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PROLOGUE





AZAR


The old building was drafty, no matter the season, and I shivered as I stood just inside the front door.
While anyone looking at the structure from the outside would recognize it as a church, as that was its original purpose, it contained only a few remnants of its former life. The vestibule, where people used to enter, was crammed with our coats, hats, boots, and shopping bags as well as odds and ends that should have been put elsewhere but had never migrated to their proper homes. Instead, we’d glance at the clutter and mumble, “We really should put that somewhere,” though we never did.
Opening the huge wooden doors revealed where the parishioners had sat each week, listening to the sermon. Now it was divided into sections where we watched TV, played board and card games, and did our individual studies. It also held the dining-room table, though most of the time we ate in the kitchen. The former sanctuary was cordoned off into two bedrooms, while the rabbit warren of rooms on one side contained the kitchen, bathroom, laundry, and an odd assortment of spaces we used to store food.
A bell tower reached toward the sky, though the bell had not been rung in years.
Since the death of my mate, I rarely slept in my room, preferring to wander up to the old choir stalls for my rest. When I woke up on beautiful mornings, the sun shone through the stained glass window high above and behind me, filtering colored light inside that danced on the old stone floor.
The we I was referring to was the man I considered my brother, Cyrus, though we weren’t related, merely friends. It was just us two here, for he hadn’t met his fated mate, and mine had passed not long after we found one another.
The property was extensive, with ornamental and fruit-bearing trees, a garden where we grew our vegetables, plus a collection of outbuildings that had once been used to house animals, tools, and carriages.
On the other side of the old church was a small cemetery, which the town no longer used. Many of the headstones had toppled over, their families either moved away or the deceased no longer had any living relatives in the area. In the middle was a magnificent marble statue, wings aloft, that guarded the residents.
While Cyrus and I kept the fenced cemetery mowed and tidy, I chatted to its long-forgotten residents. Having them there was a comfort, as though they were looking out for us, and I considered them family. On the nights when the wind rustled the leaves, it carried their voices.
The lights flickered, reminding me we needed an electrician to check the wiring. So many people had worked on it over the years we’d been in residence, and we had no idea how many others had tampered with it before we purchased the property.
“Are you in for the night, Cyrus?”
“Yes.” His voice echoed through the old church, and I walked to the huge oak front doors and closed them. There was no need to lock them, though an ancient rusty key hung on a knob nearby.
Padding through the vestibule, I shut the second set of doors and wandered toward the front of the building. A fluttering of wings caught my attention, and my heart sped up. But it was likely only a couple of sparrows who had a nest high in the rafters.
I ran my hand over one of the remaining pews, situated in the area designated as my study. The solid maple under my fingers brought forth memories of the generations of people who had sat there, week after week. I could see them: kids swinging their legs and being told to sit up straight and be quiet, elderly parishioners who’d fallen asleep, and teens stifling their giggles as they glanced at a handsome alpha or omega across the aisle.
Retrieving a book I’d left on my desk, I yawned before heading to my bedroom. Each night, as I entered, I studied the bed, wishing there was someone waiting for me. Instead, my mate, Iwyn, was now in the arms of the goddess, so I climbed up the spiral staircase to where the choir’s voices had thundered through the church.
Mate, my beast trilled. He missed him as much as I did.
As the sun graced the church each morning, so did the moon when darkness fell and, on the nights of a full moon, I saw Iwyn, standing in the dappled moonlight. He smiled, his arms folded in his familiar pose as he bestowed a melancholy smile on me. He never outstretched his arms, asking me to join him. We both understood we would never be together again. His visits lasted a few brief moments, enough for him to see I was well, though the part of my heart I’d given to him was now locked away and only he had the key. His magic was so powerful, it guaranteed my life continued, unlike what usually happened to my kind when our mate passed away.
I leaned on the railings and studied the moonbeams chasing away the shadows, hoping my mate would appear but knowing he wouldn’t because the moon was only a crescent. Sighing deeply, I turned away and readied myself for sleep. But an acrid odor wafted between the cracks in the building’s masonry, along with a bitter taste on my tongue. Cracking, hissing, and spluttering alerted me to what was happening: fire.
“Cyrus, wake up.” I tore down the stairs and headed for the laundry, where there were buckets, and, outside the small side door, a hose that stretched across the yard.
Cyrus joined me, wearing his pajama pants and no shirt. “That damned wiring.”
“It’s not here, but in one of the outbuildings.” We had nothing valuable stored there but, left to its own devices, fire was nimble with a ferocious curiosity. Besides, it could easily spread to the chicken coop. Cyrus loved the chickens, even the rooster, and had named them all. Along with the dearly departed in the cemetery, they were part of our family.
In my haste, I dropped a metal bucket, and it clattered over the floor. “Damn.”
Irritated by my clumsiness, Cyrus raced outside and grabbed the hose. He turned on the water and headed for the barn, now glazed in a red glow. Despite my uneasiness about the fire and the damage it could do, I’d expected to see flames curved around the roof, licking the old shakes covered in moss.
Fire. Fire, my beast chanted.
Cyrus had the barn doors open when I arrived, but the hose, clutched in both hands, was not pointed at any flames. Instead, water was gushing over the floor. He was frozen in place, his unblinking eyes open wide, and the only sign he was alive was the heaving of his chest as he breathed in and out.
I followed his gaze to a smoldering patch of hay, and I think I forgot to breathe. Only when my lungs screamed at me did I haul in oxygen. The buckets I was holding fell onto the straw, hardly making a sound.
“An egg,” Cyrus mumbled.
We collected eggs from the chickens every day, and what we didn’t use, we gave to the townspeople. But no chicken laid this. It was bigger than an ostrich egg, iridescent green and silver. This was a phoenix.
“Is this how we appear when we rejuvenate?” Cyrus asked.
Our memories of previous rejuvenations were fuzzy at first, though we retained wisps of our previous lives. As we grew older, we recalled our past lives because both Cyrus and I were both omega phoenix. Our lifespans were long—a hundred years—and we were aware of the exact time when flames would consume our bodies. If we were mated, we would live as long as our mate and regenerate when he died. But not me. My late warlock had transferred the breath of life, ensuring I lived until the end of my normal 100-year cycle.
When we were reborn, it was as toddlers inside an egg. As we grew, we had to be guided into recalling our most recent life.
My phoenix urged me forward, but I resisted, staring at the phoenix egg. Smooth and glossy, the shell stronger than any found on a farm or in the wild, with tufts of smoke wafting from underneath. I opened my mouth to agree, but something about the situation bothered me. Not the egg itself. It was stunning as it sat unmoving on the singed straw.
But when a phoenix’s life ended and they started anew, they broke out of the shell immediately. I may not remember my own similar circumstances, but I had witnessed others’ rebirths. This egg was sitting quite still, the toddler within making no effort to begin their new life cycle.
Cyrus took a step toward the egg, but I held him back. “Something wrong?” he asked.
“Not sure, but this is no ordinary phoenix egg.”
Cyrus clutched his bare chest. “Please don’t tell me the phoenix shifter didn’t survive their rebirth.” He grabbed my arm. “You can see, can’t you? Is the little one okay?”
“Nothing. I’m as blind as you.”
“Is it a message? A sign from the goddess? Have we angered her?”
A calming sensation came over me. “I think the opposite. The egg is a gift.”
“From who?” His jaw dropped. “Not Iwyn?”
I shook my head. “Someone much more powerful.”
Cyrus’ head snapped toward the egg. It was seemingly content to wait. But for what? I told him it was a present, so the egg was waiting for me and Cyrus. “The little one needs us,” I explained and, after sharing a glance, we stepped purposefully toward the egg.
“Do we pick it up?” Cyrus asked and yet, as he spoke, we both sank into the hay. Without any more words spoken, we wrapped our arms around our egg. Our egg.
“Our egg,” Cyrus crooned.
I shot him a glance. He couldn’t read minds, not that I could, either, but I’d sensed the phoenix shifter nestled within the hard shell had bonded with us. My heart blossomed with love as it hadn’t done since Iwyn died. My eyes filled with tears when I rested my head on the shell while Cyrus whispered words of encouragement to the phoenix shifter inside.
“We love you. You can come out now.” A tear spilled from my eye and dropped onto the brilliant-green shell. A tiny crack appeared, and we pulled away. My gaze was fixed on the fine crooked lines, first one, then another, until the shell was covered in them, reminding me of crazing on antique vases in museums.
A piece broke off, and there was movement, plump, unblemished fingers. I offered my own hand, and the little phoenix shifter grabbed hold. A soothing warmth transferred from the toddler to me before I hauled him out and sat him on my knee.
Dark matted hair stuck to his brow and scalp. He made no sound but leaned against me and closed his eyes. As Cyrus had no coat, I wriggled out of mine and wrapped the little boy in it. He hadn’t regenerated. This was his first cycle. I could see it in his eyes; there was no history, not even a hint. And yet he was at least eighteen months, not a baby like other first-timers. He was special.
“He should be in bed, Azar. He needs to be tucked up tight.”
We both stood and wandered over the damp straw and earth. “The hose. I forgot about it.” Cyrus turned it off, and we went inside, the door slamming behind us.
“My room.” Because I rarely slept there, the room was pristine, and we tucked the little boy in. His eyelids fluttered open, and he glanced from me to Cyrus before closing them again.
I had never had a clutch with Iwyn, another reason sadness accompanied me like a shadow. My desire to be a father in this cycle had been thwarted, but the goddess had bestowed her kindness upon me, upon us.
We sat on either side of the bed, neither of us moving until light peeked through the large windows.
“He needs a name,” Cyrus whispered as he tucked the bedding under the fledgling’s chin.
“Egan,” I said.
“Little fire. That’s perfect. Welcome to the world, Egan.”
Egan stirred and looked up at us, no fear registering in his eyes. He put his arms out, and I let Cyrus, who was wearing only his pj pants, pick him up as he hadn’t held him yet.
“You must be hungry.” Cyrus carried Egan toward the kitchen while I trailed in their wake, thinking how our life would change with a child to look after.
Good, my phoenix noted, and I agreed.
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EGAN



I loved my home, as unusual as it was. From the time I came into this world, to those living in our neighborhood, I was the weird kid who lived in a church. I disagreed with them about the weird part, their opinion not based on my personality, but on the fact that most of them never bothered to get to know me. They just saw the “foster” my dads adopted as somehow less worthy than their kids.
My dads never figured out why the neighbors assumed my origins were so bleak, and Cyrus and Azar never bothered to correct them. They couldn’t exactly say they found my egg, a gift from the goddess, and Azar’s single tear was what not only encouraged my hatching but had me claiming them as my own. Humans didn’t know about my kind. Heck, they didn’t know about anything other than themselves.
As I was walking out to explore the day, I looked at the piles of shoes and such gathered in what Azar referred to as the vestibule and what I called the space between the front door and the main living area. I couldn’t remember a day when it was all picked up and nice. Not one. There was an odd comfort to the clutter, like it somehow made this big drafty church turned home more “lived in” or something. I couldn’t place what it was, exactly, but I always slowed in this space like it was giving me a hug, as peculiar as that sounded.
In winter, our home was cold as fuck. I wore hoodies or sweaters or flannel pajamas almost all the time. In the spring, that chill clung to the air until suddenly it was summer. That was when the place turned blistering hot, and no number of fans could make it less so. The building was only comfortable temperature-wise when autumn rolled in—the one time of the year I hated to be indoors.
I stepped outside and inhaled the crisp fall air deeply, the scent of the leaves as they morphed from green to beautiful colors to brown tickling my senses. Most people wouldn’t notice the subtle changes in the air as this natural metamorphosis occurred, not even shifters. But I did, and I loved it.
I didn’t really have anyplace to go, but I wanted to get out and about for a bit. I bounded down the steps and headed to the small corner store in town to grab a cup of coffee. Was it good coffee? Not even close. Objectively, it was quite horrible. But the person who used to own the place had been a friend of mine, and I’d gotten in the habit of stopping by for a shot of caffeine, even after Rylie sold it and moved away.
All my friends had moved on as time ticked by. Going to the human school had been great for me in many ways. I got to experience a side of life very different from my own existence and made connections. Many of the people I met during my first few years attending stuck by my side all the way through graduation, but then some left for college, never to come back. Others stuck around for a while, but it was always the same—there was a greener pasture or a better opportunity away from this town, and off they went.
Not that I blamed them. Ever since the mill and factories closed, the town was in a decline. Every election year, the people running for mayor would promise they were the ones who would fix things. They never were. The town was dying and yet, here we stayed.
The corner store was, not surprisingly, empty. It frequently was this time of day—most times of day, really. I went inside and waved to George who stood behind the counter then went straight to the drip coffeemaker. The pot was only a quarter full, which meant it was probably a few hours old. I didn’t care.
I’d just throw some extra powdered creamer and sugar in it and call it good. At home, I drank my coffee black, but here? I knew better. And while the powdered cream was less than ideal, it was far better than nothing.
Coffee in hand, I went up to the counter and handed George my money. He wasn’t a man of many words, instead nodding at me with a smile and sticking the cash in the register.
“See you tomorrow, unless the storm comes in.”
“Tomorrow, then.” George went back to the paper he was reading. I missed the days of Rylie owning the place. The coffee wasn’t any better, but at least I got a free conversation with it.
I moseyed on home, sipping the coffee, trying to figure out how to spend the rest of the day. It was too nice out to not take advantage of the cool breeze. I decided to take a nap in the belfry, just like I always did. I didn’t know why I still pretended to look for something new and exciting to do. There was something so relaxing about being up there with the scents of fall tickling my nose.
I finished my coffee as I arrived home then went on up for my nap. Coffee was probably not wise before a snooze, but it wasn’t really sleep I wanted. It was the relaxing calm. That and the bats.
For some reason, my phoenix loved chilling near the bats. I never understood it and never questioned him. He never asked why I liked certain food or retro video games, so it seemed only fair. And really, I didn’t mind it up there. It provided me a view of the town that for some reason gave me peace.
Once my phoenix and I were up there and he took his wings, I allowed the calm of the breeze and the noise of the silly bats to lull me into the background, giving my phoenix full rein. He, of course, withheld his flames. That was the last thing we needed during a relaxing retreat. Sure, they wouldn’t burn anything unless we allowed them to, but still they crackled like a log burning, and it was loud.
At first, I thought my beast was going to join the winged inhabitants of the belfry by flying up to where they hung, but instead he peered out at the town beyond the church.
There were a few cars here or there, driven by people traveling to work or to pick up groceries, but for the most part it was quiet. Almost too quiet, as if something wasn’t quite right. Azar said I was always seeing trouble where it wasn’t, and maybe that was true.
I hopped down and over to my clothing where my beast settled in to relax. In some ways he was quite bougie, not wanting to be dirty or on something less than comfy. It amused me, given he hung out with bats.
We dozed off but not for long. The light was just as bright as arguing below interrupted our slumber. Had I been in human form, I wouldn’t have been blissfully ignorant. But I instantly recognized Azar's voice.
Curious, I pushed my phoenix for control of his bird and popped up where I could see. Azar stood there, hands in his pockets, listening to Edward the third who always made sure to let you know he was a third for some reason. Almost like it gave him status.
Once upon a time, before I was in this human form, Azar protected Edward’s grandfather—also Edward, obviously. I never asked about the arrangement, but he was still protecting his descendants in a way. According to Azar, the townspeople didn’t have the same needs as they did back in the day. But he was still there when they wanted him and, from the way Edward was posturing, he thought that time was now.
“We need to leave here. I’m not asking you to give us the money, just buy our home,” Edward pleaded, and I bounced off my perch. I might be nosy, but money matters were personal to humans, and it felt wrong to listen.
Azar would let me know if he bought the home. The money would mean nothing to us. We had plenty.
Surprisingly, Cyrus joined in the conversation. I hadn’t expected him to even be home. He mentioned something about buying the house being their final payment of a debt, and I needed to get out of there. This was most assuredly not something I should be eavesdropping on.
Picking up the clothes in my talons, I flew to the side of the building away from the argument and took my skin as I reached the door, being less cautious than normal about people seeing me. The nearest house on that side was hundreds of yards away and had more boarded up windows than not, giving me a false sense of safety.
Once inside, I threw my clothes in the washer and donned a pair of sweats and a tee. I wasn’t planning on going out again. Why not be comfortable?
I went to my room and fired up my laptop, figuring that I might as well pretend to work. I dabbled in buying and selling stocks, and had somehow turned that into a decent income. I was lucky with a few early buys and what they said was true—it’s easy to make money when you have money. Everything looked good in my portfolio, and I figured it was best not to mess with it.
Azar said it was foresight, that I somehow saw patterns or whatever. He also claimed I would need the ability one day. I was still pretty sure it was a bit of being in the right place at the right time and a whole lotta luck.
I closed the laptop and went from my “work” side of the bedroom to my “play” side, where I had my gaming collection. While I had all the newest and best equipment, I rarely used it anymore. A chance find at the local junk store had me discovering the joys of vintage gaming.
It took me a few minutes to set everything up, but it was worth it. I blew in the cartridge to get rid of any dust and stuck it in the machine. I plopped on my double beanbag chair to play a new game I found in the same junk store. It had no label on it and, for all I knew, it was one of the many I already had, but it was a dollar, and I’d been willing to give it a try. I’d been feeling lucky that day.
“Score!” I couldn’t believe my eyes. “Biker Mice from Mars!” I’d been trying to find that one for years. I had a rule that if I couldn’t buy it in person, I didn’t want it. It was too easy to just jump on the Internet and order everything you wanted. What was the fun in that?
Instead, I scoured junk stores, both here and when I traveled to the surrounding towns. I went to yard sales, and even some secondhand video-game stores. Slowly but surely, I’d built up an amazing collection, and there was something about finding the treasure in the “wild” that made playing it more fun.
I let myself get absorbed into the game. I didn’t want to think about whatever was going on with Azar, Cyrus, and Edward—the third. I didn’t want to think about being sort of stuck in this town when everyone else was moving on…the loneliness settling deeper into me as each year passed by without meeting my mate or even a for-right-now partner.
I let it be just me and the silly mice from Mars.
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TAMON



I should have forked out more money and bought a better car.
Loud rattling came from the trunk, a thumping from under the hood, and, from beneath the chassis, right below my butt, a pounding—which was oddly therapeutic. I kept my eye on the temperature gauge because, as I’d learned in my travels, the engine had a tendency to overheat, no matter the weather outside. Bottles of water were in the back, and I was ready to leap up and fill the radiator if the needle crept any higher.
But the car had done what it was supposed to, and that was to get me as far away as possible from my family: the Clan Ignatius, a warlock dynasty whose name stoked fear in other, less-ruthless warlocks.
As a warlock, I could have used magic—and mine was more potent than many of my peers—but my family would have tracked me. Magic performed by our clan and others was traceable, like a supernatural GPS.
If they found me, they’d drag me back home, and I’d be punished. I could cope with them taking away my ability to do magic, not that they’d remove it permanently. My parents, particularly my father, would never allow that. Part of the aura surrounding our family was that we were all powerful warlocks. Hobbling his oldest son wouldn’t be good for his or the family’s image. I held no fear that they’d imprison me, or, worse, kill me. Again, being my father’s heir held some advantages. He might be tempted to put me to death, but he’d never go through with it.
As I was chugging along the road, my mind trawled through recent memories. My path had been laid out for me since birth. I was to follow my parents, siblings, and relatives into the family business, a sprawling empire where the family’s tentacles extended to manufacturing, infrastructure, gambling, loan-sharking, manipulating of stocks, and bribing of elected officials. And that was just a sampling of what they were involved in.
Humans were a gullible and often greedy bunch. When money was dangled in front of them, their principles fell away, similar to the melting of an iceberg, leaving them mired in puddles and muck. And when bribery had no effect, my loved ones resorted to magic to sway people’s minds.
You would think my family’s unique ability to transform plain old metal into gold through a process known as alchemy would satisfy them, allowing them to live out their life surrounded by whatever money could buy. But they wanted more. And the science of alchemy not only gave them untold wealth but provided them with the ability to prolong life because, contrary to legend, warlocks weren’t immortal.
Quite apart from the business, my family expected me to produce children to continue the family line. Growing up, I’d been friendly with a number of sorceresses, none of whom interested me as a lifelong partner. On the other hand, one glance from a sorcerer, or warlock, my insides got warm and fuzzy, and my cock stiffened. While I’d had a bunch of partners who’d shared not my own bed but one far from the family home, none of them was the one the goddess had put on the Earth for me.
So, I’d planned my escape. Under the pretext of visiting a neighboring warlock family for a few days, I’d spent a weekend smiling at their unmated daughter. Based on her bored expression, she was as unimpressed by me as I was by her. Her family plied me with food, wine, and gifts, while I kept my eye on the prize: escape.
Using a VPN, I’d already found a secondhand car for sale close to the warlocks’ home. And once I said my goodbyes, promising to visit again soon, I shed my magical persona—even put on a baseball cap so I’d fit in with the human population. I met up with the seller and paid for the car then drove off, foot to the floor, putting as many miles as possible between my community and me. With a new phone and sim card in my pocket, I drove over and crushed the old device and didn’t look back.
Warlocks didn’t need as much sleep as humans, so I drove through the night, not caring where I was headed, only that freedom was beckoning, and the more distance I put between me and my former life, the better. A knot swelled in my belly, not of anticipation but that I might mess up and instinctively use magic, and my family would come after me.
But there was another complication.
While I had a regular GPS used by humans and was trying to drive south where it was warmer, the car was doing its best to take me off course by heading inland. “Stop it,” I yelled more than once. I detected no enchantments or hexes placed on the car, and yet it appeared to have a mind of its own. To what purpose?
When I planned to go right, it went left. If I was content to stay behind a car in the fast lane, my vehicle strayed into the other lane and sped past the other one. But as long as it kept heading away from my family, I couldn’t be bothered to stop at a dealership and buy another car. That was one more contact my family might use to ferret out my secret.
Speeding down a highway, the car swerved onto an off-ramp and, despite my strength and determination to steer where I wanted to go, I found myself trundling along a small country road.
“Seriously?” I imagined my future near a beach, where I could swim all year round. Driving along a dusty road through sleepy towns with one main street wasn’t what I had envisioned. One place appeared much like the next, and I was hungry, and the fuel gauge showed the gas tank was almost empty. If I’d been on the freeway, I could have found an exit where I could have filled up the car and bought a burger.
“See what you made me do?” I fumed.
The sun was low in the sky as I closed in on the outskirts of another town that time forgot. Wakiya according to the rusted sign. The car belched and there was a squelch as though we’d run over something wet and disgusting. The engine died, and the car limped to a stop in front of an aging gas station with a single pump.
Banging my fists on the steering wheel, I got out. There was more than a hint of dust in the air as I glanced around and strode toward the building. The rusted door complained when I pushed it open, but the sound didn’t wake the elderly clerk sleeping behind the counter.
“Hello.” The guy didn’t stir, but a rustling of what reminded me of a newspaper being folded alerted me to the presence of someone else. There was a sharp intake of breath, and my head swung toward the back. There between shelves of chewing gum and chips past their best-by date, stood a man. But he wasn’t human and was cloaked in a veneer of magic, as if someone else had transferred some of their powers, though I sensed he couldn’t match my skills.
But he possessed something I didn’t: age. His eyes swam with decades of knowledge, and I was tempted to bow. And yet…and yet physically, he presented as a man in the prime of his youth. Mid-thirties would be my guess.
He wandered toward me, and I noted his chiseled jaw, one quirked brow, and a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Welcome. We don’t get your kind here often.”
The man recognized me. Of course he did. It was only humans who closed their eyes to anything suggesting a world beyond the known parameters.
“My car broke down.”
The man jerked his head at the other guy who was now snoring softly. “I learned a thing or two from Marvin over the years. Let me take a look.”
As we walked side by side toward the car, there was a faint whiff of…char, perhaps from the man who hadn’t introduced himself, but then neither had I. Maybe he burned his toast this morning.
“Thanks. I’m Tamon.” I extended my hand.
“Azar.” He opened the hood. “There’s nothing obvious. Try and start it.”
It wouldn’t do any good, but I put the key in the ignition and turned it. The engine roared to life, the gurgling, hammering, and rattling now silent. Thanks, pal. You made a fool of me.
Azar stood by my door. “Sounds okay. Maybe there’s a loose wire somewhere.”
I knew very little about cars, but I wasn’t prepared to take off toward the next sizable town where I could get a bite to eat and a place to lay my head. And besides, I wanted to stick close to Azar and not let him out of my sight.
I was mystified because I knew nothing about him other than he was older than he appeared and had offered to help with the car. But the scent, the slightly singed woody aroma as though he’d brushed against a pile of smoldering logs… It didn’t belong to him, but I couldn’t fathom where it originated.
Azar followed my gaze along the street leading out of town. “I wouldn’t chance it. You might get stuck on the road, and there’s not a lot in that direction for another hundred miles.”
Damn! “Don’t suppose there’s a motel or a B&B around here?” I asked, hoping he’d offer to host me for the night. He hesitated, and I charged ahead. “Do you live in town? Would you have a couch I could sleep on?”
Up until now, Azar had been welcoming and helpful, but a wall went up when I asked if I could stay with him. And I understood. I was a warlock, one who was out of my comfort zone, and clearly not using my magic, or I could have fixed the car with a click of my fingers.
“I don’t think…”
“Please. I’ll be gone at first light.” I help my arms up in surrender. “You have questions, I’m sure, but I mean you no harm. I’m headed away from my past and toward my future.” I wasn’t prepared to say more, and the less he knew, the better in case my family traced me to town.
He nodded, we got in the car, and he directed me toward the other end of town. As I turned into the gravel driveway, I braked and leaned forward, my arms resting on the steering wheel. Before me was a church. I side-eyed Azar, wondering if I should be worried. Maybe he got me confused with a vampire and was trying to ward me off. Should I expect garlic dangled in my face next?
“Why are you—”
He cut me off. “This is our home. We bought it years ago.”
I wondered how many years as I parked and got out. The scent that had attached itself to Azar smacked me in the face. I shaded my eyes and peered at the bell tower. Sitting under the peaked roof was the belfry where the bell was housed. And, framed by an arch, was a man, younger than Azar, the blossom of innocence on his cheeks. His hair reminded me of crushed silk and, while I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, I imagined them matching the brown of the earth.
His beauty took my breath away, and I leaned on the car for support. He seemed so at home in the tower, as though he’d flown there, and I pictured his magnificent wings catching the light of the setting sun. I was no longer questioning what had drawn me to this place.
It was him.
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I’d been making a pot of mac and cheese when I got the urge to go outside. My beast sometimes got that way, and I told him to cut it out and wait while I finished preparing my noodles. I wasn’t even sure why I wanted the dumb things. They were far from a favorite of mine, but, today, I had to have them.
It wasn’t easy, but I somehow kept my phoenix under control as I waited for the noodles to soften. I just had the powdery cheese poured in when he made it clear that staying in the kitchen was not a thing he’d allow to happen. He rarely got this pushy, and it wasn’t worth fighting him when he did.
“Fine. We’ll get some air,” I mumbled, moving the pot to a cool burner. I could eat it later or find something more food-like than the boxed meal. I went up to our favorite place, the belfry.
I peered outside and was surprised to see Azar standing there with someone I’d never seen before. He wasn’t local, that was for sure. I’d have remembered if I came in contact with another nonhuman. And, make no mistake about it, this man wasn’t human.
Sure, he looked just like anyone else. Maybe hotter, but the whole two hands and one nose thing—he had that. But there was something more there, not a phoenix. I’d recognize that for sure.
Quite a few possibilities passed through my head, but, without having met any beings other than my housemates, I had no way of determining what.
Could he be fae? Absolutely. They were sexy in their glamor, and he had sexiness down. Even from this height, I could see his muscles hiding beneath his clothing as the fabric swayed in the breeze. But fae were taller, like professional-basketball-player tall, weren’t they?
Perhaps a shifter? He had those big eyes you see in some nocturnal animals, so it was a definite possibility—at least what I could see of them from up here. It would help if he wasn’t focusing his glance on the belfry itself. But, if he was a shifter, wouldn’t I have scented his animal?
But what did that leave? Vampire? That one I pretty much scratched off the list. I’d have scented his lack of life. Figuring out who and what he was, was too challenging from where I stood.
It was unsettling seeing his humanness but also not having him be quite human. It didn’t help that Azar’s body language was stilted, like he was working hard to make himself look like he was fine. There was only one solution, to go down and see for myself.
On the off chance he was just a normal person, I went down the “human way,” or at least made it look like I did. From inside, there was no way for him to see if I took the long ladder or just let myself gracefully glide down using my wings, my body in what I called a “mid shift.” It wasn’t really. When I truly shifted, I was more beast than human, but I was able to take my wings while keeping the rest of myself human, and it came in quite handy for gliding down from high places. Not that I did it often because humans might see, but still…
Only, as I was about to turn away and leave, our eyes met. For a split second, if time stood still, as if it was he and I and nothing else on the planet. And then lightning hit me—with not a cloud in the sky or a boom from impact. No, it wasn’t lightning, but it was something just as powerful, knocking me back.
I fell to the floor and scrambled away from the opening, trying to piece together what the fuck just happened. My beast had had enough. He took his feathers and flew up to perch on the bell. He wanted to see what was going on but from a distance.
Give me back my skin. I needed out of the belfry and to make sure Azar was okay.
No. My beast was one of few words. I was surprised he answered me but less surprised by his response.
My phoenix stepped back, and a bat took off and almost flew straight into a second bat who was just hanging out there minding his own business. Bat number two was huge and wanted to be asleep and was rightfully pissed to be awakened. Maybe I was projecting human emotions on the creature, but he was glaring us down. And my beast? Yeah, he thought it was a great idea to stare back at him. Because nothing says higher being than a third-grade staring contest with an animal who just wants their nap.
We held each other’s gaze for a bit and, finally, he caved, the bat’s eyes staying closed long enough I thought maybe—just maybe, he had fallen back asleep. But nope…he opened them, and I tried to be more rational about what to do. Obviously staring down a wild creature was less than productive.
Instead, I looked to the side of him so as not to make him mad. I’d have left, but my beast in flight could scare most, and I didn’t want to deal with the bats flipping out and drawing everyone’s attention back to the belfry where I had to admit I was hiding from the stranger down below and the whatever that was that slammed into me.
Everything felt like it was finally settling down and that we weren’t about to have a bat attack like out of an old black-and-white horror movie, when a moth decided to land on my talon. My phoenix was fierce as fuck and would take down any enemy—except one. Moths were his weakness. I didn’t know what it was about them, but they terrified him and, from the second I saw the fuzzy wings flying over, blissfully unaware of its surroundings, I knew things were going to be bad—really bad.
The first time a moth had stopped by, it landed on my beast’s beak, and that resulted in my beast trying to burn him to ash. It would’ve been fine and dandy had we not been near things that could also be set ablaze. It was only luck that we were close to a rain barrel.
You will not set this place on fire. I was seething, and I didn’t even care.
To his credit, he didn’t, instead flapping his wings as he tried to kick the stubborn moth off of us. And that was when I lost what little control I had of the situation. The bat lost our staring contest and freaked the fuck out. That was bad.
What made it worse? His freaking out freaked out all the other bats. Hundreds of bats flew around, trying to get out, to avoid the danger their friend had warned them about. They weren’t quiet about it, either. I wanted to cover my ears to block out the screeching amplified by my phoenix’s hearing abilities.
They billowed out of the belfry and, while I was happy the sound was dissipating slightly, I was well aware their departure was not good. Azar was down below, and there was no way he and his guests missed the little bat show, a show that wasn’t over, many bats still circling the belfry.
The responsible thing would have been to shift back, go downstairs, and face the music. But no part of me was feeling at all responsible. I wanted to hide away from this until it was over and done with.
Going downstairs would mean being face-to-face with Azar’s guest. I wasn’t ready for that. If looking at him made me feel like I had been electrocuted, I could only imagine what shaking his hand would do. Probably knock me to the ground.
Maybe he was a god of lightning. That would make sense. Not human but also not really anything. And being god of lightning, he’d have the power to zap me from down below. It made sense.
Except I didn’t think that gods were real. No, not that they weren’t real as much as if they were real, not among us. At least, I was pretty sure I’d have heard if they were.
I hopped back, cowering in the corner as I tried to figure out what to do. Each movement I made pissed off even more bats. It was as if the bats were multiplying by the second instead of leaving. What the heck?
“Eggy!” Cyrus was cross. Beyond cross. I’d recognize that tone anywhere and, now that I heard him hollering, the sound of his footsteps climbing up the ladder was pounding through the small area. “What the flying fuck are you doing up there?”
He managed to get all the way into the belfry, and the bats decided to dive-bomb him. Great. Just what I needed, Cyrus even madder than he already was because of the stupid creatures. At least he was a phoenix and wouldn’t need to go get a series of rabies shots after what amounted to a bat attack.
Cyrus let out a bit of his flames, not the heat, just the flames, and that had the bats surrounding him flying out the window. Good freaking riddance.
“Are you hiding?” He stepped cautiously to me, the anger I’d heard in his voice earlier, completely gone. “Eggy.” He used my childhood nickname instead of his I’m livid one. “Is it the bats? Because they are gone.” He took a tentative step closer. “Is it me?”
My stomach dropped. The last thing I needed was for Cyrus to think I was scared of him. There was not a single scary thing about him. At least not to me. Anyone who crossed him? They got what they deserved.
“Shift, Eggy. Talk to me.”
Of course it wasn’t Cyrus, and it wasn’t even really the bats. But I could totally see how it would look that way to the man who took me in when I was but a hatchling.
Give me back my skin! I was being demandy, and I didn’t even care. My beast had taken my skin without permission, and it was time he gave it back. Thankfully, he agreed with that assessment and allowed my shift.
I sat in the corner where I’d just been as my beast, this time naked, my knees brought up to my chest, my body trembling slightly.
“What has you so scared, Eggy? It can’t be the bats.”
“It’s not the bats and never, ever, ever you. It’s just…there is this guy with Azar. And, I don’t know, he creeps me out, I guess.” I went on to tell him all my theories, including the one about him being a lightning god because, at that point, it was the only one that had any legs to stand on, even if I already discredited the possibility.
And Cyrus? He listened. Just listened. Not once did he judge or question what I felt or saw. And then, when I was all done, he held his hand out to me, and I took it. He pulled me to my feet.
“Why don’t you get your clothes on—what’s left of them, anyway, and I’ll go down and see what I can figure out. If he is here with Azar, he can’t be a threat. At least, I can’t believe he would be a threat. But also—I trust your feelings.” He brought his free hand up to his chin and rubbed it the way he did when he was thinking too hard. “If you sense something off about him, there is for sure something off. Maybe it’s something as simple as he’s another para. Honestly, that’s probably what it is, but you don’t have to come down now. I’ll handle this.”
“Thank you.” It was the only response I could muster as Cyrus went to do what I should’ve been brave enough to do myself.
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My gaze was fixed on the man in the belfry, so, when Azar cleared his throat, I reluctantly tore my focus from the bell tower. My host was standing not at the main door to what had once been a church but at a small side entrance.
“You hungry?”
I was. I hungered for food and to be close to the man from the tower. I followed Azar inside, walking through a rabbit warren of rooms until we reached the kitchen. The fabric of the old church had absorbed the scents of people who’d passed through its walls. But there was no need for me to sort through them, searching for the one. Every surface was laced with the aroma I’d caught a whiff of on Azar.
While living with my family, I’d wondered if I’d ever be at peace. Having escaped, I caught sight of what could be, but, surrounded by a fragrance that had my nerve ends tingling, I had an inkling of a happy ever after.
“Are you vegetarian? Do you have any food allergies?” The voice appeared to be coming from the end of a long tunnel. “Tamon?”
I snapped to attention as Azar waved a hand in front of me. “No. Can I help?” My parents had an army of household staff when they could have used magic to wash the dishes or mop the floor. But they liked seeing people clean up after us. Using magic was too easy. It amused them to watch the staff slogging away as they catered to my family’s whims.
“No. Relax. It’s easier if I do it.” He stuck his head in the fridge and asked, “Water, soda, or a beer?”
“Soda, please.” It was best I not drink alcohol. I wanted to be sober if he came into the room, though I had more tolerance for alcohol than humans. Footsteps echoed over the stone floor, and I sat up straight, my back rigid as I hardly dared breathe. But the man’s scent—another omega—announced him before he appeared in the doorway.
Azar had his back to the newcomer while he sliced onion, garlic, and ginger and didn’t turn around as the omega sniffed and folded his arms, his narrowed eyes aimed at me. “Pfft. A warlock. We haven’t had one of your kind around here since Azar’s mate died. What do you want?”
The omega had answered one question. Azar’s late mate had transferred a smidgen of magic to Azar when he claimed the omega. I’d read of that sometimes happening when the omega wasn’t a warlock or sorceress and the warlock was all-powerful, much more so than what the goddess had gifted me.
I half rose, my hand extended, but tension rippled off his body and, as he glowered at me, I sat my ass back on the chair. Like Azar, he possessed an air of someone who’d been on this Earth for decades but appeared much the same age as his friend.
“Stop it, Cyrus.” Azar didn’t turn round as he busied himself tossing ingredients in a pan and stirring them. “This is Tamon. His car broke down.”
“You are aware we’re phoenix shifters,” Cyrus huffed.
I’d never met a phoenix shifter. But, thinking back to my first sighting of the man in the bell tower, my vision of wings and fire made sense. “No, I wasn’t.”
“Oh, come on.” Cyrus had taken a dislike to me based on his tone. Perhaps he didn’t like strangers invading their home.
“Enough, Cyrus,” Azar chastened him as the ingredients in the pan sizzled.
“Surely he knows—” Cyrus began.
“Probably not,” Azar replied.
Not being able to follow their conversation, I concentrated on the man in the tower. “Is it just the two of you living here?”
“Why are you interested in our family?” Cyrus fell into a chair on the opposite side of the table.
Avoiding his wary gaze, I fiddled with a pepper grinder. “I saw someone in the belfry when I arrived.”
Azar interrupted me by placing bowls of fried noodles with chicken and vegetables on the table, and my grumbling belly took my mind off what I’d been saying.
“That’s Eggy.” Azar sat at the head of the table. “The tower is one of his favorite places.”
Eggy. It was a cute, kinda childish name for a grown man, though from what I’d seen, he was younger than Cyrus and Azar.
“Eggy,” I repeated.
“Egan to you.” Cyrus’ nostrils flared. “And your car seemed fine when you drove in. You can’t be much of a warlock if you can’t fix your own damned car.”
No way was I filling them in on why I couldn’t use my magic. I spooned noodles between my lips, and a multitude of flavors flooded my mouth. “Mmmm.” But one noodle dangled over my lips and onto my chin. Awkward. Remembering my parents glaring at me in a similar situation, I could slurp it up but that was ick. Spitting it out was gross. But Azar pushed the napkins at me and saved me any more embarrassment.
We ate in silence; the only sound the cutlery hitting the bowls. After finishing, I thanked Azar for the meal, and Cyrus snorted between mouthfuls, so I decided to meet Cyrus’ aggression head-on. “My car led me to town as if this was the place I needed to be.” I explained that once I arrived at the church, the tension vanished, and I was right where I belonged.
Cyrus and Azar shared a glance. “That can be explained by you putting a spell on the car,” Cyrus noted.
“No. I detected nothing.” Azar wiped his mouth with a napkin.
That line of conversation was headed nowhere, so I asked about Eggy again. Even though that name was reserved for family, I already thought of him as Eggy. He looked nothing like an egg but, being a bird shifter, a phoenix in particular, he must have come from an egg. Or did he?
Phoenix weren’t born like other shifters, and, unless they met an accidental death, they didn’t die in the way mortals did. They rejuvenated. But did they return as the same person in the same place? That I didn’t know. While Eggy appeared to be young, much more so than Cyrus and Azar, what if he went up in flames before I got to speak to him?
“Does Eggy…Egan not eat with you?”
Cyrus slammed his fist on the table. “What’s it to you where and when he eats?”
I had no answer because he was right. Azar placed a hand on Cyrus’ arm. “Eggy’s internal clock is different from most people’s. He eats and sleeps when he wants. Don’t worry. He won’t starve.”
While both the omegas were protective over Eggy, Cyrus was suspicious of my intentions. He had every right to be. A wandering warlock appeared in his home, with little explanation, and pestered him and Azar with questions about a younger family member. It was more than a little suspicious. But there was a detail that both omegas were keeping close to their chest. Something they thought I knew, but I didn’t.
“You’re probably tired after your trip.” Azar removed my plate and put it in the sink. Should I have done that? I wasn’t used to cleaning up after myself.
“Exactly where is your destination?” Cyrus asked, leaning back in his chair.
I wasn’t going to spill the details about escaping from my family. If I did, Cyrus might be on the phone informing on me. And besides, if I did tell them the truth, they could boot me out, thinking they’d be blamed for harboring me. No one wanted to get on the wrong side of my parents, though the Clan Ignatius wasn’t a household name outside of warlock circles. The company’s name, Lasting Creations, was what the family used in their business dealings.
“I never took a gap year.” The concept was popular with humans, but, when I’d mentioned it to my father, he told me that wasn’t an option. “So, this is my belated twelve months to explore the world.”
“Not much exploring to be done in your car if it plays up again.” Azar jerked his head toward the window and Cyrus snorted.
“Yeah. I don’t know much about cars.” That part was true. I drove them but I’d never peeked under the hood. “And I don’t have a surplus of cash.” That was sort of true. My finances were controlled by the family. I didn’t have any money of my own. I’d had to sell a fancy watch last month, and the guy gave me much less than what it was worth, which was how I ended up with a car full of rust that was as noisy as a plane taking off.
Cyrus harrumphed but Azar’s eyes were kinder. “I’ll make up a bed for you.”
“I don’t want to take anyone’s bed.” And, by anyone’s, I was referring to Eggy’s. “I can sleep on the sofa.”
“We have plenty of space,” Azar told me. I hadn’t been inside the main part of the church, but it seemed spacious. “Make Tamon tea, Cyrus, while I get his sleeping situation organized.”
Azar disappeared through the door, but his voice drifted into the kitchen, and I craned my neck hoping to hear what he was saying. “Your dinner’s on the stove, Eggy, but it’s cold.”
A muffled voice mumbled something, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying.
I jumped up. “Perhaps I should help Azar.”
But Cyrus slammed a mug on the table, tea spilling over the sides. “Sit your butt down and drink this.”
I did as I was told because I’d been doing it all my life, except for my one act of defiance in the past week. Cyrus leaned on the sink and studied me. “Know much about phoenix-shifter history?”
“Not a thing. Sorry.” I assumed he was going to give me details, but I was wrong.
“But your family must have filled your head with stories of warlock acts of bravery.” Cyrus paused. “And mating habits.” He said that almost as an afterthought.
That last part was a little weird. Why was he asking about who we mated? Sorceresses and other warlocks. “Of course.” I shrugged off his question because the only tales I’d heard were about how my family had screwed people out of what was rightfully theirs and wrung money from them they didn’t have. “But Azar was mated to a warlock. That’s a little unusual, right?”
He shrugged. “If you say so.” His gaze was no longer on me but behind me and, when I spun around, I caught sight of a leg encased in denim, but even that disappeared a second later. There was no need to ask who it was. The scent told me it was Eggy. Was he avoiding me? “I’d like to meet him.”
“Best you get some sleep and leave in the morning.” Cyrus removed my untouched tea and emptied it in the sink.
“Sorry if I’m inconveniencing you.” I got up, not knowing exactly where I was sleeping tonight.
“Mmmm.” Cyrus washed my cup. “You sure you never studied your family’s history?”
His words washed over me and resulted in a sharp pain in my chest, a result of him discovering who my family was. “Look, they’re everything you think they are.”
He tilted his head to the side. “What’d you say your family name was?”
I hadn’t. Technically we didn’t have family names, but the one on my driver’s license was “Smith.” “I’m a nobody who’ll be out of your life in the morning. And no, my family are not big on harking back to the past.” Except when it suited them.
Later that night, when both the omegas had retired to their rooms and I was sleeping on a foldaway bed in what was originally the middle of the church, I lay with my hands behind my head, unable to sleep, admiring the moonlight playing with the different colors in the stained glass window.
Eggy had drawn me to town. And yet, apart from the brief glimpse of him in the belfry, we hadn’t met. Azar and Cyrus acted like his guardians, and Cyrus in particular was overly protective of him. And he peppered me with questions about my kind’s history.
Everything that had happened since I arrived in town had pushed running away out of my head.
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Talking to a stranger who made me uncomfortable was one thing. Allowing him to stay in our home was quite another. I understood they had “no choice,” but also, I hated being cooped up in my room and coming out to get food at weird hours. It had been days already with no end in sight.
And uncomfortable wasn’t really the right term. It was more that I couldn’t control my beast around him, and that made me edgy as fuck and was 1000 percent why I avoided him. If he was impacting my bird from another room, I imagined my phoenix completely ablaze and burning down the living room if I went in there to introduce myself.
So, video games it was. And that would’ve been fine, with it being an easy way to get absorbed in a fantasy world and lose all of the stress that surrounded me, only it wasn’t. My phoenix wouldn’t allow it.
I wished I understood what had him so frazzled and on edge—what he wanted me to do. I thought it was him wanting me to leave but, as I went to pack a bag, the bastard took my skin and tore my backpack to shreds. It was one of my favorites, too, one designed for travel complete with a place for my shoes. Jerky bird.
It took me a half hour to wrestle him down enough to take my human form. Even if I wanted to leave and managed to get my human ass out the door, I couldn’t chance it. Not with him being so damn pushy.
Something had to give. I couldn’t stay this out of control of my phoenix, and being stuck in my room as great as it was—that shit was getting old, especially with today’s new edition to the our house guest is a pain in the ass list—heart palpitations. He just needed to go.
I didn’t care how attractive he was or whatever purpose Cyrus and Azar thought he had here, I needed him gone. Shit, he could get a sleeping bag and stay in one of the outbuildings for all I cared. But this was my home, and I wanted to not feel so out of control here. I deserved that.
I got off my beanbag chair and stretched out. I’d been sitting there far too long and, even at my young age, my back was not impressed. Neither was my belly. I needed to go get something to eat and deal with the overflowing laundry pile that had built up. It was time to phoenix up and leave my room. At least, it was late enough most people would have the common sense to be asleep already.
But Tamon wasn’t a person, was he? Not really. Cyrus had called him “of magic,” whatever that meant. Maybe I was allergic to Tamon’s magic, and that’s what all this lack of control was about. Once again, the solution was obvious. He had to leave.
“Behave.” I spoke firmly as if my tone mattered when it came to my phoenix lately. “I need to eat and wash some clothes since you ruined some of mine.” I’d have had to do it anyway, but I was still pissed at him for that. Not because of the clothing as much as the making me feel like I had control of no part of my life.
I grabbed my hamper and went out of my room, listening for voices before scurrying to the laundry. I was happy to hear none. Everyone sleeping was the best-case scenario.
Laundry in, I headed to the kitchen. I’d been living on sandwiches I could throw together and take with me back to my hidey-hole, and I needed more than that. Maybe there were some leftovers from dinner I could heat up. If not, I’d have to find a frozen meal because actual cooking took time, and I wanted to head back to my room or maybe up to the belfry, but definitely someplace alone.
“He lives.”
I froze in the doorway watching Azar at the stove with a pan of what I guessed was milk heating up.
“Cocoa?” I ignored his jab.
“It’s gonna be. Want some?”
While most people associated cocoa with winter, Azar drank it all year long, usually when it rained, and today it had rained a lot. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the outbuildings had some standing water in the morning. At least that would give me something to do that wasn’t hiding from our houseguest.
“Yeah, okay. That actually sounds pretty good.” Not food but tasty.
He smiled and grabbed the whisk as I went to find something in the fridge. As I opened the door, I was greeted with a plate of leftovers. They’d been doing this since I opted to hide in my room instead and I appreciated it, even if I stubbornly ate only sandwiches.
“That’s not yours. We saved that for Tamon. He wasn’t interested in dinner.”
I grunted and put it down, grabbing some bologna for yet another sandwich. “It looks like a good dinner.” Yeah, I was being salty about it.
“If you would just stop being childish and be nice to our houseguest, you might discover you like him.” He shook the whisk at me like it was his finger, and droplets of the milk spattered on my face.
“It’s not like that.” I reached around him for the bread box and discovered no bread. Tonight was working out brilliantly. Crackers and bologna it was.
I grabbed the box and a plate and sat down, unsure how much I wanted to share with Azar. Being in control of our beasts had always been something they pushed on me, even freshly hatched. Confessing to him I didn’t have that…it would not go over well.
But then again, hiding in my room or the belfry hadn’t really been going over well, either.
“So here’s the thing…” I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes. “I’m not okay around the stranger, not even from a distance. My phoenix is on edge, and it puts me on edge and then…I’m not as in control as I need to be.” I didn’t mention my heart palpitations. We weren’t human, and there was no medical concern there. That was 100 percent a response to my emotions related to this entire fiasco.
Azar didn’t say a word, pouring the milk and cocoa mixture into the mugs. He brought them over to the table and sat down. The silence grew, and I focused on my crackers and processed meat product. Azar was waiting until he was sure of his words; there was no need to push him.
I had eaten about half my crackers and meat when he spoke. “I think you need to give Tamon a chance. Your phoenix is acting that way because he senses you are uneasy about Tamon. And really, he might be around awhile. Do you want to spend that time hiding?”
No. of course I didn’t, but I also didn’t want to deal with uncontrolled shifts.
The washer binged from the other room, and I was happy for the interruption. It meant I had time to think of a response because, right now, I didn’t know what to say.
“I gotta switch the wash. Be right back.” I took another swig of cocoa and went to deal with the laundry.
When that was done, and I headed back, there were voices coming from the kitchen, and I stopped outside, wanting to make sure one of them didn’t belong to Tamon.
It didn’t. Cyrus and Azar were fighting. Not like an all-out fist fight. They weren’t like that. More like a squabble, and I hated to hear them like that. And today, I hated it even more because it was about me.
“We need to send him packing. Look what he’s doing to Eggy,” Cyrus said firmly. “We don’t even see him anymore, not unless I go up to that belfry with all the bats.”
Neither of them understood why I loved it up there, which was probably for the best. It meant I didn’t have to share, like it was my own quiet corner of the world. I loved it.
“Tamon is here for a reason. His car wouldn’t have done that if he wasn’t.” Something clanked on the table, probably his mug, from the sound of it. “He’s here for Eggy. I know it, and before you start talking about freaking spells and enchantments and I don’t even know what, remember that the car was just a normal human car. There was nothing about it that held any magic. Nothing. Other powers were at play.”
“His car probably just needs a steering alignment.” Even as Cyrus said the words, I could sense he didn’t believe them. There was something about the car.
I still believed it was magically done, but it wasn’t the car that held the magic. Did that mean it was Tamon? I didn’t have the answer to that, but what solution was there other than magic? Aliens? I found that highly unlikely.
“It is not an alignment issue, and you know it,” Azar snapped. “He’s just too young to realize what’s happening. Their life forces are calling to one another—synchronizing. Don’t pretend you don’t know this.”
What in the ever-loving world that made pickles were they talking about?
“You are only pushing because I have one year left before I begin again, and you have only a handful more than that. You are so worried he’ll have to look after us when we reincarnate that you’re seeing things that aren’t there.” Cyrus brought up the one thing I tried not to think about.
Both Cyrus and Azar were so much older than I was, and soon they would begin again in a new reincarnation. I hated to think about it. They were basically my dads, taking me in at the time I hatched. Sure, they weren’t my parents by blood, but when did blood ever make a family?
Humans never knew from one day to the next if it would be the last one they spent with a loved one. They could kiss their spouse goodbye, go to work, and have a heart attack at their desk or go to sleep not to wake up in the morning. It was so arbitrary, and in a way I was envious. With Cyrus and Azar, and even myself for that matter, we had a known expiration date. We knew exactly when our current life was going to end—unless we mated.
Sure, we didn’t die in the human sense. They would still be in my life, but as children—not babies, never babies. And they wouldn’t remember everything in this life. Not until bits and pieces came back as they grew older. So, I’d lose them both and not at the very same time. I wasn’t sure how I was going to emotionally handle that but, given it was only a year out, I soon would.
“I don’t want him alone having to deal with us. It’s not fair, especially if Tamon’s magic really is reaching out the way I believe it is.” Azar kept talking, but I walked away, not wanting to hear any more, instead going up to the belfry where I could think.
Azar was so sure Tamon and I were meant to connect, not repel. I trusted Azar with my life and, more than that, I respected his opinions. Maybe he was right, and I had to give Tamon a chance.
What was the worst thing that could happen? My phoenix bursts out and sets him ablaze? Fair enough, that was pretty horrific, but I didn’t sense that kind of hostility from my beast. No, his trepidation was at something else.
“I’m going to give him one week. One. And if I still feel the same after that, it’s back to my room I go.”
.
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Both Azar and I had used the excuse of my car needing a tune-up or maybe a new part as the reason for why I hadn’t moved on. Cyrus probably didn’t believe me, but it was a facade I hid behind when anyone in town questioned me.
I caught glimpses of Eggy from afar, mainly when I went for a wander around the property and studied him in the bell tower or when he stood outside a window and peered in. On catching sight of me, he took off.
Each afternoon, I’d meander around outside, poking my head into the old barn, inspecting the chicken coop and spending afternoons in the cemetery, listening to the residents chat to one another. They were excited I could hear every word they said and complained about their human families not coming to visit. Azar spoke to them, but he was often busy, and they got lonely.
Warlocks lived longer lives than humans, and my family, longer still, thanks to their dabbling in alchemy. And while most shifters had the lifespan of humans, phoenix shifters only regenerated after a hundred years. Since I’d met Azar, I’d taken to strolling into town for a coffee—and yikes, it was so bad—and researching phoenix on my phone while I walked.
Most of it was legend, half-truths, or just plain lies because it was written by humans, so other than sketches of what artists thought a phoenix would look like, I didn’t learn much. Azar had hinted he had books he’d been given long ago I might be interested in.
Cyrus avoided me as much as possible and seemed to view me with barely disguised hostility, except when I stumbled upon him as he was feeding the chickens. He told me their names and who hated whom, and which pair had to be separated or they fought, and who was the best layer. Other than that, he muttered, “Morning,” or “Night,” or “Wash your own dishes,” at me.
One night, when I couldn’t sleep, I stood with my face pressed against a church window and there was a faint glow in the sky. I rushed outside, and it was coming from the belfry. Eggy! Please tell me you’re not regenerating. I raced inside and to the bottom of the stairs that led to the tower, but footsteps were headed down toward me, and I slunk back to my bed. Unlikely a newly born phoenix shifter would be thundering over the paved stone stairs.
When I’d questioned Azar about the glow, he said phoenix had the ability to bring forth a small flame on the tips of their wings, more of a singe than a full-fledged burn. It was the phoenix’s version of cleansing themselves. But when they were angry or protecting themselves or their family, the flame was darker, richer.
That was on my mind as I lay in bed, eyes wide open, listening to the sparrows in the rafters. Shouldn’t they be asleep? But another sound had me lift my head and wait. A creak followed by another crept inside the building. It was coming from outside where Azar and Cyrus often sat in the early evening before dinner, enjoying a beer and talking in low voices.
But it was the middle of the night, and both men were in their rooms, so I padded over the floor and eased open the first set of doors leading to the vestibule. Don’t make a sound, I said in my head as I trod the cold stone floor. I tiptoed to the front door then placed an ear against the thick oak door. The regular squeaking suggested the noise was coming from the swing on the porch. But how could I sneak outside without whoever it was hearing me and taking off.
I paused, fingers clasped around the metal handle. Who was I kidding regarding the person out there. The scent alerted me. It was my personal security warning. Or the Eggy alert, as I thought of it. I had two choices: return to bed and pretend I’d never been here or go outside. If he ran, he ran. I had no control over that.
When I closed my eyes, his aroma tickled my nostrils and wrapped around me like a shawl. No way could I resist being close to him, but maybe I should introduce myself before he shifted or took off.
I cracked the door and held my breath as I squeezed through the gap. The swing’s squeaking paused and then resumed. With his back to me, Eggy was outlined in the moonlight, and I took note of the tank top he was wearing and his bare arms.
As I stood, uncertain whether to move forward or back, to speak or stay silent, a gust of wind swept over the church, almost overwhelming me as it carried Eggy’s scent and flung it at me. My jaw dropped at its strength, and I staggered to the swing and collapsed on it.
The swing moved awkwardly with someone sitting at either end but only one person pushing it forward.
Eggy, who was cooling himself with an old-fashioned straw fan, planted his feet on the stones and stopped the swing’s movement. “It’s too hot in there.”
It was the first time I’d heard his voice clearly, and it reminded me of bells tinkling, maybe as a result of spending so much time in the belfry. It was kind of ironic him talking about heat when he was a phoenix shifter.
“I’m Tamon.”
“Mmmm. I’ve seen you around. Both Cyrus and Azar mentioned you.”
I couldn’t imagine Cyrus had anything good to say. Probably told him to steer clear. “It’s nice here on the porch.” I’d been consumed with thoughts of Eggy from the moment I arrived, and that was the best I could come up with? I gave myself a mental slap on the back of the head.
“Mmmm. The correct word for this area is a parvise.”
“Never heard that word before.”
“When you live in an old church, you learn a lot of words other people need to check in a dictionary.”
I nodded and grinned, though he wasn’t looking at me. “You’ve lived here your entire life?”
“I was born here. In the barn. Never lived anywhere else.”
While I’d been staying with the phoenix shifters, there’d been no indication Azar and Cyrus were short of cash. Sure, their home was old, but it was old quirky, not old falling down around their ears. They had a nice car and ate well, yet neither of the older omegas worked that I could tell, though Azar often checked his phone and sat at his desk scribbling notes. I supposed, as they were reborn over and over, they retained knowledge and valuables from their past life and were savvy investors.
“Other than going to town, I rarely leave, especially as I work from my room.”
That sent my mind spinning, wondering what he did. There were so many different lines of work a person could do from their living room—or bedroom—and some of them involved taking off one’s clothes.
“And what do you do?” I ventured.
“I buy and sell stocks. I’m quite good at it.” He fanned himself once more. “Not that we really need the money, but it keeps my mind engaged and gives me something to do, other than playing my old Game Boy. I’m sort of into retro games.”
“Have you ever thought about leaving?”
“Never.” There was steel in his voice but, when he continued, it wavered. “I worry Azar and Cyrus might make me.”
“What?” From how they spoke of him, the pair adored Eggy. I couldn’t imagine them booting him out. Or was this a phoenix tradition, kicking the young out of the nest? Eggy was a man, but he must have at least seventy-five years of his current life ahead of him. “How could they?”
“It’s not what you think.” He described how their life cycles were coming to an end and they were worried about him, that he’d look after them when they were reborn. “They want me to explore the world. When they regenerate, I’ll return.”
Phoenix’ lives were more complicated than I imagined.
“I love my home and this town. Azar and Cyrus have been the best guardians, and I adore them.”
“I’m growing to like it, too.” My fast-paced lifestyle as the elder son and heir to the Clan Ignatius was a distant memory, and I’d grown to enjoy my daily walk into town. I knew people by name, and they always asked about Azar, Cyrus, and Egan, as they called him. Even without Eggy, I could see myself settling here, though I’d have to get a job. I couldn’t conjure up money because I may as well put a flaming beacon on my head with a sign for my family saying, I’m here. Come and get me.
From what I’d seen, there wasn’t much in the way of employment around here. But, if I got creative, I could come up with something, maybe start an online business.
“You’re thinking of staying?” he asked, eyes fixed on me. The moonlight didn’t reveal if they were as brown as I’d imagined.
“Is that a problem?”
“Not for me.” The word “me” hung in the air. “As long as you don’t mind Cyrus glowering at you.” He snorted and covered his mouth but laugher bubbled out of him. I joined in, and we chortled. Our first shared experience, though an annoyed Cyrus wasn’t something to laugh at.
When we recovered, I said, “You’re very lucky he and Azar love you so much. Not everyone is as fortunate.”
His head snapped to the side and he studied me. His mouth opened as if he was about to say something and then decided against speaking up when he closed it. He stared straight ahead before finally saying, “You’re right, and I’m so grateful.”
We sat quietly, pushing the swing forward and back. My family always filled a silence with words, so it was comforting to sit beside Eggy and not feel the need to talk. When I did speak, it was to ask him about his future. “Have you thought about what will happen when Azar and Cyrus rejuvenate?”
“They won’t do it at the same time.” He went on to say Cyrus was first in about twelve months and Azar would follow four years later.
“Tell me if this is a rude question, but did Cyrus ever mate?”
He shook his head. “No, he never met a w…” He gulped before continuing. “I mean, anyone. But Azar did.”
“Yes, a warlock. That’s interesting.”
“Why?” His wide eyes reflected the moonlight.
He’d put me on the spot, and I had to come up with an answer. “Well, in my world there wouldn’t be many opportunities for a warlock and a phoenix shifter to meet.”
“You’re here, aren’t you?”
He wasn’t letting me get away with anything. “Yes, but I was—” While I’d hinted to Azar when we met that I’d turned my back on my past, I’d never given any details. As well as valuing my own safety, I had to think of Eggy and his family. “I was on a journey and out of my comfort zone, and the car played a part.”
Another silence followed until I asked, “I hope you don’t mind, but when I think of you, the name that pops into my head isn’t Egan but Eggy.”
He grinned and glanced down at his lap. “That’s cute. Only Azar and Cyrus call me that.”
“Did Azar ever have children?”
“Nope.” He popped that P hard. “Just me.”
It took all my strength not to take him in my arms and brush my lips over his hair while inhaling his scent. “I have another confession.”
“Was there a first?” he asked.
“Eggy, remember?”
“Oh, right. Go on.”
“I do want to stay. And yes, I like the town and its people, I like Azar and even Cyrus, though he only tolerates me.” I could have stopped there and said good night or gone off on a tangent. “But the reason I was drawn to the place and don’t want to leave is because of you, Eggy.”
He leaned forward and studied something on the floor. “I’m glad.”
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I wasn’t sure exactly what I had expected when Tamon came out, but it wasn’t a pleasant conversation on the porch with conversation that flowed freely. And my phoenix, while he wasn’t quite his normal pre-Tamon self, was pretty chill, better than he had been since our guest arrived. And the best part was the cool evening air bringing the warlock’s scent to me. He was a mix of the wildflower patch we had out back and cardamom, my favorite spice.
When he told me he didn’t want to leave here, a sense of peace I’d never experienced filled me. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t need to. All I knew was that it made me happy, and I let him know. I hadn’t meant to, not in a thought-out real way, but out it came.
I tried to piece together some of the conversation I overheard with Cyrus and Azar, but I kept getting distracted by his scent, the warmth of his body next to mine, the cadence of his voice. There was nothing not distracting about this man. And to think I’d been hiding from him when what I needed to be doing was running to his side.
Or maybe not running to his side so much as sitting beside him on the porch.
“Do you game at all?” I wanted to know more about him, and out that came, only highlighting my youth. I couldn’t tell how old Tamon was, but warlocks aged differently from what I understood, so he could be a 105 for all I knew. But he definitely wasn’t my age; there was wisdom behind those eyes.
Those bedroom eyes.
Those bedroom eyes that would rake me up and down as I took my clothes off for him in a little striptease.
I shook my head, needing to not be going down that track. He was our houseguest, and sitting here getting a boner while I imagined getting ready to have him pound into me wasn’t the politest way to spend a first meeting. Not even close.
“No.” He chuckled. “I don’t game. But maybe I remember some of what you play from my youth? How retro do you go?”
Tamon rotated his body so he was looking at me and I did the same.
“I have quite a few different systems, but my favorite is the original Game Boy. I don’t know what it is about it. The game graphics are bad, the screen is tiny, and it runs on actual batteries from a package. But still, there’s something about it.”
Tamon watched me as if everything I was saying was somehow of vast importance.
“I get that. It was revolutionary in its time, and that makes it special.” He managed to put into words what I hadn’t even realized I felt.
“Yeah. That’s it.”
“Maybe you can show me sometime?”
I found myself leaning in, his words of acceptance over what many thought of as my silly hobby, the thing that pushed me from wanting him, to doing something about it.
I’d never been this brazen before. Partly because I could never start anything serious with a human. That would never end well, no matter how attractive they might be. They would most likely age and die, and I would be left behind and miserable. Sure, there were some cute guys, and I even kissed a few back when they kissed me, but none of them were worth the effort to flirt or initiate anything physical.
With Tamon, it felt like there was. I started to close my eyes, wondering if our first kiss would have a spark. Not the normal kind of spark one would have with someone they were attracted to. I was sure that would be there. No, I was wondering about a spark that would sizzle and possibly flame. Maybe even call forth my fire. With him a warlock and me a phoenix, something magical had to happen, right?
Not that I was going to find out anytime soon, thanks to the door opening beside us and startling me, not enough to move, but my eyes popped open to see Tamon’s mouth was only a couple of inches from my own. My tongue darted out, moistening my lips, just as my back became wet.
“What?” I snapped up out of my seat, thinking there was a leak or something.
But no, it wasn’t a leak. It was Azar with his freaking plant mister. He came out here and decided to spray us down like we were naughty cats he was trying to train. It was shitty to do it to felines and just as shitty to do it to Tamon and me.
“I’m not a cat, Azz-hole.” I was livid. Beyond livid. I always called Azar that when I was angry. Azz-hole.
“Might as well be.” He sprayed me again. “Bad Egan.”
He turned his sprayer to Tamon. “Bad warlock!”
Somehow, Tamon managed to sit there and just watch things play out. I was not so calm about the entire fiasco.
“What are you doing? We’re adults.” I wasn’t going to pretend we weren’t about to kiss. Why should I? It wasn’t like we were thirteen-year-olds with a bottle of beer we stole from the fridge, drinking, kissing, and being all around reckless with a pack of stolen cigarettes on the seat beside us for our next adventure in irresponsibility.
“You need to get to know each other before you do whatever it was that you were doing.” He sprayed me with each word.
“Thanks, Azz-hole.” I tore my soaking-wet shirt off and threw it at him. “You can wash this now. I don’t need it mildewing up my hamper.” Was I being a brat? Absolutely. But I was pissed. It had been a long time since I’d been kissed and an even longer time since I’d wanted to be kissed. And what did he do? Treated me like a feral cat.
I stomped into the house before he could respond. I didn’t want to fight with him anymore. Even if he decided I was in the right and he was in the wrong, what good would it do? The mood was already broken, Tamon got the message to stay away from me loud and clear, and we’d both been left uncomfortably wet, thanks to the damn water bottle.
One step into the house, and my phoenix flipped out. He was pissed. Not at Azar, at least not in the way I was. He wasn’t a fan of us being scolded. No, he was pissed at me for leaving the porch, leaving Tamon, and he was making it known.
Go back, he demanded.
No. Tonight is done.
And then my pesky bird decided to show me images of being curled up in Tamon’s bed…naked. There was nothing subtle about what my beast wanted. Nothing. And the worst part was that I wanted it, too.
And had things not already gone bust, I’d probably have been begging Tamon to make that a reality, to take me to his bed and slide into me. But things had gone to shit, and the only thing to do about it was retreat back into my hidey-hole and figure things out later when I wasn’t wearing damp jeans, a shitty attitude, and sporting a rock-hard dick.
It wasn’t like Azar was going to give us a chance to be alone again. At least, not tonight. I felt like I was from the days of Azar’s youth when chaperones were a thing, not in modern day when omegas were capable of making decisions for what they wanted, when, and with whom. What did he want me to do? Start wearing a chastity belt?
Was Tamon into that? Because if he was… Whoa, I needed to get my mind focused on something, anything other than the warlock. We’d had exactly one conversation and one near kiss, and I was jumping to thoughts of what kinds of kink he might or might not want. This was getting out of control.
I reached my room and went right in, locking the door behind me. I didn’t want to deal with anyone tonight. Especially my phoenix, but him I couldn’t lock out. The jerk was nipping at me, pacing and pushing to get out and fly to Tamon. Not gonna happen.
“It’s been decided, so cut it out,” I seethed.
Go. Room. Sleep.
“I said it has been decided. Just stop.” I plopped on my beanbag and buried my head in my hands. This was too much, way too much.
I’d braved going out and facing Tamon, despite the way he had my beast on edge, and look what it got me…sexually frustrated, fighting with my phoenix, and pissed at Azar. I should’ve just stayed in my room and played a game or looked at some new stocks I might want to add to my portfolio. That was what I got for breaking out of my shell. I chuckled to myself at the phoenix joke. Breaking out of my shell.
Pushing myself up, I shucked my jeans, the dampness of them starting to get itchy. I had half a mind to go back out there and throw them at Azar, too. Let him deal with the laundry, but that would mean possibly seeing Tamon again, and the longer I was away from him, the more embarrassed I got about my behavior.
I threw a temper tantrum. A full-on temper tantrum. Was Azar in the wrong? Absolutely. But throwing my clothing at him and stomping off without so much as saying goodbye to my warlock was childish and wrong.
Wait. No. Not my warlock. The warlock. I was officially thinking with my dick. My hard-as-a-rock needy dick at that. Even after my grand exit and everything that happened since Azar sprayed us for the first time, I still had a raging hard-on.
Screw that.
And because I apparently didn’t learn lessons, I stomped into the bathroom with all the maturity I used on the porch only minutes earlier.
I turned the shower on, using only the hot water. I wanted the heat. It would sate my bird a bit. And he could use it, his tail feathers still in a bunch.
Being an omega phoenix, I had always understood that I had a “role” to play. I was meant to find a warlock, settle down, and have a clutch.
But now that I met a warlock, that was the last thing on my mind. I wanted to strip him naked or have him strip me naked, or maybe we were in a hurry and both got naked. It didn’t matter. What did matter was that we were gloriously without clothing.
Tamon would kiss me until I could no longer stand without the support of his strong arms then he would carry me off to bed—no, my beanbag—and he would push me chest down onto it so that my ass was facing him, all slick and ready. He’d tap my inner thighs to encourage me to open them and then settle in behind me, spreading my cheeks, teasing my slick hole with his tongue until I was squirming beneath him, pleading for more, begging for him to get inside me already.
He wouldn’t, of course, instead slowly torturing me with his tongue until he eventually breached my entrance with it and he fucked me using only his tongue.
I climbed under the steamy water and filled my hand with body wash, bringing it to my cock and wrapping it around. Angling myself so the water wouldn’t wash the soap away too quickly, I slowly pumped, jerking myself to the images in my imagination, the fantasy morphing to so much more with each glide of my hand. He went from licking me to sucking me to almost about to slam his cock into me. I came harder than I ever had before, his name on my lips as my cum was washed down the drain.
It was official. Tamon was trouble. And, for the first time in my life, I wanted trouble.
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“Sorry,” Azar muttered before he headed inside. “But it had to be done. Eggy isn’t a phoenix-about-town who beds every alpha he meets. Yes, he’s an adult, but…”
“It’s okay. I get it.” I followed him, dripping water with every step.
If I were in Azar’s position, having raised Eggy with Cyrus and then observed a warlock swoop in and try and—well, not claim him, but that was where this was headed—I might squirt said warlock with water, too.
“Go back to bed, Tamon. We’ll talk more in the morning.”
“Will you have the spray with you?” There was sass in that question but not too much, or I might get booted out.
“Depends.” The corners of his mouth lifted in a grin. “Keep your hands to yourself and get to know Eggy.”
My hands had been behaving themselves. It was my lips, which, in Azar’s eyes, were naughty, or maybe wicked was a better word for a warlock. Humans had plenty of rubbishy fairy tales that portrayed sorceresses and warlocks as bad and beyond redemption. But my kind of wicked was lusting over a phoenix shifter whose eye color I still couldn’t determine and imagining his hair brushing over my face in a gentle breeze.
“Night.” I settled into bed after changing my pj’s, and, instead of staying awake and staring at the rafters, I must have fallen into a dreamless sleep immediately because I opened my eyes what seemed like seconds later, and it was morning.
There was a banging and clanging coming from the kitchen, a sign Cyrus was awake. He did that before breakfast every day, and I hoped it wasn’t because of me. Maybe he wasn’t a morning person.
The loud noise stopped, followed by the low murmuring of voices. Azar. He was much quieter than his fellow omega. Gods, if he was letting on that I’d tried to kiss Eggy, Cyrus would be out here with a pan, ready to whack me. I tensed, figuring I could run faster than him, but he didn’t appear.
After brushing my teeth, I got in the shower. Closing my eyes, I imagined Eggy pulling aside the shower curtain and licking his lips while eying my cock. “Yes,” I whimpered as my hand slipped to my shaft. In my mind, Eggy stripped ever so slowly, and I pictured myself leaning against the wall for support as he pulled out his dick.
Despite his slenderness, dream-Eggy’s length was impressive. I gaped as he got into the shower and draped an arm over my neck then took my free hand and wrapped it around his cock.
“I’m wet and slippery,” Eggy whispered.
“Makes sense. You’re in the shower,” I teased.
He slapped my shoulder and giggled. “My hole, silly. I’m waiting for you to put your cock in me.”
“Now?” I twisted him around to face the wall, and he put both hands on the tiles.
“Yes,” he whimpered.
But instead of fucking him in my imagination, a stream of cold water replaced the warmth flowing over my naked body.
“Sorry!” Cyrus must have been right outside the bathroom. “Didn’t know anyone was in the shower.”
I could practically hear him sniggering as I rinsed the soap off while yelping at the water temperature. Once dressed, I stuck my head around the kitchen door. Azar caught my eye and grinned. “You’re safe. He’s feeding the chickens.”
“Did you say anything about last night?”
He handed me a coffee. “Not in so many words.”
Sitting opposite him, enjoying the caffeine surging through my veins, I stared out the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of Eggy but, for all I knew, he might be still asleep. But I couldn’t stay here indefinitely, sneaking moments alone with him in the middle of the night.
“Azar, will you allow me to take Eggy on a date? Sorry, Egan.” Dating was a very human thing to do, but when warlock families arranged for a pair to be mated, they allowed the couple to get to know one another first. Sort of. In the case of my parents, they were fine with dating as long as I was aware the outcome was mating. And that was how I ended up here.
Azar put his mug down and sighed. That didn’t give me confidence he’d agree. “Eggy doesn’t have much life experience beyond home, his computer, and the town.”
“I’m not planning on taking him to the ends of the earth.”
He put his elbows on the table and leaned on them. “But you could.”
Oh, he was worried I’d cast a spell on Eggy or take him far away. Gulping another mouthful of coffee, I swallowed and said, “I’m not using magic right now.”
“I guessed, or you would never have stopped in town. Heck, you needn’t have bothered with a car, just transported yourself to your destination.”
“You were mated to a warlock.”
He nodded.
“So you understand that when a warlock performs magic, his location can be traced.”
“Ah.” He got up and put the mug in the sink. “The comment you made the day we met about leaving your past behind makes more sense.”
I explained about my family, leaving out details about their business, but talked about my arranged mating. I was torn about not revealing my family’s identity. If Azar was made aware I was part of a major crime family, he might toss me out. I pictured Cyrus’ face and him running after me with a frying pan was one step closer to reality.
“Do you have any idea about the relationship between warlocks and phoenix shifters?” he asked as he made toast and I put peanut butter and jam on the table.
“Is there one?” I dipped a spoon in the peanut butter and licked it.
Azar shot me a glance. “No double-dipping.”
“Yes, sir.” I saluted.
“Phoenix only mate with warlocks.”
The spoon fell from my grasp onto the stone floor. “What?” How had I never heard this? Collapsing into a chair, I took a bite of toast without bothering to put anything on it. Not that it mattered because I couldn’t taste it.
Azar took the piece of toast with a bite taken out and smothered it with peanut butter and jam before handing it back to me. I pictured him doing the same for Eggy when he was younger.
“But not any warlock. Only the strongest were able to mate with a phoenix shifter.”
While my clan was powerful in the human sphere and among warlocks, and I was noted as being a powerful warlock, I’d never given it much thought. “Are you saying—?”
“No. I’m just pointing out the way of things.”
I changed the subject to Azar himself. “I sensed an aura of magic around you.” And I’d assumed it came from a warlock.
“That’s what happens when a phoenix mates with a warlock. My skills aren’t impressive.”
“And do phoenix pass along any of their skills to their warlock mates?”
“If you’re thinking of regeneration and also what we call flaming, no. But, once mated, a warlock’s and phoenix shifter’s essences entwine, and that is magic all on its own. When mated, they create their own brand of magic.”
“My family never spoke of this.” Though unlike phoenix, who I’d just learned had to mate with a warlock, my kind had many choices. Some had chosen humans as their mates, but they were cast out of their clans because humans were not accepted into our inner circles. I’d once argued that rule was unfair but was shut down by my elders. Humans were playthings to them.
“Why would they? It used to be known in warlock circles; it gave the clans a sense of pride if they were powerful enough to mate a phoenix. But with so few phoenix shifters, warlocks turned their gaze inward.”
He’d given me a lot to think about by divulging the information about phoenix and warlocks, but it didn’t stop me wanting to get away from the church for a day or an afternoon with Eggy. “The next largish town is an hour from here. There’s a mall, so we can eat and maybe go to the movies. Basically just get to know one another.”
“Does getting to know one another include you being handsy?” Cyrus had entered the kitchen without me noticing.
“Cyrus.” Azar’s affection for the other omega was obvious, but there was steel in his tone. “Remember what you agreed.”
Cyrus harrumphed and poured himself a coffee. “I said I’d try.” He glared at me. “And I am.”
“I’m sorry you don’t trust me, Cyrus, but I would never do anything to harm Eg… Egan.” Calling him Eggy might inflame the situation. And inflame was a loaded word to phoenix.
“Eggy is gorgeous, both inside and out. I see the way the alphas eye him up and down when we’re in town. They want a piece of his ass.”
Okay. There it was. Cyrus was basically accusing me of wanting to fuck and run. I recalled Eggy saying Cyrus had never mated and was due to regenerate in a year. Ninety-nine years was a long time to exist without mating. Was he bitter he’d never found the warlock who was the one? Or had he been led to believe he was going to be mated, only to discover the warlock had wanted sex then disappeared? Whatever had happened, it was coloring how he viewed me and my connection with Eggy.
“You need to get to know one another before anything else happens.” Azar’s steady voice lowered the tension in the room. Cyrus took his coffee and toast and left. He kinda sucked the life out of the room, and I breathed easier once he was gone. I had to remember that Eggy loved him so, despite his prickly personality, he’d done a great job at parenting.
Azar was talking about sex. Or perhaps just a hand job or even sticking my tongue down Eggy’s throat. Perhaps his long life had taught him to be cautious.
“That’s what I was hoping to do,” I told him.
“It’s up to him. I can’t force him to go on a date.”
“And I wouldn’t expect or want that.” I washed my dishes, wishing I had enough money to buy the family a dishwasher. Not that they were short on cash. Having lived so long, maybe they enjoyed some things staying the same and washing dishes was one of those activities.
Azar got on with his day while I made another coffee and sat in the cemetery. Everyone was curious about my almost-kiss last night.
“You saw that, huh?”
“We see everything,” they said.
I’d remember that if Eggy and I ever put our hands on one another outside. But the ghosts all-seeing eyes got me thinking. “Tell me about Azar’s warlock.”
Everyone fought to give me details.
“He was tall, broad-shouldered, and loved Azar.”
“They adored one another.”
“He appears on the full moon to check on Azar.”
“But there was a sadness about them, too.”
“They never had fledglings.”
“If Iwyn hadn’t died, Azar wouldn’t have needed to regenerate.”
“What? Wait go back.” I was processing what they’d said. “If a phoenix mates with a warlock, he doesn’t regenerate?” That had implications for me and Eggy. Shit. I hadn’t thought about the end of our life together, only the beginning.
“Yes,” they chorused.
“Forever? How long does a phoenix mated to a warlock live?”
But the ghosts had grown bored or tired and faded away. Talking to me used up what little energy they had, and they needed constant naps, but I thought I heard one faint voice mumble that the phoenix continued in the same cycle until his mate died. Once the warlock had been farewelled, the phoenix shifter would regenerate and begin a new cycle. Another voice whispered that Azar was the exception to this rule.
I wandered inside, my mind full of new information. But I was no closer to taking Eggy on a date. I had to find him. Was it a little weird that we’d talked once and I was asking him out? Nah, not really. Humans met at a party, chatted, and went on a date. Or they didn’t meet but rather matched up on an app.
I was certain Eggy was in one of two places: his room, which was squeezed between Azar’s room and Cyrus’, or the belfry. As it was early morning, he was probably in his room. But as I stood in front of his door, fist raised ready to knock, the door was flung open.
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I was half afraid Azar had scared Tamon away last night. For all I knew, he lit into the warlock as soon as I went inside. Had I been thinking clearly and responsibly, I wouldn’t have torn out of there in anger. But that wasn’t what had happened, and now I was dealing with all the what-ifs, and they were driving me to distraction.
I decided that a trip to the belfry was in order. At least up there, I could be alone and just be me. I never really understood why that place called me so, but it did. Something about it made me feel at home.
I swung my bedroom door open and found myself face-to-face with Tamon. Not only was he standing there looking absolutely delicious, but his hand was poised to knock and, for a split second, I thought he might knock on my chest. Or maybe I wanted him to so he would touch me. It was that.
I shook my head to get rid of the image of Tamon caressing my chest.
“Sorry. I’ll go.” Tamon’s head dropped, and he started to turn away.
Instinctively, I put my hand on his shoulder to stop him. “I wasn’t shaking my head no. Sorry. It was…it was nothing, but for sure not that.”
I was winning no communication awards anytime soon.
“Oh. Are you sure?” He faced me once more. “Because I didn’t come here to make you feel uncomfortable.”
“Why did you come?” It was probably that Azar or Cyrus needed me, but one could hope it was to get that kiss, couldn’t they?
“I wanted to ask if you wanted to go to the mall in Oakdale.” Tamon blushed slightly. Was he embarrassed? Nervous? Just hot? I mean, yeah, he was that, but temperature hot?
“Like a date?”
He nodded.
“A proper date?”
Another nod.
“When do you want to leave? I just need to get some better clothes on, so I won’t need too much leeway.” Way to sound overly interested.
Interested wasn’t really the right word, either. More…curious. Why a date—a day date, and why the mall of all places.
He agreed to meet me outside in ten minutes, and I raced to get on my best clothes that didn’t look like I was putting on my best clothes. It was a fine line. Too nice, and there was added pressure to the day. Not nice enough, and he might not notice how firm my ass was. And yes, I saw how much I jumped ahead to that logic, but it wasn’t my fault he made things in me stir that shouldn’t.
“You cannot think we’re taking your car.” Did it even work?
“It will be fine.” He opened the door for me and, for some reason, I climbed in and took my seat.
It scented of him, and I inhaled deeply over and over again, wanting to bathe in his scent.
“Do I want to know?” Tamon slid into his seat. I hadn’t even realized he’d opened the door.
“Probably not,” I agreed. He put the key in the ignition and, sure enough, it started, just like that. “Guessing I don’t want to know about the car.”
“Probably not.” He chuckled and headed out of the driveway.
The mall was a solid hour from town, and it surprised me how easily our conversation flowed. Maybe it was because we were both facing forward, like I used to think people did in the confession booths Cyrus said had once been in our home. I wasn’t sad they had those demolished before I arrived.
But whatever the reason was, I enjoyed it. Enjoyed it enough that there was a sadness in pulling into our destination. I wanted to just sit there, enveloped by his scent and talking about nothing important that somehow became everything important. Instead, I was going to walk around a stupid mall.
“We’re here.” He turned off the car and sounded far more excited about reaching our destination than I was.
“We are.” I unbuckled and opened the door. “I don’t know how big the malls are where you’re from or in the movies you’ve seen, but this is not that.”
“Noted.”
I climbed out and met Tamon at the front of the car. I wanted to reach for his hand, to hold onto it as we walked through the parking lot and into the mall. I almost did a couple of times, too, but chickened out, instead shoving them into my pockets.
As impressed as I remembered being at this mall last time I was here, it was worse. A bunch of the storefronts were vacant, and some of the nicer ones had been replaced with low-end establishments, including a payday-loan place. I tried not to show my disappointment. He’d driven us all the way here and deserved for me to at least try and have fun.
“The mall is designed like a plus sign. It’s easy to make sure you see everything,” I explained. “Anything particular you’re looking for?”
“No. I was told this was a good place to bring you.” And now I understood why we were at the mall of all places.
“That’s because they have a very antiquated arcade.” Which I adored, but the people it was there to attract thought it was far too dated to be worth their time.
“Would you like to play?” The sincerity in his voice had me almost taking him up on it, and I would, but we should at least pretend to see the mall first. Once I got into the arcade, I wasn’t leaving anytime soon.
“Yes, but maybe can we walk around first?”
“Okay.” And then he offered me his arm—like in the old-time movies—and I took it, feeling on top of the world.
There really wasn’t much to look at as we walked and talked, but I supposed it had never really been about that. It was about us spending time together.
“This is new.” I pointed to a store where people could trade in video games or buy used ones. “Mind if I run in real quick?”
“Yes. I mind.”
I froze in my steps.
“Because I want to come with you.” And just like that, everything was right again.
To my surprise, they had a ton of really cool vintage games and systems. Tamon and I spent over an hour digging through everything and ended up leaving with a ton of new games, a few on my list of dream games.
“Thank you. This is—I’m pretty excited about these.”
He held his hand out for the bag, and I passed it to him. “Did you want to go home right away and play them?” he asked.
“Or we could go to the arcade first?” I wasn’t ready to be around our uninvited chaperones who would inevitably be there at home.
I showed Tamon all around the arcade, and we played pinball, the original Ms. Pac-Man, and a few other oldies but goodies. Then came time for Skee-Ball.
“We have to play.” I loved Skee-Ball. I wasn’t good at it, but it was fun, and getting tickets always made you feel on top of the world, even if you only got two just for playing.
We each picked out a lucky lane and stood there posed to play.
“Terms?” I asked.
“Highest total wins?” he offered.
“I meant for the winner. Pick your prize.”
“Ice cream?”
“Wrong. It’s a kiss. If I win, you kiss me like you were going to.” I didn’t need to clarify when. We both remembered, and I’d caught him more than once looking at my lips longingly. He wanted this as much as I did, and that was a lot. “And, if you win, I kiss you.” There was no point not rigging the prizes, so I came out victorious either way.
“Deal.”
We played, and Tamon won, not by much. But he won.
“Congratulations. You are the grand prize winner of the day. You may claim your prize in the belfry after dinner.” I winked at him. I didn’t want our first kiss to be in the arcade or the mall. I wanted it to be someplace I felt completely comfortable so I could experience it the best way possible.
He took out his car keys and shook them. “Oh, look. It’s time to go home and have dinner.”
We did get home just in time for dinner, much to Azar’s surprise. He’d set the table for two thinking we’d still be out. Azar whistled as he added the place settings, a smile upon his face. “Tell me all about your time at the mall.”
And so I did, leaving off the betting part of the Skee-Ball.
“Sounds like your perfect day.” He patted my cheek like he used to when I was a kid.
“Yeah.” I met Tamon’s eyes. “It was.”
We ate, Cyrus not very talkative, but he wasn’t a huge fan of Tamon, so it would make sense he didn’t want to engage in small talk with him. He was polite, though, and I gave him bonus points for effort.
When I finished, I pushed back from the table and carried my dishes to the sink. “I’m going to head back to my room to put my new games away.” And get ready to meet Tamon in the belfry for that kiss.
To my surprise, Azar followed me inside, closing the door behind him.
“Want to see my new treasures?” I knew that wasn’t why he was there, but it felt like the thing to ask.
“We should talk and, before you get defensive, I don’t automatically assume Tamon is a bad idea.”
“But…” Because there was no way the next sentence out of his mouth wasn’t a but.
“But warlocks have a reputation for being smooth talkers and have a tendency to play the field. I don’t want you to jump in too deep before you know for sure he’s not like that is all.”
“So you want me not to see him, is that it? Cyrus wants this, too?” Cyrus had had all day to hear Azar’s logic on the matter at hand and be persuaded to his side.
“No. More like, don’t get bonded unless you’re sure because it can’t be undone.”
“Did you just tell me abstinence is best?” My jaw dropped. I did not want to have the sex talk with Azar…ever…about anyone.
“Gods no.” He shook his head, his nose wrinkled. “I meant, if you share each other’s essence, then the bond is forged. I believe Tamon to be worthy, I just need you to more than believe it—I need you to know it before you jump in.”
“Thank you for trusting me and for talking to me instead of spraying me like a naughty kitten.” I gave him a hug. “Did you really not want to see my new games?”
“I absolutely do.” He sat on my bed and I unpacked my treasures one by one. There really were some good ones in this haul.
But the entire time I was sharing my bounty, my mind was elsewhere. Azar had given me a lot to think about. I wasn’t exactly sure how someone shared magic. Heck, I wasn’t even sure what my magic would grow into being. Sure, I had the fire and “luck,” but I was young, and no one knew what stirred inside me, ready to emerge. It wasn’t anything I’d ever done. I could figure out how to share what I had control of intentionally, but, given the warning, I had a feeling this kind of sharing might just happen. And, if that was the case, I truly needed to be on guard so I could thwart it if I felt any magic stirring unexpectedly.
There was so much to think about, really important things at that. But my mind kept wandering back to the same thing. I was going up to the belfry tonight where I would meet up with the sexy warlock so he could claim his prize.
Silly alpha thought he was the winner.
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I snuck in for another shower after making sure Cyrus was in the cemetery. As well as cutting the grass, he put flowers in front of every headstone, whether they were upright or had toppled over, even if the inscription had faded. It was very sweet, and I experienced a pang of guilt at being annoyed with his reaction to my attraction to Eggy.
He was a phoenix shifter who’d never found his mate, and that must have hurt, if for no other reason than he could not stop regenerating. Though, when I thought about it, that wasn’t a reason to bond with a warlock, especially when I considered some of my warlock relatives. Ewww. Better to stay single and wait for the next cycle, Cyrus.
Making sure to wash the dust from our long drive away, plus the sweat, I soaped my body while thinking of Eggy and his prize. Gods, was he going to be naked when I reached him? I hadn’t been up to the belfry and had visions of it being covered in bird and bat poop. I may be a powerful warlock who could transport a house to a different location or create an unbreakable spell to turn someone into a toad, but bird and bat shit was too much.
Much as I desired Eggy, I’d think twice if I had to wade through animal poop to claim him. Nah, I’d whisk him away, my family’s ability to track me be damned.
After shaving and getting dressed, I admired myself in the very small bathroom mirror. A new mirror went on my list, along with a dishwasher if I ever got free of my family’s clutches or, you know, got a job.
“Okay, I can do this.”
If I’d been using my powers, I could have had the mirror talk to me and tell me exactly what I wanted to hear.
Standing at the bottom of the steep stairs that led to the bell tower, I grabbed hold of the rail and took the steps slowly, pausing on each one as my imagination ran riot with visions of Eggy naked. I pushed the images of centuries of bird poop out of my head, trying not to spoil a moment I would remember for the rest of my existence.
But, when I reached the top, instead of Eggy holding out a hand, a welcoming smile on his face, there was a sort of trap door above my head that I had to push upward and scurry out of. Instead of sashaying into the belfry, I scrambled. Not the entrance I’d envisaged.
“You took your time.” He was smiling, sitting on a padded banquette that ran around two sides of the bell tower. There were plump cushions scattered on top and piles of books on a corner table, along with soda, a bowl of fruit, and that fan he’d been using on the porch. Someone had popped a bunch of fresh flowers into a vase.
The bell, hanging from the ceiling, took up a huge chunk of the room, but the tower itself was surprisingly spacious.
“This is lovely.”
I gazed outward. In one direction lay the town, tiny in population but sprawling for miles. Looking the other way, my gaze followed the highway, the one that led me here. Dusk was approaching, and the bell shimmered under the last rays of the setting sun.
“Eggy, I had no idea it was so stunningly beautiful up here. Did you do all this?”
He patted the seat, and I sat beside him. “When I was kid, I used to sneak up here when I was supposed to be asleep. Cyrus did his best to stop me and then gave up and helped me make it into a haven. It’s changed a lot over the years, but, when I think of home, this is what comes to mind.”
“Wait, where are the bats? And the birds?” The place was pristine, no poop in sight.
“The birds have gone home to roost, and I asked the bats nicely if they’d leave a little early as I was expecting a guest.”
I peeked under a cushion, and Eggy raised a brow. “Looking for something?”
I flushed under his piercing gaze. “Nope. It’s so clean.”
“Of course. The bats and birds don’t make a mess here. I’d never allow them back if they did.”
Glad we got that cleared up.
Gathering my courage, I stroked his hand while studying his expression. If I was going too fast, I hoped he’d tell me but, if not, his face might reveal the truth. “Is this okay?”
“Yes, but I was hoping for more.”
My cock reacted, straining against my zipper. “More?”
“Mmmm. Like this.” He leaned toward me, and his warm breath billowed over me while he trailed a finger over my jaw. Goose bumps appeared on my skin. They started slowly, as if marching in time, and then skittered like they were being chased. I hauled in a huge breath, not knowing when I would breathe again because Eggy had that effect on me.
But he pulled back and flashed a wicked grin. His brow furrowed. “Oh, I forgot, do you want your present?” He bopped my nose with one finger and giggled, a tinkly laugh that seemed appropriate in a bell tower.
He was teasing me and, while my dick was complaining about being kept prisoner in my pants, I was enjoying the delicious agony because it would make the reward that much sweeter.
“Maybe.” Two could play at that game.
His face fell and I immediately regretted what I’d said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“Gotcha,” he cackled. He sat cross-legged and hugged a cushion to his chest.
Narrowing my eyes, I leveled my gaze at him. “Annoying a warlock isn’t the smartest thing. It can have consequences.”
Blood drained from his face, and his voice was now a whisper as he asked, “Like what?”
Reaching out, I pulled him across the seat and said, “You have to kiss me.”
He slapped my shoulder and smirked before my lips slammed on his. The desire that I’d bottled since my arrival flooded through my veins as I nibbled Eggy’s lip and flicked my tongue around his mouth. He gasped, and, when his lips parted, my tongue darted inside.
Our tongues dueled as his scent tickled my nostrils and heat lapped at my skin. I savored the taste of minty toothpaste—remnants of which remained on his breath—while he groaned, perhaps from pent-up desire, and the softness of his flesh as my hands slipped under his tee.
Eggy was no passive lover. He tongue flicked mine, and he hefted himself onto my lap, wriggling his ass and grinding his swollen dick against me.
When we pulled apart, his lips were swollen and face splotched with pink. He’d never looked more beautiful. He lowered his gaze between us and brushed his fingertips over the bulge in my pants.
We panted in unison. I wasn’t done. I wanted to claim him as he peppered my face with kisses. Both my hands were on his shoulders, and they trembled as I kept my magic at bay. When a warlock found his mate, that moment when it was beyond doubt, his powers were at their height. But I’d suppressed mine, and it was taking all my strength to restrain it.
Eggy knew nothing of my struggle as he placed his lips on mine and tangled his fingers in my hair. Eggy was my life, my present and future, and I gave in to the lust coursing through me. Magic blistered over my flesh and, though my eyes were closed, I sensed my body was ringed with a fiery glow.
“Ahhh,” Eggy moaned into my mouth, and my skin sizzled. He leaned back, and I whimpered at the loss of him. But when I opened my eyes, his body was shimmering as mine was. He rocked his ass on me, heightening my desire. The fire and the lust were in my bones, my blood, my everything, and he stared upward and shrieked. I did the same, and the bell pealed as it announced our union, though nothing was official.
“What have you done?”
A haze of desire clouded my vision, but that voice was familiar, and it wasn’t Eggy. Cyrus. Any passion was dampened when I caught a glimpse of him holding a fire extinguisher and a stream of foam smacked me in the face.
“What the hell?” I pulled Eggy onto the floor with me. We were both covered in the stuff; it was in my mouth, hair, and up my nose.
“Cyrus, why did you do that?” Eggy cried as I held him. “You ruined everything.”
“What did I do? You should be asking what that damned warlock did?”
Eggy got up, wiping foam from his mouth. “We kissed. Is that a crime?”
“You were doing a hell of a lot more than kissing, but he’s put us all in danger.” Cyrus jabbed the extinguisher at me.
Eggy smoothed foam off my face and gave me a peck on the cheek before storming through the trap door and down the stairs.
“Did you not think what might happen?” he snapped.
I wiped foam from my cheeks, not wanting to engage in an argument.
“Haven’t we been kind to you? We gave you a place to stay and have gone out of our way to welcome you.”
The last part was debatable on Cyrus’ part, but it was true they’d brought me into their home when they could have told me to piss off. But, as Cyrus’ anger simmered, the enormity of what I’d done hit me. Magic. I hadn’t been able to contain it. Using it had been similar to sending up a flare for my family. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
Azar must have shared my backstory with Cyrus. He had every right to do that, so I couldn’t be angry with him.
“I thought the belfry was on fire.”
It almost had been, but it was flames of passion.
He sank onto the banquette. “How long before your wand-waving buddies appear? And will they be targeting us or just you?” His nostrils flared.
“Just me.” I wasn’t lying. My family didn’t give a toss about non-warlocks, except to squeeze them for money or make them work their fingers to the bone. But there had never been an Eggy in my life.
“Azar and I created a sanctuary here. And, when Eggy was born, he brought us great joy, and we raised him as our own.”
“I can leave.” That was pointless. They’d come here looking for me, and to leave the phoenix shifters without any protection except for Azar’s magic and their ability to use their flames was cowardly.
Cyrus plucked a thread from a cushion. “It’s not me or Azar I’m worried about, and you’re on your own. It’s Eggy.”
“I’ll protect him.”
He harrumphed. “Not if you’re dead or rendered incapable by a powerful spell.” He glared at me. “You don’t get it, do you?”
“I’m truly sorry that I let my heart rule instead of my head.”
He jabbed his finger in the air. “Only the strongest warlock can claim a phoenix shifter. If one of your relatives is looking to make himself more powerful, he’ll try to claim Eggy.”
Shit. I’d been a fool. Thinking with my head—the one on my cock—instead of the one resting on my shoulders had put the man I adored in danger. Not only would we not be together, but he might be bound to a warlock who wanted him as a status symbol. He’d parade Eggy around.
I put my face in my hands and sobbed. Maybe my family was right and I should have mated the sorceress. At least, that way, Eggy would still be free to make his own choices.
“Stop it.” Cyrus got up. “Your tears won’t help. Better be prepared for what’s coming.”
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“I thought the belfry was on fire,” I grumbled, stepping into my room, slamming the door behind it, and locking it from the inside. “I thought the belfry was on fire.” Cyrus said that after I left but his words echoed down the stairs. I would have gone back to argue but was too mad and my presence would have inflamed the situation.
Cyrus very much did not think there was a fire. Not even close. He’d been around long enough to be able to distinguish between fire that could engulf and destroy and fire that could not. He was just pissed because I had finally been truly kissed—really truly kissed in a way that had my toes curling, my knees giving, and my flames glowing in appreciation. I still didn’t fully understand why he hated Tamon so much. And really, I didn’t care. I liked Tamon, and that was what was important.
I pressed my fingers to my mouth, missing his lips against mine, missing the way they brushed against mine, owned mine, made me feel both cherished and desired. I never knew a kiss could be like that, could connect two people in such a way. And now that I did, I wanted to do it again and again.
But instead, I was here in my room, alone.
Why did everything have to be so freaking complicated? Why couldn’t I meet a hot guy, fall in love, and get sweet kisses without all the drama, not only from Cyrus but also from my beast.
My phoenix was still fluttering around, pushing me to go back. I wanted that, too. But Cyrus and Tamon were still at each other’s throats, and me being there would only make things worse. I hated it—hated it so much.
It was hot in here. So hot. I was a sweaty hard mess. I took my clothing off to get ready for bed, my cock still full. For a split second, I considered grabbing the lotion and taking care of it myself, but thinking of Tamon in that way while he was dealing with Cyrus felt wrong, and instead I opted to take a cold shower.
That always worked in the movies, right? And if not, at least it would cool me off. Or so the theory went.
Just being naked had me cooling down slightly but did nothing for my aching cock and, for a second, I thought maybe I might just take a warm shower and call it good. But then I thought about trying to sleep like this and opted to continue forth with Operation Cold Shower.
It took a solid thirty seconds before I bolstered the courage to step inside, and less to give up. I was able to handle a full ten seconds under the icy stream before adding the hot water into the mix and taking matters into my own hands, or hand as it were. I didn’t allow myself to wander into fantasy land where I was with my sexy warlock, instead just yanking one out to get it over and done with. It was far from satisfying, but at least my blanket wasn’t tented when I went to bed.
I attempted sleep, but the heat from earlier came back. It had been so long since I used that much of my abilities, and the residue of it was slow to leave, apparently. I had a feeling it was going to be a long night of hot and cold. But, one thing was for sure. I couldn’t sleep like this. It just wasn’t possible.
I flung off the covers. They weren’t even heavy, but they were too much for me. I waited for relief to set in. None did. If anything, I was even hotter.
A minute later, I gave up waiting for my body temperature to self-regulate. Using my power had taken too much out of me. And the temperature just wasn’t regulating on its own. Instead, I opted for a cold shower, and this time, it didn’t feel horrifically uncomfortable. This time, it was exactly what my body needed. I thought everything was going great until I climbed out of the shower to towel off.
I was still hotter than asphalt on a summer day in the noonday sun, but it was bearable. Normally, I would go ask Azar and Cyrus what was up and how to fix it. They were great about helping me through the changes in my body, thanks to being a phoenix. But I didn’t want to deal with either of them tonight.
Padding out into my bedroom, I contemplated playing one of the new games I found with Tamon at the mall and decided against it. There would be time for that later, and a not-small part of me wanted to play them for the first time, with Tamon at least there hanging out, if not joining me in the game.
I climbed into bed, using only my top sheet in an attempt to not overheat again and willed myself to fall asleep and, miraculously, it didn’t take long. Not that I slept, more like dozed. Someone was outside arguing, pulling me from my sleep in the middle of the night.
Grabbing a pair of jeans on my way out, I headed to the belfry, stopping only long enough to pull the jeans up and zip them. I didn’t even bother to button them. I was nosy as heck about what was happening outside and knew from past experience that if I went to see, the fighting would temporarily cease and I’d never discover the root of it all.
At least, that had always been the way with Cyrus and Azar. I didn’t recognize the loudest of the voices I heard. Up into the belfry I went, the sounds of the voices echoing through the space.
I crept over to where the sound was coming out the loudest to see it was only Tamon and someone I didn’t recognize outside. Cyrus and Azar were no place to be found, which didn’t make sense. They had to have heard, right? Wouldn’t they want to stop them before any humans called the police to report a domestic dispute or something?
Or maybe it wasn’t that loud at all, and it was me being so in tuned to Tamon. Whatever the case, I was surprised and not at all happy. The other man was getting louder by the second, not loud enough for me to decipher his words but loud enough to know he was pissed at Tamon. Beyond pissed to the point that a couple of times, I half expected him to try and land a right hook on Tamon’s jaw.
Instead, he pushed Tamon who pushed him back, normal things I saw at school growing up. Not good, but nothing that had me too worried. I was still trying to figure out who the guy was and why they were arguing.
But then everything changed. First, it was a spark of blue then a spark of green. The pushes glowed and took on a new level of badness. This other person wasn’t just a man, he was a warlock, too, infusing magic into their fights.
Phoenix were considered magical, but that was mostly for their beast. We held gifts that other creatures didn’t, like being reborn and flaming out. Also, unlike other shifters, we could partially shift, just taking our wings.
And as we got older, we could develop our innate gifts, which could present as magic. I suspected mine had to do with my luck, something that served me well in my job. But, compared to this kind of magic, we were more human than anything else.
Azar was the exception of the three of us, still carrying some of the shared magic from when he was mated. I wasn’t even sure how much, just that it existed. Azar didn’t talk about it, and I never pushed.
The sparks grew bigger, now coming from both of the warlocks, the intensity growing. I stood there frozen, trying to figure out how to help. If they were just arguing, it would be one thing, but, with the magic flying, Tamon was in danger and not school house fight where you might get a black eye kind of danger. Magic like this wasn’t to be messed with.
I stood in the window and partially shifted, taking only my wings, and jumped out of the open space, gliding to the ground. I had no plan other than to get to Tamon, keep him safe, and force the other warlock far away from here, making sure he never returned. How? I hadn’t a clue.
I landed on my two feet just as the other man knocked Tamon to the ground.
Mate.
Mate.
Mate.
My phoenix kept repeating it over and over again. He recognized Tamon as my mate and, if I were being honest with myself, I did, too. But I didn’t have time to think about that. I had to help Tamon, Tamon who was struggling to stand.
“Back the fuck off!” I seethed at the warlock who glared at me with disdain oozing out of him. “Now!”
He did not want to mess with me. I’d just found my mate, and I would do anything—anything to protect him.
The man looked similar to Tamon. A brother or a cousin was my guess. That wouldn’t prevent me from doing everything within my power to stop him.
“Get away. This is not your concern,” the man yelled. Sparks landed on Tamon from seemingly out of nowhere, but I knew better. It was the man.
My phoenix pushed me back just a bit, enough to take over, my wings now glowing, the flames quickly engulfing them. I thought for a second he was going to turn the other warlock into ash. I wouldn’t have been sorry if my beast did. But his focus wasn’t on the other man; it was on our mate.
He was focusing all of his power into our mate, and Tamon rose to his feet, holding out his hands and wielding his fire against the man, effectively encircling him with a cage of fire. Only, it wasn’t Tamon’s fire, it was mine but also his. The flames he was channeling from me, but making a circle around the man? That wasn’t a gift I or even Cyrus and Azar could do. That was 100 percent Tamon.
We did this together.
“Cyrus! Azar!” They needed to get out here so we could figure out what was next. I couldn’t simply go and get them. Tamon needed me here. But we couldn’t keep this going until one of them woke up either. I was still too young to have that kind of strength. I wasn’t sure either of them had it.
It felt like forever before they came out, but it was probably only a few minutes. And as they did, my bird took over completely, my shift no longer partial. That wasn’t even the part that shocked me. We were getting weak, and being partially shifted took more energy than being in either form completely. No, what took me aback was what my phoenix did next.
He sang. For the first time in my life, he sang as Tamon continued to channel my magic.
“Noooooo!” Cyrus rushed out and fell to his knees.
“You’re bonded,” Azar cried out.
The flames retreated, my bird gave me back my skin, and the stranger stared, mouth agape.
“What just happened?” Nothing was making sense, while, at the same time, everything was.
“You gave me your magic to use, and we bonded. It is done. We are mates, connected until the warlock dies and we regenerate. I’m sorry. I wanted you to have the choice.”
“No! You promised he would have the choice.” Cyrus was in Tamon’s face, and I looked to find Azar. He was with the other warlock, keeping him where he lay.
“We don’t have time for this now.” I got between Cyrus and my mate. “That man tried to kill Tamon. We need to deal with that first.”
Cyrus stepped around me. “This conversation is not over.”
“Understood,” Tamon said softly, and Cyrus went to deal with the other warlock, and I wrapped my arms around Tmy mate, needing to feel that he was okay.
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TAMON



Lucius!
Sitting in the kitchen, enjoying a glass of excellent scotch Azar said he’d been keeping for a special occasion, and with Eggy exhausted and safely tucked in bed, I thought back on everything that happened when Cyrus left me in the bell tower.
After the kiss and my argument with Cyrus, I couldn’t sleep, not when my family had sussed out where I was, and I’d put Azar and his family in danger.
Instead of taking to my bed, I strode to the cemetery, running ideas in my head as to how to protect Eggy and the others.
“You’re in danger,” the voices cooed at me. They weren’t worried because they were dead. But the guilt of allowing lust to cloud my vision and bringing danger to the old church’s doorstep weighed on me.
“What will you do?” they asked.
First, I had to make sure Azar, Cyrus, and Eggy were kept away from whomever was heading in this direction. I cast a spell, making sure the three of them wouldn’t wake on hearing a commotion. While warlocks, unlike vampires, weren’t afraid of a church, they wouldn’t willingly enter one. It was a very human space, and they tended to stay away. There was nothing for them within its walls.
Now I had the people I cared about taken care of, and I grudgingly admitted Cyrus was one of them, I prepared myself mentally for the battle. It would be a battle because I was one of the most powerful warlocks in our clan. I was going to put up a fight. No way did I want to return to my former life. If Eggy and I mated, Cyrus and Azar would be family, and there was nothing more important.
My family agreed on that point but for different reasons. They viewed every clan member as a tool in their reach for ultimate power. There was no love or affection. Each mating was arranged to give my parents more control.
The night was warm and sticky. As I sat on the bench, the air crackled and the voices stalled, but they were watching. A breeze sprang up, gentle at first, but it grew fiercer and, within minutes, reached gale force. The trees bent and swayed under the assault. But I didn’t move.
None of my family would cast a spell on me without ferreting out why I’d run away. I knew them well enough to recognize that they adored gossip. Besides, that was my parents’ MO. When they were about to eliminate, capture, or punish someone, they’d sweet-talk them first. Pretend they weren’t annoyed or greedy or vengeful. No, this was a warning, nothing more. And when their “victim” made to leave, thanking the universe for sparing them, my parents attacked. From behind.
I sensed a presence between the headstones. Goosebumps rose their pointy heads and scuttled over my skin, but I refused to move, not even to glance over my shoulder.
“Tamon.” His voice was as slimy as ever.
“Lucius. Welcome.”
I should have known. He was a little snitch and, when we were kids, he’d pretend he’d keep our secrets but instead run to our parents and rat us out. And he’d do anything for money. I’d heard and seen it happen countless times in the past.
“Find out what they’re planning, Lucius, and report back to us.”
“Infiltrate them, and we’ll pay you handsomely to steal their secrets.”
“Get rid of them, Lucius. They’re a plague on our business.”
While my parents’ lives were firmly anchored in the twenty-first century, they did hark back centuries when plotting, and I told them many times no one said “paid handsomely” anymore. Their excuse was it was a favored expression of an ancient relative who’d ruled the universe.
The wind died down, and the world around us was silent. I placed my hands in my lap and said, “An unexpected and unwanted pleasure, Lucius.”
“You’re looking well.”
“How can you tell? From my back?”
He hissed, and there was a swish of fabric brushing against something. Without looking at him, I knew he’d be wearing a traditional warlock robe. He always insisted on it when carrying out commands against other warlocks. Made him seem important was his reasoning. It didn’t.
“You’ve disobeyed Uncle and Auntie.” He referred to my parents.
“I’m a grown man. I don’t have to follow their orders.”
“But you have to mate with Annika,
the sorceress. Her family controls the supply of oil and gas across the continent, and Uncle wants it for himself.”
“Enough!” I swirled around and faced him, and he took a step back. I wanted to get this over with and send Lucius home after I’d messed with his memory. Otherwise, they’d send another relative and another.
“What did they offer you?”
He sniffed and examined dirt on the hem of his gown. “No idea what you’re talking about.”
“For fuck’s sake. You wouldn’t get out of bed unless you were getting a hefty payday.”
“Nothing wrong with wanting money, my cousin.” He glanced around and added, “Can we get out of here? The whispering is irritating.”
I mentally high-fived the ghosts. “You first.” I indicated the small gate that led out of the cemetery.
“Oh, no after you.”
We squeezed out together, and I led him into the front yard.
“Why a church?” He peered up at the belfry and shivered. Unlike our ancestors, Lucius wasn’t a fan of bats.
“Cut the crap. We have a situation.”
“Awww, that’s a cute way of describing the heir to the most dominant warlock clan not just in the country but the world having run away from his responsibilities.” Lucius plucked a jasmine flower from a bush and inhaled its scent. “Lovely.”
We had to reach a compromise but that wasn’t a word in my parents’ language, so an agreement went one way. My way. I could cast a memory spell on Lucius, one that created fake memories. He could go back to the family and convince them I’d died or been stripped of my powers. Without my ability, I was no use to the clan, and they’d forget I ever existed, though father would be disappointed I was of no use to them. He wouldn’t want me dead or powerless.
But there was a teensy problem. In creating such a spell, the warlock’s body would hum and spew light, warning Lucius. Three seconds was all I needed, but that was an eternity when performing a spell. With Lucius enjoying Cyrus and Azar’s garden, I may get my three seconds.
“Don’t think about it, Cousin,” he said as he straightened up. “You’re coming home with me.”
“Not happening.”
Lucius shoved me, as he used to when we were kids, and I did the same. I was enraged at him, my family, the code that declared warlocks were in the clan for life. A flash of light erupted from my hand, and my body hummed, but Lucius met me with his own energy. He wasn’t as strong as me. But, as I was gaining control, his face registering that just as when we were younger, I could beat him in a fight, Eggy, in human form with flaming wings landed beside us. No!
Lucius took advantage of my distraction, and his spell knocked me out. Only for a short time but, when I opened my eyes, Eggy had shifted. Staggering to my feet, the next few minutes were a blur. Using Eggy’s fire and my strength, we imprisoned Lucius in a wall of flames, and I cast the memory spell.
But being confronted with Eggy’s phoenix and the aftereffects of Lucius’ magic, I made a mistake and placed a curse on him instead. One that rendered him unconscious and for which there was no cure.
My head was fuzzy about why Eggy had woken up. Had I made two mistakes tonight? But as we held one another, he murmured that he hadn’t slept much. That was it. The spell only worked when the person was asleep.
But that was irrelevant right now. We were mated. And when I removed the sleeping spell and Cyrus and Azar arrived, they weren’t overjoyed about our bonding, but their reaction couldn’t dampen my happiness.
“What are you doing with him?” Eggy asked as Cyrus hoisted an unconscious Lucius over his shoulder.
“I could turn him into a cockroach,” I volunteered. “No, I have a better idea. A bat. He’s my cousin, Lucius, and he loathes bats and is scared of them.” I didn’t mention that I was terrified of their poop. Nope, I kept that tidbit to myself.
“A warlock is scared of a bat?” Eggy shrugged. “Weird.”
“You’re not turning anyone into anything.” Azar’s stern expression wiped the smile from my face.
“I was kidding,” I explained. Sort of, not really. But, in Lucius’ present state, if I managed to turn him into a cockroach, he’d be a cockroach with a curse on him, unconscious, just as the warlock was now.
“As he’s your cousin, and we have no more beds, I’ll put him in yours, Tamon.” Cyrus twirled around so fast, Lucius’ arms swung out, and I pulled Eggy away, not wanting him to touch my cousin.
“We need to protect the town,” Azar said as he paced back and forth.
“But, why?” Eggy asked. “Tamon’s family aren’t interested in our friends, are they?”
“No.” I smoothed my mate’s hair as we followed Cyrus inside. “But when they discover Lucius has failed, they’ll send someone else.”
Eggy drew his brows together and chewed on a nail. “While I’ll do my best to fight off another warlock, we make a great team, and we could do it together.”
I kissed his forehead, wishing we were alone, but everyone’s safety was our priority. “You don’t have to.” I lowered my voice. “My love.”
“I heard that.” Cyrus grunted as he dumped Lucius on my bed.
“You forget shifters have excellent hearing.” My mate pressed his lips on my ear and licked.
Gods, he was making it hard to not whisk him off to his room and pound into him. But as I considered joining him after Azar and I had cast a spell, Eggy yawned. He was exhausted after his feat. “Go to bed.”
He put his head on my shoulder. “No. I want to stay here with you.”
Cyrus opened his mouth, but Azar nudged him. That was kinda sweet. If it’d been yesterday or earlier today, one or both of them would have urged Eggy to sleep. But we were mated, and they pulled back. I wanted them to understand how much Eggy meant to me and that I would protect him until I drew my last breath.
But I also wasn’t going to insist he sleep. He was a grown man. He would work it out for himself.
“Maybe you’re right. I can’t keep my eyes open.” He placed a kiss on my lips, a more chaste one than earlier in the bell tower.
“’Night.”
Azar took Eggy’s hand. “You’re mated now, and both Cyrus and I give you our blessing, don’t we, Cyrus?” Cyrus was busying himself flicking through pages of an old book. “Don’t we?”
“I suppose so,” Cyrus agreed. “But, right now, I’m hoping there’s a way to reverse the curse Tamon put on you-know-who.”
“I’ll leave you to it.” Eggy waved and trotted off to bed. I wished I was joining him.
“Tamon and I have our own work,” Azar noted, and he jerked his head at the door.
Standing at the front of the church, I turned around, doing a three-sixty, taking in the barn, the driveway, the cemetery, the trees, and the old church that had become home and housed my heart.
“Ready?” he asked.
I nodded. We joined hands. This was Azar’s town, and he had to mutter the incantation, using the magic from his late mate. I backed him up, using my superior magical ability.
As Azar spoke, I transferred my energy to him. A circle of silver light appeared and surrounded us. With each spoken word, the circle got bigger until it enclosed the church and the land it stood on before extending outward. I sensed rather than saw when the town and surrounds were within the circle.
Azar nodded at me, and a surge of strength flowed from me and enforced the protection. “It’s done.” He let go of my hands, and we walked into the church but not before the voices from the cemetery said, “That was something else. Well done.”
I stopped Azar from going inside. “It’s not enough,” I explained and flung off my clothes.
He made a face. “What are you doing?”
“My clothes. I’ll bespell them and send them into space. My parents will assume Lucius died but managed to drive me off the Earth beforehand or at least, that’s the plan.”
He nodded, and with a flick of my wrist, my clothes zoomed upward, headed for a faraway galaxy.
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EGAN



Tonight seemed like a dream—not the good kind you wanted to hold on to and not quite a nightmare, either. Just a dream. Or at least not something that really happened.
Tamon was my mate. His cousin was in his bed, not able to move. I had a kiss that all other kisses aspired to be. And from what I overheard as I wandered into the kitchen for milk, Azar had done magic more powerful than I thought him capable of. And those were just the big things.
If I woke up now, I wouldn’t be the slightest bit surprised.
“You should go to bed, Eggy.” Tamon gave my shoulder a squeeze as I set my glass on the counter. “There’s much to discuss and deal with in the morning.”
I didn’t want to let him go, and I most definitely didn’t want to wait until morning so I could kiss him again. I felt guilty having his cousin in the state he was in while I was here wanting to kiss my mate, but you can’t control how you feel, and I felt like kissing Tamon from head to toe and back again.
“I don’t want you to go.” I grabbed onto his hand. “You’re my mate, and having you not here feels weird.”
“There’s much to discuss,” he reiterated, his words less insistent than only a minute earlier.
“And where will you sleep?” Surely not in bed with his unconscious cousin, the one who wanted to harm him.
“I can find a spot. Go. Sleep, mate.” He kissed my cheek sweetly.
Normally I didn’t like people telling me what to do. Had Azar told me to go to bed, I’d have told him to back off and allow me to do as I saw fit. I wasn’t a child after all. But with Tamon, it felt different, sweeter.
“Tuck me in?” I was being a pushy brat, but I didn’t want him to leave, and my phoenix wanted it even less. Silly beast wanted me to rub my body up and down his so that we could wear his scent. I agreed with the rubbing up and down but not for the same reason. I was hard as a dang rock.
“How does anyone ever say no to you?”
“Azar and Cyrus don’t seem to have a problem with it,” I teased and grabbed his hand, dragging him to my room.
Once inside, I both shut and locked the door. The last thing either of us needed was a visit from Azar and Cyrus. I didn’t think they would come to my room, not while guarding Tamon’s cousin.
“Into bed you go.” He looked around the room, paying extra attention to my retro video games and gaming corner. “I guess I didn’t realize how big your collection is.”
“Would you like me to show you?” Anything to not have to say goodbye just yet.
He agreed and I went over my newfangled gaming setup as well as all of my prized collection.
“Do you find this all online or in shops like at the mall?” He looked at the things he bought me, sitting in a prized location.
“No. There wouldn’t be any fun just searching it up on the Internet. I like to hunt them down in places like what we went to as well as secondhand everything stores and at yard sales. Things like that.”
“You found all of this? How many hours a week do you look? There’s such a huge collection here.” He wasn’t wrong. It was one of the most impressive collections I’d ever heard of, and I was in a few groups all about retro video games.
“My ability leans on the luck side.” I shrugged. “So it’s less time than you would think. It’s so much fun though.”
“Maybe we could go sometime—together, I mean. I loved seeing the way your eyes lit when you found something you’d been looking for.”
“I think I’d like that.” I yawned, only realizing halfway that it was happening.
Great. Now he was going to be pushy about me getting my sleep, and I didn’t want to rest. I wanted to spend time with him.
I let out a long, slow breath. “I need to go to bed. Join me? Or at least stay with me until I fall asleep. My beast doesn’t want to be away from you, and neither do I.”
“I don’t want that, either, but I don’t want…rushing things isn’t ideal.” He cupped my cheeks. “I just—it’s been a long day and while all I want to do is make love to you for the first time, it’s too soon, or maybe too much has happened tonight to taint it, or possibly it’s just that I’m selfish and want more time than we have. But—”
“Shh. I understand, and I don’t want to rush things, either. I want my first time to be special. Let’s just lay here together.”
I walked over to the bed and took off my jeans, dropping them on the floor, not even caring about putting them in the hamper. Then I climbed into bed, keeping the blanket open for Tamon and patting the mattress lightly. “Mate.”
He came over and did the same with his jeans, and I could only imagine Cyrus’ scolding the two of us for being such slobs. I didn’t care. If anything, I appreciated that Tamon was not too uptight about things like that.
He slid into bed beside me, and I scootched right over to him, setting my cheek on his chest.
“This is nice.” I sighed happily.
“It is.” Tamon kissed the top of my head.
“Can I ask you something?” I tilted my head to look up at him, but to truly be able to see him, I’d have pushed myself up, and I wasn’t about to do that. I liked where I was and had no plans on moving.
“Anything and always.” He rubbed his fingers up and down my arm gently.
“When we shared our essence—afterward—like even now a little bit—did you feel like you were, I don’t know…drunk on it?” It was the first time anything like that had happened to me and my body was still thrumming. I could see how this became addictive to some people. Those first few minutes after we combined our energies, I was practically floating.
“When we shared our essence, it was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was like we were together as one…that just sounded like a sex cliche. Trust me, I didn’t mean to make it into that.”
“Because you don’t want to?” I asked, my body tense and my heart racing.
“Oh, sweet sexy mate. It is nothing like that. Nothing even close to something like that.” He held me closer. “It’s because that wasn’t the topic at hand. Trust me, I want to make love to you.”
“I want that, too. Not now, because you’re right. We came together, and your magic mixed with my fire ran through me—through us, making us feel energized but, at the end of the day, we are so far past tired that we don’t realize we are, if that makes sense.” It did to me, but my exhaustion was starting to hit.
“And being your first time, I want it…to be more than tonight could be.” At first, I almost asked him what made him think I was a virgin, and then I remembered that I told him only a few minutes earlier with my comment, the one that just popped out because I needed sleep to regain my filter.
“I appreciate that.” I kissed his shirt-covered chest, hating the fabric between us. “It’s gonna be rough getting to sleep being this hard though.” And once again, I needed my filter, and it failed me.
“I can take care of that for you.” The mischief in his voice had me giggling. “Do you find it amusing or amenable?”
“You sound mischievous and carefree, and it makes me happy,” I admitted. “And I can probably sleep like this.”
“Are you saying you don’t want me to wrap my lips around your length and kiss, lick, and suck you until you cry out my name?”
I swallowed, trying to find the words to reply.
“You’re…you’re…you’re an alpha,” I reminded him. Alphas didn’t do that. Omegas did, and they did so to please their men. Yet, here he was offering to blow me as if that wasn’t a huge deal on multiple levels.
“I don’t know who filled your head with that nonsense because, trust me, I can think of nothing I want more than to have you in my mouth right now. Tell me what you like.”
I tried to tell him. I truly did, but my embarrassment at my lack of experience was killing me and stealing my words from me. Instead of articulating how I didn’t even begin to know what I did or didn’t know, I just shrugged. Could he see me? Probably not. But it was the best I could do.
Tamon guided me onto my back, my pillow beneath my head, and waited until my eyes met him to speak again.
“Have you ever had someone make you come with their mouth?”
I shook my head.
“Is that something you thought about happening?”
I nodded.
“Have you thought about it happening with me?”
My face was now officially on fire, and I nodded.
“When?”
And I could no longer hide behind shakes and nods. I needed to give him my words, to let him know what I was thinking and wanting and apparently describe my last fantasy to him.
“Earlier today.” I closed my eyes. I could tell him. I just needed not to have his sexy eyes staring into mine as I did so. I couldn’t bear it if I saw him flinch or cringe at anything I had to say. He wouldn’t do it on purpose, of course. He wasn’t a dick. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to say something cringeworthy. “It wasn’t the first time.”
“What a sexy mate you are, telling your alpha everything you need.”
I shook my head back and forth against my pillow. “Not need. It was a fantasy.”
“One you would like to have happen?” It felt like a question and, at the same time, an observation.
“I wouldn’t not want it to happen.” I giggled out of nerves.
“Then tell me your fantasy, omega mine. Let me hear the things you think about when you make yourself come.”
My breath hitched. No one had ever spoken to me like this…no one. And, honestly, if it was anyone else saying it, I’d have been grossed out and kicking them out already. But not with Tamon. For some reason, with him it was different.
“Okay. Here goes.” I drew a long slow breath. “I was sitting in the belfry, and you came up to see me, but I’d just shifted, and I was naked. Naked and hard. You came over and rubbed your chin, raking your gaze up and down my body. You asked me if I needed help to get dressed, and I told you that I couldn’t get my jeans zipped with my…my…my…”
“Cock?” he suggested.
“Yes, with my cock hard.” Somehow him saying it made it easier for me to tell him my earlier daydream. “And you said that we couldn’t have that, and you dropped to your knees. At first, you just pressed kisses against my length. Then you licked the pre-cum off my tip and made these delicious yummy sounds. Next, you closed your lips around my tip.” And then I came, not even close to the end of the fantasy that had been playing out in my head.
“And then?”
“And then I came and never got further.”
“Would you like to?” he offered.
“More than anything.” Next thing I knew, he was pulling down my boxer shorts and kissing my length just as I described.
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TAMON



“Stop being a damned fool, Cyrus.”
That was a common refrain in the household, whether Azar was berating his fellow omega about his treatment of me or convincing him to allow Eggy to be his own man. Other times, it was Azar complaining that Cyrus’ food was too bland, and they needed to spice it up.
I poked my head into the huge space where the church congregation once sat. The pair was arguing over Lucius. I scuttled back into the kitchen, not wanting to show my face. It was my fault. I’d put the all-sleeping, not-knowing curse on my cousin.
But he’d tried to harm Eggy and, if there was one topic my family harped on, it was loyalty to the family, to the clan. Of course, their brand of loyalty was do as we say or you’ll be in trouble. Despite me angering them, and them setting out to punish me, protecting a loved one at all costs was their creed—along with screwing everyone not in the clan out of money and power.
I needed one very special item in town, and this was the perfect opportunity to go get it.
“Tamon.” Azar’s voice echoed through the old church.
Damn! Too late to sneak out.
“What can I help you with?” I plastered a smile on my face and, with my hands behind my back, I sauntered into the huge room, hoping I gave the impression of not having a care in the world.
“A cure for Lucius would be a start.” Cyrus turned my cousin’s body a few times a day, saying he’d get bed sores. Lucius was a huge ass, so him getting pox-like blisters on his butt and other parts was fine with me.
This wasn’t the first time Cyrus and I had this conversation. I’d been enraged at Lucius wanting to harm Eggy, and I’d lashed out. My intention had been to send my cousin home with me having planted false memories in his head of me being dead or stripped of my powers. But my dammed fool cousin had foiled the plan, and I couldn’t allow him to hurt my mate.
“I’m sorry, no. The all-sleeping, not-knowing curse can’t be broken.”
“I refuse to let him die, not on my watch.” Cyrus smoothed Lucius’ hair off his brow. It occurred to me this was the first time in his life my cousin was quiet. Usually, he was sucking up to everyone, and I couldn’t stand him. But, with his eyes closed, he appeared angelic, and that was not a word to describe the everyday Lucius.
“But, if he wakes, we have to prevent him destroying our family and way of life,” Cyrus noted.
I experienced a pang of guilt, not for my cousin but for the consequences of my actions because they affected Eggy’s family, though I’d vow until my last breath that I had no choice.
Azar grabbed my arm and steered me outside onto the porch. “I need to get away from Cyrus and his dammed obsession with your cousin. Let’s go to town and grab bad coffee, and I’ll pick up a few things at the grocery store.”
Foiled again. The item I needed in town was one I wanted to purchase by myself, not have Eggy’s guardian hovering over me. That would be beyond awkward.
“Sure. Let’s take my car.” That way, I could leave Azar at the supermarket and dash off to the pharmacy. I could probably walk from one to the other, but it’d be quicker to drive, and Azar might not miss me.
“Coffee first,” Azar instructed as I drove into the main street and parked outside the corner store. He strode inside and got the coffee while I sat at a rickety old table on the sidewalk, eyeing the pharmacy down the street. I calculated how long it’d take me, but Azar came out, holding two steaming coffees.
Taking a sip, I made a face. Wow! That was strong enough to keep me up all night. I added sugar, hoping it would reduce the bitterness. Azar didn’t comment on his brew as he took huge gulps but waved to people walking past.
“Do you need anything while we’re here?” he asked.
“Ummm, maybe.” I checked my phone as if I was studying a list. “Oh yes, I almost forgot. I have to go to the pharmacy.”
Azar narrowed his eyes. “I don’t mean to pry, but why? Warlocks don’t suffer from human ailments, and I doubt Doug, the pharmacist, has anything to break the curse on Lucius.” He was definitively prying.
“I just want to mosey around and see what’s there.”
He cocked his head. “This is a small town. The pharmacy carries the basics that every one does, countrywide. Is there something you’re not telling me?”
Yeah, there was, and for good reason. “Yes. But I can’t.”
He drained his cup. “Can’t or won’t?”
Gods, he never gives up. “Both.”
“You’re being so squirrely, if you were human, I’d think you were searching for condoms, the contraceptive pill, or lube.”
My expression must have given me away because his eyes widened. “It can’t be the first because they’re of no use to a warlock.”
My cheeks flamed at having the man who had raised Eggy discussing my cock and my swimmers.
“The pill is ineffective for omega shifters, and you don’t need lube, so I’m a little lost.”
Azar was speaking loudly, apparently unaware passersby were pausing and taking note of the one-sided conversation.
“Can you lower your voice?” I pleaded, almost wishing someone would curse me so I wouldn’t have to endure any more sex talk with the man who was essentially my father-in-law.
“We need lube,” I whisper-shouted.
Azar ran a hand through his hair as he asked, “Why?”
Oh my gods, would this get any more embarrassing? Humans called the discussion of sex and how babies were made the birds and the bees. Ridiculous expression, but did I have to take the omega aside and instruct him on how Part A was inserted into Part B for both pleasure and to make babies?
He’d been mated, to a warlock no less. Surely they weren’t chaste during their relationship. They’d had no biological children, though Eggy was as much Azar and Cyrus’ son as any child born of the omega’s body.
A warlock! There were some of my kind who considered themselves above the sex act. They conducted intimacy with the mind, maintaining they could give their mate pleasure through their thoughts. Perhaps that was what Azar and his mate practiced, which would explain his lack of ummm…practical knowledge.
“Lube. I need lube.”
“You can get that at the grocery store, but what use is it to you?”
Wishing I’d bought an iced coffee so I could put the cup on my brow to cool the sweat dotted along the hairline, I did what I’d seen actors do on TV. It was cringeworthy, but I made a circle with my thumb and index finger and, using two fingers from the other hand, shoved them into the circle.
Three human teens sniggered behind their hands as they passed. They were probably more experienced than Azar. Perhaps I should have them sit him down and explain it.
“Stop it. I’m aware of the sex act, having performed it thousands of times during my reincarnations.”
What was worse? Thinking Azar had never had a cock in his ass or hearing him say he’d been fucked during his many existences? The jury was out on that question.
“If you’re planning to have sex with Eggy, you don’t need lube.”
“We might,” I insisted. I wanted our first time to be as comfortable and pleasurable as possible when we finally did it.
He reached out and patted my arm, and thinking the conversation was at an end, I pushed back my chair and stood up. “I take it you haven’t had sex yet.”
More curious glances from onlookers, and I slumped back on the chair. “Correct,” I replied through gritted teeth.
“I’m glad. Eggy is inexperienced.”
“I sort of gathered as much.” Being tortured by my family for disobeying them would be less painful than this discussion.
“Phoenix clutches are rare.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. “My warlock and I never had any, but Eggy has been my greatest joy, and I regret my mate didn’t meet him.”
How did I express my sorrow he never had children with his warlock but was blessed with Eggy?
But Azar didn’t wait for me to say anything. “But, if your match is a true match, Eggy could produce more than one clutch.”
“How many fledglings are in a clutch?”
“More than one. That’s why it’s called a clutch.”
We could end up with a brood. I’d love that, but Eggy would bear the burden of carrying and delivering them.
“You have to make sure he’s ready to accept being a parent. It’s a lifetime commitment. In Eggy’s case, it’ll be as long as you live.”
My mate and I had a lot to discuss, which was difficult when we were alone together. Thinking about future children wasn’t on my mind when instead I could be licking, nibbling, brushing over, pumping, and tugging.
“I’d never push him into something he doesn’t want to do,” I reassured Azar.
“Glad to hear it.”
“Can I go now? Before the pharmacy closes?”
“Tamon, I have to ask you a personal question.”
What could be more personal that discussing me having sex with Eggy? But I was living under the omega’s roof and had mated with his adopted son. “Go on.”
“I’m guessing, as a warlock about town, you’ve been intimate with other warlocks.”
I nodded, too humiliated to speak.
“And humans?”
“One or two.” How long was this inquisition going to continue?
“But no shifters.”
“No. I don’t meet many shifters, and the ones I do, stay out of my way.” If Azar asked me to total up how many people I’d slept with, I’d crawl under the table. And then I’d lie. I’d lost count, but I’d divide whatever that number was by ten.
Now it was Azar’s turn to blush, and I shredded a napkin while dreading what he’d say next.
“Omega shifters don’t need lube.”
Gods, it was worse than I thought. He was going to give me an anatomy lesson. Would there be diagrams? “What? But it might be painful, especially the first time.”
“Perhaps I should have given you a book instead of having this conversation in public.”
That would have been preferable.
“Omega shifters produce slick.”
It sounded like something cars would skid on. “Slick?”
He rubbed a hand over his face. “Cyrus would have been better at explaining this.”
Oh no. Whatever he was trying to tell me, no way would I have preferred Cyrus doing it.
“To ease the alpha’s cock inside them—or, in this case, the warlock’s—the omega’s channel produces a slippery substance called slick. It’s like lube, only better.” He choked out the last few words and, by the time he was done, blood had drained from his face. My complexion probably mirrored his.
“This is new information.” I ran my mind back over what he’d said. “So no need for lube?”
He shook his head.
Without saying anything else, we both stood and walked to the car. I did a U-turn and headed home, remembering on the way, Azar had wanted to do some shopping. But he didn’t object as I drove to the church. Neither of us said a word during the short journey, and we got out of the car and strode inside.
I needed to be alone to absorb what he’d told me, but my bed was taken up by Lucius and, besides, it was in the middle of the open-plan living area. As I pondered where to go, Azar put a book in my hand, and I hurried to the stairs leading to the belfry, hoping Eggy wasn’t there. I needed to read up on sex with an omega shifter.



15





EGAN



I felt like shit. Like someone beat me, tossed me in a fire pit then cooled me off with a blowtorch. Was I being dramatic? Possibly. But I didn’t remember being sick—not ever—and this was sick. Like the stuff they made stupid television medical drama episodes about sick.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with little Henry. But with a fever like this, he doesn’t have much time. Maybe Doctor Magnificent can help. Please let him arrive on time.” I amused myself, which I took as a good sign I wasn’t about to meet an early death.
I curled into a ball under my top sheet, unable to give it up even as I reached full-on, I’m-about-to-melt levels. Maybe I just needed a nap. I closed my eyes, willing sleep to come.
Sleep told me to eff off, refusing to even enter the room. I was just too hot, my body a pile of sweat, my bed soaking wet. It took all of my energy, the fever zapping me of pretty much all of it. I had it in my mind that if I changed the sheets, it would be both cool enough and dry enough for me to fall asleep before it got too bad.
I didn’t take into consideration that the act of changing the sheets would be the intense feat it was. Every muscle in my body hurt from the exertion and fever. As much as I longed to climb back in bed, a shower was in order…an ice-cold shower. Or maybe a cold bath.
Once I reached the bathroom, taking a bath seemed like a really bad idea. The odds were too great I wouldn’t have the energy to get out of it once I was in. So, cold shower it was.
Even on full blast, the water felt tepid. Had I thought the humans could actually do anything for me, I might’ve gone to the hospital. But, best-case scenario, they did no harm…worst? The human doctors realized I wasn’t quite one of them and things went from horrific to even worse. Yeah, I was taking a hard pass on that.
I barely got the towel around me before I needed to be lying down again. Somehow I managed to get back to the bed and crawl between the sheets. My gut was telling me to call Tamon. He could help me. But if he could be by my side, he would be. He was trying to figure out shit with his cousin. Or, at least, I thought he was. My brain wasn’t exactly clear on anything at the moment.
After managing to get into bed, I pulled the sheet over me and miraculously fell asleep. I must’ve needed it more than I knew because when I woke up, the sunlight in the room had shifted, indicating it was late in the day, and Cyrus was sitting on my gaming chair beside my bed.
“Knocking is a cool thing kids are doing these days.” I tried to roll over to see him better, my body sticking to the sheets. I managed, but Cyrus still got a firsthand viewing of just how bad off I was.
“Yeah, I know.” He pointed to himself. “Cool kid here. I knocked this morning and assumed you were in the bathroom. Then I knocked at lunchtime and thought maybe you were just mad at me and needed time. But, this last time? I got worried and came in, and then I saw you and was even more worried. I left and got you something for the fever, but you didn’t wake up enough to take it.”
The more he spoke, the more concerned I became. I knew I’d been sleeping a lot, but I thought I’d been up a chunk of the morning, and not to have heard him? That was a very not-good sign. Pair that with him not being able to wake me up, and it was a far worse situation than I had realized.
“Sorry. I must be tired.” I pushed myself to sit, flinching as my aching muscles almost gave way.
“Pretty sure lying to me or maybe to both of us right now isn’t going to help this situation.” He got up and grabbed a small bottle I hadn’t seen, from the floor beside him and brought it over to me.
“What is it?” Not that it mattered. I was going to drink as much of it as he told me to. I felt that rotten.
“It’s to help with your fever. On a scale of one to ten, how much do you hurt?”
“Even my hair hurts.” Or, at least, my scalp did. “I’ve never experienced anything like this before.”
He handed me the bottle. “Sounds like drinking it all is the way to go.”
I pulled the stopper and downed the drink as best I could. I wasn’t sure which was worse, the taste or the smell, but it was bad and thick, like homemade jelly. I managed to get most of it down and crossed my fingers that it would stay down. There were a couple of times in the first half minute or so that I feared I was going to need to bolt to the bathroom. But that settled quickly.
“I’m fine never having this again.” I thrust the empty at him. “Please never ever ever tell me what you put in there because I’m pretty sure I do not want to know.” And if I did, I was going to puke it all out.
“Oh, trust me, I won’t.” His words didn’t make me feel better about the whole thing. They did the opposite.
“Can you not?” I bent over, my entire body feeling weird. Not that I had felt normal earlier, but this was not the same. Like my head was moving and my body was staying still and my legs were weak but then strong.
I closed my eyes and eased myself down. I rolled onto my side and waited for the weirdness to pass. Cyrus wasn’t saying anything, and I opted to take that as a good sign.
Breathing in and out slowly, I counted each one, reaching 114 when suddenly I felt better. Not completely back to my normal self but better enough I sat up with ease.
“That was more than just herbs.” I chuckled. “Seriously though, thanks, Cyrus. I needed that. I already feel a ton better.”
“I’m glad it worked.” He reached over and felt my forehead. “Let me know if you need anything more. You still might want to take it easy today and drink a ton of water.”
“I plan to do both.” I was sooooo thirsty now that he mentioned it. “I’ll come out for dinner.”
“That would be nice.” He just stood there and watched me for a solid minute. “Oh, you mean you can leave now, Cyrus.”
“I didn’t, but yeah, that wouldn’t stink.” But I did. I was naked, smelly, and probably looked like death. “Thanks again.”
I made a beeline right back to the bathroom to take yet another shower. Only, this time, it was normal temperature and felt fantastic. Fantastic enough that I sported a woody as soon as I thought of Tamon. It made sense that I would. He was my mate. But when I was so sick, he could’ve been right there beside me, gloriously naked and doing a dance, and nothing would’ve stirred anywhere on my body.
Taking it easy and resting while staying hydrated was what I should’ve been doing, but the more I focused on the fact I had an erection, the more I needed to do something about it. I grabbed some body wash and pumped my length, closing my eyes so I could pretend it was Tamon stroking me, jerking me, working my cock with one goal in mind—to make me come.
It didn’t take long until my head fell back against the shower wall, my balls tightened, and my cum came shooting out. This was becoming a habit and, next time I came in the shower, I wanted Tamon here with me.
I dried off and put on a pair of boxer briefs. While I felt significantly better, I still didn’t feel great or even good, my body hot enough I was going to opt for only my underwear for a little while. I’d just throw on clothing when I went to dinner.
Not one foot was out of the bathroom when my cock filled again. I wasn’t sure what Cyrus gave me, but it was officially a pain in the ass.
“I am not taking another shower,” I grumbled. “I. Am. Not.” As it was, my skin was going to be drier than dry.
I grabbed a mystery book I’d recently picked up at one of the junk stores I had been to and climbed into bed with it. Surely a good murder could tame my stupid dick. Only it didn’t, the inspector already having chemistry with the spouse of the man who was murdered. I was already cheering them on, wanting them to just hook up already, and that was very much not how I normally thought about characters in books, especially not books like these. My horniness was too much to even to be distracted by having someone murdered and found in three locations.
When I climbed out of bed, my sheets were wet again, only this time, it wasn’t from sweat. The moisture was all located from under where my ass had been. Great. Just freaking great. I was so slick just from reading that book I made a mess.
A quick cleanup and new underwear later, I grabbed a “just in case” towel and sat on my desk chair as I booted up my computers. A quick round of kill the monster was the least sexy thing I could think of, but my cock and my aching slick hole disagreed. We killed blue monsters, green monsters, a monster with six heads, and another with eyes on his hands. Not one of them curbed my growing desire.
I got up, disgusted with myself that once again my underwear was gross, and this time with the added layer of a yucky towel. I cleaned up, opting out of another pair of boxers and grabbing two towels to put on my beanbag where I planned to try Operation Get Unhorny one more time.
Without the boxer briefs holding my junk in, my cock was standing out all loud and proud. Pain in my ass or, rather, balls in this case.
“Dinner is not a thing that is happening,” I said to my towel-covered beanbag. “Better text Azar and Cyrus.”
It took me a bit to figure out what to say that wouldn’t get me a visit. I loved them. I did. But parading my erection around in front of them—no. Just no.
I think I want to eat in here tonight, if that’s okay. Gonna take a bath. Do you mind leaving it for me?
I felt like a jerk setting them up the way I was, but that didn’t stop me from locking my door and locking myself in the bathroom with the tub running. I’d rather they be miffed than to come inside and see me like this.
My slick dribbled down my leg as I bent over to turn off the water for my fake bath. “Screw it.” I climbed inside. It was officially a real bath now. My skin might be drier than the desert after this, but at least my entire leg was wet and not just the path my slick had traveled, and that made it more comfortable.
What would make me more comfortable for real was to have my mate in here with me, lapping at my slick, so I didn’t need to worry about my leg in the first place.
The bath didn’t help anything, not really. I only found myself hot and hard when I came out instead of just being hard. It was official. I couldn’t win today, and maybe I needed to stop trying and just go back to bed. Did I have enough towels to even make that work?
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I’d been out walking all day. Only in the fields surrounding the town because any farther, and I would have been beyond the area protected by the spell. While Eggy and his family’s safety was paramount in my mind, I was of no use to them if another relative captured me and returned me to the family compound.
Warlocks were a tough bunch, except when felled by strong magic, with Lucius being the prime example of that. Our hearts didn’t break as humans were fond of saying, but if I lived the rest of my long life separated from Eggy, my heart would shatter, and I’d die of loneliness.
When I arrived home, dinner was almost ready and, like that first night, Azar informed me Eggy was eating in his room. There were no guesses as to where Cyrus was because he ate and slept beside an unconscious Lucius.
“Is the spell holding?” Azar asked.
I nodded. Our combined strengths had produced a web of invisible magic that stretched from grass to sky and prevented my clan or any other warlock from peeking inside. Not only that, the area inside the protective circle vanished from any warlock map as if it had never existed. My parents would have relied on underlings to keep an eye on Lucius and me, and none of them would have informed the family of the town’s disappearance. Their motto was, the less contact with the upper echelons of the clan, the better. The staff probably told them of my being sent out into space based on the signals emitted from my clothes and that would have been the end of the matter for the family.
“Why don’t you take Eggy some fruit for dessert?” Azar suggested as he shoved a plate of watermelon and grapes at me. He gave me a knowing look, perhaps because I’d returned the book he’d lent me after thumbing through numerous pages and memorizing the parts about slick. I couldn’t wait to smell, taste, and feel Eggy’s slipperiness.
Oops, getting hard. Maybe Lucius was onto something by wearing a warlock’s robes, though he only put them on during official business. It had me wondering what he got up to during that official business.
“Eggy,” I whispered as I blocked thoughts of my cousin from my head, “are you awake?”
“Yes.” Unlike the tingling voice that usually affected my cock, the tiny, uncertain reply had my fingers curling around the door handle.
“May I come in?”
“Okay.”
Using an unlocking spell, I burst in, the plate gripped tightly in one hand, ready to invoke the curse that felled Lucius. Instead I was hit, no, walloped or clobbered, maybe thrashed, or all of the above, and rendered almost speechless by the scent. The room was drenched in the most delectable aroma. My engorged cock strained against my pants as I observed Eggy standing by the window, fanning himself. He wore no shirt or undershirt, and his lower half was clad only in boxer briefs. His curved ass was outlined by the fabric stretching over his butt as he leaned on the windowsill, his head half outside.
“Hey.” The words on the tip of my tongue were, Hey, I want to throw you down and fuck you till morning, but I stifled the rest of the sentence. “Everything okay?”
“Not really.” He turned, and droplets of sweat trickled over his sculpted chest and dribbled inside the waistband of his briefs. They went where I wanted to be. “I’m hot.”
“Always. From the moment we met, the way you flick your hair, your brown eyes that hide your secrets, and your ass all shout how hot and sexy you are.”
He giggled and blushed and flapped a hand in front of his face. “No, I mean temperature-wise.”
“I can cool you down.”
He put both hands on his hips. “How, Tamon? When you get near me, I get even hotter.”
I smirked and sidled up to him. “Good,” I whispered. Placing my lips on his shoulder, I trailed kisses up his throat and nibbled on the soft part of his ear.
“You,” he panted as a single droplet of sweat crept over his cheek. “You make me w—” He choked off the word, and his face flushed a gorgeous shade of pink. “My slick.” He gulped and continued. “My ass is drenched with slick and—”
I cut him off and silently thanked Azar for giving me the deets on slick. “And what?” I grimaced, hoping he didn’t notice. My dick was aching, it was desperate to escape the confines of my pants.
“I want your cock in my hole.” He slapped a hand over his mouth, and his eyes searched mine as if wondering whether he’d said too much.
“We are mated.” Recalling Azar’s words, I had to be serious for a minute, though I wanted Eggy, legs parted, begging me to fuck him, and me plowing into him. But I had to give him a choice and honor my promise to Azar. “But me sticking my cock in you means—”
He silenced me with a finger to my lips. “That as well as experiencing pleasure, I might get pregnant? I know. Azar has an old book he made me read when I reached adolescence.”
I went to toss the plate of fruit aside, but it was hovering over my head. “I want you, too, Eggy.” I cupped the bulge in his underwear, and his eyes widened.
“You know I’ve kissed guys, but never—” He didn’t finish the sentence as I slid a hand inside his briefs and clasped his butt. He moaned and rested his head on my chest while grinding his erection against my own, the delicious friction sending a prickling sensation over my skin.
His butt cheeks were blanketed in slipperiness, my first experience of slick. I coated my fingers in it and pulled back a tad so Eggy could see me while I popped one finger between my lips. The slick was how I imagined, all Eggy and with an added earthiness.
Pulling the finger out with a loud pop, I smacked my lips and traced another finger around his mouth, leaving traces of slick. He poked out his tongue and licked, and licked again.
“That slick is going to help my huge cock slip into your tight hole.” His breath hitched as I spoke, and he fixed his eyes on me. “It is tight, isn’t it?”
He nodded, once, twice, three times, reminding me of a bobblehead. Easing one finger in his hole, I pushed in, curled it back, and removed it. “So tight.”
Eggy’s bed was small, so I yanked the mattress and bedding onto the floor, along with pillows and cushions. “You want me to take off your underwear, or you do it?”
“You.” He nibbled his bottom lip. “With your teeth.”
My Eggy, my mate, may be inexperienced but he never failed to surprise me. I fell to my knees and rested my face on his cock, covered in gray fabric. Eggy moaned and pressed me closer so my open mouth was full of cock and stretchy material. I lapped at his swollen dick, and he bucked his hips, resulting in cock rubbing over my face.
Much as a face full of dick was turning me on, I wanted to be inside Eggy. Gripping his briefs in my teeth, I eased them down his thighs. His length sprang out and slapped me on the cheek. I flicked the end and savored the drop of pre-cum wobbling on the end. After swallowing it, I stood, and Eggy wriggled his underwear down until they puddled at his feet.
Picking him up, I laid him on the mattress. “Show me your cock,” he said, his voice husky.
Unzipping my pants, I pulled it out and stroked it.
Eggy pursed his lips. “I get all warm, and my heart speeds up when I see you.” He stuck a finger in his mouth, and it was my turn to moan. “What do you think that means?”
“That you want me to fuck you?”
“Yes. Please.” He spread his legs, his knees trembling. “Like this?”
I nodded and removed my clothes as what I took to be lust burned in Eggy’s eyes. “You’ll need to raise your knees.”
“So you can reach my hole?” He studied my cock as I shuffled over the mattress and the bedding rustled. “Will your length fit in me? Maybe I’m too small.”
“You’re perfect,” I assured him.
The head of my cock brushed over his thigh, and he shivered. It was taking all my strength to go slow. This was Eggy’s first time, and my former experiences didn’t count. This was a first for me, too, because it was with my mate.
“Look at me,” Eggy begged. “I want our eyes to be locked on one another as you enter me.”
“Me, too.” Looming over him, I was poised at his entrance, marking this moment in my memory for all time.
Eggy licked around his mouth, and his breathing sped up as he lifted his head slightly and peered between his legs. A smile ghosted over his lips while he fisted the sheets.
With my fingers wrapped around my shaft, I probed his entrance, and Eggy stared, slack-jawed as the tip of my length slipped in.
His mouth formed an O, and as much as I’d dreamed of plowing into him, I paused. His chest heaved as did mine, in tandem. Only the head of my dick had penetrated his hole. Was I too big? Maybe even with all the slick, Azar was right, and we needed lube.
“Breathe, Eggy.” I probably should have given myself the same advice. My heart was pounding in my ears while he gasped and gulped a mouthful of air.
“Gods, I didn’t know. Your cock is huge, and it feels so good. Is there more?” He wriggled his ass and gave me a come-hither grin. He was teasing me, and I loved my sassy mate.
“Much, much more.”
“Give it to me, please. I want all of you.”
Sliding into his channel, taking possession of him, was my final step in our mating process. Being inside him was nothing like I had imagined. It was home!
And much as I wanted to keep my gaze on his face, I allowed my eyes to close while my other senses experienced my cock sliding into his depths. He was so tight as I pushed in, cocooning me in his warmth, accompanied by the overwhelming aroma of slick. The slipperiness eased my length into his passage. The little whimpers and moans from Eggy’s lips as I pushed in, his body trembling, the tiny gasps, his breath mingling with my own, aroused me further.
I moved agonizingly slowly, not only because I didn’t want to hurt him but also because I hoped he was relishing my length driving into him as much as I was. This was a shared journey.
When I was buried in his depths, I waited until Eggy’s eyelashes fluttered and his lips parted. “More, please.” He reached out and tangled his fingers in my hair.
Eggy squeezed around me, making me gasp. His eyes grew wide, and he did it again, getting the same reaction from me. In response, he gave me a wicked grin.
“Ready?”
“For what…yes!”
I pulled almost the whole way out, and goose bumps skittered over his skin.
His trusting eyes were giving me permission to keep going as I thrust into him. His body jolted, and he squealed. There was no doubt that was a yelp of pleasure, and I slammed into him again. And again, until I adjusted the speed with which my cock was claiming him.
“Faster,” he urged me and, when I ignored him, he stuck a fist in his mouth.
My cock glided into his channel and, without warning, I pulled back and slammed into him.
“Yes! Oh yes!”
I sped up, plunging into him until sweat dripped from my chin onto his chest and salty droplets streamed from his brow over his lips.
He captured each one with his tongue, making fucking him harder ’cause it was so damned hot.
“You like that?” he asked, the timid Eggy of earlier replaced with a more confident version. I nodded as his stiff cock bounced with each lunge.
Eggy chewed his bottom lip while the fingers of one hand brushed over his dick.
“You can wrap your hands around your cock and pump.”
“What?” His incredulous voice, with more than a touch of innocence, made me love him more. He tugged, and his eyes glazed over. Another tug, and I rammed into him at the same time.
“So good,” he yelled.
There was little talk from then on as we fucked hard. There were gasps, wails, the slippery sounds of my cock taking possession of his channel, and muttered, “Yes,” and “Like that.”
I was edging close to my climax but I had to wait for my mate. I took a peek at Eggy. His half-lidded eyes and the frantic pumping of his dick, the gaping mouth suggested he was close.
I gave him permission. “You can let go. It’s okay.”
His breathing sped up, and his skin glistened with sweat as he shrieked my name and cum spurted from his length. There was no reason to hold back and, moments later, I emptied inside him. I struggled to contain the emotions and the desire rippling through me. For the first time in my life, I knotted. The sensation of filling my mate in a different way than before had my eyes filling with tears.
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Nothing I ever imagined compared to being knotted by my alpha. A sense of complete fullness that wasn’t completely physical. A wholeness and connection came along with it.
And then there was that special time where the two of us were sealed together and, for those minutes, were one. Gods, I loved it, loved it so much. And had I not been ravenously hungry for food, I’d have wanted to stay in bed another hour or four, making sure my memory from last night was accurate. You know, for science and not because I couldn’t get enough of my mate.
“I’m going to breakfast.” I was trying to give myself motivation to get out of bed more than anything else. “Would you like to join me?”
Tamon still wasn’t overly comfortable with Cyrus, and I got it, I did. They had some less-than-welcoming moments, and my mate did just show up and stay. They hadn’t started on the best footing, and now that my mate’s cousin was here, said footing was even worse.
“Do you want me to, my love?” He sat up, inhaled and let out his breath in a long yawn.
I nodded.
“Do we have time for a shower?” Tamon sniffed under his arm. “We got pretty sweaty last night.”
Not to mention I had started that way. And then there was the whole smelling-like-sex thing in the mix. A shower was nonnegotiable whether or not we had time.
“Yes, but we have to hurry.” And, with my mate’s gorgeous ass, that wasn’t going to be easy. I just wanted to nibble on it.
“We can do that.”
We, in fact, could not do that and ended up at the breakfast table after the hot food was done being served. That had always been a rule in the house, with the exception of the rare occasions when we had company. Whoever was making breakfast would cook until a certain time and, if you arrived after that, too bad, so sad. Cold cereal for you.
Today was cold cereal for us, and I loved it because it meant Tamon was no longer a “guest.”
I grabbed the three boxes my mate had to choose from and set them on the table alongside the milk. He got the bowls and spoons. We were a breakfast team.
“Sorry we’re late.” I refused to even consider explaining why. They didn’t need and sure as heck didn’t want to know. Cyrus wasn’t particularly happy about the situation between Tamon and I. Hearing about shower blowjobs was most definitely not going to aid that.
“Cereal for you.” Azar shrugged and sassed, “No need to apologize. You’re the one paying for your tardiness.”
I looked at his plate. Corned beef hash and eggs. I picked the absolutely worst time to be late.
“I like crisped rice.” I grabbed the box and poured my bowl.
Tamon chose a wheat bran cereal. Next time we needed groceries, I was going. It was about time our house had decent cereal. It didn’t need to have marshmallows or toy surprises inside, but not being made of straw and having flavor would go a long way.
The four of us ate in near silence. It was probably my fault as much as it was theirs. I just sat there waiting for one of them to be snappy at us and, for all I knew, they were waiting for me to tell them about the weather or something.
Cyrus got up three times to check up on what they now referred to as their “guest.” He wasn’t a guest. He was trapped there and, while I understood the reasoning, it was definitely not a guest type situation.
When he came back after the third time, Tamon offered to be the one to check on him.
“Nope. He’s my patient.” Cyrus said it nicely, but there was a don’t even think about asking me that one more time quality to his voice. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to protect me from Lucius or what, but it was a side of Cyrus I hadn’t seen before. The way Tamon froze up just the tiniest of bits told me he sensed something off as well.
“I’m sorry you’re dealing with this. I’d help break the curse if I knew how. Honestly, I don’t know how he’s not dead. I wanted to kill him. He threatened my—Egan. He threatened Egan.” Tamon gave my thigh a squeeze under the table.
Part of me was sad that he called me by my full name. I liked being his Eggy. But this wasn’t a time for cute pet names and sweetness. We were discussing a real threat to the family, including my mate. If I had a say in things, he wouldn’t be housed here. But I didn’t.
I hated how much everyone was sheltering me from all of this. I understood the reason. Cyrus and Azar were for all intents and purposes my dads. But Tamon, that was different, and I probably needed to talk with him about it.
“You really do care for him, don’t you, Tamon?” Azar asked.
“I’d see Lucius dead for what he’s done. That is no exaggeration.” Tamon spoke low and slow, not giving any emotion away. His tone was more it looks like rain is coming than I want to kill a man.
Cyrus’ beast was close—too close. I could scent him. It confused me at first. Why would his beast care that Tamon wanted his cousin to take his last breath? It made no sense.
“I meant Egan.” Azar leaned back, his eyes on Cyrus.
Cyrus needed some time not dealing with the warlock in the other room if he was going to jump to the conclusion that my mate wanted me dead. Was it an odd way to answer? Absolutely, but there was chivalry in it also. He loved me, cared for me so much that his cousin’s death was nothing compared to my safety and not just in the minute of danger but well past that time.
Or I was watching too many romance movies when I couldn’t sleep at night. It was probably that. But, in any case, Cyrus jumping to that conclusion was odd.
“Of course I care about him. He’s my mate. He became the center of my universe and shall stay that way for all of time.” He closed his eyes for a few seconds and then opened them. “The connection I feel with Eggy is one I never dreamed possible with another. Yes, we are still new to each other, but that doesn’t make my feelings any less intense.”
“I feel the same.” I leaned into his side. “And while I was slow to figure things out, my phoenix knew from the day he arrived. I didn’t interpret what my bird was telling me correctly, but, in hindsight, my beast was smarter than all of us when it came to Tamon.”
“I guess I should be grateful Egan found his mate, and you do seem like you are a good match. But forgive a parent for wanting to protect his young.” It had been so long since Cyrus called me that, and it felt like a hug. “But you can’t be that bad if you care about him this much and he you.”
“I really do.” So much it almost hurt.
“As do I.” Tamon kissed my head.
“I’m glad, especially given you two are now bonded mates.” Azar winked.
I wanted the earth to open up and swallow me whole. Azar didn’t need to bring up my sexy times with my mate—ever. I was good and happy having everyone pretend they didn’t know we’d been banging it out in my room last night.
“Is your fever back?” Cyrus teased. It was better than having him be bitter about Tamon being here but so very not helpful.
“Can we not?” I buried my face in my hands. “Pretending you don’t know certain things hurts absolutely no one.”
“Ohhh, our little boy has grown up.” Azar needed to stop. I understood this was his way of showing Tamon he was accepted. At least, that’s how I took it. But still…I didn’t need this, and neither did my mate.
“As fabulous as this is, I need to go to work.” I pushed my chair out and got up. “I will see you all at lunch or dinner. Depends on how the markets are going today.”
I went back to my room, ignoring their chuckles at my embarrassment. And really, they were right, it was silly to be embarrassed by something so beautiful and natural. But they forgot I was raised around humans, and my human friends would’ve all rather been given an extra year of calculus than discuss their sex life with their parents. Except Fred, and for him it would’ve been English, math being his favorite.
I settled down to work and found myself looking things up, going to act upon them, forgetting what I’d just researched, and then repeating the entire cycle over and over again. By near lunchtime, I just gave up. Focus wasn’t happening, and messing around with my money when I couldn’t have a coherent thought was a bad way to succeed at trading.
I shut everything down and, when I stood up, my head spun, and I nearly lost my balance. It wasn’t like when I was hot and feverish. This was different. And I almost sat back down. Instead, I went over to my bed and plopped down and closed my eyes.
The dizziness dissipated as I lay there with my eyes closed, but my fire? It acted weird, almost as if it wanted to come out and retreat at the same time. There was no warmth to it, but still it was there.
I rolled off the bed long enough to move the blankets to get underneath them, and instantly regretted the motion, the dizziness back with a vengeance. I somehow managed to get back on the bed and under the covers. Probably just needed a nap. Between the fever and being up all night in the arms of my mate, my boy was done.
Rest would fix all things.
Or, at least, I hoped.
I curled into a ball and counted, trying to ease myself to sleep. It came quickly, and my dreams along with it. I had one after another, a few of them memories of my childhood and one of them some alone time with Tamon. It was the one I wanted to stay in the longest and also the one I was ripped from.
“You need to get up, my love.” Tamon kissed my forehead, me, barely awake.
“Enough of the gentle stuff,” Azar said with a bit more force. “We’ve been trying to get you up for ten minutes.”
“Sorry.” I couldn’t hold back my yawn. “I was tired. It hasn’t been the most boring of weeks.” I forced myself to sit, wishing I had another hour or five to sleep. “Why is it that I’m up again?” Because I’d have been fine falling right back to my pillow and not just because of the delicious dream I’d been having. I was tired. Bone tired.
“Because it’s dinnertime.” Azar took my hand and pulled it forward as he “helped” me from bed. “You missed lunch, but missing dinner is not going to happen.”
“Fine. I’ll get up.” And this time when I stood up, I at least wasn’t dizzy. The nap did help with that, so that was something. “We’d better be having something good to eat. If we are having sandwiches for dinner, I’m not going to be happy about leaving my bed.”
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TAMON



Just when my life was going smoothly, it flipped and I was looking at the world from upside down. How did that happen?
I escaped my family and the clan, which was a huge plus. That one act set me free.
It also led me to Wakiya—with the help of the car, though perhaps that was the town’s magic—and the name of the town was a sign. In the shifter world, it was a huge blinking, red- orange-and-yellow, twenty-four-hour signal because the name meant thunderbird.
While Lucius attempted to haul me back to the clan to face my punishment, he failed, thanks to Eggy’s and my combined powers. On the downside, I’d put a curse on my cousin, and he was as good as dead but still breathing. Cyrus read every book about curses Azar had, left to him by his late mate, and he held vigil over Lucius. While I was sorry I’d brought trouble to Azar and family, I did what was right. Warlock and shifter code stated you put your mate’s life before your own.
Eggy and I finally had sex, all freaking night, and my gods, it was… I had no words to describe it. Out of this world was so cliché, and yet that was close to it. We soared to unimagined heights, and I could speak on Eggy’s behalf because he’d told me of the bright lights, the feeling of floating, the stars, and the flashing colors. We were magic together, both when we combined our powers and when we fucked.
Everything was as it should be until Eggy became ill. Nothing terrified me as much as him being sick and me not being able to make him better. Being imprisoned by my family was preferable to my mate fading away and… Nope, I couldn’t go there.
“Eggy.” I shook him awake and, once he’d cracked his eyes open, he rewarded me with a wan smile, flung one leg over my naked body then returned to sleep within seconds.
The small single bed Eggy had slept in since he was a kid had been replaced by a much bigger one. I had used a little magic to expand the space, though from outside, it appeared exactly the same size.
I didn’t care about the lack of sex. Rather, I did, but my mate’s health was paramount. We had a lifetime of fucking to look forward to. Before we were intimate, Eggy had been in the tower, out in the cemetery, picking fruit, gardening with Azar—though he claimed he hated gardening—and doing his online trading.
Now he slept and hardly ate. We almost had to force-feed him. What had I done? Maybe we weren’t a true match, and my swimmers were making him sick. I didn’t have a spell for that, and, besides, performing magic on a mate wasn’t something warlocks did. It had a habit of backfiring, unlike the all-sleeping, not-knowing curse Lucius deserved, and, as he wasn’t my mate, I’d done nothing wrong. If I said it enough times, I’d believe it.
I couldn’t imagine the poor warlock who was destined to be Lucius’ mate. It had to be a warlock because no way would he be strong enough to mate with a majestic phoenix.
Eggy needed energy, but, for me to help him, he had to be awake. We were mated, so part of me was running through his veins and vice versa. It wasn’t dangerous and wasn’t a spell. It was me.
“My omega, I need you to look at me.”
His long dark eyelashes fluttered open, and he mumbled, “Mate.” I kissed him and, with my breath, I fed him part of what made me, me. His eyes snapped open, and he got up, showered, and ate, before sliding back into bed and falling asleep again.
We did that three times a day for almost a week, but I was doing little more than keeping my mate alive. He created a sort of burrow in the bedding, with only his face visible. It was cute but reminded me of winter when some animals hibernated, except there was no indication Eggy would ever go back to the way he was.
Now it was day seven, and I decided to tempt him with a yummy breakfast of blueberry pancakes and syrup. Perhaps, today, he’d wake on his own and bound up to the tower and yell, “Hello, world,” though I wasn’t hopeful.
With the town protected, I could have nodded my head, and a tray of freshly cooked pancakes would appear. But I wanted to cook them myself. That would be more meaningful, and I hoped Eggy would appreciate my romantic gesture.
Having watched Azar, I decided to make a batch. How hard could it be? Turned out, it wasn’t easy. Azar wasn’t around, so he couldn’t advise me. Instead, I got a recipe and had it hovering at eye level. But, when Azar walked into the kitchen with a basket of freshly picked carrots and greens, the horror on his face was a sign I’d messed up.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I told him as I wiped batter from my face with the apron.
“Depends on your definition of bad. The counter and stove are covered in flour, batter is splattered everywhere, there’s a broken egg on the floor, and your face is streaked with syrup.” He gazed upward. “And that doesn’t include what appears to be a pancake stuck to the ceiling.”
“I tried.” One click of my fingers, and the kitchen was restored to its original state, clean and neat. A plate of perfectly made pancakes appeared on the table.
“Much as I’m sure Eggy would appreciate your effort, he needs something other than pancakes.” He went into the main living area and returned with a book I recognized.
I reacted in horror. “There’s no need to instruct me on how to have sex with a phoenix shifter.”
“Stop being a baby,” he insisted. “This isn’t just about sex. It’s an A to Z on phoenix shifters’ health.”
He made tea, and we sat at the kitchen table, thumbing through the chapters.
“Oh my.” He yanked the book away from me and sat back, his bushy brows rising and rising again.
“Is it…is it bad?” Fear was choking me. I could barely get the words out. My heart was twisted in knots and if it could cry, it would spill a single tear into my bloodstream.
He slammed the book shut. “How’s your sex life?”
Not again. We’d traveled the major-embarrassment highway when he instructed me on the finer points of slick. I wasn’t going to give him a blow-by-blow account of me taking Eggy’s V-card.
“That’s none of your business,” I protested. Bringing the teacup to my lips, I gulped the hot liquid, my mind on how to help Eggy.
“It is if we want to help him.”
“Are you telling me I hurt him?” If whatever was wrong with my mate was my fault, I would never forgive myself. Eggy had been so vibrant, and to see him with no energy and barely engaging in life had me slamming the tea on the table and putting my head in my hands.
Perhaps I could curse myself and join Lucius in a long sleep, but that was a cowardly way out. No matter what happened, I would look after my mate. But with me alive, he wouldn’t regenerate. What a mess!
“This isn’t your fault, Tamon.” He scrunched up his face. “Well, I suppose in a way it is. But it isn’t bad. It depends on how you look at it.”
“Geez, thanks.” He hadn’t improved my mood any, just made it worse.
“But if you want to help Eggy, you must give me details of how often you’ve had sex.”
Every conversation with Azar ended with me red-faced. But if it would shut him up, I’d tell him about sex with his son. “We shared an all-night marathon.”
“Ah, yes. I remember mating with my warlock. It generated a lot of heat.”
If there was one thing worse than detailing my adventures with Eggy, it was hearing about Azar and his warlock in bed.
“But we haven’t done it again since that night. Eggy hasn’t had the energy.” Heck, he’d barely opened his eyes long enough for me to get food in him. No way could I stick my cock in his hole. I couldn’t fuck him without his permission.
“I see.”
I hoped he meant he understood and not that I’d given him a mental pic of Eggy sitting on me or on all fours. We’d tried a lot of different positions that night, and the memory brought a smile to my lips.
I explained about giving him energy through my breath, and he opened the book again.
“That’s good, but you need more. Wait here.” He scurried out the kitchen door and returned minutes later with a bundle of what appeared to be herbs in his arms. He busied himself over the stove and an aroma, not unpleasant, wafted around the room. After straining the liquid, he poured it into a teapot and placed that with a cup on a tray.
“Keep doing what you’ve been doing, and make sure he drinks this tea,” he instructed me.
“And then what?”
“We shall see.” He waved me off.
Not helpful, Azar.
I’d have to use my magic to get Eggy awake and then get him to drink the tea. And if he didn’t want it? I wasn’t going to force it on him, and I refused to use my magic to get it down his throat. He was my mate, not someone or something I needed to manipulate, such as I had the wind or the sun in the past.
Eggy hadn’t moved since I left the room. He was still cocooned in the bedding like an animal snuggled in a burrow. Using my magic, I allowed the tray to hover over the bed while I leaned toward my mate and placed my lips on his brow.
He moaned and, when his eyes opened, I said, “Morning, beautiful.”
“Morning already? I need more sleep.” He rolled onto his side.
“But first a kiss.”
“Okkkkay.”
With our lips pressed together and my energy surging into him, Eggy stayed awake, and I helped him sit.
“Azar has made you a special treat.”
“Pancakes? He makes the best.”
Damn, I’d forgotten about the ones I’d summoned. Knowing Cyrus, he’d probably commandeered them for his chickens, though he was so attentive to Lucius, he’d dash outside, feed them, collect any eggs, and race back to my cousin. I’d avoided Lucius when he was a walking, talking warlock, but perhaps now he was unconscious, he was more agreeable.
“Hold that thought. I’ll get you some but, first, he’s made you a special tea.
He sniffed at the cup I brought over. “Do I have to?”
“Yeah. He cares about you and insists this will make you feel better, and it’ll give you energy.” I made up the last part but presumably that was the tea’s purpose.
Eggy had a look of dread on his face until he took a sip, but then his expression brightened and he grinned and licked his lips. “This is nice.”
I sat beside him, and the stress in my shoulders eased. “Keep drinking.”
Eggy gulped it down and then asked about pancakes. It was the longest he’d stayed awake all week. I produced a plate of blueberry pancakes swimming in syrup. Eggy took a bite and pronounced them delicious. “But Azar’s are better.”
“I’ll have to take lessons from him.”
When he was done, he took a much-needed shower and, with one nod from me, clean bedding appeared and the room was tidy.
Eggy bounded out, saying he’d better check on his stocks. “And afterward, we could snuggle in the belfry. What are your plans?”
I didn’t have any now that my mate was better. Perhaps I should consider getting a job or starting a business. Using magic was great for things like washing dishes, but it wasn’t fulfilling. I’d have to consider what skills I had and what the community needed.
“I’ll meet you in the belfry when you’re done.”
He grabbed my ass and planted a kiss on my cheek. “I’m counting on it.”
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EGAN



“We should probably head downstairs.” I snuggled into Tamon, not wanting to leave, even if it was my idea.
Tamon had joined me in the belfry. When we’d planned our rendezvous, it was with the intention of kissing and probably quite a bit more. And, while that was a great plan, we ended up sticking around and discussing everything from the bats who were sharing the space with us to the potato patch I was contemplating starting next season. He even regaled me with the tale of when he accidentally spelled his cat who then danced until his father was able to help him remove the unintentional curse. Pretty much anything and everything.
And now? Now, we were snuggled in each other’s arms watching the sun set. From our spot, it was stunning. But it was time to join the others. They would be worried, especially after how exhausted I’d been. When Azar felt the need to make me something special to “help,” I knew it was really bad.
We had to give them proof of life—for sure. But I didn’t want to. I was finally feeling well enough to spend quality time with my mate.
“We really should head down,” I said again with more enthusiasm than before.
“You don’t sound like you mean that, Eggy.” Tamon spoke low near my ear, his breath tickling me.
“I do mean it, but I don’t want to.” I tilted my head up for a kiss, one he gladly gave me.
“How about this? We go downstairs, make small talk, eat dinner, and then say we want to go play video games and run back to your room for more alone time.” He nipped at my earlobe. “Sound good?”
“It depends…is video-game code for something a little less clothed?” Or rather, completely unclothed.
“Or we could play strip video games? Strip Frogger? Strip Zelda?” He nudged me to get up. “The sooner we go, the quicker I can beat you at strip Donkey Kong.”
I pushed myself up, hating the loss of his warmth. But I was right, and he was right. It was the responsible thing to do.
“Okay, so the plan is we play nice for a while and ditch out shortly thereafter.” Now that we had a plan for our time afterward, I just wanted to jump straight to it. I wouldn’t, but I wanted to.
We climbed down from the belfry and found Azar reading in the living room. He wasn’t engrossed in one of his cozy mysteries though. He was reading about health, in a volume that looked like a text book of all things. What was the fun in that? Maybe he was looking into starting a new career. I looked at the book more closely. No! It was that book. The Phoenix A to Z that detailed our health and so many other things.
“Hey, Azar. Thanks for the drink. It helped a lot.” Like night and day, really. As in, I was sleeping and now was wide awake feeling human again, or at least as human as I could, given I wasn’t one.
I took a seat on the sofa, and Tamon sat next to me. Azar closed the book, set it on the coffee table, and looked at me. He smiled and then leaned back. I knew the look. He had something to say. Was he saying it? Nope. But it was there, close to the surface.
“I feel much better now. Thank you.” I figured it was a good place to start. “I know you were worried.”
“Less worried and more curious.” He rubbed his chin. “And it looks like I was right.”
He was speaking in riddles. He did that sometimes, but that didn’t mean I liked it very much.
“Do I want to know what you were curious about?” Tamon asked what I was going to be too stubborn to. “Wait. Never mind. I don’t want you to ask about my sex life again.”
“What?” I gasped. “Please tell me you didn’t…”
Azar’s face said he very much did.
“Why would you do that? What Tamon did before he met me has nothing to do with me and is for sure not your business.” And it was nothing I wanted to know about. My father figure—heck no. He didn’t need to go anywhere near that.
“I did no such thing.” Azar looked to Tamon and then back to me.
I was on my feet so fast. “You asked him about what the two of us do? There is so much gross with that I can’t even… Not to mention the lack of any sense of privacy. What the goddess? Why would you even think about doing that?”
Tamon took my hand and gently tugged at it, encouraging me to take my seat. He should be livid, too, and maybe he was. He’d just had more time to think on it, whereas this was all news to me, and not good news. “Because I needed to figure out what was wrong with you.”
“And knowing if I ride my alpha or not was going to help you figure out if I was sick?”
Tamon giggle-snorted at my side. Fair to say, I was being ridiculous but also embarrassed. This was the man who’d changed my diapers. The last thing I wanted him discussing with my mate was our sexual activity.
“Not if you were sick.” Azar picked up the book and flipped through the pages before handing it to me.
I took it, confused by his actions but figuring he had a reason. Looking down, I saw exactly what that reason was, and I nearly dropped the book, a picture of a very pregnant omega filling the page.
“You think…you think I’m pregnant?” How could that be? I hadn’t even had the energy to sit up, much less get it on with my mate. And it was very difficult for phoenix to conceive. Like nearly impossible from all I had heard. I couldn’t be pregnant.
And a not-small part of me was saddened by that. I hadn’t been trying or expecting to have a baby, but seeing that picture…it only showed me in the weirdest way possible how much I wanted it deep down.
“The sex I was asking about is the how, and I have failed you as a parental unit if you don’t know that’s how things happen.” He took the book back and flipped the pages before handing it to me again with family planning facing me. “You did not do those things.” He tapped on the prevention methods, which were limited based on who we were. “And you guys went at it during your heat.”
“My what?” I hadn’t put a name on it, but I guess I should have. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. I mean, I know, but let’s not discuss it.”
“Azar, while I want your conjecture to be accurate, I need a tad more than just your word for it.” Tamon gave my hand an extra squeeze, his grip already firm, reassuring me of his presence as I had the most awkward and uncomfortable conversation of my life.
“Eggy is awake and has energy.” Azar took the book back and closed it.
“Because you gave me something to give him,” Tamon said.
“Something that gives energy to pregnant omegas. It has no other purpose. If he was sick or tired or poisoned, it would’ve done nothing. But he is with child, and it helped him. Not for long. He’ll need to take it pretty regularly at first.” Azar would’ve kept talking, but I held up my hand like I was still in elementary school and not a grown man who was growing a person or a phoenix or a warlock—a being. I was growing a being.
“Yes, Eggy?”
I had to chuckle. I deserved him treating me like a school kid when I was acting like one. “I’m having a baby.”
He nodded.
“Should I maybe take a pregnancy test?” Because getting my hopes too high for a baby that wasn’t coming would crush me like nothing else I’d ever experienced.
“I think so. How about you, mate?” Tamon, dear sweet Tamon was being my rock, and I sure needed that right then.
“Yes.” I turned to face him. “If I get excited, and Azar is wrong, then…I don’t think I can handle that. I know we just mated, but I want to be a dad. I didn’t realize how much until it became a possibility.”
“I want to be a father, too, omega mine. I can’t wait to watch you grow with our child. I long to see a mini Eggy running around. I desire it all.” He let go of my hand and put his on my cheeks. “Do you trust me?”
I nodded and, when I saw that wouldn’t be enough for him, I added, “With my life.” And it was true. I did.
“Close your eyes. I’m going to ask your phoenix to help my magic show you something.”
I closed my eyes, my body tingling as my phoenix fluttered inside me. Had this not been Tamon, my mate, I’d have instantly pulled away, the sensation unnerving at best. But it was him, and he would never harm me.
My phoenix opened up, showing me glimpses of darkness at first, but then it brightened, and I saw an egg. Not just any egg either—my egg. He was showing me our young.
“I’m pregnant.” Tears fell down my cheeks. “We’re going to be dads.”
“We’re going to be dads.” Tamon pressed his forehead against mine.
Azar clapped. “With that out of the way, we can decide where to put the nursery now that we know there’s going to be hatchlings running about.”
“I think maybe we should celebrate our good news before we worry about the nursery.” I had no desire to jump to the end of this pregnancy before I even took the time to bask in the joy I was feeling.
“I agree.” Tamon kissed my lips far too sweetly for my liking, but, with Azar there, I appreciated it. The last thing I wanted was to give Azar a reason to discuss my sex life again. Once was too often for me.
“There are no free rooms in the church unless we remodel.” Azar got up and went over to the bookshelf and took out a binder I didn’t recognize. “But I have a plan.”
Of course he did. He was the one who knew I was pregnant first. He’d had time to make a plan, whereas this was all brand new to me.
“This is a list of houses we own in the area and some keys.” He handed me the binder and, sure enough, there were keys clipped in and pages of homes with specs on them. “Go. Find where you want to live so I can get my grandpa-spoiling started in the form of a nursery.”
“Are you…are you sure?” Tamon was new enough around here, he wouldn’t have known the extent of the money we had, money we didn’t need.
And the houses…Azar and Cyrus weren’t predators looking for the weak and pouncing on them in their time of need, offering them pennies on the dollar for their properties. Quite the opposite. They paid more than the homes were worth and only when someone came to them asking to sell. And even then, trying to help them problem solve ways to stay if that was their desire. But, at the end of the day, my family owned more homes than we could possibly use. This was as good a use for them as any.
“Thank you, Azar.” I hugged him briefly. “We will be sure to do this soon.”
“But not now?”
“Not now. Now we need to go to my room and ummm…discuss all the things.” With our bodies. Left that part out.
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TAMON



“A home of our own. It’s so exciting.” Eggy skipped in front of me toward the car. “Don’t get me wrong. I love the church and everything in and around it, but there’s not much privacy.”
My mind went to the noises Eggy and I made when we had sex. His room was squeezed between Azar and Cyrus’ and, with their enhanced shifter hearing, we would have kept them awake all night, had I not used a spell to block the noise, though technically Cyrus wasn’t using his room. He slept beside Lucius in my former bed which was nearby. The tips of my ears burned as I imagined Azar with a pillow over his head and Cyrus wishing I’d never come into their lives if I hadn’t cast that spell.
If it’d been my parents, they would have maybe sent me to the next galaxy.
“But I’ll miss the belfry,” my mate noted, his enthusiasm tempered from moments earlier. “That was my special place for as long as I can remember.”
Maybe Azar had another old church in his vast property portfolio. Unlikely, but I’d had no idea he owned so many homes. We had our personal family Realtor, one who not only sold, but also owned the properties.
Eggy buckled himself in as I put the key in the ignition. The engine groaned, and there was a second of hesitation before it started. We needed a new car, and I could produce one instantly. But, like the engine, I hesitated. We hadn’t discussed how to weave my magic into our lives. From experience, using magic to solve every little inconvenience took away not only life’s little frustrations but the pleasure of accomplishing tasks on your own.
There was also the subject of me not working. Eggy was a whizz at trading stocks, and I did nothing to bring money in. I had a few ideas circling, particularly involving warlocks in situations similar to mine, but nothing concrete.
Scanning the list, Eggy noted, “There are so many.” He stabbed at the entry at the top of the printed list. “Let’s start here and work our way down.”
I chuckled at his reference to “work our way down.” I did that frequently when we had sex, kissing his mouth, chin, throat, teasing his hard nipples, poking my tongue into his belly button, and finally making my way to his happy trail and his impressive dick and puckered hole.
“I know what you’re thinking.” He side-eyed me and smirked. His head swiveled to the church porch where Azar was reading a book, and he lowered his voice. “You’re picturing your mouth on me.”
“Maybe. But I was also wondering why you have a belly button when you were born from an egg.”
His mouth gaped. “I’ve never thought of that. We’ll have to look at Azar’s book, the one he always hauls out when I’m sick.”
Not the book. Whenever it appeared, there was always a discussion of sex, in particular my and Eggy’s bedroom activities. It never seemed to bother Azar discussing our sex life, and I’d always thought of myself as a bad-ass warlock but made myself as small as possible when Azar began talking sizes and slick.
I drove over the gravel driveway and headed toward the road as Eggy wound his window down and yelled, “Azar, why do I have a belly button?” Without checking in the rearview mirror, I was certain my father-in-law got up to take a look in that book.
Eggy directed me to the house, which was unoccupied, like so many in town. “It’s a bungalow, mid-century style with a large yard, surrounded by trees. It has three bedrooms.”
We stopped outside the house. It had been vacant for a year, but someone was looking after it as the grass was mowed and it had been recently painted. I hoped the inside had been taken care of. As well as a horror of bat and bird poop, I had one of rats and mice and, if one scuttled over my foot while we were checking out the place, I’d either a) run away screaming or b) treat the little fucker to same curse I’d put on Lucius. If I chose the second option, we could put it in the garden as a warning to other rodents, sort of like the warlock version of a scarecrow.
“This is nice.” Eggy and I wandered around the house, hand in hand, stopping every few minutes to kiss and squeeze one another’s butts.
I poked my head inside one of the bedrooms. “Will this do for a nursery?”
“Depends how many eggs are in the clutch.”
Intellectually, I understood Eggy had come from an egg. Azar had related the story frequently. But when we discovered my mate was pregnant, in my mind I thought “baby.” Getting my head around the fact there was an egg or eggs inside him took time. If we had what I thought of as “a bounty of eggs,” I’d have to use magic to wrangle the little ones.
My skills at caring for children were nonexistent. I might need to surround myself with a safety spell in case I dropped them. But, before that, I really needed to read the section in Azar’s book on “Hatching.”
“I wish it was two-story,” he mused. “How will I teach the little ones to fly?”
Fly? Why was that so surprising? I could transport, but I’d forgotten the babies, having been born from eggs, would be phoenix and have wings and fire when they shifted. I hoped I’d transferred some of my characteristics, though, such as the ability to put a curse on anyone who threatened their loved ones.
“This is a little small,” my mate declared, “though the garden is lovely.”
“It’s also very close to the houses on either side.” Having been observed by the neighbors when we arrived, I suspected they were humans and wouldn’t appreciate any snap, crackle, or pop when I cast a spell.
“On to the next one.” Eggy crossed out the top line on his list.
House number two had no garden, the rooms in the third were too small, and so on.
“What if we build a belfry into a house?” Eggy suggested when the page in his lap had most houses crossed off.
“We can do anything, but remember, the townspeople have ignored many incidents of what they referred to as the family’s idiosyncrasies. But waving my nonexistent wand over a house and having renovations be completed in an instant would raise more than a few eyebrows.”
My mate sighed. “There’s one more on the list. Should we bother looking at it?” He peered at the typed paragraph. “Says it has an observatory. What is that exactly?”
That sparked my interest. “Let’s wait and see, but this might be what you’re looking for, Eggy.”
The house was on the edge of town, not far from the church where my mate had grown up and, as we got close, I stopped the car. It hadn’t been as well taken care of as some of the other homes we’d inspected, but it had oodles of land, and was a sprawling two-story home. There was a row of trees on either side and, at the back, a stream bubbled.
But it was what sat atop the house that made it special. The dome-like structure was constructed of glass panels and was where the previous owner had presumably studied the stars.
Eggy let out a sharp cry.
“The babies? I mean, the eggs or the babies inside the eggs?” My head hadn’t grasped the correct language. “Are they okay? Are you?”
“No, it’s the observatory. It’s beautiful.” He leaped out, not bothering to close the door, and raced into the house. I followed and, ignoring the rest of the building, he took the stairs two at a time until he reached the top floor and then climbed the winding metal staircase to the observatory.
When I reached him, he was staring open-mouthed at the blue sky visible above us. An old telescope stood near the glass panels, aimed at the heavens.
“What’s out there, Tamon?”
“We can find out.” I furrowed my brows as I considered Eggy’s pregnancy. “But maybe after the babies are born.”
My mate pummeled my chest with his fists. “Are you serious?” Eggy had described the world from above when he took his wings and soared upward. The tops of trees reaching for the sun, chimneys billowing smoke, cars beetling along the road and, as well as the greens and browns of the forests and mountains, he noted the destruction wrought by man.
But his recent flights had been curtailed by the protection sphere over the town, and, soon, he wouldn’t be able to shift through parts of his pregnancy. While I transported from place to place, technically, I didn’t fly. I was in one place and then another.
“Yeah.” My parents had threatened me with a trip to the moon as a punishment. I’d never been sent there, though that was where I might find myself if they ever caught up with me. But, with Eggy at my side, I was willing to explore the Universe. “I’d have to conjure up a spell that would protect us in space.” Though as I’d sent my clothes into the next galaxy as a decoy, perhaps leaving the Earth wasn’t a good idea. If the clan discovered me off this world, they wouldn’t hesitate to bribe someone to capture me in the next one as they had with Lucius.
Eggy draped his arms around me. “I love this place. This is where I want to bring up our babies.”
“Tell me what you want, and you’ll have it in seconds.” The outside might take longer, though we didn’t have close neighbors.
He closed one eye and nuzzled my scruff with his cheek. “Can we do it ourselves, please? I want to look at our finished home and see the hours of hard work we put into it.”
“The decorating, yes. The rest…” I raised my hands in surrender. My knowledge of home repair was limited, and we had to bring in a house inspector to check out the building.
It turned out that along with needing a new roof, the place needed rewiring and a new heating system. We wanted an additional bathroom, while the existing kitchen and bathroom had to be gutted and rebuilt.
“That’s a lot of money, Eggy, when I can do it for free.” And by doing, I was talking about magic.
He took me up to the observatory and pointed to the town, spread out in front of us. “The people in Wakiya need work. We should let them fix up the house.”
“But I don’t have any money.”
He shrugged and walked down the stairs, saying over his shoulder, “I have tons and Azar has millions squirreled away.”
We had to have a discussion about finances—or lack of them in my case—but perhaps not today. When we arrived home, Eggy and Azar put their heads together, deciding who should do the work on our new home. And, from then on, the house bustled with dust, banging, drilling, and sawing.
Meanwhile, Eggy’s belly expanded and, by the time the repairs on our house were complete, he’d not lost interest in decorating. He sat up late into the night ordering blankets, pillows, and duvets. Using a tablet, we chose the colors for each room, and I spent all day painting, while Eggy remained in his own room at the church, keeping an eye on what I was doing and issuing instructions on the phone. The smell of paint was too overpowering for my pregnant mate but, even when the house was ready and the furniture we’d ordered had been delivered, his attention wasn’t on our new home, except for the observatory.
At the end of each day, arriving back at the church, I’d carry him to our room because he’d fallen asleep on the short drive. Dinner consisted of soup and toast, along with the fresh fruit Azar insisted my mate eat. One corner of the room was piled high with the bedding he’d bought and, when he wasn’t sleeping or buying more items for the nest, he wanted cock. My cock.
“Are you sure?” I asked each time he grabbed my dick. Not that I was complaining, but it was in such contrast to his constant need to sleep. “What about the babies?”
“Pfft. The babies are fine. I’m looking after them.” He’d shove my fingers into his wet hole, and we’d both gasp, followed by him mumbling, “Now, I need looking after.”
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“You need coffee.” Azar filled a mug and pushed it toward me.
My bleary eyes were barely focusing and, when I saw the size of the mug, I shook my head. “Bigger, please.”
He poured the contents of the pot into a bowl. “Big enough?”
“Thanks.” After throwing the coffee down my throat, I sat back and waited while the caffeine flowed through my veins.
“Better?” he asked.
“For now. Might need a bucketload later.”
Azar sipped his morning brew, as I’d seen him do countless times, before putting the mug on the table. Something was on his mind, and he was about to tell me what it was. Not that I was a mind reader, but he always twisted his mug one way and then the other when he wanted to bring up something. “Eggy’s been having a hard time.”
I’d put a sound barrier around our room and wished more than once that Eggy would agree to move into our house with the beautiful observatory. But he refused, saying the nesting had to take place at home. The new place wasn’t home yet.
Even though my magic prevented Azar from hearing our sexual antics, he was so aligned with Eggy that he sensed when my mate wasn’t sleeping or when we were intimate. Another reason why the move would be best for our new family, meaning me!
How many times had I sat at this same table and wished the floor would swallow me. I could do it. A quick spell, and I’d be whisked away to the convenience store in town, drinking bad coffee, or our new house with Eggy, another realm, or straight down into the dirt below the church. But Azar was family, and using magic to disappear or block him out was rude and cowardly. Unlike Cyrus, who tolerated me, Azar was on my side, prodding me to be a good mate to Eggy.
“Yes. Is this a normal phoenix pregnancy?” I realized my mistake as soon as the words were out of my mouth. Azar didn’t have biological children, though Eggy was his child. No father and son could be closer than that pair, and the same went for my mate and Cyrus. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…” Perhaps he had kids in a previous incarnation, and they were warlock, not shifter, and had died? Oh gods, why did I ask that question? It opened a big black hole of possible pain.
Before he could answer, I barged back in to the conversation and added, “Never mind. I have to check that book.”
“It’s okay to ask. From what I understand and have observed in my multiple reincarnations, it’s not unusual for a phoenix shifter to only want to nest and have a lot of sex during the last stages of the pregnancy.”
Azar studied his nails. “I’ve never produced a clutch—ever.” He told me that with each regeneration his older memories dimmed, but he recalled his warlock mates, now long dead. All except the last he thought of fondly, more as friends than mates, whereas his most recent mate was his great love. “But I have something else I need to talk to you about.”
He invited me outside because it was a beautiful day and, without consulting one another, we strolled into the cemetery.
“Azar!” That was the first ghostly voice.
“Tamon!”
“How’s your awful cousin?”
“Congratulations on becoming a dad.”
“Thank you. Not long before Eggy delivers the clutch,” I replied.
“Right, everyone,” Azar chided. “Tamon and I need to talk, so quiet. You can pester us with questions later.”
The voices subsided, though one grumbled he’d miss our talk because he had a scaring scheduled.
I raised a brow at Azar.
“That’s Guy. His former mate stole everything from him. Guy usually does the scaring once a week.” Azar removed his shoes and wriggled his feet over the grass I’d cut yesterday. “You’ll remember we discussed that when I mated with my late warlock, some of his magic was transferred to me.”
I nodded, wondering where the conversation was heading.
“But when you and I formed the protective sphere so your family couldn’t interfere or harm any of us, that wasn’t my first time shielding the town and its inhabitants.”
“I wasn’t aware of that, though you do have an extensive property portfolio.” Eggy had mentioned Azar’s wealth, but, when he brought that up, it was no business of mine. It did get my mind churning as to what I could do for a job.
“Good fortune has been on my side through many reincarnations, and I have a tidy nest egg.” He grinned. “That’s a phoenix joke: nest egg.”
I chuckled. It probably wouldn’t be the last time I heard that.
“The early and mid-twentieth century were boom eras for Wakiya with people coming from all over the country to work in the mill and factories.” He outstretched his arm toward the town. “But those times are long gone.”
“The houses Eggy and I checked out were for the most part in excellent condition. That upkeep must be expensive,” I noted.
“Some yes, some no. I hire the townspeople to tend the gardens and maybe repair the roofs but, as you discovered, there aren’t many qualified tradespeople here. Retired folk, yes, but the young crowd has left for the city where there are jobs.”
“Let me guess—you used magic.”
“Mmmm,” he agreed. “I don’t have your skills, but I did what I could.”
It wasn’t only looking after the abandoned homes he had purchased when families departed. He cared for the elderly and the sick and, considering the town’s aging population, that constituted the majority of the inhabitants.
“But I need your help, Tamon.”
It turned out, there was a hibernation stage before being reborn, when the phoenix shifter left the home and found a safe place to sleep for weeks or months, much as Lucius was doing now, except my cousin had been cursed. After that period, they took their wings and flames consumed their bodies before they were reborn inside an egg. Not a baby but a toddler. Azar would have some memories, but a young child couldn’t be responsible for running his financial empire.
I grabbed his arm as something occurred to me. How had I not asked this question before? Should have looked in that damned book. “The fledglings Eggy is carrying aren’t reborn, are they?” Azar didn’t mention him regenerating as an egg inside an omega. I was so confused.
“No. This is their first life cycle.”
It turned out, no phoenix born of an omega had ever regenerated. Shifters on the second or subsequent cycles, their eggs lay where they had last stood when the flames burned their body. Except for Eggy—he was special. My children would regenerate long after I had left this world, so a part of me would live on in them. I liked that.
“Eggy’s great with finances, but when I’m reborn, he’ll be tending to the family.”
I interrupted him. “We’ll both be doing the parenting.”
“Right. Sometimes I forget the world has changed, but Eggy has a job, and he’ll continue doing that.” He laid out a plan where I could take over his empire, which gave me the answer as to what I would do for work. When Azar had grown, he would once again take the reins of the business.
Azar got up and wandered among the headstones, reading the inscriptions on each one. “Once I am reborn, my memories of my late mate will fade, and he won’t return once a month.”
Before I mated with Eggy, I woke one night to find the ghostly specter of Azar’s late mate in the middle of the church. As a warlock, supernatural beings didn’t scare me unless they possessed the ability to curse me. Witnessing him studying Azar and the phoenix shifter doing the same, but never touching, the concept of eternal love brought tears to my eyes. While it was sad, the love they shared was all around, embracing not only Azar, but me, Eggy, and Cyrus.
Not Lucius. He was oblivious. No love from my found family for that fucker!
“I’d be honored to run the business and guide you when you’re eventually reborn.”
Cyrus’ time was much closer than Azar’s, and I wondered if his personality traits would carry from the current incarnation to the next. I could see toddler Cyrus kicking my shins and stuffing bat droppings in my shoes. Ewww! But Azar would still be here. I’d nominate him to deal with Cyrus’ terrible twos, threes, fours, and so on.
“It’s not just my memories that are stripped but the magic. That’s why it’s important I start training you now because the new me will have no power other than what phoenix possess in their flames and whatever gift the goddess deems to bestow on me. In this life, it is the gift of protecting others. In the next, only time will tell.”
“Can we talk now? This is boring.” An irritated voice interrupted us.
“Be quick,” Azar replied. “Tamon and I have an appointment.”
We do?
I left to check on Eggy and, when Azar had finished being interrogated by the cemetery ghosts, he joined me, saying we’d take both our cars. He inspected mine and commented that I could get a new one. “But this one has sentimental value,” I said.
He agreed, and I followed his car to a bungalow behind the town’s main street. He introduced me to Agnes, the elderly woman who owned the house. Living alone and the upkeep of the house had become too much for her, and it was moving day to an aged-care facility.
She waggled her walking stick at Azar. “You promise me you’ll look after the house.”
He put a hand over his chest. “I will.”
Most of the packing was done, Azar having been there every day this week. The house held a lifetime of memories, and she had a list of keepsakes she wanted to take with her. Agnes had me running around searching for the green-and-pink vase her husband had given her and a photo of them on their wedding day.
A couple of trips back and forth from the facility to Agnes’ house plus unpacking the boxes and suitcases took the rest of the day. And while I was hungry and exhausted, I needed to return to Eggy. He wasn’t in danger, but I sensed he was experiencing the nausea that was making me feel icky as well. I was almost in tears by the time Agnes was satisfied the room was to her liking, and we escorted her to the dining room for the evening meal where a lot of her old friends were waiting.
I was pleased I had my own car because Azar was invited to join everyone for dinner, so, with a final wave, I left and, when I got home, I tore into our room to find Eggy lying in the middle of our huge nest, wearing a hoodie and hugging a giant teddy I’d bought for the babies. He was rolling from side to side, whimpering.
During his pregnancy, there were so many unknowns for me, and my heart sped up each time he grunted, moaned, cried, wailed, or whined. I crawled into the nest and took him in my arms. His belly was so huge, he had trouble doing much of anything unless Azar or I were there to help. Though Cyrus would come if needed, he continued to both guard and look after Lucius.
“What do you need?” I placed a hand on his bump and rubbed circles over it, which usually eased his discomfort. Not today, no matter how many pillows or blankets I stuffed under his head or his hips. “Can I get you something to eat? Whatever you want, I’ll have it here in seconds.”
He shook his head.
“How about a foot massage?” That was his favorite way of getting rid of tension.
“Nope.”
“Tea?”
“No. The nest is where I belong. But something is wrong. I don’t know what.”
“Should I ask Azar to examine you?” If there was a problem with the pregnancy, he may know what to do.
“No, the eggs are fine. It’s the nest. It’s not quite right, but I don’t want to leave it.”
I had been reading that book about what to expect when a phoenix shifter gave birth. Not wanting to leave the nest was a sign it was closer than I thought. But now, Eggy didn’t like the nest.
He flung a leg over me, while I sang to him and told him stories of my childhood, minus the part where my family turned me into a tick because I was slow to memorize a new spell.
In the months since we’d mated, Eggy had insisted I tell him both the good and bad about my life growing up, but not tonight.
Tonight was about him and our clutch.
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My phoenix was being a butt. A double butt at that. I had everything ready to have my clutch in the place I had always known as home and thought everything was great. He disagreed. More than disagreed. It started as feeling off. Nothing I could quite pinpoint. And then it grew and grew and grew until I knew what I needed to do—my nest belonged in our new home.
And my mate? What a sweet, understanding man. He made sure I had everything I needed from supplies, to help, to a tissue when I was overwhelmed and cried a little.
Hormones were no joke.
But, even now, as I looked at the glorious space, it wasn’t right. And it wasn’t because of a little nagging from my phoenix like last time. This was a full-on you need to fix this now sort of feeling. And I didn’t get it. I had it planned out. I ordered everything I could think of, made space in the corner of our new bedroom, and even painted the wall in that area a calm color so the day they hatched, they would be surrounded by it.
But no. Just now, my beast decided to let me know he hated it and, worse than that, I hated it, too. I beyond hated it, crossing into loathing territory.
Tamon was at the church discussing his cousin with my fathers. I think it was starting to get to him that there was no way to reverse the curse, and there was some guilt there. There shouldn’t be. Lucius came here causing trouble, but still…I understood why Tamon had mixed feelings on the entire thing.
Now Cyrus and Azar? I had no idea why they insisted on letting Lucius stay in the house instead of, I don’t know, something. But I tried not to read too much into their actions, especially Cyrus’ mother-henning of the guy. It was better for the babies for me to stay out of the stress opening up a dialogue on Lucius would surely bring.
I grabbed the car keys and headed into town. We didn’t have a shop specializing in what I was looking for, but our hardware store had sort of morphed into a general store. It would have to do.
“Hey, Jack.” I walked straight up to the counter. I knew what I wanted, and frankly, carrying around my growing belly was making walking in tight spaces more challenging by the day. Jack’s store was far too crowded for this prego.
“What brings you in today?” Jack asked.
“Well, I was wondering if…”
And that was how I had Jack’s two sons painting my entire bedroom over again.
The room was wrong. Everything about it was wrong. Why or how? I had no idea. It simply was. And my beast? He wasn’t clarifying at all. I figured color had to be a start in the right direction. At least I was doing something.
Jack’s sons worked quickly and were on their way out when Tamon came back home. The three of them chatted a bit, my poor mate still clueless as to what I’d just done. Not that he’d be surprised. I had him moving things around constantly this week. My beast just couldn’t settle, and neither could I.
It was getting to be pretty freaking annoying.
“Jack’s kids were here?” He waved to them as they drove away. “Guessing that means we had a delivery?”
“Yes. And no…” I took his hand. “The cost of that information is, I believe, on special today.”
“I don’t know about that. My budget is kind of tight. Or, wait. Maybe that’s my jeans.” He leaned in and nibbled on my bottom lip. “Definitely my jeans.”
“Oh, look at that. My price has been paid. A kiss.” I led him inside, and it only took one step past the threshold to know what they’d been doing. Even with the low-fume paints that were advertised as “family friendly” on the label, there was no room for doubt there had been some painting taking place.
“Painting which room?” he asked, appearing more amused than anything. “The nursery?”
“No. Our room. My nest…it was all wrong. I thought it was right, but it’s not.” I let out a long sigh. “I hope this helps. We won’t know until it’s dry and we can put everything back.
The room was fine. The color worked, but it still felt off. Like it wasn’t fine at all, and was all a disguise or something. I waddled to the bed and plopped down, placing my hands on my middle.
“I’m sorry, little ones. I have one job—one—to get this place ready for you, and I can’t even do that.”
Tamon joined me. “Don’t listen to him, Sunny Sides.” He lifted my shirt and kissed my rounded belly. “Your daddy is doing an amazing job. Building a nest is hard. There’s a lot to consider, and neither of us really know what we’re doing, but what we don’t know we make up for with love for you. There are no other eggs on this planet more loved than you. None.”
When Tamon first started calling our babes Sunny Sides, I wasn’t a fan. I mean, at least he kept the “up” off of sunny side up, but still. It implied cooking our babies, or so I thought at first. But then I asked him, and he said, “Because our babes fill my life with sunshine, and every day they have things looking up. I had enough days of looking down. They’re my Sunny Sides.”
How could I argue about a nickname that was so sweet I might’ve gotten a cavity. The simple answer was, I couldn’t. So, pretty soon we were going to have Eggy and Sunny Sides. And I kinda loved that.
“Thank you. I needed that. Everything feels off. I bought the best pillows and blankets, the softest throws I could find, and nothing seems to work.”
As much as my mate said love was going to be enough, I needed a nest before I birthed our eggs. It wasn’t like we could just set them on the floor and call it good. Right now, they were protected by my body surrounding them. Once they were out, they had nothing unless I made it for them.
“What if…I know it doesn’t make sense because stairs and having to use the bathroom, but what if we put the sanctuary in the belfry. I want to have our babies here, but that’s the place that gave you solace for so long. Maybe it’s best.” That meant so much coming from him, with his not-complete love of all things bats.
“I love you so much, Tamon. And you’re right but also very wrong.” I rolled onto my side and shimmied around until my feet were dangling off the edge of the bed. “Let’s go.”
“Okay.”
I adored that he just agreed and was ready to go with me, having no idea where. Gods, I loved him so.
Climbing to the observatory, my phoenix calmed with each step. I was on the right track, or rather Tamon had been. He understood my beast wanted to be up high. The belfry was the wrong location for many reasons, the main one being that it wasn’t home—not anymore. This place was and, with it, came the beautiful observatory.
“I think this is it.” I closed my eyes as I reached our destination. “This feels more right than anything I’ve even thought about, much less tried.”
“I agree.” He came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me, settling his hands on my belly and pressing a sweet kiss on my neck. “This is where your nest belongs. Tell me what you need, and I will make it so.”
“We will make it so.” I went right back down the steps, suddenly in a hurry to get all the things in the excitement and anticipation of making a new nest. The observatory was right. If only I’d seen it earlier.
I gathered things that made sense to me and tossed them on the bed. Putting them on the floor would’ve been a challenge when I had to grab them to go upstairs. Goodness, even putting on my shoes was getting to be a bit of a pain.
When all was said and done, the pile waiting to go upstairs had far fewer of the new things I bought than items from my old room, including my beanbag chair.
“Glad I did all that shopping,” I teased. “We sure could use all those pillows that will now reside in storage.”
“All part of the process, my love. You needed to have choices when it was time.” He grabbed the beanbag, the largest of the items. “Let’s go build our babes a nest.”
We worked in tandem and, for the first time, it was easy—like everything came together all at once, just as it should be. And, when it was done, I was both exhausted and content.
“Would it be weird to take a nap here now?” Objectively, yes. But also—I wasn’t ready to leave. It was probably my body’s way of preparing me for once I had my clutch and leaving would be extremely challenging. At least, in nature, that was the way.
“I think you deserve a nap. You had a busy day getting people to repaint a room and then building a nest. Would you like me to join you, or is this a time to be alone?” Could I love him more? He was giving me the choice without laying on an ounce of guilt. Why? Because he wanted what was best for me.
“I think if you stay here, sleeping won’t be happening, and I need it right now.” I yawned deeply and then took off my shirt.
“Changed your mind?” He chuckled. “Or are you taking your wings?”
Tamon loved my wings. He loved my phoenix, too, but he had an affinity for my wings. He looked upon them with wonder each and every time. Tamon conjectured that the “angels” people had seen over the years were probably actually phoenix, but because of our beauty we stunned people, and the only logical conclusion to be drawn from that was they’d seen an angel.
I doubted it but loved that he thought them so glorious.
Dropping the shirt beside my nest, I took my wings, grateful there was room to stretch them out. Curled up on the nest, I pulled a blanket over me, wings and all.
“I love you, omega mine.” Tamon bent down and kissed my forehead. “I will go downstairs and find homes for our surplus nesting supplies and maybe whip us up a meal. Just call if you need anything.”
“I will,” I promised. And let my eyes flutter closed, sleep quickly taking over, my beast truly content for the first time in I couldn’t remember how long.
And that was how the days went at first. I would sleep there, sometimes in my human form, and sometimes wearing my wings. The nest was remarkably comfortable and was going to be perfect for when my clutch arrived. They would be loved, comfortable, warm, and safe. What more could eggs ask for?
Tamon would bring up food, and we’d dine together as we watched the sun rise or set. He’d even set up an old television and Atari system for when I was in the mood for playing. And, at first, I enjoyed it. Nap, play a video game, nap, eat, nap.
But then things changed, and I wanted something more than just eating and sleeping—I wanted—no, needed my mate. He didn’t seem to mind. We made love over and over again in the observatory, our bond seeming to grow more powerful each time. I wasn’t sure if it was because our relationship was growing deeper as time passed or if it was my pregnancy amplifying things. There was no way that growing a clutch wasn’t partly due to magic on a good day, and we were magical in our own right before that. In any case, it only intensified our joinings, and I couldn’t get enough.
The only time I left the nest and observatory was to use the bathroom or change my clothes and, even then, I did what needed doing at super speed. I didn’t like being away, and my phoenix—it set him on edge. My nest was where I belonged, and I thanked the goddess I had a mate who not only understood that but would fight to make it possible.
“What can I get for you, omega mine?” He came up after his evening shower, his hair still damp, his shirt nowhere to be seen.
“You, alpha mine. Only you.”
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EGAN



I woke with a start, my belly hurting in a way it never had before. It took more effort than I cared to admit, to get up. I had officially hit the huge stage of pregnancy. Like I was going to topple over with the slightest breeze, thanks to my belly extending into the next county.
More than once, Tamon suggested we consider moving my nest downstairs strictly for my ease of movement. He was smart, though, and one glare from me had him dropping the subject like a hot potato. My nest was exactly where it needed to be, even if that meant I was going to have to deal with circular stairs while I was the size of an elephant. Most days it was okay, and I could navigate without too much trouble.
Today was not one of them.
I was out of breath by the time I reached the bottom and took off to the bathroom. I didn’t know what was going on but I knew a toilet was going to be needed. Only I was wrong, my stomach relaxing as I reached the sink.
“That was weird,” I grumbled, still a bit winded.
I opted to take a shower while I was down there. It had been a few days, and I was pretty sure my mate was being kind and not informing me of how bad I smelled.
The water cascading on my body felt glorious until my stomach seized up on me again. I finally put two and two together. I wasn’t sick to my stomach, I was in labor and about to lay our eggs.
“Tamon!” I called out, the water still pouring down on me. I was not laying my eggs with shampoo still in my hair. I refused. “Stay in there, little one. Daddy needs to finish up first.” I spoke through gritted teeth, the pain not so fun. At this rate, it was going to take forever before I could fully rinse off.
“Why are you up so early?” Tamon pulled the shower curtain back slightly. “Are you planning to go somewhere today?”
I hadn’t gone out in I couldn’t remember how long. But I could see why he thought I was going out. I was focusing on my hair, thanks to my contraction easing up.
“Only back upstairs. I figured it was a good idea not to stink when our clutch arrived.”
I loved watching the way his face morphed from expression to expression as what I’d said set in. He went from shocked to excited to concerned and back to excited again all within a few seconds. It pretty much mimicked what I’d done at the sink only a few minutes earlier.
“I knew I should’ve slept upstairs with you.” He reached for me and then pulled back.
I’d been the one to make him sleep in our bed. It wasn’t comfortable for him upstairs, the nest not quite big enough for us both. There was no reason for him to be sleep deprived when he had an amazing bed only one flight of stairs away. None.
“And how would things have been different?” I shut the shower off and reached for the towel I forgot to hang up for myself. Tamon quickly scurried and got one without me saying a word. He was such a good mate.
“I would’ve been there when you needed me.” He held his hand out for me, helping me get out without toppling over. I hated to admit it, but I needed that help.
“And you were. I thought I needed to hit the bathroom and had not a clue I was in labor.” The pain slowly built again. “You’d have been upstairs instead of down here where I needed you.”
“Tell me what to do to help.” And wasn’t that the ten thousand dolla question.
“I need to get dry and back to my nest and then…I think…I think I need Azar and maybe Cyrus.” I hunched over with the pain.
I wasn’t sure Cyrus would come. Leaving their sleeping guest wasn’t something he’d do willingly. Even if Lucius did, it wasn’t like he’d wake up good as new. He hadn’t walked in months, and just the act of standing would probably be a feat and a half. He wouldn’t be able to do much if any harm before we returned, and he for sure wouldn’t be strong enough to leave. On the offchance he did wake, would he still possess his powers? Still…I wouldn’t push Cyrus to come.
“When you’re upstairs, I’ll call them.” He gently toweled off my hair as I rode out the wave.
The pain was much less horrible now that I understood what it was. When I thought I was going to have my last meal coming out of me, there was a panic and nervousness that came with that. Now? Now, there was anticipation and joy. Sure it hurt…a lot, and I was sure that would only increase as time passed, but the pain meant I was one step closer to meeting our young, and what could be better than that.
It took quite a bit to get me back up the stairs and, by the time I was there, my nest was calling me not only because of the whole paternity yearnings thing but also because I felt like I needed a nap or five. My next contractions put a quick stop to that notion.
Tamon called Azar and Cyrus and let them know it was time. Azar said he would be right over, and Cyrus asked to speak with me. He asked if I needed him there, and I told him I needed Azar’s book more. For some reason, it felt better to let him stay where he was. He’d have come, of that I had no doubt. But really, this was only step one and, if I had to pick, I’d want him there for the day our young decided they wanted out.
The contractions were strong, with little break between them by the time Azar showed, book in hand.
“Heard you needed this.” He tapped the cover of the book.
“He’s really in a lot of pain.” Poor Tamon hated to see me like this.
And I guess if the situation was in reverse, I’d have felt the same way. But being the one about to have my clutch, I saw the discomfort in a different light. It was the end of the first part of my journey to fatherhood, and each one was bringing our young closer to coming out for the rest of their gestation.
“That is to be expected.” Azar shrugged. “Would you like me to give you something?”
I shook my head vehemently. “No. But I think it’s almost time. Maybe you could help me get into position.”
We’d planned out how I wanted this part of the birthing process to be. Azar and I had spent hours discussing positions and options, knowing full well that more often than not, babies did what they were going to do despite all your plans.
I’d opted to squat with Tamon behind me for support and Azar there to act as midwife and make sure everything was going as it should. We even had a small stool set up for Tamon to sit on that was pressed against the wall, allowing him to use his full strength to hold me up instead of using some to keep his balance.
Everything went perfectly as my first egg came out to the music of my blood curdling scream, Tamon’s words of encouragement, and Azar’s assurances that everything was going exactly how it should.
I didn’t even get to see my egg before the pain started ripping through me again. I’d known there was probably more than one egg in my clutch, but, for some reason, it caught me off guard, as did the third and fourth egg. By the time they were out, I was covered in sweat, my poor mate’s arms had to be in pain, and exhaustion was flooding through me.
None of that came even close to putting a damper on the joy I felt at seeing my clutch for the first time. I don’t know why I expected them to look like ginormous chicken eggs. I was far from a chicken, not only in size but in color. Sitting before me was a teal, a purple, a red, and a pale-blue egg, each one iridescent and by far the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.
“Look what we made.” My eyes blurred with tears as I curled around them. “Four. We have four babies.”
“We do.” Tamon pressed a kiss to my brow. “You did so well, my love. You are so strong and I—” He choked up, unable to finish his sentence.
“They look absolutely perfect.” Azar stared at them with the same awe I felt. “You’re going to be such an amazing father. I’m so proud of you.”
His words meant more to me than I could ever express. I only did what came naturally, my body taking over. But hearing the pride in his voice meant so much, and it made the next few months a lot less scary. They were still terrifying, but I trusted Azar and his belief in me.
As tied to my nest as I had been before the clutch arrived, it was nothing compared to the way it felt after the eggs were here. Just getting up to stretch physically hurt. I needed to be with them at all times, protecting them.
If it weren’t for Tamon, I’d have died there of both starvation and dehydration. He brought me food and water and was the only person I trusted to stay with the clutch while I used the bathroom and, on very rare occasions, took a two-minute shower.
Azar offered to help, to ease the burden from my mate, but my phoenix was having no part of that. Absolutely none. It was Tamon or me, and that was that. It hurt to turn him down, but he understood.
“It’s close.” I leaned into my mate, my eyes on our clutch. “I can feel them. They are ready to come out. Call Azar and Cyrus.”
Cyrus hadn’t seen the eggs yet but told us he wanted to be there when they hatched. I felt bad for him, being tied to Tamon’s cousin like that. It was more than just fear or guilt, but I couldn’t place exactly what it was, and none of the rest of us discussed it—ever. We just pretended like it wasn’t happening, even if that wasn’t the most healthy way to go about things.
“They are on their way.” My mate came back up the stairs, with a bottle of water for each of us sticking out of his pockets and a large dishpan half filled with water. Washcloths and towels were tucked under his arm. “I figured we’d want to clean them up and, if it takes a while, we can heat some water in the kettle.” He pointed with his head to the little tea station Azar made me in the far side of the space.
“You think of everything. Thank you.”
As he set everything down, I reached for one of the books of fairy tales I had borrowed from my old house. I’d taken to reading to the eggs, letting them know I was here and loved them. At first, I would randomly talk to them and then it hit me—reading to children at a young age was good for their language development. How much earlier could I get than while they were still in their shell?
Tamon settled at my side, and we took turns reading to our little ones, me the left page and he the right. The eggs were starting to move, something Azar said was the first physical sign they were about to enter this world.
“And that was when Beauty opened her eyes for the very first time.” The more I read of these old fairy tales, the creepier they got.
“Are we on time?” Azar appeared at the top of the staircase, Cyrus behind him.
“Yes, they stirred just a bit ago.” I closed the book and set it behind me. “I’m glad you both made it.” I got up and went over to hug Cyrus. It had been so long since I’d seen him in person. Sure, we talked on video chat so he could see the eggs, but it wasn’t quite the same. He hugged me back tightly before stepping out of my embrace at the sound of a crack.
“It’s time.” Azar clapped his hands.
We all sat around the nest watching in wonder as cracks formed on each one. It was as if they had arranged some kind of a synchronized dance, the four of them. Each of the eggs seemed to be breaking apart at the same pace.
Phoenix hatched as their bird, but, as soon as any part of their body left the egg, they shifted back into their baby form, where they would stay until they were much older. It was the only glimpse we’d have of their birds until then. But also, it was a time where we might need to help them from their shells. Ideally, things would fall away at the shift, but Azar said sometimes that didn’t happen and, once they took their skin, we were to help remove their shell.
Our first baby hatched, with only a split-second view of his phoenix. He was in a hurry to get here, and we named him Spark because he had a tuft of red hair that looked like a little spark.
Seraphina was the second to emerge. We got a good long look at her bird before she shifted into a perfect baby, sporting the same red hair as her brother. She was so tiny, I worried at first, but Azar said that she was like the nanny in my favorite children’s book, “practically perfect in every way.”
It took a while before their siblings joined them. Edin took his time, rolling in the bottom of his egg as a section of the top fell off in a perfect circle. For a second, I feared we would have to help him along, but, when he was ready, he spread his wings, knocking the shell out of his way and shifting to his human self, crying loudly for all who were there to let us know that he was ready for us to shower him with love and, you know, feed him.
Our fourth child, Brando, did need a bit of help getting out of his egg. He decided to take a nap mid escape, which would’ve been fine and dandy had his toe not come out of the shell during said nap, forcing his shift. Tamon scrambled to make sure he was out and safe in record time, and Brando noticed not at all, still napping until his first bath woke him up and he realized he was hungry.
“Can you hold Seraphina for a second, Cyrus?”
He looked up from the book I had been reading. It wasn’t the first time I caught him looking at it, either. I’d have asked him if he wanted it had I not needed to give him Seraphina. She was done eating and I needed to make room for Brando, who was now demanding to be fed.
Once I got used to it, I’d be able to handle feeding two babies at once, but until I figured out how to get them to latch without assistance, it would be one at a time. Brando was not going to be a problem with that. He went right to town, sucking down his first meal.
“All four of them have a patch of red.” Azar swayed back and forth with Edin in his arms. “There will be no doubt they are siblings.”
“They are perfect, love.” Tamon was sitting beside me with Spark in his arms.
The sound of a bell in the distance tickled my ears. “Do you hear that?”
“The church bell.” Cyrus went to the window and pressed his ear against it, careful to not wake the baby in his arms by moving too quickly. “It rings for the babes.”
I smiled at Brando nestled at my breast. “It rings for you, little one.” I glanced at each of my children. “All of you.”
“Because they are the most wonderful hatchlings in this world.” Tamon kissed my cheek. “And you…you are amazing, and to think I get to spend my entire life with you.”
“Our entire life,” I corrected.
Unlike many phoenix, I wasn’t going to have 100 years on this planet alone before I had to begin again. Somehow, my phoenix managed to do what had rarely been done before, to find my mate the first time around. My luck was even greater than I ever dared dream, and I was going to treasure all it brought me, including my beautiful new family.
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