips.

      It took me a second to glance down, and the first thing I noticed was how hot she looked as she licked her lips clean of me. Then my gaze darted toward where her beret had fallen, and my eyes widened, my mouth falling open.

      She seemed to realize that something was wrong, because her hand flew to the back of her head, and she tried her best to straighten the beret.

      But it was too late.

      I had seen her secret.

      And her secret was fox ears.

      Fucking fox ears.

      They twitched when she tried to straighten her beret, getting to her feet quickly and wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

      “Evan,” she said, her eyes wide as she checked that her hat was on straight. “These fucking bobby pins.”

      I stared, unable to form a coherent thought, as she grimaced.

      “Wait. Don’t freak out,” she said, clearly trying to keep her gaze on mine. “I can explain.”
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      I had no idea how she planned to explain this, especially because all I could do was peel my eyes away from her face and look at her beret. I could see twitching under it—maybe it was my imagination, but it definitely felt like I could see twitching under it.

      I swallowed, my eyes wide. I tried not to betray how surprised I was as I buckled my pants up again. Ali sat on the edge of the sofa, her eyes wide and her lips parted.

      Her gaze darted away from me before she spoke. “I don’t know where to start,” she said. “This is hard for me to explain.”

      I wanted to wait for her, but my heart was racing. I needed to know what this was about, because it had sent my mind spinning. “Is this what you meant? Is this what happens when things get… intense?”

      She furrowed her brow, holding me with her gaze as she shook her head slightly. Her fingertips were digging into the sofa cushion under her. I could see the discoloration on her knuckles from holding on so tightly. She cleared her throat before she spoke, her gaze darting down toward the floor. “No. That’s always there.”

      “They’re… real,” I said, which seemed very silly as soon as I said it. I shook my head and made my way to sit down next to her.

      “You must think I’m disgusting.”

      “No,” I replied, too quickly. “Not at all. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

      She turned her head away from me, so I reached out to interlace my fingers in hers. For a second, she hesitated, then she grabbed hold of my hand, though she wouldn’t look at me. With the slightest shake of her head, she sighed deeply, her shoulders slumping. “You weren’t supposed to find out like this. We were supposed to onboard you together.”

      I had no idea what that was supposed to mean. “What?”

      She turned to face me. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No. Of course not,” I said, my heart sinking at how shaky her voice was. “Is that why you always wear that hat?”

      “Yes,” she replied, her voice shaky. She crossed her legs as she swallowed, a muscle clenching along her jaw, her hands folded over her lap. “I should’ve been more careful. I…”

      “It’s okay. Can I see them?”

      She turned her head so quickly that I thought she might have hurt herself. Her eyes widened for a second, her mouth opening a little. “You want to see them?”

      I nodded. “Yes. If that’s okay. You don’t have to…”

      I didn’t even get to finish my sentence before she had a hold of her beret. She slid it gingerly, delicately, away from the crown of her head, and my breath hitched in my throat as I saw the pointed ears on her head. The fur on them was darker than the rest of her red hair, a black stripe framing the triangular tips. They were much bigger than they had seemed to me at first. The one closest to me twitched a little as I watched Ali, waiting for her to say something else.

      “You can touch them,” she said. “If you want.”

      I didn’t hesitate. My hand was on the top of her head, my fingertips tracing the delicate side of her right ear. It twitched again under my touch. Ali threw her head back, moaning softly, the sound emboldening me.

      “How do you keep them hidden under that hat?” I asked, moving to the other ear. Ali smiled as I scratched the back of her ear, feeling a little more comfortable with it, and she leaned into my touch as she wriggled her foot up and down.

      It was clearly too distracting for her to speak, so I eased up on her and she flashed me a gentle smile. “I keep them flat,” she said, showing me. They got a lot smaller, almost enough to disappear in her hair. “Most of the time, I’m pretty conscious of it. But then something happens and I get distracted and I…”

      “You what?”

      “I don’t think about it,” she said, licking her lips. “I should’ve been more careful.”

      “I don’t mind. Is this what you meant when you said something happens to you when you get turned on?”

      She furrowed her brow, hesitating as I moved my hand away from her ears and played with a strand of her hair. I could’ve sat there and watched her ears twitch for the rest of the day, because her response to my touch was invigorating, and I loved to see the way her full red lips parted every time I stroked her.

      “Ali,” I said when she didn’t answer.

      She let out a shaky breath and I waited for her. She leaned her head on my shoulder. “No. That’s just part of it. The other thing is…”

      “What?”

      “It’s a lot. It’ll scare you.”

      “I don’t scare easily,” I said, leaning close to her so I could speak into her ear. “I promise.”

      She looked up at me again, her eyes narrow as she chewed on her lower lip. “It’s hard for me to describe this. It might be easier to show you.”

      My cock twitched as I looked at her small frame, her gaze darting between my face and my legs.

      “But I don’t want to freak you out,” she whimpered, her voice thin.

      “You won’t,” I said.

      “It only happens when I’m close to…” she trailed off. I smiled at how she couldn’t even say the word orgasm.

      It was so fucking cute. She was so fucking cute.

      “So do you want to show me?” I asked her, raking my hand down the front of her jumpsuit and reaching in, taking her round and full breasts under my hand. Her chest heaved against me as her nipples hardened under my touch. I dipped my head down so I could speak into her ear, and I knew she could feel how hot my breath was against her skin. “Maybe you should take this off.”

      I removed my hand when she turned around, bunching her hair up and showing me the zipper of her jumpsuit. I opened it slowly, her skin looking supple and soft as her body came into focus. The silver clasp on her intricate blue bra was enticing, so I slid my hand over her back and undid it with ease.

      “Alright,” I said, my voice breathy as she trembled under my touch. “Let’s get you out of these clothes.”
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      I slid my hands up her back so I could grab a hold of her sleeves. Even though it went against all my instincts, I took my time to undress her. I raked my fingertips against her skin and she trembled under my touch, her fox ears twitching when she did, and it sent a surge of electricity all over my body.

      This wasn’t just warmth or desire. It was more base than that, more animalistic, far harder to control. I was hard again, panting a little as I slid my hand in front of her body. Her skin was soft under me, and she purred under my touch, her lips half-open as she threw her head back. Her body molded against my hands as I dove down to kiss the small of her neck, making her tremble under me. Her jumpsuit was halfway down her legs, revealing her matching blue panties.

      I slid my hand down over the curve of her stomach as she pressed herself against me. My fingers tugged at the string of her thong, but she didn’t make me wait. She was sliding it down her legs without moving at all, parting her legs slightly as she waited for me, and she smelled fucking insane, her scent clean and dangerous.

      I yearned to feel her core, to spear her with my dick, but I couldn’t get distracted. Sliding my hand slightly toward her center, her back arched in anticipation as she spread her legs further apart for me.

      My breath caught in my throat a little as I looked down, a line of soft pubic hair right above her slit. I pressed my finger against her spot and she tilted her head back further. For a second, I was distracted by the way her ears twitched when I touched her.

      She was soaked and pliant, her hips thrusting down as I pressed a finger inside of her and continued playing with her. Ali writhed against my hand, lost to sensation, holding herself up by the elbows as I pressed another finger deep into her wetness.

      Her ears were sticking up, twitching with each contraction, moving a little with each thrust.  I wanted to ask her if that was what she wanted to hide, because I wanted to tell her I liked it. I loved the way she looked like this, her eyes half-closed, her mouth parted, a soft blush spreading from her abdomen up to her round tits.

      “Is this what…”

      She stopped moving so I worked my fingers against the most sensitive parts of her. I could tell that she was trying to answer me, but I didn’t want to hear it from her. I wanted to see it.

      I wanted to make it happen.

      “No,” she said, throwing her head back and moaning, my name on her lips. “Evan…”

      “What?”

      She whimpered something under her breath and then she was finishing, her muscles clenching around my fingers as I stroked her softly, extending her orgasm all while I watched her ears twitch and thought about how much I wanted to fuck her.

      Before it was over—while she rode the wave, while I made her come over and over again—she threw her head back and howled, a high-pitched, pained sound that felt like half joy and half pain.

      She clenched her thighs around me, hard enough to stop me from moving, and then she inched forward slightly as she grit her teeth.

      “I’m so sorry, Evan,” she said. It sounded like she was about to run out of breath after every word.

      I leaned down to reassure her, but she whimpered again. Beads of sweat made her hair stick to her forehead, and I was too preoccupied to look at her face to notice what was happening behind me. Her eyes were wide and watery, a question in them, and only then did I see what was happening behind her.

      It took my brain a few seconds to process it. For a second, I told myself that it was part of a throw blanket, but that made no sense. It was too fluffy and it fluttered back and forth, sweeping the space under it, so quickly it might as well have been a fan.

      “I can usually control it if it’s only one,” she said, her breath hitching. “But that was… yeah. At least four.”

      I smiled at her. I didn’t want to tell her I’d barely touched her.

      She was still half-naked when she spoke. Her chest heaved when she spoke as she folded her hands over her lap, the key on her necklace jingling when she straightened up. “I wanted to tell you,” she said, and I watched behind her as her tail went back and forth, back and forth. It was hypnotizing. “But I didn’t know how. Heck, I didn’t even know if you’d believe me.”

      I blinked, staring at her. If her hair wasn’t so long, it would’ve been easier to discern the tail from her body, but because of the way it cascaded down her back, it was hard to tell where her hair ended and her tail started.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked.

      Her tail stopped suddenly, her smile making her eyes twinkle. “Not at all,” she said. “It’s just that it’s not visible most of the time because I can put it away, but when I’m not focusing on it, it’s really hard to keep it hidden.”

      I stared at her. “Thank you for showing me,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say, because I was entranced, and grateful, and terrified. A million thoughts were going through my mind, and it felt like I couldn’t organize any of them.

      She was letting me see her for who she was. She was being vulnerable, and it was making me dizzy.

      A million thoughts were going through my mind, and it felt like I couldn’t organize any of them.

      She stared at me, waiting for me to say or do something, and it looked like she was about to burst into tears.

      I definitely didn’t want that. “Do you mind if I touch it?”

      She picked up her head, her lashes so long they practically touched her eyebrows. Her pupils dilated as she trained her gaze on me. “You want to touch my tail?”

      “Yes,” I said, because suddenly, there was nothing else I wanted to do. Nothing that would make sense until I did just that. “Definitely.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She gestured toward the spot next to her on the sofa and I inched back so that I was close to her tail. I reached out, slowly, because I didn’t want to scare her, and this seemed like a big deal for her.

      “Is this okay?” I asked as I caressed the back of her head, feeling her soft hair against the palm of my hand, until I reached the fur of her tail.

      She fanned it against me, and it was soft and tickly at once. I held back a chuckle as I palmed it, and it wiggled a little more quickly under my touch.

      “Yes,” she said, picking her head up so she could look at me. “Better than okay.”
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      Before Ali had to go back to class, she gave me her phone number. I walked her to the door of my apartment and she tilted her head up and kissed me softly on the cheek before she said good-bye. I asked her if she wanted a ride back to campus, but she didn’t, and it was all the better for me, because I needed some time to process what I had just seen.

      Ali was a beautiful girl, and I liked spending time with her, but as I watched her walk away, her ass wiggling slightly as she took long strides toward the hallway, I couldn’t help but wonder where her tail had gone. My gaze darted back up to the top of her head, where her ears were covered by her hat. I resisted the urge to walk up to her and take her into my arms again, slide the hat off her head and feel the softness of her ears under my touch.

      As soon as she was out of view, I closed the door softly so she wouldn’t turn around, and leaned against the door.

      There was a lot to untangle, and I didn’t know where to start. Was this what she had been talking about when she said something about a genetic condition? What did it have to do with the conversation I’d heard on my phone?

      I wanted to ask her, but it didn’t seem like the right time. The only thing I could do was go to the party and try to get some answers. I closed my eyes as I tried to remember everything that had happened since I met Ali.

      There was Maya, with the headband, and I wondered if she was hiding her ears too. And then there was the little blonde one with the see-through white shirt—Faye, I assumed—whose ears had been on full fucking display when I first saw her. I thought they were part of a costume, or maybe a fashion choice, because I didn’t know anything about fashion, but there was a chance that they weren’t.

      There was a chance that they were just part of her.

      The very idea of it made my head swim. It was so bizarre and attractive all at once, the thought of what each one of their ears would look like suddenly the only thing I could preoccupy myself with. I wondered if the fur on Maya’s ears would match the jet black color of her hair, her golden eyes shining as she revealed herself to me.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t let myself get carried away by this; I needed to find out what was happening, and more importantly, why. I had always been a good student. I just needed to know where to start.

      I grabbed my backpack and headed to my bedroom, ready to spend the next few days doing nothing but research.
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        * * *

      

      The time passed by in a blur. I kept up with my coursework, but it was pretty difficult when all I wanted to do was research monster girls. It was a hard topic to look into—not many people had written academic essays about this specific thing. I was coming up against a brick wall, and the only thing I could do was wait, which set my teeth on edge.

      I had never been a patient man.

      By the time I showed up for the party, I had so many questions it was hard to keep them straight in my head. I normally only used my recorder for class, but I wanted to be methodical about this, and I needed to collect as much information as possible to figure it all out.

      I didn’t want to arrive at their place too early, but Ali texted me and asked me if I could help them with setting it up, so by the time it was four o’clock in the afternoon, I was already knocking on their door.

      I heard shuffling inside. Footsteps approached the door, and then the lock clicked. I expected to see Ali standing in front of me, flashing me a sweet smile, but it wasn’t her.

      It was Maya.

      She wore a purple sundress with spaghetti straps. Her shoulders looked soft, and the golden undertone of her skin was even more visible under the dim electric light inside her apartment. Her hair was stick straight under a matching silk headscarf, covering the crown of head.

      “You’re early,” she said, her gaze meeting mine. I noticed the dark ring around her golden irises. It made her look feral and beautiful all at once.

      “Yeah, Ali texted me. She said you wanted some help setting up.”

      Maya twisted her lips a little, but she made a space for me to get through. “Well, if she wants you here…”

      I looked her up and down, wondering if she was going to say anything else. I recalled her voice in the recording as she talked about whether I was the chosen one and I held back the question I desperately wanted to ask her. “What do you want me to do?”

      She narrowed her eyes, cocking her head a little, her lips parting a little before she spoke. Her teeth looked marble white against her slightly tan skin, and her amber eyes sparkled. “Just sit down,” she said, gesturing toward the kitchen. There were chips and snacks all over the counter, red cups stacked next to it. “Ali will be out soon.”

      “Right,” I said. I did as I was told, watching her from the corner of my eye.

      She sighed as she moved around the room, straightening up some things, then finally walked up to me. “Please be careful,” she said, her voice so low it was practically a whisper.

      I looked at her, surprised at the tremor in her voice. She sounded so vulnerable, it was an odd contrast to the defiance written all over her posture, the deep crease in her brow.

      “Be careful,” I echoed.

      “With Ali,” she said. She scraped the chair next to me on the floor, and I wondered if it was intentional. Maya might be trying to be subtle, but I could see what she was doing, and I wondered if she was trying to scare me off. “She’s more fragile than you realize.”

      “Is she?” I asked her, remembering the glint in Ali’s eyes as her tail wagged behind her body. “She doesn’t strike me as fragile.”

      “You don’t know her,” Maya said, and that time, I could hear anger in her voice. “I know her. I don’t want things to go wrong for her again.”

      “Again?” I asked.

      Maya quieted down, clamping her lips shut and coloring fiercely. “This isn’t my story to tell.”

      I heard footsteps behind us, but even before Ali had approached us, I could smell her. She was all raw need and citrus, and I had to stop myself from turning around and setting my gaze on her.

      “Hey,” she said, as Maya and I turned around slightly so we could look at her. She smiled at me, her eyes shining. “What are you two talking about?”
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      Maya held up her hand to stop me from answering and I stared, trying to keep my grin off my face. There was something about the way she moved, the set of her jaw, the way her eyes would dart across the room.

      Ali’s eyes widened. “You guys aren’t talking about…”

      “Ali, stop,” Maya said, shaking her head. “We aren’t. We need to talk about it when Faye is here, and she’s… where is she?”

      I didn’t need to be a genius to figure out that Faye was the slip of a thing I saw when going to the bathroom the other time I’d been at their home.

      “Faye! Evan’s here!” Ali shouted into the hallway. They both looked at each other when there was no response, and I wanted to ask how she knew my name, but I wouldn’t. I’d ask all of this later, when the two of them didn’t seem so alarmed.

      “Where did she go?” Maya said, more to herself than to me. She shook her head. “This is my fault. I should’ve kept a closer eye on her.”

      I furrowed my brow, unsure of whether to respond.

      Maya crossed her arms over her chest when she climbed down from the stool she was sitting on, squishing her breasts together when she did. She tilted her head a little. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said.

      I told myself not to smile. She seemed angry. But there was something so endearing about the thunder in her eyes and the set of her jaw, her neck long and delicate. “You do?”

      “You’re probably thinking I’m paranoid,” she said, her nostrils flaring. “But I’m not. I know how this works. There are people like you…”

      Ali piped up from the other side of the room. “He’s not like them…”

      “Shut up, Ali,” Maya said, and it sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “You’re not the one who's been protecting you all these years.”

      “I can go,” I said.

      “Ignore her,” Ali said, approaching me and putting her hand on my shoulder. She was wearing high-waisted jeans and a crimson red crop top that showed just a little skin. On top of her head, she wore a lighter red beret, probably directly over her ears. I didn’t have too much time to look at her before she was inching closer to me and I could feel the body heat rolling off her skin. “Maya is just a little wound up because she’s had a big day. Isn’t that right?”

      Maya narrowed her eyes, but the chastisement appeared to have done some work, because she backed off. “Yes,” she said, through gritted teeth. She didn’t seem to agree at all. “I guess.”

      “We can go look for her, Em. She couldn’t have gotten too far.”

      Maya opened her mouth to answer, but Ali didn’t give her a chance. She was pulling at my wrist, dragging me away toward the back of the apartment, and I wondered if she was taking me to her room. She was, but we went past her bed and the posts on her wall, until we were next to a sliding door.

      “The sooner we find her, the better it will be. Maya can’t cope with stuff like this for too long.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Ali shook her head. “It’s a long story. We can talk about it later, after we find Faye.”

      “Maybe she just went to get some beer or…”

      Ali’s eyes widened; alarm written all over her face. “Oh gosh, don’t say that. That would make things so much more complicated than they have to be.”

      I wanted to ask her what she was talking about, because I hadn’t known Faye for very long but it seemed like she was a perfectly capable adult, and she could’ve easily been able to leave the apartment by herself.

      Ali seemed to be able to read my mind, because she rolled her eyes as she looked at my face. “You don’t understand, okay? Maya is right. Faye was supposed to just be getting ready and…”

      She trailed off as she stepped outside. I peered out from behind her, my eyes widening as I saw the little blonde flanked by two much larger people. She was standing on the grass, just around the corner of the building, hidden away from the street.

      Hidden away from everything but us.

      I could only see her because the fall sunshine was catching her hair, making it shimmer. The girl, who looked like she was about a foot taller than Faye, was standing diagonally across from the hair, and the guy had his arms crossed over his chest and gawked at her, a smug smiled on his face.

      The girl took a step toward her, the wind picking up and whistling past her.

      The wave of nausea hit me as quickly as the smell did, sulfur and fire mixing and making my eyes water. I turned to Ali, wondering if she could smell it too, but she just stared ahead and continued to ignore me. Probably for the best, because I must’ve looked green, even as I tried to control the sudden surge inside of me.

      I blinked away the tears in my eyes, my gaze darting around to see if anyone else could smell this, because it was one of the most overwhelming scents I’d ever smelled. It was worse than any fire, than any accident.

      It was almost enough to make me choke.

      It took a lot of effort, but I managed to fight against it, setting my gaze back on Faye and the couple surrounding her. After I looked at them, it only took me a second to realize where the smell was coming from.

      It was them.

      They were doing it.

      And I couldn’t figure out why.

      I watched as Faye backed off slightly, and I knew I couldn’t take it anymore. It didn’t matter that I had to fight against the smell, which kept hitting me like a violent wave. I needed to get her away from them.

      From the way she was acting—even if I couldn’t see it that well—I could tell that she was in danger.

      “Hey!” I shouted, trying to get them to disperse. I knew my voice was deep and loud, but they continued ignoring to me. I could hear their voices, deliberately quiet, as they snickered in front of me. I heard Ali say something from behind me, but we could talk later. “You two!”

      That time, they turned around to look at me. The guy had about an inch on me, but he was lanky, all angles and bones instead of muscle. I noticed his backwards cap, too. Apparently I was always going to look at whether people were wearing hats now after being on-boarded by Ali, Maya and Faye.

      The girl was a small brunette. She was taller than Faye, but Faye was tiny, and this girl was tiny. She had long chestnut hair and deep brown eyes, and she wore a black beanie over her head. Her face was round, and at any other time, I might’ve thought she was pretty. But her face was contorted in an ugly grimace and she looked furious.

      Past them, I could see a sliver of Faye’s face, her eyes wide.

      “You should have learned this in middle school, but maybe pick on someone your own size?” I asked, taking another step toward them.

      “Leave me alone,” Faye said, her voice cracking. The couple moved slightly aside so she could talk to me. “You don’t have to get involved. You have no idea what this is. I can defend myself.”

      “Yeah, she can,” the girl said, then rolled her eyes. “Besides, we were just talking to her. We were telling her how much we love her cute little ears, weren’t we, Tristan?”

      “Totally,” Tristan said. “We just wanted to see if she could make some for us. You take commissions, right, Faye?”

      “Fuck you, Tristan,” Faye said, baring her teeth at them. Her ears, which weren’t as big as Ali’s but were prominent and stuck out more to the side of her head, moved when she spoke. She was clearly trying to keep her composure, her arms crossed over her chest, her nostrils flaring and her jaw twitching, but her ears gave her away. “And fuck you too, Lucy.”

      Lucy. Tristan. They sounded like names I’d heard before, in class, maybe, but I couldn’t remember. Why couldn’t I remember? I never had a hard time remembering things. Not until now.

      “You two should leave,” I said, trying to keep my voice even though I felt like screaming. “Now. Go.”

      They looked at each other for a second, until the girl nodded and turned to smile at Faye again. “We’ll see you tonight,” she said.

      I watched them walk away, the scent moving away with them. I blinked away the tears in my eyes from the stench, setting my gaze on Faye. I could see the anger in her eyes, her lower lip quivering.

      “Did you need to do that?”

      “Faye…” I said as she stormed past me, her hands fists at her sides.

      “Just let her go,” Ali said, threading her fingers in mine and leaning her head against my shoulder. Her touch sent a shiver down my spine, but I couldn’t stop staring at the way Faye’s ass swayed in the skintight leggings she was wearing. And then there were her ears, pointed and narrower, flapping around her head as she walked away and headed back inside.

      “I thought that was your room,” I said when Faye opened the sliding door and walked quickly past it.

      “It is,” Ali said. “It’s complicated.”

      Yes, all of this seems to be, I thought. Instead of saying that, I responded with a sweet smile.

      “Am I scaring you off?” she asked. “I can explain. We can…”

      I put my hand on her lower back. It stopped her from talking for a second as we both felt the magic pulsing through our fingertips, warm and heady and hazy like wine. “Let’s go inside. Clearly we have a ton to talk about.”
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      “You can’t fucking go out there like this!” Maya said, her voice so loud I could hear it from Faye’s room. We only had to go down the hallway to see where Ali’s roommates were.

      Maya stood by the island counter in the kitchen and Faye stood on the opposite side of the room, by the sofa. I could see anger written all over her face. She lifted her chin in defiance, and her ears perked up as she spoke, her tone cool and cutting. “You’re not my mother, Maya,” Faye said. “You can’t stop me from going out.”

      “You’re putting all of us in danger!” Maya said. “At least think about Ali!”

      “Ali,” Faye echoed, outrage creeping into her voice. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Ali also doesn’t need you. She has found other means to protect herself.”

      Maya waved her off. “Faye,” she said, obviously trying to keep her cool. They had both clearly noticed me, but neither one of them seemed to mind. I tried to take a step away so I could give them some space, but Ali held me firmly in her grip, and it was clear that she wanted me to stay next to her.

      It was the least I could do. I needed to support her.

      “What, Maya?” Faye spat back, boldly meeting the brunette’s gaze.

      “Be reasonable. If someone other than a couple of bullies see your ears, how do you think that’s going to go down?”

      “I know how it’s going to go down,” Faye replied. “It’s already happened. Other than those two assholes, everyone leaves me alone or thinks it’s cool. We have been stealth for so long and I’m so fucking tired of it.”

      “We have been stealth for a reason, Faye,” Maya said, taking a step closer to her and sighing deeply. “Look. I know you’re upset. You have every right to be upset…”

      “But we just have to wait,” Faye said. She squared up to Maya, who was taller than her, and even though Faye was a slip of a thing, she was fierce and wonderful. “We have to continue waiting, right, because that’s what we do. We hide in plain sight with tons of students around us so that no one can notice, and then, as soon as we realize we’re not going to get what we want, we move on. So how long do you think we’re going to be here before we realize that what we’re looking for is also not here? Until our little traps won’t just help lure them in, but they’ll get us right back. And we won’t…”

      “Stop,” Ali said, taking a step forward. She disentangled herself away from me, “Stop talking about me as if I wasn’t here, stop talking about this as if things weren’t just about to change.”

      I cleared my throat, waving my hands in front of my face. “Ladies, I can just let you have a minute.”

      “Absolutely not,” Maya said. “Stay where you are.”

      “She’s right,” Ali said. “We need to talk. All of us.”

      Faye rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest and stiffening at Ali’s words. “You can’t think this is right,” she said, tilting her head a little, her ears flattening against her head. “You can’t think this is him.”

      “I can, and I do,” Ali said. “And if you gave him a chance, you’d think so too.”

      “Okay, I’m really curious now—can you tell me what you’re talking about, please?” I asked, making sure my voice rang out. It was loud and deep enough to cut through the sound of their conversation, and they all quieted down immediately.

      “What time is it?” Maya said, ignoring me.

      “Half past six,” Ali replied, automatically. I didn’t see if she had checked a clock on a wall anywhere.

      “Great. That means we have about half an hour to talk,” Maya growled, her gaze darting toward me. “Evan, go. Sit down. We need to have a conversation.”

      I liked seeing Maya taking charge like this, her hand on her hip, her chest heaving as she clenched her jaw shut.

      “Sit,” she repeated through gritted teeth.

      This was her house, and I wanted her to feel like she was in charge, so I sat down on the sofa in front of her.

      Ali sat next to me, her legs touching mine, and Faye continued to stand up. Maya sat in front of me, crossing her legs as she folded her hands over her lap, as if this was some sort of work negotiation. “There’s a lot,” she said. “I’m going to try to make this as easy on you as I can.”

      “As easy on me, okay,” I replied, holding back a smile.

      “Stop it. It’s not cute and it’s not funny,” Maya said.

      “Kind of cute,” Ali said under her breath.

      I squeezed her leg and she giggled. Faye rolled her eyes, leaning against the wall. “This is such a fucking waste of time,” Faye said, her gaze on me. “I don’t feel it. Aren’t we supposed to feel it?”

      “You haven’t touched him. You’ll feel it when you do,” Ali said, leaning forward so she could talk to her roommates. “Both of you will.”

      “Feel what? Stop talking in circles and just spit it out,” I said, then took a deep breath. “Please.”

      Ali sighed, her hand on my leg. “You know about me,” she said. “And now you know about Faye. I’m going to go ahead and assume you’ve probably made a guess about Maya. We’re all… the same.”

      “You’re all the same,” I echoed. “Like you all have ears, and your tail comes out sometimes.”

      Faye laughed humorlessly. “Wow, you’re right. How could I not see it before? It’s written all over his face.”

      I was keeping my cards close to my chest, but that was very much on purpose. It made sense that she didn’t trust me—that only Ali really trusted me—but I had to bite down on my tongue to stop myself from asking her more questions.

      Waiting for them to reveal themselves had worked so far, even if I was itching to know more. And when I’d almost lost my temper, only a few minutes before, I could tell I was about to scare them off.

      “We’re not human, Evan,” Maya said, her tone cool, measured. “Faye, Ali and I, we’re not… entirely human. Because of that, we face some challenges that other girls just don’t have to.”

      “Wait. If you’re not human, what are you?” I asked before she could start speaking again.

      “Some people call us hybrids,” Ali said. “Those people are wrong, by the way, because we aren’t hybrids. We just have some traits that are different from other people. We aren’t mermaids or centaurs. Most of the time, people wouldn’t even look at us twice.”

      “Unless we call attention to ourselves,” Maya said, her gaze darting purposefully up to Faye. “There’s a reason we try not to do that.”

      “So if you aren’t hybrids, then what are you?” I asked, still trying to wrap my mind around everything she was telling me. I didn’t understand how these people could’ve remained hidden for so long, why I had never seen one when I was working as an EMT, and most importantly, why they were telling me this.

      I liked them. They were all beautiful girls, each one with a different temperament, and I liked to be around them. But I didn’t understand why, or how, I was being looped in on all of this.

      “Demi-humans,” Faye said. She opened her mouth to say something else, but before she could, I heard glass shattering near us.

      Maya got to her feet and the glass crunched under her weight. “Fuck! They’re here. Quick, we need to hide.”

      I looked down at the weapon that had come through the glass, a little surprised at what it was. I’d read about these, but I had never seen one in real life. A Millwall brick laid at my feet, a newspaper rolled up as tightly as possible, and it was clearly strong enough to shatter the window. I leaned down to touch it, and it was hard and wet to the touch.

      “Who’s throwing bricks through your window?” I asked.

      “Evan, c’mon,” Ali said, her voice pleading. “We have to hide.”

      I looked up at her, taking a deep breath so I could control my temper. “No,” I said. “I’m going to go out there, and I’m going to find whoever is doing this.”

      Ali swallowed, her eyes wide. “Evan…”

      “And I promise you, they’ll never bother you again.”
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      In the little time we’d been talking, night had fallen, and I couldn’t tell where the aggressor was. Whoever had thrown the crude weapon through the window couldn’t have gone too far, because right outside, there was only a narrow street and very few places to hide.

      I was quiet when I stepped outside, taking note of how few cars there were on the street. The girls had clearly gone through something of an effort to make sure that there was enough booze and food for tons of people, and I knew that the party wasn’t due to start for a bit, but the quiet felt strange. It felt artificial.

      I took a step away from the building, a horn honking in the distance as I let my eyes adjust to the darkness. I didn’t want to go too far in case they were hiding somewhere close, but I couldn’t see anything at all. The stairs were slippery with rain as I stepped down, my gaze darting back and forth.

      That was when I felt it again—the nausea, the sudden smell burning my nostrils. Whoever this was, I couldn’t just smell their scent; I could feel them, and they made my heart thump. I didn’t like to be afraid. I wasn’t used to it.

      But something about this made me feel vulnerable, which I couldn’t afford. Not with the girls inside cowering, hiding, trying their best to stay away from whatever, whoever, was trying to harm them.

      I had to protect them.

      “Coward,” I screamed into the void, frustrated at how little I could see.

      The smell got worse, though, and it felt like it was coming from behind me. It happened quickly. The guy--I could tell for certain it was a guy now--tried to strike me. I took a step back as he extended his arm, trying my best to hold my breath so I wouldn’t gag on his stench. I reached out and grabbed him by the forearm before he could move away from me, pulling him toward me and into the light. I didn’t have to see his face to recognize his silhouette. He was as quick as he was spindly, though, so I shouldn’t have been surprised he managed to shake me off.

      “Try again,” I said when he turned around, trying his best to run away from me. I leapt forward and pounced on the back of his head, hard enough to daze him but not seriously hurt him.

      We clearly needed to have a conversation.

      He said something under his breath, but he stopped walking. We were on the ledge of the stairs, and I thought it wouldn’t take too much to push him over the edge. The fall might be painful, but it would only slow him down.

      I inched forward so I could push him, but he shoved his elbow deep into my stomach, rendering me breathless for a second.

      It was a second too long.

      He took a step back, right on my foot, putting all his weight on me. He tried to take another step back so that he was standing closer to the door, but I didn’t let him.

      “Get out of the way, asshole,” he said, baring his teeth at me. His words were slightly shocking, since he was obviously in more pain than I was, but I wasn’t going to do what he told me.

      He tried to get past me, but I slammed the side of my hand against the vagus nerve on the side of his neck, hard enough to immediately knock him out. He fell, dropping down to the ground at my feet, clearly unable to hold himself upright.

      I rolled my eyes. I leaned down to save him from the shattered glass, but I could’ve dipped down to do it earlier. I didn’t care if he got scratched by the window he’d broken himself, but I didn’t want to deal with the clean-up. Plus, the girls were supposed to be having a party soon, and I didn’t want to make things more difficult for them.

      I held the guy up by his wrists and dragged him back into the apartment, his feet scraping the floor under us. I didn’t know how long he was going to be out for, but by the time he came to, he would be dazed, and he would clearly realize he’d been overpowered.

      I knew the girls were watching me because I could feel their gazes on my skin, because they were dead quiet, and it sounded like they were holding their breath.

      They were obviously afraid, so I dropped my voice to a whisper as I placed the thin man on the sofa. “It’s okay,” I said. “I promise I won’t let him hurt you.”

      “It’s not just him we have to worry about, Evan,” Maya said. She sounded both annoyed and tired. I resisted the urge to go over to her and wrap her in a tight embrace. She clearly needed it; she sounded like she was so over all of this. Before I could console her, though, I needed to address the problem. Whatever the problem was.

      “Why did he do this?” I asked, looking down at Tristan as he slowly peeled his eyes open. “Why would anyone do this?”

      “Because they found us,” Faye said quietly, and I could tell she was trying to hold back tears. “They found us, and now we’re going to have to start all over again.”

      Maya scoffed. “Maybe if you’d just worn a hat…”

      “Guys,” Ali said, sounding far more assertive than I’d ever heard her before. “We can talk about this later.”

      Tristan’s eyes finally opened entirely, his gaze darting between the girls until it settled on me. He bared his teeth at me, and I was surprised at how pointed his canines were. He opened his mouth to say something, but shut it again, a muscle along his jaw tightening.

      “You better start talking soon, pal, because my patience is wearing thin, and I don’t appreciate random attacks,” I said, towering over him.

      He smirked, but it was obviously a front. He was clearly afraid. “You,” he said, practically snarling. “You’re exactly what I expected.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t really know what to say to him. The girls approached me, flanking both of us in this semi-circle that felt slightly threatening. Not towards me, though. They were clearly backing me up, and I tried my best not to smile. I could feel the heat rolling off their skin, their fear slowly being replaced by anger.

      And I could feel that pull to them, even as I tried my best to sit down and stay still, looking down at this man who had tried to hurt them. I wondered if they were going to say something, but they all remained quiet, waiting for me to say something.

      To address him.

      Regardless of whatever was going on with them, I could tell that they had my back, and it was nice. It was sweet. It felt...domestic, in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

      But I didn’t need them to have my back. I needed to focus on the guy who had broken their window.

      The man on the sofa was barely a consideration. I was simply curious about him. I was curious about what it meant, too, as it related to the girls, because our conversation was definitely not over.

      “We’re getting ready for a party, so you better start talking, and you better do it quickly,” I said. “If you don’t, getting knocked out will be the best thing that’s happened to you tonight.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” Tristan said, slowly sitting up. My gaze darted up to his cap. “These three already know what I’m here for. What we’re all here for. We’re just trying to get back what belongs to us.”

      “We?” I asked.

      Tristan smirked. “Wow, they really haven’t told you much, huh?” he asked.

      “They were trying, until you threw a brick into their apartment. That’s not just rude, it’s illegal.”

      “It’s not a brick,” he said. “It’s just a bit of newspaper.”

      “You could’ve hurt them.”

      He smirked, cocking his head a little as his eyes narrowed. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, and you have no idea who these girls are,” he said. As he inched closer to me, I felt that stench again, the sulfur hitting my nostrils and making my eyes water once more. I knew he wouldn’t be able to take me in a fight, but the scent was overwhelming by itself, and I had the urge to throw up. I needed to get a hold over the nausea that being around him caused me.

      “We should let him go,” Ali said softly.

      I turned my head to look at her, my eyes narrow. “Sorry, I think I misheard you. Did you say we need to let him go?”

      “He’s right, Evan,” she said, her voice trembling, her teal eyes glimmering with tears. “I hate to say it, but he is. He’s not here by himself. He was just doing recon.”

      “We’re still invited to the party, though, right?” Tristan asked, standing up.

      I wanted to punch him in the stomach and make him fall back on the sofa, but I held back from doing so when Ali wrapped her hand on my shoulder. I looked up at her and sighed. If she wanted me to let him go, I guessed I was going to, regardless of how much it went against my instinct.

      “What did you think was going to happen when you threw that through the window?”

      “I thought maybe I would knock one of them out and I could retrieve what’s mine,” he said, then shook his head, waving his hand in front of his face. He blinked and swayed around in place a little, as if he was drunk, but he continued to stand upright regardless. “Anyway. I need to…”

      “Let him go, Evan,” Maya said. She didn’t see the expression on my face, but it didn’t matter. I was sure she could see my intentions from the way I was standing, from how I glowered at Tristan. I didn’t just want to punch him, but I knew I needed to show restraint.

      I needed to find out what he wanted—why he was there.

      “Fine,” I said, grabbing him by the scruff of his shirt and dragging him off the ground. He didn’t try to defend himself, he just let me move him, the tips of his toes scraping the floor under him. I could hear the grass being dragged along with him, and he barely tilted his head up to look at me. I put him down on the front step, in front of the door, and slammed it closed behind me.

      He turned to me and flashed me a smile, but I took a step forward and away from the apartment so the girls couldn’t see or hear me.

      “Don’t come back here, Tristan,” I said, tilting my head down and looking into his eyes, my eyes narrow with fury. “If you do, I will hurt you. I’ll make sure you can never come here again. I don’t know why they’re defending you, but I have no investment in your well-being, and I would love nothing more than to crush you the same way your newspaper crushed their living room window.”

      His eyes widened as I set him down softly on the asphalt. “I know you want to hurt me,” he said. “I get it. But you shouldn’t trust them. They’re not telling you everything, and I don’t know you, but you deserve more than…”

      He trailed off the moment his feet touched the ground.

      “You might as well say it,” I said. “Since I don’t think you and I are ever going to talk to each other again.”

      “These girls aren’t who you think they are,” he said. “I’m trying to be your friend here, Evan. That’s what they said your name was, right?”

      I glared at him.

      He scoffed, tilting his head a little, his black eyes shining in the dark of night. “Whatever the case,” he said. “You don’t know them. And you have absolutely no fucking idea what you’re getting into.”

      “Then I’m going to find out,” I replied, my voice low and dripping with disdain, getting so close to him I could see the blood red vessels in his eyes. “Get lost. Go on. Get moving.”

      He didn’t have to be told twice. He turned around, barely giving me another look, and then he ran away, disappearing around the corner. He didn’t turn back to look at me, not even once.
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      It wasn’t long after he left that Ali came out to the front door and tried to fetch me. She put her hand on my arm softly, beckoning me inside, and I softened a little as I saw her eyes when I turned around.

      “We should pick up the glass,” I said as I looked back inside.

      She waved me off. “That can wait.”

      I held back a chuckle. “It definitely can’t. Your guests are going to start arriving soon, and we need to get, I don’t know, a plastic bag or something we can put it on the window and the wind doesn’t get too bad. One of you needs to call your landlord.”

      “I already did that,” Faye said.

      I turned to look at her, and for the first time since we’d met, she flashed me a smile. It wasn’t a grin, and it seemed to take her some effort, but it was something. I smiled back at her, then sighed as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Was this why you wanted me to be here early?” I asked Ali.

      She shrugged in response. “Something like that. I didn’t think anyone was going to show up early.”

      “If you two had let me go out like I wanted to, I would’ve been able to draw them out,” Faye said. “More of them.”

      Maya tutted, shaking her head. “You can’t make plans like this without talking to us about them.”

      “Would you have been okay with it?” Faye asked her.

      Maya clenched her jaw. “At least keep me in the loop,” she said. She sounded more hurt than angry.

      “You need to let us have our own lives, Maya,” Faye replied, sitting down on the arm of the sofa, looping a strand of light blond hair around a slender finger.

      Maya shook her head. “We can’t have our own lives, Faye. We have to keep protecting each other. You know the drill.”

      “Protecting each other from what?” I asked, a little sorry I had to interrupt at all, but excited to hear more. “If it’s from people like him, I can help.”

      Faye scoffed, her shoulders slumping a little. “I think I was wrong about you,” she said. “I like you, Evan. You seem like a good guy. But you also don’t understand the kind of people we’re up against or why we do the things we do, and I don’t think you would even if we tried to explain.”

      “Try me,” I said. “Please.”

      They all glanced at each other. I was trying hard to be polite, but I was edging close to losing my patience.

      “This isn’t a party,” Ali finally said. “No--well, it is...it’s a party, but it’s also a ploy. We’re trying to draw people out so we know who we have to watch our backs with while we’re here.”

      I shook my head. “Wait, I don’t understand. What do you mean while you’re here?”

      This time, it was Maya who spoke. She leaned against the side of the armchair, her black hair gleaming like glass under the hanging living room lightbulb. She twisted her lips before she spoke, her brow furrowing as she took a deep breath. “We’ve been doing this for a while,” she said. “Moving schools, just trying to keep our heads down. We try to hide among everyone, you know? It’s easier that way. It’s also gotten easier as fashion changes, because we can hide things, or we can make it seem like we’re wearing them because we’re a little quirky, and that’s fine.”

      “Right,” Faye said. “Except that it doesn’t matter where we go, it doesn’t matter what we try, they’re always fucking there.”

      “Guys, you’re forgetting something,” Ali said, her voice crisp, clear, bright. Maybe it was my imagination, but it sounded like she was about to laugh. “You’re forgetting someone.”

      They all turned to look at me. Faye rolled her eyes. Maya cocked her head a little, tendrils of long black hair framing her pretty face. And Ali beamed at me, and for a second, all I could think about was the way her tail had wiggled when I was touching her.

      I wanted to ask what that meant, but none of them seemed ready to tell me. “So what do they want from you?” I asked. “These people who keep attacking you. Why are you trying to draw them out, and how were you so sure they’d be here?”

      Maya sat down next to me. “There’s a lot there,” she said. Her hand was suddenly on my forearm, but as soon as she touched me, her breath hitched. I could feel it too, what felt like dark magic coming from her fingertips. I looked up at her, and it was written all over her face. Her mouth was half-open, her cheeks crimson red, her golden eyes wide.

      “Right,” I said.

      Her voice trembled when she spoke. “I don’t know where to start,” she said, and her gaze darted between her hand on my skin and her eyes.

      “This,” I said, because I knew she could feel it too. And I could tell that Ali and Faye were watching us, their eyes wide. They were quiet, and for a second, I wondered if they could feel it too. Because this was heat, real and overwhelming, spreading from my skin—from Maya’s skin—and it felt like it rolled off us like waves. I couldn’t believe that they didn’t feel it, especially when it felt so all encompassing to me.

      She withdrew her hand, her eyes wide, her mouth half-parted.

      “Evan…”

      I took a deep breath so I could steady my heartbeat, my head swimming. Her touch—their touch—was intoxicating, and I didn’t know what to do about it. I made sure to have a pretty good grasp on most situations, but with the three of them, it felt like I’d jumped into the deep end of the pool, and I’d completely forgotten how to swim.

      “Start with that, please,” I said.

      Maya’s gaze darted between Ali and Faye, and then she straightened up a little as her knees pointed at me. She folded her hands over her lap again, her back straight, and then she took a deep breath. She sounded like she was winded.

      She closed her eyes, nodding slowly, her shoulders slumping. “Okay,” she said. “We’ll start with that.”
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      “So you know we’ve been running away for ages,” Maya said after a little while. It took her considerable effort to even say that, and I held back the desire to reach out and squeeze her shoulder. I wished to make her feel better, because it sounded like she was upset, and I wished that she wasn’t.

      I didn’t want any of them to feel upset. I didn’t want them to feel unsafe.

      I wanted to protect them.

      I needed to.

      “Yes,” I said when I realized she wasn’t going to say anything else.

      “There’s this...I don’t know, story,” Maya said. “We never really believed it.”

      “A story?” I asked, tilting my head as I furrowed my brow, setting my gaze on her.

      She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Something like that. You have to understand, Evan, we’ve essentially been trying to protect ourselves for the majority of our lives. We’ve been trying really hard to keep our heads down and make sure that the people who are trying to get us won’t get us. And then there’s this like, legend, this idea in the back of our heads that maybe there’s going to be a person who’s going to protect us… I mean, why would we believe it?”

      “She’s right,” Ali said. “I also thought it was a myth. I didn’t think that we were ever going to find our protector, but then we just stumbled upon each other in class and I could feel it the moment I set my gaze on you. I could smell it. I was almost sure of it…”

      She put her hand on her chest, and her gaze darted back toward my face.

      “But it’s a lot,” she continued. “I never wanted to make you do this. I didn’t want to introduce you to this world like this, I just wanted you to be brought into this slowly. I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s okay. I’d rather know the truth. I know it’s a lot, but the more I know, the easier it’ll be to process.”

      “Protectors are supposed to live with their charges,” Faye said, rolling her eyes. “But we’re not your charges, are we? We’re just people trying to keep our heads above water. That’s what this whole thing is about.”

      “This whole thing,” I repeated.

      Faye groaned, her ears moving when she spoke as she gestured around the room. “This,” she said. “The party, the brick thrown through our window, the constant bullying when we go out. How we have to hide ourselves so people won’t find us. The constant running and hiding, the trying to lure people out, I don’t want to fucking do it anymore. I’m tired. And regardless of how they feel when they touch you, you’re a complication.”

      “He can help us,” Ali said, anger creeping into her voice. She crossed her arms over her chest, her chin tilted up, defiance written all over her face.

      “If he wants to,” Faye said. “You haven’t asked him what he wants, have you?”

      “So let’s ask him now,” Ali snarled back at her.

      I stood up. “Ladies, please,” I said. “There’s no need to argue. I don’t want to make a decision yet about any of this, but I told you I’d help you get ready for a party, and that’s what I intend to do. So let’s get this place cleaned up, okay?”

      They nodded and dispersed. In truth, I wanted to keep talking about this, but Faye was right. They hadn’t asked me, and regardless of what their touch did to my body--and I had to assume Faye would do the same thing--I needed time to process it. Because this was a lot.

      It felt like they were talking about destiny, and I’d prided myself in being able to forge my own path.

      I could feel it, too, though. It wasn’t just about how beautiful they were—and they were all beautiful, and I certainly wouldn’t have minded being with them for my own benefit. It was about how invested I was in their well-being, even though I didn’t know them that well. Suddenly, putting my head down and finishing my master’s degree felt less important than protecting them, than helping them flush out whoever was harassing them.

      Then I could go back to my studies. I could go back to my life and try to go back to making a difference. That was what I had been working toward all my life, and I wasn’t going to let them derail me.

      That was what I told myself until Ali threaded her fingers in mine and looked up at me, her teal eyes watery. “Hey,” she said, standing on her tiptoes so she could give me a kiss on the cheek. “I really appreciate you sticking around even after all this. I know that you need to think about it, and I know it’s a ton to drop on your lap, but…”

      “How can you be sure?” I asked her, once I knew the other girls were out of earshot. “Maybe we just have a connection. Maybe I’m not the one you guys are looking for at all.”

      She turned to look at me, tilting her head up and setting her jaw. “I’ve met plenty of tall, good-looking men,” she said. “But you’re not just handsome, Evan. There’s something about you… something primal. I know you feel it, too. The sooner you give into it, the sooner you accept that it’s part of you, the easier this will be.”

      She raked a manicured pink fingernail up my arm, toward my shoulder, her touch sending a shiver up my spine.

      “And the sooner you give into it,” she continued, dropping her voice to a whisper as she moved her nail up over my skin, until it was on my shoulder and then on my neck, just hard enough to send a shiver down my spine. “The sooner you’ll understand what we can do for you too. And Evan?”

      “Hm?” I said, trying hard to keep my voice steady as the sensation of her touch subsided when she moved away.

      “We can do so much for you.”
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      The girls were efficient. After a few minutes had passed, the apartment looked completely spotless, as if nothing had happened at all. Faye straightened up the kitchen a little, running a hand through her blonde hair. She looked exhausted when I met her gaze, her blue eyes shining.

      “I guess I should go get dressed, since, you know, it’s important that we’re stealth,” she said. She was loud enough so that Maya could hear her, but there was no reaction from her. She simply looked out toward the window, the plastic bag moving with the wind.

      “Hurry up,” Ali said. “People will be here soon.”

      Faye nodded. She disappeared down the hallway and Ali smiled at me. “She’s nice. You’ll like her once you get used to her.”

      I didn’t want to tell Ali that I already liked Faye. There was something about her nature, about how defiant she was. The way her eyes would narrow, and her lips would press into a thin line felt like an odd contrast with her nature, because she was a slip of a thing, with wispy long blonde hair.

      Unlike the other two, who felt carnal and real and feral--whose look, as pure as it was, felt animalistic--there was something lovely and delicate about her.

      And I had to restrain myself when I looked at her, because that innocent look, combined with that temper… that combination was doing things to me.

      Things I found unsettling.

      I managed to pry my gaze away from the hallway to look down at Ali, who was staring at me with something like curiosity. Maybe it was my imagination, but it looked like there was a hint of jealousy in her stare, regardless of how clearly she wanted to fight it.

      We needed to move past it, because I couldn’t make her feel better. Not about this. “So why are these people coming after you? You never said. You just said that they have been coming for you and I’m curious why. You three don’t strike me as very dangerous.”

      She smirked, a glint in her emerald eyes. “We’re not dangerous, Evan. We’re just trying to live our lives. That’s it.”

      “You’re not answering my question,” I said.

      Her gaze darted away from me. She leaned against the back of the sofa, tilting her long neck up, her mouth temptingly curved. “It’s because we have something they want,” she said, her hand immediately going to the golden key she carried around her neck. She gripped it tightly. “Something that belongs to us. Not to them.”

      My gaze darted down to her fist.

      She sighed. “It’s not a key,” she said. “I mean, it is a key, because everyone carries keys, right? But it’s not just a key.”

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for her. We were standing near the hallway, between the kitchen and the living room, and I could tell that Maya was watching us.

      Ali brushed her hair behind her shoulder, sighing deeply as she let go of the key.

      “We’re nocturnal, Evan,” she said.

      Maya took a step toward her, but Ali held her hand up. “He needs to know,” she said. “He’s already seen my tail; he needs to know about this too.”

      Maya sighed. “I guess,” she said. She stood next to Ali, a little taller than her, her amber eyes shining as she waited for her roommate to continue.

      “You’re nocturnal?” I echoed when Ali didn’t continue by herself.

      “Okay. So you know how humans sleep at night, and they are awake during the day?” Ali said.

      I furrowed my brow. “I know what nocturnal means.”

      She smiled, her cheeks reddening. “No, I know you’re really smart,” she said. “So you also know that people can adjust their sleeping schedule by working on adjusting their circadian rhythm. Most people do it naturally after a while. For us…”

      “We can’t,” Maya said, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s not possible. It’s not an internal process, it’s just not something we can’t do at all. It doesn’t matter if we try to change our meal times, our light exposure, even our interactions with people, we’re just bound by what our bodies want.”

      “So you just fall asleep immediately when it’s light outside?” I asked, shaking my head. “But that makes no sense. You guys have classes. I met Ali at an early morning class.”

      They exchanged a glance. Ali dug her fingertips into the back of the sofa behind her and Maya swallowed hard.

      When Ali spoke again, I could tell that she was choosing her words carefully. She normally spoke fast—a little too quickly, really—but this was a change of pace for her. I wondered if she was scared. I wasn’t going to ask.  “There are other people… other demi-humans like us, and they’re diurnal,” she said. “That’s what Tristan is, and that girl, you know, the one who was talking to Ali?”

      “Right. So there’s a weird diurnal versus nocturnal thing going on?”

      “No,” Ali said. “There’s a weird ‘everyone wants what we have whether they’re diurnal or nocturnal’ thing going on.”

      “And what you have is…”

      “A device,” Maya said. She looked down at her leg, and my gaze darted down to the anklet she was wearing. I wouldn’t have noticed it otherwise. It was understated white gold with tons of different charms on it. I would’ve needed to get a lot closer to tell what they were, but she moved her foot and the charm made a pleasant jingling sound. “Something we carry on us all the time.”

      Ali nodded. “It’s infused with something,” she said. “They’re infused with something. We don’t know how it works. The only thing we know for sure is that it lets us control our circadian rhythms, and we can choose when and how we sleep.”

      “So you can hide.”

      “Yes,” Ali said, smiling at me. “Exactly.”

      “For how long?”

      They exchanged another look until Maya shrugged. “Honestly? For as long as it fucking takes.”
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      “So the party,” I said. I could hear cars parking outside, the sound of noise and people having conversations suddenly getting closer to the apartment. There was still a lot that we needed to talk about, but we weren’t going to have a chance when people got there and started mingling. The apartment was small, and there would be no chance for privacy after their guests arrived. “What did you mean it was a ploy?”

      “Diurnal demis can’t come because they’d just fall asleep, so if we know anyone we suspect might be one, we can keep an eye on them,” Maya said. “And nocturnal ones might arrive, so we have to be careful, because they might try to snatch it away from us. We can usually smell them, though, and when there are a lot of other people around, they tend not to try anything stupid.”

      “You can smell them?” I asked her, tilting my head.

      She smiled at me. “You don’t just think we have ears and tails, do you? We’re essentially different from standard humans in these very base ways, and one of those ways is our sense of smell.”

      I wondered if that was why I’d been able to smell Tristan and Lucy, but I didn’t want to ask, because I didn’t know what that meant for me. I wasn’t a demi-human. I was just a regular guy who had fallen into a weird situation, and I was trying my best not to freak out about it.

      I could untangle whatever that meant for me when I was sure that Ali, Faye and Maya were safe. I could worry about myself later.

      “Right. Is that why…” My gaze darted between her hand and my arm, because I had no idea how to even ask about it, about the thing that happened whenever we touched.

      “No, that doesn’t happen with anyone else,” she said, taking a step toward me. Ali was watching us when Maya threaded her fingers in mine. Her breath hitched in her throat; her head tilted up as she gazed into my eyes. Her pupils dilated when she looked at me, the smoldering flame in her look startling me. She was so close to me I could see the ridges of her lips, a beauty spot I hadn’t noticed before high up on her right cheekbone. It felt like I was stroking a smoldering flame when I inched closer to her, and her breath caught in her throat.

      She closed her eyes, disentangling herself from me. Ali crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you believe me now?”

      Maya swallowed, her eyes wide as she trembled a little. “Yes,” she said. “I believe you now.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but someone was knocking on the door. Ali walked past us, her ears hidden under a large brim hat. She wore black skinny jeans that clung to her perfectly long legs, to her round and full ass, which was surprisingly curvy for her tiny frame. She wore a slightly see-through white top tucked into the waistband of her jeans. Even though she had walked quickly past me, I was a little stuck on how stunning she looked.

      There was no time to think about it. They had invited a lot of people, and soon, the apartment was brimming with activity. I knew some of them, but only as friendly faces from class. It was the perfect opportunity to mingle, but I didn’t want to get to know the other students. My gaze kept darting up to their heads, wondering if they had hidden ears under their hats or their masses of hair.

      The party felt like it went on forever. It only wound down deep into the night. I’d only had a couple of beers because I wanted to keep my wits about me. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but I knew that there was a chance things would kick off and I wanted to be careful.

      They didn’t, though. One by one, people started leaving, and I noticed that Maya kept glancing at her phone. It didn’t take too long to figure out that she wasn’t texting, though, she was taking meticulous notes about every single person who had gone to the party, probably because that was exactly what she needed to do to protect herself. To protect all of them.

      Maya was the perfect host, which was a little disorienting. It was a performance, though. This entire party was, and I could see how the girls were trying their best to keep their composure even as they exchanged glances and made mental notes of their guests.

      There were only three or four people left by the time midnight rolled around and I thought we were probably in the clear. The girls would go to sleep, I would go back to my apartment, and everything would be fine. We would continue having our important conversations a different day, when they weren’t trying to do what basically amounted to a pretty sketchy version of recon.

      Ali walked out the last of the guests when Maya approached me. She put her hand on my shoulder and I felt the surge of electricity on my skin as soon as she did.

      “Great party,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes, smiling at me. “Yeah,” she said, dropping her hand to her side. “I got a lot of work done.”

      “A real rager, then.”

      She shook her head. For a split second, I could see her expression faltering slightly as she looked down. “We all do what must be done,” she said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve gone to a party and haven’t worked.”

      I studied her for a second. She didn’t seem upset, just tired, dark lines under her bright golden eyes. She was exceptionally pretty even like this, though, and she was so close to me I could feel her breath on my skin.

      “How can I help?” I asked. I wanted to sling my arms around her waist and close the space between us, but I knew that I shouldn’t. Ali was still nearby, and I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. She was so sweet, and so kind, and I loved to see her smile at me.

      But there was Maya, and she was in front of me, and it was painfully obvious that she needed me.

      “You don’t have to help,” Maya replied after a bit. “You don’t have to worry about me. I got this.”

      I looked down at her, and it sent me spinning down a path I hadn’t anticipated. Maya was beautiful, and that protective streak of hers—the way she looked affectionately at the other girls, how much she would give of herself to make sure that the three of them remained safe—it did something to me. I wasn’t sure what it was. I wasn’t sure if it was part of the magic I felt when she touched me, but this didn’t feel quite as primal as that.

      It tugged at my heartstrings in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

      She gazed back into my eyes, her dark eyelashes so long they practically touched her arched eyebrows. “What?” she asked, her voice quiet and sweet.

      “Don’t you get tired of this?”

      She tilted her head, her hair getting on her face. “Does it matter?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders. She didn’t want an answer, that much was obvious.

      Before I could think it through, I wrapped my arms around her frame and crushed her to me. Her body was flush against me, and I could feel her curves pressed against my chest, but this wasn’t about that. I just wanted to hold her. Our skin was touching, so I felt intoxicated by her presence, the way I always did when she touched me.

      I told myself to be good, to keep myself from giving in to my most base desires. She didn’t need that right then. I could wait until she was ready.

      I wanted her to know that she wasn’t alone, and she didn’t have to carry this burden by herself anymore.

      She moved away from me after a second. I opened my mouth to speak, but then her lips were on mine and I was kissing her back, my hand threaded in her hair. She kissed me softly at first, her lips barely grazing mine, and then she pushed her body against mine as I held her close.

      She opened her mouth to allow me inside, and our tongues warred inside her mouth as I held her close to me, my hands sliding down her back until they were just above the curve of her ass. I could tell how much she wanted me because she deepened the kiss and raked her nails up my arms. I stepped away for a second so I could catch my breath and her cheeks colored fiercely as her gaze darted down to the floor. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Maya…”

      She moved away from me far too quickly, and I stared at her as she disappeared down her hallway, the sound of her footsteps replaced by a slamming door.
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      I could feel Ali’s gaze on me before I turned.

      I didn’t want to give her an explanation. There was, after all, nothing to explain. We weren’t serious. We weren’t anything.

      When Ali’s gaze darted up to my own, her teal-green eyes wide and watery, I smiled at her. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” she replied, her voice trembling.

      We stared at each other for a few seconds, until she sighed, looking away. “I expected that to happen. I just didn’t expect it to happen so quickly.”

      “You expected it to happen?” I asked her, trying not to let laughter creep into my voice. She was so hot when she tried her best to hold my gaze, even though I could tell that she wasn’t happy about it.

      I liked this--the fight inside of her, inside of all of them.

      “I’m not naïve,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “And I know what they feel when I look at you, because I feel it too. I feel it like… deep inside of me.”

      She put her hand on her chest and I watched as she pressed it against the curve of her breast. Her lips parted as she looked back at me, her breath shaking a little.

      “And I get it. I get that just because I saw you first doesn’t mean I can have you to myself. I know that’s not the way it works. But I just…”

      “What?” I asked when she trailed off.

      “I just wanted to pretend, you know? And I know it’s silly, but I just… I wanted to pretend that you belonged to me for just a little bit longer.”

      I put the back of my hand on her cheek, and she leaned into my touch, her breath warm against my skin. “This is new for me,” I said.

      “What?” she asked as I stroked her cheek.

      I took a second to answer her. Not women. Women were certainly not new to me. But women like her, demi-humans… I didn’t want to hurt her feelings and she was obviously more vulnerable than she wanted to appear.

      She opened her eyes to look up at me. Her pupils practically covered the reflective green of her eyes.

      “Anyway,” she said. “I should pick up. I don’t want this to be a mess tomorrow.”

      She turned around, but before she could take a step away from me, my hand was on her wrist and I was pulling her to me. I lowered my head so I could speak into her ear, making sure that I said every word clearly and slowly. I pulled her so close to me I knew she could feel my breath on her skin. The curves of her body were flush against my own, my erection on the crook of her back. The heat rolled off her skin, and I held her even closer.

      I knew that she felt how hard I was against her. I wanted her to. “Does this make you feel better?” I asked into her ear.

      Ali trembled slightly, and I reached up so I could palm her hat. “Can I take this off?” I asked.

      Her breath hitched right before she answered. “Yes.”

      I didn’t just take it off. I grabbed it and threw it on the kitchen counter, her ears perking up the minute I did. “I want to touch you,” I said. She whimpered a little, wriggling under my touch. “Whenever I want. However I want.”

      She threw her head back and I stroked the tips of her ears gently. They wiggled under my touch and made my breath quicken. “Wherever I want,” I said.

      This tortured sound came from the back of her throat and I knotted up her hair so I could rake my teeth over her pulse.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying, Ali?”

      Her ear twitched as she exhaled heavily through her nose. “I do.”

      “Tell me,” I said, stroking her wriggling ear as I knotted her hair even more tightly, my fingers curling up around her scalp. “Say it back to me, Ali. Tell me what you are. Tell me who you are.”

      “Evan…”

      “Say it,” I whispered into her ear, which jerked with every one of my breaths on her skin. “Or you can just walk away.”

      She swallowed, her eyes closed, and she looked pained for a second.

      “Yours,” she replied, quietly, breathlessly. I moved my hand away from the hair, sliding it under the back of her neck instead, my other arm slung around her waist so I could hold her close and tight.

      “That’s right,” I said. “You’re mine. And what does that mean?”

      She trembled again, her curves pressed against me, the feeling of her body enough to make me get hard as fuck.

      “It means you can have me,” she said, every word carefully considered. I crouched down a little so I could align my cock against the crook of her ass and I rolled my hips softly against her so she could feel what she was doing to me.

      I could normally pace myself. I was good at that. But there was something driving me forward, something that felt much more primal and real than my carefully crafted control.

      “When?” I asked into her ear. It twitched toward me, and it felt like her entire body moved slightly when she did. Every time I breathed close to her, I could tell I sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Whenever you want,” she said, tilting her head back. I could see her jaw clenching, her hands fists at her sides. I loved that I didn’t have to tell her, she just instinctively knew that she could only touch me if she had my permission.

      “Where?” I said. As soon as I spoke, I had to clench my teeth hard together so I could control myself. I didn’t think I’d ever been that hard in my entire life.

      She laughed quietly, barely able to catch her breath. “Wherever you want.”

      “Exactly,” I said into her ear. She shuddered again, pressing her body against mine, and I smiled as I let go of her and turned her around. She was light and ready to move, so it didn’t take me too much effort to flip her around and sit her down on the counter island.

      She was exactly where I wanted her, with her legs parted and her stomach moving in and out with every deep, heaving breath that she took. I wrapped my fingertips around the belt loops of her jeans.

      I slid them a little down her body, until she was clumsily undoing her own buttons and her fingernails were threaded in my hair. She lifted her body off the countertop so I could slide her pants down her toned legs.

      I pushed her knees further apart once I’d rolled her pants down to her ankles, then busied myself with undoing the straps of her boots. I didn’t need to do this. I knew I could’ve just torn them off so I could take her clothes off completely, but I wanted to take my time, because this thing tearing at my insides—this instinctual thing, this thing I couldn’t put into words but I couldn’t shake off, whatever was causing my heart to skip and my dick to throb—couldn’t win. No matter how much I wanted it to.

      No matter how much fun it seemed like it was going to be.

      I was kneeling at her feet, but with every movement and the way her body shook, she knew I was in control, and she was obviously loving every second of it.

      As soon as I was done with the straps, I let her boots fall to the floor. I barely noticed as they made a sound on the floor under me, preferring to look up at her long, shapely legs instead.

      She was beautiful, and I could’ve just stared at her legs all night long. I didn’t. I pressed my lips against her skin, blowing softly on her until she trembled again and I reached the apex of her thighs with my mouth. The cotton on her panties was already dark from how wet she was, and I stopped for a second so I could take in her scent.

      Fuck, she smelled amazing, and with her legs sprawled open like this, in the kitchen, where her roommates could walk in at any time… it made pleasure pulse in my veins until it was practically all I could think about.

      I yearned to taste her. I hooked my fingertip on the waistband on her underwear and pulled it down, taking a second so I could look at her. Once her panties were below her knees, I tilted my head up so I could go back to looking at her. I pressed my fingertips into her thighs, just hard enough to elicit a moan. She threw her head back, her fingers curling around the end of the island countertop, and I kissed her soft skin until she was shivering under my touch.

      I wanted her so much.

      But I needed to control myself. I had to.

      Because whatever was happening inside of me, it was fighting to take over. It was pressing, and it was getting harder and harder to ignore.

      Much like my need for her.

      I used my tongue to lick around the inside of her legs, letting her feel my breath on her core, and she was wet and so ready for me that her scent filled my nose, and I was drunk with need for her.

      She threaded her fingernails through my hair, but she didn’t hold me close to her, letting me set my own pace. I moved my hand up toward her core and moved my face away so I could see her pretty little pussy, splaying her open for me so I could see her well. I knew exactly what I could do to get her to finish, and I wanted to do it so I could see her tail pop up again, wagging behind her as she tilted her head back and screamed my name.

      My tongue teased her open as I let my thumb work over her. She thrust her hips forward a little as my tongue quickened, my thumb pressing down on her nub as she pulled my hair. She was sensitive, and the sounds she was making—trying to be quiet, but clearly failing—were almost enough to send me over the edge. But I needed to touch her. I needed to be inside of her.

      I needed to stick my cock into her beautiful tight pussy and find my way home.

      “Evan,” she said, her fingertips digging into my scalp, and I sped up as I let her come for me. She lifted her body slightly off the kitchen counter as she wrapped her legs around the back of my head and I buried myself in her scent, in her core, until she was writhing against me, riding the waves of pleasure I was providing her. “Evan, oh shit…”

      She locked her legs around me and I continued to devour her until she was throwing her head back and her muscles were clenching around me as she finished riding the wave.

      I couldn’t keep holding back. I wanted to feel her.

      I needed to.

      I moved away from her, licking my lips as I set my gaze on her face. Her ears twitched when I set my gaze on her, and her tail was up completely, moving behind her so quickly I could only catch little glimpses of it.

      “Get up,” I said, giving her my hand so she could climb off the kitchen counter. “I want you on the sofa on your hands and knees.”

      She took my hand, gripping it tightly. Her legs were shaky as she stepped on the tile floor, and I slung my arm around her waist so I could keep her upright.

      As she was about to get on the sofa for me, I heard something clatter, breaking past the plastic bag I’d taped against the window.

      And this time, it wasn’t just a Millwall brick.

      It was a fucking Molotov, and it was about to burn this apartment to the ground.
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      Arson was less common than most people believed. In my career as a firefighter, I had only encountered a handful of cases. Fire was a violent, dark way to hurt people, and most perps simply didn’t have the guts.

      The ones who did always got the book thrown at them. And they always, always got caught.

      It was far more common for things like insurance scams. I’d never seen a Molotov in real life, but I knew exactly what was going to happen seconds before it did. The fireball caused spreading flames to cling to all flammable surfaces, and we needed to get the fuck out of the apartment before it got too bad. I didn’t have any gear, and I couldn’t contain the fire by myself.

      It was a fucking Molotov.

      “Get up, Ali,” I said, though I didn’t give her a chance to. I yanked her to her feet by tugging on her wrist. I could see the confusion written all over her face as smoke billowed around us. If they had a fire extinguisher, I could’ve tried to put it out.

      Extinguishing the flames was less important than getting the girls out.

      “Do you have your phone on you?” I asked as she threaded her fingers in mine.

      She shook her head, her mouth half-parted. It looked to me like she was still trying to catch her breath, and if I didn’t get her out of there soon, if I didn’t get all of them out of there soon, things were going to get worse for all of us.

      I looked her up and down for a split second to see that her tail was still wagging behind her, a little more subdued that time, and I tried to swallow down the dread tightening my throat. I pulled her away from the living room, finding my way to Faye’s bedroom. I knocked hard on the door, but there was no answer.

      Ali said something, but there was no way I could hear her or pay attention to her right then. I beckoned her to move back and kicked Faye’s door in. She was sitting on her bed, large headphones over her delicate deer ears, as she looked down at her phone.

      Her gaze flitted up to me for a second, and her eyes widened as she threw the headphones down on her bed and got to her feet. “What’s happening?” she asked.

      “Your phone,” I said. “Call 911, there’s a fire. Where’s Maya?”

      “Her room, I think,” Faye said. “What happened?”

      “Get out,” I told her. “Both of you. Do it now.”

      “Evan…” Ali said.

      I held my hand up to stop her from talking. “There’s no time to explain,” I said. “Do it.”

      They looked at each other for a second, then nodded. I watched as Ali walked toward the sliding door and Faye pressed the phone against her face, already speaking to someone.

      Now I just needed to get Maya. I took a step back so I could go into the hallway, but there was smoke everywhere already. It made sense—it had taken a few minutes to get them out. Hopefully the fire department would be there soon and put this out without it going any further. Without it hurting anyone.

      I desperately needed to get them out.

      Every last one of them.

      I ignored the flames biting at my ankles as I took a step back and drove my elbow into the flimsy wood of Maya’s bedroom door. It broke as soon as I did and I sighed in relief. Not that I was going to have much time for that, because I was going to have to cover my mouth and nose soon if I didn’t want to inhale smoke.

      “Maya!” I shouted as soon as I turned around.

      Fire flickered around me, nausea surging up my throat. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Where was she?

      I looked around her room, unable to find her. I knew she was embarrassed, but I didn’t think she had walked out. Faye would’ve told us.

      “Maya!”

      Still no answer. I heard the sound of wood cracking and splintering as the flames consumed it. My lungs were burning, and I was covering my nose and mouth with my sleeve, trying my best not to let the smoke inhalation overwhelm me. It was already getting hot, almost unbearably so, and I couldn’t be in there for too much longer.

      It was pointless to keep calling her. She obviously couldn’t hear me. There was only one other door in the bedroom. I knocked hard on it, but it didn’t open.

      “Stand clear!” I shouted, aware she probably couldn’t hear me. I kicked the door in, looking around the bathroom, expecting to find her directly in front of me.

      She wasn’t there.

      My gaze darted all around the room for a few seconds until I finally found her. She was in the bath, and for a bit, my brain refused to make sense of what I was seeing. There were bubbles on the water swirling around her, around the metal shower bar strewn across her body. Her hair was so dark that the blood on her head was hard to discern at first, then I could see it, smell it, feel it, as soon as I looked at her face.

      I leaned down so I could throw the curtain rod away, sticking my arms in the lukewarm bath so I could lift Maya up. I knew it would be easier if I slung her over my shoulder, and we needed to get out, but she was naked, and as soon as I lifted her, I could feel the soft hair of her tail on my skin.

      Fuck.

      I would have to worry about that later.

      She curled up in my embrace, her body so warm against my own it felt like my temperature rose.

      Maya was out cold, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought the back of her head might be bleeding. There wasn’t enough time to check right then. I would have to do that later, once she was out of danger. Once they were all out of danger.

      I held her protectively close to me as I assessed the best course of action. The fire was roaring in the hallway, and I definitely wasn’t going to be able to leave through the front door, or through Faye’s sliding door. The only way we were going to be able to leave was Maya’s window. I approached it, holding back the urge to swear under my breath when I saw that the latch was closed and it appeared to have been painted shut.

      I didn’t have time to fumble with it. I took a step back and used all the momentum I had so I could break it. It broke under the sole of my foot, but it wasn’t enough. I kept kicking it so that the glass would shatter, all while I wondered how I was going to fit both of us through the tiny pane.

      I could push Maya through easily enough, but both of us wouldn’t fit at once, and I was worried she would get cuts on her nude skin. I could worry about it later, I supposed, when I was sure she wasn’t going to die from being in a fucking fire.

      The window broke into tiny little pieces and I lowered Maya down toward it. It wouldn’t be a bad fall, but I wished I had a way to warn her of what was about to happen.

      I pushed her through—as carefully as I could, her legs before her head—and looked down before I took a deep breath. I extended my arms as much as I could, so that when I let her go, she would fall as softly as possible on the grass outside.

      I let go of her with a shaky breath. I watched her fall on the grass, my eyes wide. From where I stood, it didn’t seem to hurt her, but there was no way for me to really know until I could touch her. I curled my fingertips around the frame of the window so I could push it up, but it wouldn’t budge, and the edges bit hard into my skin. Sirens approached us, getting louder every second, but I knew they wouldn’t be able to hear me from out there.

      As I tried my best to push it up, putting all my weight into it, I looked at the window and realized that there was no way I was going to be able to get through. Not if I didn’t manage to make it budge, because I was going to find myself up against the frame. I was tall and muscular from going to the gym, and for the first time ever, it wasn’t going to serve me well.

      Still resisting the urge to speak—because I couldn’t inhale smoke—I tried to force it to open, but it wouldn’t budge. I was going to have to try and pull myself through it, even though it didn’t just seem impractical. It seemed completely impossible.

      I made myself small so I could try and crawl through, but there was no way. Fuck it. I supposed it was better than dying with my face down in a fire.

      I stuck my head through carefully, to make sure glass wouldn’t bite into my skin, and looked down at Maya. She was still there, exposed to the elements, and I had to get a fucking move on. I tried to pull myself through, but just as I expected, as soon as I had managed to climb halfway out, the frame was stopping me. I tried to wriggle out, but there was no issue.

      For a second, I considered screaming and asking for help, but Maya was right there, naked and with her tail out in the open, and I didn’t want the fire department to find her. And that was only if she was found by the good guys. I couldn’t even think about what would happen if she was found by the bad guys.

      I was aware I was in a ridiculous position, and though I tried my best to wriggle out of the window’s grip, I couldn’t compete with the simple reality of the situation. I grunted, trying to push myself away from the window once again, using my hands for leverage.

      It felt pointless at first, but as soon as I did it, I realized that I was stronger than I thought.

      And I’d always been strong.

      This felt deeper—it felt like it came from that part of me I had been so desperately trying to control only a few minutes before, when I’d been with Ali. I heard the frame crack under my weight, and I pushed forward with a deep, guttural groan, stumbling toward the ground, bracing myself so I wouldn’t hit Maya when I did.

      I managed to hold myself up before the impact by sticking my arms out, my body hovering over hers. I assumed the reason I didn’t feel pain was the adrenaline coursing through my veins and it was going to hit me later, but right then, I didn’t have time to think about it.

      I took my shirt off, placed it clumsily over Maya, and scooped her back into my arms as I heard footsteps coming toward me.
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      “I must have left the stovetop on,” Faye said, looking right into the firefighter’s eyes. “It was late, I was going to make myself a cup of tea so I could wind down after everyone left, and I must’ve left it on. I’m so sorry.”

      She was so convincing, with her big wide eyes and trembling lip, as she looked up at the firefighter who was asking her questions.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” he asked, his gaze darting around us until it settled on Maya. “At least to get her checked out.”

      “It was a wild party,” Faye said quickly. “She just needs to sleep it off.”

      The firefighter looked up at me, a question in his eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I got this. And if anything changes, I’ll make sure to take them to the hospital myself.”

      “I’ll hold you to that, Wakefield,” he said. Faye must have told him my name, I thought, but I wasn’t going to ask. I needed to get Maya back to my place so I could take a good look at her. The firefighter’s expression softened as he looked around the girls. “There’s going to be an investigation, but it looks like everyone was evacuated safely.”

      Ali put her hand on my arm, smiling up at me gratefully.

      “If you’re sure you don’t want to go to the hospital, then we’re done here.”

      “We’re sure,” Faye said. “We have our very own firefighter. I promise you, we’ll be okay.”

      He nodded, then turned away as he spoke to the rest of his team. We didn’t stick around to find out what he was saying to them. Instead, we all walked together toward my car. I put Maya in the backseat. Faye sat in the back, putting Maya’s head on her lap, and Ali sat in the passenger seat.

      We didn’t talk at all until I turned the ignition and drove away from the apartment.

      Ali swallowed, her eyes closed as she tilted her head back. I wanted to ask her if she was okay, but of course she wasn’t fucking okay. Someone had thrown a Molotov through the window and they’d burned her apartment down. Maya was knocked out cold. And Faye… I could feel the distress coming from her, the barely pushed down panic as she tried her best to cling to her fragile control.

      “I knew they wanted to flush us out,” Faye said from the back as I drove toward my apartment. I glanced back and saw that she was stroking Maya’s hair softly. Her voice trembled when she spoke again. “I didn’t think they would go this far.”

      Ali craned her neck back to look at her. “They’re getting bolder. They’re escalating,” she said. “This is so fucked.”

      “It’s my fault,” Faye said. It sounded like she was crying. “I didn’t listen to her and now people are after us. I painted a giant target on our backs.”

      “You’re tired,” Ali said. “We’re all tired. I’m sure Maya doesn’t blame you.”

      “How can you be?” Faye replied, shaking her head. “You’re just trying to make me feel better. I know you’re my friend, but Ali, let’s be real here. This wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for me.”

      “You don’t know if it was the two of them,” Ali said, straightening up a little as she craned her neck to look back at Faye. “We don’t know anything. Let’s not jump to any conclusions.”

      “Let’s not,” Faye replied quietly. “Let’s just talk about what has happened. We had a party because we wanted to flush people out, and I decided not to be discreet. In the space of a few hours, someone broke our window, and then they threw a firebomb into our apartment. Does any of this seem incorrect to you?”

      “Faye, you can’t beat yourself up about this,” Ali replied. “This isn’t your fault. They were going to come for us anyway.”

      “Not this quickly. They never come for us this quickly.”

      “They never have before,” Ali said, her gaze darting to me for a split second. I didn’t miss it, or the pause right before she spoke again. “But things are different now. This is the first time we’ve had…”

      Faye scoffed, but she said nothing else.

      Ali put her hand on my shoulder as I took a hard right into my apartment complex’s parking lot. As soon as I killed the engine, I looked down at Maya. My shirt was still over her body, but I could see the soft rise of her stomach as she breathed, and that immediately made me feel better.

      “You two should go in. Nothing will fit you, but at least find something to wear, please. Especially for Maya,” I said as I looked down at Maya. I took my key out of my pocket and handed it to Ali before she got out of the car. “I’ll carry her upstairs.”

      They exchanged a look, then agreed wordlessly. I watched them as they went into the building, then turned my attention back to Maya. “Hey,” I said, stroking her hair softly. “Can you hear me?”

      She didn’t stir. She didn’t move at all, she didn’t react, and it made my heart sink. I inched closer to her so I could press my finger against her pulse, which was there. It was just weaker than I wanted it to be.

      “What happened to you?” I asked her, though I expected no response from her.

      There was no time to think about it too much. I got out of the car and grabbed her delicately. I didn’t want to hurt her. She breathed softly in my arms as I held her close to me, her face covered in beads of sweat and dark red blood.

      The dread was getting worse. I couldn’t look at her without feeling like I was going to lose it--but I couldn’t, because the girls were counting on me, because I needed to make sure that Maya was alive and well.

      I kicked the door to my building so I could make my way inside, holding Maya close as her breath puffed against my chest.

      “Don’t worry,” I said softly, wondering if she could hear me. “Don’t worry, okay? I got you.”
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      As soon as I walked into my apartment, Faye and Ali quieted down. I could hear the sound of the kettle on the stovetop, and it made sense that they were making themselves tea to calm down. I barely acknowledged them as I walked to the bedroom with Maya in my arms, depositing her on my bed.

      I barely took note of how beautiful she was—though of course, it was hard not to see that, especially when she was completely naked on my bed and I hadn’t seen her nude body before, not really—and instead tried to focus on the head injury. I felt under her hair, searching for the source of the blood, and she made this pained sound that made my heart jump.

      Fuck. She was coming to. Thankfully.

      “Maya,” I said. “Stay still, okay? Promise me you won’t move.”

      “Evan?” she asked, her lips barely parted. I could tell it was hard for her to speak.

      I went to my bathroom, got my first aid kit, and immediately sprinted back toward her. Her eyes were half open, and I stroked her hair so I could soothe her as I took the isopropyl alcohol out of my kit.

      “Maya, listen,” I said. “I can’t see your wound, and it looks like it’s nasty, so I’m going to have to disinfect it. I think it might hurt. Do you think you can hold still for me while I do that?”

      She moaned.

      “Say yes, please,” I told her as I got my supplies ready.

      “Yeah,” she muttered. I smiled as I inched closer to her again, dabbing the cotton on her head as she grimaced.

      “Good girl,” I said, stroking the top of her head as I pressed the cotton against her scalp. “You’re being so good. Do you know what happened?”

      “Hmm…”

      “Use your words, baby girl,” I told her. The words seemed to soothe her, and her eyelids slowly peeled open as she set her gaze on me. “Good. Just like that. Tell me what happened.”

      She grimaced, making a pained sound as I finished cleaning her wound. At least it had stopped bleeding.

      “Bath,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I was…”

      “Right,” I said, taking my phone out of my pocket. I needed to keep her talking, but I could do this when she trailed off. “I’m going to shine a light into your eyes, okay? I want you to keep looking at me. I just need to check if you have a concussion.”

      She groaned. I shone my flashlight into her eyes and her pupils reacted appropriately, which made me feel immediately better. Her ears, which I’d barely noticed under her head of jet black hair, twitched slightly. I pet her head delicately, so I wouldn’t overwhelm her or hurt her.

      “Okay. Tell me what happened,” I said. “I know it’s a lot of effort to talk, but I need you to speak to me.”

      “I was in the bath,” she said, her voice hoarse. She tried to sit up but I held her down softly, so she would keep lying down. “After what happened, I just…”

      “It’s okay. Take your time.”

      She sighed deeply. Her hand went up to her head, but I tutted and held her before she could put it on her injury.

      “Try to leave it alone. I know it’s hard, but just try for me, okay?”

      She grimaced. “Okay.”

      “Good. Now you were telling me what happened.”

      “I was in the bath,” she said between deep breaths as I continued to stroke her hair, trying my best to soothe her. Her breathing was a little better now, but she was clearly having a hard time continuing her story. I was sitting cross-legged on the bed, and her head was on my lap, her face warm against my bare legs. “Because I was embarrassed after what happened and I just needed some time to wind down.”

      “You didn’t need to be embarrassed,” I said, twirling a strand of coal hair around my fingertips.

      She laughed humorlessly. “As soon as the bath was ready, I jumped in and I could feel myself drifting to sleep. I was tired. More than I realized,” she said.

      She was talking more clearly now, a little more coherently, and there was a bit of color back in her cheeks. I would need to watch her, but I really didn’t think there was any need to take her to a hospital. Hopefully.

      “And then there was this sound,” she continued. “This sound of something snapping, and at any other time, I would’ve been able to stop them but I couldn’t, and then something was flying toward me. I tried to stand up but before I managed to do it, I felt something like, fall on me. I took a step back, and slipped. That’s all I remember.”

      “Did you see anyone in there with you?”

      She shook her head, then groaned. I laughed. “Stay still, Maya.”

      “Someone must’ve been, though,” she said. “Because that wouldn’t have happened by itself. And if I hadn’t been so distracted, I would’ve been able to stop them.”

      “I’m sorry, Maya,” I said.

      “You’re sorry?”

      “I am,” I said. “I was… I should’ve been more careful. I should’ve been there to protect you.”

      “I can protect myself,” she said. It sounded to me like she was trying to convince herself.

      “I know,” I said. “But you shouldn’t have to. Not when I’m around.”

      “You don’t have to protect me,” she said, her gaze darting up to my eyes, her jaw clenched. “I promise.”

      “I know that too. I want to protect you, Maya,” I said. “You don’t have to do this by yourself anymore.”

      Maya sighed. It looked like she was thinking about something else to say, but finally she closed her eyes and curled up closer to me as I continued to stroke her hair and her ears, trying my best to put her back to sleep after I’d made certain that she was okay and wasn’t going to get any worse.

      “Evan?”

      “Hm?”

      “Thank you,” she said, breathing softly on my skin. I sighed deeply, my heart leaping in my chest as I looked down at her pretty face.
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      When I was sure that Maya was sleeping soundly, I threw a blanket over her and walked out to the living room. Faye and Ali were talking quietly on the sofa. The moment that I walked in, they stopped talking, turning their heads to look at me.

      They were wearing my clothes. Both of them had chosen a formless black shirt that was too big on their frame, but I could see the way it clung to their bodies, showing off their gorgeous curves.

      Faye stood up and walked over to me, her long, shapely legs bare. I tried to pry my gaze away from her legs and look back at her wide eyes.

      “How is she doing?” Faye asked, and handed me a mug I hadn’t even realized she was holding. “It’s green tea. I wanted to make English tea but this is the only kind you have.”

      “I think my mom gave it to me. I don’t really drink tea,” I said.

      “Drink this. It’s going to make you feel better.”

      “I don’t feel bad,” I said, cocking my head. “I mean, I don’t think so anyway.”

      “Do it anyway,” she said. “What’s the worst that could happen? You drink some tea?”

      She had a point, so I brought the steaming liquid up to my lips and tilted it into my mouth. She was right; I immediately felt better, and I also enjoyed the way she was looking at me, her eyes wide and a little smile on her face.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Sure thing,” she replied. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’ll be okay,” I said, walking toward my living room. I sat in the middle of the couch, the girls on either side of me. Ali rested her head on my shoulder and breathed deeply, and I buried my face in her lush red hair and inhaled her scent. “I think, anyway. I’m going to have to keep an eye on her, but hopefully, we won’t have to take her to the hospital.”

      “We can’t take her to the hospital, Evan,” Ali said, moving away from me. She threw her long red hair behind her shoulder, tilting her face toward me before she spoke. “If we do, they’re gonna figure out we’re not like them, and they’re going to want to do tests. And that’s if we’re lucky.”

      “Is that why you told the firefighter what you did, Faye?” I asked, turning to look at her.

      She nodded, sinking into the sofa. “I wanted them to help her, but as soon as they figure out the ears, it’s kind of over for us.”

      “Right,” I said. “And her tail was out.”

      “Her tail was out?” Ali echoed from behind me, and Faye’s gaze flitted up to her for a split second.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I lied to them, then, because that would’ve been a whole thing,” Faye said, shaking her head. Her ears twitched when she did, and I watched as she closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, her shoulders slumping when she did. “We have to keep ourselves to ourselves. Maya was right. I was…”

      “What?” I asked when she trailed off.

      “Stupid. Selfish,” she said, turning to look at me, blonde tendrils of hair framing her delicate cheekbones. “I just wanted to forget about how much we have to hide, you know? Sometimes, it just gets so tiring to think about. Like every time we go out, every time we do anything, I’m... I’m so tired, Evan. This whole thing, it gets to me. And then I act immature and unreasonable and one of us gets hurt.”

      “This isn’t your fault, Faye,” Ali said, her voice steady. “Maya knew what she was signing up to. She knew ages ago. You didn’t bring this on us.”

      Faye stood up and paced around the living room. I watched her for a few seconds before I turned to Ali again. I inched closer to her so I could put a crooked finger under her chin and guide her face up so she would look into my eyes.

      “Tell me the truth, Ali,” I said, making sure to gaze into her teal-green eyes. “Was it me who brought this on you?”

      Ali cocked her head, her eyes narrowing as a muscle in her jaw clenched. “You brought change, but that doesn’t mean change is bad. We’ve been waiting for you.”

      I ran my hands through my hair, suddenly feeling nervous. She tucked her legs under herself before she spoke. “You’re not just any man, Evan,” she said. “But you do have to choose. You have to make a decision. Protecting us isn’t simple, Evan. It’s not just a job. It’s…”

      “What?”

      “A calling,” she said, then shook her head. “For lack of a better word. But this isn’t something you have to do, you understand, right? You can walk away at any time. We only want you to do this if it’s what you want.”

      I shook my head. Of course I wanted to be with her, to be with them. They were gorgeous and fascinating and I could think about many ways to fulfill my innermost desires with all three of them, hopefully at the same time. “Define what this means,” I told her, my gaze flitting away from her. I didn’t know exactly what she wanted from me, but it felt very important that I could, at least, understand what I was getting into.

      Even though there was a part of me that didn’t have to. There was a part of me—a big part of me, one which felt more and more pressing every second—that felt like it didn’t matter at all, that this was the right thing. Protecting these three women felt like a calling, a vocation, and the idea of leaving them without my protection made me feel ill with dread and filled my veins with anger.

      “If you decide to stick by us,” Faye said, turning to look at me. She approached me and stood right in front me, her face tilted down so she could look into my eyes. “Then we won’t have to hide anymore. But it’ll be hard. Sometimes, it’ll feel impossible.”

      “Why won’t you have to hide?”

      “Because you’ll protect us,” Faye said, cocking her head as if that was the most obvious conclusion ever, and I was dense because I hadn’t realized it sooner. “As soon as people see you--what you can do to them--they’ll be afraid of you. And they’ll leave us alone.”

      “We’ll still be discreet, of course,” Ali said. “We’re not idiots, and we’re not crazy. We would just feel a lot safer with you by our side.”

      “Okay. What do I have to do?”

      They exchanged a look. “It’s not that simple, Evan,” Ali said, her fingers curled around my shoulder. “You would have to give up so much of your life.”

      “You’d have to be like us, Evan,” Ali said. “You’d have to use one of our artifacts to help control your circadian rhythm. Your body would change in ways that you wouldn’t recognize. The transformation could...hell, it would probably hurt a ton.”

      “Did it hurt you guys?”

      They looked at each other again. “It wasn’t like that for us,” Ali replied. “We were born like this. You were born with it in your blood, but not like us. You can choose to access it or not. It’s up to you.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I asked, looking between the two of them. There were two—three very good reasons—to go through with whatever it was that they wanted me to do.

      “Because your life will be harder,” Faye said. “A lot harder. You’re going to have to think about things you wished you never had to think about. You’ll have to look over your shoulder all the time. You won’t be able to just keep your head down and study to finish your degree. People will come for you. They’ll come for us.”

      I smiled at her, relief washing over me. “Is that it?”

      She cocked her head. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s it.”

      My smile widened into a grin as I tried my best to hold back laughter. “Honestly, Faye, I’ve never been afraid of a little challenge.”
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      “Are you sure?” Ali said.

      I looked at her and nodded. “Absolutely,” I said. “I’m positive.”

      “In that case,” Ali said quietly. “There’s one last thing we have to do.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “We have to make it official,” Faye said. I was looking at Ali so I didn’t realize that Faye was climbing on top of me until I felt her soft legs flanking me. I stared at her as she inched her face toward me and pressed her lips against mine. She wrapped her arms around my neck then breathed out softly on my skin.

      “Wait,” I said, my hand on her waist. I didn’t want to ask her what this was about because I definitely wanted her to keep going, but she hadn’t seemed interested in me before, and I wasn’t sure what had changed. If anything, it seemed like she hated me. “Are you sure about this, Faye?”

      “I am,” she said. She brushed her lips against my own and her entire body shuddered when she did. That was the first time we’d really touched, and the skin-to-skin contact was enough to send a wave of pleasure down my spine. It was heat and wine all at once, slowly edging me closer to release even though she had barely touched me.

      She giggled when I opened my eyes. “See? I know you feel it too,” she said, cocking her head a little as a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I just didn’t want to bring you into this life if you weren’t sure.”

      I wrapped my hands around her waist and held her close to me. “I’m sure,” I said. She sighed deeply and it felt like she melted into me as she kissed me on the lips again. I could feel her softness through the fabric of my underwear, and I was lost in her scent and in the way she felt against my skin that I almost winced when I felt Ali touch my shoulder.

      “Ali…” I said, turning to look at her as Fae lowered her body so she was flush against me.

      “It’s okay, Evan,” she said, cocking her head, her eyes glimmering with desire. “Take what’s yours.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I turned to look at Faye again, and our gazes locked for a second. At that moment, I understood exactly what Ali meant, and I instantly knew I was going to lean into it.

      I crushed her to me, pressing a kiss against her with savage intensity as she opened her lips to allow my tongue into her mouth. Her kiss was as challenging as it was rewarding, her tongue a brand on mine. Her curled fingers were digging into my shoulder blades and my thoughts spun as I slid my hand down the front of her body, to her impressive breasts. Instinctively, she arched into me as I explored the curves of her breasts and my hands touched her hardening nipples lightly.

      She moaned quietly, throwing her head back as I kissed the hollow of her neck. I could feel how hot and wet she was already against me, her desire growing with every kiss, pushing me closer to the edge of my control.

      My hands explored the soft lines of her waist and her hips as I slowly slid them down toward her ass. I lifted my shirt above her hips, then palmed her plump ass.

      She pulled away from my kiss for a second, this time, her whimper more pain than pleasure. “Will you…” she asked breathlessly, barely able to set her gaze on mine as she begged for me.

      She trailed off before she could ask, so I made her look into my eyes before she spoke again.

      “Will I what?”

      “Will you fuck me?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      I smiled at her, then turned to look at Ali, my hand still playing with Faye’s ass, smacking her just hard enough to make her wriggle on top of me and send a shiver of pleasure up my spine every time she did, my cock throbbing with anticipation.

      “What do you think, Ali?” I asked her, sliding my hands up Faye’s body, under her shirt, and visibly playing with her erect nipple while Ali stared at us, her mouth half-parted. “Do you think I should fuck her?”

      Ali licked her lips, her cheeks red and her eyes half-open, a glint of desire in them. “I think you should do whatever you want to do,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      “Then I think you should get yourself ready,” I said, my gaze darting between the apex of her legs and her face. “I always want you ready for me, and I want to see how you feel compared to her.”

      Ali bit down on her lower lip, and I let my gaze slide down the front of her body, stopping at her long neck, at the curve of her impressive tits on her small frame, at her waist and her long, shapely legs.

      She didn’t need to be told twice. She slid her hand down below her stomach, until her fingertips were pressed against the soft fabric of her already soaked panties.

      My breath hitched in my throat as I watched her, my eyes wide as Faye kissed my neck, practically writhing over me despite the fact that I wasn’t even fucking her yet, her body warm and tight and perfect against my own.

      “Take them off, Ali,” I said. “And turn to face me. I want to see all of it. I want Faye to see all of it, too.”

      Faye breathed hard against my skin, rolling her hips against me, and she pressed her lips against my neck.

      Ali’s eyes widened, but she did as she was told. She turned her body to face me, spreading her legs as I reached down and moved Faye’s panties to the side, rolling my cock against her folds, using all my control so I wouldn’t just spear her with my hardness regardless of how much I wanted to feel the warmth of her core.

      “Please,” Faye said into my ear, her breath warm against my skin, and I couldn’t hold back anymore.

      She lifted her body up a little, giving me just enough time to guide my underwear down my legs so that my cock was ready for her.

      She met my gaze for a second as I held onto my erection. I guided myself into her, letting her get used to my hardness. She was so small, it was a wonder she could take it all. She held my gaze for a second, then we both turned to look as Ali swallowed a moan.

      Ali’s legs were spread open, and she was giving us a show, a curled finger plunging into her wetness as Faye rolled her hips on top of me.

      “I’m going to fill Faye up with my seed and I want you to come when I do, Ali,” I said, taking note of the glistening skin on the inside of her thighs as Faye fucked herself on my dick, moving her body up and down on my erection. She was so hot and tight and ready, and I was so ready to finish, to let myself lose control inside of her as her core clenched around me and she tilted her head back.

      I slid my hand up from her breast, stroking the length of her elegant neck, the muscles on it clearly taut, until I traced the outline of her chin with my fingertips and slowly found my way toward her parted mouth. I slid my fingers into her mouth and she clamped down on them as I rolled my hips against her, riding her until all I felt was primal and raw need, and then Ali was moaning next to me, her voice loud and guttural and feral, and I was finishing inside of Faye as she threw her head back and her ears—not her ears, something else—stuck out from under her hair.

      I wanted to watch her, but I also wanted to watch Ali as she finished, her head tilted back as she let out a low, guttural sound and her legs locked.

      “I want you to finish inside of me,” Faye said, her words barely discernible because my fingers were still in her mouth and she was still swirling her tongue around the tips. I slung my free arm around her, holding her close to me, ramming myself home as her hips rolled on top of me and her muscles gripped me tightly.

      “Ali,” I said between breaths, tensing my calves so I wouldn’t just empty my load into Faye’s tight little cunt before Ali had taken herself there. “Come for me, okay?”

      Ali groaned, a moan coming out of her mouth as her legs locked and she licked her lips, and then Faye dipped her head down so she could rake her teeth over my pulse as I held her flush close to me.

      I pressed myself into her, her muscles clenching around me as she rode the waves of her orgasm and I growled with pleasure as I emptied myself inside of her.

      My eyes were closed for a second as I tried to catch my breath and slow down my heartbeat. I was getting softer inside Faye, and when my eyes opened again, my gaze darted up to her head.

      There was something on it.

      And it wasn’t just her ears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye jumped off me almost immediately, and I pried my gaze away from her head so I could watch my release drip down her legs. Ali gasped softly on the sofa next to me, touching herself lightly, her legs still wide open and ready for me.

      I needed a second to catch my breath, but looking at her was practically enough to send me over the edge again. Still, after a split second, I decided that she was too hard to resist. I grabbed her leg and pulled her down the sofa, toward me.

      I slid my hand up her thighs, feeling her soft warm skin under my palm, letting her take a deep breath before I pushed my curled fingers inside her.

      She was obviously already sensitive, so when I brushed my thumb against her sweet spot. Ali threw her head back, and I watched as her tail wagged even under her weight.

      “Do you think you can get there again, Ali?” I knew she could. I could see it written all over her face, in the desire written all over her body. I wanted her to get ready, though. I wanted her to brace herself for my fingers, because I knew exactly what my fingers could do for her.

      To her.

      “Yes,” she said after a second.

      “Good,” I said, my fingers dormant inside of her. “Take your shirt off.”

      Her eyes opened, and my gaze darted up to Faye again. Her mouth was half-open, her cheeks flush with blood, and I could see how hard her nipples were through the fabric of her shirt. My shirt.

      “We want to see you,” I said, talking to Ali but still looking right at Faye’s face, making myself look into her eyes regardless of how much I wanted to look at her ears, at whatever was happening on top of her head. I could do that later. I could do anything else later, but right then, all I wanted was to feel Ali’s pussy tighten around my fingers as I took her to ecstasy. “All of you. Isn’t that right, Faye?”

      Faye nodded.

      “Tell her,” I said.

      Faye closed her eyes, her hands fisted at her sides, but when she spoke, her voice was trembling and I could tell she was trying to bite back her desire. “Tell her what, Evan?”

      “How much you want to see her,” I said. “I could feel how much you liked it when you were riding me.”

      Faye’s gaze darted between us, the red in her cheeks deepening. “I want to see you, Ali,” Faye said, so quietly I had to strain to hear her.

      Ali stopped moving for a second, then wrapped her fingertips around the bottom of my shirt and slid it over her body, throwing it on the floor.

      From this angle—from every angle—she was a vision.

      I started stroking her again, my thumb brushing against her button as I thrust my fingers inside of her, making sure to get her closer to pleasure, teasing and working her until her head was tilted back and she was holding onto the sofa under her.

      Her body bowed to sensation as the pleasure traveled from her core to the top of her head, and I watched the pink blush spread from her abdomen to the rest of her body, to the top of her head as this sound that felt like it was equal parts torture and pleasure came out of her mouth and her walls clenched around my fingers and I drove her to the edge over and over again.

      She screamed, her body lifting slightly off the sofa, and then she settled down and gasped for breath as I removed my fingers from inside of her.

      “Faye,” I said, prying my gaze away from Ali so I could look at Faye again, and this time, I did stop to look at what had emerged from her head.

      It definitely wasn’t just her ears, though those twitched as my gaze held her still. There were antlers on her skull, large, bony, branched, with pointed tines.

      Faye was so small, so light, her body almost looked smaller than the antlers on her head. She was dazzling, and it was hard to tear my gaze away from her when Ali shuffled next to me.

      I felt Ali sit up on the sofa, her nude body inching close to me, the heat rolling off her skin. She held onto my bicep as I beckoned Faye forward. “Come here,” I said when she didn’t move.

      She took a step closer to me, her eyes wide.

      “Don’t you want to taste her?” I asked Faye, my gaze darting over to Ali, her swooshing tail wafting air toward my face.

      Faye’s gaze darted between the two of us for a second, then she nodded, the movement barely perceptible. I held my hand up and she took another step forward, her lips closing around my fingers, sucking Ali off my skin until she was gasping for breath again.

      “Good girl,” I said, biting my lower lip as my cock hardened again. I needed to go check on Maya, but this was all so much. “Do your horns only come out when you’ve finished?”

      She moved away from me, shaking her head. “Not always,” she said, her eyes wide and watery. “Just when it’s like, I don’t know, really intense.”

      “Are they retractable?” I asked, cocking my head as Ali’s tail tickled the back of my neck.

      Faye smiled. “No,” she said. “They fall off, though.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling myself blanch.

      Faye laughed, throwing her head back when she did, and Ali smiled next to me as she grabbed my shirt, which was still on the sofa. “It sounds worse than it is. Do you want to see?”

      “No, I think I’m okay, thank you,” I replied as I put my clothes back on. “I should go check on Maya. You two going to be okay?”

      Ali and Faye glanced at each other for a second.

      “Evan?” Ali said.

      “What?”

      “Do me a favor,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “Go look at yourself in the mirror.”

      I looked at her, trying to discern what she was trying to tell me from her expression, but there was nothing there. She looked content, pleasured. They both did. And I instantly knew they wouldn’t tell me.

      I cocked my head, more curious than anything else, and ran my hand through my hair again. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll do it after I check on Maya.”

      “Maybe do it before,” Faye pressed, staring right at my face.

      I looked at her for a second, then shrugged my shoulders. “Okay,” I said. “Sure.”
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      I walked to my bedroom, ready to check on Maya. She was still asleep, so I decided to go to the bathroom and check my reflection, like Faye and Ali had asked me.

      I flicked on the light switch when I stepped inside and the light was so bright I had to cover my eyes with the palm of my hand. When my gaze darted back to the mirror, my eyes widened.

      I looked like myself, except my dark hair—I knew I needed a hair cut before when I was getting ready for the party--but my dark hair seemed to have grown and lightened in the space of a few hours. It went down to my shoulders, streaks of blonde hair between my dark brown one.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered toward my reflection.

      I surveyed the rest of my face. There were dark lines under my eyes, little blood vessels popping in the white of them. My lips looked surprisingly dry, and my eyes themselves—they were strange. My eyes were hazel, more brown than green, but they were becoming lighter. Not green, though. They had taken on this amber tone I’d never seen before, and it was confusing because it felt like I was wearing a costume the moment I dragged my gaze up my reflection and forced myself to meet my eyes.

      I was me, but I wasn’t me.

      And whoever this version of me was looked fucking scary.

      Ever since I was a teenager, I’d been broad and tall, athletic even before I decided to take exercising seriously. But this was more than just athleticism. This felt both right and viscerally wrong all at once, and I had to resist the urge to take a step away from my own reflection.

      I inched my face closer to the mirror, my eyes narrow, but still surprisingly golden. The rest of my face remained the same, or at least that was what I thought. I didn’t make it a rule to stare at myself in mirrors that often, but right then, I wished I was more familiar with my reflection.

      I was so busy looking at myself in the mirror that I didn’t notice Maya walking up to me or placing her hand on my shoulder. I winced and jumped, trying to get away from her, and she gasped when she took a step back.

      “Sorry,” she said, waving her hands in front of her face. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I looked at her, my eyes wide, and shook my head. I could worry about this later. I forced myself to keep my gaze on her eyes, despite the fact that she was still completely naked, and she was so close to me I could practically feel the heat rolling off her skin.

      And she was exceptionally beautiful. I could see her perfect chest, her erect nipples practically brushing up against me. I wanted to sling my arm around her waist and pull her close to me, until her body was flush against mine, and I could feel all her soft delicate curves adjusting to the contour of my body.

      I didn’t.

      “You didn’t startle me,” I said.

      She smirked, tilting her head.

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, you did, but don’t tell anyone,” I said.

      “Who am I going to tell?” she asked me, then traced her cheek with a hooked, delicate finger. “So they spoke to you, huh?”

      “They did. We had a very thorough conversation.”

      She held me steady with her gaze, her amber eyes burning into mine. “Not just a conversation, though, right?”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “Not just a conversation.”

      “So you’re in.”

      “That obvious, huh?” I asked her. I expected her to meet me with laughter, but she didn’t.

      “Are you sure about this, Evan? You can still back out.”

      “Whatever is happening, it’s already started,” I said. “I mean, you can see it when you look at me, right?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “What, Maya?” I said when her gaze darted away.

      “You don’t have to go through with it. Just because you started the process doesn’t mean that you have to finish it.”

      “The process,” I echoed. “They weren’t exactly clear on what that means.”

      Maya took a step away from me, her little black ears twitching under her hair. “If you want to become our protector, you’re going to need to bind yourself to us.”

      “Bind myself to you,” I said. I felt like an idiot, just repeating everything that she said, but I didn’t understand what this meant, and I’d been so lost in Faye and Ali that I’d forgotten I was supposed to ask.

      “To all three of us,” she said, and then her hand was on my chest and slowly trailing down toward my hardening cock. She took a step forward, tilting her face up so she could look at me, the tips of her fingers softly stroking the thin line of hair between my belly button and my cock. “I think you can figure out how.”

      My cheeks were suddenly hot. “I mean, we’re still all getting to know each other.”

      That time, she did laugh, throwing her head back. Her little black ears twitched on her head when she did. They were much rounder than the other two’s, coal black, and in general, a lot harder to discern.

      “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “We can take care of ourselves.”

      “And the bonding?”

      “Once it’s done with all three of us, you’ll become our protector,” she said. “And things will change for you.”

      “They’re already changing,” I said, my gaze flitting to my reflection for a split second. “I’m already changing.”

      “You can stop it,” she said, crossing the space between us and planting a soft kiss on my lips. It wasn’t hungry; it was kind, and it was confusing.

      She was giving me an out.

      I didn’t want one.

      I slung my arm around her nude waist and pulled her close to me, feeling her curves contoured against my body and the way her breath felt against my skin

      “Why would I want to stop it?” I asked her, my gaze darting between her lips and her eyes.

      “Because it’s a lot, Evan,” she said, her breath trembling. “I’m not a protector, and you don’t understand the kind of stress I’m under all the time. You’ll have that, multiplied by a thousand. It’s gonna be much harder for you. You’re not used to it.”

      “I think you’re not giving me enough credit,” I said, sliding my hands down her body until I had wrapped her entirely in my brace. She threw her legs around my waist instinctively and I felt the warmth of her cock against my hardened cock. I looked down at the slight swell of her stomach, my breath hitching a little as I saw her breasts and her nipples hardened even more at my gaze. “So are you going to tell me what I have to do?”

      She reached down and grabbed my cock, circling her thin fingers around my erection. “Claim us,” she said. “With your dick.”

      “That’s…”

      “You have twenty-four hours,” she said, letting go of my erection and winking at me. “So you can catch your breath.”

      I laughed, my hands still slung over her waist, my fingers resting on the curve of her hips. She was a wonder to look at and I wanted to do it for as long as possible; but she had been hurt, and I needed to look after her, especially considering the reason we were in my apartment at all.

      “I need to find them, Maya,” I said, taking a step away from her. “I can’t let them get away with this. Someone broke into your apartment while I was there and tried to kill you.”

      “They didn’t try to kill me,” she said, kneeling down. At first, I thought she was going to take my cock into her mouth, but she didn’t. I heard jingling from the floor and looked down at Maya as she smiled at me. “They were just trying to take this. They didn’t. I got lucky.”

      “It didn’t feel like you did,” I said.

      Her expression hardened as she stood up. “Trust me, Evan,” she said. “I’ve seen a lot worse.”
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      I let the girls sleep on the bed, wearing my clothes, and decided I was going to recon early in the morning. I looked down at them, at the way they were sleeping so close to each other. Ali’s arms were wrapped around Faye’s waist. Faye slept in the middle, Maya facing her, their noses so close they were practically touching. Their legs were bare and long, because at some point, one of them had thrown the quilt off them and it was on the floor next to the bed.

      They were all stunning, but they looked especially beautiful like this, their skin-to-skin touch as casual as it was sexy.

      I resisted the urge to wake them up. Hopefully, they would still be in that position when I got back home. I just had something I needed to do first.

      I still had some time—several hours before I needed to come back and fuck them. That wouldn’t be a problem.

      I just needed to find out where the other demi-humans were so I could have a friendly conversation with them. And if that didn’t work out, then I was going to be a lot less friendly than that.

      After putting my clothes on, I looked back at my apartment for a few seconds before I closed the door softly behind myself. I didn’t really know where I was to start. All I was certain of was that I needed to go back to the apartment to find any clues that I might’ve been missed.

      I got in my car, ready to go back to their building, thinking about everything that had happened, and where I could find the next clue. For the time being, I knew they were safe in my apartment, and I wouldn’t have to worry too much about whether they were fine.

      As soon as I put my key in the ignition, I looked at my rearview mirror and my heart dropped. Ali was running toward me, waving her arm, and I wasn’t going to drive away from her. She could wait in the car, and she would also be helpful when it came to finding the other demis. Still, having her around was a complication, because protecting her would be my priority.

      I couldn’t just focus on her. I needed to worry about all of them.

      Ali was wearing one of my long black shirts. It was so long it went halfway down her thighs and almost looked like an intentional dress, but I made a note to stop and get them some clothes. She opened the passenger side door of my car and sat inside, sighing deeply as she did.

      “I figured you were going back to our place,” she said. “I wanted to see if I could also get a few things.”

      “You’re going to have to wait until they do an investigation,” I told her as I drove away from my apartment building.

      “Do you really think so?”

      “I mean, it depends,” I said. “Sometimes, if they think it was caused by arson they’ll close the scene for an investigation. I assume since Faye called the insurance, you’ll be able to replace your things soon.”

      Ali sighed. “I’m glad that Faye decided she’s doing this,” she said, twirling a strand of red hair around her finger. “I don’t think I could deal with it. The fire was bad enough already. And Maya…”

      “It seems like a lot for her,” I said when Ali trailed off.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know how much she told you, but out of all of us, she’s the one that gets the worst deal.”

      I glanced at her with a frown.

      “You’d think it was Faye, right? With the antlers? Or me, with the tail,” she said, tutting. “She’s the one out of all of us who has the easiest time going stealth. You’d think it makes it easier for her to do all of this, but I think it just makes it harder.”

      “Why?” I asked, turning a corner so we could drive toward her house. It was early in the morning and there were barely any cars on the road.

      “This is silly, but honestly I think she feels guilty,” Ali said, sighing and slumping down in the seat. “Because Faye and I struggle with it a lot more than she does, and Faye is clearly losing her patience with this whole thing.”

      “How long have you been doing this?” I asked, parking in front of her building. “It sounds like it’s been a while.”

      “Years and years,” she said. “She’s the one who organizes when we move, who scopes out the new area, all that kind of stuff. We try to convince her to keep us at one place for more than a couple of years, but it gets dangerous.”

      I looked at the apartment building, the walls blackened with smoke. “And you three never think about going your separate ways?” I asked her, taking the keys out of the ignition.

      “No,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “There’s no way we can. We all have little pieces of the artifact, which works because we live together, but if we get separated it’ll stop working.”

      “Why would it stop working?”

      She shrugged again. “I don’t really know how it works, honestly,” she said. “It used to be a pocket watch, because circadian rhythms, get it? The inventor had a sense of humor, I guess.”

      “Who was it?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t really know. All I do know is that everyone went after them, and they were on the run for the majority of their life. After they got old, I guess they decided to share the wealth. This might not be true, but I heard that the inventor spent years trying to recreate this artifact, mass produce it for other demis. I don’t know anything about this person, but it probably felt unfair that only they could have it. Honestly, it feels unfair to me.”

      I waited for her to continue.

      “Anyway, so that person melted them down,” she said, playing with her necklace. I looked down at it, noticing, for the first time, that there were two keys, one standard one and one much smaller than the other. It looked like it opened a mailbox. That must’ve been the thing that was able to control her sleep. “I don’t really know what happened after that. I guess at some point someone must’ve realized that it wouldn’t work if you cut it into too many pieces or if they got too far away from each other.”

      I nodded, looking at her as she dropped her hand. I set my gaze on her face before I said anything, and she sighed.

      “We grew up together,” she said. “In the system.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      She laughed, rolling her eyes. “It sounds worse than it is,” she said. “Maya, Faye and I, we’ve always been family. We always fought to stay together. I mean, it must’ve been challenging to place us, considering the whole not actually humans thing. But even when we were temporarily separated, we always found our way back to each other. And Maya, she’d inherited the artifact. Artifacts, I guess. She never met her parents, but no one would dare take that away from her, and then she gave it to us.”

      “That’s lucky.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she considered that. “Maybe,” she said. “I like to think that it was fate.”
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      The apartment turned out to be in better shape than I anticipated. I’d been so worried about getting them out that I hadn’t even thought about what had happened to their belongings.

      Right then, as I watched Ali walk into her apartment, I was glad to see that she could get some clothes for all the girls. A lot still needed to happen for them to ever try to go back to their apartment, but at least they were safe.

      She opened the door and turned to me, waiting for me to walk in with her. She extended her hand and I interlaced my fingers with hers, flashing her a smile as she pulled me into her home.

      She sighed heavily as I closed the door behind myself.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, letting go of her hand and squeezing her shoulder. “This must be really hard for you.”

      She shrugged. “Honestly, not really,” she said. “It’s not the first time someone has tried to set us on fire.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Right?” she said, rolling her eyes. “I just wish they’d leave us alone.”

      I followed her to her bedroom. The posters on the wall were blackened, the bottom of the walls darkened with soot.

      “Thank you for driving me here,” she said as she started to take clothes from her closet. “But this wasn’t where you were going to go, was it?”

      I shook my head. “No one should be throwing firebombs at you,” I said. “And since I assume that you’re not going to call the authorities, I thought I could go and straighten them out. You know, so that they don’t keep trying to kill you.”

      She stopped throwing things on the bed, turning around to face me, setting her gaze on my face. Her mouth tightened when our eyes met. “You’re confused, Evan. They’re not trying to kill us.”

      “I’m not confused,” I said. “You’re being naïve. They don’t care about whether you’re alive or not as long as they have the thing that affects your circadian rhythms, right? And if you’re collateral damage, why would they care?”

      A muscle along her jaw clenched as she crossed her arms over her chest, pressing her impressive breasts together. I pried my gaze away from her tits, because this was serious, and I wanted to look into her eyes when I stressed how in danger she was.

      “It isn’t personal,” she finally replied, very slowly. It sounded like she was trying to convince herself. “They just want the…”

      I waved her off. “I know, I know. But how many times have they done something like this?”

      “Something like…”

      “Something like almost killing you, Ali,” I said. “How many times have they done it?”

      Her gaze darted down to her feet, and it took me a few seconds to realize, with horror, that she was trying to stop herself from crying. I wanted to wrap her in my arms, tell her that it was going to be okay, but I couldn’t. Not before I was sure that she knew, for certain, how bad it was.

      “People shouldn’t be trying to hurt you,” I continued as her shoulders moved up and down. “They shouldn’t be trying to kill you, Ali. All three of you deserve to have lives in which you feel, you know, safe. Where you’re not constantly looking over your shoulder, wondering what the fuck is going to happen next. Where you don’t have to keep running away.”

      She picked up her head and wiped the tears away from her eyes, her expression suddenly hard. I didn’t think I’d ever seen this coldness in her before, and it was as surprising as it was disorienting. “Evan,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know you’re trying to help, and I appreciate that you want to keep us safe, but sometimes, there are just things that are not in the cards for certain people.”

      “You don’t think safety is in the cards for you?” I asked, ignoring the icy knot tightening around my stomach.

      “You’re a good man,” she said, defiance written all over her face as her eyes narrowed. “And I know you’re coming at this from a place of concern.”

      “Ali…”

      “It’s okay,” she said, shrugging. “I’m used to it.”

      “You shouldn’t be,” I said.

      She laughed bitterly. “What?” she asked, shaking her head. “As if I have any other options.”

      I couldn’t resist that time. I walked over to her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her close to me. I didn’t want to contradict her right then, not when she seemed to believe this deep in her bones.

      I didn’t need to contradict her.

      I just needed to prove her wrong.
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      “So you want to go to them,” Ali said.

      I tried not to roll my eyes when I heard the doubt in her voice. I knew it wasn’t because she didn’t trust me. She was worried. She was scared.

      If I had been her, I would’ve been scared, too.

      I extended my arm so I could stroke the back of her head, my touch light on her soft red hair. She had changed in her apartment, and she wore a cute striped pink and white sundress that went down to her knees. It smelled a little like smoke, but all I could think about was the other scent coming from her, the orange-lime smelled mixed with low-level arousal.

      On top of her head, she wore a silky, almost see-through headscarf. I sighed when I saw it, but then she flashed me a huge smile and I told myself I was overreacting.

      “Look,” I said. “You can’t have this happening anymore, and I need to know that you’re being taken care of. All of you. If I don’t think you’re going to be safe, I don’t think I’m going to be able to go through with it.”

      “You won’t be able to finish going through with the change?” she asked, cocking her head a little.

      My jaw hardened as her earnest eyes sought my gaze. She was sizing me up as I spoke.

      “If I can’t defend you the way I am now,” I said, holding tightly to the steering wheel. “If I can’t make them back off with the way things are right now, then I can’t see this through.”

      She furrowed her brow, leaning a little so she could look at me. We were driving away from her apartment and back to campus, to where she’d told me that she thought the other demis lived.

      “You don’t have to punish yourself,” she said finally. “You can just wait until you finish the changing process.”

      “Why should I wait?” I asked her, shaking my head as I looked around. “Are you sure it’s near here?”

      “Not sure, but I can smell them,” she replied, taking a deep breath. She clasped her hand over her mouth as she tried to stop herself from gagging. “Yeah. Okay, I’m a little more sure now.”

      “What is that?” I asked. I got a whiff of it, but it obviously wasn’t as bad for me as it was for her.

      “What is…”

      “That smell,” I said. “I’ve been able to smell it on other demis, but not you guys.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, it’ll be stronger when the process has finished,” she said. “Going in like this…”

      “What?”

      “It might be a little rash,” she said softly.

      I shook my head vigorously. “No. You know what is fucking rash? Throwing a Molotov through someone’s window when you just want, you know, to steal some of their fucking jewelry. That’s not rash. That’s fucking insane.”

      “Evan, I just don’t want to see you get hurt,” she said, stiffening as she continued to look at me.

      I scoffed. “Then stay in the car,” I said, throwing her my keys.

      “Evan…”

      She said something else, but I didn’t hear her. I wasn’t going to allow her to talk me out of this, when I needed to confront them, when I needed to find out what the fuck they’d been thinking.

      And this was just the Molotov.

      Someone had snuck into their apartment, knocked Maya out cold, and had left her for dead. That wasn’t just an attempt to flush them out. As far as I was concerned, it was attempted murder.

      I followed the scent, looking over my shoulder only once so I could see if Ali was following me. Luckily, she had listened to me and stayed in the car.

      I took a deep breath and tried to follow the scent. I found myself walking toward a residence hall. I thought I was going to have a hard time getting inside, but someone was leaving at the same time as I tried to sneak inside, and they nodded at me and held the door open so I could get through.

      I thanked him under my breath and he walked away. The residence hall smelled like most dorms, moldy and closed off, but there was something else there. This undercurrent of rot I couldn’t shake off. Except no one else seemed to smell it, and as my gaze darted around, I realized that even the lobby was full of people.

      I looked around, trying my best to focus on the scent, but my senses were overwhelmed and it was surprisingly difficult. I closed my eyes, leaning against the wall, and trying to take another deep breath. When I opened them again, I saw her.

      The small brunette with the big brown eyes. Lucy.

      She saw me before I saw her. She was wearing what looked like her pajamas, carrying a laundry basket in front of her body, a silk headscarf wrapped around the top of her head.

      And I could smell her—it was coming to me like waves, acrid and nauseating sulfur.

      Her eyes widened as she dropped the laundry basket. It thudded on the ground, the noise loud enough to startle me, and then she turned around and started to run.

      I knew she wasn’t going to be able to outrun me, especially if she couldn’t leave the residence hall, but she turned out to be shockingly spry. Swearing under my breath, I sped up in the narrow hallway. People were moving aside for her, which helped, because I didn’t want to have to push anyone over.

      I sprinted past the hallway quickly, but by the time I turned the corner, she had disappeared. There were rows of ajar doors on the wall opposite to me and I didn’t know where she had gone. This part of the residence hall looked like it was a lot less populated, though, so at least I would be able to investigate without too many people wondering what the fuck I was doing.

      “Come out,” I said, holding my hands up as I walked around the hallway, trying to keep my back to the wall so that she wouldn’t be able to sneak up on me. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I heard the scoff before I felt the wind rushing toward me. She was wielding some sort of weapon—a pipe, maybe—and I’d managed to stop her by holding my hand up. She was small, but she clearly knew how to put her weight into her swings, because the pipe had made the palm of my hand sting. I wrapped my fingers around it, prying it out of her grip with little effort.

      Her bronze eyes widened. She took a step back and I wondered where she was going to try to disappear to.

      “Leave me alone,” she said, her gaze still on mine.

      She was ballsy. I had to give her that.

      It was as hot as it was stupid.

      “I just want to talk to you,” I said. She scoffed, crouching down to the ground. It wasn’t a particularly smooth move, but it was enough to evade me when I tried to strike her with the pipe in my hands.

      It wasn’t a pipe. It was a fucking curtain rod. I had to resist the urge to smile. The girl was resourceful, I had to give her that.

      She smirked. “Nice try, asshole,” she said, still crouching and walking backward. It looked clumsy and uncomfortable.

      “Look, I just want to…”

      She stood up and slammed open the door to one of the rooms. She palmed the door handle from inside the room, but I stuck the curtain rod between the door and the door frame.

      Lucy’s gaze darted between me and the weapon in my hands. “Let me close the door,” she said, her voice surprisingly steady.

      “I will,” I said. “If you let me talk to you for ten minutes first.”

      Her eyes narrowed as her shoulders slumped down. “Okay,” she said, inching closer to me. “If that’s what’s going to make you go away, then…”

      I waited for her to finish her sentence, but then she was tilting her head down and digging a row of sharp teeth into the joints of my fingers, which were still curled around the rod. I didn’t think about it at all. I extended my fingers, which made me drop the metal rod on the floor inside the room.

      “Hah!” she said, using her foot to inch the curtain rod closer to her, then slamming her weight against the door.

      “I just want to talk to you,” I said, banging my fist against the door and trying to ignore the pain on my fingers. She’d bitten down hard, and I was paying for it.

      “Go away!” she screamed through the door.

      “Look, I just want a conversation, okay?” I said, rolling my eyes only because I knew she couldn’t see me. “Once you talk to me, I’ll go away.”

      I heard the lock. “Take two steps back,” she said. “I don’t want to be able to smell you through the door.”

      I did as I was told, though I had to grit my teeth to do it.

      “Okay,” she said, opening the door just enough so she could peek out at me. “But not here.”
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      “This hardly seems necessary,” I said, looking over my shoulder.

      Lucy was lagging behind me, her hands in the pockets of her pajama pants. I could hear her footsteps as she approached me. I’d clearly annoyed her.

      But at least I hadn’t thrown a fucking Molotov through her window.

      “This is ridiculous,” I said turning around to face her. She stopped walking, took her hands out of her pockets, and stared at me, her arms crossed over her chest. Her white shirt was practically see-through, to the point where I could tell she wasn’t wearing a bra under it. I could see her erect brown nipples until she inched her arms up her chest so she could hide them.

      It looked uncomfortable. I held back a smirk as I set my gaze on her face.

      “We’re in public,” I said. “In full view of everyone, just like you wanted. Now can we talk or are you going to run away again?”

      “I don’t trust you,” she said, her bright brown eyes narrowing. “So you have exactly two minutes of my time. And if you don’t get to what you want to talk about quickly, I’m going to turn around, walk away, and I’ll make sure you never bother me again.”

      “What, are you going to send your boyfriend after me again?” I asked with a dry chuckle. “Because if I recall correctly, the last time that happened, I kicked his ass.”

      She laughed that time. “You think Tristan is my boyfriend?” she said, and she sounded so surprised and shocked that I had to hold back laughter too.

      “This isn’t funny,” I said, shaking my head as I regained my composure. “You tried to kill people.”

      Her jaw dropped open. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s right,” I said, taking a step toward her. She took a step back, sticking her hands back into her pockets, her head tilted slightly. “I know what you’re doing, Lucy. Don’t think I don’t.”

      “Oh, is that right, Evan Wakefield?” she spat out my name as her gaze traveled up and down my body. Perhaps my nose was fatigued, but the smell had definitely gotten a little better, and I wasn’t quite as repulsed as I had been when I’d first arrived.

      It was… confusing.

      She was confusing. Regardless, I was still angry. I could think about her deep brown eyes later, about the way her mouth tilted up slightly and there was one dimple on her right cheek every time she half-smiled later. When she wasn’t trying to kill the girls I was trying to protect.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Everyone knows your name, Wakefield,” she said. “Did you think you were going to be able to hide from the rest of us while you got embedded with those three assholes? Please.”

      “Wow. You have a mouth on you.”

      She flipped me off. “It’s not just my mouth,” she said, cocking her head a little, her eyes narrowing into a thin line as her smirk widened into a grin. “You should see what else I can do.”

      I shrugged, shaking my head. “I don’t want to,” I said. “I just want you two to leave them alone. Can you do that?”

      She scoffed. “There are so many things wrong with that statement, I have no idea where to even start,” she said. “First of all, it’s not just us two that want to get rid of your precious little girlfriends. Do you even know what they are, Evan?”

      “I do,” I said, taking another step toward her. “They’re just people trying to live their lives. You can’t go around burning people’s apartments to the ground.”

      Her eyes widened. I could tell she was trying her best to keep her expression neutral. She wasn’t good at it.

      “I wouldn’t try to kill them,” she said. “I was there when Tristan threw the newspaper into your window. That’s all we did. We just wanted to scare them.”

      I glared at her.

      She rolled her eyes. “You don’t understand the kind of havoc they cause when they roll into a new town,” she said, disgust in her voice. “The only difference between us and them is that we learn to live like this.”

      “Like this?” I echoed.

      “Yes, like this,” she said. “We can’t control our sleep schedule, so we come up with excuses, or we get jobs that start at the crack of dawn so that we won’t have to be out when it’s dark outside.”

      “So then why do you want…”

      “We don’t,” she said, shaking her head as she stopped from talking. “We don’t want any of what they have. We want to scare them away, because if one of the only people in our community get the artifact, how do you think they’re gonna dole it out? I promise you it’s going to be a shitshow.”

      “You want to scare them away,” I echoed, rolling my eyes. “Yeah, right.”

      “Yes, of course we’re trying to keep them away,” Lucy said, her brown eyes wide and watery despite the thin line her lips were in. “Think this through, Evan.”

      “Think what through?”

      “If someone gets the artifacts… I don’t even want to think about it. If one of the demis in our communities gets it, what do you think is going to happen to them? Do you think they’ll let anybody have turns?”

      I shrugged, waving her off. “I just want you to leave them alone.”

      “I want them go,” she said. “I want them to realize the damage they’re doing to all the other demis everywhere they go. Do you think that’s so unreasonable?”

      I blinked. I didn’t want to acknowledge what she said, though it made sense. Still, it didn’t warrant a fucking Molotov. “Why don’t you just tell them that?” I asked. “You can have a conversation with them.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I don’t know how much you know about your girls there, Wakefield, but they’re not the most receptive people I’ve ever met.”

      “Because you’ve tried to have a conversation with them.”

      “You’d be surprised at what I’ve tried to do,” she said, baring a row of shiny white teeth at me. “It doesn’t shock me at all that you don’t care enough to ask.”

      “Would you even tell me?”

      She smirked. “We were just trying to scare them,” she said. “I know it’s shitty, but Tristan and I would never hurt anyone. We’re just trying to protect our own.”

      “Your own,” I said. “Much like they’re trying to protect their own. Why can’t you just leave them alone?”

      She grimaced. “They can’t be around us,” she said, shaking her head a little. “They just cause chaos wherever they go. It’s not fair to the rest of us. And look, I get it, okay? They got lucky. I don’t know how they got the artifact, but I know that it’s just because they got lucky. I don’t begrudge them that. That’s not their fault.”

      “They didn’t ask for this.”

      “You’re right. They didn’t,” she said, taking a step closer to me. “But neither did we.”

      I shook my head, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Will you stop trying to kill them, please?”

      “I am not trying to kill them,” she said, shaking her head once again, holding her hand up to stop me from talking when I opened my mouth. “If I was trying to kill them, trust me, they would be dead.”

      I groaned. This was frustrating. I wanted to find the other demis and kick some ass, not have a conversation with the world’s most obstinate chick.

      “Just tell your friends to stop throwing firebombs into people’s windows and we’re not going to have a problem.”

      “They’re not my friends,” she replied, sounding defeated for the first time since we had been talking. “But I have to protect my community. You get that, right?”

      “Fine. So protect your community by making sure that they don’t fucking try to kill anyone,” I told her.

      “I’ve tried to stop them,” she said, cocking her head a little. “It doesn’t work.”

      “Maybe you haven’t tried hard enough.”

      She opened her mouth and licked her teeth, disbelief written all over her face. “Why don’t you try it then, big boy?” she asked. “Since you seem so fucking eager to do it yourself.”

      “I would. If I knew where to find them,” I replied. “You’re my best lead.”

      She considered that for a second, her arms crossed over her chest again. “Fuck it,” she said. “You wanna go? I’ll fucking take you.”
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      I knew it was a bad idea when we first started walking to my car in silence, but the reality of the situation sunk in as I saw Ali twist her head and lean forward.

      She opened the passenger door before I could process what was happening. In the time it took me to realize she had jumped out of the car, she was pouncing on Lucy. They both tumbled down to the grass in a blur, my gaze following them until they fell on the grass with a thud.

      “Get off me,” Lucy whimpered. She was clearly in pain from the tackle, which had taken her by surprise, and I needed to get Ali off her before she did any real damage. I didn’t like the brunette more than she did, but we needed her. If we wanted all three of them to stay alive.

      “Ali, stop,” I said, taking a step toward her.

      She didn’t stop. She was on top of Lucy, her thighs flanking her and keeping the brunette pinned down to the floor. I was supposed to be helping out, not enjoying the show, but fuck, I wanted to see how it would play out.

      I wanted to see if they would tear each other’s clothes off, but that was definitely not what happened.

      Lucy tried to bring her knee up so she could knock Ali off her, but Ali groaned, throwing her head back, and striking Lucy in the face again. Her delicate pink nails were clearly sharp enough to scratch the soft skin of Lucy’s cheek. Before she could claw at Lucy’s skin, the brunette lunged at her, threading her fingers through Ali’s long red hair and pulling as hard as she could.

      Ali threw her head back and screamed. It was primal.

      I was sure it would also attract everyone’s attention.

      “Ali,” I said, reaching for her shoulder. “Just get off her. We need to have a conversation.”

      Ali looked at me, her eyes wide, disbelief turning into hurt. Still, she stood up, doing as I told her. When I offered her a steadying hand, she turned her face away. “I hope you have a good explanation for this, Evan,” she said.

      Lucy stared at her, her brown eyes darkened as her body stiffened. “Fucking bitch,” she said.

      A muscle along Ali’s jaw clenched. “Start talking, Evan,” she said. “Right now.”

      I shook my head, shooting her a penetrating look as she finished rising to her feet and brushed strands of red hair away from her face. She stiffened as she looked at me, her annoyance evident. Still, she didn’t get to ask me questions like this, especially not when what I was doing was in her best interest.

      “No,” I said. “Get in the car. I’ll explain on the way.”

      “With her?” she asked, her gaze darting between the brunette and me. “You want me to get in the car with her?”

      I looked at her, pinching the bridge of my nose again. She adjusted her headscarf, and I stared at her for a few seconds before I spoke. “I’m going to take care of this,” I told her, trying my best to keep my anger out of my voice. “You can come with us or you can stay here. I don’t care what you do. You just can’t delay us anymore.”

      She tilted her head up, clenching her teeth together, her jaw hardening.

      “Or you can just walk back to my place,” I said, looking into her eyes. “I trust you know your way.”

      “This is a bad idea, Evan,” she said, her voice trembling slightly as her gaze flitted away from my face.

      “I agree with the ginger,” Lucy said. “I know. It’s a shock to me too.”

      “Be quiet,” Ali replied.

      “Ladies, can we take the bickering to the car, please?” I asked, motioning toward it. They rolled their eyes, but they did as I told them. Ali sat next to me, and Lucy sat in the back seat, inching her body close enough to the front of the car that I could smell her scent.

      There was something else there now. Something that wasn’t overwhelming and foul, but soft and pleasant, floral and sunshine all at once. It wasn’t Ali, because I was deeply familiar with her citrusy smell, and I was enjoying every second of sitting right next to her.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to be having the same experience; or if she was, she was doing her very best to hold back on it.

      “Tell me where we’re going,” I said as I turned the key in the ignition. The car sputtered under me, and for a split second, all I could think about was that I was going to have to replace it soon.

      It didn’t matter. It would later, but not right then.

      What mattered was finding the people who were harassing the girls and putting a stop to them. If the feisty little brunette was going to be the ticket, then I was going to take advantage of it, regardless of how unimpressed Ali seemed.

      I would have a conversation with her later, when Lucy wasn’t in the car.

      Lucy took a deep breath. “Are you sure about this, Wakefield?” she asked.

      I looked into her eyes by glancing at the rearview mirror, then nodded my head. “Absolutely,” I said. “This can’t keep happening.”

      Ali scoffed, her shoulders slumping.

      “Say what you want to say,” I said.

      “If you were so worried about us, you wouldn’t have her here,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “And you wouldn’t have stopped me.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t get in fights on campus, Ali,” I said, as slowly as I could. “Say that you did win, what would that have entailed? Would you have knocked her out? Killed her?”

      “Try again, bitch,” Lucy said from the back.

      I held back a smirk, holding up my hand. “Lucy, please,” I said. “Try to be civil at least, please? Just while we’re in the car. You can do whatever you want when you get out.”

      She slapped the headrest of the driver seat softly. “Whatever,” she said. “Take a left when you go on main. I’ll tell you when to stop.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Ali, think about this. Even if you had won, someone would have seen you, and what do you think would’ve happened then?”

      She glared at me, her arms crossed over her chest. “What difference does it make?”

      “Don’t you want to finish your degree?” I asked. “You would’ve faced disciplinary action. You could’ve been expelled. Hell, what if someone called the police?”

      She groaned, throwing her head back. “Fine,” she said, waving her hands in front of her face. “I shouldn’t have attacked her but I’m not going to apologize.”

      “I wouldn’t accept your apology, anyway,” Lucy said, then looked out the window. We were right downtown, next to a few clubs and restaurants, with very little parking around us. There were students walking on the sidewalk, laughter coming from all around us. The day was beautiful and sunny, warm for a fall day, and I wasn’t surprised to see all these people around us.

      It could certainly complicate things, but it wasn’t surprising.

      I parked in front of a large, unassuming brick building, and looked at the sign out front. Unlike the brick building, it was clearly new, though I couldn’t see the name on the sign from where the car was.

      “This is where most of them live,” Lucy said, inching so close to me that I could feel her hot breath on my ear. “I wouldn’t go in there by yourself.”

      “I won’t,” I said, looking back at her. “You’re going in with me.”
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      Lucy didn’t want to go in with me, but she didn’t protest. When I told Ali to stay in the car, she did snicker a little, but Ali stayed put. I’d make her feel better about it all later, when we were alone.

      I had to.

      The door to the brick building was unlocked and I held it open for Lucy so she walked through in front of me. She turned to me in the lobby, her eyes narrow, her shoulders square. “They’ll be able to smell you,” she said. “I can smell you.”

      “I know.”

      “You won’t have the element of surprise on your side,” she repeated, her voice matter-of-fact.

      “I know,” I said. “I’m aware.”

      She rolled her eyes, dropping her arms to her sides. “I was hoping you would’ve come to your senses by now, but you obviously haven’t.”

      I smiled at her. “Yeah, I never do,” I said.

      She shook her head, waving me off dismissively, and I let her walk past as my gaze slid down her body, to the curves of her hips and the roundness of her ass.

      I could’ve watched her walk away from me all day. She craned her neck to look at me, her gaze on my eyes, and I smiled at her.

      “Hurry,” she said. “They might hide if we stay out here too long.”

      I nodded and hurried up to catch up to her. When she was so close, I could feel the heat rolling off her skin; but I didn’t touch her, though it felt like her body was calling to me.

      The lobby wasn’t particularly big, and it was mostly unremarkable, with a white reception area and a large orange ikea couch. We quickly reached the back of the building and the waiting elevator, and she rolled her eyes when she saw the out of service sign hanging on the silver door.

      We got to the back of the building where the elevator was, and she rolled her eyes when she saw the out of service sign hanging on the silver door.

      “C’mon,” she said impatiently. “We have to take the stairs.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but I did as she said. The stairs were behind double doors which she pushed open with an extended hand. I grabbed the door before it closed and gestured for her to walk up the stairs, lagging behind her so I could still enjoy the view.

      She rolled her eyes. She knew exactly what I was doing, but from the little time we’d been acquainted, I knew she would protest if she didn’t like it at all. Fortunately, she appeared to be relishing it, because she walked up slowly, swaying her hips a little more than she had to, and I could feel my heart beating fast in my chest.

      I didn’t need another complication, but fuck, she was a pretty one, at least.

      She turned the corner and continued to walk quickly upstairs. I quickened my pace and soon, I was sprinting behind her, trying to catch up for a few seconds until she’d reached the landing on the second floor.

      As soon as I climbed up a few stairs, I felt the sulfur hit me like a wave, and I needed to hold on to the railing to keep myself upright. There was something so powerful about it, and so deeply disconcerting too, that I had to stop from walking for a second. I pressed my hand against my mouth and my nose after taking a deep breath.

      Lucy turned to me, a smile on her face, her brown eyes glimmering. “Steady there, Wakefield,” she said. “Wouldn’t want you to get overwhelmed before you made it up the stairs.”

      I flipped her off and her smile turned into a dismissive chuckle. “Try to keep up, okay?” she asked, turning around and walking away from me.

      My eyes were watering, but if they hadn’t been in as much pain as they were then, I would’ve rolled them. Still, I continued to follow her upstairs, until she pushed another double door open and cocked her head toward the empty hallway.

      “Do it,” she said.

      I tried to take a deep breath, but it was practically impossible with the smell. It felt like an impossible wall and trying to get past it was difficult. I blinked back the tears welling up in my eyes, resisting the urge to gag.

      Lucy stood next to me, walking as slowly as I was, a smirk on her face. I wanted to... I didn’t know what I wanted to do to her. Whatever it was, it wasn’t family-friendly.

      She winked at me. “You can chicken out whenever you want,” she said, and I noted that she didn’t have to hold her own nose, and that the scent wasn’t affecting her at all.

      “I’m not chickening out,” I said, still holding my hand over my mouth and nose.

      Her smile widened, wrinkles appearing around her eyes, and I really didn’t want to think about how beautiful she was. The defiance written all over her face, the way her head was slightly cocked, even the twitch on her straight nose.

      I wanted to fight her. Maybe not about this. But about something.

      And I wanted to see where our fight would end up.

      “Where are you taking me, exactly?”

      “I’m taking you to talk to the one person who can help you,” she said. She walked to the first white door, knocking hard on it. “Open up!”

      “Who…”

      She held her hand up and I held back a smile.

      “Tristan!” she screamed. “Open the fuck up. I need to speak to you.”

      “Go away!”

      She looked at me and shook her head. Then she knocked hard on the door again, her hands wide open, putting all her weight into it.

      “Open the fucking door!” she repeated.

      I heard footsteps coming toward us, the scent getting worse when the lock clicked. “What do you want, Lucy?” he asked, then his gaze darted up to me. “Oh, fuck no…”

      I pushed the door open by extending my arm and he took a step back, his eyes wide. “You’re not welcome here,” he said.

      “Shut up, Tristan,” Lucy said. She slammed the door behind herself.

      I could tell that Tristan was forcing himself to stand his ground, his shoulders squaring along with his jaw. “You’re not welcome here, Wakefield,” he said.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll make this really brief and easy to understand, so even you won’t have an issue struggling with it.”

      I took a step toward him, letting my gaze linger on the cuts and bruises all over his face. I wanted him to feel the pain, to live with it, to realize I could do it again and make it a lot worse for him.

      “Call your people off and you won’t get hurt,” I said. “Tell them to leave Ali, Faye and Maya alone and I’ll leave you alone. How does that sound?”

      He closed his eyes, seemingly to consider this for a few seconds. “Like bullshit,” he said. “You came here to start shit, and you’re going to get it.”

      He wasn’t faster than me, but I was still bewildered when he tried to go for a punch. He was taller, but I was a better fighter, so when he tried to strike me in the chest, all I had to do was take a step back.

      My hand snapped up to his before he could yank it away, and I wrapped my long, strong fingers around his wrist.

      “How about you stop trying to kill people?” I asked him, twisting his hand back.

      There was no way he was getting out of my grip, even as he tried to take a step back. I was stronger than he was, and with the way I was holding him, there was no chance he’d be able to disengage me.

      He tried to push back on my hand, and I could feel the tendons on his wrist and his hand try to fight back. It was hopeless. He knew it was hopeless. We both did.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said. I could tell he was trying hard to keep his voice steady, even as he tried to get out of my grip, and twisted his wrists with the narrow space he had to navigate in.

      I pushed him back, uncurling my fingertips from around his arm. My gaze fell on his skin, where I could still see the marks I’d left on him, and I smirked.

      “I only want one thing,” I said. “Can you promise me you can talk to these assholes so they leave the girls alone?”

      He smirked. “Sure,” he said. “That’ll play well.”

      Lucy stepped between us, tilting her head up so she could look at me. “Are you done now, Wakefield?”

      I shook my head, and picked my head up so I could look at Tristan. “Anybody you’re responsible for tries to hurt them again, I promise you that I’ll do much worse than just giving your hand a little twist. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Fuck you, Wakefield,” he said. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

      “Really?” I asked, taking a step toward him. “That’s what you’re going with?”

      “It isn’t,” Lucy said, turning to him. “He’s going to do what you told him. Isn’t that right?”

      He closed his eyes, rubbing his temple. “Yes,” he said. “That’s right.”

      “Good,” Lucy said, flashing me a bright smile and grabbing my hand. Her touch sent a surge of electricity up my spine and I had to stop myself from jerking my hand away. I was just getting used to this with the three demis I was supposed to protect, and I had no idea why I would be feeling it with her.

      She yanked her hand away from my touch, her eyes wide, and then she rubbed it as she had just burned herself on something.

      “So that’s settled,” I said after clearing my throat, trying my best to keep my composure despite how difficult it was at that particular moment.

      “Yes,” Tristan said. “That’s settled.”
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      I told myself that this was good enough. That I had done what I had gone there to do, and everything would be okay now. Of course, I wasn’t stupid, so I didn’t think that it was going to be particularly effective for very long.

      At least putting the fear of God in him for a little bit would keep his community from trying to burn down the girls’ apartment again--or my apartment, for that matter--while they were staying with me.

      I opened the door for Lucy, who looked back and winked at Tristan. “Thanks, pal,” she said.

      Tristan’s eyes narrowed, and I held back laughter as I closed the door behind me. As soon as the door was closed, Lucy let out a giggle first, and then I couldn’t hold back anymore.

      I laughed hard, throwing my body against the wall.

      “Did you see his face?” she asked, stifling a giggle. “He really thought you were going to break his wrist.”

      I shouldn’t have laughed. He had been so scared.

      Her expression hardened as she stood up, and the moment of odd, misplaced camaraderie was lost as her gaze penetrated mine. “And you wouldn’t have done that, right?”

      “No, I…”

      She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms in front of her chest, pushing her beautiful tits together. “Fuck,” she said quietly. “I can’t believe it. For a second, I really did think that all you wanted to do was talk to him. But that’s my issue, right? For being so stupidly naïve.”

      “Naïve?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, her brown eyes narrow, her expression grim. “I got a good feeling about you. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have brought you here.”

      “Is that why you attacked me with a curtain rod?”

      She shrugged. “Duh,” she said. “If I actually wanted to hurt you, I would’ve gone for something sharper. Or at least a little more lethal.”

      “So you let me off easy.”

      “You got that right,” she said. She took a step toward me, and I had to do my best not to smirk. There was something about the way she was looking at me, about her narrow eyes and the hardness in them, about the chill in her voice.

      She was such a bitch, and it was magnificent.

      She took a step away from me, her eyes widening. “Thanks for the lift,” she said. “I think you should go now.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, leaning against the bare white hallway wall. The space was carpeted and narrow, and I could hear people moving around in their apartments. The smell—whatever it was—had faded somehow, but it was still there, present even when it wasn’t overwhelming. At least it wasn’t making my eyes water anymore, and that was something.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Thank you for the directions.”

      “Fuck you, Wakefield.”

      I rolled my eyes, ready to walk away from her and from this. I had gone there and done what I needed to do. There was nothing else to it. And if she was going to be angry about it, that wasn’t my fucking problem.

      I turned around and flipped her off, ready to walk down the stairs, when the citrusy scent hit me. I held back the urge to scream, because I didn’t want Lucy to know that she was there, but I knew it was too late.

      If I smelled her, that meant Lucy could smell her too. And if Lucy smelled her, that meant that everyone else could.

      Fuck.

      I wanted to meet her halfway, but before I could start walking down the steps, she was already there, standing in the hallway, her teal eyes wide and her red hair disheveled.

      “Evan…”

      “Ali, I told you to stay in the car,” I said, alarm creeping into my voice as the scent—the fucking scent—got closer to me. I didn’t have to turn around to know that people were opening their doors, that they were approaching us, and that we were vastly and hopelessly outnumbered.

      I could’ve broken Tristan’s hand if I wanted to, but I didn’t know if I was going to be able to take on half a dozen other people. I could hear footsteps coming toward me, toward us, and I knew that we needed to get the fuck out of there.

      “Ali,” I said again, trying to keep the edge off my voice. “We need to leave.”

      Her eyes widened, and then her gaze darted between me and the people behind me. Time felt like it stopped as everyone stopped walking toward me, toward us. I tried to grab Ali’s hand so I could pull her away from danger, but she yanked it away, moving a few inches away from me.

      This wasn’t the time for this.

      “Why are you here?” I asked under my breath.

      “You were taking forever,” she said. “I was worried about you.”

      Lucy snickered from behind us. “Good job, genius,” she said from over my shoulder, her voice loud enough to make me grimace.

      As soon as she spoke, the spell was broken, and people were running.

      People ran toward us in a rush. I grabbed Ali’s wrist and pulled her down the stairs. She was small and it wasn’t difficult to grasp her and pull her forward, but she was protesting, though I didn’t have time to stop and listen to her.

      We could hash things out later, but only if we managed to get the fuck away.

      And with the way things were going, I seriously doubted we were going to be able to.

      “Evan, stop,” Ali said, pulling me back with all her strength. “I just want to speak to…”

      I turned around to look at her and my eyes widened when I saw Tristan towering over her. She was such a delicate little thing, and for a second, all I could think about was that he was going to seriously hurt her.

      As I watched them, I was able to discern little tiny bits of what was going on, but everything happened so quickly that it took me a few seconds to act. Tristan’s cat ears—I didn’t know what kind of cat, but definitely cat ears—stuck out from under his coal black hair, completely erect, pointed toward Ali.

      He extended his arm. It looked like he was going to wrap it around Ali’s throat, and it was enough to get me to run up to her and push him aside.

      It didn’t really matter. It wasn’t just him. I pushed him aside, and he landed on his ass on a stair in front of me as Ali yelped, her voice surprisingly quiet.

      I turned around, glowering at Tristan, trying to ignore the people behind him. And there were a lot of them, shadowy and terrifying, overwhelming my senses with their smell.

      But the worst part was that they weren’t looking at me.

      They were looking past me, at Ali, and it put my teeth on edge. She was pressed against the wall, next to the large window that faced the street down below, her arms behind her, her emerald eyes wide as her mouth hung open, her hands clasped in front of her chest.

      She looked so afraid.

      I couldn’t let it happen. I couldn’t let them hurt her.

      Tristan got up again and approached her as I took a step toward her.

      “Get away from her,” I heard myself say, and then someone was in front of me, stopping me from walking ahead, and I felt the blow land on my cheek first. I felt it in my teeth as my eyes watered, the stench becoming almost too much for me to bear, the taste of copper filling my mouth.

      I closed my eyes as I struck my attacker back, punching him hard in the stomach. The blow made him bend over as he sputtered, trying to catch his breath, and it was enough to allow me to jump over a couple of stairs so I could stand between Tristan and Ali.

      “What did I specifically say?” I asked him, my voice hardening as I spoke to him. “I told you to leave them the fuck alone.”

      “She came here,” he said, baring his teeth at me. “Not the other way around.”

      He tried to move to my left, so he could strike her, but I didn’t let him. I got him with an uppercut, but it was probably not my best idea even as he stumbled back, because we were surrounded by other people, and they were easily going to be able to overwhelm me.

      And to hurt her.

      Fuck.

      I straightened up, squaring my shoulders though my heart was beating hard in my chest. I tried hard to keep looking right at Tristan, because I knew that if I looked around, I would let my anxiety get the best of me.

      I was strong, but I didn’t want to test the limits of my control by taking five more people in combat.

      “Leave her alone,” I said. “Leave all of us alone.”

      Tristan’s eyes darkened, inching his elbow back, and I felt the blow on my stomach, hard and heavy, and I barely managed to hold myself up as stars flickered in the corner of my eyes. The smell of sulfur felt distant, like a memory, and the only thing that filled my nostrils was copper.

      I tried to stay upright, but my legs wobbled as I tried to take a step back.

      When I closed my eyes, all I could see was darkness.
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      I didn’t know how long had passed.

      I didn’t know where I was.

      All I could feel was the way my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I heard the soft sound of rain pattering against the house and the window, along with the hum of a fan spinning near me. I could hear the soft whirring of the fan as the wind blew on my face. On top of me, I could feel a soft, warm floral-smelling blanket.

      And then there was the pain.

      The fucking pain, so overwhelming it was all I could think about. It spread from my abdomen to the rest of my body, to the top of my head, like a brand. It was white hot and terrible, and I had to clench my teeth together so I could stop myself from screaming. I gripped the blanket, slowly sliding it off my body so I could look at my stomach.

      I was wearing a white shirt, but it had been tinted with crimson red blood. The fabric was almost stiff with the liquid, and though I wanted to take it off, even reaching my hands down to pull it over my head stung like a bitch.

      I threw my head back and tried hard to stop myself from screaming, settling for groaning instead. I heard a soft knock on the door, but I didn’t feel well enough to tell anyone to come in. I pried my eyelids open and my gaze settled on Ali. She was always pretty, but she looked like a mess then, dark shadows under her eyes. Her lips were dry, and she licked them nervously. Her lovely red hair was up in a tight bun, revealing her swan-like neck, and I could see the shadows falling on her pale skin as she approached me.

      “I thought I heard you,” she said, cocking her head, a tremor in her voice.

      I didn’t have it in me to make her feel better. Not when I felt so bad myself, when I could hardly keep my eyes open.

      “Do you mind if I come in?”

      I forced myself to shake my head.

      “I’m going to take that as you saying that it’s okay,” she said, taking a step toward me. Her footsteps were light. She was having a hard time walking up to me, and I felt a little bad for her. Not bad enough to speak, though, because I was still lost in my pain, unable to make eye contact with her.

      “Evan…” She sat down on the edge of the table and the mattress moved a little under her weight. She hesitated before she swung her legs onto the bed, then inched slowly toward me.

      She pressed her cool hand against my hot skin. I leaned into her touch and opened my mouth to speak.

      “What happened?” I asked. I wanted to tell her that I had been winning, but this wasn’t the time, and in any case, it hurt to speak.

      She sighed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It was my fault.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head a little. It hurt too much, so I made sure to stay still. “Ali, what happened?”

      “I was worried and angry and I…” she trailed off, her voice shaking. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter why I did what I did; all I know for sure is that I put you in danger, and I didn’t need to do that. But I did it anyway, because I was selfish.”

      I turned my face to look at her.

      She shook her head. “You know what? I get it. It’s not the time,” she said. “Everything looked like it was going to be okay, then Tristan’s claws came out. I don’t think he seriously meant to hurt you, but he punched you in the stomach and I guess he cut you open.”

      My eyes widened. “You guess he cut me open?” I asked, trying not to laugh. I knew the movement would only result in pain.

      “Well, no, I know he cut you open,” she said, sniffling. She was obviously trying to stop herself from crying. “I saw that. You just sorta fell to your feet and then Lucy and I…”

      I turned to look at her, as much as I could, waiting for her to continue.

      “We carried you down the stairs,” she said. “Lucy was apologizing, so was Tristan, but I didn’t want to hear it. He tried to help put you back in your car, but I didn’t want him around. I just wanted to get away from there, from all of them.”

      I continued to look at her, still feeling too weak to speak.

      “I stayed in the back with you and Lucy drove you here,” she said. “When we got here, Faye patched you up.”

      “Faye?” I repeated, my voice weak.

      “Yeah, she’s a doctor,” Ali said, shrugging her shoulders. “Well, she’s doing her residency right now.”

      I grimaced.

      “And it’s a good thing too,” Faye said from the threshold. She’d been standing under the open door, eyeing me, and I hadn’t realized it until she spoke. “You can’t be the only person with medical training in this pack.”

      I laughed, and it did hurt. I held my wound down, pressing my palm against my skin as I grimaced. “What if you get hurt again?” she asked, approaching me. “Ali and Maya can try and nurse you back to health, but I think they’d rather leave the bloody work to me.”

      Ali’s eyes flitted up to meet her gaze. Faye smiled at her, cocking her head a little, and I saw a glint in them as she took another step. She sat down on the edge of the bed, turning her body so she could look at me.

      “You bled a lot,” she said. “But you got lucky.”

      “I feel lucky.”

      She pressed the back of her hand against my cheek, flashing me a smile. “I’m serious,” she said, her expression hardening. “You’re a sturdy specimen, but even the strongest of men might not have been able to survive what Tristan put you through. He almost killed you, Evan.”

      I clenched my jaw. “I should’ve killed him first,” I said. “I just didn’t think he would dare go this far.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “But it was close; you’re only alive right now because the transformation has already started. You’re more resilient than you’ve ever been, and you’re only going to get more resilient once the transformation process finishes. But you need to be careful, Evan. You can’t be going places, getting into fights, getting dragged in here with your shirt all wet and bloody…”

      I stared at her as she trailed off. Her gaze darted up to the sky and I could see the glimmering tears she was trying so hard to stop. I reached out to her, squeezing her hand softly.

      “I was so worried about you,” she said, closing her eyes. “When they first brought you to the door, I thought you were dead.”

      I licked my lips, which were surprisingly dry. “Well, lucky we have a doctor in the house, then,” I said.

      She smiled, shaking her head and wiping the tears away from her eyes.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me you were a doctor, Faye?” I asked her softly.

      She grabbed my hand, pulled it toward her face, and leaned into my touch. Her eyes shot open and she shot me a tremulous smile. “I wasn’t keeping it from you,” she said, planting a kiss on the back of my hand. “You just never asked.”
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      I didn’t know how long I had slept for, but I felt better after a few hours. When I woke up, it was the middle of the night, and it was pitch black in my bedroom. I could hear the sound of quiet conversation coming from the living room, through the slightly ajar door.

      I resisted the urge to stretch because I didn’t want to hurt myself, but I felt tired, and I wanted to shake it off. I had to shake it off.

      I needed to go out there and be present, because I could tell that they were worried about me. I also knew that Ali had never intended to get me hurt, and she was probably beating herself up about it.

      We needed to finish our conversation and I couldn’t keep putting it off. I’d wanted to take care of everything, but I’d been hasty in my drive to protect them. I just couldn’t tolerate that anyone would want to hurt them. It felt like it overtook all my senses until all I could see was hot white anger, until all I could feel was the drive to put them in their place.

      I never wanted anyone to hurt the girls ever again.

      I couldn’t deal with it.

      I tried to stand up, but the moment I swung my feet around so I could get out of bed, the pain almost became too much to bear. I clenched my jaw, pressing my teeth together, trying to push through the pain. Before I could finish standing up, I heard footsteps coming toward me, and I craned my neck back to see who was walking inside.

      “Hi,” Ali said, waving at me. Her hair was down again, wild waves framing her pretty face, her eyes dark in the night. I flicked the lamp on my nightstand on so I could see her face better, smiling as she got closer to me. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “Yes. Almost back to normal.”

      She licked her lips. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Really.”

      “Come here,” I said, meeting her gaze.

      She nodded and walked up to me, her head tilted down, her gaze glued to the floor.

      “Look at me, Ali,” I said when she sat down next to me. “This wasn’t your fault.”

      She closed her eyes. I put my hand on top of hers, squeezing it, and she smiled at me gratefully, picking up her head to look into my eyes.

      I smiled back at her as she inched closer to me. She smelled incredible, heightened by the way her skin felt on mine, tiny jolts of electricity dancing all over my hand.

      She inched closer to me, tilting her head back, closing the space between us. I watched her, the way her ears twitched slightly when she smiled at me, when the blush colored her pretty face.

      Her gaze darted between my eyes and my lips, and then she was pressing her soft mouth against my own, her breath hitching when I slung my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me. Her body was flush against mine and I felt her breasts pressed against my chest as her hand slid down my body, until her fingers were hooked around my shoulder.

      “Is this okay?” she asked softly as she pulled away from me. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She wasn’t hurting me. I felt like I was feeding off her energy, and even the touch of her skin on mine was helping me heal. I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t want to question it. I just wanted to lose myself in it.

      I wanted to lose myself in her.

      Her nearness was overwhelming, my desire for her blotting out all reason. A delightful shiver of desire ran down my spine as I pulled away from her, putting a crooked finger under her chin, guiding her so she would look right into my eyes. “Ali.”

      “Hm?”

      “Next time,” I said. “I need you to listen. Can you do that for me?”

      Her gaze flitted down again. My heart tightened in my chest, but I needed her to understand, so I pulled up her face again and gently made her look into my eyes.

      “Ali. I need to hear it. I need to hear that you’re going to listen to me.”

      I watched her swallow, trying to remain composed, aware that my shoulders were heaving as I breathed.

      “I’m going to listen to you.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I promise.”

      I rewarded her with a kiss, pressing my lips softly against hers. I devoured the softness of her mouth, then pressed hard against her lips as my thoughts spun.

      God, she was so perfect and hot and soft and pliant, and I wanted her so much. I had to force myself to keep the pace, not to push her down and take her right then. Ali curled into the curves of my body, and I paused to kiss her softly again as my hands slid gently down the length of her back.

      She shuddered under my touch and I moved my lips down her face, to her chin, then down the length of her neck. She shuddered in my arms as her body instinctively arched toward mine, letting out a soft moan.

      The sound of her voice was invigorating, and I continued to kiss down her body until I found the buttons of her blouse.

      I looked up at her, finding her eyes and smiling. “I’m taking this off now,” I said.

      She swallowed, her jaw tensing, and she made this soft moan that sent electricity coursing down my veins. I teased her, letting the back of my hand touch the fabric pressed against her hardened nipples. I could feel the fabric of her lacy bra even through the soft cotton of her blouse, and when she moaned quietly into my open mouth, my dick throbbed.

      I couldn’t keep away from her for too much longer.

      I couldn’t contain myself.

      I snapped her buttons open with a quick movement, and she heaved under my touch as my hand found its way to the inside of her bra. I played softly with her hardened nipples, and her whimper was a gentle, heady invitation into her.

      I explored the recesses of her mouth with my tongue until she was writhing under me, naturally pressing against my touch.

      “Faye said that once the transformation was over I’d be more resilient. Do you think that means I’ll heal faster, too?”

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly.

      I kissed her neck until she was trembling, and then pulled back from her so I could knot my fingers into her hair. “If it wasn’t for this fucking injury, you’d be on your back with your hands wrapped behind your thighs as you hold your legs up to your face, showing me what’s mine.”

      She groaned, swallowing a tortured sound that sent a shiver down my spine.

      I knotted my fingers in her hair, pulling her away from me so I could look into her eyes. “What’s mine, Ali?” I asked her, my voice a whisper.

      She licked her lips, so I leaned down to kiss up the crook of her neck, where I knew she was sensitive, my hands sliding down from her gorgeous round breasts to her stomach.

      “Talk to me,” I said. “If you want me to keep going, talk to me.”

      She groaned, her eyes closing tightly, her mouth opening slightly. “Can you repeat the question, please?” she asked between heaving moans.

      “What’s mine?” I repeated into her ear. She shuddered visibly, her body squirming under mine, and fuck, I wanted her so much.

      I just needed her to say it, even though we both already knew it was true.

      I needed it to come from her mouth. I absolutely had to hear it from her.

      “Me, Evan,” she said, looking into my eyes as she did. “I’m yours.”

      “Good girl,” I said, moving my hands up so I could stroke the top of her head, so I could softly pet the back of her twitching ears.

      She tried to lean into my touch, but I didn’t let her. I slowly moved my hand away from her, until it was tugging at the waistband of her panties instead. I hadn’t pulled them off yet, and I didn’t plan to. Not until she was good and ready for me.

      She was almost there, and I didn’t know if I could hold off on what I wanted to do to her once I slid her underwear down and saw her pussy again.

      I inched closer to her so I could drop my voice. “If you don’t listen, Ali,” I said, slowly, clearly, though it took some effort because I wanted to breathe heavily, my arousal barely concealed in my voice. “Then I won’t be able to treat you like the good girl I know you are.”

      Her eyes widened as she looked up at me, her lips parting, and my hands slid between her legs as she opened up again for me. I felt her wetness over the fabric of her underwear, and I could smell her arousal even from where I was, making me feel dazed.

      “And you want me to treat you like a good girl, right, Ali?”

      She moaned quietly, throwing her head back, and I knotted my hand in her silky red hair again, pulling her back so I could look at her. “Yes, Evan,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper before she spoke again. “I want you to treat me like a good girl.”

      “Then you have some fences to mend,” I said. I bunched my fingers up around the back of her head and inched her closer to my extremely hard dick. I needed relief, and I needed it soon, because I was going to explode if I didn’t get in.

      And her mouth could do some work before I was making her feel good too.

      I inched her closer to my erection. She moved the fabric of my boxers aside. She grasped my erection with her delicate fingers, looking up at me to check if she was doing it okay.

      “This is fine for now,” I said, moving her mouth slightly closer to my throbbing cock. “But soon, I want to see those pretty lips wrapped around my dick, and I want to see you trying hard. Do you think you can do?”

      She groaned, her breath hot on the head of my cock. Then she stroked me, slowly at first, then a little harder. Once she met my gaze again, she seemed relatively sure of herself, and I was sure I’d grown even harder in her hands.

      Her hand moved up and down in a steady rhythm for a little while, just enough to get me to strain against her touch. When I was ready, I lowered her head down to my dick, wrapping her delicate lips around my hardness.

      Her mouth was perfectly hot and wet. I guided her up and down my length, and her tongue glided over my shaft until I was practically gasping for breath, until she was gagging and sucking hard and I had to pull her off my dick because I didn’t want to release myself into her throat, but each time I heard her try to suppress a gag I felt myself getting closer and closer to the edge.

      “Good,” I said when I pulled her off me, looking into her eyes as she wiped the spit off her lips with the back of her hands. “That was really good.”

      She smiled at me, her cheeks dark pink, the dusting of freckles over her nose more visible than ever. I kissed her on the lips as heat settled in my stomach, anticipation pulsing through me even as I paced myself, my lips soft against hers.

      I pulled away from her, waiting for her to speak. Her gaze darted between my face and my hardness, and I could tell that she hungered at my sight. She trembled with arousal, and I felt like I couldn’t hold back anymore when she bit down on her lower lip and her eyes widened, her eyelashes fluttering when she spoke. “Can we…”

      “What?” I asked her.

      “Can you fuck me?” she asked, her voice both a tortured whisper and a heady demand.

      “Yes,” I said. “Take all your clothes off first.”

      “What?”

      “Stand up in front of me, and take all your clothes off,” I said. “I want to see you before I fuck you.”

      She slid her feet off the bed and stood up in front of me. Her blouse was already half-open, letting me see the curve of her impressive breasts spilling over her bra, straining against the lacy black fabric. The fly of her shorts was open. Even from a few steps away from me, I could smell her arousal, how much she wanted this, and it was fucking with me.

      Her hands trembled as she undid her buttons, slowly, clumsily. She wasn’t clumsy most of the time, but the nerves were clearly getting to her, and she took her time undoing the flimsy little blouse, which she could’ve clearly pulled over her head.

      I didn’t mind. I was enjoying the show.

      She undid the front clasp of her bra, letting the straps fall down the length of her arms, and my gaze immediately darted toward her chest. It moved up and down every time she heaved in a breath, and then she finished taking her shorts off, pushing her breasts together when she did.

      I could’ve stared at her all day, but I didn’t want to. I reached out to her and she took my hand. I pulled her close to me and buried my face in her chest for a second, enjoying how her heaving breasts felt against me.

      I shoved her away, hard enough so that she would stumble. “On your knees,” I said, looking into her eyes.

      She smirked at me, her green-teal eyes shining, and then she fell to her knees in one swift motion.

      “Don’t use your hands,” I said, looking down at her as she stared hungrily at me, her breath hot on the head of my cock. “Just use your mouth.”

      She devoured me again, her tongue sending a shiver of electricity up my spine, as I knotted my hand in her hair until it settled between her twitching ears. The soft fur on them was almost enough to send me over the edge, so I yanked her head gently away from me and smiled at her as she set her gaze on me, her mouth half-open and her pupils so dilated I could hardly see the green in her eyes.

      “Turn around,” I said. “Get on your hands and knees and then crawl forward for me, okay?”

      She gasped softly. “Evan…”

      “Do it now,” I said. “I’m not waiting.”

      She did as she was told, turning around, her ears twitching. I took a second to look at the ample flesh of her sweet ass then let my gaze slide up to her tail, which was wagging quickly back and forth. I held back a smile as I fell to my knees, aligning myself so I could fuck her, wrapping my hands around her waist so I could leverage my weight, giving her all of me with each and every thrust.

      I pushed myself against her slit, teasing her open, until she was thrusting her hips back at me, her body moving as if she didn’t have control over it anymore.

      “Evan,” she said, her voice barely audible.

      She didn’t want to wait anymore. I didn’t want to make her wait. I pulled her hair with my free hand, plunging into her heated core. She was tight and wet, and she stretched and melted around me as I moved inside her, thrusting my hips until she was screaming, throwing her head back, and I had to hold on to something, anything, because I knew I was going to get there very quickly.

      Her muscles clenched around me as she screamed my name. I wrapped my hand softly around her tail, and it felt like it tensed too as she finished, her orgasm so wild and overwhelming that I could feel it on my cock too and I was coming inside of her, stars flickering at the corner of my eyes as I melted in her heat, growling with pleasure. She shivered and trembled as the aftershock of her orgasm overtook her body, and I moved away from her so I could try and get on my feet.

      In my hunger for her, I had forgotten all about my injury.

      But as I stood up, something bizarre happened.

      It seemed like my body had forgotten it too.
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      I woke up in the morning. The sun was shining through the window, the blankets were in disarray, and I could feel the sweat on my forehead.

      Still, as soon as my eyes were open, I knew things had changed. After Ali had been to my room, I’d immediately felt better, but also overwhelmed with exhaustion. She had climbed into the bed with me, but I’d fallen asleep immediately even without reaching out for her. I didn’t know how long I was asleep for, but it felt like a while.

      I stretched as much as I could, and I noticed that my body didn’t hurt at all. If anything, I felt nimbler and more flexible than I had in a while. Kicking off the sheets, I stood up and walked over to my closet. It only took me one quick look around to see that my apartment was unusually tidy, obviously thanks to the girls. I made a mental note of expressing my gratitude later.

      Right then, there was some business I needed to attend to. It was lucky it was the weekend and I wasn’t going to have to worry about studying. Some things were obviously higher priority.

      I walked to the door, opened it, and looked around, a smile on my face. The girls were sitting around the living room, Faye in front of Maya, the tv flickering on the wall behind them. Ali’s head was on Maya’s legs and she looked like she was sleeping soundly.

      Faye’s gaze flitted to me, a thin smile on her face. Her gaze darted to my abdomen, and she opened her mouth to say something but before she could speak, Maya had moved Ali’s head gently away from her lap and she was walking up to me.

      She put her hand on my side, curling her fingers around my side. “Evan,” she said. “Are you doing better?”

      “Much, thank you,” I said. “How about you?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “You really helped.”

      “You’re not dizzy or anything?”

      “No, and Faye was looking after me,” she said.

      I shook my head. When Maya had first been hurt, Faye had done nothing to help her. She’d let me do it, and I had been worried sick about permanent damage to her brain. Faye seemed to be able to read my mind, because she got to her feet and walked up to me.

      When she spoke, her voice was a cruel, thin whisper. “I checked that she was okay,” she said, her gaze darting between Maya and me. “Demis heal faster than most humans.”

      “You could’ve said something,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her.

      “I was such a wreck that I didn’t even think about it,” she said, shaking her head, her eyes brimming with tears. “You seemed so composed that I figured you could handle it.”

      Fuck, I hadn’t meant to make her cry, but when she looked at me like that, all I wanted to do was scoop her up in my arms and hold her close to me until she calmed down. I didn’t like seeing her like this. She was normally so feisty, so ready to take on me.

      “Faye,” I said. She tilted her head up so she could look into my eyes.

      “When Maya got hurt, all I could think about was how it was my fault,” she said, panic creeping into her voice. “I knew you were going to care for her, and all I could think of was how I had brought this on her. On all of us. We got lucky we didn’t burn to a crisp, and the only reason we got lucky was because you were there. And I thought… I mean, if I hadn’t gone out and paraded my ears, no one would’ve come for us that night.”

      Maya put her hand on Faye’s shoulder, shaking her head a little. Her long black hair was up in a high ponytail, pulled away from her face so I could really see her features. Her cheekbones were high, a glint in her yellow eyes even as her expression softened.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Faye,” she said. “They would’ve come for us anyway. You just made it happen a little faster than it would’ve otherwise.”

      “Someone attacked you,” Faye said, turning to her, her eyes wide. “I don’t care if they attack me or they come after me, but I thought they were going to leave you alone. I would’ve never…”

      I took a step forward when she trailed off. I put my hand on both of their shoulders, my gaze darting between them. “You don’t have to worry anymore,” I said. “No one is ever going to attack you again.”

      They exchanged a look. “You can’t guarantee that, Evan,” Maya said. “Even if you decide to stay with us, there’s no way for you to guarantee that no one is going to hurt us.”

      I closed my eyes, resisting the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose as I tried to control my breathing. I’d been hasty, but there was no way I was going to be able to let things go after everything that had happened.

      Hurting me was one thing, but it was another thing entirely to hurt one of the girls.

      My gaze darted to Ali, who was still sleeping soundly on the sofa. “Is she okay?”

      Maya took a step away. “She’s going to be okay,” she said. “She lost her necklace in the scuffle. It’s going to take some adjustment, but…”

      “Wait, you’re not going to try to get it back?” I asked.

      Maya’s eyes widened. For a second, it looked like she was about to break into laughter, but her expression hardened as she cocked her head. “Evan, there’s no getting it back,” she said slowly. “We can’t exactly go back there. Look at what they did to you.”

      I shook my head again. “If they hadn’t gotten me, they would’ve gotten Ali,” I said. “I would’ve never allowed that to happen.”

      Maya licked her teeth. “So what are you planning to do?”

      “Whatever I have to,” I replied. “As long as you guys are on board. Are you?”

      “Count me in,” Faye said. “I’m sick of being afraid. Maya?”

      “This could be a bad idea,” she said, her lip quivering a little.

      Faye inched up to me, wrapping her arms around my bicep, leaning her head on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Maya,” Faye said. “Things are different now.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed.

      Faye smiled at her, and the smile lit up her electric blue eyes.  “You know it’s true,” she said. “We have him now.”

      Maya’s shoulders dropped, but her expression softened too. “Yes,” she said. “I guess so. But Evan?”

      “Hm?”

      “We’re coming with you.”
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      “This is a bad idea,” Ali said. She was sitting on my sofa, wearing one of my shirts. It was oversized, and she had her own clothes to wear, but I liked seeing her in mine. I sat across from her on an armchair, my elbows on my knees, my attention completely on her.

      I’d known she wasn’t going to be receptive to the idea, but I hadn’t expected that she would let fear win this easily. “Ali,” I said. “Think this through, okay?”

      “I am thinking it through,” she replied, her green eyes narrow. “I don’t like this at all.”

      I managed to look away from her chest so I could meet her gaze again and flashed her a smile. “You need to be able to go back to class, Ali,” I said. “And not be exhausted while you’re there.”

      “He’s right,” Maya said. She was leaning against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest, a black robe tied snugly around her waist. It made it easy to see her silhouette, the swell of her perfect breasts, the curves of her hips and ass. “We just got here. You can’t put your life on hold for these people.”

      “It would hardly be putting my life on hold,” she said. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter, because I’m not going to let you guys get hurt on my behalf. I’m just not going to do that.”

      I rolled my eyes. I knew the girls had to protect each other before, but I was getting tired of that narrative.

      “Ali,” I said, walking over to where she was. I kneeled down in front of her, taking her hands in mine, electricity immediately coursing through my veins. “You trust me, right?”

      She nodded, her brow furrowed. “Yes,” she said. “You saved my life. Of course I trust you.”

      “Well, then, trust me on this,” I said, bringing her hands up to my face, kissing her knuckles softly. Just enough to get her to calm down, regardless of how scared she was.

      “But last time we went to that building, everything was so fucking weird and scary and you almost…”

      “What?” I asked her when she trailed off, because I needed her to say it. I needed her to face it before we could move past it, even if it hurt her.

      “You almost died, Evan,” she said, biting her lower lip and flitting her gaze up to meet mine. “You almost died, and it was my fault.”

      I didn’t want to tell her it was not her fault, but I didn’t want her to beat herself up about this, either. “You were just worried about me,” I said, brushing her fingertips with my lips. “Try not to do that, though, okay?”

      “What? Worry about you?”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I know what I’m doing, alright?”

      She cocked her head, then sighed, her expression crumbling. “What if you do get hurt?”

      “Ali,” I said softly. I was trying to be gentle. The experience had clearly affected her a lot. “I’m not going to get hurt, I promise. As long as you all listen to me, no one has to get hurt. Do you understand?”

      Her eyes narrowed, her lips a thin line, but she nodded slowly. “Yes,” she said. “I understand.”

      “Good,” I said, getting to my feet. Maya and Faye were watching from the sofa, saying nothing. If they wanted to protest, they could’ve probably piped up by then, but I didn’t think that they would.

      They might have been worried about me too, but not enough to interfere with my plans. They knew that this was our best choice for getting the artifact back, for restoring things to the way they were supposed to be.

      “Do any of you want to go over the plan again?” I asked, my gaze darting between all three of them. Not one of them said anything. Maya gave me a shrug, Faye shook her head and Ali rolled her eyes as she got to her feet.

      “I’m going to get dressed at least,” she said, walking to my bedroom.

      “Ali, wait,” I said.

      She turned around at the door, her eyes shooting open as she craned her neck to look at me. “What?”

      “Don’t hide your ears,” I said. “We’re going in hot.”

      She cocked her head a little. She opened her mouth, so it looked like she was going to protest, but then she gave me a matter-of-fact nod. And it was absolutely all I needed.
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        * * *

      

      It was the dead of night when we parked in front of the brick building right off main. Even though the windows of my car were rolled up, I felt like I could smell the acrid scent of the other demis coming from inside. It was almost enough to make me want to vomit, but I breathed deeply so I could control my nausea and it was coming in waves then, enough to make my eyes water. I held on tightly to the steering wheel, trying my best to ignore it, to breathe through my nose.

      Ali sighed next to me. I noticed that her hand went to her chest, trying to find her necklace, but of course, there was nothing there. She dropped it to her lap, her eyes closed.

      I glanced at the other two through the rearview mirror. I could tell Faye was nervous because she looked angry. Maya’s expression surprised me a little. She looked detached, even bored, the only thing betraying her nerves the slight twitch of her black ears.

      She looked incredible bathed in darkness, far more feral than she normally did, the severity of her expression only working to make my thoughts more depraved every passing minute. I’d been so caught up in everything I hadn’t even tasted her yet, and she looked like she tasted amazing.

      I shook my head, forcing myself to look away from her and up at the brick building where Tristan lived. That fucking asshole.

      Our top priority was recovering Ali’s necklace, but of course, if I managed to get revenge on that asshole, I wouldn’t have hated that outcome.

      “Okay,” I said. “So you all know what you have to do?”

      From the corner of my eye, I watched as Ali swallowed. “Yes,” she said. “We all know what we have to do.”

      I unclicked my seatbelt, killed the ignition of my car, and took a deep, steadying breath.

      I palmed the door handle and smiled to myself before I craned my neck to look back at the girls. “Don’t worry,” I said to all of them and no one in particular. “You got this.”
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      It sounded good when I said it, but I wasn’t that sure about it as I got out of the car and looked up at the large brick building. Stars peppered the dark sky, a street lamp flickering in front of me, so it wasn’t like the night was pitch black.

      We didn’t have the element of surprise on our side, but we could certainly make life hard for them. And as long as we weren’t cornered, we would, at the very least, be able to retrieve the artifact that belonged to Ali. The one that Tristan had tried to kill her for. I had to grit my teeth to make sure I wouldn’t roar, my hands fists at my side as fury uncurled at the pit of my stomach.

      I needed to keep my anger under control if I wanted this plan to work, because letting myself get carried away by my emotions wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Especially when we had already made thorough plans.

      Maya stood next to me in a second, her head tilted up. We were standing on the sidewalk, both of us staring at the darkened second story windows.

      Maya inched closer to me, reaching for my hand, and our fingers interlocked as she held me tightly. “Evan.”

      “What?” I asked her, trying to keep the alarm from creeping into my voice. The smell had gotten more acrid, stronger, and the waves of sulfur coming from the building were only getting stronger.

      The scent seemed to get worse when demis were aware of us, when they were afraid. They really had to be afraid then, because the stench was so bad I had to clasp my free hand over my mouth and nose, trying to stop the smell from making my eyes water.

      “Thank you,” Maya said.

      I could see the tears glimmering in her eyes, so this was clearly affecting her too. But she didn’t clasp her own palm over her face, her stomach clearly far more used to this than mine. “Thank you,” she mouthed at me.

      I nodded. I wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to thank me yet, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak, and we had precious little time to waste.

      “Come on,” I said into my hand. “Before they catch on to what we’re doing.”

      Behind us, Ali and Faye got out of the car. I heard them slowly approach us and then we were all standing there in a line for a few seconds.

      “As soon as you get inside, find a place to hide,” I said, turning to Ali and Faye. “Remember. I don’t want them to find you if possible.”

      “Okay,” Faye said. “We understand. Right?”

      Ali’s gaze darted between her and I and then she nodded wordlessly. “We do,” Ali said. “We get it.”

      I forced myself to remove my hand from in front of my face and smiled at her.

      “Good girl,” I said, and her ears twitched at my words. It sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine, but this wasn’t the time to let myself feel desire, regardless of how heady and strong it was. “Let’s go.”

      I took a step forward and pressed my finger on the buzzer. I could remember the lettering on Tristan’s door, the embossed black numbers burned into my brain. What I hadn’t expected was for him to answer so quickly.

      “Go away, Evan,” he said through the intercom. I could hear the fear in his voice, and maybe it was my imagination, but it felt like I could smell him.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “I’m here because you took something that belonged to me.”

      “It didn’t belong to you,” he replied, his voice thin.

      I rolled my eyes, casting a sideway glance at Ali, who was looking at the glass door nervously. I put my hand on her shoulder, squeezing her softly. She was mine, and as far as I was concerned, that meant the artifact belonged to me too.

      “Yes, it did,” I said into the intercom. “Don’t be a coward and open up the door. We clearly have a lot to talk about.”

      “Don’t you remember how the last time we talked went?” his staticky voice fired back.

      I wanted to reach through the intercom and strangle him, but I needed him to believe that I was there to talk so he would let us in. I would’ve called Lucy and had her participate if I’d gotten her number, but with everything that had happened, there was no time to talk to her.

      Fuck it. I would talk to her later.

      “I do remember,” I said into the intercom. “You pussied out and brought your friends. Are you going to do that again?”

      I resisted the urge to call him a little bitch because Faye, Maya and Ali were listening to me curiously, and I didn’t want to scare them more than I had to. If they knew how close I was to losing my temper, they might hesitate, and that would only be detrimental to our plans.

      “Don’t try any shit, Wakefield,” Tristan said through the intercom.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied, not holding down the button so he wouldn’t be able to hear me.

      The door buzzed and I pushed it so that I could open it. The girls went in before me, each one giving me a little nod.

      “Be careful,” Maya said, walking a few steps ahead of me.

      I was planning on being as careful as I could, but their concerned looks were putting me off slightly. I winked at her, touching the small of her back as I pushed her gently forward.

      “You too,” I said into her ear.

      She trembled as my hot breath hit her skin, and I resisted the urge to thread my fingers in her hair and inch my lips toward the crook of her neck.

      I watched her walk away instead, sticking my hands into the pocket of my jeans so I could enjoy the view as the girls dispersed. I gave them a second so they could go ahead of me. I stared at their impressive round asses as they walked away, giving them a little time to get ahead and start on their part of the plan.

      I couldn’t hang back for too long because I didn’t want Tristan to come downstairs and confront me. He might’ve been able to catch a whiff of the girls and that would’ve put the entire plan in jeopardy. He needed to focus on me.

      As long as he focused on me, I didn’t have to worry about them.

      Slowly, I made my way to the double doors which led to the stairs. I smiled to myself as I wrapped my hand around the handle and pulled it open. In the little time it had taken us to go inside, it had started to rain, and the wind howled past the shaking windows. Even the temperature inside appeared to have dropped a couple of degrees and I felt a shiver go down my spine.

      This wasn’t like the sweet, lustful body shudders I was getting used to by being around the girls. This was different. It signaled alarm.

      And right then, I didn’t want to be scared.

      Fuck Tristan, I thought, my hands clenched tightly as my sides. I raced up the stairs, my chest tightening as I glanced at the spot where he had tried to go for Ali.

      I tried not to pay too much attention to it. I didn’t want to dwell on the past. I wanted to focus on the future entirely.

      And there was only one way to do that.

      I had to show Tristan his fucking place.
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      I walked to Tristan’s doors, my eyes narrow as I knocked hard on it. I didn’t exactly expect him to greet me warmly, I just hoped he hadn’t called everyone he knew to attack me like last time. It wouldn’t have surprised me, though. The man was fucking weak. Of course he needed a whole gaggle of people to back him up.

      All I needed from him was to leave my people alone. At least for a bit.

      I knocked on the door, expecting him to take a beat to answer. I heard footsteps coming toward me, then the quiet sound of a lock clicking. Then another one. And another one. Finally, I heard a chain sliding. He pulled the door slightly open, his face covered in the darkness of his apartment when he set his gaze on me.

      I could only see his eyes, big and light and afraid.

      “Open the door, Tristan,” I said, trying my best to keep my tone as neutral as possible. “I just want to talk.”

      “We can hear each other just fine,” he replied.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I knew he was going to be scared, I just hadn’t expected him to be such a pussy.

      “Tristan.”

      He groaned, but he undid the chain. I stuck my hand out and pushed the door open, and he took a step back.

      “Don’t even fucking try it,” I said, glancing at his hands, which were up by his chest. “Just give me what’s mine and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      He stared at me from his hallway, and I squared up to him. I could see the flicker of fear in his eyes even as he tried his best to hold his composure.

      “Maybe you wanna back off,” he said, his voice a strangled whisper.

      “Maybe you wanna back off,” I said, my voice low, mocking. “How about maybe you don’t wanna stab people?”

      “You got in the way,” he said. It was obviously a slip of the tongue; I watched as his eyes widened, as his jaw dropped open, as his hands turned into fists at his side.

      I could see him only through a veil of anger. The way he had swung for Ali was burned into my brain, the anger in his eyes, the sharpness of his teeth. I had to resist the urge to hurt him, because I needed to get Ali’s necklace back. Everything else could happen later.

      If he kept testing my temper, though, it was going to happen even sooner than I wanted it to. I snapped my arm toward him, wrapping my hand around his neck, tightening my grip around him until I was lifting him off the ground. He kicked around, trying to find some purchase on the floor, but I wasn’t going to let him.

      I watched as his skin paled and he struggled to take a full breath in. He tried to claw at my wrist and though it hurt--because fuck, it did hurt, the scratches deep and insistent, purposeful even when he was clearly struggling to breathe--I couldn’t seem to let him go.

      Fuck him. This would’ve hurt Ali so much. He could’ve easily killed her.

      I knew the pain would come later. Right then, I was too hopped up on adrenaline and anger to care. I glared at him, my eyes narrow. “Let me be very clear here,” I said, tightening my grip around him, feeling the tenseness of his neck muscles under the tips of my fingers. “Because so far, I’ve been exceptionally polite. But when I set you down, here’s what’s going to happen. Blink if you understand me.”

      There were tears in his eyes, his skin turning blue, the scent of copper on my skin mixed with the sulfur coming off his body like waves. After a few seconds, he blinked.

      “You’re going to take me to where the artifact is,” I said, slowly, as his eyes rolled to the back of his head. I loosened my grip on him so he wouldn’t pass out, and he croaked in a shaky, deliberate breath. He wasn’t scratching me anymore. His hands were still wrapped around my arm, his skin glistening with sweat, but he didn’t have the strength to keep fighting me back.

      Good.

      I wanted to keep it that way.

      “And then we can decide what we’re going to do with you,” I said. “And if you’re really good, I might let you live. Maybe. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He stared at me.

      “Blink, Tristan.”

      He blinked.

      I let go of his neck and he fell to the floor in a heap, his entire body crumbling. He coughed, his back spasming as I looked down at him. I resisted the urge to hurt him only because he still hadn’t told me where the fuck the artifact was.

      “Hurry up, man,” I said, taking a step toward him as he tried to scamper away. “Tell me where the artifact is and I might leave you alone. Wouldn’t you like that?”

      He was fighting back tears when he looked up at me, his eyes wide, his skin still off color. “Listen, Wakefield, the…”

      The sharp, shrill sound of the fire alarm interrupted him. I instinctively looked to the door, wondering what had taken the girls so long for a split second.

      I knew the distraction was a mistake when I heard the sound of Tristan practically crawling toward me. I jumped back so I could avoid the short, sharp claws extending from his knuckles, but it was too late. He had scratched me on the shin, leaving an open, gushing, red wound, and I could feel the blood pooling around my socks and slowly dripping into my shoe.

      Fucking asshole.

      I tried to get some momentum and strike him in the stomach, but he managed to roll away from the tip of my shoe. Even when he was hurt, he was surprisingly spry, and the high-pitched sound of the fire alarm wasn’t making it any easier to think.

      Instinctively, my hands went up to my ears and I tried to drown out the sound with my palms clutched up to my face, but it was impossible. I clenched my teeth as I took another step forward, but Tristan was on his feet, walking toward me unsteadily.

      I had thought he was interested in having a conversation. It would’ve been better for him if he had. In my drive to help Ali, I had been far too charitable with him. I only had a few seconds to think about it as he swayed toward me, his hands hanging by his sides, his claws glimmering under the dim electric lightbulb flickering overhead.

      He smirked, his canines glistening along with claws. “You fucked up, Wakefield,” he said, his voice so quiet I had to strain to hear him over the sound of the fire alarm.

      I smirked right back at him. “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll see about that.”
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      His claws were sharp and he was angry, but I was faster and stronger than him, so when he tried to tackle me, all I had to do was sidestep him.

      When he was practically next to me, I punched him hard in the stomach. It made him tumble back as he sputtered, trying his best to catch his breath. I wasn’t afraid, regardless of the blood pooling at my feet or his sharp claws and teeth.

      I knew I could beat him.

      The only thing I felt was red hot anger, the only thing I could think about was a way to make him accountable for what he had done.

      He had almost killed me, and that was bad enough. But even worse was the fact that he could have hurt Ali.

      He looked up at me, a snarl on his face, his eyes darkened with anger as he took a step forward and he tried to strike me. I put my arms up so I could defend myself, his claws grazing the sensitive skin there and making me wince. I didn’t stop, though.

      I was getting really fucking sick of him, and it was time to stop playing around.

      My anger bubbled over as he tried to attack me again, and the idea of Ali—of any of them—getting hurt because of him made an icy cold knot tighten at the pit of my stomach.

      He stumbled around, and I slammed my fist into his shoulder, because it was what was closest to me and I couldn’t let him get away. But the movement was clumsy, and it immediately hurt. He let out a sharp cry, then let out a string of obscenities that were so extreme they would’ve normally made me laugh.

      I didn’t want to laugh then.

      He stopped rocking as he righted himself, standing up straight and narrowing his eyes as his gaze held me in place. We stood there, staring at each other for what couldn’t have been that long but felt like it took forever. Then he tried to take a step forward and get me in the stomach again, but I wasn’t going to let him do that. I evaded him by moving aside, grabbing his wrist when he extended his arm, holding him so tightly that I knew he was going to be able to get out of my grip. He tried to come at me with his left hand, but he wasn’t as good with that, and I only had to move back an inch or two so I could avoid him.

      We sparred for a bit. He tried to strike me, to dig his claws into my skin, but I didn’t let him. I managed to sidestep him again, this time with a little less precision, and he cut a ribbon on the side of my shirt.

      There was pain too, but it didn’t burn, not like it had before when he had really gotten me. He tried to strike me again, but that time, I was ready for him. I extended my hand and caught his fist in mine, his claws prodding into the webbing of my hand.

      I screamed, but I forced myself to tighten my grip around him, grabbing his other wrist and pushing him back. I pushed him back and the lightbulb on top of us flickered, flashing for a second, then there was nothing but darkness surrounding us.

      Tristan smiled—I saw him smile, the way his eyes glinted in the darkness, the light from outside catching the sharpness of his claws. He managed to disentangle himself from me by taking a step back.

      He stared at me for a split second, then leaned down and tried to charge me as if he was going to be able to take me out with a headbutt. He had enough momentum to wind me, though, even when I tried to go up to him. My eyes weren’t used to the darkness, and his apartment was pitch black except for his fucking claws. My heart sunk in my chest as I tried my best to focus on him, but my vision wasn’t great.

      I felt his fist on my jaw, my already bad vision getting blurrier, and I barely managed to take a step back as he scratched my face open.

      “Stop it,” I said. “This isn’t funny anymore.”

      “Really?” he asked, taking a step toward me. “Because I’m only just beginning to have fun.”

      I could see the reflection of the window in his microwave, and I knew exactly where I had to take him. I didn’t necessarily want to push him out the window myself, but he had almost hurt Ali, and I needed him to pay for that.

      I had to be careful about this. Deliberate.

      Taking a few steps back, I waited for him to attack me. He walked slowly toward me, his steps unsure, uneven. He was trying to be sneaky, but it wasn’t going to work, and I had to hold back a smile as he tried to strike me again.

      He was fast, and all I had to do was sidestep him again. The momentum of his leap was enough to send him tumbling through the window, the glass shattering under his weight. He screamed, and the sound receded as he fell to the ground. It took him a few seconds to get there, but it felt like it took him forever to finally land on his back.

      I couldn’t hear his body when it hit the asphalt sidewalk a few stories down, but I watched it bounce a little before he stopped moving.

      I stared at him for a second, trying to calm my quickly beating heart, and only stopped when I realized that my cuts weren’t going to get better on their own.

      That was when I heard it.

      The quiet, dreadful sound of a strangled scream.
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      It was hard to follow the sound, because I still couldn’t see shit. I was bleeding profusely and I needed to patch myself up, and the fire alarm was still going off. I knew people were eventually going to go down and find Tristan, maybe even help him, but I needed to find where the sound of the struggling woman was coming from.

      Tristan’s apartment wasn’t that big and there were only a few rooms to check, which was lucky, because I didn’t know how bad my injuries were and I needed to sit down before I bled too much.

      My wounds clearly needed tending, but there was no time for that. I needed to find where the whimpering was coming from, and my senses were all flooded, making me feel less certain than I normally did.

      I walked up to the first door and opened it, my eyes widening as I set my gaze on the source of the whimpering.

      Lucy.

      He’d taken Lucy.

      She wasn’t tied up on the bed—if she had been, I would’ve gone down there and made sure he was dead immediately. Instead, she crouched down at the foot of the bed in what appeared to be an uncomfortable position. Her thighs were on her ankles, and her wrists were tied to each other. They were bound to the footboard with a twisted, winding blanket. Even from the threshold, I could see the tears welling up in Lucy’s eyes. Tristan had put a rag in her mouth to stop her from talking, and I could clearly tell that she had tried hard to spit it out.

      She met my gaze, clearly pleading with me, and I shook my head to snap myself out of my shock as I ran over to her. I knelt down and took the gag out of her mouth first. I smelled her floral scent at first, then the low, dirty smell of mud mixed with sulfur. Being around Lucy did things to my senses that I had no idea what to do with, but this wasn’t the time to worry about that.

      Gently, I finished taking the rag out of her mouth, stroking her face softly as I did. “It’s okay,” I said when she met my eyes, panic written all over her face. “Don’t worry, alright? I got you.”

      She leaned into my touch as I removed the balled-up rag from the inside of her mouth. It was wet with her saliva, and it immediately felt hard for me to handle. I dropped it at our feet, and she coughed a little, her entire body trembling as she did.

      “How long have you been here for?” I asked, getting to my feet so I could try to undo the knot that was holding her captive.

      I heard her swallow. “I’m so thirsty,” she said. I could hear it in her voice, in the way it croaked.

      “I’ll get you some water in a bit,” I said, finally able to untangle the sheet from the footboard. Tristan had tied it very snugly around the bed and it was a struggle to finally undo the knot. “We need to get you medical attention first. How long have you been here? Can you stand?”

      I extended my hand so I could help her to her feet. She grabbed it, a little weakly, and I pulled her up. Lucy practically stumbled forward, but she didn’t. I caught her before she could. She was only inches away from my face, her hot breath fanning my face as she tried to calm herself down.

      Reaching down, I unwrapped the soft, tightly wrapped cloth from her wrist. She closed her eyes and her breath hitched a little as the blanket fell to our feet. There was drool on her chin, but I would help her clean up later. I wrapped my arm around her waist, propping her up so she wouldn’t fall, and smiled at her.

      “We’re going to go downstairs,” I said. “And then we’re going to have to call an ambulance.”

      She shook her head, tears in her ears. “I’m a demi, Evan,” she said. “I can’t go to the hospital.”

      “Someone needs to see if you’re okay,” I replied. “A doctor, a…”

      “I can’t,” she said, shaking her head. She sounded like she was pleading, and I didn’t want to put her through anything else, so all I could do was hold her close as she buried her face in my chest. I stroked the back of her head, twirling my fingers in her long brown hair until she had calmed down slightly. This wasn’t the time for her to sob, but I understood why it was difficult for her to get to grips with it.

      There was no time to dwell on her emotions, though. We needed to get to business.

      “It’s okay,” I said, still stroking the back of her head. “I can help. Faye can help, too, if you want her to.”

      She smiled at me, her eyes still watery.

      “You never told me how long you’ve been here for.”

      “Since the other night,” she said. “When you got hurt.”

      I shook my head, taking a step away from her. There was rope burn on her wrists, tiny scratches all over her delicate skin.

      Her gaze faltered. I could tell she was trying hard to keep herself composed, but she was obviously finding it difficult. I held onto her, trying to bring her a modicum of comfort, considering the ordeal she had just been through.

      “I thought it was so hopeless, Evan,” she said. I liked it when she used my first name. It felt right in her mouth, like her sweet voice had been specifically engineered to say the vowels of my name softly, melodically. “I thought he had killed you.”

      “I don’t understand why he did this,” I said. “I thought you were friends.”

      “We were,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, that was what I thought, but I was wrong. I thought he could be reasoned with, but after you came here… I don’t know, I’ve never seen him rage this much. I tried to go after you but he knocked me out and when I woke up I was tied to the foot of his bed.”

      “Fuck,” I said. “But he didn’t…”

      “He didn’t touch me,” she said when I trailed off. “Don’t worry.”

      I looked her over once more. Her clothes were dirty. She obviously needed a shower. Even in the darkness, I could see that Tristan hadn’t been kind to her.

      And yet there she stood, defiance written all over her curves even with the tears slowly sliding down her round cheeks. “Why did he decide to keep you captive anyway?”

      “Because,” she said, reaching into her bra and taking Ali’s necklace out of it, showing it to me with a shy but triumphant smile. “He wanted me to tell him where this was.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back at her, grabbing the necklace from her and sticking it in the pocket of my pants. “How did you do that?” I asked as she took a step away from me.

      She cocked her head, a playful glint in her eyes. “Well, Evan Wakefield,” she said. “I don’t think we have time for that story right now. But I’ll tell you later. Okay?”

      “Sure,” I said, my heart fluttering in my chest. “That sounds great.”
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      Lucy was limping when I took her downstairs. The sprinklers in the hallway had been activated by the girls, so we got soaked as we slowly made our way toward the lobby, but at least the water was washing away the dirt and grime on us.

      I knew I was losing a lot of blood, but the transformation was certainly helping. I was able to support Lucy’s weight as we walked down the steps, even when it seemed to me like she was going to faint. I felt a little dizzy, but it wasn’t too hard to deal with. I didn’t even want to consider how I would’ve felt before the transformation had started. I knew I would deal with it a lot worse.

      This wasn’t the time to reflect. I needed to get out, I needed to find Tristan, I needed to finish the fucking job. I needed to make sure that he could never hurt any of my girls again, and that much was clear when Lucy faltered in my arms, her hair tickling my skin.

      We finally got to the first floor after what felt like forever. Each step was a struggle, especially as Lucy seemed to lose all of her strength by the time we finally managed to get up to the glass doors.

      “Lucy?” I asked her. I was practically dragging her in the lobby, because she was having a hard time staying up, and I had to wonder when the last time Tristan had fed her was.

      Ali, Maya and Faye were already in the car, just the way I had instructed them to be. I’d told them not to interfere, no matter what happened, and I smiled to myself when I realized that they had listened to me. They obviously had heard Tristan falling from his second story apartment, and even then, they had listened to me.

      Good. That was going to make things a lot easier going forward.

      When Lucy didn’t reply, I scooped her up in my arms, holding her limp body close to my chest. I could feel her soft breathing, which eased my worry somewhat.

      She was the first thing I needed to take care of, so I walked up to my car and opened the back door.

      The girls all turned to look at me. They spoke over each other, and it was hard to discern any meaning to the words they were saying, but when I gently deposited Lucy in the backseat, they stopped talking.

      “It’s bad, Faye,” I said when she met my gaze. “I need you to look after her, okay? There’s something I need to finish.”

      Faye nodded. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll make sure she’s okay.”

      “Thank you, by the way,” I replied before I took a step away from my car. “What you guys did… it caused a lot of fucking confusion. It really worked.”

      I looked at Maya, who was sitting in the driver seat, ready to speed away when I needed her to.

      “It did,” she said, meeting my gaze, a shaky smile on her face. “They all left before…”

      She gestured toward Tristan, who was still face up on the concrete.

      “The evacuation was a good idea, Evan,” Ali piped up. “But you need to hurry up. I’m sure someone’s already called the authorities, and an ambulance will be here soon.”

      I nodded. She was right.

      I needed to hurry up.

      I needed to finish what I had started.

      “Maya.”

      She turned to look at me, her amber eyes bright in the night. “Yes?”

      “If I’m not back in five minutes, I need you to drive away, okay? You can’t be here when other people start to arrive.”

      “We don’t want to leave you,” Maya said, a tremor in her voice, and I watched as she clutched the steering wheel so hard her knuckles whitened.

      “You won’t,” I said. “I promise, I’ll catch up. You should start the car, though.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed, but she did as I told her, turning the keys in the ignition. I smiled as she nodded her head, my gaze darting around all four girls. Ali and Faye were looking at Lucy, talking quietly as Faye took Lucy’s pulse.

      I knew it immediately, instinctively. They were going to be okay. I just needed to finish taking care of Tristan before they were.

      I turned away from the car and walked to him. He was only a few yards away from me, and for a second, I was absolutely convinced that he was dead. If nothing else, that would make things tidier.

      I crouched next to him, putting my fingers against his neck so I could feel for his pulse. As I did, I looked at his body. His claws had retracted, and he was bloody and twisted. Even then, though, he was alive, his chest rising softly up and down.

      Demi or not, he was going to have a hard time getting back to normal, and I was going to make sure he never hurt another girl—any girl, but especially one of my girls—ever again.

      “Did it make you feel like a big man, trapping a girl, keeping her bound to your fucking bed?” I asked him. He didn’t respond, his eyes still tightly closed, his breathing raspy. “Fucking asshole.”

      I went to stand up, ready to let him bleed to death on the sidewalk, and he rolled to his side and tried to strike me with his claws. I barely managed to jerk my head back to make sure that my neck was out of the way. If I had been any slower, he could’ve easily gotten one of my arteries.

      Fucking. Asshole.

      I struck him hard in the throat, just where he had tried to get me. I cut off his air, and he struggled to breathe, but he managed to remain sitting up somehow. Then I followed through with another strike to the back of the neck, hard enough to stun him for a second.

      An ambulance would find him, but it would probably be too late.

      “Next time,” I said quietly, an edge in my voice I didn’t recognize. “I won’t be as nice as this.”

      “Next time,” he echoed, even though it was clearly hard for him to speak. “Next time, your women will be dead.”

      That was it. That was all I needed to confirm that I had been too kind, too patient.

      Tristan needed to fucking die.

      The edges of my control were frayed, and the drive to kill him was instinctual, primal. I wanted to get him the same way he had tried to get Ali.

      It had to hurt.

      I didn’t have claws. But this fucker did, and he had absolutely no problem using them. Guiding his hand up, I lined it up to his artery. His gaze darted toward me as his eyes widened.

      He was a puppet, mine to control. I guided his hand, with all the momentum I had, right into his neck, slashing his throat open, catching his own artery.

      And I watched for a second as he gurgled, trying to catch his breath even though it was too late, blood flowing in an impressive, large arch.

      I stood up, taking a step away.

      “At least you went out like a man,” I said as his eyes fluttered open and closed, his breathing punctuated with gurgling sounds as he choked on his own blood.

      There was no time to stay and watch.

      I needed to get away. And I needed to do it right fucking then.
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      I knew I was tired when I got back to my apartment, but I hadn’t expected to fall asleep on the couch all while sitting up and listening to the girls talk. Through a haze of sleep, I was vaguely aware that Lucy was doing a little better.

      The girls had put her on the couch and Faye had tended to her until she could stand up and walk around. I knew these things, but I hadn’t participated in them, the weight of my exhaustion too much to overcome. When my eyes did flutter open and I felt like I wasn’t entirely exhausted, I immediately knew it was the dead of night from how quiet the street was outside my apartment building. Even during the weekends, students would start dispersing after two in the morning, and the neighborhood would fall into silence.

      It wasn’t exactly silent there. I could hear murmurs in the air, the quiet domesticity of it all slowly settling into my veins, making me quietly happy. I still had no idea how to deal with that as my eyes fluttered open entirely and I set my gaze on the living room surrounding me.

      When I had moved to do my master’s degree, this hadn’t felt like home, and I didn’t know how long it was going to. Except right then. Whatever needed to happen, it already had. My tiny student apartment felt more like home than anything else.

      Footsteps coming toward me snapped me out of my thoughts. I turned my head to look back, smiling as Maya swayed her hips while she walked up to me. Even her walk was stunning, and my smile only widened as she sat down next to me.

      “You fell asleep,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I know. How long was I out?”

      “I don’t know. A few hours?” she said, her hand on my chest. I could feel the electricity coming off her skin even through the fabric of my clothes, and my breath hitched a little as she looked into my eyes. “You needed to rest. Are you feeling any better now?”

      “Much, thank you,” I said.

      Her gaze darted down to my neck, where she softly pressed her fingertips against where Tristan had tried to cut me open. “Does that hurt?” she asked, her voice tremulous.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I can barely feel it.”

      She nodded. “Faye was looking after you,” she said, then broke into a smile. “She was looking after Lucy too, but a lot less enthusiastically.”

      “Well, I appreciate it anyway,” I replied, grabbing her hand, curling my fingertips around her palm. I brought it up to my face, breathing softly on her skin, and she shuddered. “Is Lucy going to be okay?”

      “She’s going to be just fine,” Maya said. “Faye is great.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Went back to our place for a bit,” she said. “And Lucy had to get some stuff from her dorm. I think we need to start thinking about cleaning our apartment so we can move back in.”

      I furrowed my brow, meeting her golden eyes, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. “Why?” I asked.

      She cocked her head, a strand of black hair falling on her forehead. I swept it away and she leaned into my touch, her breath hot against my fingers. “What do you mean why, Evan?” she asked. “It’s time we stop being an imposition.”

      “You are anything but an imposition, Maya,” I said, kissing her fingertips and gazing into her eyes, trying to get her to understand just how much I meant every word.

      “But we are a complication,” she said.

      “The best kind of complication,” I replied. I closed the space between us and ducked my head down so I could brush my lips against the crook of her neck. Maya trembled under my touch. I had to hold back a shudder as warmth spread all over my body from the touch of her skin, heady and overwhelming, my pulse quickening with longing.

      She pulled away from me for a second, her golden eyes surprisingly hard. I stopped kissing her, staring right back at her. She didn’t open her mouth at first. She was being deliberate, thinking about what to say despite the heat I could feel rolling off her skin.

      Her desire for me was as real and raw as mine was for hers, but I still admired her restraint. I could tell she was struggling. I could see it in the way her pupils had dilated, in the way her mouth was parted, in the way she was leaning toward me.

      “We’re still a complication,” she said. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      I shook my head, furrowing my brow as I looked right into her eyes. “Don’t worry, Maya,” I said. “You don’t have to do this alone. Not anymore.”

      Her eyes widened, but I didn’t let her be surprised for too long. I pressed a kiss against her lips, softly at first, and it sent a shiver of delight down my spine.

      She opened her mouth to let me in, and our tongues tangled together. She arched her body instinctively against mine and I held her snugly, feeling her breasts move against my chest as she heaved in a breath. My hands explored the hollows of her back as I continued kissing her, her lips warm and welcoming. I lost myself in her mouth until she had to pull away and pant, trying to catch her breath.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have done that,” I said with a smirk.

      She smiled back at me, her cheeks reddening as she bit down on her lower lip. Her gaze darted to my mouth as she closed the space between us, and then her lips were on mine, and she was kissing me passionately, fiercely. Her open-mouthed and sloppy kisses betrayed her desire for me. She thrust her body softly against mine, as if she had no idea what she was doing. Her eagerness made me dizzy with need.

      I moved my hand down her neck, toward her shoulder, and grabbed the strap of her pretty dress. I tugged it down a little so I could see more of her cleavage, her breasts thrusted enticingly toward me. Her skin was soft and warm under me, and I slid it down her chest until I was playing with her erect nipple, tugging softly at it as she cocked her head back and moaned quietly.

      The noises she was making were so delicious, they made my cock throb. And I wanted to sample her, too, feel her tight core clench around my erection as she took herself to the edge.

      “Lie down,” I said. “I want to make you scream.”

      She swallowed, but she met my gaze and did as I told her. I dipped my head down so I could kiss her thighs, enjoying the way her soft, creamy skin felt under my lips, my tongue making a path up her legs toward her underwear.

      Maya grabbed the bottom of her skirt and pulled it up to allow me access to her wetness. I breathed hard against her skin, enough to get her to moan quietly. I could already smell her arousal, but I could also smell her, and her scent was lavender and musk, heady and hot and dirty and fresh.

      She was everything, and I had been dying to sample her for so long that I couldn’t hold back. I kissed up her thighs toward her core, moving her panties aside so I could look at her cunt. She kept it waxed almost entirely, a soft trail of hair over her opening, her public hair already glistening with her wetness.

      I plunged my tongue into her slit, teasing her open, conquering her as she moved her hips against me. My hand slid between her legs. She opened her legs up for me and I spread her open with two dexterous fingers.

      Her body tensed as she threw her head back, her fingers softly holding onto my hair as I explored her with my tongue, her thighs clenching around my head as I pressed my curled fingers inside of her. My tongue swirled around the most sensitive part of her, her pussy crying for me as I curled my fingers and finger fucked her hard, my tongue insistently on her trigger.

      Maya’s fingers curled around the crown of my head as she thrust her hips against me, and as she came, her screams sweet torture, all of her body clenched as her orgasm ripped through her body, I continued to taste her sweetness until she stopped jerking against me.

      I moved away from her and smiled, aware that my face was glistening. “Evan,” she said between breaths.

      “What?” I said, my cock so hard it made it hard to think.

      “I need you,” she said, her voice trembling. “I need you inside of me.”

      My throat grew thick with desire as I slid her panties down her legs, throwing them on the floor next to us. For a second, I wondered if the other girls were going to walk in while I fucked her, watch the way her body moved as I thrust my hips into her.

      The very thought of it emboldened me, and I aligned myself to her slit so I could quickly push myself inside. She held her hands up so I could use them for leverage, and our fingers intertwined as my length pressed against hers.

      I took a deep breath as I moved myself inside of her, teasing her open, her scalding hotness gripping me with fervor. She was deliciously tight, very wet, and so eager that I could easily pull out all the way and then plunge deeply into her. Every thrust appeared to send a shiver of pleasure up her spine, and it made it harder for me to hold on, especially as I drove into her with the fierceness of an animal.

      Her hips rose to meet me as I lost myself in her warmth, fucking her wildly, letting go of my control and feeling only pleasure as our bodies merged, my shaft plundering into her as her inner walls rippled against my rock hard cock.

      “Play with yourself,” I said, my voice a growl, and Maya’s eyes shot open as she moved her hand down the length of her body, pressing down on her button. She bit down on her lower lip, whimpering softly, and I thrusted into her again. “But don’t hold back. Be as loud as you want. And if you’re good, I’ll reward you with my cum.”

      Her hips arched as she rose to meet me again. She grabbed a pillow from behind her, and I watched her tits bounce up and down with every savage thrust.

      “Fuck,” she said, then she met my gaze and her mouth dropped open. “I’m gonna…”

      “Again?” I asked her, smiling at her as I grabbed her thighs, pounding hard into her. She clenched her teeth together, and I fucked her hard enough to make her jaw drop. “I told you I wanted you to scream.”

      I leaned down and grabbed her tits, squeezing her nipples hard enough to make her feel it, and then she was throwing her head back, her core clenching around my hard cock as I pounded myself home.

      Maya’s grip around me tightened, her legs almost enough to hold me in place, her hips jerking against me. Her body melted into mine as I felt her orgasm, on my cock and all over my body, and suddenly, all I wanted to do was come inside of her.

      I wanted her to feel what she was doing for me.

      I could hear myself cry in pure pleasure, my voice distant and unfamiliar, and I unleashed myself inside of her. Her body milked every last drop, and by the time I needed to pull away from her, even my arms felt like they weren’t working.

      I sat on the other side of the sofa, my hand on her calf, her pussy still spread open near me. She looked so enticing and she smelled so delicious with my essence mixed with hers, I was almost surprised I wasn’t immediately get hard again.

      “I like when you’re like this,” I said when I managed to get my breathing back under control.

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “You know,” I said, my hands sliding up her thighs again. “Ready for me.”

      She laughed so hard it practically made her snort. I watched her little panther ears twitch on top of her head as my fingers inched close to her slit again. “What?” I asked, resisting the urge to touch her.

      “Evan.”

      “What?” I repeated, feeling a little impatient that time.

      “I’m always ready for you.”
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      I’d spent more time with Maya the night before, exploring her limits and her desires until we moved to the bedroom. That meant the entire apartment smelled like sex, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I sort of reveled in it. I looked forward to the way it would smell like sex but with all three of them—each one of their scents slightly different.

      After our night together, Maya was obviously tired, and she was sleeping it off in my bed. The rest of the girls hadn’t been back yet.

      I walked over to the kitchen and grabbed the orange juice. It was early in the morning, and soft rays of sunshine shone through the half-open blinds of my living room window.

      Life was going to go back to normal soon, I told myself. I needed to study, even if they were distracting. I still intended on finishing my master’s degree. I put the empty glass down on the countertop in front of me and my gaze darted to where I had put my phone and my wallet after taking them out of my pockets. At some point in the commotion of the night, I’d managed to stuff Ali’s necklace into my wallet, and with everything that had happened, I hadn’t had a chance to give it to her.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too long. I heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door, and I smiled a bit as I heard her approach the door. I could already smell her from the hallway, citrusy and fresh. I opened the door and pulled her toward me, until she was in my arms.

      I took a second to look at her, her fox ears clearly visible on top of her head. Instead of hiding them with a hat or a headscarf, she wore a thin headband around them. It made them look like they were connected, and they twitched when I stared at her.

      “Do you like it?” she asked me softly.

      “Yes,” I said, looking down to meet her gaze as I reached out and stroked the back of one of her ears. “I really like it.”

      She bit down on her lower lip, and I traced the outline of her face with my fingertips.

      “I think it’s hot,” I said. “And I think it’s brave as fuck. And I think it suits you, too.”

      She looked up at me, a soft smile on her face. “I don’t think it’s brave,” she said. “I just don’t think I have to be afraid anymore.”

      It sounded like she was about to cry, and I hadn’t even told her about the best part of the night. “Stay there,” I said.

      I made my way to the kitchen counter, grabbed the necklace off it, and handed it to her. Her eyes lit up, her mouth opening slightly in surprise. “How did you get this back?”

      “I didn’t, really,” I said, putting it over her head. I watched it fall in the valley between her breasts and stared at the glistening keys for a few seconds. “It was Lucy. When I rescued her, she had it. It sounded like that’s why Tristan decided to tie her up.”

      She shook her head, clutching her hand around the keys on her necklace. “It’s so fucked up.”

      “It is,” I replied. “How is she doing?”

      “Pretty well, all things considered,” she replied. “She’s more shaken up emotionally than physically. I think it’s going to be a while before she feels comfortable around men again. And she was dreading going back to the residence hall…”

      “She doesn’t have to,” I said too quickly. “She shouldn’t. Not after what she’s been through. She can stay with us.”

      Her eyes narrowed a little as she seemed to consider this, but then she just nodded her head. “It’s going to be an adjustment period,” she said. “Especially for Faye. And you have to remember, she doesn’t have the artifact, so she’s going to be different. It won’t just be her sleep schedule. It’ll be so many things about her… it might be hard for you to keep up.”

      I felt a smile tug at the corner of my lips. “Are you saying that I won’t be able to keep up?”

      “No,” she replied. “Not at all. I’m saying it might be hard.”

      I smirked at her. “By this point, you should know I don’t back away from a challenge.”

      She smiled at me, her expression softening. “I know,” she said, then sighed deeply, still toying with the necklace nervously. “And it is your right as the alpha in the group, anyway. Once the transformation is complete, you can make anyone part of the pack with your DNA. I assume the first demi you’re doing that with is Lucy.”

      I shook my head. “You mean that I can make anyone part of the pack with a kiss?”

      “No,” she said. “Not just with a kiss.”

      Her hand was on my chest, then it traveled down to my stomach, toward my hardening cock.

      “You have to mark them with your DNA,” she said, biting down on her lower lip, her pretty face framed with strands of golden red hair. “The way you marked us.”

      My mouth was dry, my heart jackhammering in my chest. This was going to be a transition. A nice, welcome transition, but one nevertheless. I didn’t know if I was going to be able to keep cool all the way through it.

      “What are you worried about?” Ali asked, cocking her head. One of her ears twitched, moving slightly toward me.

      “I’m not worried,” I said, though that wasn’t exactly right. “I’m just wondering what that’s going to mean for me.”

      She extended her hand, wrapping her fingers around mine. “Come with me,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

      I let her guide me toward my bathroom. I was looking at the back of her head, at the way her ears twitched a little as she approached the mirror. My gaze moved from the crown of her head to her reflection, and I took a second to appreciate her delicate features and her expressive green eyes.

      “Are we here so I can fuck you in front of the mirror?” I said, leaning down so I could whisper into her ear. It made her ear twitch, and her body jerked in response to my touch.

      “No,” she said.

      “That’s a shame. I bet you’d love seeing yourself in the mirror with my cock buried deep inside of you.”

      She laughed, her cheeks crimson red. “Later,” she said. “There’s something you need to see first.”

      “What?”

      She let go of my hand, sidestepping the mirror, and I stared at my own reflection, my own eyes wide. I looked like myself, a disheveled, stubbly version of myself, but myself nevertheless. There was also something else there—my eyes seemed to have changed shade entirely, my irises such a light of golden that they were practically see-through, my pupils much smaller than they normally were.

      My hair wasn’t brown anymore, it looked like it was the same color as my eyes. I ran my hand through it, and I was surprised at how soft it felt.

      Like fur.

      The thought sent a shiver down my spine. I forced myself to look up to the top of my head, my eyes widening when I saw the fur surrounding my barely visible animal ears. I was different in other ways, too. Maybe it was my imagination, but it felt like I had gotten taller, stronger. My own reflection looked oddly terrifying,

      “They’re not that visible,” she said as I touched them softly. Even though it was my own touch, I quickly learned that the back of my ears was extremely sensitive even to the most basic contact. “And they make you look hot.”

      She was right about the first thing, and when it came to the second, I chose to believe her.

      “So what does this make me?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Does this make me a demi?”

      She cocked her head, leaning back on the bathroom wall. “You know, I’m not actually sure,” she said. “To be honest with you, most demi packs never find an alpha. So everything we know about them is just… legends and rumors.”

      I twisted my lips, trying to get used to my reflection. It was certainly going to make my life weirder, but one thing was for sure. As long as I was around, no one was ever going to mess with the girls again.

      And if they tried, they would need to deal with me.

      She took a step toward me, her hand on my shoulder. I looked away from the mirror and held her gaze with mine. “What does that make me?”

      She smiled, her eyes glimmering. “Honestly? I think it makes you a legend.”

      
        
        THE END
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        Thank you for reading Class Roar.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed it, please leave a review.

      

        

      
        And if you want to get in touch with me, hit me up on Facebook.
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