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“THANKS, ARIANA. BYE.”

Sophia looked after the girl who’d been asking her about the land shifters’ mating habits. Strange, but she supposed not entirely surprising.

It was a good piece of gossip really. That the land shifter Alpha, Chase, had taken a male and female mate.

That had never happened in her community of air shifters.

Not yet, anyway.

She turned and rushed to her vehicle, excitement pulsing through her. Her hands shook as she pulled out her car keys, but she managed to unlock the door and get inside.

Calm down. You’re just going to the café.

A café that, according to the flock, was forbidden.

Luckily for her, since she couldn’t lie to save herself, Ariana hadn’t asked her a question about where she was heading off to. Yet Sophia still found herself wanting to spill the beans about her secret.

Which didn’t really make sense. Why was it getting harder to hide where she went every moment she had to spare?

She started the car and shifted into drive, following her heart to where she felt safe. The call of the ocean, the movement of the waves. They tugged at her in a way that the air never had.

The latest pop music filled the cabin of her car and peace moved slowly through her heart as the air grew salty and the sun bounced off the distant expanse of water on the horizon.

When she finally reached her destination, she turned into her car spot out the front of the café she frequented so often nowadays. It sat right on the beach road and had the perfect view of the waves as they rolled in. 

She sighed as happiness blossomed inside her heart.

Why was this the only place that she felt this incredible feeling?

So free. So happy. She could barely wipe the smile off her face.

She got out of the car, pocketing the keys and grabbing her hand bag.

It was a toss-up on which she enjoyed more. The light-hearted flirting from the café owners, or the pleasure she got from visiting the ocean.

She glanced up and Jake waved through the window. She lifted her hand and waved back, a smile lifting her lips.

Butterflies took flight inside her gut. God, the guy was dreamy. More beautiful than any man she’d ever met.

Pity he was gay, or she’d be there in a moment.

He opened the glass door for her and she giggled as she practically fell over the threshold to the funky little seaside café.

“Hey, Jake.”

“Sophia, what brings you back today? Thought you had University on Wednesdays?”

Despite her internal warnings about his impossible attraction to her, her heart tightened and raced. His voice alone was soothing to her soul. So rich and deep.

She attempted a joke to lighten the compression in her chest. “Keeping tabs on me, Jake?”

He chuckled and glanced away, towards Patrick, the barista behind the counter.

“Patrick likes to know when you’re coming in so he can re-stock those cheesecakes you like. I’m not sure if we have any today.”

When Jake looked back at her, his cheeks were slashed with heat, which was strange. She hadn’t thought a man of Jake’s age would be able to blush like that. Nor did she understand why.

“Oh... no problem, Jake. I didn’t really come to eat. I just wanted to stop by and commune with the ocean for a little bit, that’s all.”

“Oh?” He asked, tilting his head to indicate she should follow him into the café.

He guided her to her favourite table, which overlooked the road that led straight to the beach and placed a bottle of water in the centre for her.

“What’s up, Sophia? You okay?”

Jake sat down in the chair opposite her and her eyebrows rose on her forehead. That was a definite first for him. Despite the strange flirtation between them, she’d always thought the attraction between them was one-sided. After all, how could Jake find her attractive when he was in love with Patrick?

“Um... I’m not sure you have time to hear my story, Jake.” She smiled in an attempt to brush him off but he set his jaw.

“We aren’t busy and I have enough staff to cover the shift anyway. Tell me what’s going on with you.”

She bit her lip, unsure of how much information to divulge. She knew the shifters of the sea frequented the area, but wondered how much Jake or Patrick knew about the paranormals.

Her parents had always believed the sea shifters to be devious and secretive people. So did most of her flock. But that was all speculation. No-one knew anything about them, really.

“Well... um...”

Patrick walked up to the table, his chiselled jaw and sparkling blue eyes making her stomach tighten in an uncomfortable way. Being attracted to these two men was not easy to deal with. After all, she could never have them. 

She would have been better off staying away from the café all together, and yet, she couldn’t stop herself from returning every time.

“Oh, hey, Patrick,” she managed to say as he slid her usual order across the table, a super-strong mocha latte.

Which I haven’t even ordered yet.

She flashed him a grin. “What if I’d wanted a smoothie? Or a juice, or something else today?”

He cocked one eyebrow, the arrogant look one that she found way too attractive. “Do you?”

She giggled, unable to help herself as happiness fluttered through her chest. “No. This is perfect. Thank you.”

Patrick eyed them. “What are you two talking about?”

He leaned against Jake in that casual way they both had of being affectionate with one another. She loved the display of attraction—it made her yearn for the type of love they shared. Although jealousy often snuck in. 

How nice must it be, to have a relationship like theirs?

Jake glanced up at his boyfriend. “Sophia just mentioned she’s here to commune with the sea, so I asked her what’s wrong.”

Patrick grabbed a nearby chair dragged it over and sat on it backwards, leaning across the seat back like he was a movie star from the eighties. “Yeah, what’s happening, beautiful?”

Sophia blushed, she couldn’t help it. The heat spread up from her neck to her cheeks, and across her whole face. It was mortifying, but how to hide it?

She looked down at the round table, poured herself a glass of water from the provided bottle and gulped it down. She knew she shouldn’t take their compliments seriously, but how could she not?

“Um... I don’t think I told you guys this... but I recently found out I’m adopted.”

Patrick blinked at her, frozen in place with shock. Jake reached out and squeezed her hand. “Oh, sweetheart. That must have been hard to hear.”

She nodded, a lump forming in her throat, making it difficult to speak. She reached for the glass of water once again as she waited for her coffee to cool before she started on the caffeine. 

She coughed to clear the blockage, the feeling of being throat punched too painful to ignore.

“Um... yeah, it was.” She laughed as tears gathered in her eyes and she wiped them away with her hands. She hated that she still found this so difficult to talk about. When was it going to get easier? “Not that I... um... don’t love my parents. I do. They’re amazing, and so supportive in everything I do.”

And they were. She’d always known that she was different than the other girls in her flock, and yet her parents had always encouraged her differences.

Jake continued to hold her hand, squeezing occasionally. “How’d you find out?”

This was where it got tricky. “Um... well, I live in a special community of people who share a similar genetic trait. One that I don’t have... and when it didn’t... develop, like I expected it to, they had to tell me the truth.”

Jake and Patrick glanced over at each other for a moment, their intense stares speaking volumes. “How did your parents adopt you, then?”

She’d been born to the air shifters, or so she’d been told, and believed for so long. Until a few months ago, when she’d turned twenty-one and her bird shifter hadn’t emerged. Her parents had no choice but to admit that they’d been unable to have children and had adopted her, instead.

“My parents couldn’t have children. They said that they were just about to give up and a baby was handed in to the local hospital where my mother worked. She said I was a gift from Heaven...”

Hot tears flowed once again and she had to stop speaking. She sniffed hard, forcing her emotions back. This time Patrick handed her a handkerchief.

She choked out a laugh at the old-fashioned accessory and reached out to grab it. Tingles of heat pulsed up her hand as she touched Patrick’s skin.

Finally she withdrew her hand from Patrick’s to blow her nose and wipe her face.

“So... anyway. I’m adopted, and no-one knows where I came from. Mom was told that I’d been left in the emergency department with a note saying I was only a few hours old, my name was Sophia, and my birth mother had died giving birth to me.”

She hiccupped and Jake poured her more water.

That was the worst part. Her mother was dead. Thanks to her. 

Her real mother, anyway.

Although Mom and Dad were pretty great, it would have been nice to know where she’d come from.

“So... just to clarify.” Jake glanced at Patrick and then back at her. “You were born, what? Twenty-one years ago, to a woman in the area, who died during birth, and then a couple adopted you and kept you locally?”

“Yeah... pretty much.”

“And the reason you worked out you were adopted is because... you hit the age of twenty-one and didn’t shift into a... what town did you say you were from again?”

Sophia stared at him. Did he just say shift?

“Um... I’m from Little Rock, why?”

Patrick and Jake shared another one of those speaking looks and a strange anger swirled inside her mind.

“Would you two stop doing that please? I feel like you’re talking in some foreign language so I can’t tell what you’re saying. It’s rude.”

Jake glanced back to her with an apologetic look on his face. “I’m sorry, Sophia. We were just... never mind. You said that you didn’t have the genetic traits of the people around you. Do you mean hair colouring, eyes? Something like that.”

No... I mean I didn’t turn into a massive bird and fly across the sky.

“No. It’s more specific than that.” 

She glared at them, though she wasn’t sure why the anger brewed inside of her. If they knew something, why didn’t they tell her? She was seriously sick of people keeping secrets from her.

She’d forgiven her parents... after all... they loved her, and had chosen her in a way that most parents didn’t get to choose their kids. But the omission of the facts had surprised and hurt her more than she’d expected.

“If you guys know something about me... then tell me.”

Jake reached over to grab her hand and she tugged it out of his reach, instead wrapping both palms around her mocha latte and taking a long drink.

Patrick leaned forward, getting her attention with his bright blue eyes and intense aura. “You grew up with the air shifters, didn’t you?”

He spoke quietly as he waited for a reaction from her.

“How do you know about them?” she asked, although she already knew the answer. There was only one way for Patrick and Jake to know about the existence of shifters.

And that was if they were members of one of the three groups.

The shifters of the Land, Sea and Air.

And considering where they lived and worked... there was only one they could be... 

They were shifters of the Sea!
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