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Check out these Facebook groups that support the Haremlit community to find your next favorite harem tale!
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	Haremlit Readers - https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremLitBooks 
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ABOUT FAMILIAR FAIRYTALES


When he pockets his brownstone ring, Zac's aura erupts with incubus power. After an unexpected classroom tryst, the stone pulses—entangling classmates Beth, Shannon, Brooke, and history teacher Megan in a mind-mesh of shared confusion. Needing answers, they race to Zac’s safe Oregon haven. His grandma's fairy tales of shadows have unbelievably come to life.

The Jackson family swells with fresh lovers as a wise foster mother unveils their halfling-Fae legacy: timeless rebirths, fated bonds, and powers demanding consensual restraints. Lexi, Brooke, and Kelly revel with magical jumps—until a playful pool poof rips Alyssa's daughter Naomi and nanny Leah through chaos. Ages quicken and desires awaken, fraying their circle within the comfort of their protected home.

Can Jeremiah's familiar confidence contain the chaos? Will Alyssa’s meshes help him mold young minds and keep the darkness at bay? The family’s legacy draws them toward Serra Bay's sunlit call. Can this fated family thrive in light, or surrender to shadows?

Dive into Familiar Fairytales—Book 4 of Our Ethereal Legacy, spicy paranormal urban fantasy harem adventure by Mack Landry. One-click now to ignite your harem fantasy!


To the grown-ups who revisit childhood tales, finding strength to rewrite endings for those they love.


“Some day you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again.”

— C.S. LEWIS


PART ONE

FRACTURED FACADES


CHAPTER 1
BREAKFAST BINDINGS


ALYSSA

Naomi wriggled on my lap, her tiny fingers smearing syrup across the toaster waffle's golden squares. I steadied her with one arm, forking up scrambled eggs for her next bite while balancing my own plate. The kitchen counter separated us from Leah and Carmen, who bustled with practiced rhythm, toasting more frozen waffles and scrambling fresh batches. Their laughter floated over, light and easy, cutting through the morning's subtle undercurrents—the kind that lingered after Jeremiah's window vigil.

“Thanks for helping while Maria’s off,” Carmen called, flipping eggs with a spatula. Steam curled upward, carrying butter and vanilla scents.

Leah nodded, pouring orange juice into mismatched glasses. “No problem. I’m glad to help, since Naomi loves mama time.” She glanced at me with a warm smile. Her warmth for Naomi—and our mesh, including bed—drew me in. I adored her curious intelligence, too.

I smiled, wiping syrup from Naomi's chin with a napkin. Her brown eyes sparkled, her fork clutched in her fist as she stabbed at her plate. Bits of egg tumbled onto my thigh, but I didn't mind. These moments grounded us, weaving our chaotic family into something solid. The Jackson family breakfast nook felt alive, sunlight slanting through windows onto the oak table scarred from years of Zac's antics.

Kelly descended from our communal bedroom upstairs. Her brown stone pendant caught the spring sunlight, gleaming above her silk robe draped around her lovely body. She slid into the seat across from me with a contented sigh, Carmen sliding a plate her way—her efficiency at work. "Morning, everyone. Smells divine."

"Morning, love,” I said, watching her tuck into eggs. Kelly's maternal energy radiated, fierce yet soft, always balancing our mesh with quiet strength. “You look well rested.” I glanced at Leah briefly. “Still aligned with our talk about Leah helping Zac?” I knew she had reservations about Leah helping Zac learn to control his supernatural aura.

After a sigh, Kelly looked up with a tentative smile. “Yes, I am. I remember when we were young, and how hard it was to learn to control my… instincts. I’m not comfortable hearing every detail, but she can help him with intimate things without him going rogue at school.”

We’d kept our voices low, since Leah was near. But she pinged me privately via our mesh: hadn’t yet brought it up with Zac. Her glance confirmed she was interested but hadn’t found time. I nodded to Kelly. “I’ll keep track and leave you out of the details. Best for Zac.”

Jeremiah entered moments later, coffee mug in hand, gaze distant from his vigil at the office window. Steam rose from the dark brew, curling like unspoken worries. He settled beside Kelly, leaning to kiss her cheek before murmuring good morning and sipping. Carmen topped him off.

Lexi bounded in last, vibrant in her workout gear—leggings hugging her athletic curves, tank top damp from an early stretch. Eyes sparkling, she claimed the spot next to Jeremiah, leaning in close. "Gym session after this? Like we planned?”

He chuckled, protective humor flickering in his eyes. "Wouldn't miss it." 

Via our mesh, we all knew it meant a hard play session in the dungeon off the gym—Lexi tapering for her triathlon and needing release. I’d skip it and attend my lecture instead, giving them master-slave time alone.

Meanwhile, Leah and Carmen kept the breakfast flow going, sliding plates across the counter. Carmen packed Zac’s bag with a protein bar, an apple, and string cheese for school. Leah stacked waffles high, stirring eggs to keep them fluffy and steaming. Laughter punctuated the clink of forks—Naomi giggling as syrup dripped from her chin.

Zac burst through from his downstairs room. Naomi and Leah were nearby, behind a soundproof wall from the gym. He made a beeline for the brown-bagged breakfast. We shielded playtime from the children, though Leah knew our pleasures—maybe invite her someday. His purple stone ring caught my eye because it was made from the same stone as Naomi’s earrings.

They served the same purpose for both of my children. Protect them from magic. Zac’s ring warded his incubus powers, giving him control in the same manner as Kelly’s brown stone. The color was different, but the effect was the same. The purple amethyst color complemented Naomi’s blue eyes and kept her from using her blooming psionic powers. She didn’t need to start reading what we communicated on the mesh of minds I’d constructed.

Betsy entered from her mother-in-law’s apartment, on the far side of the garages, chuckling at her grandson’s bustle. "Zac, you're always so busy! Take a breath."

He yelled, already out the front door with lunch and backpack, voice muffled. "Bye, Grandma—gotta zoom!"

She shook her head, settling beside Naomi, filling her plate from the bar: fresh fruit, half a waffle, a scoop of eggs. "That boy, always hustling. Enjoying life,” she added, cocking a brow at Kelly.

Kelly nodded, suppressing an eye-roll. “We’re working on it, Mom. Zac’s hitting that age…” She trailed off, not wanting to discuss his inherited powers blooming. Betsy nodded, steering clear, too, turning to me.

“We should be back by dinner from the OMSI trip to Portland, Alyssa. The science exhibits will thrill Naomi." 

“She’s been talking about it all morning,” I smiled, grateful Betsy embraced Naomi—and our lovers’ family—fully. “Can’t wait.”

“It’s going to be so much fun.” She turned to Naomi, Leah hustling over with a wet wipe. “Thank you, Naomi. You take such good care of my granddaughter.”

“I’m delighted to help,” Leah said, returning to work with Carmen.

“Say goodbye to dada,” Betsy coached, and with freshly washed fingers, Naomi climbed into Jeremiah’s lap and hugged him tight. “Bye, papa. Love you.” Lexi ticked her side and giggled before blowing her a kiss, “Bye, Lexi!”

Kelly rose to walk them to the door, where they hugged and kissed each other’s cheeks as usual. While she was gone, Lexi tugged Jeremiah toward the basement stairs, her grin promising sweat and more. "Gym time," she murmured, mischief sparkling. He followed with an indulgent smile, their steps echoing down to the gym-playroom. Our mesh hummed with anticipation—no need for details. We traded our goodbyes with silent mind meshes.

The rhythm shifted soon after. Kelly and Carmen lingered at the counter, heads bent close, whispering—Kelly voicing her intimate needs, Carmen negotiating from her devoted submissive place. Their voices wove that familiar B&B cadence from honeymoon-after days, trading veiled innuendos as they ran our first remodeled bed and breakfast.

Kelly paused, turned, and squeezed my shoulder. "Catch up later?" Her eyes gleamed with golden fire, aura blooming as she savored what awaited upstairs. She turned toward the stairs, Carmen hurrying a step behind.

Carmen glanced back, a private thought flashing to Naomi before hugging me tight. Her lips brushed mine intimately. "Have fun at your lecture, Mistress." Her smile promised yielding fully to her other Mistress's succubus fire. Their whispers and looks wove our normal stagecraft—no secrets in our mesh. Just polite departures shielding our five-person core from the world and younger eyes.

Breakfast remnants were scattered on the table—waffle scraps, stray egg bits on plates. With only Leah left, I rose, helping her clear and scrub. I enjoyed pitching in; it eased her load. More, I craved time alone with her.

Washing dishes side by side, we traded loaded glances. She flirted silently through the mesh, thoughts sparking—needing practice, marveling at our family's silent converse. Her shy expressions betrayed every thrill, every flutter. Flirting pulled her deeper, the promise of our fun unraveling her reserve.

Oh, to be young and innocent again. No, I enjoyed being myself—mature, flirty, devilishly dirty with my lovers, even corrupting my alluring au pair. I felt her arousal hum through the mesh as we tackled domestic chores, our thoughts flashing non-PG-13 images.

When we were finished, I leaned against the counter and pushed my glasses up my nose. "Leah, I'm going to a guest lecture by Aisha Sharma, an expert in arcane Vedic relics. The academic talk sounds fascinating and aligns with my studies of artifacts I can't explain. Want to come with me? It's time to tell you more about our Montana adventure."

“Sure,” she said, biting her bottom lip. “What about…” she trailed off, as her mind replayed the arousing images we’d shared silently.

“We’ll do that after. I’ve heard good things about Ms. Sharma.” I said, walking to the front door, and grabbing my purse and keys. “I do want to expand your knowledge of our time in Montana, as they are related to the lecture topic. I want your feedback after the talk.”

JEREMIAH

This was always the best part: the tender care after a wild, intense, and rough session of bondage and impact play. Lexi and I’d pushed hard tonight—exactly as we’d negotiated, exactly how we both liked it. This was normal for our dynamic, not an accident or a loss of control.

[image: ]


We both craved and enjoyed the power exchange, the way her deliberate, chosen submission and trust flowed through me and came back to her, feeding that darker desire she’d asked me to help her explore. None of it worked without her, yes—the way she handed me control, the way she used her safeword when she needed to, the way we checked in before, during, and after.

[image: ]


It helped that my powers let me keep her safe while satisfying the needs she’d shared with me so openly. That safety—physical, emotional, and negotiated in advance—was the foundation under everything we did, and the reason I could enjoy this part now: putting her back together, holding her, and making sure she felt as treasured as she was.

As I rested my back against the headboard in the back of our dungeon playroom, Lexi swung around and settled with her back against my chest. She relaxed into me, letting out a long, shaky breath. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her gently but firmly, careful of the places I knew would be sore. She nuzzled closer, trusting and loose now that the intensity had passed.

“Mm. You know,” she said, voice lazy. “If this is the part where you pamper me, I might start topping from the bottom more often.”

I huffed a soft laugh. “You already try to top from the bottom. I just let you think you’re getting away with it.”

She made a mock-offended sound, tilting her head back to look up at me. “Rude. I bring you all my darkest desires, and this is the thanks I get?”

“Incredibly enthusiastic thanks,” I said dryly. “Which, my arms and shoulders are still recovering from the exertion, by the way.”

Her eyes crinkled, but the joke seemed to land a little shorter than usual. The hand on my arm slowed, then stilled. She took a breath, then another, a small furrow forming between her brows.

“Hey, are you good?”

“Yeah,” she said quickly, then softer, “Yeah. I’m good. Just…” She swallowed and shifted, not quite pulling away, but no longer teasing either. “I, um. I need to talk about something.”

I felt the change in her body before I heard it in her voice. The scene was over, even if our dynamic never really turned off. This was my Lexi, the woman who had chosen to be my slave, asking for space to be heard.

“Okay,” I said, all playfulness gone from my tone. I smoothed a hand down her arm, steady and present. “I’m here. What’s up?”

"Strange dreams trouble me, Master. Wild, sexy ones—with someone outside our family." Her eyes dropped to my chin.

I sensed her unease and gently asked, "How do they stir you?"

"Crazy aroused. Horny. Needy." Lexi confessed, pausing, then holding my gaze. "I’m glad Leah joined us. She fulfills something inside me—I’m more content than ever. Yet Zac’s awakening seems to have stirred things inside me."

I nodded. "Undeniably." Turning her to face me, her firm breasts pillowed against my belly. My hands worked her shoulders as she traced my chest hair.

“Same thing I talked about before. I feel drawn to his teacher, Megan Little.” Her voice softened, the words careful.

“Ms. Little—the American history one? Cute platinum blonde?”

“Yes, Master.” She nodded, eyes flicking up to meet mine before dropping again.

“What sparked it?” I asked, keeping my tone even. I let curiosity lead, but didn’t let go of the steady control that defined me—my job was to understand her needs and protect our family, not to smother her feelings.

“Ever since I caught her masturbating between cars once, during track training. Thought I’d mentioned it. She noticed me after and came over to chat. Now she watches my runs weekly, lingers till I finish, and we talk more. But I can’t read her, but she seems fixated in my dreams."

Words tumbled out as her eyes searched mine. “I want her deeper—sexually, emotionally. But I’m afraid to tell the others. They’ll think I’m unhappy here. I’m not. It’s just…”

I pulled her in, hugging her tight. My hands traced slow, reassuring circles along her back as I pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. She laid her cheek against my chest; a hot tear slid down and soaked into my skin.

“I love you, Lexi—forever, unconditionally,” I murmured. “You know that. We’ve all felt outsider tugs at one point or another; only Leah ever seemed to fit with us naturally from the start.” I paused, giving her space to breathe. “When you think about Megan…do you want her to join our family one day, or are you imagining just exploring it privately first?”

"Don’t know, Master." She sighed, rolling back, guiding my hands to caress her breasts lightly. "She’s Zac’s teacher. Hs crush, loyal to Beth or not. He’s a teenage incubus. A fling with her might upset him."

I let her mull, teasing her nipples to hard points in a slow tease while scanning her curve. Ripples showed a greenish spike in the relationship segment of her graph, tuned to this interest—the strongest outsider ever, just shy of Leah’s. I was the highest, her core bound to me, then Carmen, followed by Alyssa and Kelly. My steady control steadied us as a family center, but her effervescent joy fueled ours.

“She makes me feel like a schoolgirl with a crush.” She huffed, lifting my hands to her lips and kissing each palm before guiding them higher on her chest. Mischief twinkled in her gaze. Whatever she explored, she would always be mine by choice; she’d chosen this life as my loyal slave, and I was willing to help her navigate this new itch.

“Are you curious if she feels the same way?” I asked, her shift from anxiety to playfulness sharpening my resolve to guide rather than command.

She nodded slowly, then tipped her eyes up to meet mine. “Madly. She likes me—but does she want…?” Her words trailed off into a frustrated huff that I couldn’t help finding endearing.

“Invite her for a swim, or for lunch,” I suggested. “Somewhere casual. See how it feels.” I didn’t feel threatened; Lexi’s loyalty to our family—and to me—had been tested a thousand times over the years. If I wanted to, my powers could erase any danger before it reached us. But I’d never wanted blind obedience from her. I’d rather she walk her own path with me beside her than just follow orders.

“You wouldn’t mind?” Shock and longing flashed across her face.

“Not a bit,” I said, meaning it. “Just time it so you can be alone with her. Zac seeing her here unexpectedly might get…complicated.”

She twisted and crawled up my chest, kissing me deeply, eyes locked on mine. “You always amaze me, Master.”

“All I want is my happy Lexi—my happy slave,” I murmured. “My love.”

ISAAC

Ms. Little’s classroom was far too quiet for how wild it had just been. The four of them glowed with the aftereffect of what had happened—Beth leaning against my left side, Brooke and Shannon pressed in on the right. Ms. Little—Megan—sat relaxed in my lap as her breathing slowed. Heartbeats steadied, but the air still hummed with the sweetness of my power, clinging to their skin, to mine.

This was the one thing I’d always promised myself I would never let happen.

I was supposed to stay in control. This part of me—the part that had just surged to the surface—was meant to stay buried, a secret I could pretend didn’t matter. I wanted to be normal. But I wasn’t. Not after this. Maybe not ever.

It was time to come clean, no matter the consequences.

“I need to tell you something,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended. Four pairs of eyes turned toward me, soft and dazed and entirely too trusting.

“Now?” Brooke asked, half-laughing, half-baffled. Shannon joined in with a little giggle, and Megan tipped her head back to look up at me with a lazy grin.

I glanced at Beth. She met my gaze and gave a small, knowing nod. She already knew—or at least suspected—that I was different.

“Especially now,” I said. I took a breath that didn’t do much to steady me. “What just happened wasn’t…normal. Not just ‘wow, that was wild’ kind of not normal.” I forced myself to meet each gaze in turn. “I’m not just a guy who got lucky with four incredible women. I’m…a magical halfling. Incubus on one side of the family, some kind of psionic talent on the other.”

Silence. Then the reactions hit all at once.

“Okay, Zac. Right.” Brooke rolled her eyes, a crooked smirk tugging at her mouth.

“That’s not a thing,” Shannon said, wrinkling her nose.

“You’re joking.” Megan turned in my lap to face me fully, searching my expression.

“Wait—like, actually?” Beth’s voice was breathy, tinged with awe rather than doubt.

I let out a humorless breath. “I wish it weren’t. But it is. I’m not even sure I can explain it fully, but my power—my aura—makes people want me. My pheromones smell wonderful, and it amplifies attraction and lower inhibitions. I thought I had it on a tight leash today. I didn’t. That’s on me.”

One of them shifted, as if to pull away, but her body didn’t quite follow through. The psionic side of me saw the way my magic still curled around them, warm and sticky, blurring the edge between their feelings and mine.

“I’m not asking you to decide anything right now,” I said quickly, lifting my hands a little, wishing I hadn’t taken off the ring that warded my power. “In fact, I’d rather you didn’t. Part of you probably wants to tell me it’s all fine, that you’re great, that we should just do this again sometime. And maybe that’s real. Maybe it’s my aura talking. You deserve the space to figure out which is which.”

They looked at each other, then back at me—still close, still not recoiling the way a sane, untouched person might. The disbelief in their expressions warred with something warmer, something painfully sincere.

“So you’re saying,” Megan asked slowly, “that what I’m feeling right now might not be…exactly mine?”

“But, Zac,” Beth said softly, “I know I love you. I did before this happened.”

My throat caught, because I felt the same way. She was my girlfriend, and then this happened, and what had been just us two…was more. I held her gaze and let out a slow breath. I didn’t have to spell it out. In that moment, I saw it click for her—the realization that I’d been like this for a long time, and that whatever we were now had grown on top of a truth I’d kept hidden.

“Your feelings might be true,” I said to all of them. “Or they might be yours, just…amplified because of me. I know that’s not a satisfying answer. I can’t untangle it for you. What I can do is step back and give you time. When the rush wears off—later tonight, tomorrow, next week—if any of this feels wrong or weird or like I crossed a line, you tell me. I will listen. I will apologize. I will not chase you. You won’t owe me anything.”

No one left. No one screamed.

“I should have told you before,” I added quietly. “You had a right to know what you were walking into. That’s the thing I’m most sorry for.”

“Zac, listen to me,” Megan said, lifting her gaze to mine. “Thank you for being honest. Thank you for giving me a reason for why I’m so crazy about you. I don’t want space from you. I know this is dangerous—I was your teacher, and now I’m not. But I still want to see where this goes. Between us.” She glanced at the others, then amended, “All of us.”

Part of me was thrilled. Part of me was horrified that I’d changed their lives—maybe even ruined them—in a rash, impulsive moment.

Brooke, Shannon, and Beth looked from Megan back to me, one after another, and nodded.

Megan stood up, crossed to the heap of clothes on the floor, and started to dress. The others followed her lead, and Beth brought my clothes over. I took them from her, reached into my jeans pocket, and closed my fingers around the ring.

A fresh bloom of purple flared at the edge of my vision, and my blue aura snapped off like a light.

I winced at the sudden rush of noise in my head. The room swam for a second as I panned across it, dazed, their voices—their thoughts—spiking into clarity.

A fucking incubus. Wild, Brooke thought, her mental tone flavored with half-amused disbelief.

He’s still stupid hot, and he smells like a dream, Shannon added, glancing at me with a quick grin.

He’s mine, but that was so fun I don’t even mind sharing, Beth mused, nudging my leg as I sat there in stunned silence.

I should go, but… I want to talk more. Find out if this crazy thing is real, Megan thought, her expression dazed but intent.

Then their eyes widened almost in unison, and they looked at each other. The mental noise spiked, overlapping, and in that chaos, I understood: this wasn’t just me dipping into their thoughts.

They could hear one another, too.

I was like my Dad now. And they—they were like his lovers. Linked. Enmeshed.

I pushed myself to my feet and started pulling my clothes on. As I did, the buzzing in my mind softened. I felt them consciously quiet their thoughts, drawing them back until they were just four women looking at me again, not a chorus in my skull.

“Yeah, so…about that,” I said, fighting down a fresh wave of panic. “It’s a lot. I know. Too much, probably. But I don’t want to just dump this on you and disappear.” I tugged my shirt into place and forced myself to meet their eyes. “If you’re willing, I’d really like you all to come over later. We can relax, hit the pool, and actually talk this through when we’ve had a chance to breathe. I want you to meet my parents. They know a lot more about all of this than I do, and they can answer questions I can’t.”

I swallowed. “No pressure. No repeat performance. Just…information, and a chance to make sense of what’s happening to us.”

“Why not rip the bandage off?” Megan said, glancing at the other girls. “You’ve all got swimsuits for the senior party at the lake, right?”

They were already nodding before she finished.

“Do you have a spare swimsuit I could borrow?” she asked, turning back to me. “If not, I’ll just hang out and watch.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Pretty sure I can find one. There are five adult women at my house, and they all own way too many swimsuits.”


CHAPTER 2
CLASSROOM CASCADE


LEAH

Alyssa gripped the steering wheel of her silver Acura MDX, knuckles paling as we merged from the university lot onto the rain-slicked Oregon street. Faint steam rose from our stale coffees we grabbed on the way out of the lecture, mingling with the earthy petrichor seeping through the cracked windows.

She took a sip, pursed her lips, lowered her window, and poured it out the window. “That’s horrible. We need proper coffee.” Her jaw set tight, eyes flicking to me in the passenger seat.

“There’s one off Jefferson, it’s on the way,” I said, trying to be helpful.

“Perfect,” she said, looking in the mirror, then changing lanes and heading that way. She pinned with her blue eyes, her voice edged with that strategic clip.”Aisha's lecture, that Vedic artifact—whatever it was, an amalgamate. It blocks one modality. Blooms another. You heard that, right?”

I unbuckled partially, turning toward her. My skirt hiked up as I crossed my legs, her words hooking deeper. Kelly's brown stone pendant, veined in gold, always thrummed when she wore it. But when she takes it off—We'd both felt it. She glowed, her power blooming unchecked. “So you’re saying that her stone blocks magic?”

She punched the accelerator through a yellow light, MDX humming steadily. “Yes. But her brown stone isn’t an amalgamate; it’s solid brown with golden veins that pulse when it’s blocking. That saved our ass in Montana. Aisha said the Vedic artifact was two incompatible minerals fused, not natural. One prevents intrusion. The other amplifies magic classes. I've only seen Kelly's ward, preventing her aura. Same with Zac's strong ring—he wears it like a toggle. Blocks to control, off to... have fun."

Bits of Alyssa’s recounting of their Montana adventure and that weird compound on the way to the lecture sparked my mind. “So, like, you told me about Montana," I said. "Kelly's stone blocked her powers. It also drove off dark spirits, though. Maybe that’s from the gold flecks?”

Alyssa veered sharply into the coffee shop lot, gravel crunching under tires. She killed the engine, silence amplifying her exhale. “Fuck, you’re right. Let’s get some caffeine, and a quiet booth, and dissect this."

I nodded, snagging my purse. "Zac toggles his too. Pulsed during those high school nights off, and his pull intensified. And you’re thinking it’s brown spots in his stone?”

We got out of the car as Alyssa nodded and sent me a mesh note to stop talking. We entered the humming coffee shop—espresso hissing, laptops clacking. A barista nodded and took our orders. We waited for our orders, then, with the lattes in hand, slid into a rear booth.

Alyssa sketched fused ovals on a napkin. "Brownstone wards Baraqiel surges—Kelly's succubus, Zac's too. That’s well established. Purple agate layer? Unknown. Aisha’s lecture talked about the Chinook artifact: wards against river spirits, blooms for salmon rites."

I sipped foam, warmth grounding. "Kelly removes hers to join the mind mesh. Hers wards evil spirits and your psionic whatever. I wish this were, like, not so random.”

“Right, maddening,” Aly growled. “I guess that’s the deal with magic, if it were repeatable, it would be science. But this is the thing. Deborah, Kelly’s grandmother, stole this plate.” She stabbed her pen into the drawing she was making. “After her Baraqiel rebirth ritual, where she slayed the heads of three of those bullshit angel lines. She ripped her stone from that plate. Then that plate showed up in Jeremiah’s dad’s safety deposit box in Pinebluff. We used it at the compound. We were lucky it worked as a ward.”

She puffed out her cheeks, flipped her hair back, and stared at me with her blue eyes magnified by her glasses. “There is something here, though. Something about Aisha’s theories and our experience just seems to click, but we don’t know enough.”

“Zac’s stone. It’s from the same one as Naomi’s earrings, right?” I asked, remembering that Alyssa told me not to let her take them off.

“Right,” she said, with a curt nod. “She started communicating with me via a mesh. She’s five, Leah. She can’t be connecting to our mesh or to the things that flow through our minds. You see that, right?”

“Okay.” I took a sip of my latte, thinking about all this wild magic stuff. “But what if the purple doesn’t ward. What if it blooms?”

Alyssa’s eyes got wide as saucers. “Fuck.”

We stared at each other.

“But it’s working,” Alyssa said. “Naomi is frustrated that she can’t send me thoughts. She’s kinda cute about it, but I think they do block my mesh.”

Alyssa's words hung between us, her blue eyes still wide behind her glasses. I set my latte down, the ceramic clinking softly against the scarred wooden table. The coffee shop's hum—baristas calling orders, indie folk strumming from hidden speakers—faded as I leaned in, needing to pin this down before my head spun further.

“Your mesh already exists, though.” I mused, my voice low. "Back up, Aly. The angel stuff. You've dropped names like Baraqiel and those ‘bullshit angel lines, but I'm still fuzzy. Start from the top—who are these angels, really? And how does it tie to the stones?"

She exhaled sharply, raking fingers through her brown locks, then glanced around the booth's vinyl privacy. No one lurked close; just a college kid buried in his laptop two tables over. "Okay, crash course. This is via my filter after banging my head on this for twenty years, it’s not gospel truth, okay?”

I nodded, holding my cup with both hands and taking a sip. “Got it. Teach me about angels.”

“Angels aren't fluffy harp-players. According to this United Priesthood lore, they're ancient bloodlines, fallen or twisted ones, anyway. They ripped it from Watcher angels based on Book of Enoch lore, about the Grigori who ditched heaven to breed with humans. Taught forbidden shit—metallurgy, sorcery, weapons. Baraqiel's the biggie in our mess. His line? Pure chaos magic: succubus surges like Kelly's, incubus pulls like Zac's. Seduction, mind-fuckery, raw power that warps reality if unchecked."

I nodded slowly, foam lingering on my lip as I licked it away. Kelly's effortless allure, the way heads turned when she walked into a room—yeah, that tracked. “So that’s the brown stone, from Deborah? And you said she... killed the heads of these lines?"

"More like ritually ended them." Alyssa's pen tapped rhythmically on the napkin, ovals blurring into a chaotic mandala. “Deborah was troubled, from what Betsy’s told me. She wrote about her escape from the United Priesthood in a wild story where she was taking part in her rebirth ritual. The UP were big fans of Baraqiel, and a female of the line was thought to be a pure succubus.”

“Like Kelly,” I said.

“Yep. And Betsy, but she has mastered her power. Never uses it.” Alyssa leaned forward over her latte, eyes locking on mine across the small coffee shop table. Steam curled from our mugs, carrying hints of cinnamon.

"Leah, that brown stone Kelly wears as a pendant? It came from hell on earth. Back in the time between the wars, Kelly’s grandmother Deborah—pure Baraqiel blood—turned eighteen. The Priesthood set up her 'ordination’—three days of raw, nonstop orgy. Dozens of men feeding her lust aura, thinking they'd bind her powers."

She paused, stirring her drink slowly, shook her head, and sighed, as if the darkness she was about to share were heavy, but that I needed to hear it. I was captivated and leaned in.

"Deborah flipped it. Absorbed them instead. First, the Yeqon elder—Zedekiah's dad, Jeremiah’s great-grandfather—tried to force her. Instead, she pulsed her power, and an aneurysm dropped him cold. The next guy, Penemue’s head—my line, takes her ass and at the peak, strokes out—no male heir, line dead.” She paused and gave me a half smile. “If you believe that, then I’m the last of Penemue, or Naomi. One last story, the Samyaza priest—cult leader ditches his breastplate with the twelve stones. Deborah rips his jugular out with her teeth, sprays the crowd, grabs the plate, and high-tails it. When clear, she pries that brown stone free—and bolts naked into the woods."

Alyssa sipped, voice dropping. "Killed three lines in one ritual. Priesthood never recovered. Then we killed the last one, too. Kelly did so by turning into a golden sphinx and carving out his guts. Ask Lexi and Carmen, they witnessed it. Baraqiel are dangerous, Leah. We’re lucky that Kelly is careful and uses that stone.”

“That’s some crazy story.” I breathed.

“I can vouch for what happened, but the Grigori Enoch angelic lines are bullshit. Lies that the UP came up with to control their cult. They had this monolith altar with these imaginary angelic lines carved into stones listing the lineage up to Jeremiah’s grandfather’s generation.” Alyssa shook her head. “We looked on the back—Made in some foundry in Missoula in 1928.”

“But the stones are real, your powers are real,” I replied.

“That’s why I go to these lectures.” She said with a shrug. “Trying to figure out who I am. I met my mother at the compound. Or at least the closest thing to a mother I’ve had. I was rescued from the UP when I was four. Rebekkah, that’s her name, raised me. But she told me she found me out in the woods.”

She circled her pen on her napkin, watching it as she made aimless circles of black.

"She raised her as her own until they raided the compound for polygamy and took all the children to a foster home. I was Adaliah Penemue by the fake birth certificate they doctored, then renamed Alyssa Phillips, and was in foster homes until I went to college and met Jeremiah.”

“That’s crazy.” I breathed and paused, thinking about it. “Wait, that means Kelly, Jeremiah–”

“All came from the United Priesthood,” Aly interrupted. “We all escaped that fucked up cult, then somehow ended up in some hotel along the Columbia River and fell in love, with Carmen and Lexi at our sides.”

“That’s… sounds like fate.”

Alyssa smiled, mesh flooding with heat. “Always makes me horny remembering. Isn’t that fucked up? Aisha Sharma was, like, fucking beautiful, right?”

I nodded.

“You want to fuck her?” Alyssa asked, staring as her blue eyes faded. Aisha’s alluring image sharpened—brown eyes, olive-toned skin shimmering as she shifted seamlessly into her form. “Let’s go home, Leah.”

Her voice carried Aisha’s Indian lilt. She took my hand and led me out of the coffee shop and to her car.

CARMEN

Kelly drummed her fingers on the arm of her boudoir chair, her silk robe from breakfast loosely tied, the brown stone pendant resting low between her full breasts. I knelt naked before her as always for our private meetings, thighs parted, back straight, hands palms-up on knees—high protocol preference that she enjoyed indulging.

"We need more staples for the pantry," she said, voice tight, eyes distant. "Zac's appetite is surging again, and with Naomi hitting a growth spurt. Maria can't keep up alone. Schedule a Costco delivery tomorrow, and check the grounds crew’s tasklist—Jeremiah mentioned weeds by the pool, see that it’s on the schedule.”

I nodded, committing details to memory, my gaze lingering on her bust straining the robe's fabric. A forbidden urge stirred to peel it open, worship those curves, but initiation was not my place. "Yes, Mistress. I'll handle it before lunch prep. Anything else troubling you?"

She sighed, kicking off her slippers, bare feet flexing. "Zac. He seems more restless and reckless. His powers echo mine, stirring hunger I can't ignore. The pendant dulls it, but..." Tension etched her face, maternal angst raw against a deeper hunger I recognized.

Seeing her strain, I leaned forward, lifting one foot gently. "May this one ease you with a foot massage, Mistress? Your feet carry our home's weight."

She paused, blue eyes searching mine. "Are you sure, Carmen? I know your service runs deep, but⁠—"

"Enthusiastically, Mistress." Heat bloomed low in me, craving her control. I pressed thumbs into her arch, kneading firmly, drawing a soft moan.

Kelly's casual posture shifted to a regal poise, her aura stuttering as the stone pendant danced between her breasts as she reclined like a queen. "My devoted pet," she purred, as she assumed her dominant voice, and slid me deeper into the submissive warmth I craved. She smirked at me as she unhooked the pendant. When she set it aside, hanging it on the hook at her bedpost, her warmth bloomed as her power unleashed. Pulling me and anyone with the projected radius like moths to her golden flame.

My core clenched, arousal building slowly, slick need growing but unspoken. Her foot flexed in my hands, toes curling as I worked higher, calves taut under palms. Giving her pleasure its own private bliss, as her growing control wrapped me tight

The rear door creaked—and an unfamiliar woman appeared. Her copper skin gleamed as my eyes drank her in: deep brown eyes, dark hair cascading over a tunic hugging her pert breasts, leggings clinging to toned legs, wearing silent flats on her delicate feet. Leah trailed, shy hunger mirroring mine, her smile revealed our unexpected guest was my other Mistress, Alyssa, trying on a new form.

Kelly's gaze sharpened, inviting. "Join us, loves."

Alyssa glided forward, with sub-continent grace, her copper-skinned hand trailing my shoulder, sending shivers racing down my spine. Leah dropped shyly to her knees beside me, instinctively mirroring my posture, her precise nature yielding to the glow. Her place was with bottoms like Lexi and me. "We join you," Alyssa purred in a lilting accent, eyes gleaming peer-to-peer, honoring Kelly's queenly play without kneeling.

Kelly's lips curved, aura welcoming equals into her realm. "Kneel closer, pet," she directed me, without looking as her foot pressed firmer into my palms. I obeyed, arousal building as she played her role with growing confidence. My thumbs pressed into her arches, rising past her ankles to her tanned calves, her soft skin yielding under steady pressure. Her moan vibrated through me, like a gift from the heavens. Heat bloomed low in my core, thighs slicking subtly in submission's bliss.

Alyssa reclined like an Indian princess, settling regally beside Kelly. Her dark eyes are so different from her normal bright blue. “Might I use your slave?” Alyssa asked as she waved toward Leah beside me. “Mine needs the practice of servicing a divine goddess like yourself.

Kelly nodded, turning the glow of her attention to Leah beside me, and Alyssa slid her foot from her flat into my hands. My place was to serve, either of my Mistress, so I resumed, feeling the warm of Alyssa’s exotic subcontinent guise she wore for fun, stirring fresh thrill in my deepening submission. Leah's hands lifted tentatively on Kelly’s thigh, her breath quickening, boldening under the pull. Kelly reclined fully, robe parting at the shoulders, bust full and inviting, and with the pendant's absence, she unleashed the golden waves of her aura—warm, binding us tighter.

“Help me, slave.” The musical tones of Alyssa’s borrowed voice sent a chill up my spine. “My leggings are too tight, remove them.’

“Yes, Mistress.” My voice felt low, a rumble of desire thickening my words. Aly lifted her petite bottom of the love seat, and I pulled the stretchy cotton free. The rich dark copper of her skin mirrored my own, and the black tuft at her apex revealed the only hair visible below her waist. ”You're tense here,” I murmured, palms gliding up her thighs, feeling her muscles quiver in response.

Her grip tangled my hair, guiding me to her core with firm dominance, wrapping deliciously. "Good slave. Relieve the tension. Deeper now."

Arousal coiled insistent, body humming her gaze, need growing unspoken. The foreign feel of Aly’s grip only made her touch more electric on my skin. Kelly’s golden glow beside her seemed like a flicker of flames growing into an inferno. Leah whimpered softly, fingers tracing Kelly’s insteps eagerly, but her eyes were fixed on her robe slipping open, the tie slipping free, and her abundant bust rose as the regal queen arched.

Kelly's torch pulsed brighter, and we were mere moths drawn helplessly to her glory. Her door creaked—Jeremiah entered with Lexi clinging to his arm. Their post-playroom glow melded with Mistresses. Lexi’s horny, mischievous eyes flickered as she saw Aly, and after a beat, her smile grew. This wasn’t a new game for any of us.

"Naomi?" Jeremiah rumbled, gaze darkening to the aura's call.

"With Betsy," Kelly replied, then leaned against Aly. “Until past dark, my love. Would you like to indulge in magical pleasure with us?”

Jeremiah smirked as he and Aly shared a private thought. Then bowed at Kelly’s queenly presence. “Indulgent after noon, with all my lovers. Almost too good to be true.”

He’s accepted Leah into our circle without complaint and, by adding one more to our number, has evened the pairings. Not that it ever mattered.

Kelly preened, then lowered her voice, glancing at Lexi, Leah, and me in turn. “Prepare the main bed, my pets. Through my rear door—we will join you posthaste.”

Aly snorted, biting her lip to not giggle at Kelly’s playful patter.

We three slaves rose fluid and disappeared into our communal bedroom, pulled covers off, before climbing up and kneeling in a line awaiting our three magical lovers.

When they appeared, gloriously naked, Kelly strode in the center, her aura unleashed, glowing even brighter than the sun slanting through the windows, holding hands with Jeremiah as she walked by my side. Beside them, Alyssa paced smoothly, her copper skin radiant, her eyes shifted back to her brilliant blue as she cast a private mesh for just us to use in silence. She stared at me, and it was like staring into the depths of the sea as she joined me on the bed.

“You’re mine, slave,” she said, then paused a beat. “Would that please you?”

“Mistress. I’m yours, as always. Devoted to your pleasure.” The deep welling submission to our circle of lovers, and to her in the moment, welled inside me. “Use me as you’d like, Mistress.” I breathed against her lips before she kissed me.

Alyssa was always unpredictable, which made our games fun. She pushed me to my back, then with lithe grace scissored our legs together, and we kissed with our hips as we stared into each other’s eyes.

I was aware in the periphery that Lexi and Leah had reclined and inverted to play as equals, as Kelly lay back and welcomed Jeremiah between her thighs. The pulse of her power robbed my breath as Alyssa’s hips danced with mine.

The starting rounds were always fun, and having Alyssa’s undivided yet unique attention was divine. If Kelly was a sex goddess, Aly, especially in his form, was a demigod, steeped in the Kama Sutra and exercising her powers for her hunger, feeding my desire.

As our bedroom filled with indulgent moans, strident cries, and encouraging commands, we tangled in a cycle of six bodies. I felt blessed to be in the midst of lust, rising passion, and overwhelming indulgence. Truly blessed to be inside Jeremiah’s circle, serving him and his lovers, enjoying my close sisters in the harem. How I got here, after my early years, was a miracle. And I was devoted to showing my gratitude with every breath.

ISAAC

I checked the rearview as I turned up our long driveway, Beth in the passenger seat beside me. Immediately behind us, Brooke’s new red convertible glided along, her black hair sticking up in wild spikes as she grinned over at Shannon. Shannon grinned right back, legs draped over the door like she owned the world. Bringing up the rear was Ms. Little—Megan, alone in her late-model sedan. Hard to see her clearly in the mirror, but the comfortable distance between our three cars said everything: we were all looking forward to a swim and maybe more.

We parked along the wing of the house where the gym and media rooms were. My parents’ room sat on the far side of the mansion, perched over the older second-story wing. Doors opened, engines clicked off, and the four girls gathered around me in front of my car.

Last-day-of-school tradition said seniors hit one of the lakes to swim and party. Brooke, Shannon, and Beth all had swimsuits stashed in their backpacks, ready to go. They bounced on their toes as they headed for the front door. Megan hung back, shifting nervously as she looked up at the house.

“I don’t have anything to swim in,” she sighed, leaning into my side a little, like she wished she could disappear and be seen at the same time.

“I’m sure we can find you one,” I said. “There are six adult females in this house.”

I glanced at my ex-classmates. “Go on inside. To the right, you’ll see a door to the gym. There’s a dressing room you can use to change.”

Brooke shot Megan a reassuring wink; Shannon and Beth chimed in with a chorus of “We’ll save you seats by the pool,” then they disappeared into the house. Megan slipped her hand into mine.

A flicker of nerves fluttered in my chest. Not about her hand—I liked that—but about everything else thrumming under my skin.

I looked down at my left hand.

Ring: on.

Good.

Its brown-and-purple stone seemed to shimmer, tiny flecks glowing faintly in the light from the entry. After the classroom… episode, I wasn’t taking any chances. I’d taken it off and lost control, and then somehow felt it pulse at the end and heard four new voices in my head.

“This has gotten me into enough trouble already,” I muttered under my breath. “Control first. Fun second.”

Megan arched a brow, but didn’t ask. I squeezed her fingers and led her inside, up the main stairs toward the adult stretch of bedrooms along the second floor’s railing.

This little thing had been the center of a mind-mesh shitstorm once. I wasn’t letting my head leak all over four girls again, not when I actually wanted to do this right.

“This has gotten me into enough trouble already,” I muttered under my breath. “Control first. Fun second.”

Megan arched a brow, but didn’t ask. I squeezed her fingers and led her inside, up the main stairs toward the adult stretch of bedrooms along the second floor.

“I think you’re about the same size as Lexi,” I said, more to fill the air than because she needed the reassurance.

We crossed the balcony that ringed the great room below, a hallway lined with doors to the adult rooms. At the far end: Lexi’s. A faint shimmer of light spilled around the jamb.

I knocked lightly and turned the knob to peek in. Empty.

“Might be in the gym,” I whispered. “We’ll just grab a suit and⁠—”

We stepped in. Megan moved close behind me, making a soft, involuntary sound as the warmth of Lexi’s room hit us. I crossed to her dresser, intending to raid the drawer I knew held half a dozen bikinis.

Then I saw past it, down the hall, through the open door to the master.

Tangled limbs. Skin. The unmistakable glow of Kelly’s aura pulsing gold over a knot of bodies—Alyssa’s brown hair, Lexi’s black, Carmen’s curves; Jeremiah’s shoulders, the whole adult circle moving in a rhythm I knew way too well.

“Oh, crap,” I breathed, jerking my head away. Heat climbed my neck. “They’re… busy.”

Megan froze behind me, breath catching. Even with my ring tamping everything down, a little of that golden warmth crept under my skin—faint, familiar. Without it, Megan probably would’ve dropped to her knees, but as it was, she just swayed, eyes wide.

“Sorry,” I said quickly, backing us both toward the door. “We should not be in here. At all.”

Her fingers tightened on mine. “Right. Yeah. Definitely not.”

I shot one more glance at my ring—still on, still cool—then turned my back firmly on the master suite and guided Megan into the hallway.

“Let’s raid Lexi’s dresser and get out,” I said. “We’ll ask forgiveness later.”

Whatever the adults were doing, they’d earned it. I wasn’t about to add ‘walked my teacher into the family bed’ to today’s list of questionable decisions.

We were halfway to the dresser when the door behind us opened, and Lexi’s voice floated out, amused and lazy.

“Zac? Why is there a noise in my room, and why am I not invited?”

I winced and turned, Megan half-shielded behind my shoulder, already planning my retreat route back to the sanity of the pool and four girls in bikinis.

Time for the grown-ups to be grown-ups.


PART TWO

FAE RECKONING


CHAPTER 3
POOL PARTY


LEXI

My flesh was still alive after being with my Master. Kelly’s unfettered aura flooded over me like the first surge of a tsunami as I followed Master into her room. Spying Leah beside the petite Indian woman, it only took a moment to recognize the new figure as a shape-shifted Aly. I smiled at Carmen and knelt to greet my sister slave. Then I rose, kissed Leah, and wrapped her in an embrace.

Leah’s inclusion in our web of minds made me happy. There was something about her that struck a chord deep inside of me. I felt my core clench even more arousal as she smiled and kissed me, turning into my arms and wrapping herself snugly against me.

The air was filled with the familiar erotic influence emanating from Kelly as Carmen rolled her head back to wink at me before kissing Sub-continent Aly. Kelly slid up on her elbows and then leaned towards the four. Her eyes were ablaze with lust and passion.

Moving together to our communal bed was a relief, and we quickly reconnected. With six of us, the pairings were even, but all of us enjoyed the magical flow of Kelly’s aura. Aly’s mesh of our minds made our communication simple. The air filled with indulgent moans and grunts as we all enjoyed the bliss flowing through our senses.

Lying on Leah, I enjoyed sucking and licking one of her hard nipples as my fingers tugged and twisted its twin. My thigh ground against her slick sex, which she pressed into me, as I flexed and ground my sex into her thigh. I lifted my head to grin at Leah and leaned in to kiss her when a flicker of motion in my peripheral vision made me pause.

“I left my door open,” I realized, catching the shape of movement inside my room—two silhouettes, backlit by the light from the hall and the open front door downstairs.

“I know Jeremiah closed that one,” I muttered.

I slipped off the bed to the carpet, giving Leah’s hip a quick squeeze. “Be right back,” I mouthed, nodding toward my room. She rolled to her side, one brow raised, watching as I padded down the short hall.

The backlit shadow in my doorway split into two figures as I drew closer—one broad-shouldered, familiar; the other smaller, curves outlined in the glow.

“Zac?” I thought. “What are you doing in my room?”

Then my gaze locked on his companion, and my breath caught.

Megan Little. Track-coach, history-nerd, classroom fantasy I’d been quietly nursing for weeks. Here. In my doorway. In my house.

Heat spiked low in my belly, riding the edge of Kelly’s lingering aura.

Okay, I told myself. Adult brain on. She’s here for a swimsuit. Not a scene. Breathe.

I stepped into the room, brushing past Zac on instinct as I closed the distance to Megan. “Hey,” I said, softer than I meant to. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

Her eyes widened, then softened in recognition. Whatever Zac said behind me blurred out; all I heard was the little hitch in her breath as I opened my arms in welcome and felt her lean in.

Later, I could worry about how exactly this would work. Right now, there was a nervous, willing human in my doorway and a houseful of magic humming under our feet.

Time to make sure we did this right.

“It’s you…” Megan breathed, the words barely out before I kissed her. Not to silence her—just because I’d been wanting to since the first time I caught her watching me run laps at the track. The way she’d moved in the parking lot afterward, thinking she was alone. The cute blush when she realized I’d seen her and knew she’d been caught. I guided her gently back toward my bed, letting her feel the invitation and choose.

She went, soft and willing under my hands.

“I didn’t know you lived here,” she murmured, a little dazed, as I crawled up beside her rather than over her, one hand resting lightly on her hip.

“Lots of surprises today,” I said, smiling against her lips.

When I kissed her again, she met me halfway, tongue pressing into my mouth with surprising hunger. The thrill that shot through me had as much to do with that yes as with the crush I’d nursed for weeks.

Kelly’s aura still hummed faintly through the house, a warm tide against my skin, and under it I could feel the distant throb of young Zac’s power, sandwiched safely under his ring. But here, in my room, it was just Megan and me—two adults, caught between a shared high and a shared choice.

Everything else blurred at the edges.

LEAH

Alyssa was my primary connection in the mesh of our family. Jeremiah, as the head, was also a strong connection. I was drawn to Lexi more strongly than Carmen or Kelly. Lexi was always close when we enjoyed ourselves in the communal area. She felt different from Carmen, the other typical female. Carmen felt like a mentor; Lexi, more of a sister. All four other females were the same age, and I was much younger.

Lexi enjoyed playing with me. Although her silver collar betrayed her position as a submissive slave, she took control. Between her and me, we were more equals, and she took advantage of that to assume the top role. I enjoyed being a bottom in our family because they were much more experienced than I was. I had so very much to learn.

As she lay me on our giant bed, I stretched like a cat, lifting my arms above my head. Then I leaned and reached for my redheaded partner, pulling her hips to straddle me as she lowered and sucked on one of my rigid nipples.

Kelly was beside me, her head tossed back, and her moans of encouragement filled the humid air as she ground into her husband’s hard strokes. He was captivated by her as she glowed with her supernatural powers. On the far side, I could only catch glimpses of Aly’s lithe Aisha form as she rose and ground her hips with her tiny hands filled with the uplifted caramel flesh of Carmen’s breasts, who was growling her encouragement.

I closed my eyes, letting the sensations roll through me—Kelly’s aura like warm surf, Lexi’s mouth at my neck, the mesh humming low and sweet. Then Lexi’s warmth pulled away.

Goosebumps prickled over my thighs where her skin had been.

I rolled to the side in time to see her slip off the bed and pad toward the open door of her room.

“Why is that open?” I thought, blinking. Jeremiah had definitely closed it earlier.

Lexi paused for a heartbeat in the doorway, then strode purposefully into her room.

“Does she want me to follow?”

I slid off the mattress and, on reflex, snagged my T-shirt from the floor, tugging it over my head as I crossed the room. Whatever was going on in there, Zac didn’t need two naked women materializing in his line of sight.

Three shapes moved in Lexi’s room, backlit by the hall light. My hand hovered on the doorframe, instinct telling me to just close it and grant whoever she’d found some privacy. I turned to glance back at the bed—Kelly, Alyssa, Carmen still a tangle of limbs—and then back at the doorway.

I squinted, focusing through the glow.

“Zac?” I breathed.

I stepped into Lexi’s room and eased the door shut behind me. Lexi was already wrapped around Megan on the bed—okay, that tracked with the crush she’d been muttering about for days. Zac stood frozen a few steps away, somewhere between bolting and staring.

I crossed to him and pulled him into a quick hug. He was only a few years younger than me and going through way too much lately—rebirth, rings, meshes, finals.

“You okay?” I murmured.

He glanced from me to the bed and back again, jaw tight. Even with his ring tamping it down, a little of Kelly’s siren call still brushed the air; I could feel the tug in my own chest.

“Let’s go to the pool?” he asked, voice half-hopeful, half-apologetic.

I nodded, fingers threading through his and steering him toward Lexi’s open door. “Yeah,” I said. My own head still buzzed with magic, but I knew where he needed to be. “I think your parents will understand.”

We slipped back into the hall and started down toward the stairs. Behind us, the door clicked softly shut, muting some of Kelly’s aura.

Time to get Zac back to his girls and out from under the blast radius.

We hit the top of the stairs, and I saw them—Beth standing with a beautiful blonde, and a tall girl with a black pixie cut clustered at the foot, already in bikinis, towels slung over shoulders, eyes bright with anticipation. Three sets of gazes slid past me to lock on Zac… then flicked back up to me in an awkward, startled double-take.

Right. T-shirt. Bare legs. No pants.

“Hey,” I said, forcing a casual smile as we descended. “Didn’t mean to keep you waiting. I’m Leah, I’m Zac’s sister’s nanny. Uh… au pair. ”

“Right,” he said, after a beat of ogling their bikinis. “This is Brooke and Shannon. Friends from school, you know Beth.”

Beth, Zac’s crush, flicked her gaze between us for a beat. “We were just about to come find you, Zac,” she said, winking at me as she diverted attention away from my lack of bottoms. “We thought maybe you got lost in the fridge. ” She stared at Zac with a raised eyebrow. She was wondering about Megan, but before I could overexplain, Zac caught it.

“Uhm, Megan is trying on some of Lexi… Lexi’s suit, she’s like my aunt…”

Great. Zac’s brain is vapor locked. But I was no help, needing to find something more to wear.

Brooke’s gaze flicked over my outfit, one brow climbing. “You, uh… going swimming in that?”

Heat rose in my cheeks at the flirtation in her voice, aided by blue eyes that rivaled Aly’s. “Nope. Just got dragged into, uh… grown-up chaos upstairs. I’m going to grab my own suit—down by the kitchen. You three head to the pool. I’m sure Lexi will show Megan to the pool. Not that you can miss it.” I waved at the big bay windows, the huge deck, and the large pool.

Too many words, and too few clothes, Leah.

Zac squeezed my hand once in thanks, then let go and moved past me to his girls, sliding back into his more familiar role as teenage boy with three friends from school instead of almost-crashed-adult-bed interloper. Hopefully, he’d dive straight into the pool—chlorine and cannonballs were good at scrubbing away the scent of bad decisions. If his parents caught even a whiff of anything more on him after a day like today, things might get… sticky.

Not that I was one to talk.

“You sure?” Shannon asked, her wink and sideways glance echoing Brooke’s interest.

“Yeah,” I said firmly. “Go claim the best lounge chairs before Lexi hogs them all. I’ll be down in a minute.”

They exchanged a look, the unspoken okay, party’s still on passing between them. Beth looped her arm through Zac’s; Brooke and Shannon flanked them as they headed out the double doors to the backyard.

I hurried the other way, toward the back stairs by the kitchen, bare feet slapping the wood.

Swim party first. Panic about meshes and magic later.

ALYSSA

Playing with Leah was fun, and we both knew how to enjoy ourselves. I shifted through a few of my favorite borrowed shapes, each one twisting the familiar into something new. Aisha’s body was made to savor pleasure; the contrast between my darker skin in that form and Leah’s creamy curves felt decadent. The way Aisha’s nerves fired at every touch, even Leah’s taste shifted a little when I kissed and pleasured her like that.

My mind drifted as my body relaxed into the warmth. After some brutal weeks, things had finally settled into a rhythm. It felt good—necessary—to take a day off and just be with the people I loved. Jeremiah had taken Lexi to the dungeon earlier; he’d told me she was agitated and anxious. He thought it was the usual pre-race taper—triathlon nerves we’d ridden out before. Nothing we hadn’t handled, and Jeremiah knew how to take care of his slave better than anyone, even more than Carmen.

I smiled down at Carmen beneath me and gave myself a mental scold for letting my thoughts drift while we were still tangled. We knew each other’s bodies so well that it was too easy to slide into autopilot and float on the familiarity. After almost twenty years together, she was still a passionate, attentive lover. She deserved the same from me.

I pushed the background buzz of the mesh aside on purpose and re-engaged, bringing my full attention back to the woman under my hands. I filled my hands with her breasts and squeezed hard until she grunted. We ground our hips and shifted to apply firmer friction, which took the breath from my lungs as I moaned deeply.

Kelly was glowing as I looked over and watched her lovely face as she stared into Jeremiah’s eyes. Her breasts bounced rhythmically to Jeremiah’s steady thrusts, and her fingers clawed at the sheets as she enjoyed the rush of her succubus powers feeding deeply on the waves of lust and passion surrounding her.

I swirled my hips and lowered my mouth to Carmen’s to kiss her deeply when I paused and hovered over her.

“Fuck!” Carmen complained, “Don’t fucking tease me, Mistress,” she whined, her hips gyrating against me.

“Shhhhh,” I said as I looked over and noticed Lexi and Leah were missing.

I willed my mind to tune back into the mesh and felt Lexi’s passion being expressed to someone disconnected from our minds.

“Who is that?” I thought to myself.

My mind sought Leah’s. Had she been dropped from our mesh?

With a bit of relief, I felt Leah’s mind, dressing in her room downstairs, her mind a mess of confusion, arousal, and worry. I paused—my body tense. “Who else is in the house?” I asked myself.

I was about to widen my focus when Kelly ramped up her aura as she approached a peak. The first of many, if this were any other day. Feeling the edge of her bliss, my new body would respond uniquely and wonderfully.

“Oh, fuuuuck!” I groaned loudly as I tripped into my peak along with Carmen, feeling her tremble under me as she rode through the same wave I’d felt.

I felt in my mind more than saw Kelly arch and stiffen as she came, which induced a roar from Jeremiah as he thrust forward and stiffened, his hips jerking as he finished inside her. We all relaxed and panted, catching our breath.

Then everyone felt it. We weren’t alone; we had visitors.

“Who the fuck is that?” Kelly growled. She shifted free of Jeremiah and slipped off the bed.

She looked back over her shoulder at Jeremiah, her face still aglow with her power and a stern look in her eyes as she connected everything that was happening. Zac was home with Beth and three new minds. Vague and out of focus, but clearly present. I shifted back into my usual form as my mind processed all the new sensations.

“What is your son doing?!” Kelly’s anger colored her face, compelling Jeremiah to scramble to his feet to follow her. I slid my finger under Carmen’s collar, hooking and tugging lightly.

“Follow me,” I hissed quietly into Carmen’s ear, “I need to find Lexi.” She was the closest, and she was with one of the new minds.

Kelly and Jeremiah headed through Kelly’s bedroom while Carmen and I walked towards Lexi’s door. She’d gone missing and realized that Leah had disappeared, too. It wasn’t uncommon to take a break from our beds and retire in pairs to our rooms. But it wasn’t Leah with Lexi when I opened her door, but a younger woman, blonde and beautiful. Wait, wasn’t that Zac’s teacher?!

I reached and grabbed a handful of my slave’s,—Lexi’s—red curls, craned her chin up, and grinned into her eyes.

“Who is your new friend, pet?” I growled softly

“Megan, Mistress,” Lexi whined.

While I could feel Lexi’s arousal ramp up at the feel of my fingers on her scalp, I focused on Megan and looked into her eyes.

“Hello Megan,” I purred, “I’m Aly.”

With my eyes locked on Megan’s blue eyes, I lowered my mouth, then sealed my lips to hers. I pressed my tongue between her welcoming lips. I felt something click within my psyche, and my knees went weak. A flood of new minds and voices swam through my senses as the mesh of minds I was connected to doubled.

Our mesh was immediately linked to the minds of Zac’s girls in the throes of their orgy. When had he… “Oh,” I sighed, remembering our youth in the hotel by the river. The first time we’d felt our minds merge. But this wasn’t like that. This was vibrant and clear. As sharp as mine, which I’d spent twenty years tuning, not the reflexive blooming of dormant powers.

I pulled back, blinking slowly at the blue eyes of Megan as my mind put the pieces together. Then looked at Lexi, as I scanned for Kelly and Jeremiah. If she put two and two together and got angry…

I didn’t like it when she got angry; it tended to bring out her talons and fangs.

I looked at Lexi. “Get dressed, we have company. Bring Megan with you downstairs. I think we should all meet.”

I felt Megan shiver and her eyes widen with awe as she also felt the expanded mesh and the confusion of more minds connected.

I got up, tugged Carmen with me out of Lexi’s room, and hurried to meet up with Kelly.

“You too, Carmen. Put on some clothes.” I said, “I need to explain this to Kelly before she does something she will regret.”

“Explain what?” Carmen muttered under her breath.

Carmen was frustrated, and her libido overheated. Her eyes darted back and forth, then widened as she felt more minds. Her eyes closed as she sensed their sparks of arousal, and she shivered in the confused questions that were flooding our meshed minds.

I saw Kelly at the end of the hallway. Jeremiah was in front of her, keeping her from rushing down the stairs. Kelly was radiant and animated. I knew the signs… she was losing control. An out-of-control Kelly could be more destructive than we could handle. She was also completely nude and about to expose herself to whoever was sunbathing on our deck.

“Kelly!” I yelled frantically, “STOP!”

Kelly stopped. Jeremiah stopped. Carmen stopped. I stopped. Time stopped, and everything was still.

I psionically pulled my essence from my body and walked toward Kelly. I used the same unfamiliar power when I reached out and pulled her free from her time-locked physical form. She looked at me fiercely, her anger apparent.

“Did you know what he’s done?” She snarled, “Don’t tell me you are okay with this!”

“Take a breath, my love.” I started, “Your son is doing exactly what you did at his age.”

She paused, her eyes lowered in thought, then flashed up and looked at me crossly. “I never did this. I was a good girl until J….” I reached and took her hands in mine as she remembered where it all began.

“Jeremiah did affect you, but all he did was remove the moral limits that your mother had installed in your mind. Free of her restrictions, what did you become?” I asked and waited.

We gave her time to process her past. All the time we needed, apparently, so long as my mind could hold back the tide of time. Crazy.

“Oh, I was such a slut.” She gasped, her image blushing as she remembered. “When Jeremiah left, I just… With Lexi… and Carmen…” she looked up at me, “I was … this … then too, wasn’t I?”

“I think you were. We all were; angels, demons… I’m still seeking that truth.” I nodded, not wanting the word slut be a pejorative. “It also explains so much more than we knew at the time. You were beautiful and radiant the first time I met you. You were shockingly bold, but you weren’t a slut, my love. You were just you.”

“Oh, poor Jenn,” she whispered. “She will never be the same… because of me.”

I lifted her chin. “We don’t know that. She was also under some dark influence from what’s-his-name. Carl? Jed?” I leaned into her and wrapped her in my arms. “Remember what we were like in our first days when you moved into our old house.” I stroked her back. “How we fit together, built our loving family, and had such adventures. The mall, the campground, the lake. We became close because of you.” I reminded her.

She looked up at me. “And you. And Jeremiah. Lexi and Carmen,” she said, her words echoing in the absence of time.

“Yes,” I agreed. “All of us formed what we have become.” Then I softened my eyes as I looked at her. “And now, my love. It’s Issac’s turn.”

“Aly. He’s just a boy…” she started, her breath catching.

“He’s a man now,” I replied. “Barely a year younger than you were when you met J on the stairs.”

“What if he makes mistakes?” she asked. “Enslaves these girls.”

“He won’t with you as his mother. And we will be beside you, beside him, to help. He’s not alone like we were.” I nodded. “But feel them, Kel,” I encouraged her to explore the new mesh of minds. “Do any of them feel trapped? Coerced?”

She paused, and I could feel her presence shift through the mesh of minds, her eyes flicking back and forth, then lifted to look at me.

“They feel like we did—like we are,” she finally nodded.

“Yes,” I agreed, then smiled. “What should we do about it?” I asked, confident that she knew the better path.

She leaned into me and kissed me. “Welcome them,” she smiled. “Thank you, sister.”

We were back in our bodies in an instant, and time restarted. Her pace slowed for a moment, and she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Jeremiah. Kelly as she kissed behind his ear and spoke softly.

“Thank you, my love,” she smiled, a tear at the edge of her eye. “For always taking care of me, for loving me, for being such a good father.”

“Of course, my love,” Jeremiah said, turning to her, then running his fingers through her golden hair. “I’ll always have your back and will always take care of us.”

She smiled demurely up at him. “You taught that to Issac, too, haven’t you?” as she leaned and brushed her lips to his.

“Of course,” he said, then kissed her. “He is just like you.”

She nodded gently as she broke the kiss. Her glow took on a brighter shine as she turned, her golden mane tossing as she began to descend.

“My loves,” I reminded them. “Put on some clothes. I reached back and offered my hand, and then the three of us entered Kelly’s boudoir, where this had all begun.

JEREMIAH

By the time I made it out to the pool, the sun was arching midway between noon and sunset. Hot enough to swim, late enough to relax. Given that the scene around our pool deck looked deceptively normal. Except no one was sunbathing, and it was quiet. No splashing, no laughing. Muted was the best description, and it fit my mood as my eyes landed on my son. It was easier than it should have been to put myself in his shoes, but with my past, it was like putting on comfortable slippers.

Zac sat on the lip of the pool, bare feet dangling in the water, with Beth pressed in close at his side. That was normal, but quieter than their usual chatty banter. Around the pool were his other connections, linked in a moment even I didn’t understand. After all this time, the mesh and its workings remained a mystery. I panned around from the shadows near the house to find the three new faces.

Brooke floated on her back in the shallow end, black hair fanned out like ink around her head, eyes closed against the light. Her tall frame and easy grace were evident even as her mind swirled in turmoil. Shannon, blonde like Kelly, intelligent eyes like Alyssa, perched on a deck lounge with her knees pulled up, towel wrapped tight. Her head was up, eyes open, thoughts disconnected from both, as she churned through the events of the morning. I didn’t want to pry open that can of worms. I was still dealing with my own demons from my impulsive youth. Megan—bare legs, borrowed swimsuit top, still a little shell-shocked—sat on the far edge of the deck, toes tracing circles on the concrete. She glanced up at Zac, then panned back to the house, then down at the deck planks.

On the surface, it was just a handful of young adults at a swim party.

Underneath, the mesh hummed with their fears and worries.

I could relate to that first night in Kelly’s dorm, the flight back home, returning to my house, and dinner with Alyssa. The bone-dead sleep I fell into finally quieted my overactive mind. Alyssa’s comment in the buffet when she worked through it still echoes, “Yeah, you’re fucked.”

Was that what’s behind Zac’s cycling emotions? Even with my limited reach, I could feel the static of it. Zac’s mind had twisted itself around these four girls in ways we didn’t fully understand. Not yet. But Aly had been scratching at that post since I felt his first kick with Kelly in her wedding dress. All of the kids were trying to act casual, but the way their eyes slid to each other, the way their bodies leaned minutely in and out of each other’s orbit, told the real story. They couldn’t explain it, but they couldn’t just up and walk away from it either.

Orbits, I was familiar with that concept, as Kelly slipped out onto the deck beside me, now in a sundress instead of nothing at all. Alyssa, behind her, hair damp from a quick rinse, a T-shirt and shorts doing their best to disguise the fact that half an hour ago she’d been very naked and very loud. Lexi and Carmen were just inside, arranging snacks and drinks, already serving the additions to our clan. Leah stepped out behind Alyssa, chewing her lip before catching my eye. I winked, and her eyes lit up.

It fell to me to start this, and I realized that this was situation normal—all fucked up.

“Deep breath,” Alyssa murmured, brushing her fingers over my wrist as she passed. “We’re not scolding them.”

“Didn’t plan to,” I said, inhaling a deep breath. Pushing away the woolgathering of my youth and our beginnings. I blew it out slowly. “We just need to make sure they’re okay. Then we can figure out the rest.”

“It’s kind of our thing,” Alyssa said and rested her head on my shoulder.

Kelly’s aura flickered warm and low, not the full blaze she’d ridden upstairs. She walked ahead of us, smile soft, hands open, every inch the mother who’d decided not to rip into her son for his indiscretion. She’d taken it with grace, like she’d thought through all the angles and landed on acceptance.

“Welcome, family,” she called, voice bright. “How’s the water?”

Five heads turned and, like me, stopped thinking in circles.

“Warm,” Zac said, clearing his throat. “We, uh… didn’t mean to interrupt… uh… whatever we did.”

Kelly laughed, the sound light and easy. “Baby boy. You are never a burden.”

I pulled a chair over and sat on the edge of the deck, close enough that I wouldn’t have to shout, far enough that no one felt cornered. Alyssa sank cross-legged onto a lounger while Kelly perched on the arm of my chair and rested a hand on my shoulder.

“We’d like to steal your attention for a bit?” I asked. “Nothing heavy. Just… a family talk. That’s what you are, now. Family.”

“We need no formal introductions, with our minds linked. But let me tell you my name. My name is Jeremiah Jackson, and I also answer to J. This is my wife, Kelly; my partner, Alyssa; and, in the kitchen, Carmen and Lexi. We’ve lived together and shared a bed since before Zac was born.” I paused. “We are family, and that family has grown before—like when Leah joined our mesh. We have a daughter, Naomi. She’s five, spending the day with her grandmother, Betsy, who lives on the other side of the garage. You’ll meet them soon; they’ll be delighted you’re here. Family remains family.”

As I was talking, Brooke paddled over to the edge, propping her chin on her crossed arms. Shannon’s shoulders eased a fraction; she unwound her towel from her legs and turned to face us as Megan drew her feet in under her and nodded, wary but present.

“Okay,” Beth said quietly. “We’re listening.”

That was all the opening I needed.

I folded my hands, feeling every year between their faces and mine. “First things first,” I said. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

Four sets of eyes snapped to mine, as did my son’s. His tentative smile met my welcoming grin. Whatever I said next would shape how they remembered this day for the rest of their lives.

Time to earn the title of Master in a way that had nothing to do with rope.

“The first step is acceptance,” I said. “We can’t go back and put the genie in the bottle. The next step is responsibility, not blame. Those are the first two.”

I let that sit. No one bolted. Good sign.

“You’re all adults,” I went on. “And that’s how we’ll treat you. Respect flows both ways, but it starts with me. I respect you, and I understand why you’re scared. I remember being you.”

Zac’s mouth twitched; Beth’s fingers tightened on his knee. Megan stared at the boards by her toes, shoulders hunched but listening.

“This isn’t about punishing you for the classroom,” I said, glancing at her. “Or about slapping a scarlet letter on a mistake I’ve made myself. I’m increasingly convinced this was always going to happen. Call it fate, magic, genetics, or bad timing. Fears are just fears. They’re not destiny.”

Lexi and Carmen slid the glass door open and stepped out, the clink of glasses and the scent of chips and salsa cutting through the heaviness. They moved through the cluster like they’d done it a thousand times—passing bottles of water, plates, the occasional wink. I nodded at them and gave them both a faint smile of thanks.

“Fears can paralyze us,” I said. “Make us think there’s no way forward. That’s the dark talking. There is always a path forward. We don’t know exactly what it looks like yet, but we’re here to walk it with you. As partners, not wardens.”

Beth took a slow breath. Brooke rolled her shoulders like she was trying to shake invisible hands off her skin. Shannon finally dropped her towel all the way and sat cross-legged, open posture, eyes on me.

“So,” I said. “Let’s talk about what we do know.”

I held up a hand, ticking points off on my fingers as I went.

“First: nobody here is a victim of mind control. You were all scared, turned on, confused, but no one in this circle used powers to push you into something you didn’t want.”

Four heads bobbed. Megan’s was the last, but it still moved.

“Second: what you did was intense. More than most eighteen-year-olds ever handle. It would be a lot even without magic.” I gave Zac a look. “But wanting each other? That’s not a crime.”

His ears went pink. “Still… feels like a lot,” he muttered.

“It is,” I said. “Which is why we’re here. To help you figure out where it goes next, instead of pretending it didn’t happen and hoping it goes away.”

Alyssa cleared her throat softly. “Can I?”

I nodded.

“Magic complicates things,” she said, folding her hands over one knee. “You all felt something more than just adrenaline and hormones in that classroom. That’s the mesh. It’s a kind of… emotional group text your bodies and minds created under pressure. You didn’t design it. It bloomed.”

Shannon frowned. “So what, we’re just stuck like this?”

“No,” Alyssa said gently. “You’re not stuck. But you are… connected. For now. Like Zac said: genies don’t go back in bottles. The question isn’t ‘how do we undo it?’ The question is ‘what do you want it to be?’”

Brooke snorted. “We have a choice?”

Kelly leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, gaze sweeping the four of them. “Always,” she said. “That’s the rule in this house. In this family. Power without choice is abuse. We’ve seen enough of that for ten lifetimes.”

Her eyes flicked briefly toward Leah and then away. Brooke’s jaw tightened, and I made a mental note to circle back with both of them later.

“In here,” Kelly continued, tapping her temple, “the mesh is just… potential. A highway between you. It doesn’t get to drive the car. You do. All of you.”

I picked it back up. “So we’re going to ask you to do three things,” I said.

“One: tell us if anything about this feels wrong to you. Not just today—ever. If the mesh feels too loud, if someone feels too close, if you wake up one day and realize you don’t want part of this anymore, you say so.”

I looked each of them in the eye as I said it. Beth met my gaze steadily. Brooke took a second, then gave me a firm nod. Shannon swallowed hard and nodded, too. Megan’s eyes welled, but she didn’t look away.

“Two,” I said. “No one in this family uses magic or status to get sex they couldn’t get with an honest question. Not me. Not Kelly. Not Alyssa. Not Zac. Not any of you. If somebody hesitates, that’s not a ‘convince me.’ It’s a no.”

Alyssa’s hand drifted into mine, fingers lacing. “We’ve messed that up before,” she admitted. “We’re trying very hard not to repeat those mistakes.”

“And three,” I went on, “we draw lines, and we keep them. Some of them are magical. Some of them are moral. This is one of the big ones: no blood relations. Ever. I love my son, and I think you’re all beautiful. Those facts will never be a reason to cross that line. That’s not what we are.”

Silence settled over the deck again, but it felt different now. Less braced, more considering.

Zac cleared his throat. “So… what are we, then?” he asked. “Just—my girlfriends? Or… I don’t even know what to call it.”

“That’s up to you,” I said. “Labels can come later. Right now, you’re four young women and one very tired incubus-adjacent idiot who care about each other and are tangled up in some very old magic.” I smiled. “And you’re sitting in our backyard, which means you’re our responsibility too, whether you stay or not.”

Beth let out a breath that sounded like she’d been holding it since the bell rang at school. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said quietly. “My place is… here. With him.” She bumped Zac’s shoulder.

Shannon gave her a sideways look. “I have a scholarship,” she blurted, then flushed. “Full ride. CSSB. I wasn’t sure if I was still going.”

“That’s your decision,” Alyssa said immediately. “We’ll help either way. We’re not a cult; we’re not going to lock the doors if you enroll.”

Brooke laughed once, sharp and disbelieving, then softer. “Feels like a cult,” she said. “But in a good way, I guess.”

Megan finally spoke. “I’m… not going back to the high school,” she said, voice thin. “I can’t. I won’t pretend that nothing happened and stand up in front of a classroom again. But I don’t want to be… a charity case here either.”

Alyssa shifted forward on the lounger, her therapist mode sliding into place. “We were hoping you’d say that,” she said. “About the school, I mean. You can and should leave. You’re right—teaching there would be a mess now.” She paused. “We have another option, if you’re open to it. But that’s a whole other conversation.”

I caught the flicker of curiosity under Megan’s shame and fear. Good. A door cracked open.

“For now,” I said, “just know this: there is a way forward from today that doesn’t end in you running away, or pretending this never happened, or us pretending we don’t see you.”

Kelly nodded, eyes bright. “You belong here if you want it,” she said. “Mesh or no mesh. We’ll help you learn what you are, and how to live with it, without turning into the monsters in all those stories.”

“It won’t be perfect,” I added. “We’re still figuring out our own shit. But we’ll be honest, and we’ll listen. That’s our promise.”

“One last thing.” I smiled and held up my hand. “Talk. Yes, we can read each other’s thoughts. But in this family, we still talk. We’re excited to talk with each of you.”

No one rushed to answer. They didn’t need to, not yet. The important thing was that the fear in their shoulders had eased, and the shame had started to melt under something else.

Hope, maybe.

I could work with that.

MEGAN

Listening to Jeremiah’s somber talk was like swallowing spring water—cool, refreshing, and grounding. He woke me from my stupor of denial, and I needed to pay attention and do what he said: talk.

I raised my hand, old habits. He nodded, and I rose.

“I need to talk, Jeremiah.” I began, and his smile almost froze me, but I managed to continue. “First, I want to apologize. Not for my actions this morning, but for my failure to talk sooner. You see, I’ve had a crush on Isaac for a while, even before there was this change in his… magnetism.”

I glanced around at the three girls who nodded at my confession. “Your son is amazing. You’ve all done such a wonderful job of raising him. I failed to tell you of the change in him. And for that I am sorry.”

Kelly spoke up first, standing to meet me at my level with a smile. “Megan, thank you,” she said. “You were one of Zac’s favorite teachers. He always had a story about your class—more than any other. I imagine his feelings for you matched yours.”

Heat crawled up my neck. “That’s what scared me,” I admitted. “Not the crush. The power imbalance. I’m supposed to be the adult in the room.” I took a breath. “I know I’ve lost my job. I’m not asking you to fix that. I just… didn’t want you to find out from a phone call and assume I’d been sneaking around behind your backs for months.”

Jeremiah nodded, face open. “We appreciate you saying so,” he said. “And you’re right: there are professional consequences. You shouldn’t go back to that school. But that doesn’t make you a villain in this story.”

“I don’t want to be your charity case,” I blurted. “Or your—” I gestured helplessly at the pool, at Zac, at the house. “Your project. You have your family. I can find a room somewhere. Get another job. I’ve done it before.”

Alyssa shifted on her lounger, leaning her elbows on her knees. “We’re not looking for a pet,” she said gently. “We are, however, looking for an archivist.”

I blinked. “An… archivist?”

“We have a ridiculous number of weird artifacts,” she said, lips quirking. “Stones. Journals. Old cult literature. All in paper records, or fragile books that need to be preserved. Scanning and computerized into an accessible database. Someone who can put it in context and add it to this repository. We need someone who can trace stories—fairy tales, urban legends, dead languages—and tell us what might actually matter.”

My heart gave a treacherous little leap. “I’m a European history major,” I said, “Irish myth and folklore focus. That’s why I got stuck teaching high school instead of at a museum.” I winced. “No offense to high school.”

“None taken,” Zac muttered under his breath, earning him a faint slap from Beth.

Alyssa smiled. “So you already speak the language,” she said. “We can pay you. We can give you a room that’s yours, in your name, not as someone’s plus-one. You’d be working for JACKL, not living off our goodwill.”

The word pay hit harder than I expected. My throat tightened. “You’d… hire me?”

“If you want it,” Jeremiah said. “No strings attached. You can say no. You can try it and change your mind. You can take time to think.”

I looked around the deck—at Zac, at Beth’s hand threaded through his, at Brooke and Shannon watching me with something that looked disturbingly like hope, at Kelly’s steady warmth and Alyssa’s quiet, clinical curiosity.

“I don’t want to run away,” I said finally. “And I don’t want to pretend this didn’t happen. If you’re sure I won’t be… in the way…”

“You’d be a vital part of the work,” Alyssa said. “Not in the way.”

Brooke snorted. “Plus, you’re not getting away that easily. Someone’s gotta keep us brats in line, Ms. Little.”

That actually pulled a laugh out of me. “Okay,” I said, hearing the word before my brain fully caught up. “Okay. I’ll… think about it tonight. But I want to stay. For now.” I turned to Brooke. “And that’s the last time you call me Ms. Little. My name is Megan; please use it. All of you.”

“Good,” Kelly said, eyes bright. “Start by eating. Then we can argue about job titles.”

Carmen appeared at my shoulder with a granola bar, as if summoned by the word, and set it gently in my hands. “Eat, Miha,” she said. “Brains work better with food. We’re ordering dinner, but you shouldn’t hunger when we have energy to share.”

For the first time since the last bell rang, I realized I was starving—body, mind, and something deeper I didn’t have words for yet.

MARIA

My thoughts were a jumble after I took Carmen’s call. I said goodbye to my friend, who invited me to lunch and a day of watching telenovelas. Those things have so much drama!!

“Eleven people?” As I got into my car, I thought, “I’d better pick up for at least fifteen. Little Naomi will be returning. Betsy may stay.”

I laughed, “I would certainly like to eat too.” I thought to myself.

I stopped at the Chinese restaurant and sat in the waiting area as they hastily prepared my massive order. The manager wasn’t happy with me.

“We need more time… Advance.” The manager said in frustration, “Too much. No time.”

“I’ll add a $50 if it’s done in 15 minutes.” I said, “Fifty. Dollars.”

He frowned and nodded, then slipped into the kitchen, shouting excitedly in Chinese.

I sat down in the waiting area and felt my phone buzz. I pulled it out, and it was a message from Carmen.

Carmen: Chicka - R U getting food?

Maria: Yes, I am getting Bing's. I should be on the way in 10.

Maria: Why so many people? Carmen: Too much to even sum up. Inconceivable. Call it a graduation party.

Maria: U. Must. Tell!

Carmen: When you are here. Hurry!

I remember my sudden, unexpected tryst with Leah, the nanny. My new sexual relationship with Carmen was terrific, even if it was sporadic. I wondered if that would change.

My order was finally ready, and I grabbed the two large bags and put them in my trunk. I backed out of the parking space, then out of the lot and down the road to the Jackson manor.

Without warning, a shadowy form loomed at the house’s driveway, and I slammed on the brakes to not run over the shadowy figure illuminated in my headlights in the gloaming dusk.

An older woman peered at me and stepped towards the passenger side. The door unlocked as if it had a mind of its own. Then she opened the door and slid inside with a litheness that I wouldn’t expect for someone her age. She looked at me and smiled.

“You drive me,” she said enigmatically. “I find Brooke, my foster girl.”

“Who the hell is Brooke?” I asked myself as I shifted into gear and drove to the house.


CHAPTER 4
NAEME NARRATION


JEREMIAH

I settled into my chair at the end of the table in our dining room. Our usually crowded table was made for ten, but Zac took the initiative to get the other leaf out of storage and extend it to make the table more comfortable. We rarely had large dinner parties, but we would have close friends every once in a while. This was my first time seeing new faces at my table, and they were beautiful.

Before sitting down, I made a circuit of the large table, introducing myself to each new face. I used the word “family” earlier as the best way to describe the unique relationship between minds and bodies we all shared. Not two separate circles, or an intersection, but a union. Once our minds connected in what we called a mesh, it was permanent. You can’t unpop a champagne cork. Even after Jenn slipped away to be with Jerry, she still easily shared her mind when she visited for spa days. Alyssa never knew how the connections happened, but with concentration, she could sometimes control the lines of communication.

I’d spoken to Beth before, but I wanted to check on her. Being Zac’s first love was unique, but I worried she wouldn’t understand that she was now one of Zac’s many lovers. As we talked, I scanned her moral and relationship curve and realized that Beth was happy her friends would be part of his family. She beamed and stood up to give me a welcoming hug and a chaste kiss on my cheek.

I didn’t want to make it awkward, and Beth’s blush and nod indicated she understood. Beth settled back into her chair, then turned and introduced me, formerly, to Shannon.

I smiled as she rose to hug me before she stood to have a short talk. She described meeting Zac and being friends with Beth and Brooke. She related how she and Brooke had teased Zac in Megan Little’s class in the weeks prior. Which helped me realize they were the unwitting targets of Zac’s first reckless experimentation with his powers.

After my conversation with Shannon, I could see why Zac chose her. Shannon’s curve was well adjusted, and she was pleased with the present situation. I did feel there was something unspoken, and she was going through some turmoil in her relationship, unrelated to our family. As our conversation slowed, she introduced me to Brooke, sitting beside her.

Brooke was an exception in our family, tall and willowy, with a stylish shaved pixie cut. As I shook her hand and saw her blue eyes up close, their cerulean blue rivaled Aly’s in brilliance. She reminded me of a mix of Carmen’s brazen sexuality and Lexi’s grit and determination. Her natural, melanin-rich complexion betrayed her native roots, making her light blue eyes even more fascinating. She stood to kiss me firmly, with a fire in her eyes, before settling down next to Shannon again.

I walked past Lexi and tugged her collar, and she rose eagerly to me. I only needed a moment to check in with her to know she was floating on a cloud of bliss. One reason was Megan Little, the History teacher, sitting beside Lexi. Megan was vibrant, and up close, her naturally blonde hair streaked with darker, more strawberry-blonde threads. Her green eyes sparkled as she hugged me tightly.

“You raised a good boy, Mr. Jackson,” she said, then faltered with a self-deprecating laugh, “I promise, that is the last teacher mode comment I’ll make, I’m sorry.”

“Please, I’m Jeremiah or J.” I said, “I’m delighted to meet you. You’ve made an impression on two of my family already.”

I squeezed Lexi’s shoulder, and she blushed like a teenager in love.

“They have made an impression on me, as well,” Megan said, “I feel a bit like I’m the odd one out, though.”

“I can understand,” I said, realizing she didn’t have many peers in our family near her age, “I think you and Leah could be good friends. Don’t worry. You’ll discover we all act like we’re in our twenties. Age is just a number.”

“I feel very welcome, J,” she said with a smile. “Thank you.”

As I scanned her curve, I knew we’d need to discuss some things seriously. Her life would be in the most upheaval. I sent her some comforting vibes as she settled back next to Lexi—the two of them did seem smitten with each other.

I returned to the table’s head when I heard a knock on the door. I went to open it, but it burst open before I could get there, and my young daughter, Naomi, rushed inside.

“DADDY!” She screamed in her five-year-old voice, then hugged me around my thighs. Then she tore into the dining room, yelling.

“MOMMY!” she cried happily, throwing herself into Alyssa’s lap.

I looked past the open door to see Betsy, Kelly’s mother, on the steps. She had stopped at the door and was having a coughing fit. I rushed to help her inside. Seeing me coming, Betsy stifled her cough, straightened confidently, and smiled knowingly.

“Is it safe for her now, Jeremiah?” she asked with an arched brow and a wary eye.

Betsy’s power was much like her daughter’s, but weaker. She had never used her power since Bob died, but she could feel when we were active, which was good, since she kept Naomi safe by watching her when Naomi needed her help. With the added family members, we’d have to remind them that a child was living in the house.

While Naomi hopped around and introduced herself with Aly by her side, I helped Betsy into the house, putting her light jacket on a hook by the door. As I closed the door, I saw Maria’s car come to a stop in the driveway. Before Maria could get the bags of food from the trunk of her car, a wizened old lady sprang from the passenger seat.

I looked at her curiously because she appeared very old, yet she moved as if she were much younger.

“You have my Brooke,” the old lady said shortly, then walked a direct path towards me. “Don’t lie to old Naeme. You have her here.”

“Yes, she’s right inside….” I said and reached to help her up the steps.

“I don’t need help from you!” She pulled her hand back firmly, avoiding my touch. “I know the game! You no touch Naeme!”

I looked at her with my mouth agape. Then nodded at her and showed her towards the door.

“Brooke!” I called loudly, “Someone is here for you.”

I went back to help Maria bring the food from the car, then followed the mysterious guest, Naeme, into the house.

Brooke appeared at the edge of the kitchen. Then her mouth opened wide. “Naeme,” she said under her breath as she rushed towards the old woman. “I was about to call you.”

“Well! “ You not call Naeme,” huffed the old woman. “Hours, girl.” All day long, Naeme no hear from Brooke.”

Brooke looked at me, “She’s my foster,” she said.

I nodded and turned into the kitchen, and Brooke guided Naeme into the dining area. Kelly leaped to her feet and went to meet her.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Kelly started.

“I Naeme,” Naeme said, “don’t call me ma’am.”

“Yes, Naeme,” Kelly replied, flashing her best hostess smile. “Please, have dinner with us. We lost track of time. We should have ensured that all the kids called their parents. We are celebrating the end of the school year.”

Hearing that, Beth suddenly reached for her phone and tapped out a message while Shannon watched over her shoulder. Shannon didn’t seem to think it was essential to contact her parents. I’d have to remember to ask her about that.

Naeme found a seat next to my empty chair. Everyone shifted and moved as Brooke sat beside her foster mother, and everyone else resettled. Carmen and Maria started passing out paper plates, followed by ake-out Chinese food cartons. Kelly settled between Alyssa and me before leaning to talk with Naeme more.

“Eat first,” Naeme said, and forked some noodles onto her plate. “We talk not hungry.”

Kelly was left speechless for a second, then she nodded and started filling her plate. It was good that Maria made a large order because we were all famished. Betsy enjoyed a smaller portion, talking with Zac at her side. She coughed into her handkerchief from time to time. She always returned her focus to Zac. Her grandson could do no wrong in her eyes. If Betsy decided to levy blame for Zac’s new relationship with four women, Kelly and I would be the targets. However, her demeanor was calm. I knew she sensed more than she let on and understood the family dynamic had grown and changed.

Naomi fell asleep in Alyssa’s lap, a noodle grasped steadfastly in her fist. Leah got up and took her in her arms, then patted her back as she walked downstairs to put her to sleep. She returned a few minutes later with the baby monitor, placed it on the counter, and nodded to Aly with a smile.

Naeme took that moment to dab her old lips with her napkin, then put it down and looked around the room.

“Okay, now talk,” she struggled to find the right word. “Us.. We…” She tried to look at everyone, her English broken and her accent indeterminate.

“Naeme,” Brooke said, rising and walking towards her foster mother, a bit embarrassed around her peers, “Let me take you home.”

“No,” she said simply, then looked around the room. “This is your home now, no?”

“So you’re kicking me out?” Brooke asked breathlessly, betraying her worry openly.

“No, no, no.” Naeme chanted with an enigmatic grin and lifted her hand to Brooke’s jaw, looking at her tenderly.“You always welcome with Naeme, silly girl. But this your home now.”

Brooke’s eyes softened as she looked into the kind eyes of her foster mother. Her eyes welled as she realized the meaning her mentor understood so clearly. Brooke brusquely wiped the tears from her eyes. I could tell she wasn’t used to showing emotions. Then she smiled and nodded.

“Yes, Naeme,” Brooke said and leaned her forehead to the old woman’s. “I don’t get how you know these things. But thank you.”

“Naeme Fae,” the woman smiled with a chuckle. “Fae know things.”

She looked around the room at the silent faces around the table. Naeme focused on Kelly, who was watching with rapt attention. I realized we all were intently focused on the pair.

“You Fae,” she said simply to Kelly.

She then recited the exact words as she shifted her gaze to Aly, Lexi, and Leah, then back to Brooke, with a sparkle in her aged eyes. It was a statement of truth, not a guess. Naeme knew their natures. That was as clear as her words.

The five women looked shocked and weren’t sure what to say.

“One more,” she said softly, looking distractedly around the faces at the table, “but she no here… trapped in ink chains.”

Her strange words brought up the image of Jenn in my mind’s eye. Then Naeme rose and walked to Lexi, hugged her, lifted her hands to the side of Lexi’s head, and kissed her forehead. Naeme then lowered a gnarled finger to Lexi’s silver collar and turned to glare at me.

“Why make Fae slave to you?” Naeme asked in an angry voice, then turned to point at Zac. “You! You no slave, Brooke. Brooke free. You listen to Naeme?”

“I think you have the wrong idea,” I stood up, confused at the words, but wanting to assure our guest, “Lexi is free. She devotes herself to me.”

Naeme looked at me for a long moment, then nodded.

“You stupid, then.” Naeme complained incredulously, “Silver enslave Fae, no reborn.”

Everyone looked at one another, and Brooke moved towards Naeme. The pair traded words in their native language. I sat back down, and the rest of us looked at each other in puzzlement as the pair spoke expressively.

Finally, Brooke looked up at me, “We all need to talk,” she said, “it’s important. Can we sit somewhere more comfortable? This may take a while.”

“I’m going to leave you to do that,” Betsy said and pushed her chair back. “Good to see you again, Naeme.”

Kelly did a double-take as she looked from her mother to Naeme.

“You know her?” Kelly said.

“For decades,” Betsy said, “I met her just before Bob, and I visited you at your first house.”

“What?” Kelly said.

“Oh, Kelly, I don’t have to tell you every little thing,” Betsy said as she pulled on her windbreaker and headed to the door, pausing to kiss her daughter’s cheek. “But listen, Naeme’s wisdom is essential to you. Now more than ever.”

As Betsy was leaving, the table came to life again. Chairs pushed back, and people rose and moved into the living room. I may have been a bit nervous as Naeme entered and sat on the edge of the fireplace.

The enigmatic woman had me on edge, but it was confusion, not anger. Brooke gave me a knowing smile, “Do you mind if I translate for Naeme? She thinks she speaks good English, but some things are lost in translation.”

“Sure,” I said, “I’m at a loss right now. ”

I was still emotional from the series of events. The magic of our youth seemed to swirl around us now, only more chaotic and unclear. I tried to piece together everything Naeme had said. I’d heard the word Fae before. Some of Alyssa’s rambling research and the arcane texts she collected had bits and pieces. Alyssa held the lore about as seriously as she now saw the false angelic lore of the United Priesthood.

Aly, Kelly, and I had powers, and so did Zac. Why weren’t Zac and I listed as Fae? What made someone a Fae? Lexi and Leah never demonstrated any capabilities. Lexi had worn my collar for over eighteen years. Had I unknowingly trapped her?

Troubled, I settled into my chair, and Kelly slipped into my lap, then Alyssa perched in her usual spot on the arm of my chair.

The rest spread out in pairs around the room. Lexi sat beside Megan. Zac found a spot between Beth and Shannon. Carmen knelt next to my chair, and Leah curled up next to her. We all looked up at Brooke, who sat next to her foster mother on the fireplace ledge.

Naeme stood up and began to speak.

BROOKE

I’d heard all of Naeme’s stories before. I’d never connected them to reality. I’d tucked them away as ancient native tales people used to explain unexplainable things. She had called me Fae so many times, but I’d never believed her. I didn’t have any power. No wings, which felt like a serious cheat. No pointy ears. Nothing.

But as I leaned next to Lexi and listened to Naeme now, the stories landed differently. I looked at each new adult in my life, especially Kelly and Alyssa. I knew they were powerful. I knew Zac was exceptional. If anyone were going to be Fae, I would have put my money on him.

Lexi watched me while I translated for Naeme. I smiled at her. She grinned back, and for a heartbeat, I saw it. She was more like me than anyone here, like me and… Leah. For the first time, I believed what Naeme had been saying for years.

And with belief came power.

Right then, just before Naeme started her formal words, something inside me quickened. I knew I was being reborn. It felt like a supernatural glow sliding under my skin. Changes were coming; I knew that as a rock-solid, stone-cold truth. It had probably always been true, but it only locked into place now that I believed it.

I shivered. Magic seeped into my psyche, wrapping around my thoughts, threading through the low buzz of the mesh. As it settled, Naeme began to speak, and I translated her ancient lore for my new family.

Fae is eternal. It has always been. It was part of the chaos when Gaia created the world. It mixed with the world and took on the care of Gaia’s creation.

Fae is magical. It is not physical. We cannot die, but we are reborn continually. A truth that needs no explanation.

There are many types of Fae. They live here in Gaia’s world and cross through Faeayrie—the dominion of the Fae.

Naeme turned, walked to Kelly, took her hand, and kept speaking in her native tongue while I followed along in English.

You are Fae. You were not born. You were reborn from Deborah. Betsy had a human child. That human died in a crib on a cold night. Deborah was there. She witnessed it, gave this form her life force, and her mortal body became dust. You are Fae.

Kelly gasped. Her head moved in a tiny shake of denial. Her eyes went glassy with unbelief, but Naeme’s steady gaze held her. Silence stretched, then Kelly blinked and focused, looking deep into Naeme’s eyes. She drew in a shuddering breath and let it out.

“Oh,” she said softly, as she processed it. “I see. It’s true, isn’t it?”

Naeme squeezed her hand, then moved to Alyssa.

You are Fae. You were not born. I do not know who you used to be. Your mortal mother found you and protected you from the dark forces of your childhood until you could grow. Then you awoke. A lie you had always believed was shattered, and you awoke.

Alyssa looked at Naeme, then at Jeremiah. She squeezed his hand.

“You did that,” she said quietly. “When you fixed me. When you let me love you.”

Naeme smiled at her, then turned to Jeremiah.

You are not Fae. But you come from Fae, far back. A halfling with formidable powers. You are strong because of the Fae that surrounds you. You can be stronger still. But you must sacrifice now. Are you ready?

Her eyes flicked from Jeremiah to Lexi and back again.

You must be free to grow, become your true self, and embrace the magic in you. Your precious shackle must be removed.

Lexi shivered. Her fingers traced the silver collar at her throat. She looked at Jeremiah, and a single tear slid down her cheek, but she nodded.

“Master,” Lexi’s voice broke. Her eyes filled with tears. “I’ll always be yours, but…”

“I know, little one,” Jeremiah said quietly, his voice husky with emotion.

A tear burned in my own eyes as I watched them say so much with so few words.

Jeremiah eased himself out from under Kelly, reached under his shirt, and drew out the chain that rested against his chest. A small key hung beside his heart. Alyssa, Kelly, and Carmen all stood, giving him room, while Lexi dropped to her knees, bowed her head, and wept.

The room went so still I could barely breathe. I slid down to sit on the hearth, alone on the fireplace ledge, watching. A sense of sacredness fell over everything. The bond those two had built over the years hummed in the air, heavy and bright.

Megan watched with tears in her eyes. She knew she was part of this somehow, but not how. She trembled as she watched Lexi surrounded by her family.

Naeme stood perfectly still, head bowed in respect. No other words were needed.

Jeremiah knelt and found the latch of Lexi’s collar, then gently lifted her chin so she had to meet his eyes. She looked up, cheeks wet. He turned the silver band at her throat, fit the key into the lock, and turned it.

The tiny click sounded like thunder in the silence.

He slipped the broken ring behind his back.

“You’re free,” Jeremiah whispered, his voice cracking. “I release you.”

He bent and kissed Lexi’s forehead. His tears spilled onto her skin. Lexi sobbed openly, then her whole body drew in a long breath and seemed to glow from within. Her face softened into a slow, incredulous smile as the change rolled through her. I recognized the same quickening I’d felt only minutes before when my belief had finally caught up to my reality.

She reached for Jeremiah and clung to him around the neck.

“Thank you, Master,” she said. “I’m always yours. Collar or no collar.”

Naeme stepped forward and spoke directly to Lexi. I stood again to translate.

You are Fae. You were never born. You have always been. You have been reborn again to return to your natural form. You are free. Your choices are yours alone. You are loved.

Naeme turned, pulled Leah to her feet, and led her toward me. Her wise eyes searched my face, then seemed to look straight through me. She set Leah and me side by side and spoke again, this time in halting English. I listened instead of translating.

“My child,” she said, her accent thick, “you Fae.”

I smiled and nodded. Nothing else needed to be said. I’d already felt the quickening.

She turned to Leah and squeezed her hand.

“You are Fae. You will be reborn,” she said. “Gaia knows the time. Soon, child. Soon.”

She drew us both into a hug, then guided Leah back to her seat. Naeme tapped her lips, then faced the room again and slipped back into her own language. I went back to translating.

Her gaze went first to Jeremiah, then to Zac.

You men are halflings, filled with Fae magic and love. You are only strong when you protect your Fae. Nurture your Fae. They are not of this world. This world is always hostile to Fae. You alone can keep them safe. Apart from you, they will be in danger.

She paused and let that sink in, then turned to the others. She smiled at Carmen, who beamed back. She nodded to Maria, who had slipped closer to sit near Carmen and listen. She acknowledged Megan, pressed against Lexi’s side, looking awestruck. She studied Shannon, whose pretty features were clouded in thought, her fingers linked with Beth’s. Beth managed a small, brave smile.

You lovelies are human. You are enthralled with your Fae friends and halfling lovers. You chose this freely, though you may not have had full foreknowledge. Know that you are protected. You are essential to your family. You are all bound. You are loved.

She finished, looked around the circle of us, and slowly bowed.

“Naeme goes now,” she said briskly, and walked toward the door.

We stayed silent as she left. I felt like I couldn’t move. Only when the front door closed did my body unlock. The solemn, quiet room exploded into a rush of voices—questions, exclamations, half-formed fears.

I sagged, drained by the mental tax of translating, of holding two languages in my mind and shuffling meanings back and forth. Naeme’s words were so much richer in her own tongue, and I prayed I’d done them justice. While I rested, I felt the power inside me continuing to work, shifting things I couldn’t yet name.

The quickening had been thrilling. Now there would be a cost.

I looked at Jeremiah, then over at Isaac, then back again. On impulse, I slid off the hearth, crossed the small distance, and knelt at Jeremiah’s feet. I rested my head on his knee and closed my eyes.

His fingers slid into my hair, combing gently. A moment later, I felt Alyssa’s touch join his, her fingertips trailing beside his in soothing passes. The mesh hummed with their concern and steadiness. Peace washed through me.

“Don’t worry,” Jeremiah said, his voice still rough with feeling. “We’ll figure this out. We always do.”

LEXI

After Naeme left, I broke.

The tears I’d been holding back ripped free. I felt Megan’s hand running up and down my back, slow and careful, but my muscles stayed tight, my whole body wired and shaking in the silence after all those revelations.

Instinct moved faster than thought. I reached for my collar for comfort.

My fingers met bare skin.

The emptiness where the silver had always been punched the air from my lungs. I jerked my hand back like I’d been burned, then grabbed at my throat again, desperate, finding nothing. A raw sob tore out of me. I blinked through wet eyes, searching for Jeremiah, and found him leaning forward, talking softly to Brooke at his knee.

“That’s my place,” I blurted, voice cracking. I felt naked without the collar. “Oh, what have I done?”

I didn’t think. I didn’t weigh anything against anything else. I just needed him.

I slipped off the couch, away from Megan’s gentle touch, and crawled across the gap. I slid in beside Brooke, then pushed up onto my knees and wrapped my arms around Jeremiah’s neck, clinging as if I might fall without him. Kelly’s fingers brushed my hair back from my face as I sobbed into his shoulder.

“I don’t know what I just did,” I mumbled into his ear, words broken by hiccuping breaths. “I’m scared, Master.”

Brooke shifted beside me. I felt her sit up, and then her arm came around my back, her chest pressed to my side. Her mouth nestled behind my ear. She kissed me softly there.

“I’m scared too, sister,” she whispered. “And so tired.”

Her words loosened something in me. The adrenaline and bright, wild quickening I’d ridden when the collar opened washed out. On the other side of it was a deep, bone-heavy fatigue. My body sagged against her. The newness of whatever I was now hummed under my skin, but it came with an ache, like muscles used for the first time.

“Let’s get them to bed,” I heard Jeremiah say. His arm tightened around me, and then I felt his strength as he lifted me.

The room tilted. His chest was solid under my cheek. I let my eyes drift closed as he carried me upstairs. At some point, I felt the familiar give of my mattress under my back. A moment later, warmth slid in beside me—Brooke—and I turned into her automatically, wrapping myself around her like she was the only stable thing in the world.

Someone—Kelly, maybe Alyssa—pulled the covers over us. Voices floated around the room, softer now, farther away.

“Should we do anything else?” Zac asked.

I realized faintly that he must have carried Brooke up to my room.

“Rest is what they need right now,” Jeremiah said. “I think…”

“We all need to rest,” Alyssa added.

Their voices blurred together as the door clicked closed. The mesh softened to a distant hum. Between Brooke’s warmth at my front and the ghost of where my collar used to sit at my throat, I drifted down into sleep, scared and unmoored and somehow still held.

MEGAN

I felt Lexi gasp, then crawl away from me toward Jeremiah. I didn’t have the framework to understand what either of them was thinking. All I knew was the sudden absence of her warmth and a sharp pang of fear where she’d been.

“I’m scared too,” a voice said.

I turned and saw Leah sliding in beside me. She wrapped her arms around me. Her body felt warm and solid, her presence steady. She pulled back enough to smile, then kissed my cheek. A moment later, she brushed her lips against mine, soft and brief, before looking into my eyes.

“I’ve been scared before,” she said. “My first night with Zac was a secret. I felt ashamed walking out of his room when we first…” Leah laughed, the sound small but real. “Well, it’s more than a fuck and also not really making love, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said. “It’s not either of those.” I smiled despite myself and leaned into her, resting my head on her shoulder.

“I thought I’d either have to resign or get fired,” Leah went on, her mouth close to my ear. “I couldn’t see how the nanny and caregiver could be fucking the older brother and still be employed.”

She rubbed slow circles up and down my back as she spoke. I had the sense I might be the first person outside this… whatever they called it… family that she’d told all this to.

“So I went to Alyssa,” Leah said. “I told her everything. I brought my resignation. She put it aside and focused on me instead. She wanted to know what happened. She wanted to help.”

Leah leaned back and tipped my chin up, so I had to meet her eyes.

“Alyssa wanted to help the girl who had fucked the closest thing to a son she had,” Leah said quietly. She held my gaze. “Do you know how rare that is? I was torn in two with guilt, anxiety, and shame. And she just wanted to make sure I was okay.”

I swallowed and nodded. “This is a pretty special family, isn’t it?” The words felt too small, but they were all I had.

“You’re part of it,” Leah said, nodding. “Same as me. Same as her.” She pointed toward Carmen, sitting close to Kelly, her hand resting on Kelly’s thigh as they talked.

“Do you know how long the five have been together?” Leah asked. “Longer than a lot of marriages. They started this before Zac was born. I’ve never felt as safe as I do in their arms. Not once in my life.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m different from everyone. I’m almost ten years older than Zac and ten years younger than Lexi. Do you know why she looks like she’s nineteen?” I tried to soften the heaviness with a crooked smile.

“She works very hard,” Leah said, smiling back, then paused and really looked at me. “I’m different too. You’re closer to my age, but you have a degree and a career.”

“Had a career,” I corrected, staring down at my fingers. “Teachers who fuck their students, even after they’re not technically students, don’t get invited back.”

Leah hugged me tighter, her chin resting on my hair. “We’ll figure it out,” she said. “That’s the motto.”

“I don’t know why,” I murmured, “but I believe you.”

“Sleep with me tonight?” Leah asked suddenly. “My room’s downstairs, next to Zac’s.”

Heat rushed up my neck. This morning, I went to work as a young, straight history teacher. Now I’d survived two mind-blowing, reality-bending orgies, and I was being invited to share a single bed with a woman I’d only met properly today.

I looked at her and took a slow breath. The mesh hummed faintly under my skin, but the choice felt like mine.

“I’d like that, Leah,” I said. “Thank you. Do you often sleep alone? In this house?”

Leah laughed softly. “I usually share a bed with the big family,” she said. “But after today, I just want a quieter night. You know?”

“I do,” I said, and reached for her hand. “I don’t have anything to wear. All my clothes are at my apartment.”

“What do you want to wear?” Leah asked. “You can borrow something.”

“What if I borrowed nothing?” I said, giving her a small, testing smile. “Would you be okay with that?”

Leah’s laugh bubbled up again—light and infectious. “Actually, sister,” she said, “that’s what I was hoping for.”

She stood and pulled me up with her, fingers laced with mine, and led me over to Alyssa. Aly and Zac had just come back from putting Lexi and Brooke to bed. Aly had stopped to talk with Shannon near Beth, while Zac leaned close to Beth and whispered.

Leah waited for a natural pause, then leaned in and kissed Aly’s cheek.

“Megan and I are going to sleep in my room,” she said. “I wanted to tell you good night.”

“Good night, my love,” Alyssa said, hugging Leah. Then she turned to me. “Welcome, Megan. I’m sure we’ll talk more tomorrow. Do you need anything tonight?”

“Not tonight,” I said, smiling. She leaned in, and I met her halfway. We shared a warm, unhurried kiss.

“Rest well then,” Aly said, turning back to her conversation with Shannon.

I felt, more than saw, Zac help Beth to her feet and fall in behind us as Leah and I headed toward the kitchen. We passed through and down a set of stairs to a lower level. A small stirring of energy brushed over my skin as I followed Leah into her room—Zac’s aura, maybe, or just the mesh shifting to make space.

Leah closed the door behind us and turned back to me, a little breathless. For a moment, we just looked at each other.

Then we moved.

We stepped together and found each other’s mouths, kissing with a hungry, relieved urgency that had very little to do with performance and everything to do with being seen and wanted. Fingers found fabric and hems. Buttons gave way. It felt strangely natural to undress with her, like our bodies had been waiting for this since the first time we’d locked eyes across a chaotic room.

By the time we slipped under her covers, we were skin to skin. We slowed without speaking, letting the rush ease into something softer. We explored each other at an easy pace, learning how our bodies fit and pressed together, where a hand on a hip or a kiss along a throat made breath catch.

Somewhere in the background, I felt a faint bloom of Zac’s aura, the familiar warm pressure of the mesh expanding to wrap around us, holding us rather than directing us. It felt like a soft sphere of heat around the bed, giving us permission to sink in and stop thinking.

Kisses deepened into quiet moans. Touches turned into firmer, more confident strokes. We tangled together, shifting and guiding each other toward pleasure, but there was no rush, no demand. Just two women, tired and wired and finding comfort in each other.

After an intense, shuddering release, my body finally let go. I drifted down, still wrapped around Leah, her breath warm against my neck. The aura around us dimmed to a gentle hum. In her narrow, comfortable bed, with nothing between us and no lesson plan on my desk in the morning, I fell asleep entwined with her, scared of tomorrow and strangely, fiercely hopeful.

CARMEN

I always enjoyed talking with Mistress Kelly. Tonight I worried about her.

The afternoon had been… a lot. An old crone dropping cosmic truth-bombs in our living room hadn’t exactly helped my sense of stability. I knew Kelly had been anxious for weeks as Zac’s powers surged. Her motherly instincts were a force of nature, and this afternoon had taken a sledgehammer to anything that looked like normal motherhood.

Part of me felt like it had always been heading here. Like this was how it was supposed to be. Another part of me thought it was too much, too fast, even for us.

Kelly, though, looked at peace. Her posture, her easy smile—both soothed the buzzing worry in my chest. She didn’t seem rattled by being told she was Fae. If anything, she wore it like a coat she’d already broken in.

“I’m a sex angel, Carmen,” she said with a small smile. “You know that. Nothing new to me.”

“And you’re fine with your son being a sex demon?” I asked, grinning, but letting a thread of seriousness run under the joke.

“Carmen.” She smiled wider, eyes soft. “It was inevitable. If I’d tried to stop what was happening, he would have left the family. This way, we’re still together. And honestly? This feels whole. I have no regrets.”

“Good. Because you shouldn’t,” I said. I surprised myself with how quickly I’d accepted the new shapes of everything. I let out a laugh to ease the edgy energy in the room.

“I will have no regrets about taking Maria up to my room and fucking her stupid for being so late with the food,” I added, raising my voice just enough to be sure Maria heard.

Maria flushed a beautiful shade of pink. The color climbed down her throat and across the top of her full bust, giving her skin a soft sheen. She ducked her head, then looked back up at me through her lashes. Maria never flaunted her figure, but she had gorgeous curves and a quietly eager, lusty streak. Exactly what I needed after a day like this.

I grinned at Kelly.

“Well, it is getting late,” Kelly said, her eyes flicking toward the stairs.

I followed her gaze and smiled when I saw Jeremiah watching her from across the room. He moved past Alyssa, who had paused to talk with Shannon. Zac and Beth trailed behind Leah and Megan toward the downstairs bedrooms.

Kelly turned back to me, then leaned in and hugged me tight, pressing a kiss under my ear.

“Thank you for caring, Carmen,” she murmured. “Enjoy yourself. Jeremiah and I aren’t far behind you.”

“Big room?” I asked, curious.

“We may just sleep in J’s room or mine,” she said. “I think everyone’s doing pairs tonight.”

“We’ve done that before,” I said with a smile, then kissed her cheek. “Good night, Mistress.”

I grabbed Maria’s hand, and she smiled saucily, then followed me up the stairs. I felt J and Kelly climbing up behind us a few moments later. I opened the door with a grin and pulled Maria inside,

“Now strip, puta,” I growled with a smile.

“Yes, ma’am,” Maria purred.

Her skirt was already at her ankles, pulling her top over her brown curls.

“Don’t stop until you’re naked as the day you were born,” I smiled and watched her, “then you can undress me.”

Maria smiled as she reached behind her back and unclasped her bra. She fixed her eyes on mine as she held the loose cups to her breasts and paused.

“Are you teasing me?” I laughed with an arched brow, “Show me your yummy tits?”

“Oh, you like my titties, Miss Carmen?” Maria purred.

She did a little twirl, then tossed her bra at me with her back towards me. Then hooked her fingers into the waistband of her boy’s short-style panties. Her round bottom stretched the satin material splendidly, which she slowly revealed with a saucy shimmy of her hips, and pulled her shorts down her shapely legs until her hands were at her ankles.

“Hold it right there,” I said, “grab your ankles.”

Before she could object, I spanked her bottom hard. She gasped and then moaned and shifted her knees to make her ass roll, and I grinned as I spanked her ass again.

“Eyiyee,” Maria shrieked, and her exclamation turned into a purr as my fingers cupped her sex, furrowing into her neatly trimmed bush until I felt her arousal coat my fingertips.

“Teasing little whore,” I growled, sinking into a crouch, leaning into her, and licking her puckered hole as my hands spread her cheeks apart.

“Are you keeping this tight little rose clean for me?” I asked as I lapped at the tight ring.

“Mmmmffuck yes, Ma’am, daily.” She moaned, “I always do everything you say….”

I lowered and surrounded her humid sex with my lips and growled as I took a long lick of her rapidly lubricating sex. She tasted fresh and raw, which brought a smile to my lips.

“You’re a good little cunt,” I growled and spanked both ass cheeks.

I rose, licking my lips and watching her stay bent over just as I ordered her to. I started to push down my shorts, then unbuttoned my blouse as I watched Maria wriggle her behind invitingly.

“Alright, puta,” I said as I pulled off my top and reached to unsnap my bra. “Go pick the cock I’m gonna fuck you with and bring my harness.”

I chuckled as she scrambled to my toy drawer, grabbed the largest dildo I had and my harness, and knelt at my feet to help me put it on.

“You’re eager tonight,” I said, as she leaned over the edge of my bed, bent at the waist, “I might even let you sleep with me tonight.”

ALYSSA

Here’s a unified Alyssa POV chapter, with your original beats polished for flow and voice, and the revised ending with Shannon folded in. Feel free to tweak wording or spice level when you do your own pass.

I sat alone with my thoughts after Naeme departed.

Since the start of our family, I had been trying to answer one question: What am I? What are we? I’d torn through every scrap of United Priesthood lore I could find and discarded it as a bucket of lies. But even lies usually have a grain of truth, a distorted seed at the core. I had spent years trying to find that seed, to give all of us a framework for who we were and what we could do.

Tonight, that framework had been shaken.

I felt Jeremiah stand and realized everyone was beginning to move. He had Lexi in his arms; Zac was carrying Brooke up the stairs. Concern for the two of them tugged at me through the mesh. I pushed to my feet and followed the men.

On the stairs, I reached out gently, feeling for Lexi and Brooke in the background hum of our minds. Both of them were exhausted, their thoughts soft and slow, like embers after a bonfire. By the time we reached Lexi’s room, the men were already easing them down onto the bed, sliding them close together.

“They both need sleep,” I said quietly to Jeremiah and Zac. “Deep rest. Let their minds settle.”

They nodded. We turned and left the pair to recover, pulling the door mostly closed behind us. I followed Zac and Jeremiah back down the stairs, my mind still spinning with Naeme’s words.

As I stepped off the last stair, my gaze snagged on Shannon. She stood a little apart from the others, taking everything in. When our eyes met, she smiled. I felt her curiosity and nervousness brushing against the mesh like fingers on glass.

I returned her dazzling smile and moved toward her, taking her hand.

“Welcome, Shannon,” I said, and leaned in to kiss her softly. “We haven’t had much chance to talk.”

“Thank you, mistre…” she began.

I touched a finger lightly to her lips.

“Aly, please,” I corrected. “My relationship with Carmen and Lexi is a bit different.”

“Okay, Aly,” she said, her smile brightening. “Um… Zac said you were… angels? And now you’re a faerie? I’m just curious to know more.”

“Well, it’s a long story,” I said, smiling. “When we first met, we started by researching Jeremiah’s family. That led to some shocking revelations. While we aren’t directly related, Kelly, Jeremiah, and I are—or at least we thought we were until tonight—distant cousins.”

“We have plenty of time,” Shannon said, still smiling. “I’m fascinated by your story, and by what’s happened to all of us. Jeremiah says you also have, what, three degrees?”

“Well, three bachelor’s and a Ph.D. in psychiatry,” I said, not really wanting to make this conversation about my academic record.

“Really?” Her grin widened. “I want to be a psychologist. Or a psychiatrist. I want to be part of helping with the mental health mess we’re in.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said, meaning it.

I let myself lean a little deeper into Shannon’s thoughts; her addition to our hive mind was fascinating. She felt my touch and didn’t flinch. Her smile softened as she sensed it and allowed me further inside. My mind flooded with more context—snatches of her childhood, the shape of her ambition, the guilt and wonder tangled together over everything that had happened with Zac and with us.

“Jeremiah and I work closely in the community,” I said, keeping my voice light. “But I think most people would file our practice under ‘alternative medicine.’” I winked.

“It’s undeniable that you have powers science can’t explain,” Shannon said, eyes intent, not dismissive. “Are you trying to figure out how they work?”

I tilted my head, studying her. I was always amazed at how the world seemed to bring people into our lives precisely when they—or we—needed something. Every new connection gave us deeper insight into ourselves.

Shannon had seemed like an odd addition to our circle at first. With that stunning face and that body, I’d lazily assumed she was just another pretty girl for Zac to crush on. Now I felt a wash of guilt. It echoed how I’d once pigeonhole Kelly as a ‘Bible Belt Barbie’ the night we met, long before I learned the truth of her.

“That’s a great question, Shannon,” I said after a moment. “We have tried to use the scientific method to quantify how our powers affect human subjects—mostly Jeremiah’s, because they have obvious clinical applications. Not that we can publish any of it without being exiled from the mental health community.”

Shannon’s mouth quirked. “What do you think Naeme was saying about being Fae?” she asked, nose scrunching slightly. “It sounds fairly dubious and fanciful to me.” She paused, then let out a small, helpless laugh. “But yesterday, you couldn’t have convinced me I’d fall in love with an incubus and become enthralled with his whole family, so… my skepticism quota might be used up.”

“Yeah,” I said with a grin. “It’s kind of crazy.”

I pushed my glasses up my nose so I could see her more clearly. The mesh vibrated with slow, sleepy currents—Leah drawing closer with Megan at her side, Carmen and Maria drifting kitchen-ward, Jeremiah’s attention settling on Kelly. Pairs were forming, people looking for rest and reassurance.

Naeme’s revelations had hit me differently. Where others sagged with exhaustion, I felt a cold, clear excitement. I wanted my notebooks, my files, the familiar comfort of a desk, and a hypothesis.

“It’s hard to dismiss Naeme’s claims out of hand,” I said, looking back at Shannon. “I need to do some research. From what I remember of our shared history and families, much of what she said resonated with what I know to be true. Both empirically and… in what I’ve come to believe about us.”

We paused as Leah leaned into me and wrapped me in a quick hug. I turned toward her, smiling, and shared a warm look with Megan at her side.

“I wanted to tell you good night,” Leah said.

“Good night, my love,” I said, hugging her back.

While we traded soft pleasantries, I skimmed the surface of Leah’s thoughts. For weeks, she’d slipped into our big communal bed most nights, nestling into the pile of bodies and warmth. Tonight, she wanted something quieter. A single bed. Megan’s arms. A little island of calm in the storm.

I was pleased. This was what I hoped for the larger family over time—that we’d learn to split and re-form as needed, without fear. No one left out. No one hoarded.

“Rest well,” I said, making sure Leah and Megan both felt, through words and mesh, how loved they were.

I watched the pair turn away hand in hand. Zac and Beth caught my eye, offered me soft smiles and nods, then followed Leah toward Zac’s room. It would be interesting to see how this new arrangement shifted our dynamics.

The stairwell and main room felt briefly quieter. I turned back to Shannon, eager to rejoin the thread between us. She had watched Zac go, eyes flicking after him, but when she looked at me again, her attention settled fully. The thrill of it—of being chosen to focus on—lit up a part of me that had nothing to do with degrees.

“Um…” she said, then stopped, seeming to lose her words.

“Actually,” I said, “I’m thinking of heading up to my room to make some notes and start digging into some of this new information. Would you like to help me?”

Her eyes widened with something like delight. “I’d love that,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“You’ll be a great help,” I told her. “A second witness will make my notes clearer.”

I took her hand and led her upstairs. In my room, we settled at my desk, our shoulders almost touching. For an hour, maybe two—I lost track—we walked back through Naeme’s speech and the events of the day, reconstructing the sequence of revelations, the exact phrases used, the emotional spikes in the room.

Shannon hovered near my chair, watching me type, occasionally leaning over to point at a line or add a note in the margin. I pulled out some of my old notebooks from when we’d first confronted the United Priesthood and laid them open for her. She read them with rapt attention, asking questions that were pointed, incisive, and far more sophisticated than I’d expected from someone her age.

After a while, I felt her gaze more than I saw it.

I finished a sentence and glanced sideways. The eraser of her pencil rested lightly between her teeth. She watched me type, then looked down at the mess of pages we’d spread out, then back up again. Her head tipped slightly, studying me, and the tip of her tongue traced the metal band at the end of the pencil.

A warm spark ran low through my body, entirely separate from the cool, clinical satisfaction of good notes.

“You’re staring,” I said softly, not quite teasing.

Shannon flushed and removed the pencil from her mouth, setting it on the desk. She let out a quiet, embarrassed laugh.

“Sorry,” she said. “I just… you’re fascinating. The way you think. The way you talk about all this like it’s data and myth and trauma and family, all at once.”

I turned my chair fully to face her.

“That’s a generous way to describe being a control freak with a research budget,” I said, smiling.

She smiled back, then her expression turned serious again. “I don’t think you’re a control freak,” she said. “I think you’re trying to make sense of things that shouldn’t be possible, so nobody gets hurt by them again.”

Her words landed with a weight I hadn’t expected. I reached for her mind again, gently. She didn’t pull away. If anything, she leaned forward. Awe, attraction, a thin line of fear, and a stubborn core of compassion moved through her thoughts like shifting light.

“I like the way you think,” I said quietly. “And the way you look at me when you’re thinking.”

Her eyes widened, then softened. “Is that… okay?” she asked. “Me looking at you like that?”

“Yes,” I said. “Very okay.”

For a moment, we sat there in the pool of lamplight, the rest of the house a distant hum in the mesh as everyone else settled toward sleep. Somewhere below us, doors clicked shut. Laughter faded. Breathing slowed.

“Shannon,” I asked gently, “what are you most curious about right now? The notes? The Fae? Me?”

She hesitated, then exhaled. “All of the above,” she admitted. “But mostly… you.”

I stood, slow and deliberate, giving her time to change her mind if she wanted. She didn’t. I stepped between her knees, where she sat by the desk, and lifted my hand to her face, cupping her cheek. My thumb rested just under her lower lip.

“Then we can start there,” I said. “If you want.”

Her thoughts flickered—every impossible thing that had happened since she stepped into our orbit—then aligned around a simple, steady yes.

“I want,” she whispered.

I leaned down and kissed her. Not with Zac’s wild, hungry rush, and not with Jeremiah’s deep, grounding certainty. Just me. Aly. The woman who had spent twenty years trying to turn miracles into footnotes.

Shannon’s mouth was soft and eager under mine. Her hands slid to my waist, fingers tightening like she needed an anchor. The mesh flexed and wrapped around us, not pushing, not pulling—just holding.

When I finally pulled back for air, she was breathing fast, eyes dark and bright all at once.

“Before this goes any further,” I said, brushing a stray strand of hair back from her face, “there’s something I need you to know. My body isn’t always… fixed. I can shift. Appearances. Sensations. If we keep going tonight, it’s just going to be me as I am. No tricks. No borrowed faces. Is that alright?”

Shannon searched my face like she was searching a text for hidden meaning. Then she nodded.

“I want you,” she said. “Not an angel. Not a Fae. Not a mask.” A tiny smile tugged at her lips. “Just Aly.”

Something tight and old in my chest unwound.

“Good,” I said. “Then, Aly, it is.”

I reached for the lamp and dialed the light down until the room was a soft, warm blur. The monitor went dark. The notes could wait. For once, I let myself set the data aside and simply feel.

The rest of the night blurred into warmth and whispered questions, into learning each other’s responses the way we’d just learned each other’s thoughts. By the time sleep finally tugged us under, the word Fae sat differently in my bones—less theory, more lived, messy, human truth.


CHAPTER 5
POOL POOFS


JEREMIAH

I woke with Kelly curled against me, just the two of us in the big communal bed.

Her skin was, as always, supernaturally warm. Only a light sheet covered us. Her head rested on my chest, blonde hair spilling over her shoulder, her face turned away. I rubbed sleep from my eyes, ran my hand through my hair, and let my thoughts come online.

Yesterday replayed itself, frame by frame. The whole wild sequence that had hit us in what felt like minutes before Zac and his four friends joined our mesh.

His sudden appearance with four lovely girls hadn’t been planned, but it hadn’t shocked me either. I’d known, sooner or later, he would follow my example. With Zac’s powers—what he inherited from Kelly and from me—it was almost inevitable. He was about my age when I first met Kelly. She hadn’t even realized she was special until weeks after we tangled our lives together.

The difference was that I had been alone. I’d trusted only Alyssa with the surprise of my powers and the way they bent Kelly and Lexi’s personalities. If it hadn’t been for Carmen befriending us and Aly’s help, the early days would’ve gone very differently.

Zac had us. He had a web already in place. We’d stand with him while he forged his path through our magic and his place in the world—with his four new lovers still figuring out where they fit inside our very strange, very large family.

Even so, something about yesterday troubled me.

As I lay there, I did what I always did, easing into full consciousness: ran back over the emotional beats. The flare in the mesh when we felt Zac’s presence return. He wasn’t tethered to our mind-mesh yet at that point, but all of us had felt him coming, an intuitive awareness that grew as he got closer to the house. Of course, we were all preoccupied with our afternoon delight to pay attention.

The presence of his four friends didn’t register until after Kelly and I had taken our own edge off. The new minds brushed the mesh, and I felt Kelly’s anger ignite. I could still see the scowl, the shock in her eyes—the brief flash of fury directed at me, because in her head Zac copied my blueprint with his first use of powers.

I’d followed her, caught her on the stairs, and turned her to face me. She’d been right on the edge of losing it. When Kelly completely loses control, people can die.

I’d seen the aftermath when she morphed in fear or anger—golden sphinx, lioness with talons and fangs. I thought of the session just a few weeks ago, when she’d shifted in our office in a terrified response to a demon possession. Broken furniture. Claw marks in drywall. The smell of fear. Thankfully, no blood.

On the stairs yesterday, I’d grabbed her shoulders, ready to talk her down, maybe nudge her moral curve if she gave me consent. I saw the fury in her eyes—then, before I could speak or reach for her, it was just… gone.

Not lowered. Not dulled. Gone.

Her brilliant blue eyes had cleared, and instead of rage I saw a strange, almost amused acceptance. Acceptance of the ridiculous fact that our son had invited his friends over for a pool party after their impulsive orgy in Megan’s classroom.

What the hell caused that? The shift in her expression, not the orgy. We had a good understanding of how that happened. Not that we were thrilled about it, but we had the tools to continue from that point.

I lay staring at the ceiling, trying to line it up with what I knew. The house’s normal sounds blurred into the background—Kelly’s steady breathing, the soft patter of morning rain at the windows, the low hum of the HVAC.

Then, without warning, everything dropped away.

Sound vanished, replaced by a roaring silence. My awareness tugged loose from my body, and I found myself standing—or something like it—in front of Alyssa.

“Sorry,” she said, with a small smirk. “That was me.”

Some deep part of me filed away the impossibility and kept moving. “New power?” I asked, more curious than startled.

“Yeah. Who knew I could stop time?” Her smile tilted, the particular one that says this is real, not a dream. Around us, the room looked normal but slightly blurred, like a paused video with static at the edges.

“I talked with Kelly before you could,” Aly said. “We had a discussion.”

“Did you mess with her mind?” I asked. After my early mistakes with Kelly and Lexi, I’d sworn I wouldn’t adjust anyone’s curve without explicit consent.

“We talked,” Alyssa said. “It never even occurred to me to influence her mind directly. Ironically, inside this—” she gestured around at the frozen stillness “—time is abundant. I just reminded her of what she was like when her powers first bloomed. How voracious her sexual appetite became once you’d helped her dismantle her moral objections.”

“Zac wasn’t raised the same way she was. Different rules. Different guilt.”

“And…?” I asked. Part of me was still catching up to the fact that my partner could casually step outside time.

“I convinced her we should welcome them,” Aly said. “Zac’s friends. Which you did an excellent job of, by the way.”

“Uh. Thanks?” I said. Putting the pieces together, the magic of that stairway moment finally made sense.

“How about we continue this like normal people and have coffee in my den?” I added.

“Sounds perfect,” Aly said. “I’ll meet you there. But before you go, take a moment.”

“Scan their curves in the light of day,” she went on. “We may need to intervene if there are conflicts. Nothing preemptive, just… reconnaissance. You know how I am about looking forward.” She shrugged. “We should also keep an eye on Zac. If he’s anything like his father, he’s probably headed into a guilt cycle.” Her mouth curved in a teasing grin.

“I hear you, my love,” I said, and felt my own spectral face pull into a smile. “I’ll meet you in the office.”

“I’ll bring your coffee. Just the way you like it.” She leaned in and pressed an air-kiss to my cheek.

Time snapped back into place.

The normal sounds of the house rushed in—HVAC, rain, the small shift of pipes. Kelly’s steady breaths rose and fell against my chest as if nothing had happened.

I took Aly’s advice. Gently, I brushed my awareness along the new additions’ curves, the same way I had last night before dinner. The same unspoken tensions were there: Brooke’s acceptance, Megan’s worries about losing her job, Beth’s desire to stay and even share with her friends, and Shannon’s attempt to hide whatever she was hiding. I made mental notes for later—no pushing, just mapping.

I briefly checked in with Zac and Naomi, with Aly and Carmen, and with the rest of my family nodes on the mesh. Then I eased my arm from under Kelly and tried to slide out of bed without waking her.

It didn’t work.

Her head lifted. She turned toward me, eyes blinking open, and caught my gaze. Her blue was so deep and full of love that it still hit me in the gut after all these years.

“Where are you going?” she asked, lifting her face to mine. We shared a slow, morning-soft kiss. “Are you okay?”

“I need to pee,” I said, which was true. “And then my morning routine. I need coffee.”

“Coffee is life,” she murmured, smiling. “I’ll be down in a while.” She looked past me toward the dim window. “I’m not sure what to wear. This isn’t a normal morning.”

“No,” I agreed. “It’s not.” I kissed her forehead. “I’ll be talking with Aly, checking in after last night. You rest a little longer, love.”

In the bathroom, as I went through my usual ablutions, my mind drifted backward.

Back to when things had been different. Right after we burned the rot out of the United Priesthood and started building something better from the ashes. Back when we first sketched out a program to help women like Jenn, the ones who’d been twisted and used by that corrupt cult and didn’t know how to live outside it.

Back before we had words like Fae for what we were.

Those memories rose like old case notes, pages in a file I hadn’t opened in a while. And with Aly waiting downstairs and a house full of newly reborn, newly entangled souls, I knew we were about to need everything we’d learned—and everything we still didn’t understand.

PAST - JEREMIAH

“Welcome to the first annual JACKL convention,” I announced into the microphone, looking out over the small hotel conference room.

As I spoke, I paced slowly along the front row of tables. For a first gathering, it was an intimate crowd. Each table held a pair—one woman, one man—our proprietors from across our new network of B&Bs in the Northwest, California, Utah, and Nevada.

At the back wall, Kelly and Alyssa stood side by side, surveying the room like proud, nervous parents at a school play. Outside the doors, Carmen and Lexi staffed the check-in table, politely but firmly restricting access to authorized people only.

I wrapped up my opening remarks and turned toward Kelly.

“I know you all know my lovely wife, Kelly,” I said to the room. “She’ll take the next section—our guidance for the coming year, and some of the new marketing and vacation packages we’ve put together for you.”

I gave a small half-bow and handed her the microphone. Kelly stepped forward, perfectly composed, and began working through the agenda she’d designed. I made my way to the back and slipped my hand into Alyssa’s.

“Good job,” she murmured. “This is so exciting—seeing the work we’ve done over the last few years actually sitting in one room.”

I looked over our little audience and let my arm slide around her shoulders.

The women were gorgeous. Their partners were handsome. If you didn’t know the backstory, you could have mistaken this room for the audience at a porn industry award show.

Tattoos and body art were everywhere. Some were fresh and colorful, purely decorative. But underneath, on almost every woman, were older, dark runic designs in patterns like Jenn’s. The corrupt United Priesthood had trafficked all of them. Their bodies had been sculpted to extremes, hypersexualized and enslaved by charmed ink. They’d worked as whores or pain-sluts in UP brothels scattered across the region.

We’d put a stop to that.

On weekends and school breaks, Aly and I had crisscrossed the region. We even bought a small charter plane to reach some of the remotes. We met the women where they were and did what we could to undo the damage.

We smoothed their moral curves. Adjusted their bodies away from the most exaggerated, weaponized proportions. Helped them reclaim a sense of self. Then we worked to connect them into new, stable relationships with the partners now sitting beside them.

The program was Aly’s design; my powers were the implementation.

While we handled the people, Becky and Bob had quietly retired from their careers and taken to the road. They scouted towns and backroads, picking out promising properties—old inns with good bones, quirky houses in scenic spots, small motels that just needed love. They renovated them and turned them into B&Bs ready to open.

When a property was ready, one of these newly forged couples got the keys. They used their natural charm and charisma to welcome guests, run a real business, and build a base of repeat customers. This wasn’t sex work. Most of these teams were largely monogamous with each other and were building strong bonds. They pleased their guests with hospitality, not with what had been forced on them in the past.

Watching Kelly at the front of the room, I realized how far we’d come. She moved with an easy confidence, walking the group through occupancy numbers, seasonal packages, and social media strategies.

By then, we’d been married almost three years. Zac had just turned two. We’d left him with Nana Betsy and Papa Bob for the weekend. The five of us—JACKL—were all here working the convention, planning to enjoy an after-party we knew wouldn’t be child-appropriate.

We’d chartered a flight to a small resort outside Reno and booked the whole property for this first JACKL convention. Lexi had come up with the name—our initials stitched together—and designed a fox logo that anchored the brand. Carmen had done what Carmen always did: coordinated everything with the resort staff down to the last detail, from menu planning to security around the final night’s revelry.

This wasn’t just a business trip. It was a family venture.

“Are you ready for tonight?” I murmured to Aly, leaning in to kiss just behind her ear.

She trembled, then blushed, then turned and returned the favor, lips just under my jaw.

“I think our party will be a hit,” she said, voice low. “Kelly’s excited to drop the pendant, let her aura off the leash, and see what happens. This group needs a safe way to bleed off that energy. We can’t rip those damned tattoos off them, so…” She shrugged, a little feral.

“Yeah,” I agreed, scanning the room again. “Win-win, the way we’ve structured it. Free them up. Give them tools to function in regular society.”

“Don’t forget ‘annual succubus-fueled orgy’ as an undocumented perk,” she whispered in my ear, then nipped my earlobe.

At the front, Kelly paused her slide deck and fixed us with a glare. Her fingers closed around the pendant at her throat as she shoved a thought down the mesh.

Can you keep that out of my head until after this session, at least? Her mental voice was sharp; her blue eyes flashed.

Aly and I both smiled and gave her small, guilty nods. We behaved. Mostly.

Like any event Kelly ran, the weekend was meticulously planned. This business session was the spine of the conference—training, updates, support. We wanted to keep educating our franchisees, shoring up the legitimacy of what we were building.

The fact that the room was full of incredibly sexy women and handsome men we’d invited to cut loose with us later? That was the cake we intended to eat after we’d finished our vegetables.

ISAAC

It was a treat to wake up next to Beth, just the two of us in my bed, her head on my chest.

It wasn’t a secret, and I didn’t have second thoughts about yesterday. I loved Beth. I was glad she’d enjoyed sharing me with our friends and with the adults in the house. That still felt surreal to think, but it was true.

I hugged her closer and kissed her. Her bare warmth pressed against me.

“Did you sleep well?” I asked when we came up for air.

Beth bit her lip and nodded, eyes soft. I ran my hands up her sides and cupped her, teasing lightly until she let out a quiet, pleased sound and reached between us in answer, fingers curling around me.

Sorry to interrupt—Zac, come to your father’s study, please.

Alyssa’s thoughts slid into my mind, clear and firm, cutting straight through the haze. My heart kicked. Aly didn’t usually interrupt anyone’s intimacy unless it mattered.

I looked down at Beth. She frowned for half a second, then shrugged.

“It must be important,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I understand,” she sighed, stretching back on the pillow. “Do you mind if I go visit Leah and Megan next door while you’re gone?”

She blushed and smiled in a way that made it obvious the visit would be more than just talking.

“I don’t mind,” I said, grinning as I swung my legs out of bed. I pulled on a pair of dry swim trunks and tugged a T-shirt over my head, adjusting myself as I did. I leaned down to kiss her again.

“Please do,” I murmured against her lips. “Enjoy getting to know them better. They seemed to enjoy themselves last night.”

“Well, I enjoyed myself too,” Beth said with a wicked little grin.

The memory made my body twitch, my aura swelling. I forced myself to pull it back, focusing on my breathing. It was easier this morning, like something inside me had clicked into a slightly better gear.

Beth slumped a little as my aura receded, then pushed herself up to follow me out of the bed. She padded over to Leah’s door and lifted her hand to knock as I headed up the stairs toward my father’s study.

ALYSSA

I felt antsy while I waited for the coffee to brew.

I was tired—Shannon and I hadn’t fallen asleep until almost three in the morning—but the restlessness under my skin wasn’t just lack of sleep. I’d peeled myself away from the warm tangle of her limbs because Jeremiah’s mind had started to fret, and once he started, he didn’t stop on his own.

Shannon had done her best to keep me in bed, though. She was very persuasive.

I could contain Jeremiah’s spiraling thoughts in a tight channel between just him and me, but that wouldn’t last. Not without help.

I didn’t have his hang-ups about the new normal. I’d always enjoyed how our family added new ties, how we shifted and evolved over the years. Maybe too much sometimes. My suggestion to him last night—that he scan the kids and the family for conflicts—might have nudged him toward contemplating adjustments. Adjusting people while they were unaware had always dropped him into this place of reassessment and self-doubt.

I didn’t think he’d actually done anything. I’d been scanning the teens and the family, too, while we watched from the patio doors. The family felt solid with the added minds. When they saw the physical reality of Zac’s friends, they felt curiosity and hunger, with no real resistance.

Kelly, of course, had kept a wide, careful distance from Zac. That was right. Neither of them felt any pull toward that line. None of us wanted to open that particular can of worms.

Carmen had grinned as she felt Zac’s magnetic pull. Lexi had stayed a bit resistant—she always locked onto Jeremiah as her alpha male. I enjoyed thinking about Zac, but I was still more drawn to female friends by default. I was, at my core, a lesbian. Jeremiah was the only exception I’d ever found tolerable. I liked that. It made him feel singular.

“What was I just worried about?” I muttered under my breath.

The strand of thought slipped away. My mind was groggy around the edges. I went back to tracking Jeremiah instead. As I did, I felt Zac’s head rise into my awareness as he came up from the downstairs level.

“Right,” I told myself. “We need to check in with Zac.”

Jeremiah was alone in his internal corner, doing what he always did: picking apart his feelings and everyone else’s, applying norms the outside world would use to condemn us. Polyamory, age gaps, teacher-student lines—even when everyone involved was an adult. It was endearing and exhausting.

He was also alone in another way. No one else had his particular power. No one else could see moral curves the way he could until now.

With Zac, he finally had someone who might understand what it felt like to stand in that landscape.

Jeremiah’s waking thoughts always fascinated me. I’d gotten into the habit of tuning into him as I stirred. We had a private channel outside the mesh and used it constantly. This morning, he felt regret. Not for anything he’d actually done, but for what he might have done, what he feared he could do.

“Oh, Jeremiah…” I sighed softly, feeling the isolation rolling off him even at a distance.

Footsteps, then Zac appeared in the kitchen doorway. Beth hovered behind him in the mesh, warm and sleepy.

“Sorry to interrupt you and Beth,” I said, waving him over, “but I need your help with your father this morning.”

Zac leaned in and kissed me—a much deeper kiss than our usual morning greeting. I let it happen longer than I meant to. My hands slid up to his shoulders and cupped his jaw. I traced my tongue along his lower lip before I pulled back.

“The other type of help, Zac,” I said softly.

I slowed my breathing to keep my own body from running away with us. His pheromones were already tugging at my resolve.

“Oh,” Zac said, stepping back, color rising in his cheeks. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

He stammered adorably. Very much like his father that way. Multifaceted, but always courteous.

“It’s okay, Zac,” I assured him. “Take that cup of coffee and follow me.”

I stepped past him in my dressing gown, tightening the sash at my waist. I didn’t want to flash either of them. Not yet. I needed to be the adult in the room. I needed my mind open to both of them and closed to everyone else.

We went into Jeremiah’s study. I let Zac pass me to set the mug on Jeremiah’s desk, then closed the door and locked it. With a thought, I wove a privacy web around our three minds, dulling the background hum of the rest of the mesh.

“Thanks, Zac,” Jeremiah said.

He smiled at his son, then turned that look on me—half glare, half plea. He’d wanted a one-on-one with me, like always, to spill his worries in a slow, private unravel. But that would take hours, and we didn’t have hours before the whole house woke up and started pulling on him.

We could revisit the day in depth later, just the two of us. Right now, he needed a scaffolding.

I met his glare with a pleasant smile and took the chair opposite his desk. I caught his eye and slowly crossed my legs. His gaze dropped for a second, appreciating the little show I put on just for him. That, at least, was familiar ground.

While I preened, Zac moved to the window ledge beside his father’s chair and perched there, close enough to reach him.

“You know this needs to happen,” I told Jeremiah. “I can’t leave you spinning like this while the rest of us are trying to settle.”

Jeremiah drew in a ragged breath. His eyes filled as he looked at me.

“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “I just figured that out.”

His gaze flicked up to Zac, then back out the window. Tears welled and spilled down his stubbled cheek. Guilt, remorse, fear—they tangled together in an ugly knot. If I let it spread unchecked, it would seep through the mesh and color all of us.

The problem was, he hadn’t done anything wrong.

None of us had. Every new addition was an adult who’d chosen to be where they were. Zac’s aura had scrambled the consent process, yes, but that was Zac’s mistake, not Jeremiah’s.

His remorse also ran parental. He felt responsible for Zac’s actions, for the powers Zac carried that mirrored his own and Kelly’s. That’s why, last night, I’d suggested he scan the new teens: not to change them, but to look for anything obviously off.

From what I’d seen, they were influenced far more by Zac’s incubus side than anything Jeremiah might have done. Still, he took the weight like he always did.

Zac watched, confused. I realized Jeremiah’s emotional channel to his son was still mostly blocked. To Zac, the tears were coming out of nowhere.

He reached for his father’s shoulder.

“Hey, Dad—” he began.

“Hold a second,” I said gently. “We’re going to do this carefully.”

Zac’s hand paused.

“First lesson,” I said, looking between them. “No one touches anyone’s mind without explicit permission. Not you, not your father, not me. We read to keep people safe. We ask before we change anything. And consent can be revoked at any moment. Do you both understand that?”

Jeremiah blinked, then nodded once. Zac followed a beat later, eyes on me.

“Good,” I said. I turned to Jeremiah. “Do you want help right now, from Zac and from me? You can say no. We can do this the long way.”

He stared at me for a moment, jaw tight. Then he exhaled.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I want help. From both of you. Just… don’t do anything behind my back.”

“Never,” I said. “If at any point you want us to stop, you say so, and we stop.”

I shifted my attention to Zac.

“Scan your father’s curves, Zac,” I said, my tone firm but not sharp. “Gently. Just observe. We’re not changing anything unless he agrees to a specific piece. This is your first ethical lesson.”

Zac glanced at Jeremiah for confirmation. Jeremiah gave him a tiny nod, eyes still wet.

“Okay,” Zac said.

His brow furrowed as he sank into focus, eyes flicking in tiny movements as he read.

“Jeremiah,” I said softly, “you need to open yourself to him. Not your defenses. The questions in your head. The places that hurt.”

He stared at me stubbornly for a moment.

“Jeremiah, my love,” I continued, keeping my voice low. “I know this reflection ties you in knots. You don’t have to do it alone anymore. We’re not your enemies. We love you. Let us help you.”

He bit his lip. Years of doing this solo made it hard to unclench. Then I felt him let go, just a little. His thoughts flowed more freely, and I felt Zac’s awareness slide in beside mine, careful and tentative.

“Got it, Zac?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Zac said softly. “I think so.”

“Keep scanning,” I said. Then I turned back to Jeremiah. “Words,” I reminded him. “Use your words. Hearing you helps Zac know what he’s seeing.”

“I don’t know where to start, Aly,” he said thickly. “First, I was worried about…”

His eyes flicked to Zac again. Old instincts—don’t burden the kid—kicked in.

“Look at me,” I said gently. “He’s here because he wants to be. And because he needs to understand what this power does.”

Jeremiah drew his gaze back to mine.

“…Kelly,” he said. “She was so angry on the stairs, I thought she’d morph. I saw the edge of it. Then suddenly she wasn’t. It felt like somebody flipped a switch. That kind of whiplash feels like manipulation. If I’d done that to her without consent…”

“That was me,” I reminded him. “Remember? I told you, on the landing, right after.”

I still wasn’t ready to tell the entire world I could pause time. I wasn’t sure I trusted that power myself yet. But it had given Kelly space to talk instead of rage.

“Right,” Jeremiah said, nodding slowly. “So I didn’t touch her curve. All you asked me to do was scan and see if anything looked off.”

“I’m glad you remember,” I said. “Did you see any conflicts?”

Zac’s attention flicked between what we were saying and whatever he was seeing inside his father. I wanted him to feel the difference between observing and nudging.

“No,” Jeremiah said. “I didn’t. I think I… felt like I should have. Like if something had gone wrong, it would be my job to fix it.”

He shifted his gaze to Zac.

“Tell me how this started, Zac,” Jeremiah said. “What happened at school?”

“It’s okay,” I added when Zac looked at me. “You’re not on trial. Just tell us.”

“It was my aura,” Zac said. “I’m not comfortable with… changing curves. I didn’t mean to touch anything. I don’t even remember scanning them at school, other than to help me… You know.”

“Orgasm,” I said plainly.

“Yeah,” he muttered.

“You need to be precise and not assume we understand half sentences, Zac,” I said. “Thank you for confirming.”

He flushed. Even tuned toward more frankness about sex, he still had shy edges.

“So you didn’t push them,” Jeremiah said. “Didn’t deliberately make them want you more.”

“No, Dad,” Zac said. “Beth and I were kissing in the hall after my last class. I wanted somewhere private. We slipped into Ms. Little’s room. I thought it was empty. I locked the door. I didn’t check corners.”

Jeremiah watched him closely. I fed both of them the deeper emotional flavor behind Zac’s words: embarrassment, arousal, panicked joy, confusion. No malice. No deception.

“What did you think would happen when you got home?” I asked.

“I didn’t think anyone would be here,” Zac said. “I thought we could swim. Hang out. I didn’t see your cars. I wasn’t thinking clearly. It all just… snowballed.”

Jeremiah nodded slowly. “We had days like that too, when we were younger,” he said, a small smile ghosting his mouth.

“When I went to Lexi’s room to grab a suit for Megan,” Zac went on, “that’s when I realized we weren’t alone in the house. Then Lexi came in and started making out with Megan.”

“Were you jealous of that?” Jeremiah asked.

“No,” Zac said honestly. “It was… kinda hot, actually.”

I felt no dishonesty in him.

“Go on,” I encouraged. Jeremiah’s internal storm was already quieting as we brought the shadows into words.

“Then Leah came in,” Zac said. “We hadn’t done anything since that one night. I swear. She hugged me, took my hand, and said that downstairs would be better. We went down. I could feel my aura leaking everywhere. And Mom’s power was… pulsing.”

Jeremiah looked at me, then back at him. “So at school it was just your aura,” he said. “Raw attraction. No curve work.”

“I don’t know,” Zac said. “I was… looking at them. But I never tried to change them. I’ve never adjusted Beth. Ever. At the end, I felt all their minds at once. Like all their relationship curves clicked together. I don’t know how.”

I went quiet, thinking. Our own mesh origin story was still murky. At first, I’d thought it was an expression of Jeremiah’s gift, linked to limerence. Later, I realized I was always the one who actually tethered people to it.

“So you’re saying their minds meshed with yours at the end of the classroom orgy,” I said.

“Yeah,” Zac said. “I was coming down, and suddenly I could feel them without scanning.”

Jeremiah and I exchanged a look.

“That helps,” I told Zac. “The mesh has been a mystery for us. I can add people, but I can’t force it. It always felt… fated.”

“How did their minds hook into ours?” Zac asked.

“I kissed Megan in Lexi’s room,” I said. “That’s when all of them slotted into our mesh. I didn’t will it. It just happened. Like with Jenn. Like with Leah.”

“Back to ‘fate,’ then,” Jeremiah said, with a lopsided grin.

We both knew we blamed fate when things got too weird to categorize, and we had no regrets about where fate had landed us.

“Scan me now,” I said to Zac. “Same region as your father.”

I let my love for our expanded family rise to the surface—old ties, new hearts, the way it all knit together. I wanted him to see what a settled curve could look like after wrestling with questions like these.

Zac focused, then blinked.

“Dad’s curve is different from when I first looked,” he said. “The tight knots are… softer. I didn’t do anything.”

“Remember our lessons,” I said. “We can self-heal. Talking, feeling, naming things—it rewires us. Your father’s been doing that for years.”

“I’m feeling better about this,” Jeremiah said suddenly, impatience creeping into his tone. “He’s just a kid. I don’t need him to—” He cut himself off, closing his eyes.

I lifted an eyebrow at him. The fact that he wanted to shove the help away was proof there was still work to do.

“You did good work, lover,” I told him. “Let Zac help with what’s left. Or tell him you don’t want him in this part, and we’ll stop. But don’t pretend you’re fine when you’re not.”

Jeremiah sighed and nodded, looking between us.

“Okay,” he said. “Nothing without my say-so. And if I say stop, you stop.”

“Non-negotiable,” I agreed.

I turned to Zac. “Compare his curve to mine,” I said. “Don’t force anything. Just notice where he’s still knotted, and I’m not. Small, specific adjustments only if he asks.”

We didn’t rush. We let Jeremiah sit with the idea that he could ask his son for help and still be the father, still be the anchor. I stayed with him in his thoughts, feeding him steady reassurance: you are good, you are loved, you don’t have to carry all of this alone.

His face softened as he held my gaze. His shoulders dropped a fraction. Then he looked at Zac and managed a smile.

“That’s enough for now,” he said. “Thank you.”

I felt Zac pull back carefully, withdrawing without erasing anything.

Jeremiah reached for his coffee and took a sip, watching me over the rim of the mug.

“This is good,” he said to Zac. “Thank you. I need a few minutes alone with Aly.”

Zac huffed a half-laugh. “That’s all you needed?” he asked, looking at me. “You could’ve brought Dad coffee yourself, Aly. I was with Beth, we were⁠—”

“Go back to Beth,” I said, smiling into my cup. “You did well.”

He rolled his eyes in a very satisfying, teenage way and headed for the door, aura buzzing brighter with relief.

When the door closed behind him, Jeremiah and I shared a look. I stood, loosened the tie of my robe, and crossed to his chair.

“Are you okay, my love?” I asked, sliding into his lap. My fingers traced the back of his head as I searched his eyes.

“Yes, Doctor,” he said, finding a small, tired smile before kissing me.

“We’ll figure it out,” I murmured, pulling his head to my shoulder.

“We always do,” he echoed.

His hands slipped under my robe, fingers warm against my skin, and cupped my breasts. My body answered the touch with a familiar, hungry spark.

There was a knock at the door, then it opened a crack. Shannon’s face appeared, eyes bright, lips curved in a hopeful smile.

PAST - KELLY

3rd annual JACKL convention

I was going to miss these parties.

I slowly drew my aura back into myself, letting the participants rest in their bliss. The unfettered lust ebbed, passion dialing down from a roar to a slow, satisfied purr. The conference room had become a tangle of bare limbs, bodies draped over the comfortable furniture we’d brought in just for this last party.

Here and there, pairs and trios still moved lazily against each other, finishing what they’d started. Soft moans, sleepy laughter, the rustle of fabric being found again. It was decadent and familiar, and I drank in the afterglow like a fine dessert.

It’s a shame this has to end, I thought.

When my own partner finally slumped in boneless contentment, I slipped away and stretched, feeling my skin hum with leftover heat. Then I padded over to Alyssa.

She lay on her back, breathing hard, another woman’s mouth trailing slow, grateful kisses along her thighs. I smiled, leaned down to kiss Aly, and combed damp hair back from her eyes.

“I’m going to miss this, too, Kel,” Alyssa sighed.

She tugged her partner up, sharing a lingering kiss with both of us before the woman eased away. The woman rolled her hips, making the old tattoo at the small of her back ripple as she scanned the floor for her clothes.

Around the room, people were starting to peel apart, moving like a tide going out. One by one, then two by two, they found their partners, pulled on clothes, and slipped out into the quieter, more respectable parts of the resort.

Eventually, only the five of us remained.

“The last JACKL orgy party,” Lexi said with a sigh.

She knelt at Jeremiah’s feet in nothing but her silver collar, cheek resting against his thigh. Carmen, still flushed, finished stripping off her strap-on and then wrapped herself around Jeremiah’s back, hugging him from behind.

“Some wild shit, hey, Papi?” she said.

She cupped him lazily, like she could go a few more rounds. How she did that without any supernatural boost amazed me.

Alyssa sat up and crossed her legs, looking at each of us in turn.

“I loved this season of debauchery we’ve been blessed with,” she said. “But we have to let this go. The culture’s changing.”

We all knew what she meant.

Our first convention had been the year after J and Aly finished school. With their schedules finally clear, we’d had room to get creative with the business we’d grown in the couple of years since our family first formed. Properties and investments had multiplied faster than any of us expected. For three years, the JACKL network of inns had been a quiet success.

Then Tailhook hit the news.

The Navy’s scandal was worlds away from our little circle, but it changed the air. Even though our conventions were smaller and held in secluded venues, the hospitality industry began tightening up. Adult-themed parties became a liability that hotels didn’t want. The cultural pushback against boys’ club harassment was overdue, but we could feel the doors closing.

On top of that, our success had drawn scrutiny we didn’t need. Reporters asking questions. Industry blogs speculation. None of which mixed well with what we actually were.

So we’d made a decision.

We sold the bulk of the inn chain and associated businesses to an ambitious Silicon Valley startup that wanted turnkey hospitality brands. We kept a few small B&Bs—our first home, the Montana property, a couple of quiet favorites—but let the big machine go. The plan was to slide out of the spotlight and regroup.

This conference was the last hurrah: a final business meeting and a chance for our inn hosts to meet their new leadership. Tonight’s off-the-schedule farewell orgy only started after the new management team had left the property.

We all stood and took one last look around the room, breathing in the heavy, sweet scent of sex with no brakes. My skin glowed with it. I closed my eyes and let myself savor the charge in the air.

I didn’t know when I’d next get to drop every inhibition and feed on pure, consensual, joyful lust like this. It was indulgent, yes. But all of us benefited from my eager participation. The glow would carry me for weeks.

We found our dresses. Jeremiah shrugged back into a shirt and slacks. Fingers linked, we walked out together. Lexi turned at the threshold and hit the light switches. The room dropped into darkness.

A page turned. I forced my thoughts toward what came next.

“Isaac’s birthday is coming up,” I said, almost at random as we moved down the hallway. “What should we do?”

“Not a party like this,” Jeremiah drawled.

I swatted his shoulder and laughed. “Of course not.”

We all laughed with him as we headed back up to our top-floor suite.

Inside, my succubus side still hummed: full, happy, and already cataloguing future possibilities. I was loyal to my harem, to my family. But I’d never stopped believing that adding more—when it was wanted and chosen—could be a win for everyone.

BROOKE

As I stretched, I heard leaves rustle.

I twisted, frowning. I didn’t remember Lexi keeping plants in her room. When I shifted, I felt warm fur pressed against my side. My hand dropped automatically to pet whatever was there.

“I didn’t know Zac had a pet,” I whispered. My voice sounded strange to my own ears, like wind moving through branches.

I blinked my eyes open.

Vines wrapped around my forearm, and small leaves fanned out over the back of my hand. My fingers—long, wooden, jointed like twigs—curled into thick, soft fur.

“This must be a weird dream,” I murmured.

Beside me, Lexi’s eyes opened. She made a pleased little growl and rolled onto her back, stretching like an animal in a sunbeam. She wasn’t fully fox, but she wasn’t exactly human either. Red fox fur covered most of her body, thinning around her more human lines and leaving her breasts bare, nipples tight. Her tail flicked in a sharp, alarmed twitch as she really saw me.

“Brooke,” she growled, eyes wide, “you’re a shrub.”

I looked down.

My body was wrapped in bark and vines, my curves suggested by overlapping leaves. My hands and arms were all carved and budding, more grove than girl.

“Well, at least I don’t look like a fox,” I said, and a laugh slipped out—half nerves, half delight—as I scratched between her ears.

“The fuck?” she yelped, then yapped again, her voice breaking into a startled canine sound.

“Shhh,” I said, patting my lap. “It’s either a weird dream or part of our awakening. Either way, maybe don’t wake the whole house.”

She eyed me warily, then let out a huff and flowed the rest of the way into a full fox form—sleek red fur, bright eyes, elegant tail. She hopped into my lap and curled into a warm ball, nose tucked under her tail.

“Très weird,” she gruffed. Her voice still came through clearly, even from a fox’s jaws. “I hope we wake up soon.”

The door opened a crack, then swung wider. Kelly slipped in and closed it carefully behind her.

She crossed to the bed and sat down on my other side, looping an arm around my wooden shoulders and stroking Lexi’s fur.

“I’m afraid you’re awake, little one,” she said gently. “I don’t know exactly what you are yet, but you’re a very cute little pup.”

“Fox,” Lexi said.

She blinked up at Kelly, then shifted in place. Fur rippled and receded. A moment later, she sat there mostly human again, but with a luxuriant tail, a dusting of fur along her limbs, and sharp, alert ears pushing through her curly red hair.

“Kitsune,” Lexi said, testing the word. “I think that’s right. I always had fox dreams as a kid.”

She looked over at me and grinned. “Don’t worry, Sister Brooke. I promise not to pee on you when you’re in tree form.”

“So a fox faerie and a tree faerie,” Kelly said, putting it together, amusement and a little awe in her eyes.

“Dryad,” I said automatically. “Tree nymph. Oak, specifically.” The word felt like it had been sitting in my mouth my whole life, waiting.

With that recognition, my branches and vines began to recede. I pushed my human shape forward and felt bark soften into skin, leaves melting into hair, fingers becoming flesh. It felt strangely natural, like flexing a muscle I hadn’t known I had.

“Delightful,” Kelly said. “Are you both okay?”

Lexi watched my transformation, brow furrowed in concentration. Then something clicked for her, too. In a heartbeat, she slid fully back into the Lexi I’d gone to sleep beside—no fur, no ears, just a familiar, mischievous redhead with a glint in her eye.

“Absolutely,” she said with a giggle. “Now I can wear my Master’s collar again.”

Relief and excitement bubbled up together. I leaned in, grabbed a handful of Lexi’s curls, and kissed her firmly. She laughed into my mouth.

When I pulled back, Kelly was smiling at us, eyes warm. I leaned into her next, tasting sleep and something wilder on her lips.

My hands slid along the back of our golden-haired matriarch and dropped to rest at her waist, feeling the solid, living heat of her through her nightshirt. For a moment, I just breathed with them—dryad heart slowing, human skin humming, Lexi’s laughter a soft chime between us.

Whatever masks we wore for the world, this was the truth: fox and tree and lion’s heart, all tangled together on a rumpled bed in a too-bright morning.

We’d figure the rest out.

PAST - ALYSSA

Original Bed & Breakfast

Carmen carried the last box out of our beloved Bed & Breakfast and slid it into the remaining sliver of space in the rental truck. Lexi pulled the door down with a final, echoing rattle.

The five of us stood together in the driveway and watched young Zac pedal his new bike up and down the lane. None of us was in a hurry to leave.

Time had flown.

After our honeymoon, school had been the immediate focus again. Lexi enrolled in a physical therapy track; Kelly chose hospitality management. Lexi also joined the cross-country team, which meant early mornings and long weekends away at meets or buried in training. Carmen told us from the start she wanted to focus on our family and the business; before long, the inn’s day-to-day had swallowed most of her waking hours.

Jeremiah and I took lighter class loads. We weren’t stressed about pushing graduation back a bit—we both knew we’d finish eventually. He dropped ROTC, added a psychology minor, and promptly became my favorite study partner. We still felt obligated to keep picking at the rot of the United Priesthood even while enrolled, so the extra psych work made sense.

A few weeks into the term, Kelly sat us down and announced she was dropping her classes.

“There’s too much to do with the business, and in a few short months I’ll be a mother,” she told Jeremiah. “I’m not a college co-ed anymore.”

“Kel, you should get your education,” Jeremiah argued gently. “It’s important.”

“I will, my love,” she said. “I’ll do community college after the baby’s settled. Get an associate’s, then finish the BA with extension classes if I need to. It might take a few more years, but Carmen needs my help at the inn now. She can help me when it’s my turn. Our baby and our business are more important than a four-year timeline.”

We couldn’t really argue with that.

Soon enough, Kelly and Carmen had turned our little inn into one of the most sought-after stays in the valley. We were booked out for months. The two of them were always in motion.

Jeremiah and I went back to focusing on what we’d started that previous summer: dismantling anything left of the United Priesthood.

With Rebekah’s help, we tracked trafficked women and brought them home to work under our roof, under Carmen’s steady influence and Kelly’s sharp business sense. Jeremiah renewed their everyday appearance and smoothed out the worst damage in their moral curves. Kelly taught them a trade. Like Jenn, each of them needed more than a paycheck to rebuild. There was a lot of sexual therapy along the way. We were uniquely built to help them transition back into something like an ordinary life.

Once they retired from their careers, Betsy and Bob went into full growth mode. They traveled constantly, scouting potential properties. Between Betsy’s experience and Kelly’s drive, they developed a B&B franchise template that was easy to replicate. Each new house just needed good bones, a manager trained in the system, and a charismatic host.

We designed our rehabilitation program for the mistreated women as a pipeline into that hospitality web. We found good, responsible men for them and carefully paired them. With Jeremiah’s abilities and my clinical insight, we forged solid bonds—Jenn and Jerry, Ron and Robin, and so many others. Each couple became a partnership we were proud to launch.

That chapter was largely behind us now. The UP was dissolved. No official trace of their power structure remained. We still had tattoo flare-ups now and then, but those were isolated and treatable.

Somewhere in all of that, Jeremiah had decided we needed a different kind of home. Something that wasn’t a two-bedroom apartment perched over a busy inn.

We’d been feeling cramped for a while. Our lovemaking had to be timed and muffled around guests. The JACKL conventions helped blow off steam once a year, but we knew we needed more room, more privacy.

So he designed a house.

We were moving into it today.

Most of the place was already furnished. Kelly, of course, had handled that. She’d worked hand-in-hand with the architect to build our nest, which was a funny word for something that took up almost half of the entire mansion. Five separate bedrooms plus a huge shared central room, disguised from the public side of the house by a more conventional layout. The remote location and the wooded acreage around it promised we could live the way we needed to without constant self-censorship.

“Is everyone ready for the next step?” I asked, looking down the drive toward the future and back at the inn that had been our first experiment.

“Absolutely,” Jeremiah said. He scooped Isaac up, balancing boy and bike together.

We piled into our cars and rolled out as a small caravan. At the new property, we stopped at the gated entrance, well back from the house. The gate swung open at our approach. No surprise visitors, no wandering tourists—it would always be like that now.

We parked in the wide turnaround, and Jeremiah directed Carmen to back the truck up toward the double front doors.

“Here we are,” he said, unlocking and pushing them open. Sunlight spilled into the foyer. “A new chapter begins.”

The old nest was at our backs. The new one was waiting, built for who we really were.

JEREMIAH

Staring into Alyssa’s eyes was like staring into a mirror as my fingers clenched the pliant flesh of Shannon’s ass. She was on her hands and knees, facing away from me and toward Alyssa—in my form—her mouth wrapped around a familiar-looking cock. Alyssa was gripping Shannon’s golden mane, her eyes flicking to look at her, then back to focus on me. It was always weirdly different to look at me—it wasn’t a mirror image—and how I moved when I made love, or more to the point, fucked.

“Fuck, I’m close,” Aly growled in my voice.

Shannon lifted a hand and stroked Aly’s cock, looking over her shoulder at me. “Fill me,” she begged before she turned back to Aly and hungrily consumed her cock.

Shannon dropped her hand between her thighs as she balanced on her other hand. Aly gripped her mane firmly, her hips driving into her throat. I felt Shannon’s fingers press her clit, which compressed her cunt around my throbbing cock.

“Fuck, yes!” I growled and rutted into Shannon’s tight sheath, then bucked my hips.

My balls tightened, and I pulsed jets of cum into the teen’s womb. I felt her tremble, her cunt clenching around me. I looked across Shannon’s twitching body and watched my face tighten, then spread wide, as Aly filled Shannon’s mouth with a simultaneous load.

My doppelgänger shimmered across from me, and Aly flashed back into her form, sliding back onto her heels and spreading her thighs. Her hands pulled Shannon to her sex. I could see Aly’s inner lips still pulsing as Shannon’s insides milked the last drops from my cock. Aly tossed her head as Shannon lapped hungrily at her cunt.

“That’s it, baby girl,” she moaned, feeling another tremble as another wave of orgasm shot through her. “Feed on my hungry cunt.”

Shannon moaned as she sank, her breasts compressing on the floor as both hands spread Aly’s lips apart so she could lick every inch. She lifted her head and moaned softly.

“Fuck, you both are insatiable,” she said.

She then slid forward to release my cock, and curled onto her side, her gaze flicking between us.

**KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK**

“BREAKFAST,” Carmen yells from the other side of the door, her voice edged with frustration and sarcasm. “Take your time…”

Shannon jolted and snatched the sheet up over her chest. Alyssa rolled to the side, breath still rough, trying to catch up to what was happening. My mind was thick with leftover lust. I sat back on my haunches, my cock bobbing stupidly, and blinked at Aly and Shannon like I’d forgotten how time worked.

“I’m enjoying some alone time with Naomi,” Carmen added in a sing-song tone that did not match the steel under it. “She loves her waffles. She won’t notice you being a little later than usual.”

The edge in her voice hit harder than the words. Underneath the sarcasm was the reminder we’d managed to ignore: there was still a child in this house. Our child. One who didn’t need to hear her parents’ lust-filled moans and curses echoing down the hallway at breakfast.

Alyssa flushed, color rising all the way up her throat. It was rare to see her genuinely wrong-footed. Most mornings, she was the one who had Naomi in her lap, syrup on her fingers, while I drifted in after coffee and solitude.

Getting used to the expanded mesh, the new lovers, the Fae edges of ourselves—it was going to take time. In the meantime, we’d just proven how easy it was to let the erotic current drag us off course.

I sent a flow of reassurance to Aly through our private channel—“We’ll fix this. We can fix this.”—but she cut me a look that was more irritated than comforted. She peeled herself away from Shannon, wobbling a little as her body remembered gravity.

She grabbed her robe from the chair, shrugged into it, and yanked the belt tight around her waist. Then she glanced at me, then down at Shannon—both of us still naked, still flushed, still breathing harder than we should’ve been at this hour.

“Get dressed, please,” Alyssa said, voice clipped, and slipped out the door toward the kitchen.

A new day had started.

We just hadn’t started it on the right foot.

And it was about to get stranger.

ALYSSA

This works really well emotionally: Aly’s intellectual justification, the snap of realizing she missed Naomi’s wake-up, and the tableau in the kitchen (Naomi, Leah, Shannon, Carmen dragging Zac) all hit the “we lost the thread” theme.

Below is a smoothed version that keeps your content but tightens flow and slightly clarifies the curve-adjustment idea so it doesn’t contradict your new ethics (i.e., this is past practice and theoretical, not what just happened with Shannon).

Carmen’s voice and her brisk announcement of breakfast flustered me.

I yanked my robe closed and cinched the tie tight around my waist. My knees wobbled. Nerves still sparked under my skin, little aftershocks of orgasm. I leaned one shoulder against the hallway wall and focused on breathing until my pulse stopped racing quite so loudly in my ears.

My hair stuck damply to my temples. Roots wet with sweat from our heated tangle with Jeremiah and Shannon.

When my breath evened out, I took inventory.

I felt almost no regret about being with Shannon and Jeremiah. That fact alone made me smile, even now. On paper, it had been a good idea. Jeremiah and I had learned years ago that when we did make consensual adjustments to moral curves in therapy, those changes seemed to hold better if the person had a sexual experience afterward that matched the new, healthier pattern. I’d always assumed it had something to do with serotonin, endorphins, limbic reinforcement—post-coital neurochemistry stamping in the shift.

What burned now wasn’t that calculation.

It was the realization that while we were proving out another theory, I hadn’t been there when my daughter woke up.

Naomi used to climb straight into my lap for breakfast. Lately, she’d been just as likely to go to Leah, but that didn’t lessen the sting. Where was Leah, anyway? She was usually up with Carmen, moving through the house before sunrise.

I sighed, pushed off the wall, and walked down the hallway to the kitchen.

Naomi sat at the island, cheeks flushed and eyes still a little puffy from crying. She was attacking a plate of waffles with sticky determination, fingers pressing into syrupy pockets.

She saw me and lit up, waffle clenched in her hand.

“Ommy, ook!” she garbled around a mouthful. “Geggos!”

I laughed and rounded the counter to sit beside her. I kissed the top of her head and breathed in the sweet, warm smell of her hair.

She smeared a syrupy finger along my nose.

“You want some?” Naomi asked, then shoved a gooey wad of toasted waffle toward my mouth.

“I’d love some,” I said, letting her feed me. I chewed and smiled, letting the ordinary rhythm of breakfast tug me back toward center.

Movement at the edge of my vision caught my eye. Zac appeared at the top of the stairs. Carmen intercepted him, caught his arm, and swung him down the hallway toward Jeremiah’s study with a look that brooked no argument.

Shannon slipped out of the study a heartbeat later, tugging the robe she’d borrowed from me tighter around herself. She blushed as she passed Zac and Carmen, then headed in my direction.

Leah popped into view at the top of the stairs just ahead of her. Our eyes met. Guilt flickered over her face.

Naomi said something incomprehensible and clapped her syrupy hands when she saw Leah.

I sent Leah a wash of reassurance through the mesh. She hadn’t done anything worse than anyone else this morning. The only one who hadn’t wandered off-course was Carmen, and she needed our support, not our resentment.

Leah let out a breath, shrugged, and smiled at Naomi. She picked up Naomi’s cup and turned to refill it at the counter.

While her back was turned, Shannon slid into the chair beside me. She leaned in and pressed a kiss just behind my ear.

“Sorry,” she murmured, slumping into the seat. Her thoughts were still scattered from earlier.

Down the hallway, Carmen stormed out of Jeremiah’s study. A few steps behind her, J and Zac followed, both wearing identical chagrined expressions.

**Pop. Pop. Pop.**

The universe, apparently, had decided we were due for another escalation.

CARMEN

I plastered a smile on my face as Alyssa came into the kitchen. I genuinely loved the way Naomi’s whole face lit up when she saw her mother. Inside, though, I was still grumbling.

Aly wasn’t the one who heard Naomi’s cries through the baby monitor. Aly wasn’t the one who lifted her out of her gated room, cheeks wet, sobbing like she’d been abandoned. Leah hadn’t been the one patting her back, calming her down, promising favorite treats.

It didn’t bother me that I was the one who did it. That was my job, my joy. What bothered me was how close we’d come to dropping the ball altogether.

And I knew I wasn’t blameless. Maria had slept over, and if I hadn’t kept her up half the night for my own pleasure, she probably would have been up early enough to hear Naomi first.

So I understood the way Zac yelped when he appeared at the top of the steps, and I caught his arm. I understood why Leah blushed and looked guilty when she showed up behind him. I even understood the flushed skin and mussed hair on Shannon as she slipped past me in one of Aly’s robes while I pulled Zac into Jeremiah’s study and shut the door.

I took a deep breath and locked my big brown eyes on the two handsome idiots at the center of our circus.

“Gentlemen,” I said. “You need to control your bitches.”

Jeremiah’s brows creased as he finished pulling up his trousers. Embarrassment and shame flickered across his face, and I appreciated seeing both. It meant he still cared.

“Master,” I went on, “with all due respect—and fully admitting my own failure—we need to do better.”

I tugged Zac into place beside his father and planted my hands on my hips. I was very glad I was fully dressed, apron and all. If I’d come in wearing what I’d worn with Maria last night, they’d have seen exactly how much I’d felt their morning shenanigans in the mesh. I did not want to admit how badly I was going to need to take this frustration out on someone who would enjoy it.

Maria would. She always did.

Wait. Focus.

Right.

Topping the dominants. Again.

“We,” I said, circling a hand to indicate all of us. “All of us bitches, need to feel like we are under control with both of you. No amount of magic pixie dust is going to add up to a hill of frijoles if you two can’t control your fantastically yummy pricks.”

“Look, Carmen—” Jeremiah started, then met my gaze and stopped with his mouth half open.

“Not a word, please, Master,” I said. “I need you to hear me. I need your strong hand. Yours too, junior. We need you two to stand up and be the men. Be the leaders of this family.”

Before either of them could answer, I turned on my heel and walked out, slamming the door behind me.

Out in the hallway, I stopped, bent forward, and braced one hand on the wall. My fingers found my collar and traced the band.

A lump climbed into my throat. Tears pricked at my eyes.

“Fuck this,” I muttered, furious at myself for almost crying.

I swallowed it down, wiped my eyes with the heel of my hand, and pulled my mask back on. By the time I stepped back into the kitchen, the bright, fake smile was back in place.

I would do my job. I would serve my family. I would make sure everyone was fed.

**Pop. Pop. Pop.**

The room filled with sharp pops and little bursts of light. Suddenly, Lexi, Brooke, and Kelly appeared out of thin air. At least they were dressed—Brooke in shorts and a T-shirt, Lexi in her swimsuit, Kelly in a half-tied robe. Presentable enough for breakfast, if you didn’t count the lingering aroma of fresh female arousal in the air.

I bit my tongue.

“I’m gonna lose my shit before this day is done,” I swore to myself, while keeping that bright, baked-on smile exactly where it was.

LEAH

My nerves were still sparking as I climbed the stairs.

Carmen’s bright, too-loud “Breakfast is ready!” snapped me out of the warm tangle I’d been lost in. I pulled back from Beth and Megan with a jolt. Zac had just hit his peak and was kneeling behind their stacked, prone bodies.

Shit.

Why didn’t I hear Naomi wake up?

My mind jumped back to last night—setting the baby monitor on the dinner table before everyone moved to the living room. It was probably still there. Carmen must’ve heard it when she came down to start breakfast.

Did she go up and get Naomi? Did she walk past us while Zac’s power had us all half-feral? Did Naomi hear us?

“Oh god,” I thought. “I need to do better. Naomi doesn’t need to know about this. She’s too young.”

I forced my brain into nanny mode.

I yanked on a pair of sweats over my bare skin and pulled a printed T-shirt over my naked breasts. Zac was already stepping into his swim trunks and snagging a T-shirt off the floor.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Megan roll off Beth and lean in to kiss her, a streak of cum glistening in her hair.

“You two should shower first,” I said.

They both blinked at me, dazed. I tied my hair back into a ponytail, wrapping the scrunchie twice, and pointed meaningfully at their heads.

Their focus sharpened. Fingers combed through tangled hair, coming away sticky with Zac’s mess. They blushed, shared a look, and nodded their thanks.

“Bathroom’s all yours,” I said, jerking my chin toward my ensuite.

I followed Zac up the stairs. I was one step behind him when Carmen appeared at the top landing, grabbed his arm, and twisted him toward Jeremiah’s study with a glare that went straight through me.

Heat crawled up my neck. I dropped my gaze and hurried the rest of the way into the kitchen.

Naomi spotted me first.

“Look, Mommy, it’s Leah!” she called out.

“Great. Busted by Aly, too,” I thought.

I felt Aly send me a soft, steadying thought along the mesh. “Don’t beat yourself up. We’ve all had a distracted morning.”

I pushed a strained grin back at her and turned my attention to Naomi. Self-reprimands could wait.

Naomi wanted more juice, so I grabbed her cup and turned to the fridge. As I poured, a sharp series of pops sounded behind me.

Then Naomi shrieked and burst into laughter.

I spun around.

Brooke, Lexi, and Kelly stood near the island, all three of them apparently having appeared out of thin air. They were dressed—Brooke in shorts and a T-shirt, Lexi in her swimsuit, Kelly in a half-tied robe—but they looked as amused as I felt.

Naomi clapped and pointed at Kelly.

“Boo!” she laughed, covering her eyes. “Do it again!”

Kelly’s smile widened. She vanished with a soft pop, then reappeared right in front of Naomi.

Naomi shrieked in delighted terror and clapped again.

Aly looked around, startled, as if trying to spot the wires on a magic trick.

I brought Naomi’s cup back toward her, but she barely glanced at it. Her whole attention was on Kelly.

“Did you learn a new trick?” I asked Lexi, who was laughing with Brooke.

“Yes!” Lexi beamed. “Fae powers rock.”

Then she disappeared with another pop.

A moment later, she reappeared over the pool, curled into a perfect cannonball. She dropped out of the air and hit the water with a huge splash. A geyser of cold water shot up into the morning light.

Kelly popped back into existence in front of Naomi, hair dripping from pool spray. Naomi dissolved into giggles.

“Naomi go swimming!” Naomi shouted, pointing at the pool where the water still heaved from Lexi’s impact.

“You want to go swimming?” Kelly asked, grinning. She reached for Naomi and lifted her easily into her arms.

“No, wait—” Aly started.

“Let me get her ready…” I said at the same time.

I reached toward Naomi and caught Kelly’s sleeve, intending to take Naomi and get her into a swimsuit.

“It’ll be fine,” Kelly said, eyes bright.

Darkness slammed down around me.

I felt myself pulled in five directions at once, as if my body were being unthreaded along invisible lines. Heat flared in my core, a glow that was more energy than temperature, and then⁠—

Cold.

I hit water hard and sank.

“What the fuck was that?” flashed through my head as I kicked down against the pool floor.

I shoved off and surged upward, lungs burning. My eyes snapped open underwater and caught a wild, disjointed snapshot: Kelly treading water, the shredded remains of Naomi’s pajamas swirling around her; another naked adult woman thrashing nearby, hair floating like a halo.

Where’s Naomi? screamed through my mind.

I broke the surface, sputtering, sweats and T-shirt plastered to my skin. I flung my hair back to clear my eyes and wiped at the water streaming down my face.

The glass doors to the deck banged open. Jeremiah and Zac were already in motion, sprinting and diving into the pool.

Voices rose around us—shouts, curses, someone screaming.

I turned toward the other figure, slapping at the water next to Kelly.

“Mommyyyy!” she shrieked. The voice was high, terrified, and weirdly familiar coming from an adult throat. “Can’t swiiiiim! HELP!”

Her head dipped under again.

Mommy? My brain caught up a beat late.

How had Naomi gotten so much bigger? And when I looked down at my own body, feeling fabric clinging in all the wrong places, a second question hit just as hard.

And what the hell happened to me?

LEXI

I was still catching my breath after our little morning snuggle—Kelly on one side, Brooke on the other. My new Fox body had me buzzing. I’d seen my fur, my tail, my ears. Now I wanted to know what else I could do.

I didn’t overthink it. Kelly, Aly, Jeremiah—they all used their powers whenever they needed to. I focused on my desk across the room and pushed myself toward it.

Pop.

Suddenly, I was standing there, next to the desktop. Kelly and Brooke bolted upright in bed like someone had fired a gun. They blinked at me.

I laughed, then pushed again.

Pop.

I was back between them, grinning.

“Fae powers ROCK,” I said.

“How did you do that?” Brooke asked.

I thought about it for a second, then tried to put it in her language.

“It’s like… when you pushed your real self out,” I said. “Only instead of a tree, you push your body to where you want it. Just think about the spot and shove.”

She looked doubtful, then tried it.

Pop.

Brooke vanished from the bed and reappeared across the room by the door.

Her mouth fell open. Then she giggled.

“I wonder if I…” Kelly said, trailing off.

Pop.

She finished the sentence standing next to Brooke.

We all grinned like maniacs.

A minute later, we were popping around the room, chasing each other from corner to corner, bed to dresser, dissolving into laughter every time one of us misjudged and ended up half inside someone’s personal space.

Then we heard the noise from downstairs. Carmen was calling breakfast, sharp and annoyed.

We were not the only ones who’d indulged in morning play.

We traded a guilty look and scrambled to dress. Brooke pulled on the shorts and shirt she’d worn to dinner. I stepped into my swimsuit—I needed pool laps like I needed air—and Kelly smoothed her half-robe back into place.

I grabbed both their wrists.

“Okay, agree on a location,” I said. “Right behind the counter where Naomi sits. Got it?”

Kelly nodded. Brooke did too. We linked hands.

We counted together.

“One, two, three…”

Pop. Pop. Pop.

We appeared behind Naomi and leaned in together.

“Boo,” we chorused.

Naomi shrieked and then burst into delighted giggles. I glowed. I loved being a faerie. I toyed with the idea of shifting into full fox right there just to see her reaction.

Leah caught my eye and smiled.

“Did you learn a new trick?” she asked.

“Yeah. Fae powers rock,” I said, beaming.

And then, because I’m me, I decided to show off.

I pushed again, aiming over the deep end of the pool.

Pop.

Cold air, then colder water. I tucked my knees up, grabbed my shins, and hit in a perfect cannonball.

“Fucking cool,” I thought as I broke the surface, treading water and laughing.

That’s when everything went sideways.

A bigger pop shuddered the air above me. Kelly appeared over the pool, arms around Naomi.

Another body fell with her—a fully clothed Leah—splashing down nearby. At the same instant, a second naked young woman dropped out of nowhere beside Kelly, accompanied by the tearing sound of fabric. Shredded children’s pajamas fluttered down around us and spread across the water like confetti.

“What the actual fuck?” I said out loud.

The new woman had dark hair and an impressive figure, all long lines and flailing limbs. She couldn’t swim worth a damn. She was only a few strokes away from me, and she was going under fast.

I sucked in a breath, ducked under, and kicked hard toward her. From below, I watched her legs scissor wildly as she tried to stay up.

I pushed off the bottom and surfaced behind her, hooking one arm up and under hers, across the top of her chest.

“I’ve got you,” I said, voice low and steady in her ear. “Relax. Don’t fight me.”

She stilled, trying to suck in air.

“Lexi?” she gasped, fingers clamping around my forearm—but she did what I told her. She let her muscles go loose and let me carry the weight.

“Naomi?” I blurted, recognizing the cadence of her voice and instantly doubting my own brain. “Stay calm. I’ve got you. We’re going to the edge.”

I kicked, tow-line steady, pulling her backward toward the pool wall. My free hand stroked in a smooth rhythm. A tattered pajama top drifted past my face; I crab-kicked to snag it with my toes, then kept moving.

I was so focused on keeping her airway above water that I barely noticed Jeremiah and Zac until they exploded out of the house, sprinted, and dove into the pool.

“Naomi?” Jeremiah shouted, treading water a few feet from us. His eyes tracked over the naked young woman in my arms, and his face went white.

“Dada!” she cried, throwing both arms around his neck as soon as he was close enough.

He froze, automatically holding her up.

“What the actual fuck,” I said again, looking from Naomi’s suddenly grown body to Zac’s stunned face.

“How!” I demanded. “How did that happen?”

SHANNON

I was slumped in the chair behind Aly when Brooke, Kelly, and Lexi popped into existence on the other side of the island.

Literally popped.

I blinked at them, trying to make my brain line up what I was seeing with anything I understood. They laughed, Naomi squealed, and my thoughts swirled lazily, still drifting in that soft, space after being well and truly wrecked.

I guess those faerie powers are real, I thought.

As if she’d heard me, Lexi flashed me a grin.

“Yes! Fae powers rock!” she crowed.

Then she disappeared.

I didn’t even have time to process where she might’ve gone. My mind kept trying to slide sideways back to images of earlier—two Jeremiahs, too many hands, too much everything. My cheeks went hot.

Before I could shake it off, a bigger, sharper pop cracked the air. Kelly, Leah, and Naomi vanished.

The room exploded.

Aly and Brooke moved in the same instant, both headed for the door. Jeremiah and Zac sprinted toward the patio. Carmen was right on their heels.

Beth and Megan appeared at the top of the stairs, hair damp from a quick shower, eyes wide.

“What’s happening?” they asked at the same time.

“I have no fucking idea,” I said, pushing myself out of the chair and following the stream of bodies toward the sliding glass doors.

Just as I reached the threshold, Aly cut across my path. She stopped two inches from my face.

“Shannon,” she said.

Her face was red, eyes dark in a way I hadn’t seen before. Not lust—something harder. I felt my own eyes go as wide as they’d go in my skull.

“Go upstairs and pack a bag for me,” she said, voice low and deadly calm.

She glanced back at the pool, shoved a hand through her hair, then looked at me again.

“Make it two bags. One for you, one for me. You’re coming with me.”

Before I could answer, she reached for the tie of my robe and yanked. The knot came loose easily, and she slid the robe off my shoulders in one smooth motion.

“I need this,” she said.

I stared at her, completely naked now, as if she’d just grown a second head.

“What the fuck is happening?” I asked.

She didn’t answer right away. She looked down at the robe in her hands, nodded to herself as if she’d just remembered something important, then met my eyes again.

“Make that three bags,” she said. “You can borrow another robe of mine.”

Then she turned her back on me and stalked toward the shouting at the pool.

I stood there for half a breath, naked and dumbstruck, then spun toward the stairs.

“What the fuck is going on?” I muttered to myself as I moved. “Why are we leaving? I was just getting used to calling this… family.”

At the edge of my vision, I saw a naked girl—maybe a little older than me—being helped up onto the edge of the pool. Aly wrapped my stolen robe around her. Kelly was neck-deep in the water, crying. Jeremiah stood nearby, one hand in his soaked hair, turning in slow circles like he was looking for a script that had just vanished.

Aly shouted something at Leah, who I suddenly realized was also in the pool.

Right. Leah. In the pool. Sure. Why not, my brain offered weakly.

Leah nodded hard, kicked to the shallow end, found the bottom, and waded out. Water poured off her sweats and T-shirt. She looked over at me as she hurried past.

“I’m coming too,” she said, and bolted inside toward the downstairs rooms.

“Coming where?” I said aloud, to no one.

“Shannon!” Aly’s voice cracked like a whip from the patio. “Now. Shannon!”

I flinched, then shook my head, irritation and fear tangling together in my chest. But my feet still carried me up the stairs.

Where the fuck are we going? I thought. And who the hell is the new girl?

ALYSSA

I was enraged.

What the fuck was she thinking? I growled to myself. She knows Naomi can’t swim.

I was shocked.

How does this even happen? In twenty years, Kelly had never… popped. Never teleported. What the fuck did she even do?

And underneath the fury, I was terrified.

My baby girl… The thought snagged and broke. Is my baby girl a grown woman?

Was her mind the same age as her body now? Had twenty years of memories been crammed into a heartbeat? Was this a one-time surge or the start of something that wouldn’t stop?

Is Naomi about to die of old age in front of me?

After I sent Leah to get dressed and pack a bag, I realized Shannon was still frozen in place, mouth open. I barked her name and told her to move. She spun and headed inside with Leah, leaving a trail of water behind from Leah’s fully clothed dunk in the pool.

I put my hands on my knees and forced myself to breathe. Long, slow inhales. Longer exhales.

When I finally looked up, Jeremiah was soaked from his dive into the pool. He, Lexi, and Zac were helping big Naomi to her feet at the edge of the water. My robe was wrapped tightly around her. Her hair, her face—everything screamed twenty, not five.

There would be time later to fall apart about that.

Right now, there was Kelly.

She was a wreck in the shallow end, bawling and shivering. Brooke was beside her, guiding her toward the steps.

“I didn’t think, Aly,” Kelly cried, looking at me. “It was just supposed to be a fun game.”

I set my jaw. I needed somewhere to put the wildfire in my chest, and at that moment, Kelly was the nearest forest.

Carmen watched me as I’d just grown three extra breasts as I stalked along the pool edge toward Kelly.

“You never fucking think,” I screamed. “You are all impulse and action. You react, and you don’t care. You let everyone else figure out the consequences. You fucked J, you fucked Lex, you fucked Carmen—then Jenn. Who haven’t you fucked? You fucked your son’s girlfriends, and now you’ve fucked up my daughter. FUCK!”

Some calm, clinical part of me knew I was being unfair. Knew I was rewriting twenty years of shared life into a single accusation. I did not care.

Carmen did.

She moved in fast, caught my arm, and twisted me away from the water.

“That’s enough, Aly,” she said, planting both hands on my shoulders. Her voice was low but sharp. Her eyes were all care and steel.

How is she so calm? I thought wildly.

I tried to pull away, avoid her gaze. The overreaction hit her; I saw her eyes flare with her own anger.

“Enough, Aly,” she growled, giving me a small shake. “It was a fucking mistake. She already feels horrible, and now you’re blaming our whole lives on her? Get it the fuck together.”

I exhaled, long and ragged, and finally met her eyes.

Her gaze didn’t waver. Slowly, the fight drained out of my muscles. I folded into her, arms going around her shoulders, and sobbed.

All of it stacked up: Naeme’s revelations, the mesh shifts, the morning with Shannon, the guilt, the fear, the sight of my daughter grown up in an instant. I was a mess. No clinical term needed.

I cried until there was nothing left in my chest but ache.

Then I forced myself upright. Carmen’s expression—concern, frustration, love—almost cracked me open again. I sniffed hard, wiped my eyes, and tried to smooth my face into something like composure.

“I’m okay, love,” I said.

“You’re not,” she said quietly, seeing through me like always.

“I will be,” I countered, holding her gaze. “Give me a little space. Let me figure this out.”

She searched my face. “If anyone can figure this out, Aly, it’s you. You need to have your head on straight. Do you?”

I nodded and dropped my gaze to the wet concrete. I did a fast internal inventory, then looked back up.

“Yeah,” I said. Then I turned to Zac.

“Take your sister to my car,” I told him.

I looked at Jeremiah. “You and I can talk at the office later. I’m taking Leah and Shannon to help me. I need to examine Naomi. No hospital on earth is going to believe this story.”

“Yeah,” Jeremiah said, nodding. “I’ll get things squared away here. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I will be,” I said.

Kelly was still sobbing into Brooke’s shoulders. Guilt finally had room to surface. I stepped down into the pool in my robe and waded over to them, wrapping both of them in my arms.

“I’m sorry, Kel,” I said softly. “It was a mistake. I didn’t mean a word of what I just said.”

“Oh, Aly,” she cried, clinging to me. “What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to figure it out, love,” I said, kissing her cheek. “Like we always have.”

I caught Brooke’s eye. Together, we helped Kelly out of the pool.

“Look after her,” I said to Brooke. “Don’t leave her alone.”

“Sure, Aly,” she said, guiding Kelly toward the house.

Shannon appeared at the top of the deck steps, dressed in some of my spare clothes and hauling two bags. She came toward me with a helpless shrug.

“I could only find two bags,” she said. “I just… threw in some clothes. I don’t even know what I’m doing.”

“You’re doing fine,” I said, pulling her into a quick hug and kissing the top of her head. “Take them to the car.”

Leah emerged from the stairs a moment later, hair still dripping but in dry clothes.

“You and Leah put the bags in my car,” I said. “Leah can sit in the back with Naomi. You ride up front with me.”

“Where are we going?” Shannon asked. “Are you leaving? Are we splitting up?”

“No, no,” I said, half-distracted. “Nothing like that. We might need to spend a night or two at the office. I need to observe Naomi. I’m not sure Leah’s completely okay either—she teleported too. Something’s different.”

My words were starting to turn into a stream of unfiltered thought. I stopped, focused on her face.

“Shannon, love,” I said, calmer. “I need your help. I need you with me so I can figure this out.” I glanced toward the house, where Kelly had disappeared. “And, for a little while, I need some distance from her.”

“Okay, Aly,” Shannon said. “Whatever you need.”

I turned back to the others by the pool.

Lexi sat hunched on a chaise, wrapped in a towel, shoulders shaking. Megan and Beth flanked her, rubbing her back. If Lexi hadn’t acted fast, Naomi might have drowned; at the same time, her new powers had clearly contributed to the explosion. It looked like she’d been hit by a car she helped roll downhill.

Carmen walked with me as I crossed to them.

I knelt and gathered Lexi into a hug. She threw her arms around me and sobbed into my shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Aly,” she choked. “I didn’t⁠—”

“Shhh, lover,” I soothed. “It’s okay, little one.”

She blinked up at me, eyes red. I looked at all three girls. Fear, uncertainty, worry—they were written all over their faces.

“I need you all to be strong,” I said. “I know this is shocking and insane. But things like this… they can bring us closer. We’ve lived through crazy before. Lexi and Carmen can tell you the stories. We’ll get through this, too.”

I met Beth’s and Megan’s eyes in turn.

“You two are family now. That doesn’t change. I need you. Naomi needs you. We all do.”

They held my gaze for a long second, then both nodded.

“We’re not going anywhere,” they said together.

“Good,” I said, managing a small smile. “I’m taking Naomi to our practice. There’s an exam room there. Leah and Shannon will help me. I need you three to help Carmen clean this up.”

I waved at the wet footprints leading into the house, and the chairs were knocked askew from the rush.

“Jeremiah will meet us later. Brooke will need help with Kelly. We’ll come back when I know it’s safe for Naomi to be here. We’ll figure it out.”

I hoped—with everything I had left—that we would.

JEREMIAH

I stood at the patio’s edge and watched Alyssa disappear back into the house toward her car. As usual, her instincts were right. Marching Naomi into an emergency room was a guaranteed disaster. We had to keep our weird contained.

I glanced at Carmen. She stepped in close, looping an arm around my waist.

“Thank you, Carmen,” I said quietly. “I heard what you said earlier. You were right. I need to do better.”

I hugged her. She nodded against my chest.

Zac came back from helping Aly. I waved him over and gathered everyone who was still on the patio. Brooke was still with Kelly; I could talk to them separately.

I looked over the cluster of faces—worry, exhaustion, shell-shock etched into all of them.

“We need to get things as close to normal as we can,” I said. “I don’t even know what ‘normal’ is for us right now. But we have to get there, step by step. Let’s get cleaned up, dressed, and fed.”

They stared at me like I’d suggested we all take up synchronized knitting. I checked my watch. It wasn’t even nine a.m.

I gave them a small smile and focused on the newer faces.

“Listen to Carmen and Lexi. I trust them to get this mess cleaned up. I need the rest of you to follow their lead. I’m going to check on Kelly.”

Carmen snapped into motion, Lexi right beside her, and the others followed their directions, mopping water, righting chairs, herding chaos back into some kind of shape.

I headed inside to find Kelly.

Upstairs, her room was empty. Our main bedroom was too.

I paused and dipped into the mesh.

Brooke? Where are you?

Naomi’s room, I think, came her answer.

I went back down, through the kitchen, toward Naomi’s small room. Showers were running behind a couple of doors as I passed.

In Naomi’s room, Kelly knelt by the little bed, shoulders shaking. Brooke sat beside her, rubbing slow circles on her back. Brooke met my eyes and gave a helpless shrug.

I ran back through the last twenty-four hours and almost lost my place. Yesterday had been the last day of school—Friday. Today was Saturday. Zac’s friends had shown up for a swim party late yesterday afternoon. It hadn’t even been twelve hours. None of them had packed for anything more than an overnight.

“Did you bring a change of clothes?” I asked Brooke, feeling as useless as the question.

Aly’s voice brushed both our minds.

Alyssa: Jeremiah, give Brooke my cell number. I need her to call me.

Brooke blinked, realizing the thought had been sent to us both. She patted her pockets.

“I need to find my phone,” she said, and hurried out.

I sank beside Kelly and pulled her into my arms. She turned and pressed her cheek against my chest, arms wrapping around me like I was the only solid thing in the world.

“What happened?” she whispered. “Will Naomi be okay?”

“I don’t know, Kel.” I stroked her hair. “She seems okay so far. Aly’s going to get her vitals and run checks at the office. We’ll take it from there.”

Kelly nodded, then fresh tears spilled over.

“I didn’t…” she started.

“Shhh,” I said. “We know you didn’t mean any harm. It was a freak accident.” I kissed the top of her head. “You didn’t do anything on purpose to hurt her.”

Brooke reappeared in the doorway, phone in hand.

I recited Aly’s number. Brooke dialed and hit speaker.

“Aly, it’s Brooke,” she said when the call connected.

“Brooke, I need you to go find Naeme,” Aly said immediately. “I have questions for her.”

I nodded toward the phone. “Good idea, Aly. Brooke can grab some clothes too. Do you want me to tell her how to get to the office?”

“Yeah, babe,” Aly said, sounding almost like it was any other morning. “That’d be great.”

The call ended. I kept rubbing Kelly’s back as her sobs finally started to taper off.

I gave Brooke the address. She tapped it into her phone for GPS.

“Get some of your things while you’re home,” I said. “You may need them. Thank you for helping. Do you want someone with you?”

“Can Lexi come?” Brooke asked.

Her eyes were wide; she was holding it together by will alone.

Lexi: Yes. I’ll go with Brooke. Getting dressed now.

“Be safe,” I said. “We don’t need any more surprises. Breathe. Keep swimming.”

“Just like Nemo,” Brooke said, managing a faint smile.

She hugged me, then slipped out to find Lexi.

“Come on, lover,” I said to Kelly. “Let’s go wash the sex off us.”

She huffed out a weak laugh and pushed up.

“I do have a lot of sex all over me,” she said, leaning in to kiss me softly. “Tell me everything will be alright, Jeremiah.”

“Everything will be alright,” I said. “We’ll figure it out.”

We walked out of Naomi’s room hand in hand. Zac and Beth were just coming out of his room, hair damp, looking freshly scrubbed.

“Dad,” Zac said, “I’m going to take Beth home. She needs more clothes and has to check in with her parents.”

“Okay,” I said. “Don’t make a big deal out of anything. We don’t need Brad and Janice worrying about ‘changes.’ Just ask if she can stay the weekend—it’s the end of school, they might not mind. We can handle bigger conversations later.”

“Okay, J,” Beth said. “I get it. I want to be here, but I can be patient.”

“You need to be here, Beth,” I told her. “I’m not trying to keep you away. If I have to, I’ll come over and talk to them myself.”

“We’ll see,” she said, then stepped in and kissed me. “I can wait one night if it keeps the peace. I’m not going anywhere. You’re my family.”

She kissed Kelly, hugged her, and then Zac took her hand and led her out.

On the stairs up from the nest, Brooke and Lexi appeared, dressed and carrying bags. There was a small flurry of hugs and kisses at the bottom, then they headed out as well.

At the top of the stairs, Megan lingered, watching Lexi go with Brooke.

Kelly and I climbed up toward her.

“Come shower with us,” Kelly said. “You can borrow some clothes, and we’ll figure out what’s next.”

“I have a lot to figure out,” Megan said. “I hate to be a bother, but I need your help.”

She looked at both of us. Her eyes glistened. Kelly opened her arms and pulled her into a hug. Megan’s control snapped; she sobbed into Kelly’s shoulder. I wrapped them both up.

When her tears finally slowed, she wiped at her face.

“Come on,” I said gently. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

We led her through Kelly’s room and into the big, hidden main suite.

She stopped dead just inside.

The wide bed at one end. Books lining a wall. A couple of cozy nooks for reading or movies. The open, tiled shower area and, beyond the glass, the hot tub on the private porch.

This was the space we’d built when we finally let ourselves design a life that matched what we were.

“Wow,” she said, “I didn’t expect this to be back here. You do know how to live.”

“We might need to expand this,” I mused, “Add another bed.”

Kelly stripped and headed to the shower. Megan watched her, then peeled off her skirt and blouse. She was naked, having misplaced her thigh-highs and underwear when she was with us. I understood completely. Since Zac arrived after school, we hadn’t even had a chance to breathe. I pushed down my damp swim trunks and pulled off my soaked tee-shirt.

The air was cool on my flesh as I paused to admire the young teacher’s full breasts and well-toned legs. She was striking, and I followed her into the bathroom, where Kelly was showering. Kelly smiled softly as she continued to shampoo her hair, her eyes watching Megan approach with an inviting look.

I slid behind Megan and wrapped her in a hug. I watched Kelly look past Megan at me. I meant for it to be a friendly hug, but the warm flesh and my wife’s beauty soon had my cock stiffening. Megan tilted her head back as she felt it press against her buttocks. Her hand reached around and encouraged me to grow as her fingers stroked my cock.

I looked at Kelly, and she smiled, her glow increasing subtly. She needed a recharge, and I knew how to help her. She watched me respond to Megan’s touch without a hint of jealousy.

I understood what Kelly needed. She fed from sexual energy. This morning drained her, explaining why she was blooming at our arousal. She tended to lose control when she was tired. My attraction for Megan was like a match put to dry kindling. I felt Kelly’s powers and supernatural arousal flowing from her in waves. Megan and I were entranced, not only by her radiant beauty but also by her spreading aura. Megan signed a soft moan, her grip on my cock tightening.

“How is…” she started, then lost her train of thought.

“Just go with it,” I growled, too caught up in the feeling to try to explain to her. “We’ll be okay. Let your fears drift and let yourself indulge.”

My hands slid up along Megan’s side and cupped her full breasts. I pushed her forward slowly, directing her into the warm spray of our multiple-nozzle shower. Megan leaned her head back against my chest as the heavy mist of water climbed up her legs to her belly. I craned my mouth to kiss her, my fingers milking her firm breasts and pulling on her stiffening nipples.

“I’ve become a nymphomaniac,” she shuddered.

She stroked my fully erect cock, her thumb spreading my pre-cum over my glans.

Kelly had finished rinsing her hair and reclined on one of the tiled benches along the wall. I nodded towards Kelly with a slight push in the small of Megan’s back. Megan slid her hand from my cock, and moved to Kelly. Megan bent at the waist, offering me a view of her firm buttocks with her ankles together to kiss Kelly deeply.

“You’re with a succubus, my dear,” Kelly sighed, “We’re all nymphomaniacs now.”

I stepped behind Megan, and my hands gripped her hips. I leaned into her, my prick slipping between her ass cheeks. The spray from the shower had warmed and slicked all of our flesh. Megan continued to deepen her long kiss with Kelly. Their hands filled with each other’s full breasts. Megan pressed her hips back into my hands as my hips pressed into her bottom. She shifted, spreading her legs and offering me full access to her engorged labia, wet with desire. I pressed the tip of my cock between her petals and thrust into her.

“Ohhh fuck,” she gasped as her head tossed back.

Kelly leaned and pulled Megan’s breast to her open lips, sucking at a hard nipple. Megan panted and looked down at Kelly with lust. I reached up and wrapped my hand under Megan’s jaw and gripped her neck. I felt her curve alight with passion as she craned her neck to look back at me.

“Fuck me,” she growled, “Don’t be gentle. Fuck me.”

I pressed her forward into Kelly. Kelly slipped a leg to the tiled floor and pulled Megan between her spread thighs. Kelly wrapped her arm around our new lover’s back and held her chest against her bountiful breasts. I hammered into her behind, making Kelly’s body press against the shower wall.

Kelly nodded to me and ramped up her aura. I felt a pulse of power shoot through me. My cock seemed to swell within Megan’s tight cunt. Kelly dropped her hand between Megan’s thighs, cupping her sex. I could feel Kelly’s fingers slide alongside my cock as I pulled back and drove deep inside Megan’s tight cunt. Megan grunted as Kelly’s fingers slid up and pressed into her clit, rolling in circles over the engorged bead.

“You want to come,” Kelly said, lust in her voice. “You want to come like a slut on my husband’s cock. You want to scream like his whore when he blasts deep inside you.”

“Fuck” I growled.

I leaned forward, wrapped my arm over Megan’s shoulder, then pulled my elbow back tight around Megan’s throat. She groaned indulgently as I arched her back. Her shoulder pressed against my chest. I lowered my haunches and continued to drive steadily into her. Her hands lifted and gripped my forearm, but didn’t try to pull it away.

I tightened my grip, limiting how much air she could inhale. With my free hand, I spanked her full breast, then repeated the slap to the other breast. My cock drove hard into her clamping cunt as I continued my firm slaps to her full breasts. My blows made her flesh bloom into a deep red. I reached up and gripped one ripe breast, fingers curling into her flesh. She moaned deeply and tried to thrust her breast into my palm and her ass into my cock simultaneously.

“Fuck!” I growled again.

I looked into my wife’s deep blue eyes. She was staring at our captive, her fingers rolling insistently around and over Megan’s swollen clit, urging the girl to release hard. She flicked her eyes up and saw me staring. Then smiled and pulsed. Her powers made Megan crest, and her body seized as her cunt clamped around my cock.

I stared in awe, my hips locked, and my back arched. I billowed my cream into Megan’s cunt. I grunted at the feeling of her cunt clenching and milking my shaft. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Kelly’s stare as she used her power to pull Megan and me through multiple orgasms, then released us. I felt my knees give, and I sank to the ground.

Megan’s knees buckled, and she sagged back against me. Her legs twitched, thighs shuddering in rolling waves. I held her upright, my own body quivering in time with hers under my succubus wife’s loving gaze.

Kelly’s blue eyes blazed, bright with supernatural power. I could feel her feeding on the lust and release pulsing between Megan and me. Her skin took on a sheen, a luster I always associated with the deep end of her aura. Her smile widened. Her tongue slid over her fangs as she bared them.

She almost never did that unless she felt threatened.

Under that glorious, slightly terrifying gaze, Megan and I finally slowed. Megan drew in a ragged breath, then turned and collapsed against my chest, sobbing. She wrapped her arms around my neck and cried, overwhelmed.

I looked past her at Kelly, still in awe. Something had shifted. She’d bared her fangs in pure hunger this time, not in fear. She’d tapped a new vein of her own nature.

As her aura faded back down from blinding to bright, Kelly slipped in beside us and wrapped both of us in her arms. The tile under us stayed warm from the radiant coils and the endless stream of hot water. For a heartbeat, I let myself just be in that pocket of heat and breathing.

Then I pulled Kelly into a kiss, still stunned by the force of her. When I pulled back, I kissed the top of Megan’s head until she lifted her face. I cradled her jaw and kissed her, slow and steady.

“My god,” she whispered, still trying to assemble words.

“Call me J,” I said, and kissed her forehead.

“I never have…” Megan said, then gave up on finishing the sentence.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Kelly murmured. “I don’t think you realize how much I needed that after this morning.”

“Why?” Megan asked, then gasped as another little aftershock rippled through her.

“I’m a succubus Fae,” Kelly giggled softly. “I need this. My power feeds on sexual energy. It’s who I am. I need it the way you need air or water.”

Megan stared at her, wide-eyed, soaking in the explanation as I eased back and got to my feet, reaching for soap.

I had a hundred questions, but Carmen’s voice echoed in my head: Be the man, be the leader. Kelly had fed. Megan was glowing. I needed to stay in the game. I needed to get to Aly and our daughter.

“Well, call me if you ever need a fix,” Megan said eventually. She flipped her soaked hair back over her shoulder and looked up at Kelly. Then she glanced down at herself, shifted into a cross-legged seat, and cupped a hand over her sex.

“Why am I not sore?” she asked. “I feel like I should be sore. Has it even been twenty-four hours?”

She sat there counting backward: last day of school, the classroom, the pool, the orgies, a sleepover with Leah, this shower.

“The benefits of a succubus lover,” I said, rinsing off and reaching for a towel. “We recover faster, heal faster, and rarely get sick. We age more slowly.”

“Need to bottle that,” Megan muttered, pushing herself up to soap off properly.

I stepped over and pulled Kelly into a hug.

“Are you alright?” I asked, letting her see the worry in my eyes. “I need to go to the office. Check on, Aly. And… Naomi.”

Kelly flinched, just a little, at Naomi’s name. Then she looked straight at me and nodded.

“Yes, lover,” she said, kissing me softly. “Megan and I will go play dress-up in my closet.”

“That might cheer you up even more than this did,” I said, and bent to kiss Megan once more.

I stepped out of the shower and toweled off, then pulled on comfortable jeans and a T-shirt. Boat shoes, light jacket. Normal armor for a very not-normal Saturday.

I waved at them as I left the suite and headed downstairs.

In the kitchen, Carmen leaned against the counter, elbows propped, face in her hands. The place sparkled—counters spotless, floors mopped, every dish put away.

She felt me watching. Her eyes fluttered open, widened, and she straightened, snatching up a dish towel and wiping the already immaculate counter.

I stepped closer. Her gaze met mine and, for a heartbeat, her hips ground subtly against the cabinets. Hunger flared through the mesh from her direction.

I lifted a brow, leaned over the island, and peered down.

“Hi, Maria,” I said with a grin.

“Hello, Mister J!” came Maria’s muffled voice from somewhere below the counter edge.

Carmen’s hand dropped out of sight. Maria went abruptly quiet.

Carmen closed her eyes for a second, looking blissed-out, then opened them and gave me a lazy, satisfied look.

“Well, you were busy with the sex angel and the teacher,” she said. “A girl needs options.”

I chuckled.

“I’m heading to check on Aly and the others,” I said. “It should be quiet for a few hours. You should get some rest.”

“Aye, Papi,” she said, her lips curling into a smile. “Give Aly my love. Hug Naomi for me.”

I nodded and headed for the door.

Outside, the driveway was mostly empty. One by one, everyone had scattered to offices, parents’ houses, Naeme’s place, errands. I hoped all of them made it where they were going without any more magical surprises.

I slid into my car, buckled in, hit the button to crack the windows, and pulled out.

Office on a Saturday. Newly adult daughter. Fae identities were shifting under our feet.

The road unrolled ahead. For once, I had no idea what I’d be driving into.


PART THREE

LEGACY ENTWINED


CHAPTER 6
TIMEY WIMEY


LEXI

When Brooke pulled up at her trailer, she promised it would only take a few minutes. I asked if she wanted help. She said my help would bring too many questions. Her foster brother and sister wouldn’t understand.

I grew up in a foster home. I got it. You could love people and still need your own privacy.

I checked the street. No one was watching. I slid down into the back seat and let my fox-form rise to the front.

Bones softened and shifted. Fur rolled over my skin. In a heartbeat, I was on four paws. I turned in a tight little circle on the upholstery, curled nose to tail, and let my tail swish lazily in the breeze from the open car. The motion soothed my jangling nerves. My eyes drifted closed.

I woke when the car dipped. Brooke tossed a couple of duffel bags into the back, and the driver’s door opened. I blinked green fox eyes and inhaled.

Brooke’s scent anchored me first. Warm, a little sharp from stress. Then another note threaded through: Naeme. I sat up on my haunches in the back and flicked my bushy tail, trying to send the closest thing I had to a fox-smile.

“Hello, Lexi,” Naeme said, smiling. “I see you. Kitsune. More aos sí, maybe, hm? Red hair, cute fox you are.”

I padded between the front seats and curled into her lap. She stroked along my spine and behind my ears, and I melted into it.

“So good to see you as Fae, little one,” she said. “More you nature.”

My brow furrowed. I tried to answer. It felt strange to make human sounds with a fox’s mouth.

“My nature is a slave to my Master,” I managed. The words came out a little warped, but still mostly me.

I turned to look out the windshield again. Naeme scratched between my ears. We fell into a comfortable silence—a wizened Fae and her foxy Fae friend.

My kitsune nature made me a trickster. I’d definitely lived up to that this morning. I licked my nose and yipped when I saw the turn we needed.

Brooke slowed and took the corner. The wind flowed through my fur. I helped her navigate with strategic yaps. It might also have had something to do with the phone on the dash with the pretty blue line, but I was pretty sure it was mostly my fancy Fox GPS.

When she parked next to Aly’s car, I jumped out the window and trotted toward the building. The rumble of another engine made me pause. Master’s car pulled in next to Brooke’s.

I turned and padded toward him. He frowned slightly at the fox trotting up to his legs. His curiosity snapped into shock when I leaped.

I shifted in midair, fur running backward into skin, limbs stretching. He caught me easily, hugging me to his chest.

“So,” he said as he set me back on my human toes. “Kitsune?”

“You’re the smartest Master ever, Master,” I said, and kissed his cheek.

Together, in boring human skins, the four of us—Brooke, Naeme, Master, and me—went inside and rode the elevator to the top floor.

I tapped my fingers against my thighs, resisting the urge to drop back into fox and pace. It was easier to burn off anxiety with four paws and a tail, but I stayed human until the doors slid open.

We filed in as Master held the door to the observation room open.

Shannon sat at a desk, one leg hugged to her chest, the other folded under her, reading through files. Further back, Alyssa sat on the oversized flat couch. Leah lay opposite her on her side. Between them, stretched out on her stomach with her head on Aly’s thigh, was Naomi.

Naomi, fully grown and looking up at her mother like the sun had risen just for her.

It wasn’t weird that no one was talking—when Aly was in therapist mode, silence was one of her biggest tools. What was weird was how Naomi looked.

She looked happy. Not panicked. Not crying like the last time I’d seen her. She turned toward us as we came in and sat up quickly.

“Daddy!” she said and rushed straight into Jeremiah’s arms.

She wore one of Aly’s robes, but it didn’t hide the reality. She was a full adult now, all curves and lines where there had once been soft toddler roundness. She wrapped herself around his side and squeezed hard.

“I missed you,” she said, then kissed his cheek.

She pulled back, still smiling, and then her eyes landed on me.

“Lexi! Thank you for saving me,” she said, and launched into a hug.

Her body pressed against mine, unfamiliar and very much not five. I hugged her back, rubbing her back gently, and glanced at Aly.

Aly gave me a small, wry smile and sent a thought along the mesh. It’s strange. But she’s Naomi. Aged, but still my girl.

“Glad I was there to almost catch you,” I said to Naomi.

“Me too,” she said. “That was scary.”

She turned toward Brooke and Naeme.

“Who are you?” she asked, bright and curious. “I remember you from last night, but I don’t remember names very well yet.”

Is she supposed to be talking in full sentences already? I wondered.

“I’m Brooke,” Brooke said. “I’m friends with Shannon.”

She pointed toward Shannon, who finally tore herself away from the files and stood. She gave Jeremiah a warm hug, then came and hugged me too. Shannon hugged with her whole body; I soaked it up.

“And this is my mother, Naeme,” Brooke added. “She was at dinner last night, too.”

“Sounds like my name,” Naomi said, and stepped in to hug Naeme. “I’m sorry I fell asleep early last night. Leah took me to bed.”

She still narrated everything like a little kid. It made my brain hurt to hear that voice come out of that body.

Naeme studied her carefully, then glanced at Leah with a thoughtful, measuring look.

“Leah,” Aly said, shifting into command voice, “why don’t you take Naomi, Lexi, and Brooke to watch a movie in one of the rooms? I need to talk to Jeremiah.”

“Oh! Can we watch a Disney movie?” Naomi asked. “Little Mermaid is my favorite!”

“Sure, Naomi,” Leah said, smiling as she opened the door to the hallway.

Brooke and I followed. That was fine by me. I trusted Master and Aly to handle the heavy stuff. Naeme was kind but intense, and Shannon had her research face on. I could be more useful on movie duty.

We slipped into one of the hotel-style observation rooms. Naomi flopped onto the bed, then scooted up to the headboard and adjusted her robe to keep it closed. Leah queued up a movie and stretched out on her belly at the foot of the bed. Brooke sat cross-legged opposite her.

I let the fox come forward again.

Pop.

I leaped up onto the bed as a kitsune, tail high. Naomi clapped, delighted, not surprised at all.

I circled once and curled into a ball in Brooke’s lap. She started stroking my fur, slow and steady.

For the first time that day, I let my eyes close and let myself drift.

Whatever came next, they had Naomi. We had each other.

And I had a good lap.

ALYSSA

It might have been a miracle or just the way the universe fit together. Some time dilation had clearly happened with Kelly’s poorly reasoned teleportation to the pool. Leah, who still looked mostly the same, had also aged in the pull through the portal Kelly opened. Not as drastically as Naomi, though. My five-year-old daughter was now—physically—around twenty. Older than her older brother, which would be hard to explain at dinner parties.

When we arrived, I hurried Naomi into our offices to check her vitals. I had Shannon and Leah collect our bags and haul them upstairs. I was still wearing the robe I’d had on when I went into the pool. It was soaked and clung to my skin like a second hide.

Naomi’s blood pressure ran a little low, but nothing alarming. Her temperature was also slightly low—easily explained by the dunk in the pool and a car ride in a wet robe. Her new weight fell squarely in range for her new height.

That was the part that bothered me as a scientist. Conservation of mass would suggest that stretching a five-year-old’s mass into a twenty-year-old frame should produce something almost impossibly thin. Every tool I had disagreed with. They all reported the same thing: I was looking at a completely average, approximately twenty-year-old Caucasian woman. My instruments did not know she’d been a precocious five-year-old less than thirty minutes ago.

Her physical appearance tracked genetics—very much like me, with a healthy dose of Jeremiah. How she aged was the mystery. I wasn’t going to run a battery of tests on my own child to reverse-engineer the process. I’d need a working theory instead, and that meant more data.

By the time I’d rushed through the basics, Leah had come in. She carried a change of clothes for Naomi and me, and we changed side by side. The air conditioning chilled me more than the pool had, so I appreciated Shannon’s choices: soft yoga pants, leggings, T-shirts, thick sweatshirts. My closet was full of mix-and-match comfort pieces for a reason.

Leah said she’d taken the rest of our things up to the observation control room on the floor above. I gathered my medical kit to take vitals over time, and we went up to the more comfortable space.

Shannon lay on her belly on the ottoman, eyes closed, shoulders tight. Leah looked fine, but there was something different about her beyond the subtle age shift.

“How do you feel?” I asked Leah, already reaching for the cuff to take her vitals.

“Still processing it,” she said. “I think teleporting did something to me, like Lexi and Brooke last night. I felt energized at first. Now I feel tired.”

“Let me know if you need to rest,” I said. “I think we’re safe for now. I just want to keep monitoring.”

I tapped Shannon’s ankle. “Do you want something to keep you busy?”

“Sure,” she said, pushing herself up to sit cross-legged, ankles tucked.

“Do you need to go home? Check in with your folks? Grab more clothes?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said. I raised an eyebrow, and she went on. “My folks aren’t home. They don’t… care. I know that sounds awful, but it’s true. I can get my stuff in a few days. If you don’t mind me borrowing clothes.”

Sadness pricked at me. I pulled her into a hug, kissed just under her ear, and rubbed her back.

“That’s going to change,” I said. “We’re a family. Everyone pitches in. Everyone is important.”

Leah nodded at that. Naomi, watching all of us, got up onto her knees in the middle of the ottoman and flung her arms wide.

“Group hug!” she announced—too loud for the small room—and wrapped herself around all of us, humming. “I love my family!”

After a beat, she tipped her head and looked at Shannon.

“What’s your name?” she asked curiously.

“I’m Shannon, Naomi,” Shannon said, smiling and wiping at the corner of one eye. “We met at dinner last night.”

“Yeah,” Naomi said, cheeks coloring. “Lots of people last night. Still learning names.”

I smiled at Shannon and led her over to one of the computers lining the wall. I got her seated, logged her into the network, and opened a browser window.

“I need to know everything you can find about Fae and teleportation,” I said. “Don’t bother with cited research. There won’t be any. I need lore, myths, stories that might be real. I don’t know exactly what to look for, but I trust you to start marking a path and taking good notes.”

“Okay,” she said, already focusing on the screen.

She started typing into the search bar, clicking links, skimming pages. She opened a document and began making notes, building a map out of chaos. It reminded me of myself at her age—head down, chasing answers.

I went back to Naomi. She smiled up at me and then settled with her head in my lap, the way she always had. I combed my fingers through her hair and noticed the small earrings in her lobes.

I slipped them out and set them on the ottoman. The moment the arcane stones left her skin, her eyes lit. The damper on her magic dropped. I felt her mind slide fully back into our mesh.

We started sharing thoughts in a quiet, private channel as I looked into her eyes.

She took to the telepathic flow naturally, reassuring me she felt okay. She didn’t really understand what had happened. Her new body felt enormous, but she was getting used to it. As we talked, her color normalized, her breathing evened out.

I let myself exhale. I would grieve the childhood years we’d lost, but in that moment, I was just grateful she was still here.

As Naomi and I were talking, Jeremiah arrived, with Brooke, Lexi, and Naeme right behind him. There was a small bustle as Naomi had to introduce herself again—to everyone. Then she apologized, cheeks pink, for not knowing the names of people she’d barely met.

Once the reintroductions had settled, I had Brooke, Lexi, Leah, and Naomi watch a movie in one of the observation rooms. I kept Shannon with us in the control room. We all sat.

“Shannon,” I said, “keep taking notes as part of the research.” I nudged my glasses up the bridge of my nose.

“She seems fine,” J said. “Aside from growing up in an instant.”

“Teleportation,” Naeme said simply. “She be fine. Humans are not supposed to transport. For Fae folk only.”

She did like to get right to the point. She looked through the glass at Leah, then pointed and nodded.

“Leah, too,” she said. “But only partway. Quickened mid-jump. Reckon.”

I studied her. That matched my working theory. Kelly, Lexi, and Brooke—Fae, according to Naeme, hadn’t aged at all when they teleported. Kelly had never transported before; we’d never even guessed she had that power. We hadn’t known what “Fae” even meant until last night.

“So why, though?” I asked. “What actually causes Naomi to grow and age?”

“Magic,” Naeme said with a shrug, as if she’d just said sunlight causes day.

“Can you describe what happens when a Fae transports?” I tried again.

She gave me a look that suggested I was being willfully slow. She put one hand on the desk in front of her.

“You start here,” she said, then moved her hand to the other end of the desk. “Poof. You end here.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead, irritation and the urge to laugh fighting for space.

Part of me understood her point. For her, this was as simple and automatic as breathing. I was reminded of Clarke’s quote—“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic”—only inverted.

For Fae, magic was like physics is for humans. The motion of particles through space is intuitive. We learn to throw a ball and, through observation, where to position our hand to catch it. We don’t need the equations.

I sent a message to Brooke through the mesh. Come here a second.

I saw her gently shift Fox-Lexi off her lap and get up. On the other side of the glass, Lexi crawled happily into Naomi’s lap instead. Naomi stroked Lexi’s fur while the fox yawned, baring sharp teeth in what looked suspiciously like a smile.

Brooke stepped into the control room and tilted her head at me. I thought about how to explain telepathy and teleportation to someone who hadn’t grown up inside it and realized it was harder than it sounded.

“I’m asking Naeme to describe what happens when you transport,” I said.

“Why don’t you do it and find out?” Brooke asked, half-grinning. “You’re Fae too, right?”

“Maybe I’m not that kind of Fae,” I said, more unsettled by the sentence than I expected.

“Never know until you try, Doc,” she said. “Lexi said it’s like looking somewhere and pushing yourself where you’re aiming. Kelly said it felt like pushing her aura out.”

“Hmm,” I said, and turned my eyes to Jeremiah.

This time, instead of pushing my thoughts at him, I pushed my body.

There was a microsecond of black. Then I was standing right beside him, exactly where I’d aimed. I leaned in, kissed his cheek, and hugged him.

Jeremiah jumped, eyes wide, then looked around the room. He bowed his head, rubbed his face, and sank onto the sofa, dazed.

“This is so far outside my lane,” he muttered.

“Can I only go where I can see?” I asked, still a little breathless. Moving like that felt disturbingly natural.

“You need to visualize where you want to go, I think,” Brooke said. “We knew exactly where we wanted to be in the kitchen, and then we were.”

“You were lucky there wasn’t anyone standing there,” I said, picturing the mess of landing inside someone.

“Magick push aside,” Naeme said, waving a hand. “No problem.”

I pictured where I’d parked my car and pushed.

Pop.

There was a brief dark flicker, and then I reappeared beside my vehicle. Brooke’s car slid sideways a few inches to make room, as if the space had flexed to accommodate me.

I aimed for where her car had been and pushed again.

I landed on her hood.

“Hmm,” I said.

Back in the lab, I focused on that dark in-between. I paid attention to the blackness that came with the start of a jump and willed time to slow, the way I’d done to speak with Kelly and Jeremiah on the stairs the day before.

The black space opened around me. I saw myself skimming over another world—dim, seemingly empty, but with land or something like it below. I skipped along its surface in the air and then slid back into the lab, releasing my grip on time so it snapped back to normal speed.

“So it’s another dimension,” I said aloud.

“Yes,” Naeme said. “Fae place. Magical dimension. Source of our power.”

“That affects humans?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Timey-wimey. Like the Doctor.”

“Wait,” I said. “Doctor Who is real?”

Naeme huffed, rolled her eyes, and rattled off a string of words in her own language. Brooke listened, then translated, grinning.

“Naeme says no, the Doctor is not real. He is on TV,” Brooke said. “She says humans who travel through the Fae realm need to be protected by magic. Without protection, ‘timey-wimey’ things happen. Aging is most common. Leah also quickened because of exposure to Fae magic.”

“Kelly didn’t know Naomi needed protection,” I said, thinking through the chain. “So Naomi aged. Leah did, too, but only partially—and then the quickening covered her.”

“Yep,” Naeme said. “You have soda?”

“What about her mind?” Jeremiah asked. “Is it a five-year-old trapped in a twenty-year-old body?”

“You no worry,” Naeme said. “Magic makes it right. It fixes mistakes. No problem. Soda?”

I pushed a thought to Brooke, and she took Naeme by the hand. A few minutes later, Naeme sat in the other room with the girls, sipping a soda. She slid an arm around Naomi’s shoulders, kissed the top of her head, and turned to watch the movie with her as if nothing in their world had changed at all.

“Did you get all that?” I asked Shannon. “Does it fit what you’ve seen so far?”

“Mostly, I think,” she said. “I still want to follow a few threads, but for the most part, what we’ve experienced lines up. Lots of stories where magic sort of… heals things. I want to see where that leads. But you nailed how lore explains teleportation.”

“Do you mind joining the others for a bit?” I asked. “I need to talk to Jeremiah alone.”

“No problem,” she said. “I need a caffeine break anyway.”

She slipped out.

I looked at Jeremiah, then sat beside him on the sofa and let my head rest on his shoulder.

“She’s right,” I said. “Naomi’s mind is catching up. Soon we won’t be able to tell the difference.”

“That’s good,” Jeremiah said, nodding. “But that gives us a new problem.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “How do we explain how my five-year-old daughter became a twenty-year-old woman?”

“No one’s going to believe us,” he said. “We may have to start over. Move somewhere else.”

“We knew we might have to someday,” I said, staring past him, then turned to face him fully. “She is a woman now, Jeremiah. You get that. As everything catches up, she’ll feel like a woman. She’ll have needs like a woman.”

He looked at me, confused for a beat. Then the meaning landed. His eyes widened. His mouth opened, then closed again without words.

“We can take it one step at a time,” I said, hearing my own clinical tone and wincing internally. “But she’ll be like Zac. For our family to function, we can’t make a completely different set of rules just for her.”

“Can it wait?” Jeremiah asked quietly, looking down. “I know you’re right, but…”

“Of course,” I said, immediately softening. I leaned into him and wrapped him in a hug. “I can be too pragmatic, lover. I’m sorry. There’s no rush.”

I let the moment breathe, then brushed my lips against his ear.

“I felt you fucking Megan and Kelly,” I murmured, licking behind his ear. “Did you enjoy that?”

“Yes. Of course,” he said, flushing. “But Kelly needed the energy. She looked so drained.”

“How fortunate you were there to help,” I teased. “I would’ve liked to be there. Megan seems very fun.”

“Carmen’s been enjoying Maria more and more,” Jeremiah said, thoughts scattering the way mine were. “Ever since Maria got hit by Zac’s powers, they’ve had… flings.”

“I know,” I said, nodding. “Do I need to talk to Maria?”

“Maybe?” he said. “I don’t know. Any new links always start from you. Maybe you should, to be fair. Otherwise, Carmen might feel pushed aside. She’s attracted to Maria. She enjoys her.”

“Carmen’s done this before,” I said, thinking back over our long history. “Maybe I should talk to her first. See what she wants.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Jeremiah said. He paused, then huffed a half-laugh. “Teleportation, huh?”

“Mmmhmm,” I said, wrapping my arms around him. “I need to figure out how to protect you so I can poof us both to a private island and ravage you.”

“Lexi’s a kitsune. Brooke’s a tree nymph,” he said. “What do you think Leah will become? What kind of Fae are you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Shannon and I are going to research all of this and find out.”

“You can’t science magic, love,” Jeremiah said, grinning.

I looked at him.

“But you’re going to try, aren’t you?” he added.

I smiled and nodded, then kissed him.

A knock came at the door. Shannon poked her head in, then stepped inside.

“Can I talk to you both?” she asked. “There’s something you need to know.”

“Of course,” I said, shifting so she could sit between us. “What’s troubling you, love?”

“School,” Shannon said. “Or… college, really. I have a full ride to Cal State Serra Bay starting in the fall. I want to go. I can’t stay here.” Tears welled, and one broke free. “But I don’t want to leave here either. You’re my family. I belong with you.”

I hugged her and met Jeremiah’s eyes over the top of her head while I tried to soothe her.

“You are our family,” I said. “We belong with you, too. We were just talking about how we might have to move anyway. No one is going to understand Naomi becoming a woman overnight. It’s impossible. The only real option for us may be to go somewhere else. Start over. I’ve heard Serra Bay is nice.”

She sniffed and looked up at me. “Really? You’d do that? Move the whole family just for me? That seems… massively disruptive. And expensive.”

I nodded and smiled. “I’m not sure you know much about us yet,” I said. “We’re loaded. We can pretty much live wherever we want, whenever we want. You will never have to worry about money again. You’re stuck with us.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Jeremiah added. “Beth and Zac might want college, too. We haven’t even had that conversation. Brooke and Leah may feel the same. We probably need a change of scenery for a lot of reasons. Things have changed so much in less than twenty-four hours. But we’ll figure it out.”

He looked at me. I looked back. Our thoughts slid together without the mesh’s help.

“Let’s get everyone home,” we said at the same time. Neither of us wanted to be separated anymore.

“You’re sure?” Jeremiah asked. “You’re okay with Kelly?”

“Yes, lover,” I said. “I am now. Naomi’s fine, despite what happened. It was an accident. If I’d learned how to poof first, I probably would’ve done the same thing.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now—poof?” he said, smiling.

I helped Shannon to her feet. A quiet pulse through the mesh had the other girls gathering their things and tidying up. The movie downstairs was already rolling credits, so Naomi didn’t complain much when Leah turned it off.

As Shannon slipped out to grab our bags, Naeme suddenly appeared in front of us.

“Listen,” she said, voice low. “You know you need to go? Leave? Yes?”

“Yes, we do,” I said. Jeremiah and I both nodded.

“You stay too long now,” she said. “You make the mundane here angry. Dark Fae, too. I help you, but only for so long.”

“How long?” we asked together.

“I don’t know,” she said, and then she poofed, vanishing from our offices entirely.

That settled that.

We all filed out to the parking lot. Lexi rode with Brooke. Shannon rode back with Jeremiah. Naomi and Leah came with me.

Leah fell asleep in my car before we were halfway home.

ISAAC

I worried about my sister the whole drive to Beth’s house. What happened was weird—très weird. I’d had more than my share of weird in the past day. First, the incubus-fueled orgy in Megan’s classroom, then coming home to my parents… and then we all just meshed. Dad talked, and I thought things would settle down. Then my Mom teleported my sister, and now she’s older than me. So that happened.

I’d kept my distance from my mother. Just being inside her aura in Lexi’s bedroom was too close, to be honest. But the sudden links between the adults in my family and Leah, combined with my new mesh with Beth, Megan, Brooke, and Shannon… that was crazy.

Why wasn’t that bothering me more? And why did I keep thinking about Carmen? Especially with the woman I loved sitting right beside me in the car.

I looked over at Beth and smiled. She squeezed my hand.

“Naomi will be just fine,” she said. “Alyssa will figure it out.”

“Alyssa knows best,” I agreed. “She’s always had our best interests, as long as I can remember.”

“I thought big-Naomi looked like her,” Beth mused. “Makes me wonder how hot Alyssa was when she first met your father.”

“Hard for anyone to outshine my mom,” I said. “All my father’s lovers are pretty hot for their age.”

It wasn’t a secret anymore, my father’s sex life. Knowing the inner details didn’t bother me as much as I’d expected.

“I’ll say. Lexi is sexy,” Beth sighed. “Do you consider me one of your father’s lovers now?”

“You’re sexy enough to be,” I drawled, squeezing her hand. “I guess we’re all each other’s lovers. Is it weird that it doesn’t feel strange?”

“Not to me,” she said. “I’m finding I love the idea of enjoying all my lovers—you especially.”

I pulled up in front of her house and parked. We hadn’t even talked about what she was going to tell her parents.

“Are your parents upset about the sudden overnighter?” I asked.

“I’ve been texting my mom,” she said. “She was a little irked that I waited until the last minute to tell her. But she agreed it’s my last weekend of school. We agreed this was a special weekend.”

“But she doesn’t know you want to move in yet,” I said.

“No, not yet.” Beth shook her head. “We’ll cross that bridge after this weekend. Come in with me and say hello. They’ll want to see you.”

“I just hope I don’t say the wrong thing,” I said. “I want to stay on Brad and Janice’s good side.”

“Will you give me some of your good side later?” Beth giggled, kissing my cheek as she opened her door.

“Insatiable,” I muttered, and managed not to say the rest of what came to mind. We were at her parents’ house.

I got out, took Beth’s hand, and walked to the front door. She opened it and called out as I followed her inside.

“Mom? I’m home!” Beth called.

“In the kitchen!” Janice’s voice came back. “Just cleaning up from breakfast.”

Beth tugged me along, then dropped my hand to hug her mother tight. She kissed her cheek; Janice pulled back and smiled at her.

“Where’s Dad?” Beth asked.

“Oh, he’s golfing this morning,” Janice said, looking her over. “You look beautiful, sweetheart.”

Then she turned that smile on me and pulled me into a hug.

“Hello, Zac,” she said. “How are you?”

She squeezed around my neck and kissed my cheek. She paused for half a second, face close, then pulled back enough to look me in the eyes.

Did she just sniff me? I wondered, wary.

“You know you’re welcome to come for dinner or to visit,” Janice said. “We don’t see enough of you and Beth.”

“The end of the school year…” I started. “It’s been a bit crazy.”

“You two can talk. I’m going to go pack my bag,” Beth said, already backing toward the hallway.

“Okay, dear,” Janice said. “I’ll just chat more with Zac.”

I bit my bottom lip. I didn’t mind Janice, but being alone with her made me nervous. I was not convinced I’d make a good impression.

“It must be good to put school behind you,” Janice said.

She crossed her arms under her chest and smiled. I could see exactly where Beth got her eyes. Janice wore a sharp bob; bangs framed one side of her face, naturally drawing my attention to that eye. Her gaze dropped, then slowly traveled back up my body.

My eyes fell to her bust. Her crossed arms pushed her breasts up and together. I couldn’t help but notice the outline of firm nipples under the light blouse.

I swallowed and dragged my gaze back up. Fortunately, her eyes were still on the way up my torso.

Something about her attention nagged at me. I took a second to make sure I had my ring.

My ring.

I’d forgotten my ring.

I hadn’t realized until that moment. I’d have to rely on pure self-control. Janice’s focused attention and the way she was standing were not helping.

Her eyes fluttered. She met my gaze, pupils slightly unfocused.

I shifted my weight and walked around to the far side of the kitchen island. I wanted something solid between us. And I wanted my groin out of direct line of sight.

She leaned across the counter, crossing her arms again, her elbows resting on the granite. Her position gave me an even more direct look down her blouse.

I sighed. She inhaled.

“Beth said she enjoyed her last day of school,” Janice said. “Did you two do anything exciting together?”

“Uh…” Did I tell her we definitely did? Or that we fucked our teacher in her classroom? Or that we had a foursome with her and the nanny this morning. Or that my mom can, like, teleport. And I saw my sister naked.

The memory did not help my arousal. I shifted so I could subtly adjust my thickening cock.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, remembering she was still waiting for an answer. “We had a small pool party at my house after school.”

“Sounds fun,” she said, leaning a little closer and breathing in.

Her breasts flattened slightly on the countertop, deepening the shadow between them. I flicked my eyes up to her face and saw her catch me looking. She only smiled and rocked gently from side to side, like she was inviting me to look again.

“I must say,” Janice began, then hesitated. “You smell really good,” she finished.

“Uh. Thanks?” I said. I did not want to talk about why.

Janice came around the counter. Her gaze skimmed down my chest, then to my waist.

I sidestepped and glanced toward the hallway, judging how long until Beth might come back. I turned my hips to angle my growing bulge away from view.

“Is it a new deodorant?” Janice asked. “I should get some for Brad.”

“Um… how long until Brad gets back from golf?” I asked, grabbing for any subject that wasn’t my smell.

“He’ll be gone for hours,” Janice said, eyes widening just a bit as she smiled. “You and Beth can stay for a while.”

“I, uh… I should go check on Beth,” I stammered.

I turned and headed down the hall toward her room. I heard Janice’s footsteps behind me for a couple of beats. I could feel her eyes on my ass.

“Second door on your right, honey,” she called.

I looked back. She leaned against the wall, watching me walk away.

Was her hand between her thighs?

I managed a wave and turned into Beth’s room. I knocked—politeness seemed wise—and then opened the door.

Beth bent over her dresser, rummaging in a lower drawer. She looked over her shoulder and smiled before turning back to hunt for something.

I stepped up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist.

“Mmm,” she said, pressing her ass back against me. “Why are you hard?” she asked, amused. “Not that I mind.”

“I forgot my ring,” I said. “Your mom was looking at me funny. Telling me how good I smelled.”

“My mom is hot,” she agreed, not particularly fazed that I was hard because I’d been staring at her mother’s tits. “When she’s not being a nag and a busybody.”

She turned in my arms and inhaled. Her eyes unfocused for a second as my aura brushed her.

“Do you want me to help you relieve the pressure?” she asked, pupils dilating.

“No,” I said, forcing the word out. “We should get back home, baby.”

I heard Carmen in my head. Be the leader. Don’t just stumble from one scene to the next. This could blow up Beth’s family if I weren’t careful.

I pulled her fully upright and hugged her tight instead. Then we focused on packing. Clothes went into her bag in fast, unsexy handfuls.

We stopped by the living room to say goodbye. Janice sat on the sofa watching HGTV, like any Saturday morning. She actually stood to hug and kiss us both before we left. Usually, she just waved, eyes glued to the screen.

She smiled and tousled my hair.

“Hope to see you soon, Zac,” she said. “You take good care of my girl.”

“You know I will,” I said, hugging her back. My impulses were finally under control.

She paused, a smile lingering.

Did she just press her ass back into my hand?

Janice stepped away and sank back onto the sofa. She watched me for a couple of extra seconds—long enough to get awkward—then inhaled deeply, winked, and turned her attention back to the TV.

I hustled Beth out the door.

What the hell was that about?

We loaded her bags into the trunk. On the way back, we swung through a drive-through for sodas.

I felt like I’d dodged a bullet.

More importantly, I was proud of myself.

I hadn’t given in to my baser instincts. I’d listened to Carmen. And for once, I’d walked away.

CARMEN

After Jeremiah left to check on Alyssa and Naomi, something in me cracked.

The stress of the morning, then the craziness of the poofing—it caught up all at once. I worried about Naomi. I loved that girl like my own child. I knew I wasn’t her parent, or even really her aunt, but that wasn’t what scared me.

Alyssa had scared me.

She was always the cool one. Calm, thoughtful, collecting data while the rest of us spun. Her outburst at the pool had been out of line, and I didn’t feel guilty about calling her on it. But between that, and confronting Jeremiah and Zac about needing to feel their control, I felt… untethered.

I’d tried to soothe myself by topping Maria. It gave me the euphoria of release, but it didn’t settle my nerves. If anything, it made them worse. I’d done it impulsively, outside my usual dynamic.

I felt most centered when I was inside our hierarchy.

Jeremiah at the center. Alyssa and Kelly under him. With Lexi and me at the bottom. That’s how my bones understood love.

Right now, everything was upside down. Inside out. New faces in every room. My three heads had all lost their cool control. It felt like that lake with Jenn again—everything we’d made work getting disrupted, me rolling with it, topping her to keep her settled. It got the job done, but it wasn’t what fed me.

I needed someone over me. A calm presence. A hand on my collar meant I didn’t have to hold everyone else together by myself.

I’d been playing on the side with Maria for a while. Jeremiah knew. Hell, they all knew—the mesh made secrets a joke. But I’d never asked for permission. Not out loud.

The more I thought about it, the more it felt wrong.

I decided I needed to own my shortcomings. With Jeremiah and Alyssa gone, Kelly was left.

She was beautiful, kind, thoughtful, and sexy as hell. She had that succubus glow I didn’t fully understand, but I understood what it did—bliss by the truckload, every time, left me breathless and in awe.

She was amazing.

She was not naturally dominant.

Not always.

I called her Mistress because protocol was what centered me when I started to spin. The titles mattered to me. They signaled my place. She was happy to let Jeremiah or Alyssa give me the heavy dominance I craved. They both understood what my servant heart meant.

Kelly needed more prompting.

I had to top from the bottom, drop hints. Then she would rise and take control, and it was glorious—but it always felt backwards.

I sighed.

I stripped down to my collar in the main bedroom and knocked on Kelly’s door. I knew she was with Megan. I needed her alone. I didn’t want to drag Megan into our hierarchy without her eyes open and her consent. I did not flash my kinks around recklessly—not even inside our own walls, not within earshot of Naomi or Zac.

Her door stood ajar, but I heard voices and hesitated. Lately, I’d been muting the mesh more than usual, so I wasn’t as attuned to what everyone was doing.

“Carmen,” Kelly called, that sweet voice of hers drifting through the crack. “You know you can just walk in any time.”

I sighed again, frustrated. I needed Mistress Kelly right now, not best friend Kelly. She didn’t like to assume that role outside of playtime these past few months.

Which meant I was going to have to top her from the bottom. Again.

I slid to my knees and crawled into her room. I kept my head down, out of respect, knowing Megan was in there with her. Then I knelt wordlessly in front of Kelly the way I had so many times before.

It felt like a violation to do it with Megan standing right there.

“Oh. Right,” Kelly murmured when she saw me and realized what I wanted. She cleared her throat and let her voice drop into something firmer. “You may speak freely, slave.”

She took a handful of my hair and tugged my head up. I purred. She did know how this worked. It just wasn’t second nature to her the way it was to Jeremiah.

I dared lift my eyes. She held my gaze steadily. My attention flicked toward Megan on the bed.

Kelly followed the glance and nodded.

“Megan, can you excuse us?” Kelly asked. “We need a few minutes.”

“Oh. Certainly, your… do I, uh, call you anything?” Megan asked, clearly unsure.

“I’m just Kel to you, Megan,” Kelly said. “No titles required. We won’t be long.”

I felt Megan brush past me. When the door clicked softly behind her, Kelly let go of my hair and turned away. She walked to her chair and sat as if it were a throne.

She wore only a camisole. She crossed one leg over the other at the knee, deliberately revealing that she wasn’t wearing panties, and extended her foot toward me. Her expression shifted into cool expectation.

“Fuck me,” I said under my breath, in pure appreciation. When she put her mind to it, she could melt my core.

I crawled to her slowly, savoring every second. I kissed each of her toes in turn, honoring her the way she deserved. Then I settled back into my submissive kneel and rested my cheek against her lifted thigh.

“Speak freely,” she said, reading me well enough to know I needed to talk, not dive straight into a scene.

“Mistress,” I began, “this one is troubled and needs to confess. She has sought solace outside the family for her sexual needs.”

“Maria,” Kelly said, understanding immediately. “Ever since Zac had his… mistake, you two have been closer.”

Our minds brushed together over the memory of that day—Zac’s uncontrolled power, the way we’d burned off the leftover hunger. The whole house’s dynamic had shifted then. Yesterday’s revelations and this morning’s disaster had only pushed us further.

“Are you feeling left out, my love?” she asked, genuine concern in her voice.

“No, Mistress,” I said. “This one still feels very connected to you and Master. To our family. To all the new ones. She doesn’t understand why she needs to seek satisfaction with Maria.”

“Maria is almost family,” Kelly said. “She knows all our secrets now. After last night, she knows we’re supernaturally connected.”

I nodded and kissed her knee. I let my hand slide up to caress her calf, then looked up.

“Should she be family too?” I asked. “This one doesn’t want to presume, Mistress.”

“Possibly,” Kelly said. She thought for a moment. “Aly tends to be the one who formally adds people, and she’s had minimal contact with Maria. We should talk to her first.”

Her fingers threaded back into my hair, and for the first time since the pool, I felt like someone else was carrying the weight with me.

Kelly uncrossed her legs and spread them wide, gripping my hair and pulling me into my place. I licked my lips, feeling the conversation end, and my submissive self rose to the surface.

“I need you to eat me, slave,” Kelly growled, allowing her aura to pulse, “I want to coat your pretty face so you look like my loving slut.”

“Gawd, is she a mind reader too?”

“Yes, Mistress,” I continued eagerly.

I drove my mouth into her cunt, feeling her grind into my lips. My cunt was clenching and dripping as she controlled me. My nipples were achingly hard as I lapped between her labia, then focused on her clit. She started to glow, and I felt proud to serve such a magnificent creature. Feeling undeserving of her attention only intensified my humiliation at how eagerly and without question I obeyed her.

I was on edge before her and clenched my cunt to hold it back. She was rolling her hips, both hands gripping my hair firmly. She ground her sex over my face, smearing her arousal until my cheeks gleamed with her juices. I curled my tongue into her opening and pressed inside, my nose pressing into her clit. She grunted her approval as she ground her cunt into my face. She used me as a toy to pleasure herself. I felt my place was to be her vibrator and moaned and groaned to that effect.

With a gasp, she was there, and her body stiffened as her back arched. Her hips bucked forward, and she squirted a stream of her juice into my face. I drank from the stream and continued to lap hungrily, my face and breasts glistening from the baptism of her orgasm. She pushed me away, satisfied. She stood over me, then leaned and pulled my head up, craning my neck. She stared at me with her intensely beautiful blue eyes.

“You’ve pleased me, slave.” She said and kissed me.

I had another orgasm, a slight but satisfying clench as I sank into my rightful place at her feet.

I stretched out to prostrate myself and pressed kisses to each of her toes. Heat bloomed in my chest. Being here, at her feet, snapped the world back into an order my bones understood.

“Now, slut, find Megan and tell her she may return,” she said. “Let her see the shining face of a devoted slave. Don’t wash my juices off.”

I nodded and backed out of her room on my knees.

I felt like a good submissive slave again, wearing her arousal still dripping from my chin like a badge of honor. Outside her doorway, I rose to my feet and went to find Megan.

MEGAN

I sat on one of the soft couches in the main bedroom, bare legs curled under me, wearing one of Kelly’s babydoll nighties. Black satin, lace along the top. Our body shapes were close enough that it fit like it had been made for me.

“You can keep it,” she’d said earlier in her boudoir. “A gift from me, to welcome you.”

I’d smiled then. After the shower, we’d pulled out half her closet and tried on a few outfits. Before Carmen knocked, Kelly had already made a small pile of clothes she said I could have.

Carmen’s knock hadn’t felt like an interruption, exactly, but I could tell she was worried about something. I didn’t know much about BDSM beyond what I’d picked up from bodice-ripper paperbacks, but the idea of submission and dominance had always… done something to me.

When Kelly took control earlier, I’d been amazed. It was instantly intense, more than just sex. There was a deeper connection, emotional and physical, like something had clicked into place under my skin.

Outside Kelly’s boudoir, I tried to distract myself by wandering around the main suite, looking out the windows. They were polarized, so no one could see in, which made it feel safe to just stand there and watch the leaves move for a while.

Eventually, I found the small sofa again and reclined, and my thoughts kept circling back over what had happened to me.

Something in me had shifted when I saw Zac and Beth kissing in my classroom. I’d been drawn to him from the first week of school. He was awkward and sweet, completely unaware of how attractive he was to his classmates. He was a good student. I felt a kind of kinship and tried to help him navigate high school and focus on his studies.

Then, a few weeks ago, he changed. He got more confident. There was a different kind of charisma around him. I tried to write it off as a crush on my part, but it only kept growing.

When I saw him kissing Beth in my classroom, I knew exactly what I wanted. I also knew what it could do to my career.

I didn’t care.

I chose to walk toward him, one step at a time, fully aware of the line I was crossing.

At least… it felt that way at the time.

My connection to Lexi felt similar. I remembered seeing her at the track right after I’d masturbated, thinking about Zac. Something in me snapped toward her, something primal. It felt like fate when she and I ended up in her room with Zac yesterday. The way she pulled me onto her bed made it clear her attraction matched mine.

I wanted her as much as she wanted me.

I was drunk on both of them.

I’ve become such a slut, I thought, and grinned. The word didn’t feel pejorative in my head.

I was enjoying each new link in the chain. I felt sexually liberated in a way I hadn’t even known I’d craved. Everyone around me seemed to take this new facet of my personality in stride. My eagerness to engage was accepted as normal by my lovers whenever it rose.

Leah last night. Jeremiah and Kelly after the insane morning. Each encounter left me feeling desired, seen, and worthy of their love and attention.

For the first time in my life, that didn’t feel like something I had to apologize for.

I saw Carmen back out of Kelly’s room on her knees, the caramel curve of her ass impossible to miss. She rose to her feet, turned, and spotted me. Her eyes widened. She hurried toward me, then dropped back down and crawled the last few steps.

I was sitting on the edge of the sofa and opened my mouth to tell her she didn’t need to crawl to me.

“Please,” she said, a little breathless. “This one will explain.”

Carmen settled into a formal kneel in front of me—thighs parted, palms open on her thighs. Her silver collar gleamed at the base of her throat. Her face and chin were slick with something wet that made it very obvious what she’d been doing.

I swallowed and nodded, signaling I was listening.

“This one was told you may return to Mistress Kelly now,” she said, eyes dropping to the floor. “This one understands her behavior is different. This one would enjoy explaining this to you in the future.”

She closed her mouth and bowed her head.

I smiled, then stood and stepped closer. Instinct took over. I reached out and took a handful of her mussed hair, not entirely sure if it was “right,” but her soft moan as I tugged her head up told me it was.

“I would enjoy that,” I said, meeting her eyes.

“Yes, ma’am,” she breathed. Her gaze shifted, something new and electric there, and she was a little out of breath.

She bowed her head again and backed away on her knees before standing and retreating to her bedroom.

I sat back down for a second, smiling at the brief exchange, wondering how Carmen felt about it.

A moment later, Aly and Jeremiah came out of Aly’s room, returning from the office sooner than I’d expected. I rose and went to meet them.

As I walked over, Kelly stepped out of her room in a full-length dressing gown and hugged them both tightly. I hung back while they exchanged quiet words. I wasn’t sure if Kelly wanted to go back to our dress-up play as Carmen had implied, or if that was over for now.

I also needed to talk to Alyssa. She always seemed to know how to handle anything. And Jeremiah—he was at the center of all of this, too. I wanted to hear from both of them.

I heard movement in the other rooms—doors, footsteps, voices. Lexi must have come back with the others. Maybe Zac and Beth were home, too.

Alyssa glanced at me, then nodded toward Kelly. Kelly kissed her, then Jeremiah, and slipped back through her room. I could feel, more than see, her attention go in the direction of Naomi.

My stomach fluttered as Alyssa walked toward me, Jeremiah’s hand in hers.

Aly smiled, leaned in, and kissed me deeply. I melted into it. I rose on my toes to kiss Jeremiah next, and he met me halfway, giving me another slow, lingering kiss.

“Let’s sit,” Aly said, nodding toward a pair of loveseats a few steps away.

“I’d like that,” I said. “I know you two are very busy.”

I took one seat. Alyssa slid in beside me and turned so she was fully facing me. Jeremiah settled into the opposite loveseat, relaxed and open.

“Never too busy to talk with you,” Jeremiah said.

“We know you’ve been through a lot,” Aly said. “We want to listen, help, and reassure you.”

I chewed my lip and tried to figure out where to start. I’d fucked their son, well, it was Jeremiah’s son, and I was a school teacher. All of us seemed to be okay with what happened. I tried to remember whether I had ever been troubled by that thought. Trying to think about that made it easy to forget, but something did stay fixed in my mind.

“The school board will fire me when they find out what I allowed to happen in my classroom,” I started. “I accept full responsibility. I acted selfishly. I’m the root cause of everything else that has happened since.”

“Thank you for that,” Alyssa said. “We were at first startled by the revelation, but we also think Zac had a lot to do with what happened. It wasn’t solely your responsibility, Megan.”

I nodded and started to say something when Alyssa raised her fingers to my lips, silencing me while letting me know she heard me and understood.

“We must put that behind us and deal with the consequences.” She said, direct and to the point, “You are afraid you will lose your job.”

“I will lose my job.” I said, then swallowed the lump in my throat, feeling my eyes well with tears, “I don’t regret anything, but I feel like I’m adrift and more than a little out of control.”

“Resign first, take back control.” Aly said, “Then work for me as my archivist.. If you resign and take another position, the school board can look the other way. No one on the school board wants to admit publicly that four students had an orgy with their teacher on school grounds.”

“That archivist thing? You were serious?” I asked.

It was easy to let the rest of what Aly had said flutter away while I looked at her. Resigning felt like the right thing to do—I’d already landed there before—but everything since last night, and the ad hoc meeting by the pool, had shoved that decision to the back of my mind.

“What did you study in college besides teaching?” she asked. She shifted, crossing her legs on the sofa, and pushed her glasses up her nose, fully focused on me.

“Actually,” I said, “my degree is in History. European, medieval to Renaissance. I got my teaching certificate because the job market is pretty tight for a B.A. in History.”

Alyssa looked at Jeremiah, then smiled at me. I looked between them and felt the pieces line up.

“That’s what you need, isn’t it?” I said. “Someone who knows that period, because…”

“Because of all the faery lore,” she finished, her eyes lighting. “Shannon’s already taken some notes, but we need to define the project better. This is going to matter—a lot—for all of us. We need to start as soon as possible.”

“What would my salary be?” I asked, careful but hopeful.

She smiled, a little impish. “It comes with free room and board,” she said.

I stared at her, confused. A roof over my head was amazing, but I still had to eat. I still had student loans.

She saw it on my face and glanced at Jeremiah. They locked eyes, like they were having an entire conversation in half a second. He nodded.

“Megan, you’re family,” he said. “What’s ours is yours. And what’s ours is probably more than you can imagine.”

I sat back, stunned. My mouth opened, then closed. No words came out.

“What?” I managed. “That… I can’t… I don’t…”

I couldn’t finish a sentence. The idea that they might share their wealth—with me, with everyone—was beyond anything I’d let myself expect.

“All of the original family has the same agreement,” Jeremiah said. “My fortune is my family’s fortune. You’re family now. So you don’t need to worry about money. We’ve been fortunate, and we’ve invested well. Our wealth keeps growing. I don’t see that changing.”

My continued fish-out-of-water impersonation gave him room to go on.

“Monday, I’ll talk with my lawyers and get this set up properly,” he said. “It might be trickier than when we first formed our family, but rest assured—you won’t have to worry about money again.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I said, still dazed.

“‘Thank you’ is a good start,” he said, grinning.

“Thank you,” I said, smiling back. “I can’t possibly thank you enough.”

“We all contribute to the family,” Jeremiah said. “I have no doubts you will too.”

He paused, then exhaled.

“There’s another thing we need to ask you,” he went on. “Our five-year-old daughter is suddenly much older. If that ever gets out, ‘high school sex orgy’ will be forgotten. Please don’t think this is about what happened with you and Zac. We’re going to need to move away. Maybe even change identities. Do you need to stay here? In this town?”

“God, no,” I said immediately, then laughed. “I have zero ties here. I was already wondering where I’d move next. Preferably somewhere with less rain.”

“How about Southern California?” Alyssa asked. “Serra Bay, specifically.”

“Sounds perfect,” I said. “Why there?”

“You’ll be working closely with Shannon on this project,” Alyssa said. “She’s starting classes at Cal State Serra Bay in a few months. We’re thinking that might be where we move—all of us.”

I let that settle in. New town. New life. Same family.

For the first time since everything blew up, the future didn’t feel like a void. It felt like a direction.

“Speaking of Shannon,” said Shannon’s voice from the doorway.

She smiled as she walked toward us, Brooke trailing just behind her.

We all stood. There was a flurry of hugs and long, warm kisses. I didn’t remember ever having so many kisses and touches in my life. We really were a very friendly family.

After the round of embraces, Shannon turned to Alyssa.

“Brooke offered to take me home to get my things,” Shannon said. “Leah’s sleeping pretty hard in her bed—we just checked on her. Naomi’s with Lexi, swimming… kind of.” She drew a breath. “I want to get my stuff and move in here for good. I don’t want to be the one holding things up if we need to move. I don’t have much.”

Alyssa listened, studying her, then tilted her head.

“What about your folks?” she asked. “I know you don’t have a close relationship, but they may feel differently if you tell them you’re leaving for good. I’d be glad to go with you and talk to them.”

Shannon looked at Brooke. Brooke hugged her from the side.

“Tell them, Shan,” Brooke said softly. “You can trust them.”

Shannon looked back at Alyssa and let out a heavy sigh. Her shoulders slumped.

“I wish I could introduce you to them,” she said, and then the words broke. Tears spilled over. “They left a few weeks ago. I left for school one morning and came home to… nothing. Just my stuff. They left a note and a little bit of money. The rent’s paid through the end of the month. I have to be out by Friday.”

The story came out in a rush, tears running freely down her face. Then she shook her head, wiped under her eyes with her fingertips, and lifted her chin. Determination settled over her features like armor.

“Aly,” Shannon said, voice rough, “I want to move on. Put that in my rearview. Everything that’s happened with this family feels like a dream, and I don’t want it to end.”

She wrapped her arms around Alyssa and hugged her tight. Brooke folded into them. I joined, arms circling both of them.

Her revelation shocked me and humbled me. In my mind, I replayed my own irritation with her and Brooke’s behavior, which led to detention on the last day of school. The resigned look on Shannon’s face when she’d accepted the punishment.

Why didn’t I ask what was going on?

I wanted to help in some small way. It suddenly felt like all of this was connected—like a chain of small catastrophes lining up into an unexpected kind of redemption.

“I can go with you,” I said at last. “If you don’t mind helping me get my stuff.”

I glanced at Alyssa and Jeremiah, looking for their reaction.

“I’ve got a box of keepsakes and a couple of bags of clothes,” I explained. “Not much time to accumulate things on my salary. Even my furniture came with the apartment.” I turned back to Shannon. “I’d love to help you. Please let me. I want to start our next chapter together.”

Speechless, Shannon hugged me hard. I pulled Brooke in, too.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I had no idea. I wish I’d thought to ask instead of just giving you detention.”

“Best detention ever,” Brooke said with a crooked smile.

Shannon nodded, and we all ended up in another tangle of arms. I realized I was pledging myself to both of them. I’d help them find their way. They’d help me find mine.

I looked over at Jeremiah and Alyssa. Aly slid in close to him, hugging his side as she watched us.

“Let me take care of the girls,” I said. “You two need to be here, doing what needs to be done. I can only imagine the changes you’re managing. If you have room for us, I’ll make sure we get back safely.”

“That would be a big help, Megan,” Jeremiah said. “Thank you.”

I nodded and laced my fingers through Shannon and Brooke’s. I led them through Kelly’s boudoir. On the way, I flipped through the stack of clothes Kelly had given me, pulled out a simple pair of jeans and a polo shirt, and changed quickly.

Then the three of us walked out together, ready to pack our lives into boxes and bags and carry them into whatever came next.

JEREMIAH

Aly and I were speechless at the revelations Shannon, Brooke, and Megan transmitted through our mesh. At first glance, the after-school detention had seemed like a devastating lapse in judgment by both Zac and Megan, but it had ultimately opened a door to an uncertain yet promising future.

We hugged hard and held on for a moment, silently reviewing the chain of events from when our family first began. The echoes still rang.

We kissed and parted.

“We need to talk with Kelly,” Alyssa said.

We found her downstairs on the patio, watching Lexi teach Naomi to swim. Naomi had borrowed one of Aly’s bathing suits. I couldn’t help thinking back to our RV days—stopping in Montana, swimming in cold water, doing other things. My mind tried not to connect Naomi to the “other things,” but the way she mirrored her mother made that hard.

I sat between Aly and Kelly, and we looked at each other. I shrugged and took the lead.

“We need to look at immediate needs and then at what has to happen in the next few weeks,” I said. “We have to figure out what we need to do to move quickly. We can’t stay here.”

“Why not?” Kelly started, then flushed as she watched Naomi sputter and reset under Lexi’s patient guidance. “Right. No one’s going to believe Naomi aged overnight. Sorry.”

“Yes,” I said. “Add to that: Shannon has a scholarship to Cal State Serra Bay, and Megan shouldn’t stay here with what happened in her classroom. We risk exposure. We all know we can’t allow that.”

“Okay,” Kelly said, accepting. “It’s sad to leave home, but I know it’s the next step. Can Mom come with us?”

“If she wants to, she’s always welcome,” I said. “We’ll need to talk with her.”

“More immediately, we need to think about more permanent sleeping arrangements,” I went on. “What are your thoughts?”

“I think we should add another bed or two in the main room upstairs,” Aly said. “Make it easier to connect. I liked the intimacy of just being with Shannon last night, but I missed being near everyone. I think that’s part of why it got so distracting this morning.”

“Does that include Naomi?” I asked, putting the elephant on the table.

“She can’t sleep in her toddler bed,” Alyssa said. She held my gaze. “But I get what you mean. You know that sooner or later, she’s going to want to be with us.”

Kelly sucked in a breath and looked at Naomi swimming, then nodded, jaw tight.

“She looks like you did, Aly, when we helped Jenn,” Kelly said quietly, echoing my own thoughts and the sense of fate looping back on itself.

Aly nodded. For all her practicality, she was raw about her baby suddenly being an adult woman. She looked down so we wouldn’t see her brush away a tear.

“For now, she can sleep in my room,” Aly said. “In my bed if she wants. Close to us, but behind a door.”

“So Zac and I will move his and Leah’s beds up to the main room when he gets back,” I said, shifting to logistics because that’s what I knew how to do. “Should we add Maria’s bed as well?”

Carmen slipped up behind me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, having spotted us from the kitchen.

“You want to fuck the maid, Papi?” she teased, smiling to lighten the moment.

“Carmen, I’m glad you’re here,” Aly said. “We need your common sense while we plan. Do you think Maria should be part of all of us?” She paused, then added, “I wanted to ask you before I talk with her.”

“Honestly? Yes,” Carmen said, hearing the seriousness in our voices. “If we’re going to move, we’ll need her help. She’s wonderful. She’d love to be part of this. The family’s doubled. I can’t do it all myself. I almost lost it fourteen times this morning.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Alyssa said.

We were interrupted by Naomi. She walked over in a towel, water streaming down her body, Lexi at her side, rubbing her back.

“She won’t drown,” Lexi reported. “We still need to get the actual swimming down. She gets floating really well.”

Naomi blushed and pushed her chest out. “Built-in life preservers,” she said with a laugh.

Then she went around the circle, greeting each of us by name and kissing us full on the mouth, long and unhurried. Everyone accepted it with varying levels of shock. She looked at Alyssa like nothing about it was odd.

“Mommy… um, Mom,” she said. “Lexi said I should shower and get dressed, but I don’t have any clothes. Can I borrow some of yours?”

“Of course, sweetheart,” Aly said, distracted but gentle. “We’ll have to get you some of your own soon.”

“Okay,” Naomi said. “I’ll be back after I’m showered and dressed. I love all of you.”

“We love you,” I called after her, then looked back at the others.

“She’s a good kisser,” Kelly said, half to herself. “But maybe she needs to learn boundaries.”

“Oh, Kelly,” Aly said, irritation and fondness mixing. “Don’t you see what she’s doing? She’s trying to fit in. We’ve all been kissing like that all morning. She’s noticed. She has no other reference. We taught her that’s how adults greet one another.”

“Yeah,” Lexi said, backing her up. “She’s a good mimic. She watched and then did exactly what I showed her. Learning to swim takes more than copying, though. You have to know where your body is in the water, not just repeat a motion.”

We all nodded, thoughtful.

My mind spun ahead. We’d normalized so much oddness inside these walls that it was easy to forget how it looked from the outside.

I looked at Kelly. “Could you go shopping for Naomi?” I asked. “She’s basically Aly’s size. I don’t think Naomi should go with you—too many questions. She doesn’t know how to act outside the family yet.”

“J, you can help Naomi,” Aly said, taking another bite out of the same elephant. “We also need to reassure her that she belongs with us. She’s going to feel isolated if we’re all one way with each other and a different way with her. If we kiss each other one way and then make her do something else, it’ll tell her she’s on the outside. She needs your special help there.”

“I get it, Aly,” I said, more sharply than I meant to. I reined it in. “This is moving faster than I’d like. But I agree—she needs to be incorporated. So does Maria. Any objections?”

I looked around. Heads nodded. No one spoke against it.

I looked down at my hands, trying to find the least wrong way to ask the next question.

“We should do something special tonight,” I said at last. “All of us. To welcome the new members. Including Naomi. Does anyone have a problem with that?”

My gut clenched as I heard myself. Naomi, joining the family the way others had last night, when the circle expanded. I didn’t want to be intimate with my own daughter. I knew Kelly felt the same way about Zac. There were places our power and our ethics couldn’t, and wouldn’t, go.

No one shook their head. Everyone nodded slowly, eyes somber.

“She has to be okay with it first,” Aly said immediately, mother-bear instincts flaring. “If she’s not ready, she sleeps with me in my boudoir. No pressure. No timeline.” She looked at Kelly. “And when that time does come, your aura will help ease her in, not force her. There’s a difference.”

To say none of us were uncomfortable would have been a lie.

We went quiet. The mesh filled in the spaces as we exchanged thoughts—naming the discomfort, promising lines we wouldn’t cross, agreeing that this would only move forward if Naomi, as a grown woman, wanted it and understood it. Only then.

After that, the conversation loosened. We traded glances, nods, small jokes about mattresses and shopping lists while we decided how to make the evening special for all our new family members.

Zac and Beth returned as we wrapped up, and I waved them over.

“I need to call our lawyers and set up a meeting for Monday,” I said to Aly as Zac approached. Then I turned to him. “While I’m on the phone, I need you to help move all the mattresses from the downstairs bedrooms up to the main room. Kelly, while you’re out, please buy something nice for all our new girls, and a set of clothes for Naomi, as discussed. Take Beth to help.”

“I’d love to help,” Beth said. “Anything you need.”

“All of us need to pitch in to get the main room just right,” I went on. “Aly, can you check on Leah after you speak with Maria?”

She nodded. We all stood. We knew what needed to be done. It wasn’t only about moving furniture and buying clothes. There was an emotional component. We were about to consecrate new relationships—maybe even welcome Naomi as a full adult member of the family if she chose it.

It felt like too much, too fast.

But if she were, in every meaningful way, a twenty-something woman, it would be unfair to keep her on the outside forever while everyone else moved forward—if she wanted in. We would have to figure out how to hold both truths: she was our daughter, and she was grown.

Finally, I picked up my phone and called my lawyer.

“Uncle Thomas,” I said when he answered. “I need to meet with you on Monday. If you could come up to the house, I’d appreciate it. I think you’ll have a lot of questions, but I need to amend our financials.”

“Jeremiah,” he said, warmth in his voice. “Of course. I’m here for you. Just one of us?”

I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see it, amused. He was still sharp as ever. He was nearing retirement, had transitioned most of his clients to his son, but he kept my account close.

“More than that,” I said, smiling. “It’s better if you hear this in person.”

“Oh,” Tommy said, his tone shifting. “Are you okay, Jeremiah?”

“I will be, Tommy,” I said. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. A lot of things need to change. Do you think Junior is ready?”

“I’ll brief him tomorrow,” Tommy said. “He knows you’re… special. But you’re right. It’s time we bring him in properly. We’ll both see you on Monday.”

I ended the call and looked back at the house—the people moving through it, the lives intertwined there.

Whatever happened next, we’d face it as we always had: together, messy, and determined to make it work.


CHAPTER 7
REBIRTH REALIGNMENT


MARIA

It pleased me to help this strange and wonderful family, even if I had somehow slept through what turned out to be a very significant event.

That was Carmen’s fault, of course.

She’d worn me out—again. I wasn’t complaining.

Before she left to fix breakfast, she’d kissed me and said, “You rest, puta. I’ll handle the breakfast.”

The way she said it made me smile. Even her dirty nickname for me felt special.

Later, I was working on dinner while everyone came and went. I enjoyed watching how they all moved around each other. The view of the pool and patio from the kitchen made me feel connected to their comings and goings.

Jeremiah was out there talking with all of his lovers. Things were changing. I’d known that much since last night’s dinner party. A lot of it was confusing to me. I’d known Jeremiah, Kelly, and Alyssa were special from the moment they hired me to help Carmen a few years ago.

Then there was the thing that happened between Leah and me. Zac had something to do with that. And then the wild orgy with Carmen, Jeremiah, Kelly, and Leah.

It had shocked me.

It had also felt right, like I was being pulled closer to all of them, not just Carmen. I didn’t have the words to explain it in English, but I felt it in my bones.

Since then, Carmen had found me and brought me to her room more times than I could count. I was friendly with the others. I loved them, and I felt they loved me, too. All of it made me want to keep working here and serving these remarkable people as long as they would have me.

This morning, everyone had left in a hurry. I came down to help Carmen in the kitchen and found I was too late for breakfast. The whole area was a disaster—water, clothes, plates, food.

Carmen looked distracted and on edge.

I did what I knew how to do. I went to work.

The downstairs quieted as we scrubbed, wiped, and put things back in their places. Soon, the kitchen was spotless again.

Carmen looked at me with that gleam in her eye.

“Puta,” she said, “did you enjoy sleeping in today?”

When she called me that way, I knew I was in the most wonderful kind of trouble.

She pressed me to my knees at the counter. “I need your mouth on my cunt. Now,” she growled, hitching her skirt up.

I obeyed eagerly. Part of me hoped it would pull her out of whatever storm was in her head. Jeremiah caught us on his way out. I worried for a heartbeat, then felt Carmen’s hand in my hair, guiding me back where she wanted me, and the worry blew away.

Later, with my face feeling like a glazed donut, she pulled me upright and kissed me.

“My bedroom. Now,” she said. “I’m going to let you use the strap-on. I need you to fuck me stupid.”

I laughed, and she chased me upstairs. The house seemed empty. We both got our turns with the strap-on. After, she told me to go down to my room, shower, change, and then think about dinner.

“Dinner for eleven, plus me?” I asked. “What should I make for little Naomi?”

Carmen gave me a look like I’d missed the punchline.

“Just cook for thirteen—Naomi’s grown now,” she said. “How did you miss that?”

“What?” I said. “She’s five years old.”

“Kelly pulled her through some faerie portal, and now she’s older than Zac,” Carmen said flatly.

I shook my head and laughed, assuming she was winding me up.

In my room downstairs, I showered and changed into clothes that didn’t smell like Carmen. When I climbed back up the stairs, I glanced out toward the pool.

Ms. Kelly stood by the edge, watching Lexi teach a new girl how to float and swim.

I focused on making dinner. Carmen came down a bit later, face a little like mine had been earlier, but smiling from ear to ear.

“Who’s the new girl getting swimming lessons?” I asked.

“That’s Naomi,” Carmen said. “I told you she’s all grown up now.”

“What? How?” I asked.

“I told you. Faerie shit,” Carmen said with a shrug, and wandered outside to join the group.

That had been maybe thirty minutes ago.

Naomi had finished swimming and came up to join everyone. She’d gone around giving each person a firm hug and a lingering kiss.

She’d smiled at me, too.

This adult Naomi hugged me, kissed me long and slow, then pulled back with a grin.

She was an adult, all right.

Jeremiah stood and said something I didn’t catch, and suddenly everyone scattered—different directions, different tasks. Alyssa’s eyes found mine. She smiled and leaned over the counter.

“I need to talk with you, Maria,” she said. “Can you take a break and sit with me in the living room?”

“Of course, Ms. Alyssa,” I replied, a little nervous. I rinsed my hands and dried them.

I followed her and sat beside her on the sofa. She turned toward me, pushed her glasses up, and studied me. She was quiet for a moment, and her gaze seemed to look past my eyes.

“You’ve gotten close to Carmen lately,” Alyssa said with a small smile. “How do you feel about that?”

“Oh,” I said. “I hope you don’t think it’s distracting me from my work.”

“This isn’t about your work, Maria,” she said. “We love what you give this family.”

I bowed my head and thought about Carmen. She was special to me. We had a bond that felt like more than sisters, more than just lovers.

“I love being with Carmen,” I said. “I love all of this family. I see what happens, and I don’t mind. I don’t say anything.”

“We trust you,” Aly said gently. “We’re going through changes. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

“Yes,” I said, returning her smile. “More people. Still the same family.”

She leaned closer, eyes intent, then closed them. Her hand came up behind my head.

My heart raced. She was so beautiful.

Alyssa kissed me, and I kissed her back. My eyes fluttered as her tongue traced my lips. I opened to her, pressing my tongue against hers.

Then suddenly my mind was full of voices.

Alyssa broke the kiss and smiled.

“Now you’re family too,” she said, and pulled me into a hug.

I blinked as I tried to process the cacophony now humming at the edges of my thoughts.

I heard Carmen clearly: I love you, Maria, my sister.

Then others chimed in—calling me sister, telling me they loved me. Alyssa held me tight.

“I love you, Maria. You’re with family,” she whispered in my ear. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring you in sooner. Everything’s been a bit confusing. Do you understand?”

“You…” I started. “This…”

I couldn’t line the words up, but I understood.

“I do,” I said. “I belong with you.” My English felt small for what I meant. A tear of joy slid down my cheek.

I hugged Aly close and then pulled back to kiss her deeply. She kissed me like Carmen did, as Kelly and Leah had. I cupped her breasts; she squeezed mine. I wanted more, but I also knew dinner wouldn’t cook itself.

Reluctantly, I eased away from our embrace.

“I need to make dinner,” I said. “I want to… love you. Maybe tonight?”

Something inside me felt a little different now, off-center but right. I also felt accepted. Anchored.

“We’re having a family ceremony tonight, Maria,” she said. “After dinner, I need you to get ready. We’ll handle cleanup. Kelly will bring you something to wear. Carmen will show you our main room—your new room. We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Yes, Ms. Aly,” I said with a smile.

“Please,” she grinned. “Aly. Or ‘sister’ is fine.”

I stood and went back to the kitchen.

Thoughts streamed through my mind—Aly and Jeremiah talking about how I’d need help adjusting, Carmen sending me so much love it made my chest ache in a good way.

Lexi swung through the kitchen, hugged me tight, and kissed me, welcoming me out loud and in the mesh.

Alyssa passed behind me, patting my backside affectionately before taking Jeremiah’s hand and heading downstairs.

After they disappeared, Zac and Lexi wrestled a mattress up the stairs and pushed it toward the big upstairs room. Naomi followed, arms full of pillows, laughing.

This family was always so busy.

And for the first time since they hired me, I didn’t just feel like their help.

I felt like one of them.

LEAH

I slowly drifted back to consciousness but stayed on my stomach, eyes closed.

Someone was rubbing my back through the T-shirt I was wearing. I could feel two minds close to me; others were further away. What I felt wasn’t the mesh. It was different. It was mine.

I closed my eyes tighter and focused on the two nearest.

Aly, I thought. And Jeremiah.

I knew their minds from the mesh, but this was more cohesive, more defined. I could sense their thoughts directly—not just what they let leak into the shared channel.

Aly was worried. She knew the teleport had affected me, had aged me. She wanted to see if I was okay.

I pushed a thought—my thought—along this new connection, not through the mesh.

Her hand slowed on my back, then I felt her probe back the same way.

Leah?

I slowly opened my eyes and turned my head toward her. I let a stream of thoughts roll to her as our eyes met.

I’m fine. No physical problems. But I can feel minds. Read thoughts. I can… I’m you.

Aly’s eyes softened. She smiled. Jeremiah still looked worried. He hadn’t heard what I’d sent her.

I reached for him next and pushed the same stream his way. His eyes widened. He looked at Aly. She gave him a quick, bright look; then they both turned back to me.

“You’re like me,” Aly said, smiling.

I nodded. “I guess so.”

I pushed myself up to sit. Aly leaned down and pulled me into a hug. The whole realization sent a low, electric hum through me; my nipples tightened under the thin shirt as I pressed against her. We shared a full, lingering kiss—a promise of more, later.

“We need to stay focused,” Aly murmured, more for her benefit than mine. I could feel that clearly.

“No worries,” I said, smiling. “I’m sorry I crashed. I feel great now. How can I help? I seem to be… between jobs.”

“Hmmm.” Aly’s mouth quirked. “That’s true. I suppose we’ll have to promote you to special assistant. You’re needed here, even if you no longer have a little one to guard at the foot of the bed.”

“I…” I tried to keep it light, but the words tangled.

Guilt hit me sideways. I felt like I’d failed Naomi. My eyes betrayed me; tears burned up before I could stop them.

“I tried,” I choked. “I’m so sorry.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Aly cupped my face. “I know you did. You went with her into that pool, remember? You didn’t leave her side. I don’t blame you at all. Leah, please.”

She wiped at my tears with her thumbs and made me meet her gaze.

“You’ve always done so well,” Aly said. Jeremiah nodded beside her. “You’re vital to our family, Leah. Never doubt that.”

“Speaking of,” Jeremiah said gently, “are you okay physically? I know Naomi… well, she’s not a child anymore.”

“I’m not the age I was anymore, either,” I said. “I don’t know how old I am now. Maybe five years older? It’s hard to tell. My mind is still catching up. I feel like I’ve stabilized emotionally. I feel more… Megan’s age, if that makes sense.”

“Yes,” Aly said. “Appearance-wise, that tracks. Naomi is mentally racing to catch up with her body. You’re going through a similar process, just less extreme. It’s so difficult to nail down a biological age here. Science doesn’t help us much.”

“Any other changes?” Jeremiah asked. “Lexi’s a fox. Brooke’s… a tree. Did you feel anything else?”

I looked straight at him and sent a thought only for him. His eyes went round. He glanced at Aly.

“I’m not sure we need two of you, Aly,” he said with a shaky smile. “But maybe we do. The mesh is getting really confusing lately. I’ve found myself shutting it down more often.”

“I’m not sure what exactly we are, Leah and I,” Aly said to him, then turned back to me. “But we’re very similar. We’ll have to experiment. I have a lot to teach you, Leah.

“And I have a feeling,” she added, eyes warm, “that I have a lot to learn from you, too.”

“First things first,” Jeremiah cut in. I could feel the pressure on him to stay on task.

“We’re bringing all the mattresses upstairs,” he said. “We want to make sure everyone can sleep in the same space, even if not in the same bed. More connection.”

“Oh,” I said. “So you want to move my bed?”

I sat up fully, then swung my legs over the side.

“How else can I help?”

“J, could you strip the bed?” Aly said. “Leah and I will be right back.”

She took my hand.

With a sudden pop, we were standing in the main bedroom upstairs.

“Whoa,” I said, steadier than the first time Kelly had yoinked me through space. “You can do that too?”

Zac jumped back, eyes wide. He’d been sliding a mattress into place against the wall a few feet from the big platform bed.

“You guys gotta warn people before you poof right next to them!” he said, annoyed. “A little message on the mesh would be great.”

“Good idea, Zac,” Aly said. “Keep this area clear. Leah and I will be right back. I want to test something.”

I opened the new private stream I had with Jeremiah and sent “Look out.” We’re on our way back.

This time, I took Aly’s hand, pictured my room, and pushed.

Pop.

We were back. Jeremiah had flattened himself against the door and wore a tight, half-smile that read more startled than reassured.

“Sorry, my love,” Aly said, leaning in to kiss him. “We’re just having fun.”

“I know, lover,” he said, hugging her back. “Just remember, we have a lot to do.”

“Leah,” Aly said, turning to me, “grab an end.”

She looked back at him. “Hopefully, this experiment will make quick work of things. Worst case, we leave a mattress-shaped mess somewhere between here and upstairs.”

I grabbed one end of my mattress, and Aly took the other. She met my eyes.

Pop.

We and the mattress hit the main bedroom. Aly wore a very satisfied look as we let it drop.

“A! Warning!” Zac yelped, for the third time that morning.

He grabbed the mattress and pushed it into the configuration he was creating. We helped for a second, then stepped back and admired how much easier that had been than lugging it up two flights of stairs.

Aly squeezed my hand. I pinged Jeremiah a quick Incoming, and a heartbeat later, we were back in my room.

Poofing was just… fun.

Lexi walked past the door and glanced in. We’d just dropped another mattress while she was dragging the first one up with Zac the old-fashioned way. She saw me awake, broke into a grin, and hugged me hard.

“Good to see you up and alert,” she said. “Want to help me with Maria’s bed?”

“Sure,” I said, winking at Aly.

I followed Lexi down the hall. She knocked on Maria’s door, then stepped in and started stripping the sheets off her mattress.

When she was done, I picked up one side of the bare mattress and looked at Lexi.

“Hold the other side.”

Her eyes went wide as she felt my new connection brushing her mind outside Aly’s mesh.

“Cool,” she breathed. “Don’t Fae powers rock?”

Lexi grabbed the other side, grinning.

I shot Zac a quick heads-up upstairs—Move back—and then teleported the mattress and Lexi in one go.

Pop.

We landed in the main room. Lexi giggled like a fox who’d just stolen a whole henhouse.

“Fae powers rock so hard,” she crowed, while Zac silently grumbled and hauled another frame into place.

We helped him shuffle and press the mattresses together into a big, improvised nest. Then Lexi and I popped back into my room.

“Mattresses moved,” I reported to Jeremiah. “What’s next?”

We all gathered in the kitchen to make a plan.

Since we now had three “poofers” (Aly, Lexi, and me) and three halflings (Naomi, Zac, and Jeremiah), we split into teams. The halflings would stay upstairs to receive and arrange whatever we sent up from around the house.

Jeremiah laid out what we needed: tables or shelves for everyone’s things, bed linens for the extra mattresses, pillows, and covers. The list wasn’t long, but it was specific. We divided the main bedroom into landing squares so we wouldn’t materialize on top of each other, then started popping and poofing until there was a respectable pile of furniture and bedding upstairs.

After that, Aly, Lexi, and I joined Jeremiah, Naomi, and Zac in actually making the space livable—placing furniture, making beds, getting ready for the new arrivals. Somewhere in the middle of that, Carmen and Maria swept in from the kitchen, announcing that dinner was warming and we were clearly having too much fun to be trusted alone.

Carmen took one look at what we’d done and immediately and gently reorganized it. Maria nudged us to keep stacks neat and traffic lanes clear. Then Megan came back, and right behind her were Shannon and Brooke with their bags and boxes. A few minutes later, Kelly and Beth arrived with their shopping haul.

We regrouped and reset. A little Fae brigade of pops and poofs brought everyone’s luggage and new purchases into the main bedroom. Then all of us, under Carmen’s watchful eye, unpacked, sorted, and put things away.

When we were finished, Jeremiah and Aly called everyone into a loose circle.

The room was different now. Less open floor, but still functional. What had once been a generous nest for five adults plus me was now a cozy den for thirteen to sleep, make love, dress, and relax in. Our family had more than doubled overnight.

Carmen had arranged things with systems in mind. Towels and hampers sat near the shower area. The private side rooms for Kelly, Aly, Carmen, and Lexi kept their beds, but three or four of us shared each closet as dressing space. Extra clothes lived on portable racks we’d dragged up from the basement and in bins labeled with each person’s name in one corner of the main room.

Her planning kept intrusions into the central area to a minimum and let the remaining furniture be rearranged into smaller nooks for little clusters to use. The main bed stayed in the center, big enough to fit eight snugly or six comfortably. The three mattresses from downstairs lined up under the window wall beside the platform, with similar capacity.

When we worked together, the synchronization was… kind of amazing. Alyssa and I maintained separate meshes and moved people between them to keep cohesive groups focused on the same task. Everyone cooperated. What could have been a stressful, contentious chore turned into a team-building exercise that made us feel more like a single unit.

Jeremiah smiled at all of us and thanked everyone for the work. He explained that after dinner we’d have a small ceremony to welcome the new members, and that there were a few preparations to make.

Carmen shifted gears without missing a beat, assigning us to groups to handle the last details. Kelly moved through the room, passing out simple pajamas for everyone, the final small piece of order in a day that had been nothing but change.

Everyone else drifted downstairs toward dinner. Jeremiah touched Aly’s arm and mine.

“Stay a second?” he asked.

We hung back as the sounds of footsteps and voices faded toward the kitchen.

“We need your help with something,” he said, looking at me now. Aly’s hand squeezed my shoulder; they’d clearly already talked about this.

“Anything,” I said. And I meant it. “I want to help you. Help the family. Whatever you need.”

Jeremiah took a breath, searching for the right place to start.

“Naomi,” he said. “We need to know how she’s really doing. Not just physically. Emotionally.”

He looked at Aly, then back at me.

“Would you be willing to help her shower and change?” he asked. “Talk with her. See how she feels about… all of this. We don’t have to decide anything tonight. But we need to understand where she is.”

I felt a twist of honor and nerves in my stomach.

“I love her,” I said. “You know that. I’ll do whatever I can. I just… don’t want to rush her into anything she doesn’t choose.”

“Exactly,” Aly said. “We’re not asking you to prepare her for anything sexual tonight. Just… check in. Listen. Tell us if she seems frightened, confused, curious, whatever.”

I nodded slowly, which I could do.

A thought surfaced that I’d been circling all afternoon—about Jeremiah—and I decided to bring it into the open.

“You’ve helped people with this kind of thing before,” I said to him. “Not just by talking.”

He blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I’m more aware now,” I said, tapping the side of my head. “Of minds. How they move. I’ve felt myself calm down in ways that didn’t feel like just me getting over it. What exactly is it that you can do?”

Aly looked at him too, curious. He scrubbed a hand over his face.

“Right,” he said. “We probably should give you the full version now that you’re… like Aly.”

He sank on the edge of the bed and gestured for us to sit. I perched beside Aly, watching him.

“I see people’s moral curves,” Jeremiah said. “Not visually, exactly, but… I can feel where they’re knotted. Where their sense of right and wrong, desire and shame, are out of sync.”

He glanced up to make sure I was following.

“With consent,” he added, emphasizing the word. “I make small adjustments. Help someone have more self-control where they want it, or ease guilt when they’re trapped in it. I’ve done that with Aly, Kelly, Carmen, and some of the women we helped after the UP. Always to help them move toward what they already wanted, not to install something new.”

“So you have a shortcut,” I said. “A way to untangle the worst knots.”

He winced a little at the shortcut but didn’t argue.

“It’s powerful and risky,” he said. “Big changes can cause new conflicts. So I mostly do small nudges when people ask for help or are clearly stuck.”

I sat with that for a moment.

“And you’re wondering if you should use that on Naomi,” I said quietly. “To give her the same lines everyone else has. Especially about… incest. And us.”

He nodded once. Aly’s jaw tightened.

“I’m her mother,” Aly said. “My head is full of cultural sirens about what’s ‘normal’ and what isn’t. My heart trusts this family. Those two things are at war.”

I reached for her hand.

“Naomi doesn’t have those sirens,” I said. “She doesn’t have any scripts yet. No church sermons. No after-school specials. No rom-coms. She has us. That’s it.”

“And that’s exactly what scares me,” Jeremiah said. “To her, anything might look possible.”

“Then maybe we start by saying what isn’t,” I said. “Out loud. Instead of writing it into her mind for her.”

They both looked at me.

“Tonight’s ceremony doesn’t have to be an initiation,” I said. “It can be a welcome. A ‘these are our lines’ talk. If she wants to sleep with us—in the literal sense—we let her. Close, safe, no pressure. If she ever wants more someday, we’ll let that be a separate, slow conversation. Not a foregone conclusion because we changed her body.”

Aly exhaled shakily.

“Naomi can never be a partner for me,” Jeremiah said softly. “Or for Zac. That’s a line I won’t cross. Parent and child is one thing I won’t rewrite, no matter what our culture says or doesn’t say.”

“Even if she asks?” Aly pressed, needing to hear it.

“Even if she asks,” he said firmly. “Some lines are ours to hold as parents.”

I nodded.

“She can still have love here,” I said. “And touch. And even adult relationships, if she chooses. With people who aren’t her blood, and aren’t her father, and only when she’s really, truly choosing it. But not tonight. Not fast.”

Jeremiah’s shoulders loosened a fraction.

“So we talk,” he said. “We explain. We don’t secretly push her curve into a shape that feels safer to us.”

“If she ever gets twisted up in shame or panic about it all,” I added. “Then you can offer help the way you do in your office. Clearing space so she can hear what she already wants, not making her want something new.”

He considered that, then nodded. “That I can live with,” he said.

Aly wiped at the corners of her eyes. “You’ve been in her head more than we have since the pool,” she said to me. “What are you feeling from her now?”

I closed my eyes for a moment and let Naomi’s presence rise in the web of minds. “She’s curious,” I said. “A little nervous, but that ‘first day of school’ kind of nervous, not fear. She feels big and clumsy in her new body. She wants to be close to us tonight. To feel included. She doesn’t have any shame about what we do yet. She’s just… watching, and wanting to belong.”

Aly’s face folded around that. Pride, grief, fear.

“She’s like a blank slate sexually,” I went on. “No monogamy script, no ‘this is dirty’ script. The only thing she knows is what she sees: that we love each other, that we kiss and touch and sleep in a pile sometimes.”

Jeremiah tilted his head.

“And that’s the part that worries me,” he said. “Naomi has no limits yet. We do.”

“Then that’s what we tell her,” I said. “We explain our limits. We let her ask questions. We let her take the lead on anything beyond cuddling and sleeping near us—and if she never wants that, that’s fine too.”

Aly sniffed and gave a small laugh.

“You’re saying we treat her like an actual person,” she said. “Not a project.”

“Yes,” I said. “Revolutionary, I know.”

Jeremiah smiled, faint and wry.

“So tonight,” he said, more to himself. “We eat. We welcome Maria and the others. We open the nest. We invite Naomi to sleep where she feels safe. No expectations.”

“And if she just wants to curl up beside you to sleep in your bed?” Aly asked.

“Then that’s exactly what she does,” I said. “That’s enough.”

Aly reached for both of us, pulling us into a three-way hug.

“Leah,” she said into my hair, “thank you. You really helped us.”

I hugged them back and let myself believe, just for a second, that maybe this new power of mine might actually be good for something.

NAOMI

Today has been a busy day.

I remembered waking up thinking simple thoughts. By evening, my mind felt… bigger. Closer to how Leah’s mind felt. We’d been sharing thoughts since she woke up from her nap. She and I shared ideas the way I did with Mommy—no, Mom. I was older now. Mommy sounded wrong in my head.

I remembered sitting quietly in Mom’s office. We had reconnected there. She had taken the weird earrings out of my ears, and suddenly I could hear her thoughts again. We hadn’t needed to fight with words; we had just… exchanged whole ideas.

Words were still hard sometimes. Thoughts were easier. But I was getting better at words.

Thinking with Mom had been calming. She had been scared at first, and I had felt it—afraid I was hurt, or in pain, or broken. I had shown her what I felt instead—that my body had grown, and my thoughts were growing to match. That my mind was changing, thinking in bigger ways, taking in more at once.

Perspective.

That was the word.

I remembered names better, too.

The night before, when I went to bed, I knew we had guests, but I couldn’t keep their names straight. That evening, I knew them: Shannon, Beth, Brooke, Megan. They were living with us now. We had all moved into the big room upstairs. Leah told me she used to sleep with my parents in there. Now I was going to sleep there too.

I used to like feeling Leah’s mind near mine when she slept in her room. Then I had to wear those dumb earrings, and her thoughts went quiet.

Now I could feel her again. And Mom. And Jeremiah. And Lexi. And everyone else.

Their thoughts ran around the edges of mine—not as sharp as when they pushed through the mesh on purpose, but there. So many things I didn’t completely understand yet. But as the day went on, I came to understand more. Feelings that were just colors in the morning had begun to take shape and names.

I could see where their minds got close to some things and pulled back. Lines they held without always saying them. That helped. I didn’t need them to explain every rule out loud to know there were rules.

I still liked it when they tried.

Now I was in the bathroom, staring at myself in the mirror.

I still startled a little.

Same freckles. Same eyes. Just… more face. More everything. I touched my cheeks, my jaw, the heavy fall of my hair. It felt like playing dress-up and then realizing the clothes wouldn’t come off.

“Naomi?” Leah’s voice came from the doorway, careful and gentle.

“Yeah?” I said, turning.

She stepped inside and closed the door most of the way, leaving a slice of light at the bottom.

“I thought you might want some help with the water,” she said. “New body, new knobs.”

That made me laugh, because it was true.

Leah moved around the room as if she owned it. She turned on the shower, tested the temperature with her wrist, then looked back at me.

“How are you really doing?” she asked.

I had a lot of answers. They bumped into each other in my head.

“I’m… big,” I said finally. “And not big.”

She smiled. “That’s fair.”

She leaned against the counter and waited. I fidgeted with the belt of Mom’s robe.

“I like it,” I blurted. “Mostly. Everyone isn’t as tall from up here.”

“And the other part?” she asked.

“The other part is weird,” I admitted. “My legs go on forever. My hair gets in places it didn’t before. People keep looking at me like I’m… new. Even though I’m still me.”

Leah nodded.

“We were all catching up,” she said. “Our eyes. Our habits. It takes time.”

We were quiet for a bit.

“I liked that they kept kissing me,” I said, softer. “Like you do. Like Mom. Like Lexi.”

Leah’s smile got sad at the corners for a second.

“I wondered about that,” she said. “Did it bother you?”

“No,” I said quickly. “I liked it. It was warm. It felt like being home. But…”

I chewed my lip.

“Some of the looks were different,” I whispered. “From people who used to just pat my head.”

I didn’t have to say which people. I knew she could feel who I meant without me naming them.

“Yeah,” she said. “Your outside shifted gears on us. Some brains were still stuck in the old one.”

She came over and sat on the closed toilet lid so we were closer to eye level. “Can I tell you something important?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said.

“You know how we all love each other,” she said. “You’ve seen us hug, and kiss, and… more.”

Heat crawled up my neck. I nodded.

“You might be curious about that,” Leah said. “About kisses. About bodies. That’s not bad. Curiosity doesn’t make you wrong or dirty.”

Something tight in my chest loosened.

“But there are some lines we hold,” she went on. “No matter how curious anyone is.”

“Like what?” I asked.

She didn’t dodge.

“Like this,” she said, voice steady. “Jeremiah is your father. Zac is your brother. Those two are not for sex. Ever. Not even if your brain flashes a weird image at you. Brains do strange things. You get to choose what you act on.”

When she said it, I realized I already knew. I had felt the way both their minds went hard and closed around certain shapes of thought. The idea of touching them that way made my stomach twist.

“I don’t want that,” I said, nose wrinkling. “They’re… them.”

Relief rippled off Leah’s mind in a warm wave I could feel without trying.

“Good,” she said. “I didn’t think you did. But it was important for you to hear us say it. Same for Kelly with Zac. Some relationships never change, no matter what the rest of us do.”

I nodded slowly.

“What if I want…” I started, then stopped.

“Want what?” she asked. Not pushing. Just holding space for it.

“What if I want to kiss as you all kiss?” I blurted. “More. Not just hello.”

Leah’s eyes went soft.

“That’s something you can talk about,” she said. “With me. With Mom. With whoever you feel safest with. But it’s not something you have to do, Naomi. Not tonight. Not ever. No one’s keeping score.”

I thought about the way everyone’s minds had felt downstairs when we were moving mattresses—busy, turned on, anxious, hopeful. All that heat and fear stacked together.

“What was tonight, then?” I asked.

“Tonight was dinner,” Leah said. “And now we’re going to sit in a circle and welcome the people who’ve joined us—Maria, Beth, Megan, Shannon, Brooke. And you, in your new shape.”

She smiled.

“After that, we’ll go to the big room to sleep,” she said. “If you want to sleep in Mom’s bed with her, you can. If you want to sleep on the mattresses near everyone, you can. If you want your own space for a bit, that’s okay too. No one is going to make you do anything more than that.”

“Even if they really want to?” I asked, thinking of how Lexi’s mind sparked sometimes, or how Carmen’s hummed when she was turned on.

“Even if they really want to,” Leah said. “Wanting isn’t enough. We always need two yeses. Theirs and yours. And your ‘no’ or ‘not yet’ is always important. Always.”

I let that settle in. In the back of my mind, I had already seen how their thoughts bent away from certain actions when they thought of me. They could be on fire and still keep that line.

“What if I didn’t know?” I asked quietly. “What if I felt yes and no at the same time?”

Leah huffed a little laugh.

“Then welcome to being an adult,” she said. “And you come talk to me. Or to your mother, or father. We’ll help you sort it out. Sometimes just talking is enough. Sometimes, people like your father can help if your feelings get really stuck and painful. But no one is going to reach in and flip a switch on you.”

I hadn’t realized I was afraid of that until she said it.

No one would change my mind for me.

“Do you want to help me wash my hair?” I asked suddenly, feeling shy.

“I would love to help you wash your hair,” she said.

She stood and tweaked the shower knob a little warmer. I let the robe slide off my shoulders and stepped into the steam. Leah stayed just inside the curtain, sleeves rolled up, helping me work shampoo through the extra length. Her fingers were sure and gentle, like when I was small.

“This part can stay the same,” she said after a moment.

“What part?” I asked, eyes closed.

“Me helping you,” she said. “Even if you’re grown now.”

I smiled.

“I liked that,” I said.

She rinsed my hair, and we traded small, silly thoughts back and forth—about pajamas, and which mattress would be the softest, and whether Zac would grumble if Lexi poofed his pillow.

“And later tonight,” Leah added, “if you just want to fall asleep and listen to everybody breathe, that’s enough.”

“Okay,” I said.

I didn’t know yet what I would want when the lights went down.

But for the first time since the pool, I believed that whatever I chose would be mine.

ALYSSA

Jeremiah’s upstairs bedroom had never been much of a bedroom.

It was his dressing room, mostly. A big closet, a small bed no one ever slept in, a chair he used for pulling on socks when he was pretending not to be as tired as he was. The real sleeping happened in the nest beyond the inner door.

Tonight, it was our foyer.

Thirteen of us managed to fit: some on the little bed, some in borrowed chairs, most of us standing and leaning on whatever surface was available. The air felt charged, but the good kind—like just before a storm breaks and cools everything down.

I sat on the edge of the bed with Jeremiah on one side and Kelly on the other. Leah perched on the arm of a chair nearby, Naomi close enough to touch her knee if she wanted. Carmen hovered by the door to the hall, our unofficial marshal. The newer members—Maria, Beth, Megan, Shannon, Brooke—clustered together, still adjusting to how full this space was.

We had spent the afternoon poofing mattresses and shelves and bins into the main room beyond, until the old open space had become something like a very organized, very strange dorm. Now it was time to step into it as the people we’d become.

Jeremiah cleared his throat. Everyone quieted.

“Thank you all for indulging yet another family meeting,” he said, a small smile easing the tension. “I’ll keep this short. We’ve had enough speeches for one day.”

Soft laughter rippled around the room.

He sobered.

“Today changed things,” he said. “Naomi’s body. Leah’s powers. Our numbers. The room behind me. Our probable future.”

He glanced at me, and I nodded.

“We can’t pretend we’re the same family we were yesterday morning,” he went on. “We are larger. Stranger. And, I think, stronger.”

His gaze swept the room, touching each face.

“Tonight is not about proving anything with sex,” he said. “No one is being auditioned. No one is being tested. Tonight is about saying who we are, who’s in, and what our lines are before everything shifts again.”

I felt several shoulders loosen around us.

“And after we talk,” he finished. “We’re going to sleep. That’s it.”

He looked at me. My turn.

I pushed my glasses up with one finger and smiled around at the group.

“We’re going to do three things,” I said. “First, the three of us—Jeremiah, Kelly, and I—are going to tell you what we can do and what we won’t do. Then we’ll answer questions. Nothing is off-limits. Finally, we’ll go into the nest and symbolically welcome the new members.”

I took a breath.

“Then we will all go to bed. Wherever each of you chooses to sleep.”

Carmen gave a brief, approving nod from her post at the door.

I turned a little so I could see everyone without craning my neck.

“Most of you know this,” I said. “But for the record: I can read minds, feel others’ emotions, I can change how I look, and now apparently poof across space. I maintain the mesh most of you are in, and now a couple of smaller ones woven alongside it. I’m your head doctor and resident nerd.”

That got a soft chuckle from the people who had seen my office.

“I will only go into your mind as deeply as I need to in order to help,” I said. “If something is an emergency—if your life or someone else’s is at risk—I may act first and apologize later. But as a rule, I will not pry or rearrange without your knowledge and consent. If you ever feel like I have, you have every right to tell Jeremiah. And Carmen.”

Carmen gave a little salute.

“Jeremiah?” I prompted.

He ran a hand through his hair and settled back into the small chair that barely contained him.

“I see moral curves,” he said. “Not like a chart, but… I can feel where your sense of right and wrong, desire and shame, are at war. I can help release tension in those places or add structure where you’re losing control. Always with as much consent as we can manage.”

He glanced at Megan, at Maria, at Shannon, at Carmen. Each of them met his eyes and nodded.

“I do not use that to make people want things they don’t want,” he said. “I don’t shape anyone to fit the family. I help people move toward what they already know they need when they’re stuck. If you ever want that help, you can ask for it. If you don’t, I’ll respect that.”

He looked around the room again.

“And if I ever screw that up,” he added, “Aly and Carmen will roast me. Fairly.”

Carmen made a sizzling sound. A few people laughed.

I turned to Kelly.

Kelly lifted her chin and let a little of her aura slip—a soft warmth, like stepping near a sunny window.

“I’m a succubus,” she said. “Fae. My power feeds on sexual energy. I can make you feel things more intensely if I let it off the leash.”

She made a small face.

“We all learned the hard way what happens when that goes sideways,” she said. “So here are my promises: I will never intentionally push my aura on you without checking in. If you ever feel it’s too much, you tell me, and I will back off. My job is to feed, nurture, and support this family, not to override your choices. Ever.”

She looked at Naomi for a heartbeat longer than the others, and then at Zac. They both nodded.

“Between the three of us,” I said. “We hold a lot of power. That means we owe you transparency and the right to say no.”

Silence for a moment. The good kind.

“Now the lines,” Jeremiah said quietly, picking it up.

He folded his hands.

“We are not a free-for-all,” he said. “There are hard lines we do not cross:

• Parents do not have sex with their own children.

• Siblings do not have sex with each other.

• No one touches a body or a mind without enthusiastic consent.”

He let that hang there.

“If any of you ever feel pressured—from family habits, from my power, from Aly’s, from Kelly’s aura—you come to at least one of us: Aly, Leah, me, or Carmen. We fix it.”

I felt Naomi’s mind lean into those words, tracing the shapes of them, matching them to what she’d already seen us back away from in thought.

“And now,” I said, softening my voice. “We want to hear from you.”

I gestured to the cluster of newer faces.

“Beth?” I offered.

She swallowed, then squared her shoulders.

“I want to be here,” she said. “With Zac. With all of you. I’m… still figuring out what that looks like. I’m scared my parents won’t understand. I don’t want to lose them. I don’t want to lose you.”

Jeremiah nodded.

“We won’t make you choose overnight,” he said. “We’ll talk with them if needed. You don’t have to carry that alone.”

Megan spoke next, fingers twisting the hem of her borrowed pajama top.

“I know I’m not going to be a teacher anymore,” she said. “I… accept that. I’m grateful for the archival work, and for the… other things.” Her cheeks flushed. “I just need you to know I need time to figure out what I want here. Sexually. Emotionally. I don’t want to be swept along again.”

“You won’t be,” I said. “Your pace, your choices. Work first. Everything else comes when and if you want it.”

Shannon raised her hand a little like she was still in class.

“I want to go to Serra Bay,” she said. “I want to do this project with Aly. I also want to have… some kind of normal college life. Friends. Maybe a study group that isn’t in this house. Is that allowed?”

I smiled.

“Strongly encouraged,” I said. “We don’t do cages here.”

Brooke’s turn. “I still don’t know what a tree Fae being exactly means,” she said. “But I’m here for it. I just don’t want to lose myself in everyone else’s needs. If I start to, I need one of you to yank me back out of the soil.”

Kelly nodded. “Deal,” she said.

Maria, quieter, looked at her hands.

“I was afraid I was just the help,” she said. “I didn’t mind, but… being more feels… good. I just don’t want to forget how to work. Or lose respect for what I do.”

“You won’t,” Jeremiah said. “You’re still running a kitchen. We’re just admitting you do it as a sister, not a servant.”

Carmen snorted. “And I still need you,” she said. “Or I will set this house on fire with my mind.”

Laughter cut the tension again.

Naomi shifted her seat near Leah.

“We’d like to hear from you, too,” I said gently. “If you want to share.”

She chewed her lip, then spoke.

“I’m happy to be big,” she said. “Mostly. I like that I can help more. Carry things. Swim.” She glanced at Lexi. “I like that you all don’t treat me like a baby anymore.”

She looked at Jeremiah and me.

“I don’t want you to treat me like I’m five,” she said. “But I don’t want you to forget I was five this morning.”

My heart twisted.

“We won’t,” I said. “Both can be true.”

“And I liked all the kisses,” she added, cheeks pink. “But I’m glad Leah said I don’t have to do anything I don’t want. I didn’t know if I was supposed to.”

I met Leah’s eyes over Naomi’s head. She nodded once.

“You absolutely do not have to,” I said. “Ever.”

We took more questions after that—small clarifications about money, about moving, about who to talk to when overwhelmed. Nothing we hadn’t already implied, but saying it out loud made it more real. Made us more real.

Finally, I stood.

“I think that’s enough talking for one day,” I said. “Let’s go into the nest.”

Jeremiah opened the inner door. One by one, we stepped through his not-really-bedroom into the main room.

The nest looked like a different world. Mattress platforms, a row of three along the window wall, small tables and shelves along the edges, and bins with everyone’s names. Soft lamps cast warm pools of light. It was less open, more intimate.

We formed a loose circle in the middle, some on the big bed, some on the floor, some perched on the edge of mattresses.

“For each of you who joined us this weekend,” Jeremiah said, “we’d like to offer a simple welcome. No compulsion. No obligation. Just a marker that you belong here if you choose it.”

I stepped forward with him.

We started with Maria.

She stood in front of us, eyes wide. Jeremiah placed his hand gently over her heart. I touched two fingers to her cheek.

“You are family,” we said together. “You are free. You belong.”

Kelly let a small, warm pulse of aura roll through the room like a sigh. No edge. Just comfort.

The circle echoed softly: “Welcome, sister.”

We repeated it for Beth, Megan, Shannon, and Brooke. For Leah in her new skin. For Naomi in her tall one.

Each time, I felt the mesh flex and adjust to make room.

When we finished, Carmen clapped her hands once.

“All right, mis amores,” she said. “Bedtime logistics. If you want to sleep in the main room tonight in the big nest, claim a spot. If you want a quieter corner, say so. If you want a whole room to yourself or with one other person, we will make that happen. No drama.”

There was a general murmur as everyone moved.

J and I gravitated toward the big bed with Kelly, as we always had. Carmen dragged Maria toward the row of window mattresses with a wicked grin. Zac and Beth staked out one end of the lower row, laughing together. Lexi joined Brooke and Shannon, who claimed a middle patch of floor piled with pillows. Megan lingered near the door, watching where everyone went.

Naomi stayed where she was for a moment, then turned to Leah.

“I want to sleep in your room,” she said quietly. “Just us. Is that okay?”

Leah’s relief flashed across my mind like cool water.

“More than okay,” Leah said. She looked at me and J. “We’ll take a smaller room tonight,” Leah said. “We’ll be close.”

“Perfect, use mine,” I said, pointing to my door one down from where everyone entered. “Door open or closed is up to you.”

Naomi looked around the nest one more time—the people arranging themselves in twos and threes, the soft hum of their minds, the sense of being wanted but not claimed.

“Maybe half-closed,” she decided.

Leah took her hand and led her back through Aly’s dressing room. As they slipped inside with the door half closed., I felt Naomi’s mind settle. Still curious. Still aware. But steadier.

Around me, the main room slowly shifted from words to the rustle of blankets, the murmur of last small jokes, the sighs of bodies finding comfortable angles.

One by one, thoughts faded into the quieter background hum of sleep.

For the first time since Naeme had said the word Fae out loud in our living room, I believed we might actually manage to be all the things we were without destroying the people we loved.

It wasn’t perfect.

But it was honest.

And for tonight, that was enough.

JEREMIAH

I stirred as the light in the room brightened. I turned towards Aly, who had cuddled against my side sometime during the night with her hand on my chest. However, now, there was a new body wedged between Aly and me. As the fog of slumber fled my brain, I recognized Megan. She was facing Aly, her cheek nestled into her shoulder, her arm around Aly’s chest below her breasts.

I turned on my side and reached my hand over the sleeping form of our new companion. Careful not to disturb her, I cupped Alyssa’s breast and then tugged gently on her nipple to wake her. In doing so, my tumescent cock pressed against Megan’s warm bottom, which caused her to shift in her sleep.

Alyssa responded to my touch by fluttering her eyes, then turning towards me. I smiled into her eyes, then tipped my eyes to the sleeping young woman between us. Aly smiled and then cupped her hand to Megan’s cheek. Megan blinked her eyes open at the touch. Aly kissed her forehead.

“Good morning, my love,” she said.

I wrapped my arm around Megan’s waist and hugged her, kissing her behind her ear.

“Good morning,” I greeted her, too.

I had no qualms about my cock pressing into her ass, though we only met a little over a day ago, we had enjoyed shower succubus sex. I didn’t think twice before my hand cupped a full breast and squeezed it tenderly. Aly watched me, and her playful smile said she didn’t object. Aly leaned and kissed Megan lightly, then deeper.

We were the first to awake, the three of us. So we stayed quiet as we reacquainted ourselves. I focused on Megan’s breast. Then my fingers pressed down along her firm, trim abdomen.

“Oooh,” Megan said softly, encouraging my touches.

With no shame, Megan pressed her bottom back into my erection. I looked past her into the eyes of Alyssa, and she leaned over Megan to kiss me deeply. I felt my cock throb against Megan’s ass and ground into her.

My hand moved from her breast to her abdomen, then down between her thighs. Megan groaned audibly when I cupped her sex. Megan pressed her hips into my fingers when I spread her lips apart. I watched as Aly leaned down and kissed Megan’s nipple, then sucked on the hardening bud.

Megan moaned, feeling Aly suck on her nipple. She turned her head towards me. I kissed her, feeling her tongue press against my lips. I deepened the kiss as her hip pressed back, grinding into my cock. I growled into the kiss. Megan’s soft moan in response added more steel to my already rigid erection.

I slid a finger along her light blonde pubic hair, then felt her lips spread apart when my fingertip sank in between. She shuddered as I rolled my finger over her clit. I could feel how aroused she was under my touch. Her hand curled behind my head, holding me to our shared kiss as I fingered her clit and lips sensuously.

Aly shifted closer, then leaned to kiss us both. I turned to kiss her, then watched as Megan kissed my longtime lover as deeply as she kissed me. My cock was throbbing. We moved slowly together, not wanting to wake others. I slid my hand from Megan’s sex to her thigh, then lifted it, spreading her legs apart.

Megan reached down as I rocked my hips, and my cock slipped between her thighs. I growled into her ear as her fingers traced the outline of my head. I felt her press my crown between her lips and then against her opening. Megan moaned into Aly’s mouth as I thrust my hips, sliding easily into her tight cunt. My fingers slid back down to her sex and circled her clit as I started to fuck this blonde vixen with slow strokes.

The odd taboo of fucking amid many bare bodies, some of my children, amplified my arousal. No one else was awake save us three, and the three of us enjoyed the feeling of our warm flesh amid everyone. I watched Alyssa as she watched me and saw the excitement in her eyes.

Alyssa twisted around, reversing her alignment to kiss down Megan’s abdomen. I lifted my hand from Megan’s clit. I felt Alyssa’s lips against the back of my fingers. My hand lifted, then combed through my soul mate’s hair. I growled in lust as I guided Aly’s head to lick Megan’s clit.

I felt Megan shudder at the feeling of Aly’s tongue and my cock pleasuring her quietly. She ran her hand back and over her shoulder, caressing my neck, then combing through my hair. I watched past Megan’s shoulder as she reached her other hand along Aly’s thigh. Aly’s breasts pillowed against Megan’s belly as Aly stretched further between Megan’s spread thighs. I grunted as I felt Aly’s tongue slide along our captured lover's labia to lap my shaft as I fucked Megan.

I watched as Megan’s hands parted Aly’s thighs, then leaned and kissed along her thigh, then her fingers explored Aly’s bare lips. She covered the smooth flesh with her hand, then spread her fingers. Aly pressed her hips into the contact. Megan shifted her torso forward, and her lips pressed to Aly’s sex. She kissed, licked, and opened her mouth to cover and suck, moaning into the flesh.

I arched back, my hand reaching underneath Megan’s side to cup, then grip her ripe breast. The three of us pressed together in lustful passion. My strokes grew firmer, slapping my hips into Megan’s bottom. My hand lifted behind Megan’s raised knee, pulling it back to keep her spread open. Aly’s fingers slid between our bodies and cupped my balls.

I groaned, then felt Aly run her fingers along Megan’s stretched lips, feeling her press her fingers along my thrusting shaft. I watched, at eye level, Megan’s manicured fingers slide up and down Aly’s cleft, then curled inside. Aly tossed her head back as she ground her hips into Megan’s fingers.

“Yes,” she groaned quietly, “Finger me, lick me. Just like that, fuck.”

Megan nodded trancelike and added a second finger, then pressed her lips to Aly’s clit and sucked and licked. Aly shuddered, then returned the favor, lapping at Megan’s clit as I continued to drive my cock deeper into Megan’s tight cunt. Aly slid her slick fingers down, cupped my balls, then pressed further, her finger searching for my puckered ass. I groaned and tried to keep a rhythm while encouraging Aly to push deeper.

I kissed behind Megan’s ear, raking my teeth along her shoulder. My pace quickened as I felt Aly start to pump her fingertip into my prostate. I grunted, then slammed my hips tightly, jamming my cock deep. I roared out as I came hard. Aly’s fingers milked my prostate as I ejaculated ropes of cum into Megan’s womb.

Megan’s thighs clenched together as she arched back. She cried out as she came, fingers still thrusting into Aly’s cunt. Aly groaned as she sucked, licking the mixture of my cum and Megan’s juices that sluiced down my throbbing shaft. Then Aly’s body shuddered, and her thighs clenched, rolling into her orgasm. Aly pulled her finger from my ass and my cock from Megan’s cunt, then sucked on my head, sucking the last of my cum into her mouth.

Aly reversed her body again, smiling wickedly at me with firmly closed lips. Aly’s fingers cupped Megan’s jaw and kissed her deeply. I watched as my lover pressed her tongue and my cum, into our captive’s mouth. Megan moaned, then sucked on Aly’s tongue, collecting my cum from her and savoring it while swallowing.

I rolled onto my back and felt Kelly lean against me, then kiss me. Her hand ran over my abdomen and chest.

“That was sexy as hell,” she whispered into my ear, “I enjoyed feeding on your lust as I woke up.”

Megan rolled to face me, smiled at Kelly, then leaned over to kiss her. They kissed deeply as Megan’s breast pillowed against my chest. Aly slid behind Megan and reached to cup Kelly’s breast and tug on her nipple.

“You are all insatiable,” Kelly purred, and we all relaxed to enjoy the bliss.

“Mmmhhfffffuck,” Megan groaned, “Is it too soon to fuck again?” Looking at me.

I chuckled and kissed her. “We will have plenty of time to do that, love,” I slipped to the edge of the bed, “I’m going to go start breakfast. I think we’re all going to be hungry soon.”

I pulled on my shorts and shirt from last night. Then I smiled at the collection of bodies arrayed on my bed and the other mattresses. Was this what mornings were going to be like from now on?

I headed down to the kitchen and heard Megan call from behind me.

“Zac?” Megan asked in a sing-song voice, “Do you want to fuck your teacher again?”

An array of chuckles and giggles erupted, and I figured I’d have some time to prepare breakfast before they all were ready to eat.


CHAPTER 8
BAY BOUND


CARMEN

I woke up the morning after our family rite to the sounds of Jeremiah, Megan, and Alyssa moaning and carrying on. That was fine with me—I didn’t pay much attention as I nestled into Kelly’s warm breast, grinding my cunt slowly into Maria’s mouth, feeling her fingers pressing inside to tease my g-spot. My fingers were rolling over Kelly’s clit as I sucked her nipple. Maria’s lips, tongue, and fingers were wonderful, and I had a nice orgasm just as Megan cried out.

After I calmed down and thanked Maria for the consideration of her lovely wake-up, I saw Jeremiah get up to get dressed. I smiled because while he did enjoy himself with his lovers of the morning, he still remembered my frustration of the previous morning. It felt like a blessing to have Jeremiah help with the necessities of serving the family. He always tried to lead by example.

While Megan was calling for her former star pupil, Zac the magnificent, I got up to find a new set of clothes in my room. I looked over and saw Maria, and she smiled as she disentangled from Zac, ready to join me. Zac shook his head and grinned as he moved towards Megan, eager to fulfill her request,

While I loved to get my freak on like everyone else in the family, I also loved serving them. Someone had to cook the food, do the dishes, and keep up with the laundry. When we started our family, as the submissives, Lexi and I loved having the chance to serve. It made sense to us.

Having Maria as a helper only made it better. I was glad she had a similar service-submissive mindset. She smiled when she joined me in my room to get dressed, then walked with me down to the kitchen after we shared a deep kiss and a hug. I was thrilled she was part of our family now. She’d become special to me, and we worked so well together.

Sunday breakfasts were something Jeremiah liked to help with. He started bacon in the oven, and while it baked, he stirred up a big bowl of pancake batter and preheated the waffle iron. Maria set out plates and silverware. With thirteen mouths to feed, we agreed buffet-style was more efficient than trying to pass everything around the table.

I started a large pan of scrambled eggs and another of homestyle potatoes. Soon we were filling platters, setting out an urn of coffee, and adding pitchers of juice. The rest of the family began drifting down.

Thankfully, they’d remembered clothes.

I loved naked time, but eating fully dressed felt more civilized.

Everyone filed through the line, filling plates while Jeremiah, Maria, and I helped with whatever they wanted. Then we served ourselves and found spots around the table.

Maria and I slipped into work mode even as we ate, talking about how to feed this small army of hungry, horny, beautiful people. We started sketching menus and plans. We’d need help with shopping. Kelly came to sit with us; we happily pulled her in, welcoming her innkeeper brain to help us get organized.

Jeremiah brought the din down by clinking a spoon against his orange juice glass. Conversations faded; he stood.

“I hope everyone enjoyed last night,” he said, pausing for a small, crooked smile. “Got some rest. Woke up well-rested.”

He let the warmth sit for a second.

“Now,” he continued, “we have a lot of work to do. Carmen, as always, is in charge of the daily routine. She needs your help. We need groceries. Laundry needs doing. Spaces need to be cleaned and tidied. If everyone pitches in, it doesn’t take much to keep things neat—and then we can relax and actually enjoy the day.”

He looked around, then nodded to Alyssa.

She rose, stood beside him, and kissed him softly before turning to us.

“Once we’re organized,” Aly said, “we need to think about our next steps.”

“If you haven’t heard,” she went on, “Shannon is starting at Cal State Serra Bay in the fall. We’ve decided to relocate to Serra Bay—to support her, and to get a fresh start as a family.”

That set off a ripple of talk around the table. Aly raised her hand and sent a gentle nudge across the mesh for quiet.

“To make that happen,” she said. “We need your help. Purging old spaces of junk. Collecting what we want to take. It’ll be hard to leave this house. But we’re looking forward to the next chapter—with all of you in it.”

Jeremiah and Alyssa sat back down. The room was filled with overlapping conversations. I was surprised we were really talking about moving. The more I thought about it, though, the more it felt like the start of another adventure—like when we were young.

Everyone seemed excited about starting over. Beth worried about how her parents would react. Zac and Shannon balanced that with the idea of going to college in Southern California rather than staying in the middle of a rainforest in Oregon.

We split into teams and began organizing: closets to purge, storage rooms to inventory, papers to sort. Aly, Leah, and now Naomi’s thought-sharing meshes made coordination easier; small groups formed and dissolved based on who needed what where. Jeremiah supervised and gave direction when we got stuck.

I was proud watching the younger ones jump in, hauling boxes, making lists, arguing cheerfully over whether some knick-knack was treasure or junk.

We were becoming a tight-knit family of lovers and co-workers. It was a lot. It was also, somehow, exactly right.

ALYSSA

As I sat with Leah, Megan, Shannon, and Naomi discussing plans, several things went through my mind. As my nanny, Leah was used to working with me, so she became my number two. I trusted her with so many things instinctively. I saw a younger, much more beautiful version of myself in Shannon, who reminded me of how seriously I took my studies when I started college. She may look like Kelly, but her mind was more like mine. She wanted to learn how the world worked and to make a difference. The fourth person on my team was Megan, whose rich history and lore we could tap into. I was happy to team up with all of them.

The issue at the top of my mind was the basement vault of oddities and artifacts. I wanted to take all three of them down to the vault and have them start sorting through the artifacts and books we had bagged and tagged over the years. They were all cataloged in a database that Jeremiah had helped me with. I also knew some were charmed or cursed and could be dangerous. We would need to find a safe way to pack and transport them to a storage location in Serra Bay.

With my new understanding of my nature, I wondered for a moment if I could learn charms. It might be helpful to Jenn and the other women affected by the United Priesthood traffickers if I could undo their charmed tattoos. That was an exciting thought, but I didn’t want to get sidetracked.

I also knew that it wasn’t a job to do unsupervised, not in direct contact with the relics. I recalled the book that had possessed a client with a dark spirit. I didn’t want to expose either of the girls to those dangers.

“What about the necklaces?” I felt Leah send a thought, and I smiled.

“Thank you,” I said aloud. “You’re right. The necklaces and stones could help protect us. It would be best if you thought aloud, or we need to form a mesh. I tend to forget to share my thoughts openly, too. We must work together.”

Shannon and Megan looked confused, then Leah and I formed a smaller mesh that included all of us and began a stream of thoughts, sharing details among the four of us. Megan and Shannon’s faces lit up in amazement as they nodded their understanding silently.

I shared with all of them our story from the beginning about how Jeremiah’s powers ignited Kelly’s aura and my telepathy. I told the confusing story, understanding our shared heritage and lineages. The genealogy of United Priesthood lore, though possibly fake, traced supposed angelic lines. I explained how we discovered our nascent powers aligned with the concocted mythology, even though the source was bogus. Finally, I admitted I felt this new Fae world we were experiencing was linked to that whole story.

“Your adventures in Montana sound amazing,” Megan said, “I’d always sensed that there was more to the world than what our senses tell us. I’m excited to delve into the historical records to see if we can find clues.”

“We need something a bit more private than the kitchen table,” Shannon offered. “Is there a better place we can set up to work more effectively?”

“We could use the media room?” I mused aloud, “We may need to invest in some laptops to use instead of the old desktop in my boudoir.” I smiled, “Leah, could you take Shannon and Megan down to show them the media room? The three of you know what needs to be done, figure out a plan, and then we will get what we need.”

Once I had Leah, Megan, and Shannon pointed toward the media room and the vault project, the kitchen started to thin out.

Naomi and Lexi were talking by the door about swimming—Lexi wanted another shot at proper strokes, Naomi was pretending not to be excited. I eavesdropped lightly. No alarm bells. Just two girls planning to get wet again for the right reasons.

Jeremiah slipped past the fridge with a mug of coffee and disappeared toward his downstairs office. I felt part of his mind fold in on itself, the way it did when he was trying not to bleed his worries into the mesh.

I watched him go, then followed.

His office was one of my favorite spaces in the house—bookshelves, a wide window looking out into the trees, a chair that knew his shape. He had his heels up on the windowsill, coffee cupped in both hands, gaze on the stand of firs beyond the glass.

From here you could see the edge of the yard. Brooke’s outline moved toward the tree line, Lexi’s fox form racing up beside her. Brooke knelt, rubbed between Lexi’s ears, shared a thought, then stood and let the forest swallow her as bark and leaves.

It had been two very long days.

I shut the door softly and went to stand beside his chair, looking out the same window.

We stayed like that for a moment. Then I turned and carefully slid into his lap. He shifted his mug to one hand to make room for me, the other going automatically to my hip.

I kissed his cheek.

“I felt your thoughts this morning,” I said. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He tried to deflect.

“When?” he asked. “When we woke up together? You, me, and our son’s former teacher?”

I arched a brow.

“One, she’s not his teacher anymore,” I said. “You need to let that part go. Two, I meant the raw, distant thoughts. You’ve been walling pieces of yourself off. You never do that with me. Tell me what’s going on.”

He sighed, head tipping back against the chair.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize I was excluding you. It’s just… the edges feel taboo sometimes. The sleeping arrangements. Having sex with younger women while Zac and Naomi are in the house, old enough now to hear, to know what’s happening. Being able to feel the general arousal in the mesh when we’re all packed together—” He shook his head. “It excites me. And then I wonder if that makes me something I don’t want to be.”

He met my eyes.

“It doesn’t feel taboo to you?” he asked.

“Not the younger women,” I admitted. “Sex with them excites me. It doesn’t ping my taboo buttons as long as consent and power are handled. Zac is an adult. Beth, Megan, the others—they’re adults. That part doesn’t bother me.

“What bothers me,” I added, “is when my mother brain starts screaming about my daughter being in the same building while all of that is happening.”

I could feel his relief that I named it instead of dancing around it.

“I keep thinking about the big room,” he said. “Everyone who was in the same space last night. It worked, sort of. But I wonder if it was too much too soon. For some of us.”

“So you think we need to talk about it as a family,” I said. “Or do you want to just change sleeping arrangements on your own?”

“The first,” he said. “We’re not five people anymore. We have teenagers. New adults. People who need privacy in ways we didn’t back then. We can’t assume communal sleep works for everyone every night.”

I nodded. That matched my own thinking.

“I also keep circling back to Naomi,” he said. “Not sexually. Just… in terms of identity and expectations. She’s suddenly an adult, in a house where adults are very… open. We nudged her toward Leah last night because it felt safe and familiar. But do we actually know how she feels about all this yet?”

He frowned, remembering our talk with her and Leah.

“Or did we mostly steer her into whatever made us most comfortable?” he finished.

I let that sit for a moment.

“We talked about a lot with her,” I said. “Leah did, especially. Boundaries. Consent. Lines we won’t cross. From what I can feel, she’s mostly overwhelmed but curious. She wants to belong. She doesn’t have shame yet. That’s a gift and a danger.”

My fingers drew idle little arcs on his shoulder.

“Taboo thoughts happen,” I said. “Brains throw up images. Especially when we’ve been told one thing for forty years and then choose something else on purpose. What matters is what we do with those thoughts. That we don’t make them anyone else’s problem. That we don’t act on them. That we talk about them with each other before they turn into secrets.”

He nodded, some of the tension in his chest unwinding.

“I don’t want Zac cleaning up my head,” he said. “Or Leah. Or anyone. If I need help, I’ll ask you. Or I’ll go find some poor therapist and see how much I can tell them without getting committed.”

I snorted.

“Good,” I said. “Because we just pulled Zac back from the brink of letting his powers loose without consent. I see the ring firmly on his finger. We are not handing him your midlife crisis, too.”

That made him laugh, properly.

“Honestly?” he said. “Right this second, I’m mostly thinking about Megan.”

My eyebrow went up again.

“Just Megan?” I asked. “Not swapping faces in your head?”

“Just Megan,” he said, and he let the image leak enough that I caught it.

Heat curled low in me, answering his. Our minds were annoyingly efficient at running two tracks at once.

I rolled my hips against his lap, testing. His body responded. He gave me a small, rueful smile and held my waist, letting me feel him through his jeans for a heartbeat.

“There are still things you’re not saying,” I murmured.

“There always are,” he said. “But none of them change the basics. We need to reevaluate the nest experiment, talk to the family about space and privacy, keep checking in with Naomi instead of assuming her path, and keep an eye on our own heads.”

I studied him for a second, then nodded slowly.

“Good,” I said. “We’ll do that. We need to be aware. And I agree—we should talk with Naomi again. She needs to understand your power and mine and Kelly’s. How they can help. How they can hurt. So she can set her own boundaries too.”

Before either of us could say more, there was a knock and then the door flew open.

Kelly strode in, phone in hand, face tight.

“J,” she said, barely registering that I was in his lap. “Something’s wrong with Mom. She wants us to come over.”

I slid off his lap and stood as he rose beside me.

“She wants us to bring the kids—Zac and Naomi. You too, Aly,” Kelly added, holding out her phone so we could see the text.

Her tension crackled through the mesh. Jeremiah put a steadying hand on her shoulder.

I reached out mentally, calling to Zac and Naomi to come to the office.

Zac appeared a few seconds later, wiping his hands on a dish towel. Naomi took a bit longer, hair damp, still in my bikini under a terrycloth robe.

“What’s up?” Zac asked. “I was about to round up trash.”

“It’s Nana, isn’t it?” Naomi asked, worry already blooming. “Something’s wrong.”

I pulled Naomi into a hug. Betsy wasn’t her blood, but she was her grandmother in every way that mattered. Zac leaned in, wrapping an arm around both of us. Kelly and Jeremiah closed the circle.

“Let’s see what Betsy needs,” Jeremiah said, taking Kelly’s hand.

I took Zac’s and Naomi’s, and together we walked out of the house toward Betsy’s suite on the far side of the garage.

BROOKE

I was feeling anxious after breakfast.

I wanted to help this loving family. I knew there was a lot of work to do every day. Trying to figure out how everyone could move their lives to a new place was overwhelming. There was something else bothering me, too, but it wasn’t well formed. The thought of leaving this town pulled me away from the only home I’d known. I was excited about the change and also afraid.

That didn’t completely explain what was gnawing at me.

The constant commotion of everyone moving around the house didn’t help. Other odd feelings and emotions wove through my thoughts about this town, this house. I needed solitude. Part of my nature wanted to look for it in nature.

I needed distance—to get away, to focus on my thoughts without another voice or another task. A mosaic of questions, worries, and concerns simmered under the surface. Some I hardly thought about. Others I’d actively suppressed for years. With the idea of leaving, the troublesome ones were bubbling back up.

I decided to take a walk. Explore the property. Get some air. Not let the shadows of the past overtake me.

The woods in and around our house connected to the city’s forest. They were like a sanctuary to me. I felt more at peace there than in a church or a library. It wasn’t surprising that my Fae form was a dryad, a tree nymph. I’d often wandered the woods when I was younger and troubled—like after he touched…

Images of my first foster father flashed through my mind like wildfire.

Alone with him, watching a movie. He’d felt like a real father at first—dependable, trustworthy. Then, when my body changed, that trust had twisted and rotted.

Those thoughts still rose, but they no longer rooted in the same way. I couldn’t fixate on them. I didn’t cycle through the memories obsessively the way I used to before our tryst with Zac. What happened between that man and me had haunted my whole life. Now I couldn’t hold the images for long. They still left me troubled, like a sour taste at the back of my mouth, but they no longer filled my whole head.

I wanted the soles of my feet on the ground, so I left my shoes on the patio. The moment bare skin met earth I felt a little calmer. Being physically connected to the land was a balm to my thoughts.

I walked a short distance from the house toward the safety of the trees and felt light vibrations through the soil—Lexi’s paws as she tore toward me. I knelt and smiled. She was always looking out for me. Ever since we awakened, our bond seemed to knit us tighter.

“Are you okay?” Lexi asked as I scratched between her ears.

“I just need to take a walk,” I said, smiling. “I need to connect with my forest. I feel… detached.”

“I’ll come with you,” she offered. “I can be a lookout.”

“I can take care of myself,” I said. “You need to teach Naomi how not to drown.”

“Yeah,” she said. “She’s good at swimming like a rock. Like Carmen. They’re both good floaters, though.”

She licked my hand affectionately, then hightailed it back to the patio, flashing back into Lexi form as she hopped onto the deck.

I let my dryad form rise and melted into the trees.

A tree nymph can join with a tree—slipping into bark and sap and root—and then move to other trees that touch. Our essence blends with the forest, flows through it. Pulling away from a trunk takes a bit of focus and magic. Moving through a whole stand of trees is almost effortless.

In a few minutes, I was miles away, near my other home.

Naeme’s realm.

The home I’d had after they removed me from the foster house where I was abused. Naeme’s haven was where I’d first begun to heal. Her love in that time had saved me from toxic thoughts and self-harm. She was very special to me. Like the natural mother I’d never known.

I felt her near in the forest and drew myself closer.

I slipped out of one tree as she emerged from another. We closed the distance and hugged.

“How are they treating you?” Naeme asked in our native tongue. “They seem like a loving family.”

“I’m good,” I said. “They are too. I love being part of the family. They make me feel… special.”

“You’re troubled, though?” she asked, concern in her eyes.

“They say we need to move,” I said. “Many miles away. To California. I feel like I’ll miss my home. My forest.”

Naeme went quiet, thinking. Then she looked at me steadily.

“They have powerful magic,” she said. “I have watched them for many years. I am friends with their mother, Betsy. They can’t stay here, my daughter. The change in their daughter’s age will draw attention. They are too well known here to hide it. Their family can become a target for the dark.”

“I feel safe with them,” I said. “I trust them.”

“They are good,” she said, smiling and nodding. “They seek light. Even the humans and half-bloods try their best to be good. They accept Fae magic and use it to expand light. That makes them targets for ignorant humans and dark Fae who fear their power. They are exposed here. They aren’t perfect, my daughter. They can make mistakes.”

I thought about that and understood. Another worry rose—about what moving meant for my own nature.

“I don’t really understand what I am,” I admitted. “Some things feel as natural as breathing, like walking in the trees. Others… I don’t know yet.

“What if there are no oaks?” I asked. “I need a forest, don’t I? Can I even leave here?”

“You are Fae, child,” Naeme said, smiling. “Gaia and magic protect you. Gaia will guide you. She will make all things right. You will find your place. You are important. They need you too.”

“Who needs me?” I asked.

“Your family,” she said. “And not just for fucking, either.”

My eyes widened at her language, and she laughed.

“Their connections make them powerful,” she said. “You become powerful with them. It is more important than you understand now. It will become clear. I know this, Brooke. You can provide a balance to them and help them see things differently. Help them correct mistakes. But you must be strong, child…”

Her head tilted, as if she were listening to something far away.

“Come, child,” she said, taking my hand. “We must go back.”

We dove into the trees together, pushing hard through the forest. A breath later we stepped out of bark and shadow and back onto the walking path where I’d started.

We were back at my new home.

Naeme walked with purpose, and I followed her along the side of the house toward the far side of the garage.

KELLY

My mother was lying on her bed; she hadn’t gotten up.

Her breaths were thin and shallow as she watched us file into her little house. Fear squeezed my chest. She looked pale, almost blue around the lips. Seeing her grandchildren brought a dim spark to her eyes, and Betsy pushed herself up to sit on the edge of the mattress.

The kids rushed to her. She didn’t even blink at the sight of Naomi now older than her older brother. She opened her arms and wrapped them around Naomi. A coughing fit grabbed her in the middle of the hug. She coughed for a long time, shoulders shaking, then spat into the rag on the bedside table.

The rag bloomed bright red.

“Mom!” I cried, moving before I knew I’d decided to. I slid in beside her, rubbing her back. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

Naomi had dropped to her knees, leaning against Nana’s leg. Zac stood just behind her, one hand on Naomi’s shoulder, his eyes on Betsy’s face. Jeremiah stepped closer and laced his fingers through Aly’s.

“I’m sick,” Betsy said. “I’ve been sick. The doctors say the cancer is incurable.”

“What?” The word came out broken. “Why didn’t you tell me? We could have found some treatment—done something.”

Anger and grief crashed together inside me. My thoughts were a mess. Tears of sadness and frustration filled my eyes and spilled over.

How could she hide this from us? From me—her only daughter?

She turned and looked up at me, her hand coming up to my cheek. She smiled, thumb brushing under my eye. Then she leaned in and kissed my face.

“Because this is what you would do,” she said, her voice in halting phrases, each word fighting for air. “Then the last three months… would have been in and out of the hospital… getting sicker from chemo… I didn’t want that.”

“You’re so stubborn,” I sighed, and hugged her carefully.

“What can we do, Mom?” Jeremiah asked gently. “Are you in pain?”

“Other than… not… being able… to breathe…” she said faintly, pausing for a breath every few words, “I’m fine.”

Her eyes tried to sparkle. Another bout of coughing rolled through her and forced her to lie down on her side, the rag pressed to her lips.

Aly had slipped away to the small desk, rifling through a stack of papers. She found a folder, opened it, and held an X-ray up to the light. Her eyes narrowed. Then she exhaled.

It felt like a knife slid straight through my heart. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe.

Mother wiped her lips, glanced toward Aly, and gave the smallest nod, as if handing the floor over.

“Stage four, terminal cancer,” Aly said quietly. “A tumor is encroaching on her trachea. Inoperable.”

Her voice was clinical. Her eyes were not.

“I wish we had known,” she added, voice catching.

Mother nodded again and looked at her. Aly tilted her head, tuning more deeply into Betsy’s mind. My mother didn’t have the breath left for many more words.

“Betsy says she was happy,” Aly said, speaking my mother’s thoughts. “She saw Zac become a man, much like his father. She’s happy for him and his loves. It was special to be able to enjoy our dinner.”

I thought back to the night before—the way she’d coughed a few times, how we’d all been so wrapped up in revelations and new faces that I hadn’t really seen it.

“I’m sorry, Mother,” I managed. “I⁠—”

The rest stuck in my throat.

“Don’t,” Aly said, and the word was so exactly my mother’s tone that I flinched.

I turned and saw Aly had changed.

My breath hitched. She wore my mother’s face, my mother’s hair, my mother’s robe.

I was shocked, angry, offended.

My head snapped toward the real Betsy. She patted my hand and gave me a tiny nod.

I understood. Aly was making it easier—for me, for all of us—to hear my mother’s thoughts as if from her lips.

“Darling,” Aly said in Betsy’s voice, stepping closer.

I kept my eyes on my actual mother, but I listened.

“There was nothing you could have done,” Aly continued, giving Betsy’s words breath. “I’m sorry I kept this from you. I got to enjoy you and your wonderful family so much more.”

Mother turned her gaze toward Naomi.

“Naomi, child,” Aly said for her, “I am so happy I get to see you all grown up. I don’t understand how it happened. I can see you’re happy. I wish I had more time with you.”

She reached for Zac’s hand.

“Isaac,” Aly said softly, echoing the name only Betsy still used, “you are my treasure. I am happy for you. I can see you love Beth and your other girls. You have blessed me deeply since the day you were born.”

She looked up at her own duplicate. It felt like watching my mother talk to a reflection.

“Aly,” Aly whispered, honouring Betsy’s thoughts, “you have loved my daughter and Jeremiah and made this family strong.”

Finally, she turned her eyes to Jeremiah.

“Jeremiah,” Aly said, voice thick now, “you brought so much joy into my life. You loved my daughter and made me part of your amazing family. My life was changed for the better by you. Never doubt that.”

Aly blinked hard, then tilted her head, listening for more. After a moment, she shifted back into her own form and folded herself around Betsy.

All of us were crying now. Tears streaked everyone’s faces.

The door creaked open. We all turned to see who it was.

Naeme stepped in, head tilted, studying Betsy.

“Time to fly?” the wizened woman asked softly, a sad smile on her lips.

Betsy nodded and opened her arms as if to gather us all in one last time.

Behind Naeme, Brooke hovered in the doorway, then edging in farther. The rest of the family spilled into the room in twos and threes. They had all felt the spike of emotion through Aly’s web. Not everyone knew my mother well, but they all felt the pull.

Naeme approached the bed and laid her hand on my mother’s forehead. She smiled down at her, then reached back and touched my cheek, connecting us.

Warmth flooded through me—the warmth of my mother’s love, bright and encompassing. Then suddenly I couldn’t pull a full breath. My lungs felt clamped. Each inhale was a thin scrape. My eyes went wide. It felt like I was slowly suffocating.

I looked at Naeme. She tilted her head in that way she had. She was making me understand: this is what your mother has been living with.

I nodded, tears spilling down my face, and took my mother’s hand. When Naeme lowered her fingers from my cheek, air rushed back in. I could breathe again.

“It’s okay, Mom,” I choked out through the veil of tears. “It’s time to fly. Go fly with Naeme. I love you, Mom…”

I watched as my mother slowly closed her eyes. Her chest rose once, twice, then stilled.

Naeme drew her hand back from Betsy’s brow. She was cradling a small ball of light between her palms. She lifted it above her head. The light brightened. She rose from the floor, carried by something I couldn’t see, and then both she and the light vanished with a soft pop.

A sound tore out of me. I didn’t recognize it as my own at first. I shuddered and clung to my mother’s empty shell.

My mother’s body lay slack in my arms. Whatever made her her was gone.

My family closed in around us. Arms came from every side.

I lost track of time. At some point Jeremiah’s hand found my shoulder and squeezed, gentle but firm.

“Kel,” he said quietly.

I looked up. The room was empty except for the two of us and Betsy.

I reached for him and pulled him into a fierce hug.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I sobbed. “I miss her already.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Jeremiah said. “Betsy will still help us. Just… differently than she has.”

Finally, I stood. I bent and kissed the cool forehead of my mother’s body. Then Jeremiah guided me back toward the house.

Aly stood in the living room, phone to her ear, her voice low and tight as she spoke to someone—paramedics, the coroner, I wasn’t sure. She didn’t know exactly what to do. That unsettled me more than I could say. Aly always knew what to do. Seeing her rattled made the ground tilt.

Jeremiah drew me into the living room and sat with me on the couch. Zac came and sat on my other side. Naomi curled up next to her father. I felt numb.

It felt like a chapter of my life had ended.

I knew there were other chapters ahead—maybe many of them. I just couldn’t turn that page yet.

JEREMIAH

I was thankful for Aly’s help because I felt numb.

Kelly, the kids, and I just sat on the sofa, staring at nothing. Alyssa called my uncle on her cell; she was oddly out of sorts. She raised her voice—she never did that. Frustrated with herself, she finally threw the phone across the room into another soft chair.

Then Aly joined us and slumped between Naomi and me. Naomi shifted to make room, then rested her head on her mother’s thigh.

Uncle Thomas, always reliable, drove over immediately and took over. He called the funeral home to arrange transport for Betsy’s body. The medical examiner arrived, asked the routine questions. The paperwork Aly had found was exactly what they needed. There was a brief bustle of activity, and then the strangers were gone.

We stayed in the living room together, quiet, each of us working through the first edge of grief.

We shared touches and hugs, but that was all. No one was in the mood for anything more than contact. The newer family members picked up the slack, helping Maria with the practical necessities. The five of us—Kelly, Aly, Zac, Naomi, and I—just sat and stared blankly. Lexi and Carmen sat nearby with the same vacant look.

After getting lost in our own memories of Betsy for a while, we started to talk. We shared what we remembered.

Naomi talked about her grandmother “when she was five,” which, for her, meant two days ago. We smiled through tears at that. Zac told the story of the time Betsy had encouraged him to spend more time with Beth and how I’d freaked out. We laughed, and then we cried more.

From there, the stories deepened—small moments that went back years. To when Aly and I first met Betsy and Bob. The rest of the family gathered in, listening in silence or chiming in where they could.

Carmen finally declared it pizza night. When the pies arrived, we ate off paper plates, drank soda, and kept telling stories. It’s funny how grieving and crying can give way to ridiculous, tender memories of the people we love.

The next few days followed the same pattern.

Kelly, Aly, and I agreed it was the right time to start over as we honoured Betsy’s memory. There were details to handle. As the machinery of her end-of-life paperwork rolled along, we started making arrangements to leave this house and begin again somewhere else.

Uncle Thomas asked Kelly where she wanted the will read. She wanted it read right where we’d been sitting. Everyone should hear it.

Betsy’s wishes were simple: cremation, her ashes scattered in the woods around our home. She left everything to Kelly, trusting us to allocate it as needed.

It took less than five minutes to read the will. It took Uncle Thomas two days to liquidate her assets and move them into offshore accounts. When it was done, her wealth—about half of ours—was folded into the family fortune, and we started using it to put the gears of transition in motion.

Then things got weird.

Janice, Beth’s mom, showed up out of the blue.

She was acting off. She barely looked at Beth but seemed to hang on Zac’s every word. It reminded me a little too much of my birthday party and the kissing gag the family had played on me. I glanced at Zac; he gave me a nervous, guilty look back.

I tilted my head and scanned Janice. My eyes tightened. I looked at Kelly, then Aly, then back at Janice. I’d assumed Zac had, perhaps accidentally, made a change—but she hadn’t been molded. Something had sparked an attraction to him and then taken on a life of its own.

Aly felt my tension. I sent a narrow stream of thought just to her, laying out my suspicions. She studied Janice, tilted her head, and skimmed the surface of her thoughts. Then she pressed her lips together, looked at me, and nodded.

Time to talk with Zac.

“Um, sorry, Janice,” I said. “We need to have a family meeting. Can you come back in an hour? We have to talk to our lawyers about estate matters. I apologize for the interruption.”

Janice looked at me, then at Zac. Then at Beth. Finally she smiled back at me.

“I’d be glad to take these two off your hands for a while,” she said, cheeks flushing. “If that would help.”

I ground my teeth together before answering.

“Actually, Zac needs to stay here,” I said pleasantly. “He’s integral to the conversation. Why don’t you take Beth out for coffee? This won’t take long.”

Her lips tightened, but she managed a smile and took Beth’s hand.

“Let’s go get a coffee, Beth,” she said. “The adults need to talk.”

Her tone was petulant and a little selfish. That wasn’t new; she’d shown those streaks before. What was new was how she was relating to Zac. Her feelings for him were skewed well beyond what I’d expect from a mother of his girlfriend.

I wanted to give Zac the benefit of the doubt. But I needed him to be honest with me.

After they left, Zac sat back and crossed his arms defensively. Alyssa looked at me expectantly. Brooke slipped over, with Leah right behind her. Having them join us was a little unusual, but I thought they should hear this. Especially Leah; she’d been showing exceptional judgment. I didn’t entirely trust my own lately.

“Tell me what happened, Zac,” I said.

“I don’t know,” Zac said, sullen.

“Janice is acting… off,” I said, keeping my focus on what we could see. “Her attention to you is way beyond what I’d expect. Do you know anything about that?”

Aly creased her forehead and nodded slightly, then looked at Zac.

He shrugged. “No.”

My frustration kicked up a notch. He was buttoned up, both in posture and in the mesh.

“Do you want to tell me why Janice is seeing you as more important than Brad—her husband?” I asked.

Aly looked at me and then started to nod. I kept my tone calm.

“Look, Zac,” I said. “Something happened. Just tell us what it was.”

Zac sighed, then met my eyes. His defenses loosened.

“It was my aura,” he said quietly. “She got a full dose. When Beth and I went to get her clothes. I forgot my ring. The whole thing with Naomi in the pool was overwhelming, and I was weak. I lost control. I…”

He trailed off, eyes dropping to the floor.

“You…” I said slowly. “Go on. We can’t help if we don’t know the whole story.”

“I didn’t consciously do anything,” Zac said. “I tried to be normal, and she kept leaning closer. She kept saying how good I smelled. I got aroused, and I’m sure my aura bloomed. As soon as I noticed it, I went and got Beth and we left. I thought Janice was fine, but… she acted weird. I don’t know how it all connects.”

I sat back, turning it over. Aly brushed my mind with hers, letting me know she felt no deception from him.

I thought back to when we were young. My own attraction to Kelly had once been that intense and confusing. At one point I’d even kissed her before either of us fully understood her power.

“It’s possible it’s just your influence,” I said, nodding. “She could have started obsessing, replaying that small, innocent moment after you left. Fixating on it. That can grow without you being there.”

I looked to Aly for confirmation.

“Sounds like limerence, frankly,” she said. “That obsessive crush feeling. It may have more to do with Kelly’s kind of allure than yours specifically. We never really unpacked how your powers combined at the start to glue us together.”

“I may have to resolve this,” I said finally. “What do you think?”

Leah tilted her head. “Talk to her?” she said. “Janice, I mean. Directly. About boundaries.”

Aly’s gaze flicked to Leah, then back to me. I felt the click of recognition through the mesh.

“She’s right,” Aly said. “You could sit down with Janice. Explain that Zac is off-limits. That we love Beth and want to support their relationship, but we need clear lines with in-laws too.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. That was the obvious answer, but everything lately had fogged my thinking, and I’d started drifting back toward quick fixes and shortcuts.

It was good that Leah spoke up.

“Yeah,” I said. “That makes more sense than quietly trying to ‘fix’ it from the shadows.”

Brooke was watching us, brow furrowed.

“What are you talking about?” she asked. “I don’t really know how Zac’s powers work. I thought he was just an incubus. Your powers are halfling, his are halfling… he has both yours and Kelly’s?”

“Yes,” I said. “Somehow Zac ended up with both—Kelly’s allure and my… insight.”

I realized we’d never fully explained any of this to the newer members. We’d been a little busy.

I took a few minutes and laid it out in simple terms—how I could see moral and emotional tension points, and how, in a therapy context, I could sometimes help people untangle them. Aly filled in the gaps, then explained her own mage abilities and how the mesh worked.

Brooke nodded slowly as the pieces clicked.

“Hmmm,” she said. “So you’re saying to keep the secret of your powers, you could try to undo what Zac’s aura started with Janice… but the better way is just to tell her no.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Otherwise she’ll keep stopping by and won’t understand why she’s fixating on him. That’s what Aly called limerence—she’s drawn to Zac’s magic and her own fantasy. It’s a slippery slope if we don’t name it. But we handle that with a conversation, not a spell.”

I caught Brooke’s eye.

“And for the record,” I added, “I scan because I can’t turn that part off. It’s like peripheral vision. But I don’t adjust without explaining what I can do and getting explicit consent. Leah’s right: the right way to deal with this is to talk to Janice and set a boundary, not to tell her we have powers and then use them on her.”

Brooke’s shoulders loosened a little at that. She drew in a breath.

“Okay,” she said. “That I can live with. Can I ask something else, though?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Why do we all have to sleep in the same room?” Brooke asked. “Seeing all of us together… sometimes I get a bit… uncomfortable.”

“Uncomfortable how?” Aly asked.

“Zac and Naomi,” Brooke said. “They shouldn’t be watching you two make love to their friends. Zac shouldn’t be watching Kelly either. The thought of that makes me… remember…”

“Go on,” I said. “I have to agree. I’m a bit put off by the same thing. And I have to admit, the taboo edge has been a little exciting. I might be feeling some of the same things Janice is feeling.”

I’d never made a habit of hiding my own reactions from the younger ones. Aly and I had always tried to include everyone in real conversations. Honest talk was the only way this kind of life worked.

“I think it’s abusive,” Brooke said softly. “Incest is abusive. We all agree on that. But this—all sleeping together—gets close to the line. I don’t want the lines to blur. Incest may even feel like love…”

Aly and I both turned to her. Leah watched her too, eyes narrowing as she read Brooke’s internal conflict.

“It’s wrong,” Brooke went on, louder now. “I know I’m new here and I want us all to be happy and loving. But incest is… it’s devious, it’s disruptive. I know. My real father and my foster fathers have abused me.”

She clamped her mouth shut and dropped her head into her hands.

Leah leaned into her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, rubbing slow circles on her back. Aly and I shared a look. I looked down and nodded.

“We have to adjust our thinking, Aly,” I said quietly, then looked up at her. “Brooke’s right. We need to keep ourselves away from the way this makes us feel. We can all get tripped up in infatuation, arousal, taboo. The more that happens, the more we risk normalizing things and dismissing limits.”

“Yeah,” Leah said finally. “I can feel those thoughts—taboo thoughts—streaming through the mesh. They’re unspoken, they fade quickly, but they’re there. And they’re growing.”

Aly’s face folded with concern and regret.

“I thought that as a family, being together was what we wanted,” she said. “Do we assign each other a partner now? I love having many lovers. I don’t want to be monogamous.”

“I think we can figure out a way to be more discreet and still enjoy multiple partners,” I said. “But we need to understand why we feel this way. Where did it start going sideways?”

Zac had been quiet. Then he shifted to his feet.

“The morning I influenced Beth, Megan, Shannon, and you, Brooke,” he said, voice low. “I should have been punished. I came home because I didn’t know how to undo what I’d done. I wanted to ask for help. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to reverse it. I wanted to be like you, Dad.”

The words hit harder than I expected. I winced.

My own emotional struggles in forming this family still ran deep. Hearing my son say he wanted to be like me—right at the point we were unpacking the worst shadows of that pattern—dragged me straight back to an impulsive kiss in Kelly’s dorm room nearly twenty years ago. The shockwaves from that day were still rippling.

I felt Aly’s thoughts brush mine, trying to soothe as she always did. I instinctively pulled back a little. She stood and went to Zac instead.

“It wasn’t just you, Zac,” she said. “I… persuaded Kelly not to be angry at you. I felt how strong your ties to your friends were. I was afraid you’d leave home. I wanted to make sure we stayed together. I thought it was the only way it would work. I didn’t want feelings to be hurt. I didn’t want to feel pain. I thought it could all be made better with love.”

She swallowed.

“Maybe I encouraged the wrong kind of love,” she finished.

Aly hung her head. Brooke stood up.

“Wait,” Brooke said. “I don’t know exactly what you’re saying or what it all means. But that day—those first moments—changed me. For the better. I can’t deny it. It felt like a miracle. Still does. I’m calmer. This family soothes me in quiet times. I can’t explain that fully because I’ve never felt like I belonged anywhere. I know I belong here, with all of you.”

She twisted her hands together. Leaves and vines sprouted from one hand, climbing up her wrist. She stared at them, then flexed; bark softened back into skin.

“Part of that day healed me, Zac,” Brooke said. “Your grace in the moment, Aly’s choice to let things play out, let me feel the love of a family. I’d been broken for a long time. Sexual abuse and incest by my father made me numb. I tried to fix it by acting out, using sex to chase connection.”

She looked around the circle, hands now fully human again.

“I was a slut in high school, and I have to own that,” she said with a faint blush. “I teased Zac, seduced Shannon and Beth, and lusted after Megan. My behaviour had a lot to do with what happened in the classroom. Zac, your powers—or whatever—played a part, but my choices in the weeks before that day mattered too.”

“Where do you think this started?” I asked. “The part that feels wrong now. I can see your point, and Zac’s. We can’t control everything. Sometimes things seem bad that aren’t. We need to talk about it, not hide from it.”

“It was Naomi growing up,” Brooke said. “Becoming an adult. I was already feeling some of this with Kelly, but she and Zac always kept their distance. I feel Naomi watching you. Both of you.”

Her eyes went from me to Aly, then to Zac.

“All of you,” she said. “She’s drawn to all of you. It’s wrong, but I don’t think it’s her fault or yours.”

Leah stood and looked around at all of us.

“Everyone—group hug,” she said.

She waited until we all got to our feet and stepped into a loose circle, arms wrapping around shoulders, waists, hands.

“We’re going to fix this with real love,” Leah said. “We’ve been focused on negatives. We should also look at the positives. This family is too strong and too loving to be torn down. We have to adjust, and I agree with Brooke. We have to push thoughts of incest out of our circle.”

She stopped talking and let herself feel. Really feel.

She closed her eyes and opened up some door inside. After a few heartbeats she started to cry. Hard.

Leah dropped to her knees, head bowed into her hands, sobs shaking her shoulders. Her thoughts burst through the mesh like a broken pipe—grief, anger, shame, relief all tangled.

We sank down around her, hands on her back, her shoulders, her hair, until her breathing evened out enough to speak.

“I never told you,” Leah said, wiping at her eyes. “I think part of me blocked it out. I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to relive it. My stepfather abused my sister. I was young; she was a bit older. She put herself between him and me. She protected me.”

We stayed with her in the quiet, giving her space.

“I don’t know how long it went on,” she said. “The memories are blurry. But my sister committed suicide two years ago. She’s why I dropped out of college. I couldn’t cope with losing her. I shut down. I became like a zombie. I felt dead.”

Leah sniffed, then straightened. She rocked back onto her heels, then rose to her feet and faced us, eyes clear despite the tears.

“Those were my darkest days,” she said. “Then I started working for you. Caring for Naomi. She healed me. You healed me. Even Zac suddenly blooming into an incubus healed me. You love me completely. You care about me as a person first.”

She moved to Brooke and Zac, slinging an arm around each of them, pulling them close.

“We all care so much about each other,” Leah said. “We can heal our cracked places with love. Like filling a broken vase with gold. I know it. I’ve lived it.”

She turned back to us.

“We need to be careful about cracking each other,” she said. “I think we’re starting to do that by letting incest thoughts hover at the edges of the web. The little taboo flashes that slip through the mesh? We have to name them and let them go.”

Her eyes found mine and Aly’s.

“I love Naomi,” she said softly. “But I don’t think she should be in the same room for this. And Zac…” She looked straight at him. “You shouldn’t be watching your mother have sex with any of us, either.”

We sat with that, the weight of it settling over us. No one argued.

“I need your help, Aly,” I said. “We should do this one person at a time, talking with each of them. We need a frank conversation with Naomi—just you and me. And we need to make sure our family’s safe by having an honest talk with Janice.”

She nodded. “Agreed.”

We didn’t fix everything that afternoon. No one talk could.

But over the next couple of days, Aly and I started making the rounds.

With Naomi and Zac, we sat down as adults. We admitted we’d never really given Naomi “the talk”—she’d skipped puberty and the awkward teenage years and landed straight in an adult body. Her hormones were humming, but without the adolescent frenzy. We talked about love and sex. About how our family worked, and how the broader world tended to see relationships. We laid out our lines again—no sex with parents, no sex with siblings, no expectation that anyone had to sleep with everyone to belong.

Naomi asked hard questions. Some we answered right away. Some we told her we’d think about and come back to. Zac added his own perspective—what it felt like to suddenly have a power that pulled people into bed, and what he was doing to make sure he used it with respect.

None of it was tidy, but by the end of those talks we were at least all looking at the same truths together.

Talking to Janice was messier.

I drove over one evening with Aly and asked if we could speak with her and Brad together. There were a lot of polite words and a few not-so-polite ones hidden underneath. We didn’t mention magic or limerence by name; we didn’t need to. We made it clear we loved Beth, that we wanted her safe and happy, that we valued their family—and that Zac was not an option for Janice in any way other than as Beth’s partner.

She got defensive. She made excuses. She denied, then half-admitted, then changed the subject. Brad was angry. At us, then at her, then at himself. None of it was fun.

But by the time we left, the lines had been spoken out loud. Janice knew we saw what she was doing. Brad knew it, too. That alone was enough to cool the energy around the situation.

Back at home, I spent time simply noticing how I felt when I looked at Naomi.

I loved my daughter. I wanted to hug her, comfort her, give her a fatherly kiss on the forehead or a peck on the cheek. Anything beyond that, any scrap of taboo thrill my lizard brain had tried on for size earlier, now felt sour. Wrong. The more we talked and grieved and listened, the less room there was in me for that kind of static.

I considered that shift a good thing.

Aly and I kept mentoring our grown daughter and my son as we always had, just… more explicitly now. We included Kelly, of course, as we talked about love, sex, and power. About our norms and how the culture outside our walls would see us. We didn’t reach a perfect grand agreement, but we reached a working one.

Naomi and Zac knew where we stood. We knew more clearly where they stood.

And as a family, we started behaving as if the boundaries we’d named actually mattered. Aly helped me be graceful to myself over missing the danger signals, and I helped her not to grieve her rash choice. We both made mistakes.

That evening at dinner, everyone was happy, and the conversation flowed. After dinner, everyone split into different pairs or threesomes. Some went into the private spaces of their lovers. Others would use the main bed. With Aly and Naomi’s help, Zac and I moved the haphazard mattresses back to the rooms downstairs.

We rearranged who slept where: Maria joined Carmen in her upstairs boudoir. Zac kept his room, and Beth was happy to be a constant roommate. Leah and Naomi moved into Maria’s old room and enjoyed their growing closeness. Both rooms entertained visitors regularly.

It was an adaptation that worked well. We all had to adapt to changes. We’d figure it out over time. We always did.

ALYSSA

A few days after the hard but necessary conversation about boundaries, our newly expanded family started to find a new rhythm.

We still slept with more than one person over the course of a week. We still touched and loved and played. The only real difference was where and who was watching.

With thirteen people, there was still plenty of variety. My own polyamorous heart was not starving.

As the weeks went on, pairings and trios shifted into familiar patterns. Leah and Naomi were together often. Brooke and Lexi seemed permanently enchanted with each other. Megan tended to orbit Jeremiah, Kelly, and me, though she also enjoyed time with Shannon, Zac, and Beth. Zac and Beth spent most of their nights together, their bond deepening. Maria and Carmen fit together beautifully and also made time for others. No one missed the wall-to-wall mattresses.

Outside intimate time, we stayed focused on getting ready to move to Serra Bay.

Jeremiah worked with Lexi and his lawyers to close our practice. Tommy and Tommy Jr. came out formally to update our financial legacy, folding in the new family members. Jeremiah kept control of the assets but, thankfully, didn’t need to make any corrective moves.

Carmen, Kelly, and Maria started planning the hospitality side of the new life. Jeremiah gave Kelly the name of a realtor—Samantha, “Sammi”—in Serra Bay, and Kelly spent a lot of time touring properties online and making notes.

Meanwhile, I was up to my neck in the basement’s collection of relics and artifacts we’d tagged and stored over the years. Naomi joined Shannon, Leah, and Megan in what quickly became “my team.” Between the four of us—and eventually Naomi—we could live in each other’s heads, which made the work quiet and efficient.

Since Leah and I effectively shared the same type of power now, our little mesh was segmented from the rest of the family. Shannon and Megan adapted well to slipping in and out of it. Naomi melded in like she’d been born there. We could push a thought to one another without anyone upstairs hearing.

It felt, at times, like working in a very strange library.

We turned the media room into a research den. New lounges, new laptops. Jeremiah helped us move our databases and documents to cloud storage so we could all access files at once. Silent “conversations” were common. Family members walking by would shake their heads and smile. I’m sure our faces were entertaining.

It wasn’t that we didn’t talk out loud; we did. It was just that the context kept hopping tracks. A thought would bubble up on the mesh, two or three of us would trade ideas silently, then we’d pick up a spoken thread midstream. Then we’d all go quiet again and a different whispered thread would braid itself underneath.

It worked for us.

Of all the things we’d collected, the books started drawing me most.

Spell books. Charm books. Grimoires in half a dozen languages. Leah and I were more and more interested in magic itself, and in what sort of Fae we might actually be.

Lexi and Brooke had obvious forms and mechanics. They could explain exactly how they shifted and under what conditions. For Leah and me, nothing like that surfaced. We seemed stuck in human skins, with only our minds doing anything unusual.

Megan, Shannon, and Naomi dove into researching Fae lore. Naomi loved being with them, learning how to research. Shannon’s hyper-focus could isolate her; Megan took Naomi under her wing, tutoring her in basic topics to help her structure an education. Formal school was out of the question, but Naomi was catching up fast.

“I think you’re a druid. Or a mage,” Shannon said one day, almost absently.

“Huh?” I asked. “I thought those were humans who just used magic.”

“The lore here is messy,” she said. “They present as human, but with innate mystical gifts. That could point to a Fae connection.”

She tapped the open book in front of her.

“They list Merlin as a typical mage. And there are a lot of allusions to Gandalf the Gray in Tolkien. That’s obviously fiction, but a lot of what Tolkien pulled came from Celtic and regional faerie lore. All our Western faerie tales trace back to those sources.”

I filed that away and nudged Shannon along the mesh to start a new page on our shared wiki for her findings. She did, then drifted back into her own stack.

For safety, we collected all the stones, plates, and necklaces we’d been using to ward off the darker shadows in the relics. Each of us wore a chain while we worked. The only stone we left alone was the deep red one that severed the mesh completely.

Leah picked up one of the spellbooks we’d pulled out of storage. She slipped her necklace off and set it on the armrest, then started flipping pages.

Any time I’d glanced through those books in the past, I’d worn Kelly’s necklace. The writing had stayed unreadable—runes that refused to resolve. For years I hadn’t expected to get anything out of them and hadn’t tried. I’d just evaluated, catalogued, and stored.

This was the first time someone really read them.

Leah ran her finger down a page, then began speaking in unintelligible syllables.

Then she wasn’t there.

She vanished mid-chair. The book stayed, hovering, and drifted toward me.

“Read the last two lines,” Leah’s voice whispered, barely above thought, accompanied by a focused push along our private channel.

I peered at the lines and saw nothing but nonsense.

“Oh, right,” she said in my head. “Take off your necklace.”

I took off Kelly’s stone. The unrecognizable runes on the page shimmered and shifted, glyphs morphing into patterns I half-remembered from old dreams.

I found the lines Leah indicated and tried to speak the words.

Shannon and Naomi both gasped.

“Mom?” Naomi said, alarm in her voice. “Where did you go? Where’s Leah?”

I felt fuzzy, like someone had turned the world’s contrast down. Physical things still responded—my pencil rolled over my fingers when I flexed.

“Oh wow,” Megan said. “Invisibility charm? Spell?”

Leah muttered the same sounds again from wherever she’d slipped to, then popped back into view, fingers still on the page. She pointed at the glyphs for me. I repeated the phrase. The fuzziness dropped away.

“Wow,” I said, looking around. “Did that really just happen?”

Naomi nodded, eyes wide. She launched herself into my arms.

“That scared me, Mom,” she said. “You should warn me.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” I said. “I will next time. I promise.”

I stood and gathered up the book Leah had been reading. I pulled similar volumes into a pile and looked at my little team.

“No more casting until we catalog and document,” I said. “We don’t know what these do yet. We need some idea before we start slinging magic. Work in pairs—Leah and Shannon, and I’ll work with Megan and Naomi. Leah, you focus on finding any descriptions of the spells; the others will record them with the book title and page number.”

Everyone nodded. We got to work.

The pile was substantial. I pushed us to stay focused on cataloging first; we’d play later.

After a few hours of transcribing, patterns emerged. Many of the books contained the same spells dressed in different words. The total number of unique spells was much lower than the stack of notes suggested. Cross-referencing showed that similar spells shared nearly identical glyph structures; differences could be explained as dialect or accent, not entirely new magic.

Looking over the list, we had:

• Charms and wards.

• Utility spells like illumination.

• More dangerous things—possession, enthrallment, enslavement—that we agreed immediately were forbidden.

Leah memorised the invisibility and reappearance spells and tried them with the book closed. They still worked. I asked if Naomi wanted to try one. She shook her head.

“Maybe another time, Mom,” she said. “This is still freaky.”

Shannon, for all her careful mimicry, couldn’t get the words to do anything. That confirmed it: this was Fae ability, not just phonetics. Maybe we were druids after all.

Then I found a set of spells about ink.

There were patterns for applying charms to ink and for removing them. I was almost certain those were embedded in many of the tomes we’d collected, not just the explicit spellbooks.

Suddenly, the shape of it clicked.

This was how Jenn’s tattoos worked. The tattoos were applied through a power like Jeremiah’s, but the result—ink carrying a charm—could be modified.

I called Jeremiah down to the media room.

“Can you use your power to make a tattoo?” I asked when he arrived. “I think I’d like a star on the inside of my wrist. Can you make it out of ink?”

“Never thought about it,” he said.

He took my wrist and focused. Waved his hand.

Nothing.

“Probably need some actual ink,” he said. “Do you have a pen?”

I handed him one. He turned it over in his fingers, then tried again. An outline of a star appeared, then darkened as he filled it in—a one-inch pentagram on the inside of my wrist.

I checked my notes and spoke two spells over it, directing them at the ink: one for invisibility, one to bind the charm. Then I looked up at Jeremiah and pressed my finger into the star.

His eyes widened. He waved his hand in front of where I’d been and smacked it into my shoulder instead.

“Ow,” I yelped. “It’s invisibility, not incorporeality.”

I murmured the reappearance phrase and rubbed my arm. “I hope that doesn’t bruise.”

“Wow,” Jeremiah said—the same way he always said “wow” when he was processing. “Can you remove it?”

I waved my hand over the star and spoke the charm-removal spell. Then I pressed it again.

Nothing.

We looked at each other and made the same connection.

“I’ll call Jenn,” he said, already turning for the stairs.

I turned to my team and hugged them all.

I explained, quickly, the issue with the tattoos that had cursed Jenn and other women trafficked by the United Priesthood.

“We’ve been trying to find a way to fix her for a long, long time,” I said, smiling through the seriousness. “You just changed someone’s life. Many lives.”

Jenn arrived about an hour later, barreling down into the media room like a storm. It had become research central. She smelled faintly of sweat and gym cleaner, dressed in runner tights and a sports bra. Distracting, as always.

The edges of the star tattoos on her breasts were visible above the bra, as was the tramp stamp at the small of her back. I knew there was another flower inside her waistband.

“Do you want them all to go?” I asked, buzzing with the need to help.

“Start with the damned stamp,” she said. “It’s been itching like crazy. I haven’t come over because I know you guys have been going through it with Betsy.”

“Jenn,” I said, half scolding. “It’s never a problem to help you. You know that.”

She shrugged, guilty. “I know. I just… I’m sorry.”

She bent and tugged her tights down below her hips. Then she glanced up and noticed Naomi.

“You’re new,” Jenn said, smiling. “Who are you?”

I was already focusing on the stamp, summoning the removal spell. I didn’t have spare bandwidth left for cover stories.

Naomi answered instead.

“I’m Naomi,” she said brightly. “Mom has told me a lot about you.”

Jenn laughed. “Nice try—Naomi’s five, sweetheart. I know who she⁠—”

I spoke the spell, words sliding easily now. Jenn sagged with relief, hand flying to the small of her back.

She turned to face me, grinning.

“Fuck. Finally free,” she said, hugging me and wiggling her ass. “Oh my God, I can’t tell you how good that feels. It’s like that thing’s been itching for twenty years.”

She kissed me, and I kissed her back, as I always did when Jenn aimed that much joy at me. Then she pulled away and looked from me to Naomi.

“She looks like you did twenty years ago…” Jenn said. “How did⁠—”

“Do you want us to do the stars too?” I cut in, trying to redirect.

I started to reach out mentally to Leah to get Naomi upstairs or down to the gym, but I was a beat too late.

“What happened?” Jenn asked. “Where’s Naomi?”

“Right there,” I said, exhaling. “We had… an incident with magic. She grew up.”

“Get the fuck out,” Jenn said, staring at Naomi. “That true, hon? Are you all grown? God, you are as sexy as your mom.”

Thankfully, Jeremiah appeared in the doorway then, drawing her attention.

She bounded over to him, hugging him and kissing his cheek.

“Jenn,” he said, returning the embrace and then easing her back. “You have to keep what happened to Naomi a secret. Not even Jerry. Okay?”

Jerry—Jenn’s husband—had been our first major post-Montana “we can design healthy relationships” project. Back when her charmed tattoos had turned her libido into a distraction field, we’d had to separate her from the mesh and the house for everyone’s sanity.

Jenn nodded. “Of course, J. Mum’s the word.” She glanced down at her chest and then back up at us. “Maybe I’ll keep the other tats as-is. Jerry likes pushing my buttons, you know?”

“What about the ink itself?” Jeremiah asked. “Now that it’s not charmed, I can probably remove it.”

“Jerry likes that too,” Jenn said, flushing. “He thinks it’s sexy. So… let’s see how this goes for a while.”

With more hugs and kisses all around, she swept out as quickly as she’d arrived. That was Jenn—whoosh in, cause a disruption, then gone.

After she left, I caught Jeremiah’s eye.

“‘Mum’s the word’ won’t hold,” I said. “I give it a week before Jerry knows. Then a few more days and her whole book club.”

He nodded.

“You’re right,” he said. “We should accelerate the move.”

He headed for the stairs to find Kelly and the phone. I pulled my girls back into a huddle around the laptops and books.

We had artifacts to crate, spells to document, and a whole new chapter to write somewhere down the coast.

The work wasn’t finished.

But for the first time in a long time, it felt like we had the tools to do it right.

LEXI

All the changes in the family made it hard to concentrate on training for the triathlon.

Most of the disruption had hit during my taper, but I still needed to train, and I was frustrated. I tried to stay positive and finish what I’d started. When I offered to drop the race so we could focus on everything else the family was going through, Master shut that down.

“You’ve worked too hard,” he said. “You should see the results of your efforts. At the very least, finish it as a trial race.”

I decided to race without distractions. No watch. No splits. No heart-rate data. I’d go as fast or as slow as I felt like. I didn’t want to be a slave to the stopwatch.

I just wanted to be a slave to my Master.

The sprint triathlon start was near dawn, at a lake off the river. The swim course was a full lap out to the far shore and back. Organizers had set floating lanes that narrowed as we went, so we wouldn’t claw each other’s eyes out.

The official start time didn’t matter much—we all had chips on our ankles to record when we hit the mats. But racers are weird, and everyone, including me, crowded the line, wanting to be first into the water.

The crush at the gun was always the worst part. All elbows and feet and cold shock. I focused on finding clear water—hammered the first hundred meters to get out in front. The swim leg was always a challenge for me; it was hard to judge pace without landmarks. I put my head down and went. By the turn buoy, I was still in open water and feeling good.

I felt good because Brooke and Master had helped me relax the night before.

We’d finished packing early. The only official thing on the schedule for Sunday was my race. Master insisted everyone be “available” to support. He had a plan for hydration and nourishment. That was very Jeremiah—treating my little sprint like a team sport. He was so sweet about it I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d probably be done in about an hour and change.

In truth, I was already hydrated, carb-loaded, and ready. I had a sports bottle and a couple of gels tucked into my kit. I was fine.

I hit the shore, waded up the ramp, and headed into T1. Brooke had my bike ready. Megan helped me yank on my shoes. Carmen swatted my ass as I ran the bike out of the change station.

So far, so good.

Once I was clipped in, I dropped my head, spun up into my race gear, and kept my eyes on the road. I took a quick sip of sports drink to rinse the lake out of my mouth and tried to focus.

My mind wandered back to the night.

I’d been anxious; early morning races always make me twitchy. We had to be up with enough time for a small meal, then gear and travel. After everything was packed and the cars double-checked, Master and Brooke took me back to my room. The rest of the family was banned. This was my quiet time.

Master had Brooke undress me slowly. While she did, he stripped down to his shorts and climbed onto my bed, sitting against the headboard with his thighs open. Brooke finished with my bra and I climbed up to join him.

Brooke undressed next while I settled with my back against Master’s chest, his hands warm on my ribs. I watched her move as she slid out of her clothes and gave me a little dance. We’d gotten closer after our rebirths. I’d always been close with the original five and drawn to Megan, but Brooke and I had become almost inseparable.

After Jeremiah discovered how his powers could work with ink, Brooke had asked him for a full tree tattoo along her right side—roots at her ankle, trunk and branches climbing to her shoulder, a sleeve down her arm and a leaf on the back of her hand. It fit her body and her dryad nature perfectly.

With her help, we’d designed a fox-themed sleeve for my right arm. Jeremiah had made it incredible, with autumn colors and motion tucked into the lines. Now, as I looked down, my pretty arm held the carbon-fiber bars of my bike. The tattoo had drawn a lot of attention at packet pickup and in the pre-race corral.

I was never telling anyone who the artist was.

Without my training watch humming at me with data, my thoughts drifted from topic to topic, the way they did on long training rides. I checked in on effort and breath, sipped when I remembered, kept the bike pointed where it needed to go.

The route wasn’t a perfect out-and-back, but it was close—long, quiet stretches through the valley with just enough turns to keep it honest. Because of my fast start in the water, there wasn’t much bike traffic. It was easy to slide into rhythm.

Speaking of rhythm, the night before had been… pleasant.

With Master holding me against him, one hand full on my chest, he’d watched while Brooke knelt between my thighs. Her mouth and his fingers had worked together slowly. Nothing was hurried. The arousal had crept up on me, stealing my breath before I realized I was on the edge.

When the orgasm took me, it felt like it moved through every nerve. Then Master wrapped his arms around me and Brooke slid up to kiss me. The three of us drifted into sleep wrapped around each other.

I felt like their favourite project. In a good way.

A narrowing of the road and a series of sharper turns snapped me back to the present. The bike leg was almost over. Sprint tris go quickly, but this felt fast even for me.

I pushed a little harder, saw the change-out station ahead, and swung in hot.

Helmet off as I jogged in, racked the bike, slipped into my running shoes. The change tent had a few men ahead of me. I didn’t see any of my family until I was already running out.

I must be flying.

I waved at them, forced myself not to glance at any timing boards, and headed out for the 5K.

Once my legs adjusted, I slid into my hard run pace. A 5K isn’t long for me. After a 750-meter swim and a 20K bike, the run can hurt, but my body felt good. I checked my breathing, felt my pulse—everything was in the zone.

My mind slipped sideways into fox-daydream.

In fox form I could run fast and light, weaving between trees, tail keeping my balance as I darted left and right. Brooke would be racing me by moving from trunk to trunk, shifting with the bark. She almost always won, but it was fun to chase each other through the forest.

The problem with being a fox is heat. My tongue doesn’t clear it like a human body does. I’d learned that if I shifted back to human after a good fox run, I cooled down faster than any ice bath.

Not a trick I could use in front of a crowd.

Aly had once wondered out loud if I was as heavy in Fae form as in human form. She’d mumbled something about conservation of mass while poking my flank. For someone who’d just helped us figure out invisibility, it amused me that she still tried to make magic behave like physics.

My thoughts drifted back to early that morning. Master had woken me with plenty of time. Brooke had helped me get dressed by holding my kit while I hopped into it. I wrapped up in a sweatsuit and we’d headed to the race. Transition setup was easy—Master had that part wired. I sipped an energy drink, took a gel, made a last quick trip to the toilets. No heavy food. No drama.

The run can be hypnotic when it goes right. I came back to myself as I realized I’d blown past most of the women. The only runners ahead of me now were a few of the FAST guys.

How was I still keeping up with those freaks?

I checked my breathing. Heart rate. Everything felt… normal. Strong.

I cursed myself quietly. I must have missed a turn on the bike while zoning out. I kept my head down and ran anyway. If I was going to get DQ’d, I’d at least finish hard.

The finish line banner came into view. My family’s voices rose above the crowd.

I finally looked up at the race clock.

It was just ticking past 1:02 as I burst across the line in a full-out kick.

No way.

That was too long a time to have taken some secret shortcut, but it beat my personal best by four minutes.

I felt fantastic—like I could walk back to the start and do it again.

I slowed to a walk, turned back toward the line. The family poured over the barricade toward me, swept me up in hugs and noise.

What a great race. Too bad I didn’t remember half of it.

Later, standing on the little plywood podium with the overall female medal around my neck, I took in the faces around me. Second place was a woman half my physical age; third was about the same as mine. Par for this type of event.

I was proud. I’d trained hard, even with the weirdness after Zac’s awakening. Taper weeks are usually crazy; this one had been chaos.

After the awards, Master was itching to get home.

The plane would be ready at the airport first thing in the morning. We needed to gather the last of our gear. We’d been quiet around friends and acquaintances—most of our things had already been shipped to storage in Serra Bay.

The plan was simple:

• Take off early.

• Meet Kelly’s realtor at the Serra Bay airport.

• Take a bus to the new house for a walk-through.

• Then ride into town to a hotel until the house was finished.

We’d leave the cars and the house here. Uncle Tommy would handle the sales.

I was excited to start a new story.

The next morning we filed into the rental van after tossing two bags each into the back. Kelly was still grumbling that two bags could not possibly be enough. I’d given her half the space in one of mine. I didn’t need much. She appreciated it, but I was pretty sure she’d complain even with ten.

I loved her diva self. She was never going to change.

The drive to the airport was uneventful. The executive jet from our little airline waited on the tarmac. I still wasn’t entirely clear why we needed an airline anymore. Master had explained it back in the JACKL days; it had made the conventions and yearly orgies easier. Those were long gone, but the commuter line still turned a profit, so he kept it.

I patted the faded JACKL fox logo I’d designed on the fuselage for luck and headed to the back of the plane.

I curled up in a rear seat. Megan slid in next to me. I smiled at her and we shared a soft kiss. She let me lay my head in her lap, and I fell asleep before we left the ground.

I didn’t wake up until the wheels hit the runway in Serra Bay.

Sun poured through the windows. California sky. I stretched and hugged Megan tight.

“Ready for a new life?” I asked.

“I think I started that a few weeks ago,” Megan said, smiling. “But yes. I do like new beginnings.”

SAMANTHA

My name is Samantha, but no one calls me that.

I’m Sammi, and I’m a naiad—a water nymph. The waters in and around Serra Bay harbor are my home. I protect them. I’ve lived here as long as I can remember. Probably longer than that. As Fae, I know I’m eternal.

Living in the mundane world, I have to reboot myself from time to time. This was the fourth reboot I remembered. The last one had been about twenty years ago. The next would probably be in another twenty.

My human mask always looked like a woman in her early thirties: striking blonde hair, bright blue eyes, a short, sassy cut. That was the face I wore to deal with mundanes.

I’ve always believed Fae and humans are symbiotic. We need their capacity for love; they need our magic. Magic has fallen out of fashion in the last few hundred years—industrial revolutions, science, the need to explain everything. No one thinks much about magic anymore.

That doesn’t mean they don’t need it.

I sat in the front seat of a small bus near the Serra Bay airport. The driver was dozing. My contact, Jeremiah Jackson, had said they were flying in from Oregon, but hadn’t been specific about the exact arrival time. I didn’t mind waiting, but I would have preferred to slip into my true form and go swim in the bay.

Eventually, a large group made its way toward us from the terminal.

Jeremiah I recognized from the photo he’d texted. (Yes, we Fae use phones. We’re not savages.) He was flanked by two gorgeous women: the blonde, Kelly, his wife, and a brunette who had to be Alyssa. Behind them came a young man and young woman—his two children—and then two more rows of four.

Thirteen in all.

They had two porters pushing carts piled with luggage. Once the bags were loaded into the bus’s undercarriage, I stepped out and introduced myself to Jeremiah. He in turn introduced me to everyone, calling all thirteen of them “family.”

They were an attractive, affectionate bunch. I enjoyed the chorus of handshakes and cheek-kisses.

Jeremiah stayed outside with me as the others filed onto the bus. Their energy buzzed in the air—nervous, excited. It made me a little anxious. My personality could be bubbly, but at heart I was an introvert. Too many people at once always set me a bit on edge.

Soon we were all loaded and rolling north on the freeway. Ten miles in midday traffic took about twenty-five minutes.

We pulled into the gate of an old resort.

The property hadn’t turned a profit in years. Jeremiah had bought it for cash and started renovations—designed by Kelly—a month prior. The living quarters weren’t finished; there’d be construction for a while yet. The main building stretched along the edge of the rocky cliff, with the Pacific spread out beyond. Greenways in front and back held paths and stairways down to a secluded beach.

The lot was gated, except for the path to the public beach stairs. California insisted on access; Kelly had designed around that. From the street, it was hard to see much. Given the way the coastline curved, they’d have something very close to a private beach.

The bus stopped at the gate and I climbed down with Jeremiah to hand him the key.

“There you go, Mr. Jackson,” I said, passing him the ring. “Keys to your new home. Or it will be, once construction’s done.”

“Sammi,” he said, smiling. “You’ve made this so easy. Thank you for all your hard work.”

The group tumbled out and scattered into the under-construction resort. I led a tour, pointing out features, views, and in-progress plans. Kelly introduced me to Carmen, who had a thousand questions about the kitchen, utility spaces, storage.

When we came back to the bus, everyone was smiling.

“I just love seeing people smile when they get here,” I said, grinning. “The commission’s nice, too.”

Jeremiah laughed.

“I’d like to put you on retainer,” he said. “We’ll be investing in more properties around town over time. What would you need to be our exclusive agent?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, half amused, half cautious. I didn’t want this bay turned into a wall of glass and steel, even if I knew I couldn’t stop the tide. Serra Bay had been booming for years.

“What kind of development are you planning?” I asked.

He smiled and paused.

A small fox scampered up to him, sat, and looked at me. Then the fox flickered and became the beautiful redhead I’d seen get off the bus. She hugged Jeremiah.

“This is wonderful, Master,” she said. “There’s a running path along the cliffs, and so many trees. Brooke will love it.”

“So,” I said. The transformation didn’t surprise me. Fae did what Fae did. “How many in your family are Fae?”

“Enough,” Jeremiah said. “We’re concerned about how magic’s being used. We want to do something about it. We want to bring more light and magic into the world.”

I looked at him for a long second.

“How about you keep your money,” I said. “I want to join your team. I don’t need a salary.”

“Deal,” he said immediately. “We can talk details on the way to our hotel downtown. The family’s pretty beat from the trip. We need to unpack, relax. The house won’t be ready for a couple of months anyway. Do you mind riding with us?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Where are you staying?”

“Embassy Suites by the Village, in the Marina district,” he said.

We all climbed back on the bus. The family buzzed with fresh energy, pressing against the windows to see the cliffs and water as we pulled out.

“We’ve reserved a few rooms for a couple of weeks,” Jeremiah said as we drove. “But we need something semi-permanent nearby. I’m thinking a small apartment building we can renovate and hold as an investment.”

“Why?” I asked. “You sound very ambitious.”

“Kelly has hospitality in her veins,” he said, nodding toward the blonde in the row behind us. “She likes projects. I think it would be good to have a base property near downtown.”

The bus pulled up to the hotel at the intersection of two busy streets. One direction led into an outdoor shopping village popular with tourists. The other, if you followed it and turned, took you up to the old Navy carrier moored at the pier, now a tourist attraction and half-museum.

The bay lay only a block or two away in either direction. I loved the salt smell on the air, the cool breeze, the hum of people enjoying my water. This slice of the Marina district was rich in magic—happiness, sun, ocean.

I secretly hoped this family would help that grow.

They filed inside. Jeremiah asked me to stick around, but I wasn’t good at just sitting. I wandered around the block instead.

On the north side of the hotel was a small apartment building. It had seen better days, fighting a losing battle against newer, shinier projects farther south.

A few blocks away, the convention center loomed—a blessing and a curse for the city’s growth. Taller resorts and residential towers lined the bay road toward the naval yards.

I checked the building’s address and pulled it up on my phone. Fairview Apartments.

The listing made me smile at the name. The price wasn’t bad for the location. It might be exactly what Jeremiah needed.

I went back into the lobby to wait. I found a chair, crossed my legs, let one shoe dangle from my toes. I never wore shoes in my true form, but mundane masks required certain concessions.

When Jeremiah came back down, I waved him over and walked him across the street to show him the property.

The on-site manager gave us a quick tour and pushed hard for a lease. That kind of pressure usually meant low occupancy—something I could confirm later. If true, it would make the owners more motivated and the price more negotiable.

“I’ll have Kelly come take a look,” Jeremiah said. “We’ll give you a call tomorrow. I’ve got to get back to the family.”

“Sure thing,” I said, smiling as I shook his hand. “I’m excited to be working with you. You have my number.”

He headed back to the hotel.

I walked toward the waterfront instead.

I cut through the village and followed the bayfront path until the crowds thinned. When I reached a stretch where no one was watching, I hopped over the low wall, let my human mask fall, and slipped into the water.

The bay embraced me like it always had. I swam south, under the surface, toward the cove I called home.

For the first time in a long while, I had the feeling my world was about to get bigger, not smaller.

KELLY

I was captivated by the view from the balcony of our top-floor suite.

The sliding glass door sat open behind me as I leaned over the rail and looked out over the bay. Cool air off the water kissed my skin and raised goosebumps along my arms. I already loved this city.

The views from our new house would be even better. From those cliffs we’d see nothing between us and the Pacific but air and light. I couldn’t wait for construction to be finished.

I’d been working on plans for that house for over a month. It was the kind of project that let me take my mind off my mother’s death and still pleasantly reminded me of her almost every day. Seeing the actual site now, feeling the wind and smelling the salt, the reality was even better than I’d imagined on paper.

This hotel would do for a while. We couldn’t move into the house yet. We also couldn’t stay in Oregon any longer. Jeremiah had accelerated the schedule and was already looking to add more properties in and around Serra Bay.

I liked seeing him engaged.

We’d made much of our fortune running inns. He had a knack for finding the right locations. He’d had an extraordinary career as a counselor, strengthening couples with Alyssa’s help. His mind and initiative carried him through whatever caught his attention. I hoped this new start would give him ways to use all of that in new shapes.

Lately, it felt like he’d come alive again—present, observant, attentive.

Before his birthday he’d been drifting, haunted by old shadows. Then everything hit at once: Naomi’s sudden growth, the crazy few days of revelations and experiments. Looking back, it had been a bit of madness, and not all of our choices had been wise.

But we’d moved on. The enlarged family had found its stride. Jeremiah had made some peace with his past.

The change in him made me love him even more.

I felt him come back into the suite. Aly had gone into the shower; the sound of water was a soft hiss behind the half-closed bathroom door. He saw me on the balcony and came to join me.

I turned to face him and leaned my elbows back on the rail, knowing exactly what that did to the line of my chest. I felt his eyes drop, then rise again to meet mine.

“You look happy, love,” Jeremiah said. “California becomes you.”

I pushed off the rail and sauntered toward him, looping my arms around his neck and kissing him deeply.

I let him feel how happy I was, letting my aura warm and soften the air between us.

He made a low sound in his throat and kissed me back, fingers finding the hem of my skirt and skimming along my thighs. I slid one hand into his hair and held him there, smiling against his mouth.

He growled and kissed me deeper, his fingers gathering my skirt and exposing my thighs. I kept one hand behind his head and combed through his hair, enjoying our kiss. With my other hand, I dropped between us and stroked his cock through his trousers. His fingers slid up my thighs, then hooked into the waist of my thong and pressed it down. My skirt lowered over my ass as my panties fell past my knees.

“Are you going to fuck me on the balcony, mister?” I teased.

I unbuckled his belt and pressed his trousers down. My hand returned to his rigid cock, my thumb rolling over his head.

He growled, my glow capturing him, narrowing his focus to just me. I looked past him into our suite and saw Alyssa come out of the shower. Her eyes flared as she saw us and felt my power. She dropped her towel and walked naked onto the balcony behind Jeremiah.

I winked at her as I continued to stroke Jeremiah’s cock. She walked behind him and wrapped her arms around him, her fingers unbuttoning his shirt. He looked over his shoulder as she leaned close and kissed him deeply before pulling his shirt off.

I tugged lightly on his cock, then released it and walked back to the rail. I leaned over the side, still in my bra and covered by the dress. My breasts swayed over the railing as I watched the people walking on the sidewalk ten stories below. I reached back and lifted my skirt and spread my thighs. A gentle roll of my hips was all it took to entice Jeremiah to step behind me.

I felt his hand cup my sex, and I purred in delight. Then his cock slid up and down my cleft. I held myself still, letting him tease me. I hungered for him, wanting to press back and impale myself on his manhood. I looked over my shoulder to look at him as he teased my folds. I wondered where Alyssa was, then moaned deeply.

I looked down, and she had lowered down and slipped between J and me, sitting between my spread thighs. Alyssa kissed my cleft, and her tongue slid between J’s cock and my lips. Her free hand slowly fingered her cunt. I growled lowly.

“Baby, fuck me,” I begged, “ram that cock into me.”

Jeremiah did, thrusting into me, and I rolled against the balcony rail, then pressed back to meet his next thrust. Aly was licking my clit, and then the apex of my lips as Jeremiah slowly fucked me. The sensations were delicious as I felt the bay’s cool breeze blow over my heated flesh.

I felt others near and looked over my shoulder into the suite. Megan and Shannon were on a large sofa, naked, legs spread. They kissed when they weren’t watching us. Their hands pressed into each other’s pussies, rubbing their partners’ clit. I sent a wave of pleasure towards them to watch them buck.

Jeremiah started hammering deeper and deeper. Aly slipped under me and leaned over the balcony beside me, shamelessly baring her breasts to the downtown Serra Bay skyline. Then she kissed me, and I felt Jeremiah slip out of me.

I groaned into Aly’s mouth as she was pressed forward by a firm thrust from Jeremiah, who slipped behind her. I kissed Aly deeply, turning towards her, my hands filled with her breasts as she whined from Jeremiah’s pounding.

I rose and stood, then dragged them both inside. I quickly stripped off my dress and bra, and we gathered on the bed, enticing Megan and Shannon to join us. We slipped into a nest of moving flesh, bare breasts and mouths, fingers and tongues. We shared Jeremiah’s cock. He used his power to keep himself rock hard, even though he filled each of us many times with his ejaculation. We enjoyed ourselves in our new city.

As we cuddled in the post-coital bliss, I felt Zac’s glow pulsing, and I wondered who was in his room. I imagined Beth watching as Zac plowed into Brooke while she licked Lexi. Carmen and Maria, I imagined, joining Leah and Naomi in a sapphic foursome. His aura grew brighter, and I felt it ripple through me.

My partners enjoyed another pulse of my arousal before we all slipped into a restful sleep.

We had lost a mother, a house, a whole chapter of our lives.

We had also arrived somewhere new, together.

Whatever came next, we’d face it from this balcony, this bay, this strange, beautiful family at our backs.

And for the first time in a long time, that felt exactly right.

Such a fantastic way to start a new chapter in our lives.
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Explore the magic and mysteries of Our Ethereal Legacy as they relocate to Serra Bay, California.

Series includes:

	JACKL Inc. 

	Once Bitten 

	Twice Shy 

	Thrice Charmed 




Our Ethereal Legacy—California

https://books.macklandry.com/oel-california


CASCADE MOUNTAIN HAREM
SECOND CHANCE HAREM ROMANCE


Kurt Darby's impromptu vacation in the Cascade Mountains takes him back to growing up nearby and some old friends from high school. The years have passed, but Kurt and Amy's connection as teenagers sparked a fire between the old flames. Kurt's challenges grow when Amy's friends join them to spend a wild weekend in Amy's mountain cabin resort.

Cascade Mountain Harem

books.macklandry.com/cascade-harem


MACK LANDRY COLLECTION
DIVE INTO MORE POLY HEAT, HAREMS, AND HARD-WON LOVE BELOW


Chef’s Kiss Barbecue—A smoky slice-of-life men’s romance about a burned-out tech guy, three fierce heroines, and the Texas BBQ circuit, blending polyamorous heat with cartel danger and a hard-won found family.

Home Office Harem—My life was perfect—until my wife Naomi left, stripping everything and leaving me an overwhelmed single dad. In the wreckage, four devoted young women offered unexpected love and support, forging a devoted harem to heal my soul. Then Naomi returned, forcing us to redefine family... or lose it all.

Cascade Mountain Harem - Second-chance harem romance in the Cascades: wounded hearts reunite at a remote mountain resort, where a mystical spring forges a slow-burn harem as one guy claims a whole new life with the women who insist on sharing it. Six-book series with a spine-tingling ending.

The Candy Man’s Harem (Rocky Cove Candy Company) — Sweet, sticky, and a tad strange: divorced candy man Dominic leads his devoted young team in a quirky age-gap harem at Rocky Cove's coastal shop. They twist taffy—and taboos—into spicy-sweet bliss, unearthing echoes from his grandfather's past.

Belinda and the Beast—Standalone paranormal harem romance: Young Belinda chooses her dream-monster lover, only to lose everything. Amid grief and bisexual awakening, the beast under her bed isn't her only savior—her three devoted friends join the heat. Explicit magic forges an HEA from desire and found family.

Our Ethereal Legacy - A super spicy urban fantasy harem origin: ordinary friends awaken wild powers through trial, error, and tangled desire—binding as lovers against demons, succubi, and ethereal forces in an epic adventure of devotion.

Basics: Neural Control Node—Work-from-home retail therapy buys Josh a dead-on-arrival gadget—until his gamer-girl neighbor activates its seductive AI. She morphs into his perfect assistant for cooking, cleaning, and more, sparking a slice-of-life men's fantasy harem romance.

Explore Mack Landry’s Amazon Author page or find all his stories at his website:

https://books.macklandry.com/mack-landry-collection
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JACKL PUBLISHING AUTHORS
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Mack Landry ignites passionate tales of lust, love, slice-of-life adventures, male-led harems, and irresistible romance.

Mack Landry’s Author Page

[image: Hank Dolworth Logo]


Hank Dolworth pens scorching hotwife and freeuse tales brimming with sizzling sex, mind-melting orgasms, and feel-good romance.

Hank Dolworth’s Author Page

[image: Drake Storm Logo]


Drake Storm crafts spicy romances packed with slow-burn tension, on-page heat, delicious angst, swoony grand gestures, and guaranteed HEAs

.Drake Storm’s Author Page
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