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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Morgan!” I hear my name called from a voice at the front desk the instant I walk in the dormitory. “You’ve got mail.” 
 
    I freeze and stare at my best friend, who’s on desk duty. There’s only one reason for her to stop me like this and for the barely contained smile she’s fighting. I’ve been harassing her for weeks, asking daily if a package had arrived. According to the wide grin on her face, it’s here. 
 
    “Hand it over.” I rush to the desk, drop my satchel, and grab it with both hands. My name is handwritten, as is the return address. New York University Graduate Department. 
 
    “It feels heavy,” she says. “That’s good right?” 
 
    A sudden queasiness rolls in my belly. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, open it, silly.” 
 
    I nod, but just stare at the package. The contents determine the next two years of my life—no, it will determine the rest of my life. Where I live, my career, my associations….I take a deep breath. 
 
    “Do you want me to do it?” Shannon asks. While I consider that, two other residents walk up to the counter and she hurriedly assists them with their mail.  
 
    “No, I’ll do it.” I gather up my courage and tear the edge. A thick stack of papers slides out. On top is a letter. I read it aloud with shaking hands. 
 
    “Dear Ms. Hansen, 
 
    Congratulations! You’ve been accepted into the New York University Graduate Program for the Arts! In addition, we’re excited to announce that you are one of six winners of the prestigious Brannon Grant, awarded to an outstanding applicant in music, visual arts, theater, illustration and drawing, creative writing, and photography.  
 
    As a recipients of this grant you will receive a full scholarship and housing for the two years of the program…” 
 
    “Holy shit, Morgan! Full scholarship for creative writing? You didn’t tell me you applied for one!” 
 
    “I didn’t apply.”  
 
    “You must have killed it on your story submission.” 
 
    With my heart in my throat I scan the rest of the letter. “I’m to report next week to my new housing and meet with my advisor immediately. School starts the following week.” 
 
    “You’re moving to New York next week?” 
 
    “Guess this southern girl had to spread her wings someday, right?” 
 
    “I just didn’t know it would be so soon.” Shannon and I had been friends since freshman year at the huge state university. She’s pretty much my only family. Her sad face brightens. “Two good things are going to come from this adventure.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “I’ll get to visit you in New York and I’m giving you a going-away party!” 
 
    “A party?” I can’t pretend I’m not a little excited about it. I can invite Ryan and maybe we can finally cross that line we’ve been flirting with for the last month.  
 
    Shannon grabs my hand and squeezes. “I’m so proud of you, girl.” 
 
    I tighten my grip. I’m going to miss her. I’ll miss everything about my home state, but I’m ready to move on toward the future and the life I know is waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t take me long to pack and settle my affairs. Graduation occurred three weeks before, and with no family attending it hadn’t been a big deal. Otherwise, I’d been preparing myself to find a job or go to school. Thank God the school thing worked out, because I really didn’t want to go the nine-to-five route yet. 
 
    I arrived freshman year with nothing more than a trunk full of clothes and a backpack full of books. I’ll leave with a little more than that; photos, a laptop, and three pairs of shoes (and a pair of boots!) I also have a small circle of girlfriends—the only family I’ve had since my parents’ accident. Leaving them hurts the most. 
 
    I was sixteen when I lost my parents. I came home one day and they were both in the house—dead. At first they thought it was suicide. Or maybe a murder-suicide. But nothing was found in their systems except an unexplained super virus. The CDC, which happened to be located three miles away, quarantined me and the house, but nothing came from it. A freak occurrence. 
 
    The day I found them was so intense—so traumatic—that parts of my brain shut off. Most of the memories of my childhood are gone, and, according to the therapists, much of what I do remember isn’t real.  Somehow, in an attempt to protect myself, my brain mixed up fiction and reality, which is why I started writing.  The stories flowed naturally—as if they happened to me. The events were fantastical. Impossible, but so was both of my parents dying from an inexplicable sickness. My fairytales kept me sane, and now they’ve won me a coveted spot in the University creative writing department. And the Brannon Grant.  
 
    Shannon planned the party at her boyfriend Max’s house. She invited all the girls, Maggie, Tasha, and her girlfriend Brooke. Everyone paired off over the last year and after a couple of false starts I’d set my eyes on Ryan, the editor of the school paper. 
 
    “Tell me about your submission,” he says, pushing his glasses up his nose. We’re sitting on the decades-old couches Max’s parents donated to their house. Ryan has a thick, reddish beard and green eyes that shine from behind the frames.  He’s smart, and I met him when my writing professor suggested that the literary magazine should collaborate with the newspaper on a project. 
 
    I’ll be honest, me and guys have never been a great mix. I mean, I like guys—men—males. I’m attracted to them, but when things start to heat up something clicks in my brain and things go south. Quickly. It’s like a bomb inserted in my chest, right under my heart. I want a relationship. I crave it, but the slightest disinterest or even worse, rejection, sends me down a tailspin of insecurity and quite frankly, rage. 
 
    It’s not an attractive quality. I admit it. I’ve had therapy for it. 
 
    I wrinkle my nose at Ryan’s question. Although I love writing, I’m not that comfortable talking about it. And Ryan always seems to have a ’tone’ when asking about my work. “Eh, it’s just a weird story I’ve had in my head for years. I finally put it on paper and turned it in.” 
 
    “So a passion project,” he says, taking a sip of beer. “What’s it about?” 
 
    “It’s called Maverick’s Murder, about a girl that grows up surrounded by a group of ravens. They’re her best friends and she spends all her time talking to them while shutting out the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Ravens as friends,” Ryan says. He’s a newspaper guy. Facts and copywriting. Fiction is lost on him. “Does she talk to them?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do they talk back?” 
 
    I twist my hands in my lap, feeling increasingly uncomfortable. “In their own way.” 
 
    “Like how?” he asks. 
 
    I force a laugh and switch the subject. “It’s not a big deal. So do you think you’ll have time to come to New York this summer? You’ll have a free place to stay.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says, but there’s not a lot of enthusiasm in his reply. “Shannon, tell me about this submission Morgan won her scholarship for. She won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    Shannon and Maggie plop down on the love seat adjacent to the one Ryan and I are on. My best friend has a glassy look in her eye and she takes a big gulp of her red, fizzy drink.  “The ravens? Lord, she won’t even let me read it.”  
 
    “No? What’s the big secret?” he asks her. 
 
    “You know, I’m sitting right here. I can speak for myself.” 
 
    “But you won’t.” Shannon rolls her eyes, fully aware of my attitude problem. “At least when it comes to this.” 
 
    “I’m trying, but you keep interrupting.” I can’t keep the frustration out of my voice. I don’t want to tell them about it but I also hate being dismissed. They both stop then and stare at me with overdramatic patience.  
 
    “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    “Of course we do. I want to read it!” Ryan takes my hand and squeezes. “Share your success with us, Morgan. You deserve it.” 
 
    “So right, it’s this little girl who makes friends with the ravens in her yard. Five of them. She gives them names and talks to them. In return they keep an eye on her and bring her treats and trinkets. Her favorite is a charm she wears on a necklace.”  
 
    Maggie points to the scooped neckline of my shirt. “Like that one? Is that why you wear it all the time?” 
 
    I touch the cool medallion of silver hanging from a cord on my neck. I feel heat rush to the tips of my ears. “No, I mean, I just wear it for inspiration.” 
 
    “It looks cool, though. I like the silver design in the middle.” 
 
     “So, yeah, in the story, the key goes to this sort of alternate universe—” 
 
    “Where ravens talk to girls,” Ryan jokes. 
 
    “And only Maverick can open the door,” I continue, ignoring the my hot temper and the strain building in my chest. “This is a problem, though, because the ravens are guardians of the door and their job is to keep the two worlds apart. But one day, the door is opened and a battle occurs between the two worlds. At least one raven is injured and although they shut the door, the ravens disappear, leaving Maverick alone.”  
 
    “Then what?” Shannon asks, looking more interested than I would’ve thought.  
 
    “Then the girl who has no friends—no family—she has to wake up and live in the real world, which isn’t a nice place.” 
 
    Ryan nods. “So the ravens and the key and the alternate universe were her escape from the realities of her shitty life.” 
 
    I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with that accurate assessment. “Sure, yeah.” 
 
    “It’s original,” Ryan says, linking his fingers with mine. His nose is red and I suspect he’s a little drunk. “I mean, it may be a little juvenile but I’m sure NYU saw something in it worth pursuing.” 
 
    I withdraw my hand from his. “What are you saying?” 
 
    He blinks. “Um, about what?” 
 
    “About my story. You think it sounds juvenile? Are you implying that makes it lesser for some reason?” 
 
    He stills, as though he’s wishing he could turn back the clock, but that’s the problem with Ryan. He thinks he’s smarter than me. He doesn’t respect my work, which means he doesn’t respect me, either. “No, Morgan, that is not what I’m implying.” 
 
    “Then what?” I look at Shannon, who has already lost interest and is walking over to her boyfriend. I shake my head and grab my cup. I don’t need this tonight. I don’t need Ryan, really. I’m moving. It’s clear we’re not a match. 
 
    “Morgan, come on,” Ryan calls. “It came out wrong. Don’t be sensitive.” 
 
    Brooke grabs my arm as I pass by. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I need to make a call,” I lie, “about my apartment in New York. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Now?” It’s late. Brooke isn’t stupid.   
 
    “I know. I just totally forgot to do it earlier.” I flash a smile to her and Tasha. “Be back in a minute.”  
 
    Outside, on the tiny deck behind the house, the late spring air feels nice. I’m not sure why I’m so on edge. I think it’s just the move and the raw feelings I get about my story. It’s been a piece of me for so long that there are times I get confused and I think parts of Maverick’s story are real—not just my imagination. 
 
    It’s dumb for me to think tonight would be a good time for a hookup with Ryan. I leave in two days. I lean against the railing and stare into the small grove of trees lining the back. If I’m honest with myself, that’s probably why I wanted to give it one last chance. No commitment or obligation. Other than my desire to write, it’s been a life-long struggle. 
 
    Plus, it could’ve been a good way to get rid of that pesky V-card.  
 
    A shadow moves in the trees, triggering the hair on the back of my neck. I lean over the deck railing for a better view but feel the hands of fantasy reaching for me. 
 
    …Maverick wanders through the forest. A fluffy, gray cat weaves between her feet, herding her in a specific direction. She looks up, trying to see the sunlight, but the leaves are so thick it’s nearly dark as night.  
 
    “What am I looking for?” she asks. The cat paws at her legs. She picks him up and he nuzzles against her chest. Even though he’s soft, he doesn’t make her feel warm. No, instead a chill races down Maverick’s spine. Her hand touches the charm. It’s hot against her neck and she wants to remove it.  
 
    He meows again. 
 
    Flapping from overhead gets her attention and her ravens come from above, landing one by one in the trees and on the ground. The cat hisses, clawing at her arms.  
 
    “Ouch!” she yells, and she tosses him in reaction. He lands on his feet, close to the biggest raven, back arching defensively. Another of her ravens grabs her by the hair and tugs, back in the direction she came, but not before she sees where the cat was leading her. 
 
    A small, shimmery door deep in the woods. The stone heats against her chest, blinking at an identical flash of color ahead… 
 
    “Morgan?” 
 
    I swing around and find Ryan standing on the deck. I feel the dewy grass on my feet and turn back, realizing I’m inches from the grove of trees. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, I uh,” I try to get my bearings. “I heard something in the trees. An animal or something.” 
 
    Even in the dark yard I can see that Ryan’s expression is apologetic. “Morgan, look, I was being an ass in there.” 
 
    “A little bit.” 
 
    “I know you’re talented. We’ve worked together. I’ve read your stuff. It’s great.” 
 
    I walk to the bottom of the steps and he meets me there. “You really think so?” 
 
    “Yeah, I really think so.” He takes my hand. “I just don’t think you know how immersed you get in that story, which is fine. I get being into your craft, but wow, Morgan, sometimes you go so deep I feel like I can’t reach you.” 
 
    I know what he means. I fight a glance back at the trees. How did I get out there?  Sometimes, sitting at my laptop or driving in the car, I slip into the story and feel like I’m drowning. “That’s why it’s so important for me to write about it.” 
 
    His arm slips around my waist and I feel the warmth of his body. “You’re going to do great in New York.” 
 
    I press my forehead to his. “Thank you.” 
 
    “And yes, I’ll definitely come for a visit—if the offer still stands?” 
 
    I nod but there’s no time to reply. His mouth is on mine and I just feel relief to have something—someone—to hold on to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Even though it’s only the first of June, the streets of New York are sticky with humidity. I haul my suitcase out of the back of the cab and drag it over the curb. The building number, 236, glints from brass numbers affixed to the front door.  Craning my neck, I look up and see that the building is really a house, has gray stone, and is three stories high, with an attic. 
 
    “Ms. Hansen?” 
 
    I drop my chin and look at the doorway. A man stares at me, brilliant blue eyes roaming from head-to-toe. I assess him back. He’s a little older than me, maybe mid-twenties. He’s dressed in dark jeans and a fitted black shirt. His hair matches the color of his outfit and even though it’s a casual look, it makes my travel clothes of skinny jeans and a hoodie look a little grubby. “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Dylan. I’ve been expecting you.” He moves quickly down the steps and meets me at the curb. “Here, let me assist you with that.”  
 
     “Thank you. It’s heavy.”  
 
    He picks it up with ease, as though it weighs nothing. Surprised, I check out his expansive shoulders and the bulge of his biceps straining against the fit of his shirt. Okay, so Dylan works out. 
 
    I follow him up the steps and notice the six call buttons just outside the door. Each has a first initial followed by a last name. I spot mine by the number four. I smile and point. “That’s mine?” 
 
    “Yep. When you have a visitor they’ll have to be let in by you or someone else in the house.” 
 
    “I’ve always heard New York is dangerous. Is it really that bad?” 
 
    “For a beautiful woman like you?” he says, with an earnestness that makes me blush. “You’ll always need to be careful.” 
 
    He opens the door and I walk in first, eyes popping at the interior. This isn’t a house. It’s a mansion—decked out in the finest décor. My boots slide on the marble floor and massive gilded mirrors flank each wall. A sparkling chandelier hangs overhead and an enormous staircase is in the back of the room, leading to the next floor.  
 
    I walk over to one of the mirrors. 
 
    Jesus, I look like hell. 
 
    My long, dark hair is a mess, having mostly fallen out of the bun I twisted it into hours before. Dark circles highlight how tired I am, giving my blue eyes a haunting look. A drop of brown soda left a stain just below my neckline when the airplane hit a patch of turbulence. And my favorite boots look shabby and cheap against the pristine floors. 
 
    My silver charm glints in the mirror and I make eye contact with Dylan’s reflection. I touch the intricate design, feeling oddly exposed. For a brief second I consider that something about his face looks vaguely familiar. When I turn on my heel and face him directly I no longer see it, but he does give me a warm, reassuring smile. 
 
    “This is graduate housing?” I ask, once I’ve come to my senses. 
 
    “For scholarship winners, yes. The house was donated by the Brannon family in the 1930s, specifically to be used for extraordinary students with creative majors. It’s called the Nead.” 
 
    “Wow,” I look around the foyer again. “That’s pretty amazing. I can’t believe I get to live here. Sure beats the dorm at my university.” 
 
    “Despite the grandeur it is a comfortable home with plenty of space to work on your projects. I’m happy to give you a full tour now, or would you prefer to see your living quarters first?” 
 
    “I think I’d like to see my room.” I point to the stain on my shirt. “I may need to freshen up a little.” 
 
    Dylan guides me up the stairs, pointing out small details along the way like  some notable pieces of artwork and the passage to a back staircase that leads to the kitchen. On the first floor, he explains, there is a dining room, library, and living room. Each upper level has two suites per floor. The suites include a bedroom, private bath, sitting room, and studio, each specific to the creative needs of the student. 
 
    My room is on the third floor, just beneath the attic, which, according to Dylan, has been retrofitted for two additional rooms.  
 
    “There’s a rooftop garden I can show you later,” Dylan says, opening the door to my room.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I blurt before covering my mouth. “Sorry, but wow, this place is insane.” 
 
    The room is luxurious—like something out of a high-end home decor magazine. I take in the small sitting room with a comfortable-looking couch facing a top-of-the-line television. The bedroom is to the left and I gaze at the king-sized bed with exquisite bedding. The bathroom has a shower and a tub with wide-mouthed ravens each holding a large marble in their mouth as the feet. Across the way is one more room. 
 
    “Your writing chamber.” Dylan says, standing back so I can go in. 
 
    The antique desk faces a wall-length window that overlooks Central Park. A little nook, with pillows and a blanket, is built into the wall, with what I assume is one of the best views of the city. 
 
     A new computer, laptop, and printer have been set up on the desk. A small chair and table are across the hall. Bookshelves line the walls, halfway filled with classics and books on craft. I clutch the back of the chair at the desk and look around the room. 
 
    “I’m dreaming, right?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    I blink three times—which sometimes helps lull me out of my fantasies. Dylan and the room are both still here. “This can’t be real. The house, the scholarship…” I walk over and squeeze his bicep. “You.” 
 
    He looks down at my hand and licks his lips. “I assure you, Morgan, it’s all very real.” 
 
    “So I just go to class, work on my projects, and live here?” 
 
    “Yes.” His eyes are an intense ice blue and are both intriguing and unnerving at the same time. “One of the stipulations of the scholarship is that dinner must be eaten by all residents together—daily—no exceptions. The meal will be prepared and served in the dining room. If you have specific dietary needs you’ll just need to leave a note on the board in the kitchen. The cook will take care of it.” 
 
    “So everyone that lives here will eat together?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s a way to foster companionship and creative inspiration between artists. Now that you’ve arrived, we’ll have our first meal this evening.” 
 
    “Our? You’re one of the students?” I ask. I don’t know why but I didn’t think he was one of the residents. 
 
    He leans against the door frame and I get a better view of his long, lean body. “Yes. I am. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    I look around the room and settle my eyes on the window and the magnificent view outside. “I’m beginning to expect the unexpected.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Dylan 
 
    I exit Morgan’s room and the composure I’ve held since she arrived falls away like a sheet. I inhale, catching my first real breath in minutes. She has no idea of her power, of her effect on me and eventually, the others. I assume they’re already aware of her presence in the mansion, and if they aren’t, they will be soon. 
 
    I head straight to my room, needing a minute to myself. My suite is directly above Morgan’s and it’s like I feel her alluring presence the instant I walk in the door.  
 
    My quarters do not exactly contain a studio—more like a library or artifact room. I’m the historian of our select little group and today is noteworthy, and before the day’s end I’ll document it extensively. 
 
    Morgan has returned to the nest.  
 
    I’d hoped she would recognize me, and for a brief moment in the reflection of the mirror, I thought she did. I’d known her memory was severely impaired. I just wished there would be a spark of some kind. 
 
    I sit at my desk and pick up the sheath of papers Morgan submitted with her application. Her writings implied the memory of her childhood was still intact—that the power she possesses is still flowing through her veins. It’s up to each of us to help reveal the memories, and it will be our duty to help her control that energy. 
 
     Leaning back, I close my eyes, reliving the past hour. Morgan is no longer the girl under our protection. She’s a woman that has come into her own, just as we always knew she would. Beneath her disheveled humanity is a beautiful woman—I’d let that slip during our tour. If given the chance I’d say more. I’d comment on her passionate eyes, her sensual lips. I’d reach for the slim curve of her neck. The charm of protection rests between the swell of her breasts and it’s clear she has little idea of her effect.   
 
    She’s still a virgin, that was apparent first off. Crossing that barrier will be both necessary and dangerous. Mythologically speaking, Morgan’s power comes from her heart and body. Taking care of her is of utmost importance; showering her with affection, providing unconditional support. 
 
     In the past this was forgotten—to great destruction. We know better. We understand her heart as well as her mind. Her innocence will make her first days here even more precarious. The others…they’ll have a hard time staying away from her soft skin and alluring flesh. Although our fates are intertwined, Morgan must be the one that determines our destiny. Our future depends on her. 
 
    I stare out the window. We aren’t the only ones aware of Morgan. Her innocence and power. 
 
    That’s why we’ve brought her here. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Besides the suitcase I traveled with, I do have other belongings. I sent a few boxes ahead and they were waiting for me in the closet of my suite. Dylan showed me where he stored them, told me he would be on the third floor in his rooms, and left me to unpack. 
 
    It doesn’t take long until my closet and dresser are filled with clothing. The bathroom cabinets hold all of my toiletries. The biggest hassle is the box of books and mementos. 
 
    Like many authors, I started writing as a child and I’d filled dozens of journals with my ideas—most about Maverick and her ravens. I’m carrying a stack of these books from the bedroom to the studio when I trip over the coffee table, dropping the stack with a clatter against the hardwood floors and howling in pain. 
 
    I slump to the floor, holding my busted toe, when I hear footsteps racing down my hall. I look up, expecting to see Dylan but instead find a smaller, absolutely gorgeous man coming my way. 
 
    “Are you okay? I heard you scream.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just a bull in a china shop.” I grimace at my swollen toe. “Whoever thought it was a good idea to put me in a classy place like this may be crazy.” 
 
    The man helps me to the couch and I feel a sharp undercurrent of electricity between us. I stop cold. He pulls his hands away from my body and offers me one in greeting. “I’m Sam—your floor-mate.” He points down the hallway. “I live right down there.” 
 
    “I’m Morgan.” He doesn’t let go of my hand and I feel my cheeks heat as he studies me. “I heard you were coming—I just didn’t know…” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “How beautiful you are.” He touches my cheek and it should be weird—super weird—but it’s not. I only feel the shock of energy between us.  
 
    I swallow and say, “Stop. That’s two men today that have called me beautiful. Is that what it’s like in New York? Because I thought the men laid it on thick in the South.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkles. “Who else called you beautiful?” 
 
    “Dylan--well sort of, he just said I need to be careful in the city.” 
 
    Sam tightens his grip on my hand. “He’s right. You do.” 
 
    “You would know. Are you a model or something?” We hold eye contact for a beat and I absorb his features. They’re disturbingly striking. Sharp cheekbones. Perfect lips. Green eyes that suck me in like an inviting pool. His hands are warm and I feel the strength in his touch. He’s not big like Dylan but he’s strong.  
 
    Amusement flashes in his eyes. “No, I’m not a model, but I work with some. I’m here on a photography scholarship. Maybe you’ll pose for me sometime.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s a good idea. I’m not really the model type.” I look at the mess on the floor. “More like a hot mess type.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He pushes a strand of hair over my shoulder. “We’ll let the camera determine that.” 
 
    I flex my toe and determine it’s not broken and reach for the stack of books. Sam grabs them from me and says, “Where do these go?” 
 
    “In the studio.”  
 
    And that’s how I met Sam. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    There’s time before dinner and if I don’t get in my daily writing I start to feel twitchy, so I grab my latest journal and settle into the cozy window seat. With a new pen and a fresh sheet of paper, I add to my ongoing story. 
 
    Maverick first noticed the birds when she was a kid. 
 
    The instant she walked outside, they would be there. Large, with sleek, glossy feathers. Round, brilliant eyes. They would appear slowly, one at first, flying down from the sky and perching on a branch. He would call to the others and they would follow—four more ravens, with wide, shadowy wings to guide them down to the treetops.  
 
    This went on for years. Maverick walked outside and her ravens greeted her. The other kids in the neighborhood thought she was strange, walking to the bus stop every day talking to ’herself’. They didn’t notice ravens in the trees or hopping along the lawns nearby. 
 
    Over time, her relationship with the birds became so intense she stopped having friends entirely, preferring to sit in the backyard on a soft blanket. She socialized with the ravens. They brought her trinkets, pieces of metal and shiny beads. Marbles from lawn ornaments. Jewelry they’d plucked from somewhere with their beaks.  
 
    She fed them bread and birdseed and told them endless stories about her day. The way the teacher smiled at her essay, or the one particular girl named Callie in the 6th grade that called her names. The next day during recess she spotted the familiar shadow arc across the playground and watched, both fascinated and terrified, as a large, black bird snatched the bejeweled barrette out of the girl’s flaming red hair. Callie howled, screeching in pain. She pointed upward and all the teachers and students gathered around. 
 
    Not Maverick. She watched the raven fly away with a shiny trinket in his beak. 
 
    That afternoon, the clip--along with a tuft of auburn hair still attached--waited for her on the backyard blanket.   
 
    That was the day she decided to name them… 
 
    A knock on the door pulls me from my writing and I walk to the front door of my suite. Sam waits on the other side. He’s cleaned up from his casual shorts and T-shit from earlier and is now wearing perfectly fitting jeans and a light blue shirt that makes his eyes twinkle like jewels. His hair is long, knotted at the top of his head in a man-bun I’d find ridiculous on anyone else, but not him.  
 
    “I thought I’d walk you down to dinner, if you’d like?” 
 
    I look down. I never changed. “Give me a second? You can wait in the sitting room.” 
 
    “You look fine.” 
 
    I shake my head. “First impressions and all of that.” 
 
    My closet is sparse, so it doesn’t take long to pick out an outfit. I go for a strappy sundress and sandals with heels. I brush out my hair and apply a little makeup. I don’t want it to look like I’m trying too hard but I also don’t want to look like a hobo next to Mr. Model out there. Not to mention the rugged good looks of Dylan. I slather on a little mascara and a hint of blush and walk out of the room. 
 
    “Damn.” Sam stands as I enter the room. “Just when I thought you couldn’t get hotter.” 
 
    “Stop.” He shrugs but pulls out his phone and takes a quick photo before I can stop him. “Hey! At least let me see it.”  
 
    He shakes his head but I notice the hint of a frown as he slides the phone back in his pocket. He offers me the crook of his arm and, reluctantly, I hook mine with his.  
 
    “Do you know anything about the others in the house?” I ask as we approach the staircase and head to the second floor. “I’ve only met you and Dylan.” 
 
    “Sure.” He points to the two rooms on the second floor. “Damien lives on the top floor with Dylan. Clinton and Bunny live down here.”  
 
    “Bunny?” Relieved to hear another girl may be in the building, even if she has a stupid name. “What’s her focus?” 
 
    “Bunny is a dude,” he gives me a strange look. “I’ll let him explain the name. He’s a visual artist—painting, drawing, collage.”  
 
    We enter the foyer, my arm still linked with his. Sam’s proximity and the delicious scent of soap and musk make my heart flutter in a way that is totally inappropriate and out of character. I tell myself it’s because I’m tired and need a little extra support, but that doesn’t explain the tightening in my lower belly. I follow him through the archway under the stairs and down a hall lined with wood. I stop cold in the doorway of the dining room and feel Sam’s hand slip to mine. 
 
    The first thing I notice is the mural. It covers all three walls, minus the one made of glass. Hand-painted trees shoot up with lush leaves creeping toward the eighteen-foot ceilings. My eyes zoom in on a girl wandering in the woods, chin lifted, with a smile on her pink lips. I step forward and Sam releases his grip. I spin, trying to take it all in. Five ravens dot the landscape. One with a jewel in his beak, another with wings spread. One more hops on the ground while a fourth soars overhead. A fifth watches the girl from his perch in the tree. 
 
    “What is this? Who made this?” I ask, feeling my heart race like a hummingbird. 
 
    “It’s been here since the house was built,” Dylan says. “The Brannon family was big into Gaelic lore.” 
 
     I turn and face him. He’s wearing a blazer that make his shoulders look a mile wide. His black hair is cut short on the sides but a bit longer in the front. It’s then that I notice the others…all men, all equal shades of gorgeous, flanking Dylan’s sides.  
 
    “Morgan, I’d like you to meet our other housemates,” he says. “Damien, Bun, and Clinton.” 
 
    Without being told, I know who is who. Damien stands to his right, much taller than the others but lean with hard muscles visible though his shirt. He wears a shiny belt buckle and two rings on his fingers. Tiny earrings glint in his lobes and his eyes flash violet when he looks at me. And man, does he ever look at me. His gaze is consuming, like he’s drinking me in. His head is shaved and two tattoos peek out from the collar of his shirt. 
 
    “You’re Damien,” I say, finding my voice.  
 
    “Hello, Morgan.” 
 
    I look to Dylan’s left. “And you’re the one they call Bunny.” 
 
    The nails on his right hand are thick with paint and splatters cover his shoes. He’s smaller than the others, even Sam, but he has the most soulful coppery-brown eyes that match his spiky hair. Bold glasses frame his face and everything about him is adorable. His shirt sleeves are long, but one side seems unusually baggy and sits at an odd angle. I tilt my head as it dawns on me. He has a disfigured arm. He lifts up on his feet when I know his name and his mouth splits into a grin. “It’s good to see you, Morgan.” 
 
    Standing at the end of the table, with his hands wrapped around the back of the chair, awaits our final housemate. His jaw is clenched, gray eyes hard as steel. His dark, shoulder-length hair is loose against his massive shoulders. I thought Dylan was big—but no—Clinton must spend most of his days in the gym. Which is equal parts impressive and frightening. I feel dark energy rolling off of him and he seems to do his best not to make eye contact. When he doesn’t speak, Dylan says, as though the man isn’t in the room, “This is Clinton. Ignore him. He’ll eventually warm up.” 
 
    I stare at the men around the table, each standing behind an empty chair. The only one left is at the head and it’s clear they’ve saved it for me.  
 
    “Now that introductions are over, is everyone ready to eat?” 
 
    Groans of happiness burst from each man, including Clinton, but they all look at me like they’re waiting for my word. 
 
    “I’m starving,” I say, lowering myself into the chair. “Let’s eat.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Dinner is served by an older couple named Sue and Davis. I learn soon enough that they’re married and together they’ve been responsible for cooking and cleaning for the residents of the mansion for decades.  
 
    The men speak animatedly during the meal, discussing their various projects. I can’t help but finding myself caught up in their talk—as though they’ve known one another longer than a few hours. When there’s a brief lull in the conversation I ask, “How long have you all lived here?” 
 
    A weird quiet settles on the group but Sam finally speaks up. “We’ve all been here for over a year.” 
 
    I scan the men, all in various states of looking at me or at their empty plates. “All of you?” 
 
    Dylan nods. “Yes, your spot just became available.” 
 
    “And I’m the only female?” 
 
    He nods. “It’s a little untraditional, I guess. I hope you don’t feel uncomfortable.” Not as awkward as walking in and seeing the historic painting on the wall behind me depicting a scene my story. 
 
    “I don’t mind. I never got along very well with other people, females in particular.” I don’t count Shannon. That relationship was an anomaly.  
 
    “What about you?” Damien asks. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “I grew up in Georgia. I lived just outside Atlanta until…” 
 
    Bunny frowns, his eyes curious. “Until what?” 
 
    “Until University. I mean, I still lived in the state, just in a college town.” 
 
    Again, an awkward silence settles over the table. This always happens. I can’t offer much about my childhood. I don’t want to discuss my parents. I’m a clean slate until about four years ago and none of that is very interesting. I could discuss my work but it feels too private.  
 
    I determine the break in conversation may be my signal to head back upstairs. I move to stand but Dylan clears his throat and lifts his hand for me to wait.  
 
    “I just wanted to say that I think we’re in for an exciting year of study, creativity, and friendship.” He looks at me directly with those intense blue eyes. “The guys and I met before you got here, Morgan. The dean gave us a heads up about there being only one woman in the mansion. We all swore on our honor to respect and take care of you.”  
 
    I look at the others and they all nod in agreement. I can’t decide how I feel about the honor thing. They’re very handsome men. Any one of these men seem like a good choice for finally losing my virginity. The random thought makes me blush and I make eye contact with Clinton, of all people. I take it back, any of them but Clinton. No chance. 
 
     “I appreciate your sensitivity, but it’s not like I haven’t been on my own for a while. I’m an adult.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Sam says. “But standards needed to be set. You can count on us. All of us. We’re all here to accomplish greatness and it’s in our best interest to have an understanding from the start. ” 
 
    I suspect it’s the exhaustion from the day, but their words trigger a wave of emotion. I fight back the sting of tears. “Thank you for being so sweet.” 
 
    I stand and they all rise in unison, each man completely different but in this very moment resolved to support me. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt such unconditional approval. No one back home, not Ryan or even Shannon, ever understood my work or even my crazy brain. In just one day, I already feel closer to these men than I thought was possible. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
    After hours of trying to sleep, I finally give up. I stare at the vaulted ceilings and curse. Sleep is elusive. Dark dreams walk on the other side and I know why.  
 
    Morgan. 
 
    The instant she walked in the house it was like something shifted. I felt her footsteps. Her heartbeat. Her mere presence shot straight to my groin. She’s down the hall, I remind myself, all I have to do is go down there. One thing will lead to the other and this thing, this oppressive energy, will release. Fuck, it doesn’t even have to be me (I would certainly prefer it to be me) but she could screw any of the men in the house and we’d all feel a bit of relief. 
 
    I toss the sheets to the side and get out of bed, ignoring the tight constriction between my legs. “Not now, dude,” I tell him. “It’s not happening.” 
 
    We all know the rules. Morgan chooses her mates. She must find the right man to release her powerful energy into. It’s just unfortunate that her pheromones drive us wild in the meantime.  
 
    I flip the switch on the wall and a series of lights clicks on, buzzing overhead. I walk into my studio—the darkroom is to the left. If there’s one way to kill my libido, it’s coming in here. Photos hang from the wall in various sizes and compositions. The skyline, fountains in the park, portraits of men and women around the city. I look at a scene and set up my shot, but what I see through the viewfinder is chilling.  
 
    I look at a photo I took down in Times Square two weeks ago. It had been a lovely spring day, with tourists enjoying the weather and blue sky overhead. That’s what they saw. Me?  
 
    The final result hangs with the others. Dark clouds press down behind the buildings. The flashing lights of the billboards are off, replaced with cracked gray screens. The streets are abandoned, other than litter piled against the empty buildings. A dead child lies in the street. 
 
    The walls are plastered with similar images. Each one I take turns into this. I can’t control it, but each photo I process has the same result.  
 
    I know in my heart that unlike most photos, the images do not represent what has already happened. No, it’s not a sign of what’s here. 
 
    It’s a sign of what’s coming.   
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I wake after a night of dreamless sleep to the smell of bacon and eggs wafting through the air. My stomach churns and I realize I’m starving. From the angle of the sun out my window, I get the feeling I slept a little later than normal and I tug a hoodie on over my tank top and head to the kitchen. I’m tying my hair in a knot when I enter the kitchen and find Bunny eating at the table alone. His feet bounce on the floor, bobbing up and down with a fast beat. 
 
    He looks up from reading a magazine. He does a fast double take when he realizes it’s me, and there’s no mistaking that he’s checking me out. I tug at the strings on my jacket. 
 
    “Morning,” he says in a hoarse voice.  
 
    “Did you oversleep, too?” I ask. I’m ecstatic to find the coffee still hot and a covered plate of food on the stove. I groan when I see the fluffy biscuit next to the eggs and bacon. 
 
    I walk over to the shiny, stainless steel kitchen table and raise my eyebrows. Bunny nods for me to sit.  
 
    “I’m a night owl.”  He takes a sip of his coffee. I try not to focus on his missing arm but as in all situations, the more you try not to look at it the more you do. The close proximity does give me the chance to see that his arm is still attached, it’s just not fully functional, and his hand is mangled and mostly useless. 
 
    “Is that when you work?” I ask, digging into my eggs. They’re delicious. “I’ve tried writing at night but early morning seems to be the best fit for my creativity.” 
 
    He smiles and his soulful eyes light up. “Then we’re opposites. For some reason I can’t get moving until after midnight. It’s like the rest of the world needs to be asleep for me to focus.” 
 
    I shovel in a mouthful of eggs and a strip of bacon. After washing it down with a swig of coffee I say, “So tell me about your paintings.”  
 
    “They’re uh…well, would you like to see them? That may be easier than explaining them.” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    We clean up our dishes, leaving them in the sink as instructed by a note on the counter. I suspect Sue doesn’t want people touching things in her kitchen. Together, Bunny and I walk up the massive staircase and I finally gather the courage to ask, “So how did you get the name Bunny?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve just always had it.”  
 
    “Your parents named you Bunny?” 
 
    He laughs. “No, but my parents are from Ireland. My real name is hard to pronounce. Bunny is just easier.” 
 
    I glance at him from the side. “It’s the bouncing thing, isn’t it? You’re constantly moving.” 
 
    A slight grin appears. “Could have something to do with it.” 
 
    We climb the stairs past my floor up to the attic. The area is divided into two sections but the rooms are different. Bigger—with massive, vaulted ceilings and arched windows that overlook the city. The cavernous rooms have a haunting glow of daylight and instead of the area being split into suites, it’s just a massive studio. An unmade bed is tucked in one corner and mural-sized canvases lean against the walls. 
 
    I stop mid-stride when I see them. 
 
    “You made these?” The canvases give me a physical reaction, like I’m surrounded by something holy. I walk up to the nearest one—it also happens to be the biggest. The rectangular piece is as tall as the ceiling. A million stars splash against the blue-black backdrop and a woman floats in the middle. 
 
    Her eyes are enormous. Her pupils are dark with irises a deep shade of sapphire. Her mouth is heart-shaped and red, and a tiny raven is perched atop her long black hair. The woman’s neck is graceful and thin, stretching from the bottom of the canvas. In her hand is a jewel that sparkles like purple fire against the backdrop.  
 
    I blink and look at the others and they’re all similar—each a variation of the girl with the raven and the intense, haunted eyes. In some, she holds a stone. In others, a locket hangs from her neck, nestled between her alluring swell of breasts. She wears a variety of dresses, most delicate and fine. In a few she’s nude. More than once I wonder if it’s actually a photograph I’m looking at and not a painting at all, but the drops of oil and acrylic on the floor tell me otherwise. Upon closer inspection I realize they’re not simply paintings but intricate collages built from paper, objects, and paint. 
 
    I glance back at Bunny, who is standing several feet behind me. His hand is shoved in his pocket and it makes me wonder. 
 
    “How?” I blurt, before I can censor myself. “This requires such skilled work. Doesn’t your disfigured hand hinder you?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It’s a bit of a challenge at times but I’m able to create even with my injured arm.” 
 
    “It was an injury? An accident?” 
 
    He doesn’t reply and it’s a fair response. Who am I to ask something so personal? He walks past me to a small work table covered in brushes and paints. Knives, scissors, and spades stick out of well-used containers. I watch as he selects one thin paintbrush with a tiny tip. He dips into a small jar and walks back over. 
 
    “Can I?” he asks, holding the paintbrush to my cheek. His eyes are on fire, burning closer to copper than brown.  
 
    “Sure.”  I bite down on my lip as he moves closer, aware of a heat rolling off of him. He brushes the hair off my cheek, eyes focused and intent. I sense his heartbeat thumping with slow, easy beats. He leans close, hovering the brush just over my skin, until first touch when the tip surprises me with the cool paint. I laugh, because it tickles, but brace myself as he goes to work. The strokes of the bristles are soft and soothing; I’m lulled quickly into ease. Bunny’s body is close enough that the hem of his flannel brushes against my arm. I get a whiff of his delicious scent. I have to stop myself from pressing my nose into his shirt. I study his face, his lips and mouth, and in the peace of the moment I want nothing more than to press my lips against his, just to see if they feel as soft as they look. 
 
    I’m so into this thought, into the moment, that I feel myself leaning forward just as he steps back and says, “There. Perfect.” 
 
    I reach to touch the paint, cool and wet on my cheek, but stop myself, knowing it will smear. He returns from his work table with a small circular mirror and asks, “Want to see it?” 
 
    “Yes!” I’m giddy like a little girl. 
 
    He holds it up for me and I hunch, trying to catch the right angle, and then I see it. It’s a delicate twist of vines, similar to the one engraved on my locket.  
 
    “I liked the design,” he says quietly, as though he’s revealed a piece of his soul.  
 
    “Thank you, Bunny,” I say and continue my walk around the room, absorbing every one of his pieces. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I spend the afternoon working on my book. The story is bothering me—a nagging feeling that I’m missing something important. I sit back in the window seat and review what I’ve written so far. 
 
     Maverick has spent her childhood with the ravens and they’ve become like a second family—maybe her real family. She feels a sense of peace when they’re around, but lately other forces have come into play. The girl is older now, in high school, and even I have to admit it’s time for the protagonist to branch out a little. Meet new friends. Maybe a boy. 
 
    But what boy would want to be with a girl that speaks to animals? Also? Boys suck. 
 
    I stare out the huge window, pressing my forehead against the glass. Down in the park, birds burst in and out of the treetops. Up here it’s quiet. No birds at all. Not even pigeons roosting in the eaves.  
 
    I look down, as much as is possible. From this angle it’s clear the house has a nice-sized back yard, and in it, a figure catches my eye. I see the top of a head—hairless—and I think it must be Damien. He wanders in and out of a small structure and curiosity gets the best of me.  
 
    I didn’t shower after Bunny painted my face. I didn’t want to lose the magic of the moment and a quick glance in the mirror proves the painting is still on my cheek. Quickly, I slip on my shoes and run down the stairs. Sam’s door is shut and when I pass by the second floor I pause briefly when I hear low, soulful music drifting down the hall. 
 
    I know that Damien and Clinton share this level and the former is outside. That means Clinton is behind the haunting melody, and as much as I want to follow the music, I know better than to barge in on Clinton. His reaction to me the night before was less than warm. In fact, he made it clear he has a problem with me being here. Dylan basically confirmed it.   
 
    I leave the music behind and head to the kitchen, seeking a door to the back yard. I swing open the heavy door and find Sue standing over a table of freshly washed vegetables. The small woman with graying hair and a stiff-looking uniform holds a knife with a wide blade and has a pile of red peppers nearby. A bowl full of different colored eggs sits on the counter. 
 
    “Do you need something, dear?” she asks. 
 
    “Are those fresh?” 
 
    “There’s a coop on the roof.” 
 
    “Really?” I smile. “We had chickens when I was a kid. My father built a coop in the backyard. Oh man, they nearly drove him mad.” 
 
    “But they provided plenty of eggs?”  
 
    “Well, not really. There were a few incidents.” The memory floods back and I grasp for it before it fades. “The first was when we had this one crazy chicken that just vanished in the back. Like one minute we were chasing it. The next poof, he was gone.” 
 
    “And the second?” 
 
    “Something got in the coop. My father had to clean it up. That was the end of the chickens.” I watch her work for a minute. “So, I’m just looking for the way out back. Thought I’d check out the yard.” 
 
    “Just through that door there,” she replies, pointing with the knife. “Are you going out to see Master Damien?” 
 
    “Sort of?” I answer honestly. I’m a little embarrassed that she knew right away what I was up to. Sue has a knowing glint in her eye. I suspect it’s difficult to get anything past her.  
 
    “Well, take him a plate, will you? He gets so busy out there he forgets to eat.” 
 
    “Sure, of course.” 
 
    She walks over to the refrigerator and extracts a plate covered with foil. I take it from her. “There’s enough for two in there.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t plan on…” I glance down. “I just wanted some fresh air.” 
 
    Sue shrugs and waves her knife. “Well get along, then. Dinner is at seven sharp. We’re having salmon.” 
 
    “Sounds delicious,” I say, backing away and reaching for the door knob. “I’ll make sure Damien gets this.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear.” 
 
    The warm afternoon heat blasts against my skin the second I step outside and I unzip the front of my hoodie. I cross a small porch and follow a path of slate pavers around to the main part of the yard. A wide, bigger porch sits across the back of the house and nestled in the corner is a cement structure with a metal roof. The building is plain and wide ventilation shafts poke through the ceiling. A strange chemical smell wafts through the air. 
 
    The door is open and I’m given a moment to watch Damien before he notices me. He’s standing at a long, metal work table with a thick, leather apron hanging around his neck and tied at the waist. Leather work gloves cover his hands and he uses a small torch on his project. His muscular arms are bare, the hint of his white tank visible under the leather. His black work pants fit perfectly, snug across the butt. A pair of workmen’s goggles are pushed to his forehead and he concentrates on a small object under a circular magnifying glass.  
 
    Extreme heat rolls out of the room even with the large fans mounted to the walls. I shift uncomfortably, wanting to take off my hoodie, but unable to with the plate in my hands. Damien is incredibly focused, but something happens and he drops the torch with a clatter on the table. 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters, tossing his gloves across the room. He wrings his hand.  
 
    “Damien!” I step through the doorway uninvited and ask, “Are you okay?” 
 
    He looks up, wincing from the pain. “Morgan? What are you doing down here?” 
 
    I hold up the plate. “Sue wanted me to bring you this.” I set it down on the table and approach him. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “I just cut it. Nothing big. It happens.” 
 
    I reach for his hand and see the slice in his length of his finger. “Do you have a first aid kit?” 
 
    He stares at my hand for a moment before looking back up at me. He swallows. “Over there, in that cabinet. Blue box.” 
 
    I move quickly, grabbing the box among all the other supplies in the cabinet. I rummage though and find bandages and ointment. Leading Damien to a stool near the work table, I get out the medicine and slather it on the bandage. We clean the wound and wrap it up.  
 
    “Better?” I ask. I’m standing between his spread legs, his feet perched on a rung at the base of the stool.  
 
    “Much,” he says in a quiet voice. We stare at one another for a moment and I sink into his beautiful eyes. They’re the most unique shade of violet. He strokes a finger over my cheek, the one that Bunny painted and his lips twist into a wistful smile. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look good marked like that.” 
 
    I reach to touch the dried paint. It should be flaking off by now but it’s not.  Damien’s eyes and hand move to the charm resting on my chest. I removed my hoodie before cleaning his finger. The studio is almost unbearably warm and I’m well aware of the sweat drenching my thin tank. 
 
    “This charm,” he says, fingering my necklace. A shiver rolls up my spine. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    Normally I lie. I say that I found it in a boutique or an antique shop. The truth always clings to my tongue but not today. Not now. “I don’t know,” I say, placing my hand over his. “It’s like I’ve always had it.” 
 
    “You don’t remember who gave it to you?”   
 
    “No, just that it’s important to me.” I realize we’re still touching and my heart starts to race. It’s an odd moment, I feel like he may kiss me, and bizarrely I really want him to. An intense yearning fills my lower belly and I lick my lips. Something about this place or these guys make me horny as hell. I mean, they’re hot. That makes sense but at the same time I’ve never reacted to a person—much less people—like this. 
 
     Damien’s eyes follow my every movement. “The food,” I mumble. “It’s getting cold.” 
 
    He frowns, eyes on my mouth. “The what?” 
 
    “The food Sue sent.” I take a step back and he drops the charm, as though he’s coming to his senses. 
 
    “Ah, right. Yes.” He scratches the back of his neck. I move to get the plate—to put something—anything—between us. 
 
     “So your studio is outside and not in the house?” 
 
    He takes the plate and leans against the doorway. “Yeah, the fumes from soldering are toxic. It’s safer for me to work out here.” 
 
    “And your specialty is metalworking?”  
 
    “Jewelry and designs. Welding. I make whatever inspires me. Come on, I’ll show you.” He turns and drops the foil on the work table. Fishing around a drawer, he appears with two forks. He offers one to me. 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Sue clearly gave me enough to share.” He raises an encouraging eyebrow and the pierced hoop glints in the studio lights. Damien is covered in decorations. Tattoos, piercings, rings, and bracelets. Silver, mostly, but it shines in the light. Now that he’s bandaged and we’ve created some distance, I study him a bit closer. 
 
    Two wolves are tattooed in dark gray and black on each shoulder, intricately designed. He lifts the fork to his mouth and a silver ring on his finger catches my attention. I ask, “Did you make all the jewelry you’re wearing?” 
 
    “Most of it.” He eats a roll by shoving the whole thing in his mouth at once. After he swallows he says, “Like you, I have some sentimental pieces.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Which do you think?” 
 
    My eyes roam his body. His buff arms and chiseled chest. I only have an idea of what his abs look like and the thought twists me into knots. I skim over the studs lined up his ear. Beneath the tank I see the outline of metal and know his nipples must be pierced as well. I focus on the amulet hanging from his neck on a leather cord. Although it’s beautiful, I don’t think it’s special. Not like my charm. 
 
    My attention returns to the ring and I catch his hand in mine as he takes another bite of his lunch. He chews as I run my finger over the carved silver. I realize almost immediately it’s a long blade twisted around his finger. 
 
    “This one.” 
 
    He watches me closely. “Why?” 
 
    I shake my head but feel the hum of energy coming off the ring. “I’m not sure but I know it’s the one.”  
 
    “Metals and jewels carry many properties. Protection and power. Health and wealth. I use different ones to accomplish a variety of things, endurance or even strengthening resolve.” 
 
    I touch the ring again and feel the hum. “What about this one?” 
 
    “It’s gold fused with palladium. It signifies guardianship.” 
 
    I’m not sure what that means but simply say, “I could tell it’s special.” 
 
    We stare at one another and he brushes a piece of hair off my cheek. “You’re the one that’s special, Morgan. Never forget.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Dylan 
 
      
 
    Once dinner is complete, the table is clear, and Morgan’s room has gone quiet, the others, one by one, gather in the first floor library. Clinton arrives last and locks the door behind him. It’s the first time we’ve all met since she arrived at the Nead. 
 
    We take our places; Bun and Sam on the plush couch, Damien sits on a leather armchair facing the expansive back windows. Clinton never sits, instead hovering by the entrance. Me? I stand. 
 
    The five of us have known one another for eons. We’re not quite brothers, but close enough; soldiers, warriors, even a criminal or two. Assigned as guards between the worlds. For Morgan. 
 
    “She seems to be settling in,” I say to the group. “Unpacked. Working. Freely walking around the house.” 
 
    “She came to see me in my studio,” Damien comments. “Although she has a lot of questions and I believe a hint of intuition, she’s blind to her purpose here.” 
 
    There’s been a fire in his eyes all evening. I expect us to all have one soon—Morgan is like an infection passing to one another. I glance at Bunny and note, even beneath the gentle exterior, he seems a little more spirited. 
 
    “Did you get the same sense?” I ask him. “I’m aware she spent time in your studio. She took the mark well?” 
 
    “She’s curious. I suspect she feels the energy between us.” Bunny looks at each of us. “She has no idea that the charm she wears is a protective symbol. The rune I marked on her cheek should reinforce it.” 
 
    Morgan’s energy is volatile. There are a few ways to suppress it. Runes and charms seem to help. Relying on us will be even better. But she’s not there yet. 
 
    I walk to the bar and pour myself a drink. The amber fluid tastes like fire against my throat but immediately warms. I need something to satiate the urges. I know the others do too, and I pour four more glasses and pass them around.  
 
    Handing the last to Clinton, I ask, “How are you holding up?” 
 
    He swallows the drink whole. “It’s hard to be around her and not…” 
 
    “I know, brother. We all feel the same.” But even as I say it I know it isn’t true. Clinton has a deeper sense than the rest of us. He always has. He’s the one that knew the time had arrived for us to rejoin with Morgan. That watching her from afar was no longer possible. The demons are banging on the gates and without the bond forged by the six of us together, they’ll get through. 
 
    I look at Damien. “You’ll create her ring?” 
 
    Damien nods. “She seemed receptive to the one I’m wearing. The metals are infused with magic that will allow her memories to flow a bit faster, while not overwhelming her.” 
 
    It’s the best we can do. The clock is ticking but Morgan’s powers are great. Unleashed all at once, she could destroy exactly what we’re trying to protect. Ultimately, she must initiate the bond. It can’t be the other way around. 
 
    I look at the other guards; we’ve been chosen for our strength and abilities. We’re here to forge a bond with Morgan, a girl with more power than she could ever imagine she possesses. 
 
    “What happens if she doesn’t figure it out?” Sam asks, but he knows the answer. The gates will open and death will spill into the streets, consuming any and all living things. 
 
    “We won’t let that happen. Each of us will do exactly what it takes and what is in our personal skills to build the bond with Morgan.” I give each man a knowing look that they all return, including Clinton, who nods before glancing away. “We can’t allow the apocalypse to begin.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
     It’s dark when I wake and the only sound in the house is a haunting melody drifting up from the first floor. 
 
    I feel an ache in my stomach and decide to go to the kitchen. Since I’ve arrived at the mansion I’ve felt unsatisfied with a constant, unquenchable hunger. A thin strip of light lingers under Sam’s door, and I almost stop to see if he wants something, but the music downstairs takes on a deep vibration that I feel in my bones. I’m lured down the steps. 
 
    Clinton’s door is shut but I approach it anyway. I pause before the mahogany panel and with a closed fist, rap on the wood. For a moment I worry he can’t hear me. I’m also terrified that he will. My heart pounds in my chest of what lies behind that door. I know Clinton won’t hurt me, the men swore their allegiance, but something about the smoldering, sexy man sets me on edge. 
 
    I’m about to turn away for the kitchen when the music abruptly halts and footsteps echo off the floor. The door opens and he stands before me, hulking in the small space. 
 
    We stare at one another. His eyes are gray and tense. His hair is tied at the neck, although short strands hang by his sharp cheekbones and my fingers curl into a fist to keep myself from pushing them back. I try to keep my eyes from his chest—it’s bare and so very, very perfect. From the brown, round nipples to the fine trail of hair that travels from his abs to the low-slung pajama bottoms hanging from his hips. A drawstring swings from the waist. 
 
    “I heard your music,” I finally say, well aware it’s come out in a whisper. “I was sleeping and then, the music and…” 
 
    He glances up the stairwell but the entire house is quiet. If Sam or Bunny are working, they’re too immersed to notice what’s happening down here. 
 
    He pushes the door wider—an invitation—and even though I still feel a sense of danger I step through and enter Clinton’s suite. There’s no mistaking the heat of his eyes on my back as I walk down the hall and I’m hyper aware of my clothing—or lack thereof. Tiny shorts and a thin, gray T-shirt. The air is cool in the room and I attempt to cover my aroused nipples by crossing my arms.  
 
    His suite is nearly identical—just below my own. The walls are dark wood paneling and heavy, red fabric drapes over the windows. His instrument, a cello, rests on a stand in the middle of the living space. I can’t help but walk over to the fine piece. 
 
    “You play beautifully.” 
 
    He speaks for the first time. “Thank you.” 
 
    I’m taken aback by the softness in his voice. It’s a sharp contrast to the hard muscles and hostility on his face. The tension ratchets up a notch and the ache, now moving across my body, up to my chest and down between my legs, grows more intense. “Will you play something for me?” 
 
    The look on Clinton’s face is one of resignation, but he moves to the chair and sits. His legs spread and the juxtaposition of the massive, half-naked, burly man playing an exquisite classical instrument is nearly too much to handle. 
 
    He reaches for his bow and grips the neck with one hand. His biceps tense and his abs tighten. I sit on the leather couch across from him. The first notes are low and long, vibrating in my chest.  
 
    I’m overwhelmed by the music and lean back, closing my eyes. The melody washes over me and soon I’m drifting… 
 
    Maverick crosses her backyard into the woods. Her house is visible from the path and the fluffy gray cat leads her into the darker corners of the forest. The charm around her neck hums in warning as they travel. It’s not the first time they’ve made this journey, Maverick and the cat. They’ve tried several times but the ravens kept pulling her back.  
 
    “They’re going to be angry,” she tells him. He glances at her with his aloof yellow eyes. “They don’t like me to leave the yard.” 
 
    It’s true that the ravens get testy if Maverick travels without them. They’re a constant in her life. She’s grown now—more woman than child—almost sixteen. She doesn’t need the ravens as much anymore. She has a few friends at school. A boy named Jason asked her to the dance. She feels the judgment from her birds when she leaves in a vehicle or the night she kissed Jason by the front door. 
 
    Even with those small rebellions, she knows better than to go off with the cat. Weird things happen in the forest. There’s a darkness lurking. It’s where the one raven lost use of his wing fighting with this very cat. It’s where the chickens from the coop went missing.  
 
    It’s where the strange light flickers when she gets too close.  
 
    She knows not to come here but the cat always leads her and truthfully, Maverick feels a compulsion to follow. 
 
    Leaves crackle under her feet. Homecoming is next weekend. Even as the charm vibrates against her chest, Maverick is thinking of the dance and the dress she and her mother bought at the tiny boutique downtown. She climbs over a large log, the cat waiting for her patiently at the edge of a bend. The girl catches up and around the corner she sees the bright purple light, beckoning her forward. 
 
    “Is that it?” Maverick touches the stone nestled in the key. The light a few steps away looks wavy, like a mirage. 
 
    “Mew,” the cat replies, twisting through her legs. She no longer needs his encouragement. The light calls to her and she moves forward on her own. When she looks down it’s no longer the forest floor but a stone path. The trees have vanished and the sky is a royal blue overhead. The girl looks forward and the light is now a solid door, arched at the top with a purple stone in the middle. A golden door knob beckons her to twist. Her mission is clear. Open the door. 
 
    Maverick feels the gentle touch of fingertips at the base of her neck and turns, finding a handsome blonde man removing the charm.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asks, feeling an explosive warmth in her chest. He’s powerful—that is clear, and her body thrums from his touch. 
 
    “I’m here to escort you to past the boundary line. Are you ready?” 
 
    He tosses the charm to the ground and a second wave of power surges through her limbs—an exhilarating sense of freedom.  A familiar cry screeches in the distance but the man guides her elbow and he whispers in my ear, “Open the door, Maverick.” 
 
    Shadows fly overhead as she rests her hand on the knob— 
 
    I snap out of my dream--or was it a vision--and sit up straight. Clinton stops playing and rests the cello on the stand. 
 
    “What?” he asks, eyes wide. 
 
    My skin is on fire and my heart races. I take one look at the man before me, at his bare chest and strong jaw and cross the room. Without asking—without a single beat of a pause—I walk the short distance and climb into Clinton’s lap, pulling him close. 
 
    “Morgan?”  
 
    His breath is warm, sweet from alcohol earlier in the night. I feel the power from my dream rolling through my veins and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that if I don’t release it, I will be consumed whole. 
 
    Clinton’s hands move to my back and I squirm against him, seeking relief. He groans at the pressure and his grip tightens. I feel his excitement, large and hard, straining against the thin cotton of his pants, and the cold glint in his eyes from earlier is gone, replaced by a hunger that matches my own. 
 
    “Do you feel it?” I ask in a voice that sounds like a whine. “The energy?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replies gruffly. 
 
    “Take it away.” I writhe against him. “Can you?” 
 
    He nods and takes one last look at me before kissing me hard. I exhale at the feeling of his mouth against mine and crush my body against the solid weight of his chest. His shoulders and arms are rock hard and the cords of his muscles tense with the slightest move. His mouth tastes like sugar and I lick his lips, while curling my fingers into the fringe of his hair. Clinton shudders beneath me like a man on the edge and the hard exterior turns into something different—something wild. 
 
    With each heated kiss the surge of energy diffuses, shifting from explosive to heady want. Our bodies collide and I feel the sharp tips of my nipples rubbing against the granite planes of his chest. I want to feel his skin against mine. I want to lick the sweat off his body. His fingertips lift the hem of my shirt and graze my belly. I’m overwhelmed, lightheaded and consumed. He kisses along my neck, his other hand cupping my breast. I want him to go further, and I encourage him by sinking my nails into his chest, but his hands don’t move and I finally pause, breathing shallow.  
 
    “I don’t—” I start, feeling the lie on my lips. I do want. So badly, but this man, Clinton, I don’t know him, even if he feels perfect and familiar beneath me. 
 
    He presses his forehead to mine. “Feel better?”  
 
    Strangely, I do. Under the lust I have a renewed sense of balance. The power surges have subsided and I nod. I reluctantly extract myself from Clinton’s arms. “I’m not sure what came over me.” 
 
    He tilts my chin up. “I’m here for you. Whenever you need it.” 
 
    There’s a deep meaning to his words and before I take him up on his offer I decide to leave. An hour ago I was afraid of this man. Now I’ve felt nearly every inch of his body. Something about this house has lit a fire in me—creatively and physically--and as I walk back up the stairs to my room I wonder how I’ll survive. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Clinton 
 
      
 
    Letting Morgan walk out of my room was the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever done. 
 
    Harder than my cock right now, which trust me, is like vibranium, the special metal Captain America’s shield is made out of. It’s like Thor’s hammer. Or the Hulk’s fist. 
 
    Why the hell am I comparing my manhood to childhood superheroes?  
 
    I lean my head against the front door of my suite and breathe, trying to gain a little composure.  Dylan called it at our little family meeting tonight. Morgan is killing me. I feel her every mood, her every desire. It’s my special talent, in this form or any other. I sense it all: Danger, desire, fear, excitement. It’s how I know if there are predators around. It’s how I know if it’s safe to hunt. It’s my role in the group. It’s about survival. 
 
    And right now the girl has brought all of those emotions into the house, giving the boys an extra dose of hormones and me a raging, never-ending hard-on. 
 
    I turn and slide down the door, my heartbeat slowing. I could have had her tonight. Picked that virginity like a cherry from a vine, but despite the want, it shouldn’t be me. I won’t be gentle. Not like Sam or Bunny. Those two will take care of her. Make sure it’s done right. No, the urges she brings out in me come from deep inside.  
 
    She needs a mate. 
 
    Not just a fuck. 
 
    I see my reflection in the cabinet down the hall and I push my hand through my hair. Like I told her, she can use me whenever she wants, but beyond that? I’ve got a job to do and it’s about her wants, not mine. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Over the following days, I find a balance that I know deep down comes from my encounter with Clinton. I wake early and write, using my time to get down a flood of words. Not only did Clinton quench my lustful desires, the gates opened in my mind and I can’t get them down fast enough. 
 
    Admittedly, some of my dedication is due to the fact I’m hiding from Clinton. I can’t express verbally or on paper what came over me that night. I’ve never felt such all-consuming want. I mean, sure, there were guys I’d been interested in. Even a few hard-core celebrity crushes in college, but I threw myself at the man, and the following evening at dinner, even though my urges had quelled, I kept my eyes on my plate and excused myself quickly.  
 
    I’d probably still be in my room if I didn’t have an appointment to keep. I’m on my way to my first meeting with my graduate professor when raindrops begin to fall. I run down the city block with my bag clutched to my chest, barely making it inside before sheets of rain hit the streets. 
 
    “Wow, that was close,” I say to the woman at the desk while shaking the water out of my hair. “I’m here to see Professor Christensen.”  
 
    Her eyes flick to the computer monitor. “Morgan Hansen?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “You can go on in. He’s expecting you.” 
 
    I walk down the short hallway and find his name on a small plaque by the door. I knock twice and a voice invites me in. The older Professor stands behind his desk in greeting. “Ms. Hansen, I’m happy to meet you.” 
 
    “You can call me Morgan.” 
 
    “Please have a seat, Morgan.” I stare at the man, with his graying hair and thick beard. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, sorry. You just look familiar.” 
 
    He smiles. “I get that a lot. I’m told I favor Brad Pitt.” 
 
    His expression is dead serious but I figure out soon enough that he’s joking—although, to be fair, there’s a touch of Brad in his baby blue eyes.  
 
    “I wanted to start off by thanking you for setting up the scholarship and housing.” 
 
    He stiffens slightly before gesturing to the seat across from his desk. I take it and by the time he’s in his own chair the easy charm has returned. “The Brannon scholarship is unaffiliated with this office. They do their own research and selection. You aren’t having any problems there, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, no. My housemates have been very welcoming. And my quarters are the perfect space for writing. I’ve accomplished so much since I arrived.” 
 
    “Good.” He leans back in his chair and it creaks under his weight. “That’s an eclectic group of men. I wouldn’t want you to feel uncomfortable in any way.” 
 
    “Aren’t all artists eclectic?” His tone feels a little off, like he’s issuing a warning. But I’m not here to talk about my housemates. I shift the subject. “Since this is our first meeting, can you tell me a little bit about what I should expect in the program?” 
 
    That brings a smile to his face. “As you know, this is a special graduate degree. You’ve been chosen to continue working on a specific project that we’ve seen extraordinary promise in—your novel. The first sections you sent in with your application were phenomenal.” 
 
    Pride swells in my chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Maverick’s search for her true meaning is heartbreaking. And her relationship with the ravens? Impossible—yet we know from science and mythology that ravens are a magnificent species. Smart, cunning, clever. You’ve captured all of those elements in your book while bringing us the true humanity in Maverick’s emotional journey.” 
 
    His words hit me in the chest. I’ve never had someone understand my writing—my true intent—without me having to over-explain it in the process. Christensen nailed it on the first chapters. “That means so much to me.” 
 
    He lifts his eyebrows. “Now, don’t think my compliments mean there’s not a lot of work to be done. The University and my office want to do everything we can to make your novel a success. Resources, research assistants, oh and I have arranged a partnership for you.” 
 
    “What kind of partnership?” 
 
    “With another author. You’ll bounce ideas off one another, read each other’s work. It can be very beneficial.” He hands me a card with a name, number, and email on it.  
 
    “Anita Cross. Is she in this program?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t qualify but she’s still an outstanding author. I suspect you’ll  learn so much from one another.” 
 
    I slip the card into my bag. “I’ll get in touch with her soon.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He glances at his watch. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll let you go. I’m sure you have words to get down.” 
 
    “Every day!” I laugh. But it’s true, even sitting here right now I’m itching to get back to work. Maverick has been running through my head all day. It’s like she wants to tell me something and I can’t quite figure it out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    That evening, after another quiet dinner, I pass Clinton exiting the dining room. I expect him to ignore me but he stops and grabs my arm. In a quiet voice he asks, “Can we talk?”  
 
    My heartbeat kicks up a notch and I nod. 
 
    I follow him into a quiet corner just off the kitchen. “I apologize if I crossed a line the other night.” 
 
    “You?” I laugh. “I’m the one that basically jumped you. If anyone should apologize, it would be me.” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize, Morgan.” He brushes his hair over his ear. “Expressing yourself sexually is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s a healthy reaction to stress.” 
 
    I’m not ashamed but I do feel the flush of heat come to my cheeks. “Do I seem stressed?” 
 
    He looks me over, eyes sweeping over every inch of my body. “Not as much as you did when you walked in my room.” 
 
    With that he walks off, leaving me flustered in the corner. I compose myself and walk through the library, picking out a book to read. I then exit through the back French doors leading to the porch. I’ve spent the whole day working or meeting with Professor Christensen, a break is warranted.  
 
    The porch is wide and made of stone. Twinkling fairy lights hang from the ceiling and comfortable furniture crowd around a circular pit with a roaring fire lit in the middle. I take a seat and pull out my book, content to read as the sun drops behind the nearby buildings, casting the whole yard in a fiery glow. 
 
    It’s peaceful back here. I’d almost think I was back in suburbia, and my only interruption is Davis coming out and asking if I’d like a drink. 
 
    “Some of the wine we had for dinner,” I suggest. Everyone at the table had at least one glass. 
 
    “Right away.” 
 
    The creak of the door alerts me to his return but when I look up I spot Sam holding two glasses. “Can I join you? Seems like a nice night.” 
 
    “Of course,” I reply, scooting over on the cushiony couch. I’ve got my bare feet perched on the fire pit, enjoying the heat on my soles. “Shouldn’t you be out photographing that sunset?” 
 
    “There’s more than enough natural beauty right here.” He grabs his phone and takes a quick snap. Before I can react he takes a series of just me.  
 
    “You know I don’t like it,” I tell him as he slips the phone into his pocket and sits next to me.  
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t tell you what to write, you don’t tell me what to photograph.” 
 
     That’s the kind of logic I don’t approve of, I think, knowing he’s right. We drink our wine and watch the red trails of the sunset fade into evening. Sam and I sit close together on the couch and I don’t protest when he links his fingers with mine. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet at dinner.” He rests his glass on the arm of the chair.  
 
    I glance over and catch the ridiculously sharp angle of his jaw in the firelight. His eyes twinkle and I want nothing more than to tug at the tie holding up his hair and watch it spill over his shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve just been immersed in my book, I guess. It’s hard to come back to reality sometimes.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. I spent eight hours in the darkroom yesterday.” 
 
    Incredulous, I move so I can see him better. 
 
    “What?” he asks.  
 
    “It’s just really nice to hear someone say that. None of my friends at school ever got my intensity or drive. They made me feel like a freak for the amount of time I spent working on my novel.” 
 
    Sam uses a finger to push a strand of hair off my cheek. His hand lingers on my neck. “Your friends must not have the creative passion you possess.”  
 
    Between the heat of the fire and Sam’s proximity, I break into a sweat. It’s only been days since my encounter with Clinton but the familiar ache returns to my loins, this time stronger than ever. If Clinton was here I’d take him up on his offer for another round. But he’s not. Sam is and my feelings for him are just as strong. 
 
     He frowns and asks, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Can I tell you something you won’t divulge to the others?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I’m glad with the firelight he can’t see me blush. “I kissed Clinton the other night.” I wait for the reaction and start to pull my hand away but he only tightens his grip. He also doesn’t look remotely surprised. “Did you know? Oh my God, did he tell you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Clinton!” I whisper-yell. 
 
    He laughs. “No, he didn’t tell me anything but…well,” he makes a face, “secrets are difficult to keep in this house.” 
 
    I’m not exactly sure what that means but I add, “It was a one-time thing. Completely out of character. At least my character, that is.” 
 
    Sam gives me a long look. He’s not intimidating like Dylan or Clinton but he carries himself with confidence. Why wouldn’t he? He’s fucking gorgeous. When he looks at me though, with those emerald green eyes, I feel like he can see into my soul. 
 
    “Did you feel better after being with him?” 
 
    “We didn’t have sex.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    I look down at my hands and remember what Clinton said about not feeling shame. “I felt better actually. Like, when I went down to his room I had all this pent-up energy—just bubbling up inside. Once we kissed and, you know, we let that out on one another I felt more balanced.” Sam’s fingers tighten around mine. “I’m not really experienced in things like this. I hope I haven’t ruined the dynamics in the house or something.” 
 
    He shifts toward me and clasps a hand behind my neck. “God no, Morgan. Dylan told you that first night. We’re here for you in any way you need.” 
 
    His tongue darts out, licking his lips and for the second time I feel like I could fall into a man. When I don’t respond with anything other than a rapid heartbeat and shortened breath, he tugs me into his arms until I’ve got my back pressed against his chest. His feet bookend mine, soles burning against the hot fire, and my dress has shifted up, exposing my upper thighs. I feel the length of his hardness against my lower back and I fight the urge to press into it. 
 
    Why? Because this is crazy. I feel crazy. 
 
    Slowly, Sam begins to trail his fingers up and down my arms, leaving a blaze of goosebumps in their wake. His breath is hot against my neck and he whispers in my ear. “Let it go, baby. All that doubt and anxiety. You’re carrying the weight of the past on your back and it’s a boulder that will take you down.” 
 
    His words don’t make sense but his fingers do, and they move across my thighs and under the curve of my breasts. I will my hips to stay on the cushion but I crave his touch, right at my center, and just when I think I can’t bear the teasing any longer, the tips of his fingers dip between my legs, grazing over my most sensitive spots. 
 
    “Have you ever had an orgasm, Morgan?” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathe, trying to find my voice. And trying even harder not to think of that bumbling night with a potential boyfriend. That relationship, like all the others, didn’t end well. “Just once, really.” 
 
    “I can tell. You’re wound tighter than a clock. We’ve got to release a little of this, okay?” 
 
    “Ohhkay.” I shudder when he moves further, pushing past the lace of my panties. His lips kiss up and down my neck, sucking and licking every inch. My toes curl on the fire’s edge and I clench my hand around his knee. He strokes the hot nub between my thighs, the one desperate spot begging for all the attention. His fingers move with precision, like he doesn’t want to waste a beat. His free hand moves to my breast, tugging at the strap until he can reach the hard peak of my nipple. I moan at the dual sensation. No, I’ve never felt anything like this. 
 
    I grow slick from his touch and I lean my head on his chest. I feel his heartbeat, rapidly thumping against my back. His movements grow quicker, my hips thrust in time, I almost—almost—beg him to do more, go further, but the coil in my lower belly tightens and tightens until I’m wound so far there’s nothing to do but gouge my nails into Sam’s legs and cry as I shatter into a million pieces.  
 
    “Sam,” I breathe, trying to regain control of my senses. But all the stress and tightness in my body is gone. I’m limp as a ragdoll against his body. All I want to do is curl up and soak in the moment, but I force myself to sit up and straighten my top, then the hem of my dress. My panties are drenched and I don’t even want to know what my hair looks like. He confirms this by smiling at me and smoothing out my hair. 
 
    “God, you’re beautiful,” he says, leaning forward to kiss me. His lips are warm and inviting. “I always knew you would be, but it’s like looking into the sun. Blinding.” 
 
   


  
 

 He kisses me again and again and again, until the moon rises high and we both sleep. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
    “I fucked up.”  
 
    Dylan looks up from the book at his desk. It’s a massive tome, six hundred years old, with brittle pages and faded ink. I spot a familiar design at the top of the page. The sword that Damien forged into a ring—the same one he’s creating for Morgan. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “She’s just so…” I can’t believe I did it. I’d been so careful. We all have, but seeing her like that. Red cheeked and post-orgasmic. I just let it slip. “I made a comment about how I’d always known she would be beautiful.” 
 
    Dylan’s jaw ticks. “Did she react?” 
 
    I can’t help the smirk. “Honestly, I think she was too fucking pleased to notice.” 
 
    “Yeah, we all caught on to that. The whole house shuddered when she finally came.” 
 
    I expect a congratulations on being the one to push her over the edge but no, I fucked up. That’s why I’m here.  
 
    “As obnoxious as it is, you’re probably right,” he says, leaning back in his leather chair. “She was probably too distracted and even then, we may have to continue to nudge her toward the truth anyway. I think we’re running out of time and her memory is slow to recover.” 
 
    “I know. My photos aren’t getting any better.” In fact, they’re scary as fuck. The darkness is looming and if we don’t get the bond forged, we’re all screwed. 
 
    “Did you get a feeling?” he asks with a straight face. To be chosen bears a lot of responsibility. Morgan’s mate will no longer just be her guardian. He’ll be her partner and take the brunt of her powerful energy. “Like you were the one?” 
 
    “I felt something—she’s special. The desire to please her is overwhelming.” There’s no mistaking the pain on Dylan’s face. We all feel the need to pleasure Morgan. “But she didn’t push it further. I gave what I could but as you know, the choice is up to her.” 
 
    Dylan nods and looks back at the book in front of him. He’s studied the lore on Morgan and the gate for many years. He carried the knowledge in him even when he took the form of a raven. But this is the first time I’ve seen lines of worry by his eyes. 
 
     “We have time,” I assure him. “Her memories are coming back. She’s writing a lot and the two energy releases have helped. I think she’s aware that she may need to rely on us more. Once that happens, she’ll be more receptive to understanding the truth and her role in everything.” 
 
    “And you think she’ll make the right choice?” 
 
    We both know this is where the whole problem lies. Morgan must know the truth about her past; what has happened and the destruction she caused.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I reply. “But soon we’ll find out and we need to be prepared one way or the other. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Under the guidance of the handsome blond man, Maverick twists the door knob. The ravens screech overhead, angered by her actions, but the surge of power between her and the door feels right. 
 
    Something finally feels right. 
 
    The lock gives, springing inside, and she feels the click of release. Maverick tilts her head to look at the ravens flying overhead. She can barely hear them now and their bodies look like nothing more than shadows. The man’s hand comes down on her shoulder. “It’s time, Maverick. Open the door.” 
 
    With a firm grip on the knob, she does just that, pushing it forward until she can see to the other side. A veil of gray shrouds the distance, but the cold is unmistakable.  Black tendrils of smoke weave around her ankles and the air smells of wet ash. 
 
    She steps forward, leaving the sunlight behind, and jumps when the land crunches beneath her feet. The girl bends and touches what appears to be stone covered in soot, but it only takes a moment to know it’s bone. 
 
    A wave of nausea rolls in Maverick’s stomach. 
 
    She looks to the man and says, “What happened?” 
 
    “You’ve opened the gates of Hell, sweetheart.” The beautiful man’s face shifts, eyes turning black and skin melting away. “Welcome back.” 
 
    Maverick screams… 
 
    The sound echoes in my ears and bounces across the room. I wake covered in a thick layer of sweat. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I cry, jumping out of bed. I brush my ankles to get rid of the smoke. 
 
    There’s no smoke. No ash. I blink, taking in the fact I’m in my room at Nead mansion. I’m not even sure when I came back up here. After midnight for sure. 
 
    Confusion and fear cling to my throat and I race to the window. I brace myself for destruction, for the kind of annihilation in my dream (memory?) but the city below functions like normal. Taxis and buses zip down the road. Green, thriving trees fill the park. People walk in that brisk, city way of theirs. 
 
    I lean against the window sill and rub my face and eyes. 
 
    Jesus, what a nightmare.  
 
    Across the room on the bed I spot my journal, open with a pen in the crease. Pushing back the blankets, I grab the book and flip through the last pages, ignoring the lingering feeling in my gut. 
 
    She looks to the man and says, “What happened?” 
 
    “You’ve opened the gates of Hell, sweetheart.” The beautiful man’s face shifts, eyes turning black and skin melting away… 
 
    I’d written it—not just dreamed it. I run a hand down my face. It had been so real.  
 
     A knock on the door draws me from going back down the rabbit hole. When I open it, Davis stands on the other side. “You have a visitor.” 
 
    “Now?” I look down at my pajamas. “Who?” 
 
    “Ms. Anita Cross.” His eyes linger on my neck. “Should I ask her to leave?” 
 
    I reach for the spot, remembering Sam’s mouth being there the night before. “No, give me five minutes. Ask her to wait, please.” 
 
    I pass the journal and snap it shut, as if that will keep the darkness away. In the bathroom I lean into the mirror and look at the dark bruise on my neck. Dammit, I think, reaching for my makeup. He fucking marked me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the stairs Davis stops me and says, “I escorted Ms. Cross to the library.” 
 
    “Thank you, Davis.” 
 
    “I also have a package for you.” He holds out a small purple box. “Damien asked me to deliver it to you.” 
 
    I look at the square box. It’s not heavy and I tuck it into my jacket pocket and thank Davis again. 
 
    On the way to the library I hear voices in the kitchen. Damien and Sam from the sound of it. My stomach flips just hearing Sam’s laughter. What he did to me last night. Wow. 
 
    Anita walks around the library, eyes skimming over the books. She’s around my age but with light hair instead of dark. She’s tall with curvy hips and a pronounced bust. A flare of possessiveness ignites and I shut the door behind me. I don’t want the boys to see her. 
 
    They’re mine. 
 
    Anita turns when the door clicks shut and I shake off the desire to toss her from the house. “You must be Anita,” I say with a plastered grin. What the hell has come over me? “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was up late and finally crashed.” 
 
    “No worries,” she replies. Her own grin seems genuine. “I was just looking around this amazing library.” 
 
    “The Nead Mansion is the gift that keeps on giving. I’m very lucky to have won the scholarship.” 
 
    “Professor Christensen showed me your submission. Luck had nothing to do with you winning. You’re an amazing author.” 
 
    We’re a study in contrasts—me and Anita. Besides the hair color, she’s wearing a sleek, gray, pencil skirt that accentuates her curves. Her white, form-fitting blouse reveals an ample view of her cleavage. And her hair is perfectly straight in a way I didn’t even know was possible.   
 
    I stand across from her in ripped jeans and a hoodie with nothing but a bra underneath. The jacket is zipped to my chin in an attempt to hide the bite marks from my housemate.  
 
    “Well, he told me some amazing things about you, too,” I say, which is a bit of a stretch. “I can’t wait to get started and review your work.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s why I stopped by today. To drop you a copy of my manuscript. I figured I’d give you a head start on reading it, then at our first ’official’, she uses air quotes, “meeting, we’ll both be on the same page.” 
 
    She opens up her satchel and pulls out a thick, bound sheath of paper. A flash drive is affixed to the cover. “Paper and digital. Whichever you prefer.” 
 
    I take the heavy materials from her. “Awesome.” 
 
    The box from Damien holds my attention—as well as keeping Anita away from the others in the house. I pause at the door, listening for voices, but quickly escort her to the front door, where Davis waits, ready to usher my guest out.  
 
    “Next week?” she asks. I nod. We’ve agreed to meet at least once a week. I clutch the manuscript she gave me. That means I’ll have to find time to read this whole thing before I see her again.  “You’ll send me your updates?” 
 
    “As soon as possible. I promise.” 
 
    After she leaves I turn and find Bunny standing one floor up, watching our exchange. The weird flicker of jealousy returns and there’s something in the look we share, like he knows what I’ve been doing with the others. Sam did say there are no secrets in this house. 
 
    My hand brushes against the box Davis delivered to me from Damien and I look down. When I search for Bunny again, he’s gone; whatever moment we shared has passed. 
 
     “I’ll be outside,” I say to Davis as though he’s keeping track. He probably is for all I know but he replies with a, “Yes, ma’am,” and I walk back through the library and out the back doors. I pass the couch and unlit fire pit from the night before and touch the spot on my neck. 
 
    What am I doing? These men and their good looks and unconditional support have me rattled. The commitment to their craft and unmistakable sexual energy is difficult to ignore. I will myself to stop, but it’s like a craving I can’t control. I keep walking toward Damien’s workshop, carrying the box in my hand, feeling a distinct tug between my navel and the man I know is inside. 
 
    “Hey,” he says as I cross the threshold of his sweltering studio. It’s not a question. He doesn’t seem remotely surprised to find me in his doorway. 
 
    “You left this for me?” I hold up the box and he puts his tools down on the table. He’s not wearing his apron, but a ripped and faded pair of cargo pants and a black shirt with the sleeves torn off. 
 
    “Yes, I made it for you. Do you like it?” 
 
    “I haven’t looked at it yet.” 
 
    He frowns and walks over, taking the box from my hand. It opens with a slight creak and inside is the most beautiful silver and gold ring I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “You made this?” 
 
    It’s a stupid question. It’s obvious and I’ve seen his work. But to be given something so exquisite…it renders me speechless. Damien fills the silence by removing the ring from the box and taking my hand. He slips the ring on my finger—my ring finger—and it’s a perfect fit—almost as if it molds to my finger. A spark of electricity jolts through my body as the metal warms to my skin and I feel charged.  
 
    I feel aroused. 
 
    The worry and jealousy with Anita earlier vanish and I look up into his eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Never take it off, Morgan.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    His hand reaches for my neck and he thumbs the spot where Sam left his mark. I should be embarrassed but I’m not. I feel something different, a deep need. Not the kind I experienced with Sam. 
 
    “Sam…” I start but he cuts me off. 
 
    “I know all about you and Sam. The house quaked when you orgasmed last night, Morgan. Your power and your energy are barely contained.”  
 
    It’s a fucking weird thing to say but I know that he speaks the truth. I felt a tremor when I came on the back porch. I saw the knowing in Bunny’s eyes earlier in the hallway. We’re all linked and I have no doubt I’m the conduit. 
 
     I reach my fingers into the waistband of Damien’s pants and tug him close. His eyes search mine and I tilt my head upward. He responds by placing both hands on my face and kissing me hard. 
 
    Emboldened, I move my hand to the front of his pants and feel the hard lengthening of his erection beneath the fabric. His kisses turn frantic and his hands leave my face to graze down my shoulders and arms.  
 
    “Tell me what you want,” he says, dipping his hands around my backside. I want him. All of him, but I also feel the urge to control. To take. I thumb the button on his pants. 
 
    Damien backs into the work table, tools and instruments scattering in the process. I tug his pants down, revealing the enormity of his size. This isn’t my first time doing this. I’m a virgin, not a prude, but the sheer size flusters me until I look up and Damien rubs his thumb over my lip.  
 
    “You’ve got this, babe,” he tells me, and it’s the most awkwardly wonderful thing to say. It’s like he knows. Like all the others, they know my heart and desires. My needs. 
 
     I do have this. 
 
    With a strong push against his chest, Damien falls back, leaning his elbows against the counter and I take him in my hand, stroking the velvet tip. He groans in approval.  
 
    I lick my lips and kiss him before dropping to my knees. His hand moves to my hair and with a tentative lick I feel a different type of power course through my veins. 
 
    I am invincible. 
 
    I am complete. 
 
    These men are mine. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I leave Damien weak-kneed in the studio. I never knew how doing that could be so…empowering. To have a man like Damien, strong and confident, call my name out in worship…I just didn’t know. But now I do. And there’s more, too. 
 
    I feel it clearly now. I cross the yard and look up to the attic dormers. Someone, there’s little doubt who, is watching from way above. Keeping guard. It’s time for me to speak to him. 
 
    I pass back through the library and then the down the hall. Sue is busy in the kitchen preparing for dinner and rich, delicious scents travel down the hallway. True hunger rumbles in my belly, not the false kind I’ve felt for the last week. I touch my lips, still puffy from being with Damien, and feel satiated for the moment.  
 
   


  
 

 I take the long walk upstairs, eventually stopping in front of Dylan’s rooms. I’ve never been invited in before, but something tells me he’s been waiting for me to arrive on my own. This is only confirmed as the door opens when my hand hovers mid-knock and Dylan awaits, dark and brooding on the other side. 
 
    His blue eyes hold mine, and I can’t quite read what he’s thinking, but I step into the giant studio without further greeting. I have questions and I know without a doubt he has the answers.  
 
    The first is on the tip of my tongue but one look around the room throws me into silent awe. The walls are covered floor to ceiling with books, their binds old and cracked. An ancient map hangs from the ceiling with tiny black pinpoints. There’s a cluster near my university in Georgia and another surrounding our building here in New York.  
 
    I spot a red pin at Professor Christensen’s office. Another at my ex-sort-of-boyfriend’s apartment down south, and several others dotted around familiar locations. 
 
    A photograph on a massive mahogany desk catches my attention from across the room. I leave the map and my growing questions and approach the work space. 
 
    “What is this?” I finally ask, pointing to the picture. It’s a little girl, around three, with a halo of dark curly hair. She stands on chubby legs in a green, grassy yard pointing to the sky. I have a vague recollection of wearing the glossy red sandals strapped to the girl’s feet. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    He stands in the doorway, tall and broad. His shoulders block out half the light. Dark, leather cuffs are clasped around his wrists. “Your parent’s house.” 
 
    That stops me cold. “What do you know about my parents?” 
 
    “Morgan, I know everything about you. I was there the day that photo was taken. I was there the day your parents died. I’ve been with you since the beginning.” 
 
    I swallow, because the instant Damien put the ring on my finger memories have trickled in my mind like they’d never left. “You’re one of my ravens.” 
 
    It isn’t a question. 
 
    “Yes. I am.” 
 
    I reel. It wasn’t just a story. They were real. Not just Dylan, but the others as well.  “All of you?” 
 
    “All of us.” His eyebrows cinch together. “But you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” I say honestly. “But I do feel something.” I hold my hand to my chest. “Something’s happening to me. The dreams. My writing. My encounters with the others.” 
 
    He steps forward and I’m dwarfed in his shadow. He touches my chin. “It’s a reawakening. It’s been predicted, and as much as I have been waiting for this day, it means the darkness is also rising.”  
 
    My hands tremble from his nearness. The other men in this house? I’ve craved their touch. Dylan? I want to pour myself into him and let him harness the energy of the past, present, and future.  
 
    “This is crazy, Dylan. Am I crazy?” 
 
    “No, little bird, you’re not crazy. You’re the strongest of us all. The steel that binds us all together. Things were different when you were younger. We could freely communicate with you, albeit in a different form. But then the darkness took notice and things changed. Your family shattered. Your memory was taken. Our forms altered. Much to our dismay, we had to leave you.” 
 
    Anger replaces my confusion. “You abandoned me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says. “There was no other way. The darkness was too close. Leaving was the only option.” 
 
    Emotion overwhelms me and I gather my wits. “What is the darkness?” 
 
    He guides me over to the far side of his massive work table. Spread across the top are photos of me and my childhood home, further proof that what he’s telling me is either the truth or he’s the worst kind of stalker. The photos have a grainy, out of this time quality about them. As difficult as it is to understand how and why Dylan has these photos, it’s the next stack that sends terror up my spine. 
 
     The photos are completely modern and could have been snapped at any moment. The images are recognizable, Times Square. The Statue of Liberty. The Brooklyn Bridge. They’re impossibly realistic other than the faded gray tone and the absolute destruction they depict. The streets are abandoned—desolate with gray, stormy skies overhead. Bleached skulls pile next to rusted vehicles. Choking vines twist up concrete buildings. Death hovers just off camera but it’s clear pure evil is behind such annihilation. 
 
    I spot the marking in the corner and rub over it with my thumb. “Sam took these?” 
 
    He nods. “Sam doesn’t see the world we do. He sees into the future and his camera speaks the truth.” 
 
    “This is why he didn’t want me in his studio?” He took photos of me. Quickly, I flip through the ones on the desk until I find the one from my first night at the mansion. The image is stark, my face bold and haunting in the decaying room. Ivy rolls up the walls and a giant hole in the building reveals the night sky. The most disturbing thing? I’m not dead. No. I’m alive and full of life. My eyes shine the darkest black and a twisted smile lingers on my lips.  
 
    I drop the picture and rub my eyes. What the fuck is that? I’m happy about the bad things coming? It shouldn’t be a surprise, not after everything else. The apocalypse is coming and I’m fooling around with a different guy every other night. Oh and they’re guys who, once upon a time, were ravens. My ravens. 
 
    I wander across the room. Finding a red velvet chair, I sit. “My writing. It’s just memories isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes, with some embellishment.” 
 
    “And this scholarship? It’s not real. It’s just a way to keep me close.” 
 
    “The scholarship isn’t real but your acceptance into the graduate program is. We had no idea where you were until that submission came through. An associate notified us of your application. We were able to bring you back home.” 
 
    Home. This wasn’t my home. Once upon a time I lived in a nice suburban house, in a normal neighborhood with my parents. My eyes flick to Dylan’s. “My parents. The virus that no one could identify. The tests and doctors…what was that?” 
 
    He walks over and kneels. With my hand in his he says what I’ve always feared. “The darkness killed your parents, Morgan. Just like it will kill everyone else if given the chance.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, recalling the strange illness. But the memory is strong. I’ve written about it more than once. Dreamed a dozen times. I touch the charm hanging below my throat. The one Maverick discards and feels a rush of power. “The gate. I opened it.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “I killed them.” I look at Sam’s photos, dread creeping over every inch of my body. “Why would I kill them?” 
 
    He links his fingers with mine. “That’s why we’re here, Morgan. To keep the unthinkable from happening again. To help you control your urges—your needs.” 
 
    There’s no mistaking what kinds of urges he’s speaking of. My heightened desires and unquenchable thirst for these men since I arrived is undeniable. “And if I don’t control those urges?” 
 
    “Then you’re likely to open the gate again.” 
 
    “Why, Dylan? That makes no sense? Why would I want to do this to my family? To the world?” 
 
    His eyes take on a sheen of sadness when he replies, “Because you’re the Morrigan.”  
 
    “The Morrigan?” The name sounds familiar, something I’ve read in the past. 
 
     “The queen of the ravens. Harbinger of death and war. It’s in your nature and every reawakening starts the cycle again. It is our duty, the five of us, to stop you.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Even though I’m still reeling from my talk with Dylan, I go to my quarters and change for our mandatory dinner. Despite the fact I showered and cleaned up, I still have the taste and feel of Damien on my mouth. With every floor I pass, I note the lingering effects of the men in the mansion. There’s the phantom heat of Bunny’s painted mark on my cheek. My stomach twists at the memory of Sam’s teeth on my throat and the pleasure of his hands between my legs. The image of Clinton’s eyes are scorched in my mind just like the heat of his lip as I poured my everything into him. 
 
    I carry these sensations with me as I walk past the second level and down to the main foyer.  It’s with a new understanding that I enter the dining room and take my seat at the head of the table. The men wait for me with attentive, expectant expressions. I take them in one by one.  
 
    Dylan, the only one that hasn’t touched my skin, is still part of my soul. I speak to him first. “I was eight years old the first time you came to me. Nothing more than a shadow in the trees. You followed me to the bus stop and were there each day when I returned. It was you that arrived before the others—a sentinel—making sure I was safe.” 
 
    I shift my gaze to Sam. “You were always the kindest and never afraid to get close. I remember sitting on the blanket in the yard. Watching you fly tree to tree. You’d call out and I’d try to copy your voice. We’d talk for hours—just chattering away. You became my best friend when no one else wanted to be around.” 
 
    Damien leans forward and I touch the ring he forged for me. “The first gift you brought to me was a shiny silver marble. Next, a trinket made of gold. I had a whole stash in my room but I was only able to keep one. The only one that truly mattered.” I touch the charm on my chest. “I didn’t remember until today where it came from. Or why I had it. But I remember now that you brought it to me one sunny afternoon. The cord was already strung through the loop and you all watched from your branches as I hung it on my neck. You were protecting me—even then. I didn’t realize I had a job. I didn’t know I would fail so badly.” 
 
    I look apologetically at Bunny with the last sentence. He reaches across the table with his good hand and I shake my head. “It’s my fault you lost use of your arm and hand. I never should have followed the cat down the path. He came to me day after day, leading me to the gate, and every time I followed.” 
 
    “You didn’t understand,” he says. 
 
    “No. That’s the thing. I did. I felt the energy and the power and I wanted more. I knew I was meant for something beyond this world. I just didn’t realize it would lead to such destruction. I didn’t know you would get hurt.” 
 
    “I survived, Morgan. I’m still here—with you.” 
 
    I squeeze his hand but look down the opposite side of the table, to the man at Dylan’s side. Clinton is the strongest of the guardians. “The most protective. The most reserved. You were always the last to arrive because you were keeping watch over all of us.” 
 
    “I’m the one that failed that day.” 
 
    “You can’t bear the weight of my actions alone, Clinton.” 
 
    “We were commanded,” he says, leaning forward. His eyes shine like steel. “You were a child. We knew what was on the other side and the ramifications of the gate opening.” 
 
    “I was a child with the power of a goddess.” 
 
    The room goes silent now that our history is spread on the table. 
 
    Across the room Dylan leans back in his seat, arm resting by his side. He doesn’t look concerned. No, he looks emboldened, like my returned memory is the answer to all his prayers.  
 
    “What do we do now?” I ask the historian. But he gave me a summary in his quarters. I need the men, my ravens, to absorb the darkness; if not, the Morrigan will return full force, open the gate, and the apocalypse will begin. I understand this now. I understand my heightened desires. 
 
    “We do nothing,” he replies, gesturing to the other men. “But you must make a choice.” 
 
    I frown. “What kind of choice?” 
 
    “Between us.” 
 
    I stare across the table. None of the men looked remotely surprised, unlike me where it’s just one blindside after the other. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “To fight the darkness, Morgan, you must find a partner of equal strength. Someone who can take the brunt of the energy burning beneath your skin.” Dylan’s blue eyes shine. “Ravens mate for life and you are the Queen. You’ll need to choose from one of us—one of the guards.” 
 
    His words are like a punch to the gut. Mating for life? But it still rings true in the center of my chest. My eyes skim past each one. The strong, the smart, the beautiful, the creative, and the caring, and I realize with stark clarity that I’m not upset about the directive. 
 
    I’m upset that I can’t have them all. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    An ancient book detailing the tales of the Morrigan sits on my bed when I arrive in my room that night. A note rests on top. 
 
    Embrace your history. -Dylan 
 
    I read the heavy book, absorbing the words and illustrations. The Queen of the Ravens was the Celtic goddess of war. A terrifying, wrathful woman who reveled in evil. She was known as the Triad. Woman with three parts.  
 
    The woman named Morgan. 
 
    The Raven Shifter. 
 
    The Goddess of War.  
 
    In each telling of the Morrigan’s story she falls for a man, a warrior hero, Cu Cuchulainn. Cuchulainn rejects the Morrigan over and over, igniting such rage that she kills him and uses her pain to fuel an epic and all-encompassing war.  
 
    Beneath a drawing of the dark-haired queen, the book explains that the Morrigan’s vengeance was so overwhelming she was trapped in an alternate universe where she could wallow in war and strife for eternity. Her only allies, a murder of five ravens, had been assigned by the gods to rein her in. Over time the ravens became devoted guardians to the Queen, falling in love with her one by one. To find peace she must find her one true mate from the guardians. 
 
    I push the book to the side and lean back against my pillows. The last twenty-four hours have been surreal and for a moment I seriously consider if I’ve awoken in a mental ward. Maybe the Nead is nothing more than a sanitarium. I google the word ‘Nead’.  
 
    “You’re fucking shitting me,” I say to myself, tossing the phone across the room. Nead is the Gaelic word for nest.  
 
    But that’s just it, I think, wandering across my suite and into my writing chamber. I look at the journals lining the bookshelf—a lifetime of stories about this very thing. I don’t feel crazy. I feel like everything in my life has a new sense of clarity. My childhood. The obsession with ravens. The weird dreams about the forest and the cat. The mysterious death of my parents and the loss of memory.  
 
    And the men. Oh boy, the men. If all of this is true, one of them is my true love. My mate.  
 
    I touch the ring on my finger and exit my rooms. It’s time to round up my guardians. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    The men come into the library one at a time. 
 
    Dylan first, as my sentinel. 
 
    Bunny next, covered in paint and flashing me a sweet smile. 
 
    Damien appears from the backyard, smelling of metal and sweat, a shiny object between his fingers. 
 
    Sam enters from the hallway, giving me an easy-going hug on the way to his seat. 
 
    And Clinton arrives last, arms crossed over his chest, wary and watchful. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” I say. “It’s been a long day. Or two, actually. I’ve had time to do a little reading and soul searching. As hard as this whole thing is to believe, I know in my heart the stories you have told me—and the ones I have been writing on my own for so long—are true. I think I knew it all along.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding that one of you is my mate.” My heart hammers in my chest. “After the last few weeks I know I’m not in the position to make that choice—not right away. I need more time.” 
 
    “Time is of the essence, Morgan.” Dylan says. “The gate weakens every day.” 
 
    By gate I think he really means me. I weaken the longer I go without a mate and someone to take the darkness from me. But Morgan, the woman, is part of the triad of the Queen, and she needs tended as well. That part of the Morrigan needs to be sure. It’s not something I can jump into. 
 
    “If we’re going to do this it has to be on my terms,” I tell them. “It’s a decision I need to be absolutely sure of. If what you’re saying is true, there’s no room for error. I must find the perfect mate and right now I have no freaking idea which one of you that is.” 
 
    “How do you plan on deciding?” Sam asks and the others all lean closer, listening intently for my answer. 
 
    “You have thirty days to prove yourself to me. I want a single month, thirty days, to ensure that I’m picking the right one.” I exhale, trying to rid myself of the nervous tension in my stomach. “At the end of that time period I’ll make a decision.” 
 
    Dylan, as always, is the first to stand. He bows and says, “As you wish, Goddess.”  
 
    The others follow, bowing in my direction, and for once I notice a bit of rivalry as they look at one other. 
 
    Things are about to get very, very interesting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hope you enjoyed reading part one of The Raven Queen’s Harem. I’m loving writing this series! Part 2 will release VERY soon! 
 
    Make sure you join my Facebook group or mailing list for updates and announcements! 
 
    Read below for a teaser for part 2, Ebony Rising 
 
    (Please excuse errors! It’s a WIP!) 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Sweat clings to my skin, pooling in my lower back. My hands are slippery, encased in the heavy, padded gloves. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Clinton commands, starting his stopwatch. “Now.” 
 
    With arms that feel like led I pummel the sandbag, hardly making it sway. I’m not weak. I’m just exhausted. I wake at dawn for three hours of nonstop writing to fulfill the obligation of my acceptance into the University Art Program. But once that’s complete I move onto the rest of my required lessons.  
 
    Two hours of physical training every other day. Two in ancient history. The same divided between art, chemistry and divination. Evenings, after our mandatory dinner, I mostly spend alone. I’ve noticed the guys tend to slip off—sometimes leaving the building. No one has extended an invitation for me to join them. 
 
    “Faster!” Clinton shouts. 
 
    I glance at him in the mirror. Just seeing him ignites a spark of energy that fuels my movements. Clinton is not just good looking—he’s hot. He’s a huge man with muscles on top of muscles. His abs more nine pack than six and I’m pretty sure his jaw is sharp enough to cut glass. I swipe at the bag, getting in a hard jab eyes focused on the dark hair that grazes his shoulders. With each punch I pretend I’m trying to get my hands in his hair, which is one step closer to getting his mouth against mine.  
 
    The Goddesses power flares deep within. 
 
     His eyes watch my every move. He assesses my form, speed and skill. Tomorrow we’ll work with blades. The next hand-to-hand combat. His job is to help me become strong enough to fight the darkness. Because it’s not about if it will come, it’s about when it will come. And I need to be ready to fight it off unlike last time. 
 
    “Focus, Morgan,” he says. But the energy wanes and my muscles scream. My biceps feel like Jello, barely able to make contact. Clinton steps behind me, easing his arms next to mine. He takes over, guiding each punch. Landing them with more power than I’ve ever mustered. 
 
    The stopwatch beeps and he cradles my arms in his.  
 
    “Time,” he whispers huskily in my ear. Goosebumps ripple across my hot skin. Even though I’m burning up a shiver rolls down my spine and I push my ass against his body. 
 
    “How was that?” I ask, knowing the physical part of the training is over. Well, maybe not all of the physical. We’re just not going to need the punching bag anymore.     
 
    “You’ve improved.” He holds up the watch and the number blinks. 
 
    02:15. 
 
    “Wait,” I snatch it from him. “I did an extra fifteen seconds?” 
 
    “Yes, you did. You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    I spin, pressing my palms against his chest. It’s impossible to think of my own strength when faced with his. I run my hands down the soft cotton of his shirt, feeing the hard muscle beneath.  
 
    Clinton is so tall that when we stand like this, face to face, he rests his hands just under my ass and lifts me up until I wrap my legs around his waist. He does that now, amplifying the shiver in my spine. The only thing I can think of is his mouth and from the way he looks at me, like hungry wolf. I get a tickle of anticipation and lick my lips. 
 
    “I think I deserve a reward for a workout like that.” 
 
    “Do you now?” he replies gruffly. But I feel his hardness against my lower body. 
 
    “Hmmhmm.”  
 
    A wicked grin appears on his mouth. “I’m not one to deny my queen.”  
 
    He tightens his grip and tosses me on the thick, padded training mat. I yelp as I fly through the air, but it’s out of excitement, not fear. Leaning back on my elbows, watching the hulking man stalk toward me, I inhale. 
 
    Okay, maybe a little fear.  
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