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      Having the man you are dating livid with you is never a nice experience. It’s ten times worse when there are four of them and one of them is the alpha and king of your pack.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much,” the petite, weasel shifter hybrid woman we had rescued repeated over and over again as she bowed before me.

      “I’m just glad you’re safe,” I told her as my heart hammered in my chest and my lungs burned. I’d just woken to find myself in Leona’s yard, successfully rescued by Kieran and carried to safety.

      “Ember!” Leona shouted as she ran out of the house. She dropped to her knees in front of me and hugged me tightly. “Are you okay? They all fell through and we didn’t see you and they all started freaking out and we were so worried!”

      I patted her back. “I’m … good. Just … weak.”

      “She passed out as soon as I grabbed her,” Kieran answered. “Remained unconscious until we landed.”

      “Thank you for getting me here safely.”

      He smiled. “You’re welcome, Em.”

      “Caleb, what’s wrong with you?” Leona snapped. “Your girlfriend saved your lives and you’re treating her like she is your enemy right now.”

      “You teleported everyone, but you,” Caleb said, snarling.

      Caleb, Riddick, Branson, and Triston stood tensely, fists clenched, glaring at me.

      “I couldn’t make another portal and I wasn’t going to abandon her.” I didn’t know her name, but thankfully everyone knew who I was talking about.

      “What if Kieran hadn’t been there?” Riddick hissed.

      “I was escaping,” I told them and stood. My legs wobbled and I almost fell, but righted myself before Leona could reach out to steady me. “I made it almost to the street.” I understood that they were upset that I had almost sacrificed myself, but we were all safe.

      They continued to glare at me, silent.

      “You know what, fine, be mad at me. All that matters is that you are all safe and no one got fucking decapitated!” Turning, I stomped around the house and out to the front yard, waiting for Ezio or Martin, whoever was going to come pick us up.

      Jolie and Nico popped into existence near me. Had I had any energy, I might have startled.

      “Ember!” Jolie gasped and ran to me, sliding on her knees in the grass in her hurry. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      As she held me, genuine concern in her voice, I broke. Tears spilled down my face and I sobbed.

      “Where are the others?” Nico asked softly.

      “In the back,” I hiccup sobbed. “Alive and still assholes.”

      Nico left and Jolie stroked my hair. “What happened?”

      “We were losing, Jolie. They were about to cut Caleb’s head off. Everyone was about to die. I-I teleported them, but couldn’t make one for myself. I started escaping and Kieran found me. Kieran saved me and brought me here. They’re so mad. I admitted I love them and all they’re doing right now is glaring at me. They haven’t even touched me or anything. They are just mad.”

      “Oh, honey, they’re just dealing with the emotions of thinking they might have lost you. Give them a bit to calm down. The adrenaline is pouring through them. It’ll wear off.”

      My tears spent, I wiped my face and stood. “Right, sorry. The adrenaline and magic drain got to me for a moment, too.”

      Two SUVs pulled up and Jolie tugged me towards the first one with Martin driving. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

      Jolie and I climbed into the SUV.

      “Ember!” Triston called.

      “Can we go?” I asked Martin, huddling in on myself, feeling cold and hollow.

      He glanced at Jolie, who nodded.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said and started driving.

      “We’re going to take you to the house where Kara is waiting,” Jolie informed me as she continued to hug me and stroke a hand up and down my arm.

      The fatigue of being so magically drained started to pull me under again. “Sleepy,” I informed her.

      “Go to sleep, child, we’ll keep you safe,” she promised.

      Triston tugged at our connection and I ignored it, imagining thick walls surrounding them. I imagined isolating them from the rest of me.

      The hollowness expanded.

      Large arms pulled me out of the SUV and carried me inside. “What’s wrong with her?” Rhys asked.

      Ah, Rhys was carrying me.

      “Take her to Kara,” Jolie said. “And speak softly.”

      “Is Caleb⁠—”

      “He’s fine,” she said quickly.

      Pain flared in my chest, and I whined.

      “Best not to talk, Puff,” Jolie whispered, and it sounded like she had tears in her voice. Why was she sad?

      Rhys set me on a cold table and soft hands ran along my body. “Ember, can you open your eyes?” Kara requested.

      I tried, but they were so heavy. Trying again, I managed to get the heavy lids to crack open. “Heavy,” I breathed.

      “Were you hit with a magic spell?” she asked.

      “Magic. Drained.”

      “Apparently, she created five portals while already pretty drained, shifted after that, and was fleeing before Kieran found her,” Nico said. “She fainted and is dealing with added emotional stress on top of that.”

      Emotional stress? Yes, I supposed that was accurate.

      “Alright, let’s get you a little relief,” Kara said.

      Warmth spread from her hands slowly, starting to warm my freezing body.

      “Where is she? What’s wrong?” Caleb asked, growling and angry.

      I whimpered and tried to curl into a ball, but my body wasn’t moving like I wanted it to.

      “With me, now!” Jolie shouted.

      “No, I⁠—”

      “That wasn’t a request,” she said and growled, sounding just like a dragon.

      “Fox, help me,” Kara snapped.

      Another set of warm hands joined hers.

      “I’ve never seen someone so magically depleted,” Fox whispered.

      So cold. I was still so cold.

      Fur. Fur was warm.

      Kara gasped. “She shifted? How can she shift with no magic?”

      The blessed darkness took hold of me again and I fell asleep once more.
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        * * *

      

      My stomach growled, but I didn’t want to move. I was warm and comfortable. Though, my bladder did feel like it might explode.

      Cracking one eye open, I found I was on my bed in Jolie’s house. Opening both eyes and looking down, I realized I was still in rabbit form. Glancing around the room, my heart sank to find it empty.

      My chest tightened again and my breaths became ragged.

      Shaking my head, I clenched my eyes closed and slowed my breathing, taking big, deep breaths. Once able to breathe easier, I hopped to my bathroom and relieved myself. It was awkward in my rabbit form, but for a reason I couldn’t explain, I didn’t want to shift.

      Hopping down the stairs proved harder, but I managed and made my way to the kitchen.

      Deryn looked down when I headbutted the door open and his eyes widened. He caught the door before it swung back and hit me. “You’re awake.”

      I bobbed my head and hopped towards the fridge. Looking up at it, I frowned as I realized I couldn’t open the door. There were likely fruits and vegetables on the counter though. Hopping straight up, I cleared the countertop and managed to land on it.

      “Please don’t poop on the island,” Deryn said.

      I turned to look at him and rolled my eyes exaggeratedly.

      He smirked, but it faded into a frown. “Why aren’t you in human form?”

      I shrugged and hopped over to the bowl of fruits and carefully pulled a few strawberries out.

      Deryn pulled out a few more and set them next to the ones I had grabbed. “Everyone is out front.”

      Good, that meant I had time to eat and return to my room.

      “They’ve been worried about you,” he whispered.

      I scoffed and kept eating my food.

      “Mm, that explains the rabbit form.” He finished the cup of whatever he was drinking and set it in the sink. “I’ll let them know you’re awake.”

      Finished eating the strawberries, I hopped off the counter and headed towards the door to go back to my room.

      Just as I moved to headbutt it open, someone flung the door open, sending me flying backwards with a screech.
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      “Ember! I’m so sorry,” Triston yelled and dropped down to pick me up, cradling me against his chest. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

      Yes, yesterday.

      Struggling, I tried to get out of his hold, but he was rubbing his face against me, purring.

      “We’ve been so worried. I thought you might never wake up. It’s been two days.”

      Two days? Well, that explained the urgent need to use the restroom when I finally did wake up.

      Finally able to get out of his hold, I headed for the door again.

      “Where is she?” Branson demanded as he threw the door open to come inside, too, smacking me with the door and sending me head over tail with a pained screech.

      “Shit, that’s twice now,” Triston groaned.

      Branson scooped me up and twisted my body about as he inspected me. “Did I hurt you?”

      I yelped at the movements, the spinning around making me dizzy.

      He hugged me against his chest and sighed heavily. “You’re okay.”

      “What’s all this noise about?” Jolie asked. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “You’re awake! It’s about time, sleepyhead.”

      Trying to get out of Branson’s hold was twice as hard as Triston’s. He seemed to realize I wanted down and gently set me on the floor.

      Triston immediately opened the door and held it open, which I was grateful for.

      As I hopped towards the stairs, Caleb and Riddick walked in the front door.

      Our eyes locked and we stared in silence for several heartbeats.

      When they didn’t move or speak, that pain in my chest returned, and I resumed my hopping up the stairs.

      “We need to talk,” Caleb said sternly.

      I ignored him and continued hopping up the stairs. Hopping up was so much harder than hopping down. Why was that? Maybe I needed to see if we could alter the shape of the stairs at the new house to allow for easier upwards hopping.

      “Ember,” Caleb snapped, his alpha tone causing me to freeze.

      “Please, talk to us,” Riddick said and I heard Caleb grunt in pain. “Please shift and talk to us, Ember.”

      I stayed frozen, uncertain, but realized I couldn’t hide from them forever, and it was childish to do so anyway.

      Shifting, I stood and turned to face them, arms over my chest. “What?”

      Caleb’s eyes darted to my cheek and his jaw flexed as he clenched his teeth. “Scar.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You have a scar,” he growled.

      I did? What had I gotten a scar from?

      Turning, I jogged up the stairs to my bathroom and looked in the mirror. He was right, I had a scar under my eye. It wasn’t a normal scar though, and looked like it was the shape of a star.

      “Not a scar,” Riddick whispered, “a curse mark.”

      “What?” I gasped and spun around. “A curse mark?”

      He nodded and reached out to touch it, but I backed away, bumping into my sink top. “Don’t! What if it can transfer to you or something?”

      “You already touched Triston and Branson,” Caleb pointed out from in my room somewhere behind Riddick.

      “That was in rabbit form before I realized I had it,” I argued.

      “So, what, you aren’t going to touch us?” Caleb asked.

      Riddick backed up so he was in my room and I could leave the bathroom.

      Walking forward, I leaned against the doorjamb of my bathroom and asked, “Do you even want to touch me?” His arms were folded over his chest and he was glaring at me. “You look like you’d rather fight me than hug me.”

      “We’ve confirmed you can’t have sense beaten into you at this point,” he said and snarled.

      “Get out,” I whispered.

      Riddick raised his hand. “Ember, wait, let’s just talk and⁠—”

      “What do you want from me, Caleb? Do you want me to beg your forgiveness for saving your asses? To swear I would never do it again?”

      “That would be a start,” he snapped.

      Riddick slapped a hand over his face. “Caleb, shut up.”

      “No, it’s fine. I get it. You’re mad at me. You’re mad that I risked myself to save you. Well, guess what, Your Highness, I’ll never apologize for that. And I would do it all again in a heartbeat. So, until you pull your head out of your ass, I don’t want to see you.”

      “One more portal, Ember. You only had to make one more portal.” His chest was heaving and his teeth were bared as he spoke.

      “I almost killed myself making the ones I did!” I yelled.

      “And yet you still won’t admit you shouldn’t have done it!” he shouted back.

      “You would have done the same if you were in my shoes,” I countered. “If you could have saved all of us and left yourself there to fight, you would have.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it.

      Ha!

      “You said you wouldn’t shut me out or torment me like you did the last time you got mad at me,” I reminded him. “Yet, neither of you has even tried to hug me or expressed your happiness that I’m alive and well after what we went through.” After what I said … though I wouldn’t voice that part.

      “We are happy you’re well,” Riddick said. “We’re just also⁠—”

      “Assholes,” I finished for him. Staring into Caleb’s eyes, I put my hand over his mark on my wrist, and said, “I revoke your mark.” A slight burn followed the words and his mark disappeared.

      Caleb stumbled back, eyes wide in horror. “Em⁠—”

      Grabbing my phone, I waved it at him. “I’ll be back in a few hours. See, advanced warning this time.”

      His eyes widened and Riddick reached for me as they both realized what I meant.

      Unfortunately for them, I was fully recharged, so I teleported myself to my apartment. Once there, I went up to the roof, set my phone on the table, ignoring that it was already ringing, shifted into my rabbit form, and climbed into the planter box full of fluffy, leafy plants that hid me from the sun and made me feel safe.

      The building shook and my eyes shot open. Was someone attacking the building again? How did they know I was here?

      Hands reached into the leaves and grabbed me. I bit down, drawing blood.

      “Ouch!” Caleb hissed as he finished pulling me out of my napping spot.

      I’d started to feel bad for biting, but not when I realized it was him.

      When I tried to wiggle my way out of his hands, he gently set me on the cushion of the loveseat and sat on the other cushion. “I don’t blame you for biting me.”

      Hopping off the seat, I headed towards the door to go to my apartment.

      “I’m sorry!” he shouted. “Can you please come back?”

      Shifting forms, I shook my head at him. “No, you’re not ready for me.”

      “I was never ready for you.” He laughed softly. “You fell into my life and set it on fire.”

      I flinched and pressed a hand to my chest at the sudden pain. “Fuck you, Caleb.”

      He stepped in front of me, blocking my exit. “I didn’t mean that in a bad way, Ember.”

      I stumbled back, remembering the curse mark. “Don’t touch me. Not that you want to, anyway.”

      His eyes dropped to my wrist and he swallowed hard. “You teleported us, sent us away while you were left with hundreds of people determined to kill you. You said you didn’t want to split the group and then forced us to leave. You teleported us so far away there was no hope of making it back to you. I sat there, waiting to feel your death, and when it didn’t come, I didn’t know what to do. Then Kieran flew to us and I saw you – alive, but barely, and all I could think about was how I had failed you. How I had almost let the woman I was courting die because I’m too weak and inexperienced. Because I let my concern for a stranger surpass my concern for you.”

      “You didn’t fail anyone,” I countered. “We’re all alive and⁠—”

      He reached to grab my arms and I stumbled back and fell on my butt.

      “You can’t touch me! The curse mark⁠—”

      “Fuck the curse,” he growled, pulled me up and kissed me deeply, his tongue stroking along mine and I moaned into his mouth. The warmth of him hugging me warmed up the void in my heart. He rested his forehead against mine and in a voice cracking with emotion whispered, “I love you, too, Ember. I love you more than anything in this world. I don’t deserve you and that’s why I was so mad. I am so sorry that I failed you.”

      Shaking my head slightly, I said, “You only failed me when you shut yourself away from me.”

      “Can you forgive me? Can you please give me a second chance to prove myself to you?”

      “I love you, Caleb, but I’m still upset with you.”

      He nodded. “That’s fair. I need to prove myself to you again.”

      “And now you’re likely cursed just like I am,” I whispered and choked on a sob. “What if we’re both dying now?”

      He wrapped his arms tighter around me. “Then we die together.”

      Leaning my head back, I captured his lips with mine and slid my hands along his waistband to push up beneath his shirt, and squeeze his back.

      His kisses moved down my jaw, down my neck. He pulled me inside of the building, to his apartment, and laid me down on the couch. Leaning back, he yanked his shirt off and quickly unbuttoned and pulled his pants off.

      I worked my shirt off and he removed my pants, immediately dropping down to suck and lick at my clit.

      My hips arched up and I moaned, sliding my hands into his hair, I gripped him and ground myself against his mouth.

      When my orgasm shattered me apart, my eyes unseeing as stars covered them, he pulled back only long enough to reposition himself and thrust into me.

      “Ember,” he gasped as he buried himself fully into me. “I don’t want to be separated from you ever again.” He arched back and thrust into me again, eyes fluttering closed. “The void in my soul hurts so much right now.”

      Wait …

      “You feel the hollowness, too?” I asked.

      He stopped moving and opened his eyes. “Yes.”

      “But … I can still feel our connection.” I touched a hand to my chest.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “So, what is that emptiness?”

      Scowling, he thought about it a moment and said, “I don’t know.”

      “Is it the mark being gone?” I asked and held up my wrist.

      He flinched and said, “That could be it.”

      “But I felt it even before I revoked the mark,” I whispered.

      “You had already decided to do it, so I think it weakened the magic of it,” he said softly.

      “What do you mean I had already decided to do it?” I asked.

      “At Leona’s, I saw it in your eyes then, that you were debating it. You kept rubbing at your wrist. It was another reason I got so upset. And handled my emotions like a giant toddler.”

      “Will it go away if you mark me again?” I asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Do you even want to mark me again?” Although we were in the process of making up, that didn’t mean he wanted to go back to how things were. My voice was soft and I couldn’t look into his eyes.

      He tilted my chin up and stroked his finger across it. “I need to prove myself to you again. That’s why you removed it, because you realized I wasn’t capable of protecting you, of being the alpha you deserve.”

      His eyes darted to Branson’s mark and widened. “You removed Branson’s, too.”

      I didn’t remember removing Branson’s, but perhaps I had done it at the same time. “You all are a package deal, aren’t you?”

      “Let me prove myself to you,” he begged. “Give me another chance?”

      I looked down at our still joined bodies and said, “Pretty sure that’s what’s going on right now.”

      He smirked, leaned down to kiss me, and thrust back into me so hard and fast that he hit my cervix and that combination of pleasure and tiny bit of pain continued for the next few minutes until I orgasmed, and he orgasmed with me.
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      When we returned to the house, the other three crowded into my bed, taking any place they could, at my feet or head, just anywhere that they could touch me.

      I slept surrounded by their touch and woke feeling refreshed.

      That feeling was short-lived when I went to the bathroom and saw the curse mark had spread and was now a strange star symbol. Rushing out to the bedroom, my fears were confirmed when I saw the mark on all of the guys’ faces as well.

      “Fuck,” I gasped. Grabbing my phone, I took a picture and sent it to Kara.

      She texted back, “Looking into it.”

      “What’s wrong?” Riddick asked as he rolled over and blinked sleep-filled eyes open.

      “All of you have the curse mark now,” I told him with a rough swallow.

      “I already messaged Nana Kara,” Caleb said, his voice muffled by the pillow his face was pressed into.

      “Come back to bed,” Triston said and reached a hand out for me.

      “No, we need to get up,” Caleb said, groaned, and rolled onto his back. “We have things to do today.”

      “What are we supposed to? Should we really go anywhere with a contagious curse mark?” It didn’t seem like a good idea for us to go out around other people if we might give them the curse as well.

      “We aren’t going out around other people,” Caleb said. He sat up and ran a hand through his hair. “Everyone, get ready and meet in the foyer. Don’t touch my parents.”

      “How should we dress?” I asked.

      “Jeans and a t-shirt,” he answered, swung his leg out of bed, and shuffled to the door.

      Triston and Branson followed him.

      Riddick stood, wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me back onto the bed.

      I yelped and then laughed as he cuddled me close.

      “Five more minutes,” he whispered and kissed my forehead.

      “I think we can get away with five more minutes,” I agreed, and wrapped my arms around him.

      “Promise you’re not mad at me anymore?” he asked softly.

      “I won’t lie and say I’m not still hurt,” I whispered. “But the anger has gone.”

      He nodded. “We were pricks. I’m sorry. I swear that we’ll make it up to you.”

      “Shh, you’re interrupting my five minutes,” I teased.

      Squeezing me, he quieted and held me.

      “What the shit?” Caleb demanded. “You two went back to sleep? Get up, you bums!” He hit us with pillows.

      “Hey! Stop!” I shouted and put my hands up, trying to defend myself.

      Riddick shifted into his cheetah form and pounced on Caleb, knocking him to the floor.

      “Ember, help!” Caleb said and hit Riddick with the pillow. “I’m being mauled.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “You started it by attacking me. Riddick is just being a good boyfriend and defending me.”

      Caleb knocked Riddick off and dove onto the bed, pinning me down. “Caught you!”

      “I didn’t try to run,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “What the heck?” Triston asked from the doorway. “I thought we were leaving?”

      “Right. Right,” Caleb said and stood up, he pulled me to my feet and swatted my ass. “Get dressed.”

      I looked over my shoulder as I sauntered to the closet, sashaying my hips, and said, “Yes, alpha,” in a deep voice.

      He growled and took a step to come after me, heat in his eyes, but Triston and Riddick grabbed his arms and dragged him out. “Tease!” he shouted.

      My phone dinged with a message, so I picked it up and my eyes widened when I saw the date on the lock screen. Our one year anniversary was in just a few days! Crap! Being asleep for several days had eaten up the time I should have had to finalize my plans.

      The message was from Leona, asking if I was okay.

      Sending her a quick message, I let her know that I was awake and feeling good.

      Hurrying, I got changed, brushed my hair and teeth, and put on a little bit of eye makeup.

      Satisfied, I ran down the stairs to the foyer. “I’m ready,” I panted.

      “Good, time to go,” Caleb said and headed outside and to the garage. He tossed me my keys. “You’re driving.”

      “Wait, we’re going without a guard?” We never went anywhere without a guard.

      “Yes,” Caleb said with a nod.

      Was that wise, considering they’d almost killed us just a few days ago?

      “It’ll be alright,” Caleb reassured me.

      Nodding, I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the vehicle. It took me a minute to adjust the seat and mirrors to my liking before heading out.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, glancing at him in the passenger’s seat.

      “I’ll give you directions,” he promised. “Head towards Leona’s.”

      I hated not having advance notice or being unable to review the directions before going anywhere. Scowling, I accepted that he wanted to surprise me, and I was just going to have to go along with it.

      Since I hated traffic, I took the longer route to drive around the city instead of through it, and no one complained.

      Nearing Leona’s, Caleb started to give me instructions on which routes to take. An hour later, we were deep within a forest, and pulled up to a huge iron gate with a symbol I had never seen before.

      There was a keypad next to me and Caleb had me punch in four numbers. The gate swung open and we drove down a bumpy, dirt path, the tall trees towering over us.

      The trees opened to a large clearing where three buildings stood. Two of which were still heavily under construction, but the main building was finished and I knew exactly what it was when I saw it.

      “Our house,” I breathed and put the SUV in park. Climbing out, I stared at the house, the wrap around porch and balcony exactly as I had requested it.

      The front door had that same symbol as the gate.

      “Welcome to our new pack home!” Caleb said, his arms in the air as he walked backwards, a huge smile on his face.

      “Whoa,” Triston breathed, “it’s huge.”

      Caleb pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and jingled them. “Ember, would you like to do the honors?”

      I shook my head. “You’re king, you should do it.”

      He walked up to me, forcing me to tilt my head back to see his face, and whispered, “What is a king without his queen?”

      My heart thundered in my chest. “I, uh⁠—”

      Grabbing my hand, he gently set the keys in them, then spun around me, and pushed my lower back, ushering me to the front door.

      I walked up the steps and ran my fingertips along the wood that still smelled freshly cut. To my right was the porch swing I had requested, and I felt tears in my eyes at the sight of it. There were two pillows on it, each with a rabbit outline.

      Putting the key into the lock, I twisted it, and pushed open the door.

      To the right was the sunken living room, two steps down, with a couch around the room and a huge rectangular cushion in the middle.

      On the left was a dining table large enough to seat fifteen people. Straight ahead was the kitchen, large, full of brand-new appliances, and sparkling.

      “It’s perfect,” I breathed.

      “The only perfect thing about this place is you being here,” Caleb whispered in my ear and pressed a soft kiss to my ear.

      Romantic Caleb was definitely one of my favorites.

      “Let’s go look at the rooms,” I suggested and started to head that way, but they all rushed in front of me to block me.

      “You can’t see the rooms yet,” Riddick said.

      “They’re not ready,” Branson added.

      Okay, so they were clearly doing something to surprise me.

      “Okay,” I said and held up my hands, taking two steps back.

      They relaxed and I used that distraction to try to run around them, but Triston snagged me around the waist, making me squeal.

      “Not so fast, missy. I knew you’d backed down too quickly.” He nipped at my ear and I chuckled.

      “Foiled,” I sighed. “What’s the symbol on the gate and door?” I asked once he’d set me back on my feet.

      “Our symbol,” Caleb answered.

      “Huh?”

      “Every clan has a symbol,” he explained. “Now that I’m taking on the mantle of King of the Hybrids, we needed a clan symbol.”

      Turning back towards the door, I walked up to inspect it. It was a combination of wolf for the werewolves, dragon wing for the dragon shifters, fire for the mages, tree for the elves, and musical notes for the sirens.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered and stroked my fingers across the burned wood.

      “Riddick designed it,” Caleb said.

      “You did a great job,” I praised and turned to give him a smile, smiling wider when I saw the red on the tips of his ears.

      “Speaking of you taking on the mantle, is there going to be a ceremony?” Branson asked. “Don’t you always hold a ceremony for a new crowning?”

      “Each clan holds their own, but since we don’t have our clan fully formed yet, we won’t hold one,” Caleb said and I could not only see the sadness in his eyes, but hear it in his voice.

      “No,” I said immediately. “No, we’re going to have a ceremony. It doesn’t matter how small our clan is, we are going to crown you.”

      “It’s not necessary,” Caleb said.

      “On the contrary, it’s more than necessary, it’s required,” Triston said. “Ember is right, as our king, you are going to get the whole thing.”

      “Our clan no longer consists of just the five of us,” Branson reminded him. “We have other members now.”

      “And it will send a message to all hybrids out there, to let them know we are here and welcome them to join us,” Branson said. “We can have pictures from it sent to the news outlets and post on our socials as well.”

      “Well, it’s going to have to wait until we figure out this curse mark,” Caleb reminded us.

      I flinched. “Sorry.”

      All turned to me.

      “Why are you apologizing?” Branson asked.

      “Because I’m the one who got it and spread it to you all.”

      “You didn’t ask to be cursed, Ember. You can’t think it’s your fault.” Riddick shook his head. “The fault is on the one who cursed you to begin with.”

      “Are we here to isolate ourselves?” I asked. “That will be hard to do without me going to the bedroom.”

      “We are going to sleep in the living room,” Riddick answered.

      “Wait, we really are staying the night here?” I asked, looking around at them.

      Caleb nodded. “We brought food since the pantry and fridge aren’t stocked yet.”

      “Oh.” How was I going to finalize my anniversary plans now? I was still debating how I wanted to handle the delivery of the mating stones.

      “You sound disappointed,” Branson commented.

      “No, I just had a few things to do at the house.” I still had a couple of days. “It will be nice to spend our first night together here.”

      “Let’s carry in the supplies,” Caleb said and headed out the front door.

      Branson and Triston followed, but Riddick stayed with me.

      “Ember, I know you and I haven’t had much time alone and I know things have been … insane, but I wanted to tell you how sorry I am about how we treated you after the battle. It’s been weighing on my mind ever since and I know a simple apology won’t fix things, but I really am sorry.”

      He did look like a man tormented. Reaching out, I gripped his hand and asked, “Do you love me, Riddick?”

      His hand squeezed mine and he reached out to grab my other hand. “I do.”

      “Promise me something?”

      “Anything.”

      “If this curse kills me, don’t let Caleb shy away from becoming king still. I feel in my soul that this is what he’s supposed to do.”

      “You’re not going to die, Ember,” he said sternly and pulled me into chest, hugging me tightly. “We’re going to find a way to break the curse and enjoy our anniversary.”

      “So, you guys do remember our anniversary?” I teased.

      He pushed me back and asked, “How could I forget the day the most beautiful woman in the world tossed the mage king across her lawn?”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “That feels like it was a lifetime ago.”

      Fingertips brushing my cheek, he smiled and said, “It’s been the best lifetime I’ve ever experienced.”

      Going up on my toes, I pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Riddick makes breakfast since he didn’t help carry supplies in,” Caleb ordered.

      Riddick winked at me and said, “Worth it.”
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