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      So happy to see you here.

      Before we dive in, I want to keep you safe and happy. Should you need it, there is a content warning list on my website. I recommend you check the list for each book before you commit, as the content gets progressively darker throughout the series.

      While these books are not overly dark, they do contain topics that can be triggering for some readers.

      

      Please visit www.yasminevanhove.com for all info.

      

      Stay safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Veiled Heritage

        

        
          
            1. Inola

          

          
            2. Inola

          

          
            3. Gabriel

          

          
            4. Inola

          

          
            5. Cam

          

          
            6. Inola

          

          
            7. Inola

          

          
            8. Azazel

          

          
            9. Inola

          

          
            10. Cam

          

          
            11. Alex

          

          
            12. Inola

          

          
            13. Inola

          

          
            14. Damian

          

          
            15. Inola

          

          
            16. Nikolas

          

          
            17. Gabriel

          

          
            18. Inola

          

          
            19. Azazel

          

          
            20. Inola

          

          
            21. Inola

          

          
            22. Alex

          

          
            23. Nikolas

          

          
            24. Inola

          

          
            25. Cam

          

          
            26. Alex

          

          
            27. Inola

          

          
            28. Damian

          

          
            29. Inola

          

          
            30. Gabriel

          

          
            31. Inola

          

          
            32. Inola

          

          
            33. Nikolas

          

          
            34. Azazel

          

          
            35. Gabriel

          

          
            36. Inola

          

          
            37. Alex

          

          
            38. Cam

          

          
            39. Inola

          

          
            40. Damian

          

          
            41. Nikolas

          

          
            42. Inola

          

          
            43. Gabriel

          

        

      

      
        
          Revealed Secrets

        

        
          
            1. Azazel

          

          
            2. Inola

          

          
            3. Nikolas

          

          
            4. Inola

          

          
            5. Inola

          

          
            6. Alex

          

          
            7. Inola

          

          
            8. Inola

          

          
            9. Gabriel

          

          
            10. Elijah

          

          
            11. Cam

          

          
            12. Inola

          

          
            13. Nikolas

          

          
            14. Cam

          

          
            15. Inola

          

          
            16. Azazel

          

          
            17. Damian

          

          
            18. Inola

          

          
            19. Elijah

          

          
            20. Inola

          

          
            21. Nikolas

          

          
            22. Azazel

          

          
            23. Alex

          

          
            24. Inola

          

          
            25. Cam

          

          
            26. Inola

          

          
            27. Damian

          

          
            28. Nikolas

          

          
            29. Inola

          

          
            30. Inola

          

          
            31. Elijah

          

          
            32. Gabriel

          

          
            33. Alex

          

          
            34. Inola

          

          
            35. Inola

          

          
            36. Azazel

          

          
            37. Inola

          

          
            38. Inola

          

          
            39. Cam

          

          
            40. Nikolas

          

          
            41. Inola

          

        

      

      
        
          Crowned Truth

        

        
          
            1. Inola

          

          
            2. Cam

          

          
            3. Inola

          

          
            4. Gabriel

          

          
            5. Damian

          

          
            6. Inola

          

          
            7. Inola

          

          
            8. Cam

          

          
            9. Inola

          

          
            10. Nikolas

          

          
            11. Inola

          

          
            12. Azazel

          

          
            13. Inola

          

          
            14. Alex

          

          
            15. Alex

          

          
            16. Inola

          

          
            17. Gabriel

          

          
            18. Elijah

          

          
            19. Inola

          

          
            20. Damian

          

          
            21. Inola

          

          
            22. Azazel

          

          
            23. Inola

          

          
            24. Nikolas

          

          
            25. Inola

          

          
            26. Gabriel

          

          
            27. Alex

          

          
            28. Inola

          

          
            29. Alex

          

          
            30. Gabriel

          

          
            31. Cam

          

          
            32. Inola

          

          
            33. Azazel

          

          
            34. Elijah

          

          
            35. Nikolas

          

          
            36. Inola

          

          
            37. Alex

          

          
            38. Damian

          

          
            39. Cam

          

          
            40. Inola

          

          
            41. Azazel

          

          
            42. Gabriel

          

          
            43. Inola

          

          
            44. Azazel

          

          
            45. Inola

          

          
            46. Inola

          

          
            47. Inola

          

        

      

    

    
      
        A Lesson in Trust (Lessons of the Apocalypse - Book 1)

      

      
        Escape From Reality (When Dreams Meet Reality - Book 1)

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Veiled Heritage]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            INOLA

          

        

      

    

    
      "Today is the day!" I say to my mirror. Or myself.

      Is it weird to talk to myself? Is it weirder to talk to the mirror? I mean, one of those can answer, the other can't. I should stick to talking to myself. Lots of people do that. 

      Right?

      My brows draw together. What was I doing again?

      I study myself in the mirror. Still short as fuck, plump with breasts too large for my body and a butt and thighs that no girl envies. My long black hair falls over my shoulders to hang over my breasts and far enough down my back to almost brush the swell of my butt. My large green eyes sit in my heart-shaped face, right above the button nose that everyone annoyingly keeps calling cute. My lips purse as I stare just a little too long for my own comfort.

      My ear swivels when a noise sounds outside my door. The fluffy fox ears blend into my hair, except for the fact that they're right on top of my head and are just a tad too large to disappear. The ears and my tail are my least favorite features. It doesn't help that I have to hide them at all times because of how unnatural they are.

      "Inola, are you ready, darling?" Dad calls out from outside of my door. 

      I jump, remembering why I was standing in front of the mirror to begin with. Today is the day! It's the day I start at a new school, college to be exact. I can start anew, break free from the cruel voices of the past, relentlessly making fun of me. 

      My tail is curled around my body, not noticeable under my clothing. Regardless of how fluffy it is, I can hide it away pretty easily as long as my clothing isn't too form-fitting. My ears are more difficult. For them, I have to wear a hat of some sort. For short periods of time, I can hide them in my hair, but that position is uncomfortable to maintain for long periods of time, so the hats offer me the best option without hurting myself. 

      I chose a school with a very loose dress code, so I wouldn't be forced to remove it. I also hope this means more people will be wearing something a little out of the ordinary so I don't stand out too much.

      Having already chosen a modest but cute bonnet, I plop it on over my ears and check the end result in the mirror. 

      Deciding it's as good as it's going to get, I skip over to the door and open it up. Dad is standing on the threshold of the stairs and jumps at the sound of the door flying open. 

      "Sorry, Dad!" I yell. Excitement bursts in my chest as I pass him and run down the stairs. He chuckles at my antics. You'd think he would be used to me by this point, but after nineteen years, I still surprise and amuse him all the damn time. 

      "Looking good, Inny," he remarks. "You ready for your first day?"

      The question freezes me halfway down the stairs. Feeling like a deer caught in headlights, I turn and stare at him open-mouth. I don't know how to answer that! "Yes? No? Probably! Maybe?"

      Anxiety swirls in my gut, and I swear my skin turns a little green with nerves. 

      "It's going to be fine, sweetheart," Dad says, coming down the stairs at a much slower pace. He passes by, running his hand over my head, carefully avoiding my ears. I feel instantly comforted by his gentle touch. 

      It's just the two of us, and it always has been. While I'm well aware that there has to have been a woman in the picture at some point, I've never met my mom, or at least not that I can remember. And since Dad always gets really sad when I ask about her, I stopped asking a long time ago. All I know is that she died when I was around a year old. 

      So, Dad and I make do. He's my best friend and the sweetest person on this planet. One day, I hope to be able to take care of him as well as he has done for me. 

      "What if it's all the same as high school?" I whisper, fear making my voice shake a little.

      "Sweetheart, I know it doesn't seem like much difference, but this isn't high school. This college has a harsh no-bullying policy. We researched it together, didn't we?"

      He pulls me into a warm hug, engulfing me in his giant arms and settling at least half of my nerves. I bury my nose in his chest and nod. He's right, we took care when choosing this school. I'll be fine. And even if, for some reason, there are still bullies around, I've been learning techniques to cope and fight back with my therapist. 

      Not that someone of my stature is going to do anything to a 6ft something jock, but she's taught me that sometimes fighting back with words is good enough. To be the bigger — figuratively at least — person. 

      "Would you like me to drive you to school? Just for today?" Dad asks, still petting my head. I shake my head, knowing I need to grow some lady balls and do this myself. 

      "I need to figure this out at some point. I can't keep relying on you. But I appreciate the offer." I smile up at him, giving him one more tight squeeze before letting go. 

      "Alright, sweetheart. Just call me if you need me, okay?" Worry lines appear on his face, lines I try to wipe away with my fingers and a bright smile. 

      "Of course!"

      It's only ten minutes later that I find myself staring up at the enormous train station that I've only ever been at once before. I've done my research, I know which train to take and where to take it, but it's still so damn daunting. It feels like the building looms over me, and the statues of a multitude of different animals are snarling directly at me. 

      "Stunning, isn't it?" a soft voice says from right beside me. I nearly jump out of my skin, yelping at how close he's standing. How the fuck did I miss him sneaking up on me?

      He's tall — which means he's huge compared to me — and slender, with curly light brown hair and sweet amber eyes covered by a pair of heavy-framed glasses. 

      "I am so sorry," he says with mild panic on his face. He reaches out a hand as if to try and settle me, then thinks better of it and grabs the back of his neck. "I didn't mean to startle you! I just saw you looking at it, and I thought you looked pretty, so I wanted to talk to you." A deep blush takes over his beautiful features, and he drops his face in his hands. "I totally didn't mean to say that. You know what? Forget I said anything!"

      He goes to turn away, which means it is my time to panic. I'm not ready for this conversation to be over!

      I catch his sleeve as he turns and burst out, "No, wait!" 

      He freezes, half turned away and still blushing furiously. We both look down at where I'm holding him one after the other. The blush coloring his face now creeps up my own, but it is much brighter. I drop his arm like it's on fire, pulling my hand into my chest. 

      "I'm sorry," we both say, then burst out laughing.

      "C-can I offer you a coffee?" he asks me shakily, waving a hand at the cafe on the corner. My blush flares up again, and in true Inola fashion, I forget to answer. 

      "You don't have to!" he mumbles awkwardly when I stay too quiet for too long. 

      "Yes!" I squeak. "Sorry, yes, I w-would love coffee."

      His features are taken over by a blinding smile, which transforms him from beautiful to plain unfair. Insecurity has me curling into myself a little, trying to hide my face. I pull my bonnet tighter over my head in an effort to hide my uncertainty. When he offers me an arm to take, I shakily accept, letting him guide me over.

      "Um, I do have a train to catch. Do you mind if we grab takeaway cups?" I ask, hoping this doesn't make him run for the hills. This is the first guy ever to show a smidge of interest. I don't want to scare him off. 

      "Of course! I have to catch one too, but I couldn't resist when I saw you," he says, smiling that toothy grin at me. 

      "Where you headed?" I ask, curiosity getting the better of me as it tends to. 

      "I'm starting college today!" he chirps as he opens the door, holding it open for me. "Silver Point, to be exact."

      I jolt a little, instantly recognizing the name of my school. I feel my own smile blooming bright. "That's where I'm going!"

      Relief steals some of the tightness in his shoulders. "Oh, thank God, I was trying to figure out how to get your number between here and your train ride. But it looks like I've been blessed with good fortune today."

      I laugh brightly. This guy is a total flirt, yet he looks so sweet at the same time. 

      "Maybe we should start by exchanging names before we exchange numbers?" I giggle, hiding my mouth behind my hand when he flushes bright red again. Between the two of us, there's a lot of blushing going on. It soothes my nerves a little to see I'm not the only one with that issue. 

      "R-right! I'm Alex!"

      "Very nice to meet you⁠—"

      "If you two are done, I'll take your order now," a sharp voice interrupts me. It feels like a lash to my sensitive ears, so I flinch away. Alex catches my shoulder just as I'm about to bump into someone, pulling me into his side. The protective hold is as unexpected as it is sweet, and I can't help but sink into it a little. He lays into the barista with surprising strength. 

      "You don't have to be so damn rude. A two-second wait when there's no one behind us in line wouldn't have fucking killed you," he snaps. 

      "Whatever," she snaps back, rolling her eyes. "What do you want?"

      Alex looks down at me with an encouraging smile, "What would you like, gorgeous?"

      I smile shyly, both at the compliment and how sweet and protective he is after meeting me less than ten minutes ago. 

      "Um, a caramel macchiato, please," I whisper, my eternal sweet tooth playing a huge role in my choice. He grins and repeats the order, adding his own of a black coffee. I scrunch my nose, not liking the idea of the bitter beverage. 

      A finger taps my nose, and I look up, finding amused amber eyes.

      "Not a fan of regular coffee?"

      I shrug, unrepentant. "What can I say? I have an unapologetic sweet tooth. Bitter doesn't do it for me."

      He laughs, his shoulders and curls bouncing with this movement.

      When his name is called for the order, he picks it up for us both and hands me mine. 

      "So, now that you have your sugar fix, have I earned the knowledge of your name?" he asks, a bright smile still playing on his lips. I blush, realizing the barista interrupted before I had a chance to tell him. 

      "Inola!" I blurt out. His eyes widen a little bit, probably because it's an uncommon name. Meaning 'black fox' in Cherokee, I never appreciated my parents' sense of humor with my name.

      "It suits you! A pretty name for a pretty girl," he declares. Again, he offers me an arm, guiding me through the train station as if he comes here every day. 

      During the entire ride to college, we chat easily, laugh like old friends, and have fun. It's by far one of the easiest interactions I've ever had in my life. 

      Maybe this year really will be different. At least it's starting out wonderfully.
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      I'm a little sad when Alex has to split off from me as soon as we make it to school. He has some friends waiting for him, but he's promised to text as soon as he has a chance. He even asked me if I'd be willing to go out on a date with him, which had me blushing and nodding like a lunatic. 

      Maybe it's a little quick or a little naïve of me to jump into this with the first guy I come across. But he seems sweet and genuine, and I don't want to miss an opportunity because it looks too good to be true. I promised myself I would put myself out there this year and not let my past of relentless bullying get to me. If it turns out he's playing me, I'll have learned a valuable lesson. Nothing will be lost in my eyes. 

      "Oh. My. God."

      The very well-known and very fucking dreaded voice has me freezing in place. 

      No. No. No. No. Anyone but her. Not here.

      My ears flatten against my head uncomfortably, hiding away in my hair, and I reflexively grab onto my bonnet. When I turn, I come face to face with the biggest nightmare possible. 

      "I knew it was you!" she screeches. "The damn Mad Hatter, here at Silver Point. Who knew you would make shit so easy. I thought I'd have to fucking track your ass down to put you in your place!" 

      Madison. The cruelest creature I've ever come across. The reason I had a full-on mental breakdown because of her relentless bullying. She's here. In the place that was supposed to be my sanctuary. 

      Tears already start filling my eyes as she begins cackling, happy she's not going to have to find a new target for her vile comments and even worse plots to make my life miserable.

      "Maddy," a girl says from the side. She grabs Madison's elbow, trying to pull her away from me, but Madison yanks her arm out of the girl's grip. 

      "No, no, don't. I know this girl! She's an absolute joy to torment," she exclaims, not bothering to hide her intent as she stalks closer, towering over me. 

      I'm ashamed to say I curl in on myself. There's nothing I can do to stop the shaking in my limbs. It feels like all the progress I made with my therapist has been erased in a split second. 

      "You really don't want to do this, Maddy," her friend calls out. There's a glint of pity in her eyes when she looks at me. 

      "Oh, whatever. What are they going to do? Give me a suspension on the first day of school?" Madison scoffs. She's never cared much for consequences. Her filthy rich parents will pay her way out of any sanction anyway, so it's not like she has to worry like the little people like me. Which brings up the question as to what she's doing here. This isn't a top-of-the-line college. It's a good one for sure, but it's not known for the prestigiousness and elitism I expected from Madison.

      The woman in question comes closer as if stalking prey, which she is to some extent. I know what her plans are the moment she reaches out. 

      My hands clamp down tighter on my bonnet, holding on to it to try and keep it in place. Madison has never had qualms about hurting me, so she's torn out more hair than I care to think about right now. Her biggest goal in life seems to be to steal my hats because she knows how uncomfortable it makes me. 

      I scrunch my eyes closed as she reaches me, waiting for the inevitable pain and humiliation. But it never comes. 

      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" Madison screams right above my head. 

      "What do you think you're doing?!" a deep voice snarls back. 

      My eyes fly open in shock, followed by my mouth dropping open when I find a huge guy standing over me. He's holding Madison's wrist and stopping her from touching me. His face — which appears to be sculpted by God himself — is twisted in anger. 

      "How dare you attack her when she's done nothing but walk onto the damn courtyard?" He shoves Madison back, stepping around me and between us.

      Madison scoffs, "Don't let that innocent exterior fool you. She's nothing but trouble and a damn freak on top of it. Known her for years."

      I flinch hard, hating how her words can still affect me after all the work I did this summer. 

      "Hey, honey, you doing okay?" someone asks. I find the duplicate of the first guy standing in front of me. I nod, embarrassment washing over me when the tears I tried so hard to hold back start flowing from my eyes. He instantly pegs me for the liar I am but, surprisingly, doesn't call me out on it. The only indication he has noticed is the slight clenching of his jaw as he wipes a tear away with his thumb. 

      "Let's get out of here, Damian's got the bitch handled," he says with a nod at his brother. He grabs my hand, not waiting for an answer, and drags me off. I stumble after him, running to keep up with his giant stride. 

      "H-hold on," I squeak as he starts running faster. "Short legs here! Short legs!" I yell. He barks out a laugh, slowing down but not stopping until we make it to a bench on the other side of the courtyard. He grabs my shoulders and pushes me down on it. 

      "Don't move!" he demands. Before I have any chance to answer, he bolts away. Flabbergasted, I watch as he disappears into the crowd. 

      "What the hell just happened?" I ask myself a few minutes later. 

      "I believe you have been Nikolas'ed," a gruff voice replies. The first twin, Damian, drops down onto the bench beside me, running a hand through his spiky, brown hair. His large body jolts the whole thing, and I yelp, grabbing it so I don't topple off. 

      Damian glances over, his piercing grey eyes studying me. "Did he tell you to stay and run off without telling you why?" 

      I snort inelegantly, covering my face and flushing bright in embarrassment. A small smile is Damian's only indication he heard. 

      "Yeah," I confirm, my voice low and quiet in mortification. Damian grunts, clearly having expected that answer. He opens his mouth to say something but is interrupted when a bottle of water flies toward my face. 

      I scream, throwing my hands up to protect myself, only to realize there's a hand attached to the bottle, and someone is handing it to me. 

      "Whoops! Sorry!" Nikolas chirps, wiggling the bottle. "Drink!"

      "Why the fuck would I take a bottle from a complete stranger who didn't even bother telling me his name before dragging me off and sitting me down like a dog?!" I snap. 

      "Nikolas! Now drink!" he demands again, unperturbed by my outburst. 

      "Is he serious?" I ask Damian incredulously. He nods, though I spot the corner of his mouth twitching as if he's struggling to hold a smile back. 

      "'Fraid so, darling."

      I snatch the bottle if only so Nikolas will stop waving it in my face like an overly excited puppy. While I can see it's a new, sealed bottle, I don't take a drink, which has his smile falling a little. He still chooses to drop down on the bench next to me, nearly launching me off the damn thing. Again. Damian catches my shoulder, glaring at his brother over my head. 

      "Thanks," I mutter. "Both for catching me and... earlier."

      He studies my face for a long while, searching for something, so I return the favor. His tanned skin and high cheekbones give him a Mediterranean look. Greek, if I had to guess. His jaw is sharp enough to make it look like it can cut shit up. Full lips and a straight, sharp nose complete the look of a Greek God personified. 

      "You know, I'm just as pretty to look at as the grump," Nikolas murmurs in my ear. Not that he realizes he's quite that close to my ear, as he must assume it's much lower than it is. I squeak, my face flushing when I realize how long we've been staring at each other. 

      I jump to my feet, taking a few steps back from the duo and babbling so fast I'm tripping over my words. 

      "You know, I have a class to get to!" Lie. "Thank you so very much for your assistance and the... um... water." I wave the still-unopened bottle. Nikolas's lips curl in an amused smirk, watching me retreat with a predatory glint in his eyes. 

      "Watch–" Damian doesn't get to finish before I'm bumping into someone. I turn, yelling a panicked "Sorry!" at whoever I walked into, and I bolt out of there as fast as my short legs can carry me. 

      Those twins are damn dangerous. Nikolas sees me as some playtoy, while Damian looks at me like he wants to wrap me in bubble wrap and stuff me in a closet. Neither option sounds like fun to me, so I run. As fast as I can — which isn't too fast due to my hatred for physical activity.

      Somehow, I find my way to the initiation without any more incidents and no more awkward encounters with unfamiliar men. I half hope to spot Alex for a familiar face, but he's nowhere to be found. Unsurprising with the sheer amount of people in this hall right now. 

      There have to be at least a few hundred people in here. Of course, that also means that my chances of running into Madison are just as small. 

      I settle myself into a seat at the edge of the auditorium, hoping to disappear into the masses. It works like a charm. People pass me by, chatting with their friends or playing on their phones and ignoring the rest of the world. 

      It's times like these that I wish I had the option of listening to a pair of headphones. None of the wireless ones fit me, and having an over-ear headset sitting on top of your head is just weird. I'm already odd enough, so I don't need to give people more ammo. 

      People who have music like that in their daily lives underestimate the power it has. The ability to disappear into a melody or how the right lyrics can uplift your mood. Sometimes, all you need is the right song to make you feel understood so you can continue fighting your demons another day. I wish I had that right now. I could use a melody to disappear into.
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      Another year, another horde of cocky supernaturals and cockier humans to teach. I fucking hate this job. I'm an archangel, for Heaven's sake, not a babysitter. Yet nearly two decades ago, I felt a call to come here. I tried leaving a few years ago, and the call became so agonizingly loud that I was forced to come back. 

      So here I am. Teaching brats. Avoiding the attention of teachers and students, men and women alike. 

      My wings itch to be released, scratching at their confines within my glamour and making this day worse than it already is. I went flying last night to avoid it, but I swear the little shits have a mind of their own and adore annoying me. 

      A huff leaves my mouth when I spot Chiara walking toward me. The Elven teacher has been after my cock for a solid decade and still hasn't figured out the answer will always be no. She's trying so hard to seduce me that she looks like a damn duck. Her hips are swaying so hard that she's having issues keeping her balance. 

      "Gabriel," she purrs, reaching out a hand to press it to my chest. I take a huge step back, not wanting any stains on my crisp white shirt, invisible or otherwise. 

      "Chiara," I greet without warmth. 

      "Darling, how have you been this summer? I missed you!" she titters. I ignore her, burying my nose in the book I'm not reading. Ever since I made the mistake of being kind to her the first year she started, she's been relentless in her pursuit. It makes me wonder if she knows about my status as an archangel rather than a regular one. Not many people do, none who live around here. Finding an angel out here is already rare. She should have no reason to suspect anything. Yet my paranoia screams when it comes to her. If only I could figure out if it's a legit warning or my dislike for her that's triggering it. 

      She takes another step toward me, so I take one sideways, again evading her hand. She laughs, but there's obvious strain in the sound this time. 

      "Don't be so cold, Gabe," she says, struggling to keep her frustration under wraps. 

      "It's not my fault you fail to understand the word 'no' Chiara," I answer, looking up at her with a cocked eyebrow. "You know damn well I will never give you what you want. And I've said so hundreds of times."

      "But we'd be so good together!" she whines. Her stiletto hits the tile floor with an exaggerated tap. Did she just stomp her feet like a toddler? A laugh nearly bursts out of me from the sheer childishness of the move. 

      "No, Chiara. N. O. NO," I bark. She turns on her heel, stomping off to the other side of the hallway to leave me the hell alone. 

      "Oof, harsh," an amused voice sounds from my side. I roll my eyes, glancing over at the demon at my side. 

      "Ten years, Azazel, ten years," I grumble. He laughs in that warm, fuzzy way only incubi can. Over the years, he's wormed his way into my tiny inner circle, becoming quite the close friend. Regardless of humans' beliefs, angels and demons are not on opposite sides of some imaginary war. Nor is there a Satan and a God warring over the souls of man. We're just two groups of supernaturals who just happen to fall on rather opposing sides of the metaphorical coin most of the time. 

      "I didn't say it wasn't deserved," he cackles, taking great joy in my struggle with the infuriating woman. 

      He goes to rib me some more, but at the same time, the door to the auditorium swings open. It's the cue for us, the teachers, to get our asses out there and present ourselves to the new batch of moldable little minds.

      I stalk past him, digging my elbow into his stomach just for the fuck of it. He grunts and huffs out a laugh. 

      As soon as I step over the threshold, I feel like my world tilts sideways. I stop walking, stop breathing, and even my heart stops beating for more seconds than is healthy. Everything stops existing, but that one person who is meant to be mine. My mate. She's here. 

      My eyes search and zone in on the tiniest, cutest little thing I have ever seen. She's sitting about halfway up at the edge of the auditorium, attentively listening to the headmaster. Her bonnet sits on her glossy black hair, partially covering her stunning face from sight. 

      "Mine," Az growls next to me. I tear my eyes from her, only to find him staring at the same woman.

      "Oh, for fucks sake," I hiss at him. He glares at me, having picked up on the same thing I did. "This can't be fucking happening."

      "If you think I'm bad, Gabe, you should look at the twin shifters drooling all over her as if she's a piece of meat," he hisses at me, stalking past in the worst mood I've ever seen him in. Demons are not known for their ability to share well, and here he is, having to share a mate with an angel. No matter our friendship, I'm more than a little worried about how this is going to go.

      His words suddenly slam into me, and I scan the crowd surrounding my little mate. Just as Az mentioned, a few rows behind her, there's a set of twins staring at the back of her head with far too much intensity. My eyes narrow on them, and I have to hold myself back from zapping them with some magic.

      As if they sense my struggle, they look up at me in eerie unison. Aggression and a fierce protectiveness steel their features. If they think they can warn me away from her, they've got another thing coming. Who the fuck do they think they are, trying to claim ownership of my mate. Well, mine and Az's, I suppose. My heart thumps in my chest. What if–

      I shake the thought loose and sigh, breaking eye contact after glaring at them for a little longer. I'll have to deal with this shitshow after the introductions are done. No way am I leaving her in this cesspool by herself. And by the looks of the tic in Az's jaw, he's on the same page. 

      Taking my seat next to him, I nudge him none too gently. He hisses at me, and I feel the lash of his magic snapping out, which I block. He's lucky he had the frame of mind to glamour it, or I would've whooped his ass for it. While I can erase memories, it's not something I want to do on a few hundred humans at once. 

      "Control yourself!" I hiss. "This isn't the time nor the place to handle this. You're half a millennium old, for Heaven's sake. Act your age!"

      My angry tone snaps some sense into him, and he gives me a short nod, confirming he's back in control. 

      "I don't like those shifters around her," he whispers.

      "We will deal with it," I reply without leaving any space for argument. 

      "She's stunning," he breathes, staring at our little mate with wonder in his eyes. Now that he knows he has an ally in me, he can relax a bit more. My gaze finds her without error, and I find myself staring at her with the same love-sick expression as the incubus at my side. 

      "She really is," I agree. 

      As if she heard me, her gaze collides with mine. It then moves to Az, who preens like a peacock under her attention. Back and forth, she glances between the two of us while we refuse to take our eyes off her.

      "I wonder what she is," I mutter, confused that I can't make it out.

      "I don't care," Az sighs, already a complete goner for her. I chuckle, agreeing with the sentiment.

      A blush starts to stain her cheeks, only adding to the innocence radiating off her. I unfocus my eyes so I can read her aura. It confirms what I already spotted. She's shy and sweet, but with a bitter note of insecurity I intend to get rid of. 

      I hate when I refocus on her, and her eyes drop to the floor. I want them back on me. The need gnaws on my nerves. While I've never had a mate before — since they are a once-in-a-lifetime thing, even for creatures as old as dirt as me — I didn't expect it to affect me so profoundly. Seeing her now has made the past two decades in this hellhole worth it. It's made my world brighter just to have her in the same room as me. It's removed some of the grump that has been attached to me for the past century or ten. 

      Az adjusts himself next to me, groaning in pain. "Fucking hell, I'm never making it through this meeting. Half the campus is going to be chasing after her with that innocence and looking like that."

      I hum in agreement. Males have a tendency to go a little feral over their mates. Protectiveness, adoration, pure, undivided attention just for her. Our tiny mate is throwing those instincts into overdrive for both of us. Not being able to act on them this instant is grinding on our nerves. 

      After an agonizing twenty-minute speech, during which I refuse to take my eyes off my mate, it's time to break up the meeting. To my absolute horror, my tiny mate is engulfed by the crowd, disappearing from sight almost instantly. 

      "God fucking damnit," I curse, bolting to the door with Az right on my heels. He laughs wildly. To the untrained ear, it would sound joyful. To me, there's a heavy dose of hysteria mixed in. 

      "We need to find her," I bark. 

      "I know!"

      And with that, we split up in search of her.
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      The stares of the two gorgeous teachers on the stage are burning into me. It's making my heart flutter in my chest, both with fear and an odd sense of anticipation.

      To say I'm nervous would be a gross understatement. The more they stare, the more I want to hide away and run. But I can't. This introduction is full of people who are all listening to the headmaster's speech. Getting up now would draw all of that attention to me. Attention I can miss like the plague. 

      Have I heard a damn word of what the headmaster's said since I noticed their stares? Nope. Have I missed something that I should've heard? Definitely. 

      Still, I can't drag my attention away from them, even if I wanted to. They're obnoxiously good-looking. 

      The one on the right looks like sin personified. Carefully styled dark hair, a face that screams strength and power but with knowledgeable sapphire blue eyes. I'm not sure how I'm spotting the color of his eyes from this distance, but the eye contact is so damn intense that I can't help but notice. He has broad shoulders and, even seated, looks to be stupidly tall, taller than the twins from earlier. One of my favorite features is the tattoos I can see crawling up his neck from under his crisp white shirt. His olive skin is covered in them, and I have an intense need to see the parts that are hiding under his clothes.

      The one on the left is his complete opposite. White blond hair with no particular style or reason to it. He looks like he rolled out of bed, looking like a perfect angel. His full lips are tilted in a smirk that's taunting me to come and find out about him. He's shorter than the other one by at least a few inches but still taller than the twins. His lithe and graceful build is made for dancing rather than fighting. He has an air of seduction to him that I'm finding hard to look away from, no matter how flushed I feel. Then there are his eyes. Dark chocolate irises stare at me with an intensity that makes me feel like he plans to devour me whole.

      I'm knocked out of my staring contest with their faces by thundering applause. It looks like the painfully long speech is over. As soon as the thought passes through my mind, I feel guilty for missing most of it. 

      People start rising, and though I try to avoid them, I'm swept up by the crowd. I don't get a choice but to follow along. It's either that or be trampled. 

      "I'm short, people! Watch where the fuck you put your feet!"

      As soon as I finish muttering the reprimand, someone knocks me in the back. My bonnet nearly goes flying, and I grab it in favor of the bag slung over my shoulder. God, I hope my laptop didn't smash. I can not afford to replace that damn thing. A slender hand reaches out, picking up my bag, then pulling me by my upper arm out of the whirlwind of people stampeding through the aisle. 

      My back hits a firm chest, and an arm sneaks around my waist, pulling me further to the side. I nearly scream my head off in fear when I realize someone is hugging me from behind right now. 

      "Watch where the fuck you're going," an elegant voice snaps from behind me. Why do I think it's elegant? I have no fucking clue, but it's the only description my frazzled brain can come up with right now. 

      And why the fuck is he screaming at me? It's not like I put myself in the line of fire. I, too, would love to be obscenely tall so I can trample on people rather than be trampled on. 

      What is this day? Annoyed and so far over how this day is going, I whirl on him as soon as I have a chance. I absolutely notice how stunning this dude is as well, but I ignore it for now since he's specimen number six I've had to deal with today. 

      "Why the hell would you yell at me for that? It's not like I have the height to fight off the monstrosities that go to this school! Have you looked at me? I'm the size of a gnome with its legs cut off!" An exaggeration, but it drives home the point quite well. 

      His eyes — such pretty, pretty sea-green eyes — widen on me as soon as I start yelling at him. But I'm not done with my rant yet. 

      "I've had to deal with people scaring me, bullying me, ordering me around, and treating me like an idiot and a dog; then there's the two who wouldn't stop staring at me, so I missed most of the speech from the headmaster! And all in one day! I could really miss your judgment right now!"

      Mystery dude numero six starts laughing, his head — covered with gently waving bright red hair, which I kind of want to run my fingers through to see if it's as soft as it looks — thrown back as he flat-out makes fun of me. Tears burn at the back of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. Instead, I stomp on his toes — like the mature adult I am — and turn on my heel. 

      "Ow, fuck! Wait wait! I wasn't laughing at you!" This time, he grabs my hand to keep me from leaving. His skin is warm and comfortable against mine, while the multitude of rings that adorn his fingers are pleasantly cool. The contrast is startling and delicious at the same time. I don't want to let go, but I shake him loose anyway.

      "I'm not an idiot, no matter how I look!" I burst out. "Of course, you were laughing at me."

      "No, no, I promise I wasn't! I was yelling at the people around you. I just wasn't expecting you to spit fire at me. It caught me off guard, and I'm sorry if I offended you. And you look fucking divine, so I have no fucking idea what that comment is supposed to mean." 

      He finishes his rant in a rush, as if he needs me to hear it before I try stomping on his toes again. My elegant ass stands and gapes. Like a fish on land.

      I can't tell if he's serious or not. There's something distinctly mischievous about him that I can't quite put my finger on.

      "Can we start over?" he asks sheepishly. He sticks out his hand at me, "I'm Cameron, but most people call me Cam."

      Before I have any chance of making up my mind or responding, several doors slam open all at once. I scream and jump three feet high at the sudden noise and nearly tumble down the stairs. If it hadn't been for Cam catching me — again — I would've gone down rather inelegantly.

      A total of five men, all of whom I — kind of — met today, storm into the now-empty auditorium straight for me. To my utter shock and eternal irritation, they immediately start a shouting match. About me.

      "Get your hands off her!"

      "And exactly who the fuck do you think you are making that demand?"

      "I'm faculty, what the fuck is your excuse?" 

      "She's min— my friend!"

      Yup. This is my life now. 

      Six hot men fighting about me. 

      I begin laughing hysterically. Because who the fuck came up with this twisted dream and planted it in my head? There's no way this is reality.

      The guys all fall silent. Cam even turns me in his arms just to stare at me more clearly. 

      "Are you okay, Inola?"

      Five heads snap over to Alex. They watch him with narrowed — and, if I didn't know any better, jealous — eyes.

      I wave at him with a floppy hand that doesn't want to work right.  

      "Oh, hey, Alex! I'm wonderful! Just wondering when the drugs will wear off or when I will wake up from this surprisingly vivid dream. Cause no fucking way is this reality." I burst out laughing again, starting to make my way out of the circle of men. No one stops me, all of them a little too baffled by my reaction. 

      "Hummm, hilarious, six hot-as-sin guys coming to my rescue. Little old me. Who thinks of something so ludicrous?"

      "You think we're hot?" one of the teachers asks with a smirk that promises to do all sorts of things to me. It's the light-haired angel that acts more like a demon. I nearly laugh again, but I manage to hold it back, only chuckling lightly. 

      "Have you looked in a mirror recently?" I sass. The only reason I have any confidence in this situation is because I'm a hundred percent certain it's a hallucination. Normal me, the sane version, would never consider sassing back to this marble sculpture resembling a physical representation of perfection. He stalks closer, looming over me like a predator. I freeze in place, my eyes growing wide. I'm half curious and half terrified about what he's going to do. 

      "Azazel, fuck off, give her some space," the other teacher, Mr Sinful Tattoos, says. Surprisingly, Azazel listens, taking a measured step back with a sheepish look on his face. 

      "Sorry, Kitten," he purrs. The sound of his voice sends shivers down my spine. I struggle to hold in a moan, but manage just in time.

      "Azazel!" Something snaps in the air, letting me breathe a bit better. 

      "What the hell is going on here?" Cam asks, echoing my thoughts.

      In perfect unison — which is creepy as fuck, by the way — and in the same defensive tone of voice, the five others answer. 

      "She's my mate."

      Silence falls over the auditorium. 

      These men are eyeing each other up and down as if to scout out the competition, while inside my very frozen body, my mind is going nuts. 

      I read. I read romances. I read fantasy romances. I know what a mate is supposed to be. 

      Did I realize there was probably some supernatural world out there? I mean, I have a tail and fox ears. I'm not a complete idiot. 

      But did I think I would come into contact with it in my lifetime? Not at all. And definitely not like this. 

      My laughter starts up again. Uncontrollable, unhinged, and definitely unhealthy. 

      "Mates... Suuuuuure! I might... have a... weird set of ears and a tail. But come on! Next, you're going to tell me angels, demons, shifters, vampires, fae, mages, and even elves are real, too."

      As I go down my list, they start squirming and looking uncomfortable one by one. The only one no one responds to is vampires.

      "Oh, thank the Lord," I throw my hands up. "No vampires, apparently!"

      "Inola, maybe we can—" I shut Alex up by waving a finger in his face. 

      "Alex, you're cute, and I liked you, but I don't think this is a conversation I can handle right now. I came here to get away from people tormenting me. This," I wave at the six of them, "is not funny in the slightest. I don't know what the hell is wrong with you people to feel the need to pick on a girl like me, but I've had enough. What you're doing is just cruel."

      "It's not–"

      "Please, stop." A lone tear falls down my cheek, and I want to curse my inability to keep it in. I dash it away with my fingers. This time, when I turn and leave, no one tries to stop me.

      The worst part of it all? I know for a fact that they all believe every word they say. My curse is knowing when people are lying. Each time someone lies to me, an internal alarm of sorts pings. It has never failed. Not once. But I'm not ready to accept this new reality being thrown my way. The entire way out of the building, my heart thumps against my ribcage. I keep hoping to wake up in my bed as I did this morning when I still had hope this year would be a good one. 

      Luck like that isn't mine to claim, though.
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      "Well, that was an utter shit show," I declare with obnoxious cheer. I can't help but stir the pot a little. What can I say? It's in my nature. 

      "Seriously, Cam. Shut the fuck up," Gabe snarls at me. The history teacher that I TA for is usually a grumpy fucker, but it looks like this might just make it a million times worse. 

      "What were you doing with my mate, anyway?" he grumbles. 

      "She's my mate too!" I smile. "Isn't she just perfect?" I ask dreamily. 

      "Of-fucking-course, we get the playboy of the century," Azazel says. 

      "You're an incubus," I reply incredulously. If anyone should keep his mouth shut about his sexual past, it's him. 

      "Exactly, I have a damned good reason. You're just a slut," he taunts. I'm about to lunge for him when the mage interjects. 

      "Inola is far too innocent for either of you," he mutters. Suddenly, Az and I are best buds, ganging up on him. 

      "How do you know her name?"

      "How could you possibly know that? You don't know either of us!"

      The room explodes into arguments. It's loud, obnoxious, and borderline aggressive. This is a volatile situation. And with tricksters like me in the mix, it's easy to rile them all up. Laughter spills out of me as I stoke the fire higher and higher. The auditorium echoes with tension as each man attempts to claim Inola for himself. 

      "ENOUGH!" Gabe shouts after a while, perfectly on brand. As an angel, he has a hard-on for order. With my goal of pushing him to take control achieved, I sit back and watch.

      "Who gave you⁠—"

      "Shut the fuck up!" he barks at one of the twins, the more lighthearted one, trying to argue. 

      Everyone falls silent, some glaring, some thankful for his intervention. 

      "Clearly, she's not fully aware of the supernatural world. Nor does she believe she has one mate, let alone six. If we overwhelm her with all of us, she will run the other way."

      "And I'm guessing you should be the one approaching her?" the sassy twin snorts. I have to admire the set of balls on him. If anyone can kill with a look, it's Gabriel. He's a millennia-old angel with more power in his pinky than the rest of us combined. 

      "Fuck no," Gabe barks, "I'm far too intense for someone that sweet. Alex and Cam are the far better options. Maybe Az," he says with a sigh.

      "What gives you the authority to make that decision?" the second twin asks. 

      "I can read auras," Gabe says, attempting to wave it away as unimportant. Both Az and I gape at him.

      "Excuse you?!" I blurt out.

      "That's an archangel skill," Az scoffs. "You're not—" He shuts up when Gabe gives him a very pointed look.

      "Well, fuck me," I mumble.

      "Been there, done that," Az replies on autopilot. 

      "Seriously? You have to bring that up now?" 

      Yet another bickering contest is about to start up between the two of us, but Gabe cuts us off harshly. I pout, hating the interruption to mess with Az. 

      "Not now! You two can figure out your fuck history in your own time. We need to figure out a plan to get her to trust us. Together."

      "I'm sure Az and I can come up with a plan for that," I smirk at the incubus of the hour, who has a dirty grin spreading on his face.

      Gabe groans, rubbing his face in exasperation. "Don't make me regret giving you a task. And for Heaven's sake, keep your dick in your pants. She's an innocent."

      Ah, a virgin. Well, not an issue. I don't need sex to charm the little⁠— 

      My brain stalls, trying to come up with an idea of what our little mate might be.

      "Um, what is she?" I ask no one in particular. 

      The silence is deafening. 

      "No one? Seriously?" I mutter under my breath. 

      "She mentioned weird ears and a tail. Maybe some sort of shifter?" the sassy twin asks, a hint of hope in his voice. I seriously need to learn their names. 

      "Who are you two, anyway?" 

      "Nikolas."

      "Damian."

      They answer at the same time.

      "Well, okay, tweedle dee and tweedle dum," I taunt. "That tells us fuck all."

      "How about we do a round of introductions instead of this clusterfuck?" Alex interjects before another argument can commence. "We seem to be stuck with each other, quite literally, for the rest of our very long lives. So, we might as well start getting to know each other."

      "Good idea, I'll start! Cameron Glynn, half-fae, half-elf, heir to both Summer and Light," I say, ripping off the bandage. My parentage is a complete clusterfuck, but the entire supernatural world already knows of that, so I tend just to throw it out there. 

      "Gabriel, archangel," Gabe says. 

      "You motherfucker," Az bites out. I have a feeling those two will have it out soon over that tidbit of information. One of the Seven Archangels is quite the title.

      "Azazel, incubus, heir to the ninth level of Hell." I stare at Az as if I've never seen him before. Considering I've seen about every part of him, that's one hell of a feat.

      "And you dare call me out on not mentioning I have an 'arch' at the front of my title," Gabe grumbles. 

      "Damian and Nikolas Argyris, wolf, and panther shifter, respectively. Twin sons of the Alpha of the North American Pack," the serious twin says. 

      Hot damn! That's no small title, either!

      All eyes turn to the last member of our merry band, who flushes about as red as a tomato. Cute. 

      "Um, I'm Alex Caldwell, the... um..." he winces under our scrutiny. "Leader of the North American Coven."

      "Get the fuck out of here!" I exclaim. I heard there was a recent change to the leadership in the NA coven, but never did I expect this kid to be it. The leaders of the covens are chosen by strength. The most powerful one is the leader, pretty simple math.

      "You're the Alchemist?" Azazel exclaims, staring at the kid with his mouth agape. Alex nods like a bobblehead, not quite convincing any of us he's the most skilled mage on this side of the planet. 

      "Well, then. With a group like this, I can't fucking wait to find out what our little kitten is."
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      "Honey, you better not be crying over that bitch when you got dragged off by those hot twins," someone says from in front of me. When I ran from the guys, I found the closest hidden corner, curled up with my knees in my chest, and promptly started bawling my eyes out. 

      I can't believe this is the shitshow that is my life. All I want is a calm, cruelty-free college experience. People were meant to be mature here. So why am I already being treated like this? I have to be fucking cursed. 

      "Oh, sweetheart, do you need a hug?" the girl asks, sympathy dripping from her tone. I look up, and I recognize her as the girl who tried to stop Madison from coming after me. 

      "I'm fine," I snip, dashing away the tears from my face. I don't need her pity if all she's going to do is run back to her precious Maddy. 

      "I ditched that bitch as soon as she started mistreating you," she declares. "I have better things to do than spend time with a petty lowlife."

      I scoff. If anyone is the lowlife, it's me, not Madison.

      A hand gets thrust into my face, nearly slapping me in the mouth. I reel back, catching my bonnet just in time so it doesn't fly off with the force of my ears whipping up in alarm.

      "I'm Meg." Reluctantly, and only because I was raised with fucking manners, I accept her hand. 

      "Inola," I mutter. 

      She drops down on the floor next to me, taking up the space as if she was always meant to be there. I hate to admit that there is something comforting about her. She's nearly as short as I am, with an adorable round face that reminds me of a pixie. Ironically, her brown hair is styled in a pixie cut with the tips dyed a bright neon blue.

      "Love the hair," I mumble. Her smile is radiant when she replies. "Thanks! I just had it redone from pink to blue. I had pink forever, but I got bored of it. So I changed it! Clearly."

      Meg goes on a solo rant, giving me her entire hair history. Which, to be honest, is impressive. Her bubbly personality is doing wonders in settling my nerves a little bit. It's also successfully drawing my mind away from the guys, at least for a little while. 

      I'm most disappointed about Alex. When we talked the entire time on the train, I thought we'd had a connection. He felt safe and familiar. But here I am, mourning a friendship that will never be because clearly, I was wrong. 

      "Hey, where did you go, honey?" Meg asks. I instantly realize I zoned out on her, thinking of the one thing I thought she was successfully distracting me from. 

      "Sorry, it's been a bit of a clusterfuck of a day," I mumble, staring at the floor. 

      "Does it have to do with Madison?" She nudges my shoulder with hers, trying to get me to open up a little. It's a little odd for someone I've literally just met, but at least she seems nice. 

      "I suppose. I didn't expect her to go to this school. I was actually trying to avoid her at all costs," I say with a bitter laugh. 

      "She's a typical bully. The type who thinks they're better than everyone else," Meg says, leaning back on her hands and closing her eyes in contemplation. 

      "You have no idea," I mutter. "She made my life hell in high school, and it looks like she'll be able to pick up right where she left off."

      Meg shoves me gently, "Nah, girl. You've got me now!" she declares. "I'll protect you from Miss Bitch if she dares come near you!"

      "That's sweet, Meg, but you shouldn't. She'll just target you alongside me for it."

      It's happened before. People ditched me so fast you'd think I reeked of shit once they realized Madison would come after them as well. My best friend from toddler to high school lasted the longest at a whole three weeks before she bailed. Now, she's Madison's best friend, and she adores tormenting me almost as much as the queen bee herself.

      "If you think you're going to scare me off that easily, you've got me pegged wrong, Inola! I've got your back, and I will prove it to you!" she says, raising her fist up in the air. She looks ready for battle rather than school for a few seconds. I burst out laughing, some of the weight on my soul vanishing with her light-hearted banter. 

      "Thaaaaat's it, girl! Show the world that stunning smile!" she beams. I shove her shoulder much like she did me before. Only Meg is already unbalanced, and she falls with a yelp. 

      "Ooo-oooh, my God! I'm sorry! Are you okay?" I help her sit up, only for her to start laughing so hard that she falls over again. 

      "I'm fine, I'm fine!" She waves me off when I try to check her for dirt or injuries.

      "So what's your major?" she asks, suddenly changing the topic. 

      I blush furiously, still a little insecure about my major. "Double major in Folklore and Mythology and English," I mumble, almost too quietly. It's a very stupid dream, but I'd love to one day author a fantasy book. Then there's the underlying reason of potentially figuring out why the fuck I have the strange features that I do. 

      "How about you?" I ask a little bit louder. 

      "Environmental sciences!" she declares. "I hope to one day help out the sad state that nature is in on this planet in the most effective way possible without compromising on sustainability."

      "Wow, that's some serious ambition," I say, impressed by her clear view of her future. She shrugs. "I'd like to make a difference."

      Meg suddenly jumps up with a bright smile on her face. "Hey, do you want to come with me to this really small but excellent restaurant I found nearby?"

      I point at myself with a questioning look. "Me?" My voice comes out in a higher pitch than I intended. It's the first time anyone has ever asked me that question. Well, ignoring the coffee from this morning, but that didn't count since it was take-out. 

      "Of course, you, silly!" Meg laughs. She grabs my hand, pulling me to my feet with surprising strength. "Let's go, let's go!" she chants, dragging me off to the place. 

      Halfway there, destiny strikes again, and not in my favor. 

      "Cam! Get your fat ass over here! I want you to meet someone!" 

      I instantly attempt to run in the other direction. Meg's iron grip on me pulls me back like a rubber band before I can escape. My earlier savior and currently one-sixth of the bane of my existence, Cameron, bounds over to us. Since I'm hiding behind Meg, he hasn't quite spotted me yet. Thank God for shortness, for once.

      "What's up, brat?" 

      "Inola, this is my stupid big brother, Cam," Meg says. I watch when Cam's eyes connect with mine and go wide. Impossibly, his smile grows even wider. 

      "We've met." Humiliation steals my voice and all of the warmth Meg had cultivated in me before. Is he here just to toy with me some more? 

      "What did you do to her?" Meg demands from Cam immediately. She must've picked up on my reluctance to talk to him. 

      "Nothing! I pulled her out of a dangerous situation when she was being trampled in the auditorium," he shouts, his hands up in the air to ward off his sister's slap-happy hands. He winces when he adds, "There may have been a bit of a misunderstanding afterward, but that's all it was! A misunderstanding!"

      "And what was that misunderstanding?" Meg crosses her arms over her chest and puts herself between me and Cam. I like her a little bit more for that move. I don't understand why she's so protective of me against her brother, but I appreciate it all the same. 

      Cam tries to go past her, but Meg surprises him with a punch to the gut, which has him doubling over in pain.

      "Baby Sis, why?" he wheezes. With all the theatrics of a trained professional, he drops down to his knees, gasping and reaching out to me. 

      "My love, save me from this evil witch!"

      I snort, covering my mouth in a failed attempt at hiding it. He catches it, and a satisfied glint passes through his eyes before he falls to the ground and plays dead. 

      "What the hell has gotten into you?" Meg asks, toeing his shoulder with her boot. In a move that defies gravity and physics, Cam rolls to his feet, successfully bypassing his sister and sweeping me into his arms. I yelp as he spins us until I'm between the siblings, with my back pressed against his front. Very familiar position. One I'm finding myself in with him quite often today.

      "Should've known it was a trick." Meg glares at him. 

      "What can I say," Cam shrugs, "Never trust a fae, baby Sis." 

      I stiffen. Nope, I am still not ready. Meg's eyes flash to me, worry lining them. But I can tell the worry is not for me but because of what he just said. 

      "Inola here isn't human, Sis. Though we haven't quite figured out yet what she is." He buries his nose in my neck. It has two very opposing effects. 

      Something in my animal brain goes 'ooooooh nice!' and wants to stay as close to one of the sexiest men I've ever met in my life. Yet the logical, human part is rebelling against being sniffed like a damn dog. Me being me, this results in the oddest reaction known to man. 

      I go limp. Like a ragdoll. Cam is forced to support my entire weight, boobs, butt, thighs and all. A small moan escapes me at the feel of him wrapped around me as tightly as possible while still wearing clothing. The man literally purrs at my reaction. 

      That is not a human sound.

      "It's okay, love," he murmurs so low that there's no way Meg can overhear us. "It's normal for you to react this way. While we went about it in the worst way possible, we really are your mates. Yours alone, if you will have us."

      I swallow roughly, trying to dislodge the ball that has settled there. "I– I need time," I murmur through clenched teeth. Cam kisses the sensitive skin of my neck, and I have to fight to keep my eyes open and not melt into a puddle. 

      "Whatever you need, Inola." The sudden seriousness in his voice catches me off guard. He's been nothing but flippant and light-hearted so far. 

      Why does he have to be so damn charming? Why does he sound so damn convincing when saying shit like this? 

      "Well, I'll be damned."

      An angry growl sounds from Cam when Meg speaks. He pulls me tighter into his chest, which I didn't know was possible until he did it. It's such an inhuman reaction I'm again forced to review my knowledge of this world. My breath saws in and out, and I'm at risk of passing the fuck out. This is too damn much to process in too little time. 

      Meg's eyes go saucer-wide, taking a step back and holding her hands up. "Your eyes, Cameron, your eyes!" she whisper-shouts. I turn my head as much as I can to see what she's talking about. 

      I was not prepared. I was so not prepared. 

      His eyes are fucking glowing. A soft sea-green glow, the same color as his irises, shines brightly. And it's not the only shocking thing. His mouth is twisted in a savage snarl, showing off a set of sharpened incisors.

      "Inola, please do something, girl. You're the only one who can calm him down! I'm sorry, Cam, I didn't know!" she says, her hands flapping in urgency.  

      I try to turn in his arms, and begrudgingly, he lets me. While he doesn't pull his gaze from his sister, I can feel his attention on me. Without a doubt, I'm insane for feeling safe with a man I barely know who's acting with this much aggression. But instinctively, I know. I know he won't hurt me. I know he means to protect. It's an instinct that before today,  I had never tapped into. The feeling is similar to my lie detector, no more than a slight ping I struggle to describe. 

      "Cam," I try, touching his cheek with trembling fingers. "Cam, please, you're scaring me."

      What better way to gain the attention of someone protective than to redirect those instincts on myself? 

      As I hoped, his gaze snaps to me, losing the glow. Instead of aggression, his face is now a mask of worry and regret. 

      "Gods, I'm sorry, Inola. I don't know what came over me."

      I shrug lightly, "If you don't know, I have no hope of ever figuring it out." 

      The words are light and playful, but inside, I'm freaking out. I really don't know what to do with this whole situation. I need time. I need to be alone for a bit and think things through. Maybe I can talk to Dad about this. He has to know something, right? And if he's ever going to give me any information about Mom, I think
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